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Did astrology have any significant influence on the development of the earliest Christian legends and beliefs? Is it possible that the role of stellar religion has been somewhat neglected or played down?  After all, as Franz Cumont demonstrates in his classic text, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, Christianity initially arose within societies throughout the Middle East, Asia Minor, North Africa, and the Roman Empire where astrology and stellar religion were much more common components of religious culture than they are today.  Perhaps it is difficult for later writers to appreciate just how pervasive astrology was, especially now when it has been so deliberately denigrated. Even if they do recognize an astrological reference, they may feel obligated to ignore or deny it. 

On the other hand, orthodox, or institutional Christianity prefers to see itself as a revealed religion; a unique set of beliefs that only came about through the divine revelation of Jesus Christ.  It claims to be unlike anything else before or since. Consequently, attempts to set Christianity’s development within the broader social context, or to link it into other, contemporary religious developments, can be perceived by believers as a threat to their unique status as the one, true religion. Too often this results in an awkward need to deny or distort any evidence that might demonstrate otherwise, generating endless arguments. 

This purpose of this paper is to examine some of the ways in which the earliest Christians were influenced by contemporary astrological beliefs, and the attempts they made to frame their religion within this greater cosmological context.  

The Star 

The first case in point is the Star of Bethlehem, the subject of heated debate for nearly two millennia now.  It’s inclusion in the Gospel of Matthew, with all its astrological implications, has raised such embarrassing questions for “revealed Christianity” that one might wonder how it ever made the canonical cut in the first place.  In fact, the priority of its position within the Christian Canon could be a good indication of how important astrology was among those to whom this Gospel is addressed.   

The only thing preceding the story of the Star in the opening book of the New Testament is a rather questionable genealogy for Christ.  By tracing his lineage from Abraham, through David, to Joseph the husband of Mary, Jesus is presented as a descendant of the royal line of Judah. Then the author declares that the Holy Spirit, not Joseph, was the father of Jesus, seemingly obviating the necessity of that extensive family tree. 

However, the author of the gospel of Matthew is widely acknowledged as writing for a primarily Jewish audience.  A familiarity with Jewish customs is assumed, the debate about the law is a central theme, and the Sabbath is still observed. Also, the book consistently references events in the life of Christ to Old Testament prophecies and sources as a way of demonstrating that Jesus fulfilled the law, the prophets, and all the promises made to Israel long ago. “Matthew’s” genealogy, placing Jesus firmly in the hereditary line of the kings of Judah, while also declaring him the Son of God, would have been useful in convincing contemporary Jews of Christ’s authority.  The author then hastens to anchor the virgin birth to a snippet from the prophet Isaiah, saying in verse 22:


“Now all this was done, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophet, saying, (23) ‘Behold, a virgin (almah) shall be with child, and shall bring forth a son, and they shall call his name Emmanuel, which being interpreted is, God with us.’” (KJV)

After establishing that Jesus was born in, but apparently, not of, the royal house of David, this very first book of the New Testament immediately opts for astrology.  I’m not referring to the visit of the star-seeking Magi, which follows immediately after in Chapter 2.  I’m referring to the virgin birth, an assertion deeply rooted in astral lore. However, in order to substantiate that claim, it will be necessary to investigate the second, and more obvious astrological reference, to the star of the Magi.

Chapter 2 begins:

“Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, there came wise men (magoi) from the east to Jerusalem.  2) Saying, “Where is he that is born King of the Jews? For we have seen his star in the east and are come to worship him.” (KJV)

The magi certainly seem to be astrologers. Not withstanding the protests of later apologists, their name and behaviour leave little doubt as to what they were about.  The only thing about which we could be more certain is that the author, whoever he was or claims to be, wasn’t there when it happened. This is anything but an eyewitness account.  It is a story, and its position and content are calculated to convince a Jewish audience that Jesus Christ was the Son of God and the promised Messiah of Israel. 

Many well-intentioned researchers have thoroughly scrutinized “Matthew’s” description of the Magi’s mission in their attempts to identify the Star of Bethlehem, as if “Matthew” were writing as a modern journalist reporting on these events. While I will be gratefully referring to some of their excellent work throughout this paper, I do not in any way read this as a factual account. I am more concerned with why the author of Matthew turns so quickly to the Magi and astrology to establish his claims for Christ, and why this would be so convincing to his Jewish contemporaries.

Who were the Magi?

The Magi were an ancient order of priests, originating among the Medes of northern Iran. Herodotus, Philo of Alexandria, Strabo, and Josephus all describe them in their work.1 The Magi were eventually absorbed into Zoroastrianism during the development of the Persian Empire and even Zoroaster himself is often portrayed as a member.  It’s quite possible that the priestly order predates the religion, but the exact age of Zoroastrianism has yet to be fully determined. 

The marriage between the Magi and Zoroastrianism was not without its tensions; particularly during the difficult period following the death of Cyrus the Great and the eventual succession of Darius.  By the time of Christ, the Magi were generally respected as philosophers, and reputed to possess astronomical knowledge of considerable depth and breadth.

