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Now when Jesus was born in

Bethiehem of Judaea in the days
of Herod the king, behold, there
Came wise men from the east to

Jerusalem,

Saying, Where is he that is
Born King of the Jews? for we
Have séen his star in the east,
And are come to worship MHim
— Matthew i, 1 and 2

What did the Magi, the wise men
of the East, really see? In St.

Matthew's Gospel their reported

ferences to the star are vague.
;:nit is more, there is no hint

St. Matthew that the star
ﬂ:.:ez by anyone other than the

i
M;‘f‘ed Hoyle, one of the world’s
foremost astronomers, reports that
there is no record of the star in
any of the Roman records of the
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says there is no reference to it in
the contemporary Chinese astrono-
mical records.

Yet there seems never to have
been any serious suggestion that|:

the Magi’'s story was recorded
wrongly or, indeed, that it was
their imagination.

There is no disputing that the
wise men did come to Jerusalem.
Some extraordinary force com-
pelled them to leave their distant
homes and make what, even to-
day, is a difficult journey.

No evidence exists that they were
either just merchants or wander-
ing scholars.

They had without doubt come in
search of a King.

The question of the star, though,
has intrigued men for centuries.
Some ingenious theories have been
advanced. The great astronomer

Johan Kepler (1571 - 1630), who
first substantiated the theory that
the earth revolves around the sun,
spent much time trying to find a
solution. In the process he prob-
ably came closest to a satisfactory
physical explanation — if, indeed,
there is one.

He calculated that there must
have been a ‘*‘conjunctign” of the
planets Jupiter and Saturn in the
month of May, in the year 7 B. C.

To an observer on earth the two
planets would have appeared close
together and both would have been
relatively near the earth. They
would then have drifted apart and
come together again in the follow-
ing September, according to his
calculations.

The spectacle would have been
awe-inspiring. And it would have
been particularly lmprq.sslve toi ob-
servers in Palestine.

From these findings Kepler be-
lieved he could settle scholarly
disputes which had been waging
for centuries over the exact date
of Christ’s birth.

It was left to another German
astronomer, Christian Ludwig Ide-
ler (1766 - 1846), to elaborate om
Kepler's theory. He "checked the
earlier calculations and reported
that under certain conditions of vi-
sibility the .two planets might well

time. And Sir Harold Spencer
Jones, Britain’s Astronomer Royal,
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have appeared as one breathtaking-
ly brilliant star.

Supporting this theory about the
possibility of poor visibility was
the Biblical report that the Magi
for a while lost sight of the star
and saw it again only after they
had seen Herod, left Jerusalem,
and were on their way to Bethle-
hem.

The Magi's report that they had
lost sight of the star could also be
partly explained by the fact that
the two planets had come together,
separated and then re-united.

The Kepler - Ideler theory re-
mained virtually untouched umtil a
Cambridge don who was also se-
cretary of the Royal Astronomical
Society, the Reverend Charles
Pritchard (1808 - 1893), decided to
investigate it further.

He checked back through the cal-
culations of both astronomers . - .
and he found a mistake.

When this was rectified, the re-
vised calculations showed that the
second meeting of the two planets
would have taken place not in
September, but in December. His
calculations were double - checked
and confirmed by the then Astro-
nomer Royal.

To this Pritchard added the
claim that any observer in Jerusa-
lem that December and the
Magi were there speaking to He-
rod — would have seen the co-
Joined planets apparently hovering
over Bethlehem.

But, he admitted, although this
would have appeared so from Je-
rusalem, on arrival in Bethlehem
the “‘star” would have appeared to
be on the distant horizon.

It was this that apparently made
Pritchard dissatisfied with the
theory, for dissatisfied he certainly
was.

He conceded, however, that the
co-joined planets might well have
been the phenomenon reported by
St. Matthew since he doubtless had
the story at second hand.

Yet the combined work of Prit-
Ichard, Kepler and Ideler demons-
one significant point: al-
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though no gpectacular phenomenon
was recorded by contemporary as-
tronomers, it did not necessarily
mean that there was none. For the
undisputed linking of the two
planets was not recorded by them. ||
James Hope Moulton, the histo-
rian who contributed the section on
the Magi to the Encyclopaedia of |
Religion and Ethics, pointed out
that this oversight was probably
due to the fact that at the time
I;alestine was in a fairly turbulent
state.

