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 The birth of Jesus was accompanied by signs and wonders that announced who he was in 

fulfillment of ancient prophecy. Thus an angel appeared to the Jewish shepherds who were keeping 

watch over their flock by night, impelling them to go and find the newborn king. And thus this 

astrological phenomenon, the star of Bethlehem, appeared and guided these wise men or magi – 

pagans from the East – to find Jesus. These separate events show the fulfillment of the prophecy 

that Christ was born for all men and women of every race, not just for the Jews. As the first reading 

announced, “Nations” – that is, non-Jewish people… “Nations shall walk by your light, and kings 

by your shining radiance.”  

 These two events – the visit of the shepherds and that of the magi – as I said, were separate. 

That we celebrate them only about twelve days apart does not mean we are reenacting history 

literally. In fact, while the shepherds encounter the babe in the manger, it seems that the wise men 

found a toddler approaching two years old. For they, as the gospel said, “saw the star at its rising” 

and followed it from that point. They found Jesus and his mother in a house and not in a stable. 

And after they departed, the wicked Herod, who had ascertained the timing of everything from the 

magi, ordered the slaughter of all male children under the age of two – as Joseph fled with Mary 

and Jesus into Egypt. 

 Imagine these great men of culture, learning, and wealth, probably from Persia (modern-

day Iran), traveling through desert wastelands and by winding paths for roughly two years in 

pursuit of a star on its itinerary through the night skies! They may well have lodged in royal palaces 

along the way and enjoyed the luxury that was offered them there. They brought costly gifts with 

them, in display of their wealth. But then, when they arrived, they suddenly became quite like 

those rustic shepherds who had visited some time earlier: they found a little child, yet fell down in 

worship before him, recognizing him to be of higher rank; indeed, recognizing him to be God. It 

is a truly incredible scene. 

 And their arrival at Christ’s house and response to him there announced not only the 

fulfillment of prophecy concerning the salvation of the Gentiles; it also announced the end of 

astrology. This had not been the first star that these men, or their like in the pagan world, had 

tracked. And by those stars they had sought to find the answers to life’s challenges and mysteries 

and share them with others; they had lived according to what they thought they found in reading 

the night sky. But now, beneath the star of Bethlehem, they encounter the “Creator of the stars of 

night”: their astrological reading had proven true, but they worshipped thereby not the star but the 

one whose presence it portended. 

 It changed them and their outlook, as they found in the toddler of Bethlehem the author of 

human history and a king greater than they, indeed whose reign would know no end. Thus they no 

longer feared Herod or any other king, but in complete freedom, followed the angel’s command to 

go home another way. Their life’s journey, and the last roughly two years of it, had led them to the 

creator not only of the impersonal stars and planets, but also of all the personal beings of the 

universe; to the creator of all. They would no longer need to place themselves at the mercy of those 

impersonal beings, as they now encountered the Person who truly would have mercy on them and 

upon all. 

 No wonder that this “star of wonder” has so captivated our imaginations ever since, and no 

wonder that we string lights on practically everything this time of the year to light up our darkness 

and re-live what the magi experienced. No wonder that we have employed some of the most 
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gorgeous poetry our noble language can muster, setting it to beautiful tunes that we look forward 

to singing and listening to throughout this season. And no wonder that Christmastime is filled with 

so many special things, from foods and treats to gifts and reunions with loved ones and friends. 

All this yearly ritual is meant to take us back to what the shepherds and magi encountered. And 

hopefully it changes us, too. 

 Yes, as we wind down another year’s celebration that takes us back to the axis of all human 

history, the birth of Christ, we should ask how this year’s observance has changed us. And we 

should ask further of the Lord those graces that we know will help us to make the changes we 

need, as we continue forward as subjects of the king of mercy, with the help of the Mother of 

Mercy – his mother and ours. He asks of us a gift more costly than gold or anything else we could 

buy in a store: yes, for he desires to possess our hearts. We are not at the mercy of some impersonal 

stellar forces, but very much in his care; if we give him our hearts, he will guide us always by the 

light of his love.  


