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As many of you know, I amble on the Meewasin trail as part of a routine I follow most mornings.  Since the early days of November these walks have taken place in the dark.   Walking in the dark can sometimes be unnerving, but as the weather becomes colder and the night becomes longer, I am typically the only one on the trail with my LED arm band.  It really is quite beautiful out there in the dark with a full moon or with city light reflecting off clouds or light on snow or with star light shining in a clear sky.  It was on one of those-star filled mornings in December that I decided to preach on stars sometime in the Christmas season, and darkness really creates the best ambiance for a star-studded sermon, so I would ask one of the ushers to put down the house lights.  Thank you.  Now if you find yourself becoming sleepy and drifting off, I will not be upset.  It only means you need sleep more than you need a sermon.  
A star plays a significant role in our Christmas story and the magi likely would not have seen it without benefit of the dark.  In general, the dark and night have gotten bad reviews through the centuries.  Too much of our religious imagery equates night and darkness with fear, sin, or worse yet evil.  We need darkness.  We need the night.  We need stars.   I will offer a survey of biblical stars interspersing those reflections with star studded poetry. 
Stars make an early appearance in the Bible.  On day four of creation God brings the sun, moon and stars into being.  “Let them be for signs and for seasons and for days and years”, God says in Genesis 1:14.

This mention of stars, sun and moon being for signs fits right in the astrological understandings of the Ancient Near East.  Astrology is defined as “divination that consists of interpreting the influence of stars and planets on earthly affairs and human destinies.  In ancient times it was inseparable from astronomy.  It originated in Mesopotamia (c. 3rd millennium BC) and spread to India, but it developed its Western form in Greek civilization during the Hellenistic period…According to the Greek tradition, the heavens are divided according to the 12 constellations of the zodiac, and the bright stars that rise at intervals cast a spiritual influence over human affairs”.
   This is where our three astrologers of Matthew 2 enter the picture.  
Unlike Luke, Matthew does not tell us a story about the night of Jesus’ birth.  He does, however, tell us about a delegation from the East (Mesopotamia and India) that comes looking for Jesus some time thereafter.  “It was commonly believed in the ancient world that signs in the heavens accompanied the births of great figures, including rulers such as Alexander and Augustus.  The magi in Matthew 2 claim to have seen just such a sign.  Having observed the rising star of a newborn Jewish king, they make a pilgrimage to Judea to find him and pay him homage”.
   The writer of Matthew’s gospel then builds upon these common cultural understandings of stars and overlays them with a star laced prediction found in the Hebrew Bible.
In the story of Balak and Balaam in Numbers 22-24 we learn of a wicked king (Balak) who wants to destroy God’s people, of the king’s attempt to use a pagan soothsayer from the East (Balaam) to carry out his plan, and of a revelation from God which prevents the soothsayer from assisting the king.   Balaam identifies himself as one granted a vision by the Almighty, seeing “a star” coming out of Jacob, and “a scepter” rising out of Israel who will bring deliverance for the people of God (Num 24:15-19).  In each story we have a wicked king, sign readers from the East, visions / dreams given by the Almighty, a star, and royalty (note the scepter) who brings deliverance.
  Fascinating stuff.  Time, though, for a poem.  In Matthew’s gospel Jesus is the new Moses, so this allusion to Numbers makes perfect sense.
Where the Map Begins:  A Blessing for Epiphany
This is not any map you know.
Forget longitude. Forget latitude.
Do not think of distances or of plotting
the most direct route.
Astrolabe, sextant, compass:  these will not help you here.

This is the map that begins with a star.
This is the chart that starts with fire, with blazing, with an ancient light 

that has outlasted generations, empires, cultures, wars.

Look star-ward once, then look away.
Close your eyes and see how the map begins to blossom behind your lids,
how it constellates, its lines stretching out from where you stand.

You cannot see it all, cannot divine the way; it will turn and spiral,
you cannot perceive how the road you walk will lead you finally inside,
through the labyrinth of your own heart, and belly, and lungs.

But step out and you will know
what the wise who traveled this path before you knew:
the treasure in this map is buried
not at journey’s end but at its beginning.

In the biblical narrative stars are also a means by which God frequently reassures those with doubts.  Twice in Genesis (15:5 & 22:17) God reaffirms a Divine promise to Abraham and Sarah telling them their descendants would be more numerous than the stars of the nighttime sky.  Go outside, Abraham, behold the multitude of stars and know I that am with you.  Presumably this happened at night.  Isaac gets the same message in Genesis 26:4.  Every night Sarah, Abraham, Rebecca and Isaac were reminded of God’s Divine care and concern for their lives and tribe.  Sometimes it is only in the dark of the night that we can see the signs pointing us to the compassion God has for us and our tribe.

