
The Greatest Conjuction – Christmas 2B 

Astronomers tell us of a rarity called a “Greatest Conjunction,” 
where Jupiter and Saturn are very close together and the Sun is 
so uninterfering that they are magnificent when seen from 
parts of the Earth at night. The Star of Bethlehem is thought by 
some to have been one of these Greatest Conjunctions. It 
occurred in the year 7 BCE and would have been visible from 
the Levant, Mesopotamia and Southwest Asia, the area east of 
Palestine, in the western Sky late at night.   

Some have even rashly claimed it was an “Occultation” of 
Saturn by Jupiter, where the two planets appear to merge into 
a single glowing object when seen from Earth. According to 
current calculations however, such an event has not occurred 
within recorded history. By the way, the next occultation of 
Saturn by Jupiter won’t take place until 7541, at which point, 
Earthlings, if there still are such creatures, will hopefully have 
stopped arguing about the subject. 

 At that Greatest Conjunction in 7 BC, the minimum distance 
between Jupiter and Saturn was around 1 degree, which is 
twice the Moon's diameter, so the Magi probably thought they 
were seeing double.  That didn’t make it into the story.  

Dean Richardson of CDSP talked recently in an interview about  
why we would do well to pay attention to scientific discoveries 
like those of the astronomers. The sciences explore the world 
that we know to be God’s creation, so it makes sensefor us to 
seek coherence between the two realms of consideration. Yes, 
it raises the question of authority: What trumps what? But 
where we mistake ourselves, thinks Richardson, is in assuming 
conflict between the two, by assuming science and religion to 
be answering the same questions. We have to look more 
closely at our sacred texts and ask what they are trying to do 
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instead. What are the stories in the Torah conveying about 
cosmos and covenant and commitment? What affect do the 
Psalms have on our spirits? What is in the histories about 
justice and war and international relations that we could use to 
become better nations?  

As for the New Testament, Evelyn Underhill  writes, “The birth 
of Christ in our souls is for a purpose beyond ourselves: it is 
because his manifestation in the world must be through us. 
Every Christian is, as it were, part of the dust-laden air which 
shall radiate the glowing epiphany of God, catch and reflect 
God’s golden light.”  

Suggests Richardson: “The whole world, not just the Church, is 
the theater of God’s saving work. We have to see ourselves as a 
kind of servant and sacramental presence, trusting that God’s 
purpose is the completion and fulfillment of the world, 
drawing it ever more deeply into the divine life itself. If we 
want to be good at being this presence, we’d better know the 
world. The more we do, the more attuned we will be to God.” 

This is what Paul is trying to tell the Ephesians when he writes: 
“According to his good pleasure set forth in Christ, with all 
wisdom and insight God has made known to us the mystery of 
his will, a plan for the fullness of time: to gather up all things on 
heaven and on earth into himself. And in Christ we too have 
inherited a vocation: that we might live for the praise of God’s 
glory.” 

The psalmist turns this into a song for the heart to sing: “How 
lovely is thy dwelling place, O Lord God of hosts! My soul is 
longing for the courts of the Lord; my heart and my flesh ring 
out for joy to the living God.” Not because we’re in a hurry to 
get to heaven, but because we want to see the world more 



deeply as God’s glorious project, and our lives as more attuned 
to it. 

The story of the Magi appears in Matthew’s Gospel and 
nowhere else in the canonical Bible. Likewise the Flight into 
Egypt, and King Herod’s Slaughter of the Innocents that 
prompted that flight.  Lots of faithful scholars think Matthew 
made them up.  A five-hundred mile post-partum donkey ride 
across the Sinai peninsula with your two-week old baby 
doesn’t sound very appealing, or even likely. Especially to 
women. But if we look at today’s slice of Jeremiah a little more 
closely, we might get a clue as to what Matthew’s infant stories 
can do for us, faithwise.  

What exactly happened to this little family geographically is 
not nearly so important as what happened to them spiritually. 
And the same goes for us. The power of God’s spirit, working 
through the wonder of the shepherds who gathered around, 
the gifts and adoration of those wise fellows from afar, and the 
steadfast commitment of Mary and Joseph brought about a 
transformation of the family from a fragile, tenuous, frightened 
little trio of wayfarers into bearers of the living God.  “See,” 
says God in Jeremiah’s witness, “I am going to bring them from 
the land of the North, and gather them from the farthest parts 
of the earth, the blind, the lame, those with child and those in 
labor together. With weeping they shall go, and with 
consolations I will lead them back, I will let them walk by 
brooks of water on a straight path where they shall not 
stumble.”  

This is about hope.  Jeremiah was writing when the kingdom of 
Judah had been completely dispersed. The leaders and many of 
the people had been taken into exile in Babylon, to the North. 
And everyone else had fled southward into Egypt. Yet the 
prophet says they have already been ransomed; the machinery 



is already working. This tells us no matter how far down the 
scale we have gone, we will know that our lives are precious in 
God’s eyes; each and every day can, not just portend, but be a 
day of redemption, renewal, and rebirth.  

We too can know that God will enter our own situations of fear 
and suffering, no matter what they are. We have the guarantee 
of God’s transforming power in our individual lives and in our 
families. The Israelites (called the people of Judah in Jeremiah’s  
book) are going through a process together.  This process 
comprises all of life and promises to continue even beyond 
death.  This is the glory of God’s presence among us: a bright, 
guiding star at once far off in the night sky and right smack dab 
above some little town in Palestine.   

In his Divine Dawning, Thomas Aquinas writes: 

Light of lights! All gloom dispelling, 
Thou didst come to make thy dwelling 
Here within our world of sight.                                                               
Lord, in pity and in power, 
Thou didst in our darkest hour 
Rend the clouds and show thy light. 

We give thanks for this assurance, this gloom dispelling light, 
this central element of our existence, our core, our fundament, 
our hope. And we celebrate this phenomenon with the families 
in whose midst we discover and reenact the wondrous gift of 
love: with families of faith like this one, also with our families 
of origin and our families of choice -- if they are working! So 
too, other kinds of families are cause for the celebration of 
hope that Jeremiah and Paul describe: our circles of friends, 
support groups, families of service: caregiving, care-accepting, 
philanthropy, charity, public service, our schoolmates and 



playmates. Each of these circles in which we move is a family 
with the potential for love and hope that surpasses even death. 

I recently attended my 40th high school reunion, and something 
almost magical seemed to happen.  There was a feeling at the 
party: part excitement, part wistfulness, part wonderment at 
the privilege we have had to enjoy each other's company over 
the years. Somehow the 40th held a sublime position between 
growing up, all together crammed into the auditorium and 
champing at our bits, between that and growing old, all spread 
out and falling apart, but still together in spirit. One of our 
number had died of cancer, Skip, with his big mop of curls, his 
superior mind, his ready smile, who always made me stop and 
think, "Now what is he up to? Maybe I'd better try to get in on 
that." I became awfully grateful for the privilege of being on the 
ride to Egypt and back with them. We seemed to give each 
other hope. 

Here’s e e cummings: i thank You God for most this amazing 
day: for the leaping greenly spirits of trees and a blue true 
dream of sky; and for everything which is natural which is 
infinite which is yes (i who have died am alive again today, and 
this is the sun's birthday; this is the birth day of life and love 
and wings: and of the gay great happening illimitably earth) 
how should tasting touching hearing seeing breathing any-
lifted from the no of all nothing-human merely being doubt 
unimaginably You? (now the ears of my ears awake and now 
the eyes of my eyes are opened)   
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