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Did you see it? It’s been the talk of the world for almost a month. The last time it happened was 

around 800 years ago. This week, Saturn and Jupiter aligned and came closer together in a way 

that hasn’t happened since March 4, 1226. The brightness of the event has been a highlight for 

stargazers for days now as people have gone out in their yards to see what’s been dubbed as “The 

Christmas Star.” 

 

On Monday, the day that they were supposed to be most aligned and the phenomenon was 

supposed to be the most magnificent view, I saw the pictures of the Christmas Star that Kirsten 

Layer posted with her family from China hours before it was due to arrive here. I couldn’t wait 

to see it myself. Our staff even spoke of the star that morning in our meeting. 

 

I came home for lunch and told my wife, Dawn, that we had to be on the lookout about 45 

minutes after sunset. She quoted the times as I said them. She knew all about it and then said, 

“It’s going to be overcast all day. We’re not going to see anything in Birmingham.” 

 

“Thanks for ruining Christmas,” I thought. I was silently hoping that the forecast was wrong.  

Besides, it’s Michigan! Just wait, the weather will change, right? I watched as friends and 

relatives posted pictures on Facebook of their newest telescopes set up in their yards. Everyone 

seemed to be getting ready for the once-in-almost-a-millennia occurrence. My excitement 

continued to build throughout the day. 

 

I left the church office at about ten after five and headed home to catch a glimpse, but the minute 

I stepped outside, it was raining. I guess Dawn knew what she was talking about after all. This 

miraculous event was happening and I was going to miss it! Did any of you feel the same way 

this week? We’ll never see it again. We missed it…in Birmingham, of all places. What’s up with 

that? Don’t those forecasters know what this means to us this year? 

 

I watched that night as friends and family from across the United States posted their pictures of 

the Christmas Star. I was more than a little jealous. My envy, however, quickly changed to 

gratitude that they shared the experience with me that night so that I might see it, as well. It 

happened whether I was able to see it live or not. In the end, I realized that only the Maker of the 

stars knew how much people across Earth needed to see the Christmas Star this year. 
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Think about that for a moment. Eight hundred years have passed by! In 2020, of all years that 

this could happen, we see this light in the sky yet again. In a year filled with struggle, doubting, 

despair, fights, fears, and a pandemic unlike we’ve ever experienced in our lifetimes, the star 

shows up again—and at Christmas! 

 

Of all of the years when we needed signs of hope, this becomes the year that the light reflects off 

of these two planets. It could have happened at any other time of the year, but it happened on the 

longest night of the year. On that night, in a year filled with too many long, dark nights, the light 

of a Christmas Star shines. 

 

When we most need to hope again, this year we are reminded of another time when the world 

was feeling like the shadows of night might have the final say. A brightness filled the sky back 

then, as well. And some people missed it that night, too. 

 

It was a census year then, as well. Caesar missed it when people needed to be counted, not for 

adequate and fair representation, but for taxation…taxation of a people who would never be 

counted as equals to Roman citizens. Caesar thought he was God. He did as he pleased. He was 

known for keeping the peace…by ruling with an iron fist. No one dared oppose him. Little did he 

know that his oppression would be a part of God’s unfolding story for the world. He missed the 

message that night. 

 

An innkeeper must have missed the light that was shining in the sky that night, as well. Someone 

passed over a young couple who showed up looking for a room. With no room inside, the poor 

couple received what was available: a manger, a feeding trough. What a place for a baby, let 

alone God’s very presence, to enter the world. Little did anyone know that there in Bethlehem, 

the town called “the house of bread,” the world would discover the Bread of Life. When the 

people were hungry for light and life, God said, “Here I am. I’ll feed you myself.” Yet, so many 

missed that light that night. 

 

But not the shepherds. No, it was the shepherds who were standing guard over their own flocks 

in the darkness of night that heard the news first. Those shepherds, they were a rowdy bunch.  

They were not the most righteous group of folks. They had a history of exaggerated storytelling.  

No one wanted to be born a shepherd. It was a life of scorn and poverty. 

 

On the other hand, it wasn’t the chief priests over in Jerusalem, or the righteous scribes at the 

Temple, or the most devoutly religious folks that saw the light of God’s glory and the heavenly 

hosts that night! It was the ragtag shepherds that received “good news of great joy” for them and 

for the world. But just maybe, it’s the shepherds who experience the depth of those nights and 

are the most ready to receive “good news of great joy.” It somehow makes sense that shepherds 

would be the first to hear about this lamb. 

 

Many missed the glory of God that was shining in the sky that night. But the shepherds were 

somehow able to see the presence of God in a baby born in poverty and wrapped in simple bands 

of cloth; in Jesus placed in the very place where animals fed. When they saw God show up in 

Bethlehem, they couldn’t stop telling the story to everyone who’d listen to them. If God loved 
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even the shepherds, then truly this good news of love was for the nations. In the baby, God 

reaches out to embrace the world; all are included, and all means all. 

 

At the beginning of December, a car drove through a Dairy Queen in Minnesota and decided to 

pay for their own meal as well as for the car behind them. The manager had experienced this 

“pay it forward” before at this store. It usually lasted for about ten to fifteen cars. You can only 

imagine their surprise when one hundred cars passed through and people were still paying for the 

car behind them; sharing a message of connection with people they didn’t even know. 

 

Social media began to light up in Minnesota as one person after another joined the trend. For 

three whole days, over 900 cars paid for the ice cream and food orders in the car behind them.  

Sometimes a single person paid for a family of four or five in the next car. No one complained.  

They simply continued to pass on a message of love and care for one another; one car at a time.  

People came from all around to get in on it. Others bought gift cards to pay it forward for others.  

They kept the light of hope shining for one another. 

 

You know, I didn’t see the Christmas Star on Monday night. I don’t know if I’ll catch a glimpse 

as it still shines a little tonight. But I know the people who did, and their hope gives me hope 

tonight; just like the hope I experience as I watch the physicians of our congregation getting their 

vaccines and leading the way for us out of these long nights that are now growing shorter. 

 

The days are growing longer again. Whether I see it in the sky or in those around me, the light 

has a way of continuing to break into my life—into our lives—just like it did for the shepherds 

that night. The light of hope burns in my life because there is someone willing to tell the story 

and hold out the light so that I might see it for myself. 

 

The shepherds had a story to tell. They couldn’t keep it to themselves. As Bishop William 

Willimon has said, “God refuses to be God without us.” Without shepherds; without a poor 

carpenter and a young woman named Mary; without you; without me; without us. God simply 

longs to live with us and to be with us; to bring light in the midst of our darkness. And we, like 

the shepherds, are invited to share this light so others may see, as well. 

 

This week, we received an envelope from one of our sixteen-year-old members named 

Anderson. Inside was his offering and a note that said, “Here’s a contribution to the church. 

Merry Christmas, Anderson.” I didn’t get to see the Christmas star in the sky on Monday night. I 

still don’t know if I’ll see it tonight. But perhaps the light of the Christmas Star shines brightest 

when it shines in us. And somehow my heart is filled with so much hope. 

 


