Where Is "The Christmas Star"?
By Douglas E. Goudie

D

ecember is when many planetariums install a popular
show known generally as "The Christmas Star." Year after
year, the public attend this traditional seasonal program to learn
more about the mystery of this Christian event.
The Biblical account of the Christmas Star has long been
a curiosity to people around the world. It is an event that may
have a real physical explanation and prompts a sort of astronomical detective story. Many astronomers researched and
calculated and developed theories on the celestial apparition
that may have caught the attention of the wise men. These are
the presentations we see at planetariums each December.
Unfortunately, the date of birth for Jesus Christ is very
ambiguous. Using the limited historical records, it is common
to search for the star between the years 8 B.C. and 1 B.C. It is
well accepted that in that time the word "star" had a much
broader meaning than it does today. "Star" could refer to any
object in the sky, including planets or other objects; or it could
refer to a celestial event such as a conjunction or the like. It is
also well accepted that the wise men were probably Persian
astrologers, sensitive to the motions of the heavens.
Briefly stated, the most popular explanations for the
Christmas Star are ...
... a bright meteor or unusual meteor shower. There were
probably two sightings of the star separated by several months.
Two outstanding fireballs or showers would be necessary to
comply with history.
...a comet Chinese records show a comet was visible in
the spring of 5 B.C.
... a nova or supernova. Chinese records show a possible
nova in 4 B.C., but no other cultures record this object and it
has no physical evidence in the sky today.
... an early sighting of Uranus in Pisces in 7 B.C. At opposition, Uranus can become bright enough to be barely visible to
the unaided eye, much helped by the dark skies of the time.
... a triple conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn in Pisces in 7
B.C. They were joined by Mars in 6 B.C.
... a series of three close conjunctions of Venus and Jupiter in Leo in 3 and 2 B.C. The June 2 B.C. conjunction was so
close that the two planets practically merged into a single brilliant star. Two months later, they were joined by Mercury and
Mars.
... a bona fide miracle beyond physical explanation.
In these early times, the natural phenomena above may

have had great meaning. Today, we recognize such astronomical events as unusual and even rare, but we also know they are a
natural process and are in no way miraculous or prophetic. Just
as an automobile odometer slowly advances through its miles,
each digit revolving at a different rate, so too do the planets
revolve around our Sun, each travelling at a different speed.
There will inevitably come a time when all the odometer digits
will be the same, e.g. "11111.1." Likewise the planets will sooner
or later align in our sky. A planetary conjunction may be an
unusual sight, but it is still a natural event that has no mystical
meaning whatsoever.
Sherman Kanagy of Purdue has identified numerous issues of concern with "The Christmas Star." They include:
• Most planetaria assume the star was a genuine, historical
phenomenon, when it is often theologically viewed as Midrashic in form and has nothing to do with sky events.
• There is implied support of astrology, where the wise men
use astrological symbolism to predict the birth of and successfully locate the Christ child.
• The program deals with religious material, ignoring a separation of church and state. Many people attend the show
expecting it to confirm their religious beliefs.
• It is clearly Christian in nature, ignoring many other religions and religious cults.
• It is a program developed by scientists who are telling a
story based on theological material with which they are not
fully qualified to discuss in a scholarly manner.
Thus, planetarium directors have come to recognize a conflict in
interest in their programming — and some don't like it.
"The Christmas Star" remains a wondrous and beautiful
story for Christians — but it is not science. That is why some
planetarium directors are removing this program from their
schedules. And that is why you may have trouble finding "The
Christmas Star" this holiday season.
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The Warren Astronomical Society, Inc. is a local, non-profit
organization of amateur astronomers. The Society holds meetings
on the first and third Thursdays of each month, starting at 7:30
p.m.
General meeting on first Thursdays:
Cranbrook Institute of Science
500 Lone Pine Road
Bloomfield Hills, Michigan
Business meeting on third Thursdays:
Macomb Community College
South Campus, Building B, Room 209
14500 Twelve Mile Road
Warren Michigan

The WASP is the official monthly publication of the Society. Each new issue of the WASP is made available at the Macomb
meeting on the third Thursday. Non-members will be charged
$1.00 for each new issue. Back issues, when available, are free.
Requests by other clubs to receive the WASP and other correspondence should be addressed to the editor.
Articles for inclusion in the WASP are strongly encouraged
and should be submitted to the editor on or before the first Thursday of each month. For further information on contribution, see
the "Instructions for Authors" box on page 4 of Volume 23, Number 5.
Send articles to the editor:
Douglas E. Goudie
680-0434
2420 Alexander
Troy, Michigan 48083-2405

