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“The parallel between nature and Scripture 

is so complete, we must necessarily believe 

that the person who is asking questions of nature and the person who is asking 

questions of Scripture are bound to 

arrive at the same conclusions.”

- Origen (early Christian theologian, Philocalia
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Christians once spoke of God making Himself known in two different ways, or through 
two “books”: the Book of Revelation and the Book of Nature.  Scripture is how God 
has revealed Himself through the holy writings of the Jews and Christians; it is 
studied through theology (note – Scripture and the deposit of Sacred Tradition make 
up Revelation).  The Book of Nature is God’s self-revelation as made known through 
the natural world, which is studied through science.
It is important to understand that, even though Revelation and Nature/science each 
present a different way of arriving at truth, that the truths are of equal value.  A truth 
discovered through scientific experiments is as true as a truth about the moral or 
spiritual world – for example, that God exists, or that it is wrong to steal.  Different 
paths lead to understanding one truth of reality.

5



There are two spheres of reality: the physical world and the spiritual world.  The 
physical world is visible and measurable. It can be studied by science.  The spiritual 
world, on the other hand, is none of these things.  It involves things such as human 
reason, our intellectual powers, our life force, and our soul.  Theology is the primary 
way in which we know about the spiritual world, although other disciplines, such as 
counseling and psychology.
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(Quote of Bl. Niels Stenson [1638-1686], a Swedish scientist who studied the human 
body, in particular the glandular and lymphatic systems, before converting to 
Catholicism and eventually becoming a bishop)  This quote shows that, while nature 
and the physical world are beautiful, the spiritual realm is even more beautiful, with 
the mysteries of which still await us more beautiful still
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While theology and science each have their own areas of focus, it is important to 
remember that they are not exclusive of one another- they are in a relationship.  In a 
way, science tells us about the “what” of the world: it explains physical reality.  
However, science cannot give us the “why” and “how” of the world: why do things 
exist?  How are they properly used?  Note well: just because we can do something, 
doesn’t mean we should.  Faith and morality, which deal with transcendental values, 
help us to understand how the physical world should be used.
Science completes the explanation of the story of creation that Revelation presents, 
while Revelation and the subsequent moral and spiritual teaching of the Church help 
to explain the right and wrong ways to use science.  (Tie-in: medical experimentation.  
Note the labels that say that a product is not tested on animals.  We see this as good-
experimentation in the name of science has its limits)
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The Church, in particular the monasteries, preserved and passed on the scientific 
knowledge of the ancient Greek and Roman world.  Along with the reception of these 
works was brought in something new: the idea that the world, and therefore science, 
is something rational.  That certain things can be expected to happen because of how 
the world is.  This would give rise to the scientific method: using experimentation to 
find a truth about something.  Because we expect things to behave in certain ways, 
and to behave in the same way under the same conditions, scientific study is 
possible.
In fact, inspired by the works of the ancient Greeks, Romans, and later Arabic 
philosophers, it was men of the Church who laid the foundation for modern science 
through their formation of the modern scientific method: Robert Grosseteste (1168-
1253), the bishop of Lincoln, England; Roger Bacon (c.1214-1294), a Franciscan friar 
in England; and St. Albert the Great (1200-1280), a German Dominican friar and 
professor.
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(Read slide).  Point out that the Catholic Church had no problem with his work when 
first published (later on, with Galileo, there were issues – we’ll get to those later).  In 
fact, he dedicated his book explaining his discoveries to the Pope.
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(Read slide)
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(Read slide)
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(Read slide)

15



- Began as Academy of the Lynxes in 1603 (lynxes have large eyes and are very 
observant)
- Organization later drifted apart, being re-founded in 1847 and given its current 

name and organization in 1936
- Membership made up of people from all different branches of science and 

different areas of the world
- Current members include famous English physicist Stephen Hawking
- 75 current or former members have won the Nobel Prize in either physics, 

chemistry, medicine, or physiology
- From the Academy’s website: “Since the deliberations and studies which it 

undertakes are not influenced by any one national, political or religious point of 
view, the Academy constitutes an invaluable source of objective information upon 
which the Holy See and its various bodies can draw.”
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- Evolution is one of those topics on which it’s important to distinguish between 
what the Catholic Church believes and teaches, and what other Christian groups 
believe.  There is a big difference.  

- Begins with Charles Darwin’s book “On the Origin of Species” in 1859
- The Church never had a problem with Darwin’s theories – in 1907, the Catholic 

Encyclopedia said of evolution “It is in perfect agreement with the Christian 
conception of the universe; for Scripture does not tell us in what form the present 
species of plants and of animals were originally created by God.

- In fact, it was the genetic work of Fr. Gregor Mendel that provided the biological 
basis for natural selection – the better genes are passed on.

