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We didn’t have a television as I was growing up until after I left home at age 17. 

My parents were conscientious objectors to its presence and potential influence. The one 
exception came in July of 1969, when I was 11 years old. I had long been fascinated by 
anything that would fly, especially airplanes and spaceships. I convinced my parents to 
rent a 13-inch black-and-white television — as I recall, it was about the size of a carry-on 
suitcase — for the duration of the Apollo 11 mission to the moon. They even let me stay 
up late into the night on Sunday, July 20, when Neil Armstrong took the first human 
step onto the surface of the moon. 

I must confess I didn’t get up at 5 AM on Christmas morning to watch the launch 
of the James Webb Space Telescope. But my browser has been mostly locked onto the 
Webb Telescope status page ever since. The largest and most powerful space telescope 
ever built, Webb will enable astronomers to observe a part of space and time that’s never 
been seen before. Webb will probe into the impossibly-distant epoch when the very first 
stars and galaxies were formed more than 13.5 billion years ago — only 300 million 
years or so after the moment when the universe began.  

This is an extraordinary achievement by any measure. It will enable us to get ever 
closer to answering one of the most profound and persistent questions we face as human 
beings. Where did we come from? A better answer may help us respond to the even 
more profound questions that follow. What are we doing here? Where are we going? To 
some extent at least, the answers are written in the stars. 

Throughout human history, the stars have been a prophetic presence in the 
heavens above. The American poet Katherine Lee Bates, whose poem “America the 
Beautiful” provides words for our most American hymn, acknowledges this role in her 
poem titled “The New Year.” Bates was the first prominent Jewish poet in America, and 
she wrote this poem about Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish celebration of the New Year, but 
its insights apply equally well to the Gregorian New Year. She writes: 

 
Long foretold by those prophets old, 
  The sun the moon and the stars,  
The New Year waits at Time’s high gates  
  And clashes the golden bars;  
And the soul of the world awakens and gropes  
  In a twilight wonder of fears and hopes,  
As a new wave breaks on the beaten shores,  
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  And a new foot falls on the trodden floors  
And a New Year stands with uplifted hands  
  In the light of the opened doors. 
 

This coming Thursday will be the twelfth day after Christmas. According to an 
ancient legend based on stories in the New Testament, the three kings arrived in 
Bethlehem on the twelfth day after Jesus’ birth. They found the infant child in a stable 
and presented him with gifts. Many Christians around the world, especially those from 
Orthodox and Hispanic traditions, now celebrate the twelfth day after Christmas as 
Three Kings Day.  

The New Testament says that the three kings — also known as wise men or magi 
— had seen an unusually bright star in the sky on the evening Jesus was born. These 
were learned men who looked into the heavens for clues to the meaning of events on 
earth, their craft a jumble of what we today call astronomy and astrology.  

What exactly did they see? Some scholars propose that the magi saw an exploding 
star, or supernova. Others suggest they saw a comet, perhaps even Halley’s Comet. Still 
others focus on the conjunction of Venus and Jupiter. According to the calculations of 
modern astronomers, the brightest planets in the sky, Venus and Jupiter, would have 
appeared to merge into a dazzling star-like beacon at about the time Jesus is thought to 
have been born. By some estimates, a conjunction this bright hadn’t occurred for at least 
2,000 years prior to Jesus’ birth and hasn’t occurred since.  

 
Long foretold by those prophets old, 
  The sun the moon and the stars,  
The New Year waits at Time’s high gates… 

 
When the deep-space probe Voyager 1 reached the edge of our solar system a 

dozen or so years after it was launched in 1976, NASA engineers wanted to turn the 
spacecraft’s cameras off to conserve energy, so the probe could continue to send data 
back to Earth in the years ahead. The cosmologist Carl Sagan had curated a collection of 
songs and messages pressed onto a golden phonograph record carried by Voyager into 
deep space. He wanted the spacecraft to take one final photograph of Earth. The 
engineers protested that the distance would be too great and the resolution too low for 
the photograph to have any value. But Sagan persisted, and eventually he persuaded 
NASA to have the photograph taken.  

The result, which Voyager took on Valentine’s Day in 1990 from a distance of 
more than 4 billion miles, became the iconic image Sagan dubbed the “Pale Blue Dot.” 
The photograph looks remarkably unremarkable. Unless someone points out the dot 
and tells you what it is, you would never know it was a planet — much less planet Earth. 
In his book Pale Blue Dot: A Vision of the Human Future in Space, Sagan writes: 
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From this distant vantage point, the Earth might not seem of any 
particular interest. But for us, it’s different. Consider again that dot. That’s 
here. That’s home. That’s us. On it everyone you love, everyone you know, 
everyone you ever heard of, every human being who ever was, lived out 
their lives. The aggregate of our joy and suffering, thousands of confident 
religions, ideologies, and economic doctrines, every hunter and forager, 
every hero and coward, every creator and destroyer of civilization, every 
king and peasant, every young couple in love, every mother and father, 
hopeful child, inventor and explorer, every teacher of morals, every 
corrupt politician, every ‘superstar,’ every ‘supreme leader,’ every saint 
and sinner in the history of our species lived there — on a mote of dust 
suspended in a sunbeam. 