STARGATE OBSERVATORY

The observatory is owned and operated by the Society in
conjunction with Rotary International. Located on the grounds of
Camp Rotary on 29 Mile Road, 1.8 miles east of Romeo Plank
Road, Stargate features a 12.5 inch f/17 club-built Cassegrainian
telescope under a steel dome. The observatory is open to all club
members in accordance to the "Stargate Observatory Rules:'
Those wishing to use the observatory must call the Observatory
Chairperson (2nd Vice President) by 7:00 p.m. on the evening of
the session.

LIBRARY

The Society maintains a library of astronomy-related books
and periodicals at the Macomb County Community College meeting room. See the Librarian for rules or to check out a book.

MEMBERSHIP AND DUES
Membership in the Society is open to all. Annual dues are:
Student
$10.00
College
$15.00
Individual
$20.00
Family
$25.00
Senior Citizen
$15.00
Among the many benefits of membership are:
• Discount magazine subscriptions:
Astronomy
$16.00 (12 monthly issues)
Deep Sky
$10.00 (4 quarterly issues)
Sky and Telescope
$18.00 (12 monthly issues)
Telescope Making
$10.00 (4 quarterly issues)
• Free copy of each WASP newsletter.
• Free use of Stargate Observatory.
• Special interest subgroups. (See subgroup chairpersons.)
• Call list - don't miss unexpected events.
• Free membership in Astronomical League.
• Free copy of Reflector (Astronomical League newsletter).
• Free use of W.A.S. library. (See Librarian.)
• Rental telescopes. (See Observatory Chairperson.)

SUBGROUPS

Special interest subgroups exist for those interested in specialized areas of astronomy. Contact the chairperson of each subgroup for more information on that group.
Computers:
Larry Kalinowski
776-9720
Cosmology:
Mike O'Dowd
268-7125
Deep Sky:
Doug Bock
750-0273
Lunar / Planetary:
Alan Rothenberg
624-9339
Solar:
Ed Cressman
645-1837
Telescope making:
Jim Houser
294-1952

CALL LIST

The Call List is a list of people who wish to be alerted of
spectacular and unexpected astronomical events. Anyone who
notices such an event calls the next person on the call list. That
person in turn calls the next person, etc. A call list member can
restrict callings to certain available times. Any Society member is
welcome to join the call list.
To join the call list, please notify Jeff Bondono at 731-4706.

Send membership applications and dues to:
Jeff Bondono
731-4706
51054 Kingwood
Shelby Township, Michigan 48316

2

Warren Astronomical Society Paper

December 1991

Club News

Secretary's Annual Report
By Robert Halsall
Significant 1991 events and milestones
• 30th club anniversary
•
Stargate telescope removed from Stargate and undergoing major renovation
• New Stargate site in St. Clair county being pursued
• Liability insurance coverage as of November 1, 1991
• New club address: P.O. Box 1505, Warren, MI. 480901505
• Computer Group founded this year
• Three donated scopes from Livonia Astronomy Club
Four-inch rich-field folding scope
Six-inch f/4 on tabletop mount - needs work
Ten-inch Dobsonian
Club outings
• Northern cross star parties (monthly)
• Astronomy Day at Cranbrook Rick Hill (Kitt Peak) Jack
Horkheimer (Star Hustler)
• Summer solstice party at Doug Bock's house
• July 11 solar eclipse (California and Hawaii)
• Picnic and Perseid meteor shower star party at Stargate
Stargate telescope
• Primary mirror reground and refigured by Richard
Fagen
• New Cassegrain secondary mirror
• Temporary portable pier constructed
• Plan to make convertible Cassegrain/Newtonian
• A computer is also being installed
• Hope to build new observatory at Hawthorn Hollow in
St. Clair County. (Sites at Addison Oaks, Seven Ponds,
Whispering Woods, Camp Agawom and a scout camp
north of Port Huron were also considered.)
• Draft temporary agreement to allow observing at Hawthorn Hollow this year half finished
Some of the presentations seen this year
• Ken Strom's talk on Hubble Space Telescope
• Astrophotography talk by Jack Schemanski
• Grosse Point High on building a radio telescope
• Talks by Rick Hill and Jack Horkheimer on Astronomy
Day
• Eclipse photos by numerous club members
• Eclipses of the Sun by Paul Strong
• Space Shuttle launches
• Marty's talk about professional telescopes
• Many other presentations by club members "


Office Elections
The Warren Astronomical Society held it annual officer
election at the October 17 Macomb Community College meeting as scheduled. Nominations for offices were closed and
member voting resulted in the following:
President — Robert Halsall
December 1991

1st Vice President — Frank McCullough
2nd Vice President — Jeff Bondono
Secretary — Kathy Charla
Treasurer — Ed Cressman
The term for new officers begins January 1, 1992.
Congratulations and good luck to all the new officers! And
thanks to all outgoing officers, too!