According to Philo, they were among the

 “numerous companies of virtuous and honourable men…Among the Persians there exists a group, the Magi, who investigating the work of nature for the purpose of becoming acquainted with the truth…initiate others in the divine virtues, by very clear explanations.2
According to John North, 

“The Greeks were already in Plato’s century giving due credit to the ‘Magi’ or the ‘Chaldeans’ and throughout the world of classical antiquity these epithets stuck, as synonyms for ‘astrologer’.”3
The influence of the Magi, through the expansion of the Persian Empire, was widespread.  They were great travellers, and according to David Hughes in The Star of Bethlehem Mystery, ancient writers like Dio Cassius, Suetonius, Pliny, and Seneca all tell stories of visiting delegations of Magi.4  

Astronomer Percy Seymour believes that the Magi:

 “…initiated an approach to mathematical astronomy that was to influence all later aspects of the subject…Because they travelled a great deal, they assimilated the astronomical ideas of their neighbouring cultures and blended these ideas with their own… they imparted what they knew to those people with whom they came into contact, and so were also the transmitters of the ancient wisdom of astronomy, astrology and the religious beliefs based on these subjects.” 5
According to Seymour, the average Magi travelling about during “Matthew’s” time could have been well-versed in the astronomical and astrological traditions of Babylon and Egypt; in Pythagorean, Platonic, Aristotelian, and possibly even Druid mathematics and astronomy, with all their astrological implications, as well as the hermetic doctrines of the schools of Alexandria. Seymour further contends that:

“…symbolism, particularly astrological symbolism, was a universal feature of myth and religion for the centuries before and following Christ’s birth.  While several groups argued and fought over their differences in religious belief, all learned men knew about astrology, and astrological symbolism was often used as a form of common language…However, this lingua franca of symbolism was clearly the culmination of non-Christian and pre-Christian ideas.” 6 (the emphasis 

is Seymour’s)

However, “Matthew” puts an intriguing question into the mouths of his Magoi: “Where is he that is born King of the Jews?”  The Catholic Encyclopaedia quotes Strabo as saying that Magoi was also the name of the upper house of the council of magistrates of the neighbouring Parthian Empire.7 Composed of members of this priestly caste, the upper council’s duties may have included the designation of the king of the realm.  

The Parthian magoi and Judeans shared a common enemy in the Romans.  The crack Parthian cavalry units had done what precious few could: beat the Romans in battle, dealing the legions a humiliating defeat at Carrhae in 53 B.C. The Zoroastrian Parthians, incorporating much of the former Persian Empire into their own, had supported subsequent attempts at re-establishing Judean sovereignty.8
 Conservative Christians, trying to sidestep the astrological issue, contend that “Matthew’s” Magoi were a subversive delegation of king makers, sent to rattle Herod, and provoke a potential border incident that would expose more legions to those deadly “Parthian shots.”9
Jerusalem’s Debt to the Zoroastrians

Whoever Mathew’s Magi were, their opinions were obviously still important to the Jews, who owed their return to Jerusalem and indeed, their very existence as a nation to the Persian, Zoroastrian Empire. It was not for nothing that the author of the latter part of the book of Isaiah referred to Cyrus the Great as the Messiah.  

“Thus saith the Lord to His anointed (messiah), to Cyrus whose right hand I have holden, to subdue nations before him, and to loose the loins of kings;”10 

In the 6th century BC, Jerusalem had been laid waste, and its temple defiled and desecrated by the armies of Babylon.  Any Jew of rank or substance had either been killed or carted off into captivity in Babylon. There the children of Judah languished by the waters of Babylon, lamenting the loss of everything; their land, their temple, their holy scriptures; everything that defined them as a people, except their hope. It was Cyrus who gave it all back to them.

Once Cyrus conquered Babylon, he not only repatriated the Jews (538BC), he funded the expedition, providing the resources and the protection necessary to rebuild the city and begin the restoration of the temple.11 After his death, when things were not going particularly well in the Jerusalem colony, subsequent emperors Darius and Artaxerxes continued this crucial support over the ensuing century. 12

These Persians were not merely being charitable in this effort.  Their real concern was Egypt.  Jerusalem was an important defensive outpost. The tribal henotheism of the Judean Yahwists presented no real theological threat to the dualistic monotheism of Zoroastrianism.  The Persians could be remarkably syncretistic and tolerant, especially of the native beliefs of the inhabitants of strategic outposts.  More to the point, Persian monotheism had a profound and lasting influence on the development of Judaism.  

The Bible itself records that the Judeans lost their scriptures and law in the destruction of Jerusalem.  It wasn’t until an emissary of the Persian court, Nehemiah, the cupbearer to the emperor Artaxerxes, arrived in Jerusalem (somewhere between 445-433 BC) to provide crucial financial and military support to the failing colony, that the Second Temple Judeans received the “Law of Moses.”  Chapter 8 of the book of Nehemiah describes how Ezra, the ready Scribe, who had also been dispatched, generously funded and protected by the Persian court,13 convened the colonists of Jerusalem in order to proclaim the Law and the scriptures.  It was all surprisingly new to them.  