- At the same time, we need to remember that evolution explains part of reality, but 
not all of it.

- Atheistic theories of evolution, which don’t accept God as the first Creator, still 
can’t account for the existence of matter or how life came to be.  We can’t think 
that any unanswered question is a solid proof of God’s existence, but can say now 
that a theory of evolution that has God as the first Creator and life-giver makes the 
most rational sense
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Ask – what is evolution?  Why might a Christian not be able to believe in it?
(Read- focus on underlined text.)  St. Augustine is writing about how some people try 
to read the opening chapters of Genesis literally – thinking they are a scientific 
explanation of how the world came to be.  He is upset by how people who say this 
make Christianity look foolish.

“…What is so vexing is not that misguided people should be laughed at, as that our
authors should be assumed by outsiders to have held such views and, to the great
detriment of those about whose salvation we are so concerned, should be written off
and consigned to
the waste paper basket as so many ignoramuses…
-St. Augustine of Hippo
Literal Commentary on Genesis
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- The Galileo controversy began in 1616 when his teaching of Copernicus’ theory 
was questioned by the Church – he was given a warning to no longer support 
Copernicus publically

- He also brought some trouble on himself by trying to explain how the Bible should 
be read with regard to his theory- implied that the Church could be wrong - given 
the time in history (right after the Reformation – Church feeling challenged), this 
wasn’t welcomed – the Church saw it as Galileo telling them how they should 
change their beliefs, without a good reason to do so

- Galileo remained in good standing- he was friends with many church officials and 
even the pope

- Things heated up again in 1632 when he published his “Dialogue Concerning the 
Two Chief World Systems.”  This was presented as a dialogue between the two 
sides (earth-centered vs. sun-centered solar system).  However, the person on the 
side of the earth-centered system was called “Simplicius” (roughly meaning 
“simpleton”), who repeated almost word for word some things the pope had said.  
This alienated one of Galileo’s biggest supporters.

- The whole problem was that Galileo was proposing as fact something for which he 
had no experimental proof- and the way in which he did it was seen by the Church 
as a challenge
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- It was also against the prevailing science of the day – other great astronomers of 
the day, such as Tycho Brahe, disagreed with Galileo that the earth revolved 
around the sun

- Was he tortured?  No.  He was threatened with torture, but he didn’t give in 
because of that, and still wasn’t tortured- so we can see it was more of a scare 
tactic than a real threat.

- In 1633 he was forced to reject his belief in the heliocentric system, and was 
sentenced to house arrest – but it was very comfortable, at a villa outside 
Florence, with the help of a servant.  His punishment, to say certain prayers every 
day, was later taken on by his daughter, a nun.

- No direct experimental proof of heliocentrism until 1728 (stellar parallax)
- Condemnation of Copernicus’ book lifted in 1757; of Galileo’s in 1822
- In 1992, St. John Paul II affirmed that Galileo was right, and that the Church 

teachers of the time needed to update how they read Scripture.  This goes back to 
what we learned earlier- that theology and science are complimentary but 
separate disciplines.
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St. Robert Bellarmine was one of those who, early on, warned Galileo on the part of 
the Church.  However, here he shows that he is not against heliocentrism as such, but 
rather will not accept it until he sees proof.  He writes that, if proof is shown him, the 
Church will need to develop how it previously read those passages of Scripture which, 
on the surface, seemed to imply that the earth never moved.
Quote: “…I say that, if there were a real proof that the Sun is in the centre of the
universe, that the Earth is in the third sphere, and that the Sun does not go round the
Earth but the Earth round the Sun, then we should have to proceed with great
circumspection in explaining passages of Scripture which appear to teach the
contrary, and we should rather have to say that we did not understand them than
declare an opinion to be false which is proved to be true. But I do not think there is
any such proof since none has been shown to me. To demonstrate that the
appearances are saved by assuming the sun at the centre and the earth in the
heavens is not the same thing as to demonstrate that in fact the sun is in the centre
and the earth is in the heavens. I believe that the first demonstration may exist, but I
have very grave doubts about the second; and in case of doubt one may not abandon
the Holy Scriptures as expounded by the hold Fathers…”
-St. Robert Bellarmine
1615
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The Church has also sponsored a great deal of astronomical study.  This was 
especially prevalent in the late 1500’s and 1600’s by the Jesuit Order of Priests (the 
ones who run Boston College today).  They made the observations that allowed for 
the Gregorian Calendar (named after Pope Gregory XIII, who sponsored it) to be 
made official in 1582.  At the time of the American Revolution, there were about 130 
observatories in the world – 30 of these were run by Jesuits.  Today, 35 craters on the 
moon are named after Jesuit astronomers – this is a high honor given to those who 
have made significant contributions to astronomy.
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