 
And the soul of the world awakens and gropes  
  In a twilight wonder of fears and hopes…  
 

Sagan adds: 
 
Our planet is a lonely speck in the great enveloping cosmic dark. In our 
obscurity — in all this vastness — there is no hint that help will come from 
elsewhere to save us from ourselves. The Earth is the only world known, so 
far, to harbor life. There is nowhere else, at least in the near future, to 
which our species could migrate. Visit, yes. Settle, not yet. Like it or not, for 
the moment, the Earth is where we make our stand.  
 
There is no hint that help will come from elsewhere to save us from ourselves. 

The Earth is where we will make our stand.  
The good news for us is that we are surrounded by prophets much closer than 

13.5 billion light years away. Joan Didion was one of those prophets. Writing in the New 
York Times on Christmas Eve in the wake of Didion’s death, Michiko Kakutani points 
out that Didion was uncannily attuned to the social and political tumult of her day — the 
social fractures and political divides that fueled carelessness and alienation. Kakutani 
goes on to say that three decades ago “Didion was also remarkably prescient in writing 
about the fracturing of truth as people increasingly filtered reality through the prism of 
their own prejudices.”  

In both her journalism and her novels, Didion focused on the stories we tell 
ourselves that give meaning and purpose to our lives. If we are going to save ourselves 
from ourselves, she seems to be saying, we first need to tell the truth about ourselves 
and about the place where we need to make our stand. 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu also knew where to make a stand. He was a powerful 
advocate for nonviolent resistance to the apartheid regime in South Africa, even from 
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prison. Later, after black majority rule had been established in South Africa, he served 
as head of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, a role for which he won the Nobel 
Prize for Peace 1994. 

About the work of the commission, Tutu said, “Forgiving and being reconciled to 
our enemies or our loved ones are not about pretending that things are other than they 
are. It is not about patting one another on the back and turning a blind eye to the wrong. 
True reconciliation exposes the awfulness, the abuse, the hurt, the truth. It could even 
sometimes make things worse. It is a risky undertaking but in the end it is worthwhile, 
because in the end only an honest confrontation with reality can bring real healing.” 

In her poem “The New Year,” Katherine Lee Bates continues: 
 

Long foretold, in the morning cold,  
  With pain and music and mirth  
The New Year gleams on the broken dreams  
  Of the fast-revolving earth;  
A secret, a change, and a mystery,  
  What hath not been and what is to be,  
Nourished and cherished and hidden away,  
  Saved by Time for this ripening day,  
To work a deed forever decreed  
  And a mission it must obey. 
 

The New Year casts the broken dreams of our fast-revolving earth in a new light, 
Bates says. The secrets of what’s hidden in the past and the mystery of how the past will 
be transformed in the future — these secrets and mysteries have been saved by time for 
this evolving day. They have been saved for us to work a deed and pursue a mission. Our 
responsibility in this New Year, Bates concludes, is to be obedient to that mission. 

On these terms, the proof that we have been obedient to our mission is not that 
the broken dreams of this earth have been fully mended. It’s not that the mystery of how 
we create a better future has been fully revealed. Rather, it’s that we have been obedient 
to the mission that is ours to pursue. It’s that we have worked the deed that is ours to 
work. 

The ancient Greek mathematician and astronomer Archimedes, who lived in the 
3rd-century BCE, is widely regarded as the leading scientist in antiquity and one of the 
greatest scientists of all time. In addition to his interest in the movement of celestial 
bodies, he derived numerous geometrical theorems — the area of a circle, the volume of 
a sphere, and the area under a parabola, among others. He also laid the groundwork for 
modern calculus. But his best-known insight is perhaps his simplest. “Give me a place to 
stand and a lever long enough,” he said, “and I will move the world.” 
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You and I have a mission to do the same. Here on the cusp of a new year, a 
broken and needy world cries out to be saved. Especially today, the questions get 
personal. Where do you stand? What’s your lever? How will you move the world? 

 
As a new wave breaks on the beaten shores,  
  And a new foot falls on the trodden floors  
And a New Year stands with uplifted hands  
  In the light of the opened doors. 