“The Map you Make Yourself” by Jan Richardson

 You have looked at so many doors with longing,


wondering if your life lay on the other side.

For today, choose the door that opens to the inside.

Travel the most ancient way of all:


the path that leads you to the center of your life.

No map but the one you make yourself.

No provision but what you already carry


and the grace that comes to those who walk the pilgrim’s way.

Speak this blessing as you set out and watch how


your rhythm slows,


the cadence of the road drawing you into the pace that is your own.

Eat when hungry.  Rest when tired.  Listen to your dreaming.

Welcome detours as doors deeper in.

Pray for protection. Ask for guidance.

Offer gladness for the gifts that come,


and then let them go.

Do not expect to return by the same road.

Home is always by another way,


and you will know it not by the light that waits for you.

but by the star that blazes inside you,


telling you where you are is holy and you are welcome here. 

In the Biblical text stars also play a role in pointing to the grandeur of God.   When God finally answers Job we have a most beautiful line which reads, “when the morning stars sang together and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy” (Job 38:7).  Psalm 147:4 reads that “God determines the number of the stars giving to all of them their names.”    In Psalms 8 & 19 the stars and moon testify to a creator God who is much bigger than us.  In an article which appeared in National Geographic some years back, Verlyn Klinkenborg concluded his environmental article on a decidedly philosophical note.  “In the end, humans are no less trapped by light pollution than the frogs in a pond near a brightly lit highway.  Living in a glare of our own making, we have cut ourselves off from our evolutionary and cultural patrimony—the light of the stars and the rhythms of day and night.  In a very real sense, light pollution causes us to lose sight of our true place in the universe, to forget the scale of our being, which is best measured against the dimensions of a deep night with the Milky Way...arching overhead”.

There are stars out there which helps us remember who we are and whose we are.  John Navone develops this idea.  “Darkness provides us with a therapeutic limit-experience, illuminating the meagreness of human resources for experiencing, understanding and communicating the divine.  It reminds us that God alone has an adequate idea of who God is and that even our most successful efforts at understanding God are inadequate.  When darkness induces modesty, humility, faith and trust, it leads to a communion with God as God really is; it frees us from the self-deception of worshiping gods of our own making.
  We will now have a final reading and I will draw the sermon to a conclusion.
Psalm 8
Hymn:  

I conclude this sermon by drawing attention to a line in 2nd Peter which refers to Jesus Christ as the morning star.  The morning star has been understood in astronomy as the herald of a new day.  It is another one of those cases in which biblical writers have taken a cultural reference and reinterpreted it through a theological lens.  In this case Jesus Christ can be a herald of a new day in our lives.  We are invited to begin this new year recommitting ourselves to the way of Jesus.  This has everything to do with learning to love ourselves and our neighbours and God.   This way will be our true north, our guiding light be it day or night.   Amen.

Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church 
Benediction
Holy One,
Give us the courage to be ourselves, as we [rejoice at] Christ’s arrival,
so that, like the Magi, we can take a different path,
seek help from unlikely places, and
like all of the people who have followed the star,
own and love our part in Christ’s story.

Help us reflect your light through our gifts and talents among the people you place in our lives.  For the honour and glory are yours, from this day forward and forever more.    Amen.

Epiphany Congregational Prayer
God of seekers:
Thank you for all who are on a journey this year:
a journey to give birth to a child,
a journey to lay a loved one to rest,
a journey to complete a school program,
a journey to pay big bills,
a journey to find a job,
a journey to find themselves.
Thank you that you are the Sender,
sending us to places we would rather not go
to meet people we would rather not meet.
Forgive us when we are too comfortable to get up,
too fearful to open the door,
and too lazy to take the first steps.
We pray today for all who are in hard places on the journey.
For those who are sick, especially….
For those who are grieving, especially….
We want to be compassionate, companioning the weary,
and offering help to those who are struggling.
We want to do this in community;
bless our church, and help it to be a place we can be honest
both with where we are at, and where we want to be.
Hear our prayers for people who are on a mission
to provide good government; our councilors,
our members of provincial and national parliament.
Give them wisdom and insight to govern not for their own interests,
but for the interests of this good earth,
for the interests of the least fortunate,
and for the interests of generations yet unborn.
Give us joy as we journey, reveling in the beauty around us;
the bare trees whose skeletons are silhouetted in the winter sky,
the grace and ease of squirrels as they climb,
the smoothness of ice on a puddle,
the silence of snow falling at night.
You meet us not just at the end of our journey,
but all along the way, in this beauty,
and in the companions you provide.
You are there even when we are filled with questions,
and we wonder what life is all about.
Give us signs to follow, and courage to be faithful.
We want to be walking towards you, every day of this year.
Amen. 
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