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Are any of you star-gazers?  For me, astronomical events are most often things I hear about rather than witness first-hand.  I am far too fond of the little warm nest I make in my bed with flannel sheets and down comforters, and I find it difficult to jump out of a bed once I’m in it.  But it has been my privilege and my delight over the past twelve years to be married to a stargazer, a man who can be struck speechless by a meteor shower.  On more nights than I can count, I’ve been awakened as Danny slips back into bed at night.  He presses his icy nose up to my face as he whispers, “Sweetheart, you should have seen the stars….”


The experience of being awed by stars seems to be shared by people across all time, in every culture and region of the world.  There is something in us, it seems, that makes us grateful receivers of the tiny lights that shine, twinkling, most clearly on the darkest, coldest nights.  Maybe it’s for that reason that the early Christian writers and liturgists, struggling to find language to describe and define and explain their experience of Jesus to the rest of the world, called him the “Morning Star”.  The Morning Star is not only a star that shines brightly in the night sky, but a star that rises and shines at the very end of the night.  It is the first sign that morning is coming, although at the moment it begins to shine, the moon has set and night is at its darkest.


Perhaps for this reason, I like to imagine the scene that we have heard described by the Gospel of John taking place at night.  I’ve never seen the story portrayed this way, either in movies or in paintings, but somehow it fits.  I imagine that wilderness area as free from any electric lights, and the image that comes to mind is the astonishing, breath-taking brilliance of stars stretched overhead, from horizon to horizon.  I imagine John doing his preaching and his baptizing at night, when the desert finally cools, when people huddle closer together around a small fire, fearful of the animals that may lie in wait just outside their line of vision.  I imagine that in the middle of one of those nights, Jesus did appear, walking in from the darkness, unafraid and awesome.  I imagine it was John who recognized him first as the morning star, as the indication that night, while not yet over, would in fact come to an end.


Why did John the Baptist go to the wilderness to prepare for Jesus?  Why did Jesus first meet him there?  If we imagine the wilderness, the desert, by day, there are some answers to those questions that seem quite obvious.  The desert was where Jesus was to go directly after his baptism, to endure forty days of temptation.  The desert, in that scenario, is a place of deprivation, a place of hardship, a place where we are stripped of all the things that usually give us comfort and security.  So perhaps John went to the desert for the same reason—to strip away the defenses of those to whom he preached, to put them under stress, to confront them with the harsh realities of life beyond their comfort zone.  Perhaps in the desert they could better see their sins, and better understand what John meant when he called them to repent and turn from the life they were accustomed to.


But if we imagine the wilderness where John preached at night, we may find some other understandings emerge.  The wildness is still there at night, the lack of security, the starkness of experience.  But the stars are there as well, and the people there can see them, can experience them in a way that undoubtedly they could not have done in the city, even in the ancient world.  Perhaps by leading them to the wilderness, John’s intention was not only to deprive and shock them, but also to offer them something, to show them something, to have them notice something that cannot be seen from the center of the city.  In the wilderness, you can experience the darkness of night, but you can also see the morning star rising. 


That’s another function of wilderness.  It does not only take some things away from us, strip us of some of the things that give us comfort, that pad us from reality.  Wilderness also adds something—it gives us a clearer vision, both of the night and of the morning star rising.


Are you a star-gazer?  Have you gone to the dark places and looked to see the morning star, that indicator that night is just about over?


I’ve been thinking about this in particular this week because I have been deeply disturbed by the news that four men have been kidnapped in Iraq, taken hostage by a previously unknown group which is demanding the release of all Iraqis held in U.S. military detention facilities.  While the news of another kidnapping is not surprising—literally thousands of civilians have been kidnapped in Iraq since the fall of Saddam Hussein—this particular story caught my attention because these four men were members of a group called Christian Peacemaker Teams.  Have any of you heard of them?  I encourage you to read more about them on their website, www.cpt.org.  



The Christian Peacemaker Teams began in 1984 as an initiative from some of the historical peace churches, the Brethern, the Mennonite and the Quakers.  Since they have received wide ecumenical support from a number of Christian churches.  Their call is to gather and train a group of people who would bring to non-violent peacemaking the same level of discipline and self-sacrifice as an armies devote to war.  Their motto is “Get in the way”.  


The CPT has been in a number of places of conflict all over the world including Haiti, Bosnia and Chechnya.  Currently they have teams in Israel/Palestine, Columbia, in the United States on the Arizona-Mexican border, and in Iraq.  They have spent most of their time in Iraq monitoring U.S. detention facilities and assisting Iraqi civilians who are trying to locate and contact detained family members.  They knew about the acts of torture inside Abu Gahrib prison before it was public knowledge, and in fact, Stanley Kunitz who broke the story for the New Yorker magazine credited the Christian Peacemaker Teams for much of his information.


The one American on the team that was abducted named Tom Fox, and he’s from Northern Virginia, very active in the Quaker community there.  Two of the other men are Canadian and one is British, a man named Norman Kember who is 74 years old.  A life-long peace activist, Mr. Kember said in an interview before leaving for Iraq that all his previous efforts have been “cheap”, and that it was time for him to put his own life on the line for his faith.


They have now experienced what many others have experienced---they have been kidnapped and their future is uncertain.  What are we to make of that? 


These men, led by their savior, their Lord, are now in one of the darkest places I can imagine.  They are seeing a very dark side of Iraq, of human nature, of their captors, of American foreign policy, of humanity.  They are truly in the wilderness.


And yet they go with the light of Christ.  The only way I can understand what they are doing, the only way I can see their actions as acts of faith, is to remember that Jesus is the Morning Star, the one who shines brightest when the night is darkest.  His light shines out from that dark place to let all who see it know that night will not last.  Night does not reign, night does not rule.  The morning star may appear first as a tiny glimmer of light, but it is real and it is true and the daylight it forecasts will come.


Hearing and remembering the story of the kidnapped Christian Peacemakers is important both so that know what is going on in the world, but also so that we don’t make the call to be a star-gazer, a star-noticer into a call to look on the bright side of life, a call to sunny optimism.  That’s not what Jesus calls us to do.  Jesus calls us to go into the night—to get out of our comfortable nest, and to look for the light out there where it is cold and dark.


I’m touched and inspired by what these men are doing because I know they are doing it guided by the light of Jesus.  And I want Jesus to give me the faith, give me the power, give me the strength of character to find the dark places of myself, in this community, and in this world.  In his company, I know that I can go there with an eye for the stars, and to trust that when the night is darkest, the morning star shines true. 
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