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of Easter. This is important because if anything lies in the heart of the Byzantine Church, it is the liturgy. The Church opposed this change, not because of the calendar; the Church was afraid of changing after the attempt of reunification with Rome had failed. Gregoras himself wrote that it was rejected to not “confuse the ignorant or divide the Church.” Gregoras fell out of favor after the death of Andronicus II and the ascension of Andronicus III. Hence, the rise of Barlaam, which showed a more favorable attitude towards things that were Roman or Latin, and at this time both used the same Julian calendar. In the 1920s, some of the Eastern Churches adopted the decision to use the Western (Gregorian) calendar of 1582. It was expressed as a decision to keep the old one, trusting ancient culture more than modern science. There developed a conflict between tradition and modernity. The division of the calendar remains along these lines. There are those who believe tradition and modernity are com-patible and those who do not. In the former, science will still be a tool of the Church, and those who do not see compatibility, may view science in opposition.       Fr Jonathan Morse
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Byzantines’ Relations with Science

make miracles. As many have pointed out, the nine plagues

of the Old Testament were natural events. Only the tenth was
not. Therefore, it is not surprising or unusual that the Creator of na-
ture would do things involving nature to accomplish His goals.

As the Author of creation, God created natural laws. From ancient
Greece until today, science studied these laws to understand nature
to develop medicines and other things to benefit the world. But, at
the same time, scientists have manipulated these laws and interfered
with the order of the universe. [see: climate change] These laws are:
The Vibration (or Attraction); Relativity; Cause and Effect; Polar-
ity; Gestation (or Development); Rhythm; Transmutation of En-
ergy.

Harmony with nature and its laws found status in both ancient
Greek and Jewish thought. As Philo wrote, "The world that is in
law corresponds to the world; and the world to the law, and a man
who is obedient to the law, by doing so, a citizen of the world,
arranges his actions in harmony with reference to the intention of
nature with which the whole universal world is regularized." Even
our Lord refers to reacting to the laws of nature when He says,
"When you see [a] cloud rising in the west you say immediately
that it is going to rain—and so it does; and when you notice that the
wind is blowing from the south you say that it is going to be hot—
and so it is." (Luke 12: 54-55)

When giving sermons on Genesis, Saints Basil and Gregory of
Nyssa show that they had a basic knowledge of astronomy. In con-
trast, Gregory had an advanced understanding of physics illustrated
by his understanding that a void cannot exist in the universe (Aris-
totle.). Basil directly states that the laws of nature come from God
when he writes, "Reflect that the voice of God makes nature, and
the command given it at that time to creation provided the future
cause of action for creatures.”

Interestingly, St. Basil believed the Earth was a sphere. However,
in his sermons on Genesis, St. John Chrysostom held for the flat
Earth. They were representative of the two major theological
schools in the East. The School of Alexandria, which became the
dominant school for orthodox theologians, held the Greek cosmol-
ogy of the Earth being a sphere. The School of Antioch held for flat
Earth. This school had a more significant influence in the West as
Byzantine theological thought was taught there in the Middle Ages.

The Eastern Churches have held in high esteem the unmercenar-
ies. These are physicians, people of science, who provided medical
care without cost. St. Basil created a hospital in his monastery to
care for the sick, using doctors who used medicines and provided
care based upon the scientific practice of the day.

The first rift in the relationship was during the reign of Justinian,
whose Codex stated that "those who do not follow the catholic and
apostolic church and the orthodox faith" could not be civil servants.
One of the side effects is that science was taught, with rare excep-
tions, by pagan scientists. This led to a diminishing influence of sci-
entific knowledge up to the university level. However, this was not
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seen as problematic because significant intellectual debates focused
on theology, whether it was orthodox or heretical.

In the sixth century, the celebrated theologian was St. Maximus
the Confessor. He was a guardian of orthodoxy. Being a friend of
Pope Martin in Rome and an enemy of Emperor Constans II, caused
Maximus to lose his tongue and right hand. He was an ascetic who
sought union with God above all things. Scientific knowledge was
of little interest to him. Then leading theologians and state policy
came together, leading to a blow against scientific knowledge. The
development of cursive writing further accomplished this. Now
texts could be written that were smaller. Since monasteries did most
of the writings, more theological works were produced, leading to
an almost total absence of scientific works from the sixth to ninth
centuries.

The ascent of Iconoclast (/mage-destroyer) Emperors, starting
with Leo III, led to the downgrade of scientific knowledge again.
This forced those who defended icons to use science in response.
St. John of Damascus and Theodore the Studite were the leading
theologians for the iconodules (defenders of icons.)

In St. John's The Orthodox Faith, he gives the dates of the sun's
entry into each of the zodiac signs, which is used to determine the
equinoxes; the Spring one is used for the calculation of Easter.
(Later, it was discovered he was three days off.). He held that sci-
ence was to serve theology. He held nature in respect, as he wrote,
"Do not complain about matter; it is not vile, nothing that was cre-
ated by God...". While he did not care if the Earth was spherical or
flat (he held it was spherical) but that God created it was paramount.

In the iconoclast period, Byzantine Christianity came in direct
contact with Islam in terms of scientific inquiry. With the destruction
by Arab Muslims of the theological school of Alexandria, the work
of centuries of scientific understanding was lost. The expansion of
the Muslim peoples was done at the cost of the Byzantine Empire.
Because of the constant threat of war, leadership on both sides
needed answers to deal with the threat. They turned to astrology.
‘The Christian religious leaders opposed this as contrary to the faith.
The political leaders wanted answers. This led to an increase in sci-
entific knowledge in Constantinople because astrologers needed as-
tronomy and mathematics. There is a long and complicated history
between Muslim caliphs and Byzantine Emperors. Mathematical
and scientific learning came to be known by the other. This includes
the history of John the Grammarian and Leo the Mathematician.
Because at the end of the iconoclast period, there was a rediscovery
of texts from the Iconoclast Council leading to its demise. Because
of the prevalent acceptance of science, science was once again in
good graces with the Church.

Some argue that the Eastern Churches split this relationship with
science over the new calendar. Except this was not the first time
the calendar was an issue. An earlier one was between Nikephoros
Gregoras and Barlaam of Calabria. Gregoras proposed a reform of
the Julian calendar using 362.25 days in 1326. The reason was that
the equinoxes were off by eight days and impacted upon the da'e’