E.A. Wallis Budge addresses the controversies raging over the authenticity of the sacred books of the Jews, when he refers to author of the Syriac work, The Cave of Treasures, (dated somewhere between the 4th and 6th century A.D.) as being:

“…convinced that all the ancient tables of genealogies which the Jews had possessed were destroyed by fire by the captain of Nebuchadnezzar’s army immediately after the capture of Jerusalem by the Babylonians.  The Jews promptly constructed new tables of genealogies, which both Christians and Arabs regarded as fictitious.  The Arabs were as deeply interested in the matter as the Christians, for they were descended from Abraham, and the genealogy of the descendents of Hagar and Ishmael was of the greatest importance in their sight…”14

Budge quotes the apocryphal Book of Adam, (iv. 10) for the story of the priest Simeon, who, as the library and manuscripts of the Temple were being burnt by the Babylonians, begged the commander for the ruins.  Simeon gathered up the ashes of the books, and hid them in a pot within a vault.  He filled a holy censor with coals and incense, and lit it, placing it over the spot where the ashes were hidden.  That fire burned until Ezra arrived, about 150 years later.15
The Cave of Treasures sheds some light on the popular traditions regarding the retrieval of the Jewish scriptures, in the chapter entitled “The Five Hundred Years from the Second Year of Cyrus to the Birth of Christ.”  

“Now when the people had gone up (to Jerusalem) they had no Books of the Prophets.  And Ezra the scribe went down into that pit (wherein Simeon had cast the Books), and he found a censer full of fire, and the perfume of the incense which rose up from it.  And thrice he took some of the dust of those Books, and cast it into his mouth, and straightaway God made to abide in him the spirit of prophecy, and he renewed all the Books of the Prophets.”16

While Jewish tradition maintains that Ezra miraculously restored the books from memory, the apocryphal second book of Esdras, in chapter 14:1-48, describes how God allows Ezra to restore the lost scriptures through a process not unlike modern “trance-channeling.”  These accounts, although apocryphal, are revealing, because the Books of Ezra and Nehemiah, while making it plain that the Judean colonists had no scriptures, do not really say where or how Ezra got them.  They also give no indication of why the Jerusalem colony was content to carry on for 100 years without them.

 While literary criticism and the ever-evolving documentary hypothesis have revealed the Old Testament to be a complex tapestry, wherein very ancient strands are artfully woven in among the new, the work gives every appearance of having undergone a serious editing, or redaction process in the years following the return from Babylon.17  The Persian, Zoroastrian influence on  the 2nd Temple Judaism that followed, with its angels and demons, its resurrection and purity laws, astrology and militant messianism, is unmistakable.  

The author of Matthew, in introducing the Magi, may be indicating that Zoroastrian opinion was still relevant to his Jewish contemporaries.  The two nations and their religions had long-standing and very intimate ties; ties that still bound the Parthian Zoroastrians in common cause with the Jews to whom “Matthew” would address his gospel.

Jewish Astrology

The Babylonian and Persian astrology of the Magi was not unknown among “Matthew’s” contemporaries.  Any assumption that Second Temple Jews or early Christians were not interested in astrology is, as Kocku Von Stuckrad puts it:

“ not the result of careful examination of the documentary evidence, but of a preconceived and misleading opinion about the basic ideas of astrology, which led to an astonishing disregard of Jewish and Christian evidence for astrological concerns.  This evidence has either been played down – if not neglected entirely – or labelled ‘heretic,’ thus prolonging the polemics of the ‘church fathers’ right into modernity.”18

Lester Ness, in the monograph, Written in the Stars: Ancient Zodiac Mosaics, includes a comprehensive overview of Jewish astrological efforts. He refers to Artapanus and Eupolemus, Jewish writers of the late third or early second century B.C., (whose works survive in fragments quoted by Eusebius in Praeparatio Evangelica) as not being especially interested in astrology per se:

“But wanted, rather, to improve the image of the Jews by showing that they were an ancient people who had made important contributions to “modern” culture. Artapanus and Eupolemus took a “scientific” practice which they believed true and tried to make it look Jewish by associating it with Jewish heroes. This was the approach of most of the Jewish astrological writers…A great variety of astrological treatises ascribed to angels or biblical heroes survive in Greek and in Aramaic or Hebrew.”19

A text attributed to Abraham and known to exist in the third century B.C. is one of the oldest works in Hellenistic astrology.  According to Ness, even Vettius Valens lists Abraham with Hermes and Nechespo as one of the earliest astrologers.20
Ness repeatedly emphasizes throughout his work that Jewish astrology did not contradict Jewish monotheism, and that the Jews who studied and composed astrological texts did so within a Jewish framework, where their God ruled over all and the stars and planets did his bidding.  While there were always those who objected, it was possible to be a good Jew and a good astrologer at the same time.21 Judging by the growing number of extant texts, there were quite a few of them.

 In the article, ‘Astrological and Related Omen Texts in Jewish Palestinian Aramaic,’ the authors, Greenfield and Sokoloff focus on the influence of Babylonian and Mesopotamian astrological traditions within Jewish texts, revealing Jewish fascination with lunar omens, astrological physiognomy, and natal and predictive astrology.22 For instance, from the caves of Qumran come the fragments of a brontologion, containing astrology and thunder omens23 while a Geniza Manuscript (T-S H 11.51) contains a lengthy poem of lunar omens, which was to be recited ritually during the sanctification of the new moon of Nisan.24  This emerging Aramaic material demonstrates that the Jews at the time of Christ were as interested in astrology as their neighbours.  In the words of Rabbi Joel Dobin,  “… our ancestors considered Astrology to be the hand of God written across the heavens.”25  

Which Star Was It?