Change in
Membership Fee Structure
Club President Marty Kunz announced a change in the
Warren Astronomical Society membership fee structure at the
October 3 Cranbrook meeting. The change is in response to the
recent addition of liability insurance (effective November 1,
1991) to the list of membership benefits. This insurance will
cover members and the club in the event of an "accident" incurred during a W.A.S. function.
Effective January 1, 1992, the new membership dues will be as
follows:
Student
$12.00
College
$17.00
Individual
$25.00
Additional family members $5.00 per person
Senior Citizen
$17.00
Note that a "family" category is no longer available. In its
place is the "additional family members" category. This new
$5.00 per person fee will apply to each person (wishing membership) who belongs to the family of an person who has paid
his or her $25.00 "individual" dues. This change was rendered
necessary by the new insurance policy. "


Society Offers Astronomy Course for
Older Learners
By Scott Jorgensen
The Warren Astronomical Society is about to offer a series
of lectures on astronomy for the Community College for Older
Learners. CCOL is a service of the Milby Community College
that provides people age 50 and older the opportunity to continue learning in an atmosphere that reinforces the belief that you
can and should keep on learning about new things all your life.
Many people in the CCOL program have asked for a course on
astronomy. Of course, we all know how fascinating and diverse
a field astronomy can be, so we can take pride in the fact that
our club is once again helping to make our community a better,
more interesting place.
Our course will be taught by a series of different people.
The classes will be offered once every other week in February
and March, possibly into April if we get enough speakers. Currently we will have three or four talks on general astronomy,
solar astronomy, cosmology and possibly a planetarium show if
the facility is available. If you have a specialty you would like to
talk about, you can be a part of the program. Just call Scott
Jorgensen at 986-1915 (daytime) before December 10 for details.
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Subgroup Reports

Computer Chatter
By Larry F. Kalinowski
It’s been ten years since IBM brought out the DOS
based computer. Seems like only yesterday .... I've
been told that some are still using the PC Junior. It
was the father of the XT and the AT. The PC Junior was
brought out to give the Commodore 64, Apple and Atari some
competition. Memory was a full 64K. Wow!
Three comets are visible in the morning sky in the vicinity of
Leo: Periodic comets Hartley 2 (1991t), Wirtanen (1991s) and
Levy (1991q). They are 10th, 11th and 12th magnitude respectively. They won't be easy to find, but if you like a challenge and
something to add to your Messier award, give me a call and I'll
give you the orbital information for Deep Space the comet program - so you can plot them on your computer.
After all the rhubarb about Windows 3.0, I've come to the
conclusion that I'm better off without it. I've tried it and I can
take it or leave it. If you don't need windows to run a program,
be thankful. The only thing I can guarantee about Windows is it
will take up more memory. The dithered colors are absurd.
What artist in his right mind would even consider using them?
So you might as well throw the paint program away. The clock?
Scratch that one, too: It's a waste of computer space. The note
pad? Another waste of space. Even if I had a use for it, I wouldn't put my notes in as public a place as a computer. Calculator?
Already have one. DOS utilities? It's easier and faster to type a
one-line DOS command than it is to mouse through a dozen
windows.

Observing Challenge
By Jeff Bondono
Seven deep sky objects are listed in the table below. If you
complete the observing challenge requirements below you will
receive a "Certificate of Accomplishment" from the club. To
qualify for the certificate you must
• observe any six of the seven objects and write down what
you see,
• sketch anyone of the objects, and
• turn in your descriptions and sketch to Jeff Bondono by
March 31,1992.
Anything you submit will be returned to you.
Coordinates
(2000.0)
01 19.1 +58 20
01 52.8 +57 04
01 57.8 +37 41
02 15.0 +59 16
02 22.6 +42 21
04 07.7 +62 20
04 15.4 +51 14
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ID

Type

Mag.