A star shines over a stable in Beth lehem.
a Mother-and Child. Men have been intri gued for centuries by the story of the ’

Star which led them to the stable.
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What was it?

If that was so, is it not possible

that the phenomenon might have still passed unrecorded? Could it
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been even more spectacular and|have been a completely new star?
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‘remembered’ just such a pheno-
“That,” says Mr. Fred Hoyle.|i1znon.”
“is physically possible. Is it possible that years after the
“It is possible for a supernova, event someone remembered the
a ‘new star’ to explode in the sky | phenomenon recorded by Kepler,
and burn for about a week or albut forgot exactly when
fortnight. But there is no record of | pened”
anything like this by the Romans of | The Astronomer
the period and they were fairly [ rold Spencer Jones, confirmed the
thorough astronomers. Such a phe- | apparent lack of any supernovae
nomenon was reported about 350 or ‘‘new stars” around the time of
years later. |

Royal, Sir Ha-‘

“If a very bright star had ap-
peared in the skies about the time
in question it would almost cer-
tainly have been noticed. Without |
things like street lighting to dis-|
tract him, the man in the street |
then knew the night skies much|
better than the man in the street|
to-day ... and yet there is no re-
cord of such a phenomenon.” |

Could Mr. Hoyle venture an opi-
nion about the origins of the story :
of the Star of Bethlehem? | Friends and  Customers

“One knows,” he said, ‘“that| during the past year.
there is a tendency to write things
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ehem?

the birth of Christ.
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no sugges-|as being directly above Bethlehem;
tion that anybody except the Magi|i.e. the star ‘was leading them on’
saw it? It looks more as if the|in the sense that it had been travel-
Magi foll g out the implica-(ling, apparently, along their owm
tions of Numbers xxiv, 17, had|route, and ‘had come to a stand’
been on the lookout for a star|(rather than ‘came to a stand’)

He said: ‘“‘There is certainly no|which would herald the birth of a/over Bethlehem.'*

such record in the old Chinese an-|king in Judaea;

and as if a star| Could something like this be the

nals of the time. Supernovae are|had appeared (miraculously or pro-|true answer to the question? Could

e. They occur about once
since 1604."

But there still remains unan-
swered the question: What inspired
the Magi to make their journey to
Bethlehem in search of a King”?

Suppose, however, that the an-
swer is not to be found in astro-
nomy, but rather in astrology . . .

This suggestion was put to one
of the world's best known theolo-
gical scholars, Monsignor Ronald
Knox who, in 1952, re-translated the

Latin,

He made this comment: “It is a
mistake to go to astronomy for our
guide; we ought to think in terms
of astrology.

“If the star, whether a natural
or supernatural phenomenon, was |
a heavenlye body of exceptional

GOD BLESS CHRISTMAS

‘“There are many things frum
which I might have derived good,
by which I have not profited I
dare say,” returned the nephew.
“Christmas among the rest. But
I am sure 1 have always thought
of Christmas time, when it has
come around, as a good time; a
kind, forgiving, charitable, plea-
sant time; and, therefore, uncle,
though it had never put a scrap of
gold or silver in my pocket, I say,
God bless it!”" —Charles Dickens.
“A Christmas Carol.”
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puzzling; how had they lost sight
of the star during their journey?
Perhaps only because of cloudy
weather. Did the star, in fact, tra-
vel in front of them, or does the
Evangelist simply report the thing
in their own words?

short distance like that from Jeru-

salem to Bethlehem, the infinitesi-
mal movement of a heavenly body
could be observable to men who
weren't using telescopes. It seems
more probable that the star,

quarter of the heavens, and was
now located (according to the prin-
ciples of contemporary astrology)

in | videntially) in that particular|the theories of astronomers on the
300 years. There has not heen .ne|quarter of the heavens where they
were looking for it,
the right moment

subject be nothing more than in.
at precisely | genuity?
The question still stands. . . What

“Verse 9 of Matthew ii is rather was the Star of Bethlehem?
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