
Astronomers, astrologers, historians and biblical scholars have wasted time and

energy pondering the identity of the star of Bethlehem for centuries. Was it a

supernova many light years away whose immense light just happened to be

seen in the sky at the time Jesus was born? Or was it a conjunction of planets,

like Venus crossing the path of Jupiter thus causing an even greater light in the

sky? I am sure you will have all been looking into the western sky after sunset

for some months now admiring the bright planet, Venus! Raising your eyes a

little higher, you will have seen the giant planet Jupiter, though looking slightly

smaller because of its vaster distance. But could a conjunction of these two

worlds in the night sky have been the star that guided the wise men to the

birthplace of Jesus?

The simple answer is, of course not! While stars and planets can help

travellers, neither can possibly be located directly over a village or town. Those

heavenly bodies are vast distances into space and their light is seen by a huge

part of the world at any one time. A light like a star directly above a specific

location has to be only a few hundred metres in the air. A bit like Chris de

Burgh’s spacecraft, from his classic Christmas song of a few decades back:

‘A spaceman came traveling on his ship from afar,
'Twas light years of time since his mission did start;
And over a village, he halted his craft.
And it hung in the sky like a star, just like a star.’

Chris de Burgh had a vivid imagination. And it is fair to say, so did Matthew, our

Gospel writer. It is probable that he needed to look no further than our first

reading today, and then write a story. ‘Arise, shine, for your light has come,’

says the prophet……..’the Lord will arise upon you, and his glory will appear

over you. Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your

dawn………They shall bring gold and frankincense.’ Today’s psalm proclaims a

similar message.

The star essentially means the light of God sent to guide all people in their

journey of faith. It is the vision, the insight, the dream that draws us on in our

journey to Christ.

In the Gospel we also read about king Herod being frightened, and all

Jerusalem with him. We know quite a lot about this Herod from history, Herod
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the Great. He was a cunning vassal king under Roman rule, a significant figure

of the time. We know too that he had an unfortunate reputation of being

frequently perturbed and paranoid. Here, Herod and the people of Jerusalem

symbolise the Jewish nation, Christ’s own people, and particularly the religious

and political establishment who feared what Jesus stood for.

The wise men, on the other hand, represent the Gentile world, the foreigners.

In the story, they are the ones who on finding the child Jesus are overwhelmed

with joy and pay him homage. At the time that Matthew was writing his

Gospel, some 80 to 90 years after the birth of Jesus, many foreigners, gentile

people, were flocking to the ‘house of Jesus,’ to the Church, to Christianity,

while many Jews remained where they were, perturbed, paranoid, fearful of

the new teaching, closed minded, refusing to follow the light of Christ and to

embrace the Gospel message that all the world may now be included in the

faith that was once the preserve of the Jews. The Christian movement, the

Church, was at this time still predominantly Jewish but it had opened its doors

to the outsider, the foreigner. It had a message and a mission to show that

God’s love and covenant was for the whole human race, not just a small part of

it.

We read that these wise foreigners opened their treasure chests and presented

the child Jesus with gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. These are symbols of

Jesus’ identity, how the world would come to know him: his kingship over all

creation, his divine nature, the high priest who would be anointed, the corpse

that would be embalmed. Here we see an image of the crucified and risen

Lord, the Christ, identified, made known, recognised and honoured by those

who were not his own people.  This is the Epiphany moment.

The wise men are shown as single-minded in their search. They are not put off

by difficulties and doubts. When they find the Christ, they are overwhelmed

with joy. They offer him their gifts. We too present our offerings and seek

Christ’s acceptance of them as we celebrate the Epiphany. We come to

establish and renew and increase our bond with him. Our Christian Eucharist

itself involves us in a process of coming again and again to offer our gifts, our

skills, our resources, our lives. We symbolise our self-offering, as Jesus did, in

simple bread and wine, the stuff of the earth, and we offer them to the Christ.

In Holy Communion he gives them back as the gift of himself to us, to
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strengthen and renew us in his life and love. In this way he helps us to open

the treasures of compassion, generosity and love that so often lie buried inside

us. He wants us to offer those gifts to our brothers and sisters, our fellow

travellers on the road of life.

Having worshipped Jesus, we read that the wise men ‘returned to their own

country by a different road.’ When we have truly found the Christ, we too

travel through life by a different road, different to the one by which much of

the world prefers to travel. We come to embrace different attitudes, values

and goals.

Today’s Gospel story is our own story. It serves as a guide for our journey of

faith. Our Christian journey began when we set out to follow a star. The star

of Bethlehem is a symbol of the hope, the vision, the light we follow in search

of truth and meaning for our lives. In following that light, we find the Morning

Star which never sets, Jesus Christ, the true light that enlightens everyone, and

continues to draw everyone to himself and to the liberating life that he offers.
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