So what was this star that the Magi were said to be following? At this point, informed opinions diverge.  Many theories, but by no means all, focus upon the triple conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter in the sign/constellation of Pisces that occurred throughout the year 7 B.C.  Johannes Kepler, who began his studies of the Star of Bethlehem in 1603, was one of the first western, Christian astrologers to refocus attention on this conjunction.26
Among contemporary theorists, Percy Seymour dates the Star of Bethlehem to the evening of the 15th of September, 7BC, when the transiting Sun in Virgo directly opposed the Saturn-Jupiter conjunction in Pisces.27 Seymour also quotes Hans Sandauer, the author of History Controlled by the Stars, for the date of 17 September, 7 BC, which also features this same Virgo-Pisces opposition, albeit about 2 degrees of zodiacal longitude further along.28
Their opinions receive some support from the work of Paul William Roberts.  In his Journey of the Magi, he makes the following insightful observation:

“In the original Greek, however, Matthew’s text contains far more evidence of the Magi’s astrological talents than either Latin or English translations are able to carry.  In the Authorized Version, for example, Matthew’s Magi come ‘from the east’ and see their star ‘in the east.’  The Greek has magoi coming from anatolai – ‘the east,’ usually written in the plural – yet seeing their star en te anatole, the singular form and thus not a reference to where they were when they saw the star.  No writer of Greek in antiquity would employ two different usages to mean the same thing; but anatole also has a specific astronomical and astrological application.  It refers to the achronychal rising of a star or planet – when the object is in direct opposition to the sun, rising in the east as the sun is setting in the west and visible throughout the night in an arc.  We know from cuneiform tablets now in various museums that the Babylonian astrologers, for instance, regarded such a phenomenon as exceptionally significant, calculating positions for its occurrence with enormous accuracy for the potent outer planets of Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn, and able to predict astronomical events far into the future…” 29
It is this achronychal rising that is featured in both Seymour’s and Sandauer’s dates.  Whether we trust the details of the report of the author of Matthew is another question altogether. 

There have been many other theories and candidates proposed for the Star.  Some believe it was a comet.  This idea was communicated in a painting by the 14th century artist, di Bondone Giotto, called The Adoration of the Magi.  The artist was apparently inspired by the spectacle of Halley’s comet in 1310 and worked it into his scene.  Halley’s Comet did make an appearance shortly before the time of Christ’s birth, in 11 to 12 B.C. 

The theory that the star was a nova or supernova enjoyed some popularity in the late 1970’s, when two separate articles speculated on the recorded observation of 

novas by Chinese and Korean astronomers in the years 4 and 5 B.C.30  In the Physics Bulletin of December, 1987, Dr Richard Stephenson reiterated the same ideas. 

 Earlier, in 1986, Roger Sinnott published an article in Sky and Telescope (December issue) proposing a Jupiter-Venus conjunction in the sign Leo in 2 B.C. as the most likely candidate. Sinnott proposed a birth date of June17, 2 B.C. for Christ, based on this conjunction.  Dr. Earnest L. Martin agrees with the importance of the Venus-Jupiter conjunction in his two books on the subject, The Birth of Christ Recalculated and The Star That Astonished the World, but chooses the date of September 11, 3 B.C. as Christ’s birthday.  


More recently, Michael Molnar published an article in The Quarterly Journal of the Royal Astronomical Society  (June 1995) promoting his theory that the Star of Bethlehem was actually an occultation of the moon by Jupiter in Aries in the year 6 B.C.  Molnar expanded on this theme in his recent book, The Star of Bethlehem.  He claims that Christ was born on April 17, 6 B.C., when the Sun, Moon, Jupiter, and Saturn were all in Aries.  Molnar emphasizes the geographical connection that Ptolemy and Vettius Valens make between Judea and the sign Aries, then uses classical astrology techniques to back-engineer this birth chart.31
Meanwhile, the Jupiter-Saturn conjunction of 7 B.C. has gathered support from other quarters.  In 1972, Roy A. Rosenberg wrote a paper called The ‘Star of the Messiah’ Reconsidered, in which he presented a case for it based upon the mythological importance of Saturn and Jupiter to the Jews.32  In 1991, K. Ferrari d’Occhieppo following up on the work initiated by Johannes Kepler, published Der Stern von Bethlehem, in which he concluded that the Jupiter-Saturn conjunction in Pisces was the most likely candidate.  David Hughes further developed d’Ochieppo’s themes in his book, The Star of Bethlehem Mystery.  

Astrologer John Addey agreed on the year, but proposed the date of August 22, 7 B.C., making Jesus a double Leo, with both the moon and sun in the royal sign. Another astrologer, Penny Thornton, arguing with Addey, chose September 12th.33 Recently, Adrian Gilbert has published a book called Magi- The Quest for a Secret Tradition, where he makes his case for the date of July 29, 7 B.C.34 
It is my humble opinion that we really have no way of knowing either the exact date or time of Christ’s birth. I also believe that we should be wary about accepting the word of someone who claims to be Matthew as evidence.  However, we might want to consider that conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn in Pisces very carefully. 

