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"WISE MEN AND STARS"

Why should I speak of wise men and the Bethlehem star three weeks
after Christmas has past? Because it is just as appropriate and timely
to speak of it then as to speak of it on December 25th, for, although
many Christmas cards and Nativity scenes portray the wise men and the
shepherds together at the manger, it was not so. The wise men and shep
herds never met each other. The latter had departed before the former
had arrived.

Presumably, the Bethlehem star appeared on the night of Christ's
birth. At that time, the wise men were "in the East". It would take them
a number of days to travel to Palestine, interview Herod, and then make
their way to Bethlehem. In that case, they would not have arrived the
night Christ was born. And so, tradition has fixed the date as January
the 6th, or 12 days after the birth of Jesus. We call that day Epiphany.

The wise men were the first century counterparts of today's astrono
mers. We would call them astrologers, because, although they studied the
stars, they did so without any of the scientific instruments or scientific
knowledge which we possess today. They sought a prophesied world-
deliverer whose destiny would transform the existing world order. They
demonstrated that they were, indeed, wise men by returning to their own
country "another way" and ignoring Herod's request that they report back
to him after they had found the child. Ancient tradition, entirely non-
Biblical, has it that their names were Gasper, Melchior and Balthazor.

Assuming for a moment the veracity of the entire story, reported
only by Matthew, what then was the nature of the "star" which they
followed?

First, we must realize that there is no accurate way in which the
actual birthday of Jesus can be known. We know, for example, that he was
not born at the beginning of the year 1 A.D. King Herod, who ordered the
slaughter of the innocents, died in 4 B.C. Jesus would have had to be
born before that date. The star was perhaps a comet, for Haley's comet
did appear in 11 B.C. It might have been a meteor or perhaps a nova, a
new star which suddenly appears with great brilliance, or it could have
been a planetary conjunction, an apparent coming together of two or more
planets. Such a conjunction took place in 6 B.C.
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In any event, men and women have always been fascinated by the stars
and much superstition has surrounded their interest in all the heavenly
bodies. That superstition survives to our own day and many there are,
who will not dare make any great decision without first consulting the
astrology column and their horoscope in the daily newspaper.

One of the old superstitions is that the stars are spirits of the
living that God has set to sparkle in the dark of night and Joseph Conrad
must have had this old legend in mind in his unfinished book, Suspense.








