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“God is our refuge and our strength, 

A Helper ever near us; 

We will not fear tho’ earth be moved, 

For God is nigh to cheer is. 

 

Although the mountains quake, 

And earth’s foundations shake,  

Though angry billows roar,  

And break against the shore, 

Our mighty God will hear us.” 

                        ----Luther  

 

The superstition of the early Chinese was that earthquakes were caused by the rolling 

over of a large monster in the bowels of the earth.  Many similar erroneous views were current 

among the heathen nations regarding this great phenomenon in nature.  Even some of the 

scientific leaders allowed their imaginations and fears to color their interpretation of natural 

events.  An excerpt from the Royal Society of London in 1752 reads, “Earthquakes generally 

happen to great cities or towns….the chastening rod is directed where there are inhabitants, the 

objects of its monition, not to bare cliffs and an uninhabited beach.” 

The above statement is understandable in the light of the times, for records could be made 

only of severe earthquakes which happened where people could record them.  However, since 

the Seismograph was invented data has proved that there are approximately 150 severe 

earthquakes annually, most of which occur under the sea.  From 1905 to 1940, only twelve out of 

5,000 quakes of the same intensity happened in towns or cities.  During the Turkey quake of 

December 1939, which resulted in the death of 40,000 people, six earthquakes of similar 

intensity occurred in the depths of the Caribbean Sea off the coast of Central America with no 

apparent damage or destruction. 

The Seismograph proves that we live on a quaking earth whose foundations are 

constantly shaking.  Only in a very limited sense are we aware of this fact, for occasionally we 

read of disastrous quakes which strike populated areas. 

As early as 132 A.D. a Chinese mathematician and astronomer, named Tyoko, designed 

an ingenuous instrument called a Seismoscope, which after recording a quake and its direction, 

set off a sounding device.  On one occasion no tremors had been felt: nevertheless, the 

instrument gave evidence of a quake.  Several days later a runner brought the news that an 

earthquake had taken place a considerable distance away at the same time that the Seismoscope 

had recorded it.  Unfortunately, this instrument was shelved for nearly 18 centuries when the 

Seismograph was discovered. 

The Seismograph is an instrument which records the earth’s vibrations.  It is a 

magnifying ear which makes a record of many vibrations inaudible to the human organ of 

hearing.  The bass notes on a piano are only 30-40 vibrations per second while the highest 

earthquake tremors vibrate only 10 times per second. 



It is generally conceded that an earthquake is the result of a shift in a portion of the 

earth’s crust whether it be in the mountains or under the sea.  The San Francisco quake of 1906 

was considered to be caused by the slip amounting to as high as 22 feet along a front nearly 200 

miles bordering the California Coast.  This earth crack, along which the slip took place, is known 

as the San Andreas Fault, and is some 600 miles in length. 

How can we identify earthquakes?  Each earthquake has a signature just as a person: it is 

divided into a first and a second name.  The first pushes and compresses: consequently, it is 

called the compressional quiver and it travels at the rate of five miles per second, while the 

second produces a twisting or shocking which is termed the twist quiver and is transmitted at the 

rate of three mile per second.  The combination of the two readings is called the signature of the 

quake. 

For what reason are the Jesuits so vitally interested in seismology?  In the 16
th

 century 

two students at the University of Paris were deeply concerned with the idea to extend their 

knowledge of the Creator.  One of these students, Ignatius, founded the order of the Jesuits and 

clearly expressed his purpose in pursuing this study when he stated, “If you know your Creator, 

it matters little what you don’t know, but if you don’t know your Creator, then it matters little 

what you do know.” 

The student, Francis Xavier, the great Jesuit missionary to China, was confronted with 

the problem of gaining entrance into China to spread the Gospel.  Cognizant of the fact that the 

pagan Chinese were well versed in mathematics and astronomy, he reasoned that the key to 

admittance would be a thorough knowledge of these fields.  Therefore, he recommended that a 

group of their men be trained in astronomy, mathematics and geophysics, in addition to their 

religious training. 

By this means the famous Father Ricci entered Peking, China, in the late 16
th

 century.  He 

was elected President of the Board of Mathematics in China and this important office was held 

by succeeding Jesuits for the next century. 

In the later part of the 19
th

 century a branch of geophysics pertaining to the study of 

earthquakes was established.  As a matter of routine it was offered in the Catholic Colleges and 

Universities of North America, thus resulting in the Jesuit Seismological Association.  Much 

credit should be given to them for their scientific investigation and study of earthquakes.  Their 

philosophy can be summarized in the words of Joseph Lynch, “By encouraging men to learn the 

laws of nature, one can lead men to a knowledge of the Author of those laws, which is the 

purpose for which the Jesuits were founded.” 
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