The Astrological Legacy of the Magi

This emphasis on the importance of the cycle of Jupiter and Saturn conjunctions, and its role in the rise of new prophets and world religions, continues throughout later Islamic astrology, which sprang from some of the same Babylonian and Persian roots as the astrology of the Magi.  The Jewish/Arabic astrologer, Masha’Allah, working in the 8th century A.D., composed a book entitled On Conjunctions, Religions, and Peoples.35 In this work, he calculated a series of horoscopes that he considered relevant to both the birth of Jesus Christ and Christianity, and the birth of the prophet Mohammed and Islam. 

  Masha’Allah obviously believed that the twenty-year cycle of Jupiter-Saturn conjunctions was highly indicative, especially when the cycle shifted from signs of one triplicity (element: fire, earth, air, water) to another.  Masha’Allah’s method was to cast charts for the vernal equinox, (or “year-transfer” as he called it) preceding these great conjunctions.  The three astrological charts he claims indicate the coming of Christ are set for: 1) the vernal equinox preceding the Jupiter-Saturn conjunction in Sagittarius in 45 B.C, marking the shift from earth signs into the fire signs 2) the equinox preceding the Jupiter-Saturn conjunction in Leo in 25 B.C., and 3) the vernal equinox of 12 B.C.   Unfortunately, Masha’Allah’s math is a bit off, and his calculations, less than precise. 

He uses the same methods for the birth of Mohammed.  A chart for the vernal equinox preceding the shift of the Jupiter-Saturn conjunction from air to water signs in 571 A.D. is introduced as indicating the rise of Islam.  The chart indicating the birth of Mohammed is set for the vernal equinox preceding the Jupiter-Saturn conjunction in 630 A.D.36
As the authors Kennedy and Pingree point out, in their discussion of Masha’Allah’s chronology, there is evidence of considerable Zoroastrian influence showing through his work. While Masha’Allah obviously believes that the change in the triplicity of the Jupiter-Saturn conjunctions is important, a belief which Pingree claims comes from Sassanian sources, his chronology is firmly anchored in earlier Zoroastrian millenarianism, specifically, Zoroastrian messianic millenarianism.37

The Zoroastrian Messiah

The Zoroastrian Magi were also awaiting the virgin birth of their own promised messiah, or world saviour, and this may be yet another reason why the story of the Magi holds such pride of place within the Christian canon.  The Zoroastrian messianic traditions appear to be somewhat more fully developed than the Judean expectations, particularly in regard to the virgin birth.

 Consider that passage from Isaiah cited earlier, which the author of Matthew claims was fulfilled when Christ was born of a virgin. On further analysis, Isaiah appears to be quoted entirely out of context. John Dominic Crossan gives another interpretation of the prophet’s words:

“…The original situation for the prophecy in 734 or 733 B.C.E. was a failed attempt to persuade Ahaz, king of the southern Jewish kingdom of Judah, which was under attack from the combined forces of Syria and the northern Jewish kingdom of Israel, to trust in God rather than appeal to the Assyrian emperor for assistance.  Since Ahaz refused assurance of divine assistance, he received instead a prophecy of doom, in Isaiah 7:14-25.  Before any ‘young woman shall conceive and bear a son’ and that child ‘knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good’ – that is, grows to maturity- both the two attacking kingdoms and Ahaz’s own kingdom would lie devastated.”38
In chapter 8, immediately following, it is Isaiah himself who “goes in unto” an almah, meaning a veiled, or young woman of marriageable age, who conceives and bears the prophet a son before the promised devastations of the kingdoms arrive.  If Isaiah had really meant a “virgin,” he probably would have used the word bethulah, which meant a virgin maiden, and was incidentally, the same name the Judeans used for the constellation Virgo.

In contrast, the Zoroastrians believed that their promised world saviour would be born of a virgin.  The extant texts of the Zend Avesta reveal that the Mazda-worshipping followers of Zoroaster were awaiting not only one, but three great saviours to be born during the ensuing world ages. They would all be sons of Zoroaster. The third, the Saoshyant, would be the most important.  He would defeat the forces of evil and usher in an age of peace, ending in the final judgement and the resurrection of the dead. 39
All three sons would be born from the seed of Zoroaster, which he accidentally spilled while with his wife.  Thousands of angel-sprits are watching over this precious seed, which is hidden in the waters of the holy Lake Kasava.  The virgin, Eretat-fedhri would come to bathe in that lake and being impregnated by the miraculous seed, would bring forth the Saoshyant, or saviour. 

Yasht XIII, 142, from the Avesta reads:

“We worship the guardian spirit of the holy maid Eretat-fedhri, who is called the all-conquering, for she will bring him forth who will destroy the malice of the demons and of men.” 

As Pingree and Kennedy conclude, Masha’Allahs’s rather awkward chronology unabashedly mashes together two separate systems.  Although he obviously has Zoroastrian sympathies, he was writing under an Islamic regime, consequently;

“…the influence of Zoroastrian ideas will be immediately apparent, though they are interpreted to conform with the necessities of the astrological theory of Jupiter-Saturn conjunctions and to confirm the Islamic rather than the Zurvanite or Mazdean revelation…”

In the traditional Zoroastrian chronology, or “world years,” history was divided into millennia, or “thousands.”  The 6th millennium was inauspicious, for that was when the evil spirit spread throughout the world and corrupted creation. In contrast, the 10th millennium would host the coming of the first two World Saviours; one at the beginning, and one at the end.40 Pingree and Kennedy continue:

…”one finds perfect correspondence between the Zoroastrian doctrine and Masha’allah.  The motion of the heavens commences in the fourth millennium (after 3509), the Deluge – a catastrophic event- occurs at the end of the sixth millennium (after 5932) and Christ and Muhammad, who defeat evil, were both born in the tenth millennium…”41

So, according to Masha’Allah, the first two sons of Zoroaster have arrived on time, and according to the traditional Zoroastrian ‘thousands,’ the Saoshyant and the last judgement are due any day now.  

