History of Science 423/523: Science and Religion
Lecture 3: The Copernican Revolution and Early Protestantism

1. The Ptolemaic system
A. Aristotelianism as the system of natural philosophy taught in European universities ¢. 1200-c. 1650
B. Ptolemy’s A/magest and the Ptolemaic model of a geocentric universe
C. Why the Ptolemaic cosmelogy was accepted so long: scientific, not religious reasons
D. Underlying assumptions of Aristotelian physics; its deductive approach; ‘saving the appearances’;
instrumentalism
II. The life and career of Nicholas Copernicus (1473-1543)
A. His family background and education
B. How he came to an understanding of the heliocentric system
C. Georg Rheticus and the publication of De revolutionibus orbium coelestium (1543)
D. The reception of De revolutionibus in Germany
1, The Wittenberg interpretation: acceptance of Copernicus’s astronomical tables but not of
his heliocentric model
2. The support of the Lutherans Michael Mastlin (1550-1631), Philip Melanchthon
(1497-1560), and Johannes Kepler (1571-1630)
III. The Protestant reception of the new astronomy

A. Reformation doctrines that inclined Protestants to accept Copernicanism

1. The three ‘solas’: sola fide, sola gratia, sola scriptura

2. The priesthood of believers; private interpretation of the Bible; lay theologians
3. The lack of a Magisterium, Index of Prohibited Books, or Inquisition
B. The result: greater divergence of opinion, greater freedom of thought and expression
IV. The principle of accommodation
A. John Calvin’s metaphorical interpretation of biblical passages on nature
B. Anthropomorphism: the Old Testament use of metaphors to describe God
C. The importance of accommodation in the debate over Copernicanism
1. The question of whether the Old Testament is geocentric
2. The issue of whether the Bible’s description of the nature should be taken literally or
phenomenologically (i.e., as the ordinary language of laymen)
3. Protestant willingness to accept biblical descriptions of nature as figurative
4. Roman Catholic tendency to read these passages literally
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