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Determining the background of the Christmas ‘star’

LOOK HIGH IN the east before
sunrise In December and you cannot
fail to'sce a brilliant “star.” It's ac.
lmlly not a star at all; ii’s the planet
Venus. High In the southwest is an-
other brilllant object, Juplter, These
are (wo of tho brightest objects in
the sky. Only the sun and the moon
are brighter, When seen before
sunrise, a bright planet is often
called the “morning star;” seen after
sunset iU's the “evening star.”

When seen In December It s often
given another name: the “Christmas
Star,” and that makes people wonder
about a spectal “star” that appeared
nearly 2,000 years ago. What was the
star that guided the wise men o
Bethlehem? That question has puz-
2led people for centuries.

To try and determine the nature of
the Christmas Star, we must look
back ln time. Of all the astronomical
objects that were vislble to the wise
men, what dld they actually see?

Could the “star” the wise men saw
have been what we call a “falling”
star? Probably not. Falllng stars are

not stars al all; they are blts of rock

and dust that fall Inte our atmos-
phere from space. As they fall they
heat up because of {riction and burn,
producing streaks of light.

Most falling stars, more common-
ly called meteors, are not very spec-

tacular. At certaln times of the year

there are meteor showers when doz-
ens of falllng stars can be seen, i
you are o patient observer. Most
meteor showers ¢o not attract much
aitention, although In 2833 one show-
er produced an estimated 30,000
meteors in a single minute.”
SOMETI A LARGE meteor,
called a fireball, falls into our at.
mosphere and it may explode in the
alr. That would be z stariling sight,
but only. for a few seconds, and
meteor showers last only a few days
at best. That would.not be enough
time to gulde anyone on a long jour-

oy,

A “halry” star, or comet, would
last long enough. X

In the year 1054 A.D. Chinese and
American Indian sky-watchers no-
ticed a new star blaze into view
where there had been no star before.
This is called a nova, which actually
means “new" star, and one can ap-
pear at any time and remaln vislhle
for weeks, A supernova can be bright
enough (o be scen even during. the
day. A nova is really not o new star.
It's a very old star going through a
violent death. The star collapses,
which causes Its interna) tempera-
ture Lo increase. The star becomes
very unstable and explodes. A super-
nova Is easily vislble to anyonce who
looks up. But not everyone saw. the
“star.” There Is no record that King
Herod ever saw It, nor did any of his
advlsers, nor did the shepherds.

In the year 1804, astronomer
Johann Kepler saw a supernova and
this made him wonder about the
Identity of the Christmas Star. He
knew of no writlen records which
meationed the appearance of 2 nova

7 B, 5o the “star” must have
been something else. Unfortunately,
the Bible does not explaln the nature
of the star for us. As important as
the “star' is, there are only four ref-
erences to it In the entire Bible, o)l
within four verses in Matthew Chap-
ter 2, and never with any explana-
tion.

Kepler also knew that everything
in the sky was called a “‘star™ at that
time. We have’ considered falllng,
balry and new stars. There were also
objects called “wandering” stars ~
the planets. They appear to drift
through the stars from week to weck
as they orbit around the sun. Kepler
remembered watching a rather rare

then both planets to stop

and go backward! Juplter passed Sa-
gnén a second Uime, on Sept. 29, 7
Planets do not actually reverse dl.
rectlon and move backward.
They always orbit counterelock."
wise around the sun, appearing to
drift from west to east through the
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constellations. Retrograde (back-
ward) motion is an optical iilusion.
It's caused when the faster moving
earth catches up and passes a slower
moving planet, making the slower
planet appear to be drift backward
{westward) through the stars. After a
period of time, retrograde motion
ends and the planet resumes its east-

ward motion through the sky.

A third conjunctlon between Jupl~
ter and Saturn occurred on Dec. 4, 7
B.C. In February, 6 B.C, the planet
Mars joined Juplter und Saturn,
forming a triangle n Pisces, creat-
ing a magniflcent symbol for astro-

logers.
‘THE WISE MEN probably would

not have started thelr long journey
when the first conjunction oceurred
in May. The planets would have been
visible In the eastern sky, but with
the approach of summer’s heat they
would have delayed a trip across the
desert. As the weeks they
would have watched the planets
drifting through the sky. They would

have scen the second conjunction in
September and then, perhaps, begun
thelr journey.

By the time the third conjunction
occurred the planets would be seen
in the west, as if leading that direc-
thon.

A conjunction such as this ls very
rare, Kepler used multiptes of Jupl-
ter-Saturn conjunctlons lo claim that
special events in history occurred
every 800 years. This same gather-
Ing would have occurred around the
year 1600 B.C,, about the time of the
birth of another great leader: Moses,
Could the ecarly astrologers have
known that?

Was the Jupiter-Saturn conjunc.

tlon the Star of Bethlehem? No one
can really be certain,

Perhaps the Christmas Star was &
speclal, one-tlme only event, never
to happen again. But is It, after all,
important to know just what the
Christmas Star was?. The important
fact is that 2 man named Jesus was
born, that he llved for a time on the
earth and his teachings alicred the
history of the world.
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of Pl
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displays and effects.
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junctlon {close grouping) of planeis
is ot very spectacular, not everyone
would notlce it. But astrologers
would conalder It as belng something
spectal, and it is belicved that the
wise men were astrologers.

The planct Jupiter would have had
very speclal significance to astro-
logees. Anything involving Jupiter
had to be important because it was
named for the most important of the
gods. Saturn was regarded as the
guardian of the Hebrew people, so
anything Involving Saturn was .ol
speclal significance to the Jewish. In
addition, the meeting between the
two plancts took place within the
constellation of Pisces, and the fish
was also & Hebrew symbol. While
most people do not take asirology se-
riously today, It was a matter of
great Importance 2,000 years ago.
Such a gatherlng might have a great
significance Lo astrologers.

Because Juplter orbits around the
sup faster than Saturn, [t would be
scen {over the course of weeks) to
slowly catch up to Salurn. Juplter
passed Saturn on May 29, 7 B.C. But
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