Not surprisingly, some early Christian literature shows evidence of the belief that Zoroaster had not only predicted the birth of Christ, but that a star would lead the faithful to him.  Consider this passage from the apocryphal Arabic Gospel of the Saviour’s Infancy, a Syriac document dating from approximately the 4th or 5th century.  Chapter 7 reads:

“And it came to pass, when the Lord Jesus was born at Bethlehem of Judea, in the time of King Herod, behold, magi came from the east to Jerusalem, as Zeraduscht had predicted; and there were with them gifts, gold and frankincense, and myrrh.”

What did Zeraduscht (Zarathushtra) predict?  We may never know.  Unfortunately, much of the original Zoroastrian lore was destroyed when Alexander conquered Persia.  Zoroastrian texts and traditions suffered further with the spread of Islam. Still, Clement of Alexandria makes an interesting claim, when, in speaking of the Prodiceans, a 2nd century Christian sect, he says:

“Of the secret books of this man (Zoroaster), those who follow the heresy of Prodicus boast to be in possession.”42
Another textual source for this tradition in the west is the Historia Dynastarium by Abulfaragius, a 13th century Arabic-Christian historian.  Writers like Charles B. Waite, Godfrey Higgins, the Rev. George Stanley Faber, and E.W. Bullinger, cite him extensively, but they all appear to be quoting from the Historia Religionis Veterum Persarum Eorumque Magorum  (Chapter 3) of Thomas Hyde.  The following translation is attributed by Hyde toydeHydHh this Historia Dynastarium of Abulfaragius:

‘“You, my sons,’ exclaimed the seer, ‘will perceive its rising before any other nation.  As soon, therefore, as you shall behold the star, follow it, whithersoever it shall lead you; and adore that mysterious child, offering your gifts to him, with profound humility.’”

While both spurious and late, this passage may indicate that the belief that Zoroaster predicted the birth of Christ and the star was still current in the 13th century. 

Perhaps the most fascinating reference comes from this early 3rd century document entitled Events Happening in Persia on the Birth of Christ. It is attributed to Sextus Julius Africanus, who bears the distinction of being the first Christian chronographer; a man devoted to establishing a Christian universal history of ages to rival the ancient chronologies of the pagan world.43 It opens with:

“Christ first of all became known from Persia.  For nothing escapes the learned jurists of that country, who investigate all things with the utmost care…for it is from the temples there, and the priests connected with them, that the name of Christ has been heard of.”

The document then relates an unusual story about a temple in Persia, dedicated to Juno, or a Persian variety of the great goddess.  The king visited the temple one morning seeking an interpretation of his dreams, and the priest greeted him with the news that Juno had conceived!  The king was confused, but the priest reassured him:

“…the time for these things is at hand.  For during the whole night, the images, both of gods and goddesses, continued beating the ground, saying to each other, Come, let us congratulate Juno.  And they say to me, Prophet, come forward; congratulate Juno, for she has been embraced…and is no longer called Juno, but Urania.  For the mighty Sol has embraced her.  Then the goddesses say to the gods, making the matter plainer, Pege (meaning a source, fountain, spring, or stream) is she who is embraced; for did not Juno espouse an artificer?  And the gods say, That she is rightly called Pege, we admit.  Her name, moreover, is Myria; for she bears in her womb, as in the deep, a vessel of a myriad talents’ burden.  And as to this title Pege, let it be understood thus: This stream of water sends forth the perennial stream of spirit, - a stream containing but a single fish, taken with the hook of Divinity, and sustaining the whole world with its flesh as though it were in the sea.” (sic)44
The story continues as the roof opens and a bright star descends and stands above the pillar of Pege.  A voice, presumably that of the star(?), is heard to say:

“Sovereign Pege, the mighty Son has sent me to make the announcement to you, and at the same time to do you service in parturition, designing blameless nuptials with you, O mother of the chief of all ranks of being, bride of the triune Deity.  And the child begotten by extraordinary generation is called the Beginning and the End…To Myria is given the blessed lot of bearing Pege in Bethlehem…With right do women dance, and say, Lady Pege, Spring-bearer, thou mother of the heavenly constellation…”

The king calls his wise men together, loads them down with gifts, and off they go to Bethlehem, with the star leading the way. 

These passages are loaded with astrological references, particularly in the images of the goddess, the mother of the heavenly constellation, who is no longer Juno, but, after being embraced by Sol, becomes the spring or fountain wherein is begotten, by extraordinary generation, the fish whose flesh sustains the world.  This is an example of the lingua franca of astrological symbolism that Percy Seymour referred to in that earlier quote, which  “was a universal feature of myth and religion for the centuries before and following Christ’s birth.”45 The author of this strange story is using mythological terms to describe the astronomical phenomenon known as the precession of the equinoxes.

