Why Do We Believe The Earth Is Round?

February 9, 2007


A few months ago the International Astronomer’s Union gathered at what I like to refer to as the Astronomical Council of Prague.  During this conference it was declared by the learned participants that Pluto was no longer to be considered a full-fledged planet, but rather a “dwarf” planet.  Despite the fact that it did not in any way change what Pluto is (merely the definition) the resolution made headlines around the world.  Considering the vast expertise of the participants of that conference, it made me realize just how little I know about that field, and how quick we are to accept the decision of the IAU.  In light of just how much credence we give to the scientific community, I began to reflect upon another scientific question:  Why do we believe the Earth is round?


At first glance that question might seem ridiculous.  How foolish it would sound if one were to say, “for you the earth is round, but for me it is flat,” or “believing that the earth is flat is okay if that is what works for you.”  Just as ridiculous are those who, at least for now, are saying, “for me Pluto is still a planet.”  Either it is or it isn’t.  Either the earth is round or it is not.


This, however, is the perspective that many in our modern world have toward faith and religion.  It is not considered foolish to say, “for you there is a God, but for me there is not,” or “believing in God is okay if that is what works for you, but not everyone believes in a God,” or “for some people Jesus is not really God, just a great moral teacher.”  However, people of faith may find such viewpoints ridiculous.  Either there is a God or there is not.  Either Jesus is God’s divine Son, or He is not.  Therefore, it is not a matter of what one believes, but of what is true.  Simply believing the contrary does not make it so.

With the coming of the Great Enlightenment, religious faith was upstaged by scientific thought in the mindset of Western Civilization.  Faith and religion were set aside (some say sacrificed) in favor of science and reason.  With the modern debate over whether Evolution is taught over Creationism (or intelligent design) in our public schools, the argument is over what is taught.  Nevertheless, the clash in the end is over what is believed to be true and the ramifications of that truth.  However, the learning, teaching and accepting of any truth is very much the same whether they are scientific or religious.

Why do we believe in God?  Why do we believe in Jesus?  Why do we believe in the Gospel given us by the Church for over two thousand years?  Why do some refuse to believe it?  The answers may be simple, but the modern mindset has taken to questioning the credibility of these answers, reducing much of them to personal preferences rather than a revealed, undeniable truth.

1) Apostles, saints and theologians from St. Peter to Pope Benedict XVI have handed down this faith based upon personal, physical experience of Jesus and His revelations and teachings – but in the age of the Da Vinci Code and conspiracy theories, how do we know that such experiences and stories are even true?

2) An organization known as the Church continues to teach, preach and sanctify, bearing witness that God does indeed exist and his Son’s work continues throughout the world – but what makes us think that the Church is no different from any other male-dominated organization vying for power and influence?

3) We have written documentation from Apostles, Church Fathers and saints throughout history, in addition to the revealed Word of God – but what about the countless other documents that (as some claim) were “suppressed” because they were not in agreement with the “dominant power.”

4) We have seen video’s and documentaries of God’s continued action in our world from humble missionary work among the poorest of the poor to the triumphant election of a new Holy Father, and the inspiration and elation generated by both – but what makes us think they are not staged events making use of mass media?

5) We may even have had a personal experience of God’s existence and love – but there are others, called agnostics, who seek a “concrete” experience of God as evidence of his existence.

So why do we believe in God and the aspects of our faith?  To further reflect on this conundrum, perhaps we can return to that other, seemingly fundamental question:  Why do we believe the earth is round?

Upon further reflection the question is an interesting issue to ponder, until we realize just how much we take that fact for granted.  After all, have any of us ever really experienced that fact first-hand?  If not, then how can we be so sure that the earth is not flat?


One might offer various solutions to that problem, classifying them as personal experience.  However, like the arguments in favor of God’s existence, the credibility of the earth’s roundness can easily be questioned using similar argumentation used to question the aspects of faith:


1) We have been taught all our lives that the earth is round – but how do we know that it isn’t just superstition, or an outright lie?  After all, from our perspective, the earth falls off at the horizon!

2) Scientists and explorers from Galileo to the current pilots of the space shuttle have told us that the earth is round – but do we personally possess the knowledge and expertise to verify for ourselves that these experts are correct, or even telling the truth?  (In this skeptical age of conspiracy theories, such a notion is plausible!)

3) An organization known as NASA has verified that space missions have taken place and can bear witness that the earth is round – but for an organization always in need of money, how can we be sure that they haven’t simply agreed to say what was necessary in order to get funding?  

4) We have seen pictures of a round earth – two-dimensional pictures that could have been taken from directly above, giving only the appearance of roundness.  

5) We have seen videos of rockets, shuttles and orbits around the earth – so too have we seen such films as Star Wars, Star Trek and 2001:  A Space Odyssey; and boy if those planets and moons don’t look real!  (Some even debate that the landing on the moon was a Hollywood production, and the film Capricorn One makes a similar case.)

6) We ourselves may have taken a plane or boat trip around the world – but did we personally pilot the vessel?  Do we understand the intricacies of nautical navigation?  Did we stay awake throughout the entire trip to make sure that the ship or plane did not change course so that we only think it went around the world?  Was it daylight and clear skies the entire trip?  How do we know we were not deceived?  

In short, very few of us have ever personally experienced the roundness of the earth.  Few of us possess the mathematical and astronomical knowledge and expertise to read the stars, chart the patterns, and make the calculations that demonstrate this simple fact so many of us take for granted.

When all is said and done, we believe the earth is round because we have chosen to believe it.  We choose to accept the complicated evidence given to us by astronomers.  We choose to believe the astronauts who claim to have orbited the earth in rockets and space shuttles.  We choose to believe NASA and other scientific communities that are funded for the purpose of exploration and research.  We choose to believe the pictures and videos.  We put our faith and trust in those who have told us that the earth is indeed round, and we believe it as an undeniable truth.  Some (like the Flat Earth Society) choose not to believe.  But believing the earth is flat does not make it so.

It is the same with faith and religion.  We choose to accept the authority of the Church in handing down that faith.  We choose to believe the historical documentation and revealed Scriptures.  While modern skeptics may throw endless questions designed to discredit faith (while accepting without question the declarations of science) we must, in the end, choose to believe in God and the components of our faith as undeniable truths – truths revealed by Christ, verified by testimony, taught by the Church, handed down to us by our parents, and even perhaps experienced on a personal level.  Some (like atheists and agnostics) choose not to believe.

With the certainty of science we know that when we look out to sea there is more to the world than the perceptible limits on the horizon.  We can take long cruises in ships and flights in planes from one end of the world to another without fear of falling off the edge (something considered quite fearsome prior to Christopher Columbus).  With the certainty of faith we can live in full confidence that there is a life to come.  We can endure ridicule, dissention and persecution knowing that God watches over us and will see us through.

With full confidence in their source, we profess the undeniable truths of our faith.  Some may choose to question or refute them, but choosing to believe the contrary does not make it so.  Ultimately it is not a question of what one chooses to believe.  It is a question, rather, of believing that which is undeniably true.

I don’t think the first sentence in the last paragraph is necessary.  It is expressed in the beginning of the paragraph just above it.  In the last paragraph, the faith is the most important part.


   Maybe rearrange the remaining first sentence in the last paragraph to read:  With full confidence in their source, we profess the undeniable truths of our faith.  








