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Look ‘high In the west southwest
before sunrise In December and you
cannot'fall to sce a brilliant ‘star.’
It's actually not a star at all; jt's the
planet Juplter, one of the brlgmal
abjects in the night sky, Only the sun,
" the moon and Venus are brighter.

Meanwhile, after, sunset you can see

bright red Mars, currently the {th
* brightest. object in the sky, In the

east,

When secn before sunrlse, a bright
planet Is often called the “morning
$tar;"” seen after sunset iU's the “eve-

-1t Is often given another name; the
“Christmas Star," and that makes
people wonder about a special “star”
. that .appeared nearly 2,000 years

*  ago. What was the “star” (hat guided
the wise men (o Bethlehem? That
question has puzzled people for cen-
turles.

To try and determine the nature of
the Christmas Star, we must look
back In time. Back In abtiquity, birth

records for orily the most lmponanl
people were made, so we can't slm-

sides, the ealendar In usc at the time
" f{fffwas very dlfferent from the one
we use loday, It was on
legendary fnunding of the, city of
Rome.
in our attempt to calculate a date
for. the birth, we must take clues
«from carly historlcal records.: The
flrst cluc is a direct statement from
the Blble: “Now when Jesus was
* born’in-the Bethlehem In the days of
Herod the king, behold, there came
wise men from the cast to
Jerusalem, . . " (Matthew 2:1)
THERE IS another clue which ex-
plalns why Mary nnd Joseph trav-
cled to Bethichem: . . . there wenl
out a decree from thsnr Augustus,
that all the world should be taxed.
(And “this taxing was first made
when Cyrenlus was governor of
Syria.) And all went to be taxed, eve-
ry one into hls own elty.” (Luke 2:1-
3}
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ning star.” When seen In December

ply look up a record -of birth. Be- *

It s ible to d

whi
that taxation (actually a census) oc
curred.

We can almost be certaln the blrth
did not occur on’ Dec, 25. Another
clue (Luke 2:8) tells us there were
shepherds tending their flock by
night when they learned of the birth.
Shepherds only watch the flock at
night when lambs are belng born in
apring and the flock is vulnerzble to
belng attacked by predators. If the
birth- occurred in spring, why is it
celcbrated in December? For safety.

In order to avoid Roman persecu-
Uon, early Christians had to practice
their religlon in .secret. The best
(ime to have'a Christian celebration

was when the Romans were having a

pagan festival. The Roman Satur-
nalla was held around the end of De-
cember, 50 if Lhe Christians chose to
celebrate an event, such as the birth
of Jesus, during the same time, they
would not be noticed.

COULD THE “STAR" the wise
men saw have beon what we call a
“falling" star? Probably not. “Fall-
Ing” stars are not stars at all; they
are bits of rock and dust that fall
Into our atmosphere from space. As

® * they fall they heat up because of
frlctlon and bumn, producing streaks -

of light. Most falllng stars, more
commonly called metcors, are not
very spectacular.

A “halry” star, or comet, would
last long enough. Comets can appear
in any part of the sky, at any time of
the year, and last for several weelu

. They were called “halry” stars

cause the comet's tail looked llke a
wispy beard. A comet Is not a good
candidate to be used to herald a
birth-and It is unlikely that anyone
would have followed a comet any-
where!

In the year 1054 A.D. Chinese and
Amerlean Indian skywatchers no-

<

‘skywatch
Raymond E.
Bullock

ticed & “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 remain vlslble
for weeks, A supernova can be brij

“enough.to be secn ‘even during lhe

day. A nova Is-really not a “new"™
star. It's a very old star going
through a violent death. A supernova
is easily visible to anyone who looks
up. But not everyone saw the “star.”
“There.is-no record that King Herod
ever s5aw it, nor did any of his advis-

. ers, nor did the shepherds,

“When they saw the star, u\ey re-
Joleed wilh exceeding great joy.”
{Matthew 2:10)

Kepler also knew that everything
I:: the sky was called a “star” at that

me,, |

To the carly skywatcher, the plan-
cts were mysterjous wandering
lights,. of stars. They had no idea
what the planets really were, but it
was assumed tha the planets must be
very important objects because they
moved. Astrologers believed that life
was Influenced by the iocation of the
planets amongst the stars and they
devised complex lnlcrpretauons of
their movements.

Kepler calculated the position of
the planets far back in time and
found that Jupiter and Saturn

- appeared close together in the carly
evening sky In 7 B.C.that they
would soon be In conjunctlon. A con-
junction {close grouping} of planéts
is not very not everyone -

IN THE YEAR 1604, &
Johann Kepler saw a supernova and

this ‘made .him wonder about the-

fdentity of the Christmas Star. He
knew of no written records which
mentloned the appearance of a nova
In' 7 B.C,, 50 the “star” must have
been something else. Unfortunately,
the Bible does not explain the nature
of the star for us. As important as
the “star” s, there are only four ref-
ercaces to it in the entire Bible, alt
within four verses in Matthew Chap-
ter 2, and never with any explana-
tion:

“For we have scen hlis star in the
cast, . . . "(Matthew 2:2) -

' "Then Herod, when he had. pri-
vately calied the wise men, enquired
of them diligently what time the star
had appeared.” (Matthew 2:7)

“When they had heard the king,

they departed: and lo, the star, which -
they. saw In the easl, went before -

them, . .. " (Matthew 2:9)
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would notlce it. But astrologers
would consider it as being

Brlght planet Juplter is December s'‘star’

rare. Kepler used multiples of Jupi-
ter-Saturn conjunctions to claim that
speclal evenls 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 anather great leader: Moses,
Could” the early astrologers have
known that ?

Was the Juplter-Saturn cosjunc-
tion the "Star” of Bethlehem?

No one can really be certain.

Perhaps the Christmas Star was a
special, one-time only event, never
o happén again. But is it, alter all,
important to know just what the
Christmas Star was? The important
fact is that a man named Jesus was '
born,. that he lived for a time on
carth, and his teachings altered the
history of the world.

Raymond Bullock was former’
coordindtor of the Cranbrook In-
stitute of Science planetarium
and - observatory in Bloomfield
Hills. He now wark: Ior e Troy

special, and it is believed (hat the
wbe men weré astrologers.” . .
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