The Fish, the Virgin, and the New Age

Something very special was going on in the sky around the time of Christ’s birth. The vernal equinox; the position of the Sun at its New year, (or “year-transfer” according to Masha’Allah) after occupying the constellation Aries for approximately 2100 years, was precessing, or moving backwards out of Aries, and into a new constellation, Pisces. A new age was on the horizon, and speculation raged about what it all meant.46

Conservative opinion holds that precession was unknown until discovered by Hipparchus in the second century B.C.47 Recent work of a more interdisciplinary bent, such as de Santillana and von Dechend’s Hamlet’s Mill and Jane Sellers’ The Death of Gods in Ancient Egypt, combine ancient astronomies with their relevant mythologies to push that date back even further. 

The astronomer, Dr. Edwin Krupp, in his book, In Search of Ancient Astronomies, admits that:

“The earliest known direct reference to precession is that of the Greek astronomer Hipparchus (second century B.C.) who is credited with discovering it.  Adjustments of the Egyptian temple alignments, pointed out by Sir Norman Lockyer, may well indicate a much earlier sensitivity to this phenomenon, however.”48
Krupp continues in this same vein:

“Circumstantial evidence implies that the awareness of the shifting equinoxes may be of considerable antiquity, for we find, in Egypt at least, a succession of cults whose iconography and interest focus on duality, the bull, and the ram at appropriate periods for Gemini, Taurus, and Aries in the precessional cycle of the equinoxes.”49
In Rome, at the time of Christ, precession, and the impending shift from Aries to Pisces, were hot topics.   The ideas current in Rome were given free expression in the works of the Gaulish poet Virgil, particularly in his 4th Eclogue, published in 37 B.C.:

“Now the last age by Cumae’s Sibyl sung

Has come and gone, and the majestic roll 

of circling centuries begins anew”50

Here the poet sings of the famous Sibylline books of Rome, which legend says were sold to King Tarquin by the Cumaean Sibyl. They were alleged to contain all the history of the world, encrypted in prophetic poetry. Originally, there were nine books, but each time King Tarquin balked at the price, the Sibyl burned three of them.  In desperation, the King bought the last three for the same price she had originally demanded for all nine. 

 The books were kept very carefully.  Stored underneath the Capitoline temple of Jove, they were accessible by only a privileged few.  When the temple of Jove Capitolinus burned to the ground in 83 B.C., the original books were destroyed. Strenuous efforts were made to reconstitute them. Roman emissaries were sent to the remaining Sibyls to try to recollect the works, while the Senate eventually commissioned a College of Priests to rewrite them. 51
Virgil’s may be implying that the Sibylline books referred to Aries as the first sign of the zodiac and Pisces as the last sign, when he says that the last age has come and gone, and the “roll of circling centuries begins anew.”  Because the equinox precesses backwards through the signs, as it exited Aries and entered Pisces, it did appear to be completing one circuit and beginning another. The poet continues:

Already the Virgin is returning, the reign of Saturn returns, 

Now a new generation of men descends from heaven.

Here Virgil refers to the constellation Virgo, 52 and in the original Latin, this line reads “Iam redit et virgo”.  Virgil is making a profound mythological allusion within a statement of astronomical fact.  As the vernal equinox precesses into the constellation Pisces, Virgo does return, for she will now begin to mark the place opposite Pisces at the Autumnal Equinox, which was occupied by Libra in the previous age of Aries. But if she is returning, where has she been? 

 Virgil’s inspiration flows from the Greek myths of the Golden Age, perhaps best typified by this description of the constellation Virgo from the Phaenomena of Aratos, who sang his song of the heavens in the 3rd century B.C.:

“Beneath the Plowman, near his feet, the Virgin holds the Spike

Perhaps she’s child of Astreus, whom men say made the stars.

But though she be of other race, may she abide in peace

For she is Justice, others say, who once dwelt here on Earth

She mingled with the Golden Race, and taught them what was good

The Silver Race paid her no heed as she rebuked their ways

And from the wicked Race of Bronze she fled to heaven above” 53
The fabled Golden Age, which the Romans attributed to the rule of Saturn, is described in Hesiod’s Works and Days.54 Truth and justice prevailed, peace and prosperity flourished.  The Silver Age followed, when the climate changed and the seasons evolved. People had to seek shelter to stay warm, and to work to grow food.  Then the Brazen Age began, and things got worse. People grew increasingly bad-tempered and began to make weapons to attack each other. The Iron Age followed, when virtue vanished altogether. Criminal and covetous, people exploited the earth and each other. The gods fled, one by one in disgust, until only Astraea, the goddess of innocence and purity remained, the last spark of divinity on earth.  Eventually, even she was forced to flee the degenerate race of men, and took her place among the stars as the constellation Virgo.55
These poets longed for the return of the goddess of Virgo, and the return to the purity and justice of the Golden Age, ruled by Saturn. But if Virgo is returning, as Virgil says, to occupy the place of the autumnal equinox, then how long has it been since she “left”?  Did she “leave” when the constellation Virgo ceased to mark the Summer Solstice, around 4100 B.C.?  Or do these myths refer to the time when Virgo herself marked the Vernal Equinox, and when she ceded her place to Leo in approximately 10,600 B.C.?