Size

Const.

NGC 457
Stock 4
NGC 752
Stock 2
NGC 891
NGC 1502
NGC 1528

open
open
open
open
galaxy
open
open

6.4

13'
20'
50'
60'
13' x3'
8'
24'

Cas
Per
And
Cas
And
Cam
Per

5.7
4.4
10
5.7
6.4

Multi-tasking? You gotta be kidding. I can't remember the
last time I used it - or even wanted to. If you're an experienced
computer user, who needs it? Which brings me to the conclusion that Windows 3.0 was designed for beginners. Save your
old non-windows programs. They'll do just as well with 70 percent less memory space.
IBM is going mail order. The competition has driven Big
Blue to start selling their PSl1 via mail. Not everyone will have a
chance to sell the computer. The first and only chance, so far, is
going to the National Education Association. I have the feeling
that sales of the PS/1 are kind of poor; otherwise IBM wouldn't
have been forced into such a distribution. If IBM would only
change the looks of their PS/1, they might have a better chance
at improving their sales. The computer looks like a Tonka toy
with those big blue levers on the monitor. If you want to sell,
you've got to appeal to the adults, too.
If you're planning to update your monitor to color, don't
think of buying anything less than VGA. It's become the standard for color monitors. Regular VGA (640 x 480 pixel resolution) is what all serious programmers are writing for. Super
VGA (800 x 600) and extended VGA (1024 x 768) are both
special purpose displays used only on the more expensive programs. They'll require more video memory than the standard
256K.
Since the fourth Thursday in November falls on Thanksgiving Day, the computer group meeting will be cancelled for November.
See you at the Christmas banquet on December 19th, Warren Chateau, 6015 East 10 Mile Road, just east of Mound
Road. It starts at 7:00 p.m. Don't forget to bring some money
for the raffle. The club needs your support for additional equipment.
Call me at 776-9720 for any further information concerning
the group. Clear skies, everyone.


Warren Astronomical Society
Holiday Awards Banquet
December 19, 1991
Warren Chateau
6015 East 10 Mile Road
(just east of Mound Road)

Social and cocktail hour: 7:00 - 8:00 p.m.
Dinner served at 8:00 p.m.
Sliced beef tenderloin; gourmet chicken or
Vegetable plate
$16.75
Contact:
Payment:
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Frank McCullough
790-9656
Jeff Bondono
51054 Kingwood
Shelby Township, MI 48316
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At the Telescope

Limiting Magnitudes
The larger the diameter of a telescope lens or mirror, the
fainter the objects that may be seen through it. The magnitude of the faintest objects visible through a telescope is
known as its limiting magnitude. The table below lists limiting
magnitudes for many telescope diameters. This table is not
absolute: under ideal conditions, limiting magnitudes can
exceed the values given here.
Diameter
Eye
2"
3"
4"
5"

Magnitude
6.0
9.7
10.3
11.3
11.8

Diameter
6"
8"
10"
12"
24"

Magnitude
12.2
12.9
13.4
13.8
15.5

Use these star charts to check the limiting magnitude of
your instrument and the weather conditions for the night. At
right is a detailed chart of the area including enough stars to
"star-hop" to the really dim ones - down to about magnitude
15. Inset is a low-scale chart showing the general region of
sky. Happy viewing
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Warren Astronomical Society Calendar 1991
Sunday Afternoons

Solar Group at Ed Cressman's house when the weather is
clear.
November 29, 30, December 1
1-4:30 p.m. SpaceFest at Cranbrook Institute of Science. Bring your
telescopes!
Thursday December 5
7:30 p.m. General meeting at Cranbrook Institute of Science.
Saturday
December 7
7:00 p.m. Deep Sky Group meeting at Doug Bock's house.
Wednesday December 11 7:00 p.m. Cosmology Group meeting at Ridgewood Recreation
Center.
Tuesday
December 19 8:00 p.m. Holiday Awards Banquet at the Warren Chateau. Guest
speaker: Doug Murphy, meteorite specialist. No Macomb
Community College meeting.
Thursday December 26 8:00 p.m. Computer Group meeting at Larry Kalinowski's house.
Saturday
May 9, 1992
Astronomy Day.
Correction: The November Warren Astronomical Society Calendar 1991 incorrectly reported that the
Computer Group will meet on November 28. Because that day is Thanksgiving Day, the Computer
Group will not meet in November. Our apologies for any confusion and inconvenience.
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