Virgil’s 4th Eclogue continues with the following lines that express his longing for the return of the Golden Age:

“Only do thou, pure Lucina, smile on the birth of the child,

under whom the iron brood shall first cease,

and a golden race spring up throughout the world.

Thine own Apollo now is king.”

The poem continues with exuberant verses expressing how wonderful the New Age will be under the rule of this child, how full of delight and ease.  It all sounds strikingly similar to the claims made more recently for the dawning of the New Age of Aquarius, 

“When the moon is in the Seventh House


and Jupiter aligns with Mars




Then peace will guide the planets



And love will steer the stars




This is the dawning of the age of Aquarius


The age of Aquarius





Aquarius!  Aquarius!





Harmony and understanding



Sympathy and trust abounding


No more falsehoods or derisions


Golden living dreams of visions

Mystic crystal revelation



And the mind's true liberation


Aquarius!  Aquarius!
 56”    

Perhaps Virgil is not so different from our contemporaries in this sense. But who is this child?

Lucina, to whom the poet refers, was a Roman goddess of light, but Lucina is also a title given to the goddess Diana as the patroness of childbirth.  While he appears to associate the child with the Sun god, Apollo, perhaps Virgil is also referring to a tradition depicted in older zodiacs, where the constellation Virgo was represented holding a child, which she had presumably brought forth.  

E.W. Bullinger quotes the 8th century Arab astronomer, Abu Masher, as describing Virgo thus:

“There arises in the first Decan, as the Persians, Chaldeans, and Egyptians, and the two Hermes and Ascalius teach, a young woman whose Persian name denotes a pure virgin, sitting on a throne, nourishing an infant boy, having a Hebrew name, by some nations called Ihesu, with the signification Ieza, which in Greek is Christos.”57
Shakespeare refers to this tradition when, in his play, Titus Andronicus, he writes of an arrow shot up to heaven to the “Good boy in Virgo’s lap.”  In the Egyptian Zodiac of Dendera, Virgo appears with her traditional spike of wheat, but a goddess, presumably Isis, proudly holding up the child Horus, is pictured seated right beneath her, between Leo and Virgo, in the area corresponding to Abu Masher’s first decan.58  

Bullinger elaborates on this tradition in his 19th century work, The Witness of the Stars. He makes a very broad case, in which all the stars of Virgo, through their traditional Hebrew, Arabic, and Egyptian names, proclaim the eventual birth of the messiah. While a somewhat fanciful attempt at Christian astrological apologetics, he draws on some interesting material.  For instance, he claims that this asterism in the first decan of Virgo was known as Coma in Hebrew, meaning the “Desired One,” and was only later corrupted into the Coma (hair) of Berenice.  Bullinger says that the ancient Egyptians called the asterism “Shes-nu, the desired son,” which does seem to match the depiction at Dendera.59

The early Syriac work, The Cave of Treasures (approx. 4-6th Century A.D.) contains this intriguing passage in which the Star of Bethlehem seemingly appears within the constellation Virgo:

“Now, it was two years before Christ was born that the star appeared to the Magi.  They saw the star in the firmament of heaven, and the brilliancy of its appearance was brighter than that of every other star.  And within it was a maiden carrying a child, and a crown was set upon his head.”60
Returning to the Eclogue, lest Virgil leave any doubt in his readers’ minds that he is referring to precession and the movement of the equinoxes, his song shifts to the imagery of the previous Age of Aries, and the tales of Phrixus and Jason that are bound up in that constellation’s lore. Virgil returns to the Argo, packed with all the manly heroes of the ancient world, as they set off on their great adventure to retrieve the Golden Fleece of the Ram, hanging in the sacred grove of Aries in Colchis.  With his strong command of the astrological lingua franca, Virgil warns the child not to revert to this warlike spirit: 

“Nathless, yet shall there lurk within of ancient wrong

Some traces, bidding tempt the deep with ships,…

Therewith a second Tiphys shall there be,

Her hero-freight a second Argo bear…”

 “Nathless,” the poet reassuringly concludes:

“But in the meadows shall the ram himself

Now with soft flush of purple, now with tint

Of yellow saffron, teach his fleece to shine

While clothed in natural scarlet graze the lambs,

“Such still, such ages weave ye, as ye run.”

Sang to their spindles the consenting Fates

By Destiny’s unalterable decree.

Assume thy greatness, for the time draws nigh,

Dear child of the gods, great progeny of Jove!”

Virgil displays more of his astrological skills, referring to precession again in these lines from the first of his Georgics; a erudite hymn to the astrology of agriculture. Remarking on the gap between Virgo and Libra (the claws of the Scorpion) that was just beginning to began to mark the autumn equinox, he summons  ‘…thou, even thou, of whom we know not yet…’ to come as a star and:

“Lend thy fresh beams our lagging months to cheer,

Where ‘twixt the Maid and those pursuing Claws

A space is opening: see! Red Scorpio’s self

His arms draws in, yea, and hath left thee more

Than thy full meed of heaven; be what thou wilt …”

Virgil seems more enthusiastic about the return of Virgo to the Autumn Equinox than he does for the opposite sign, the humble fishes of Pisces, but then his poetry includes a consistent subtext designed to exalt and deify his patron, the Emperor Augustus. Augustus was born on the Autumn Equinox, and made much of that fact in portraying himself as the promised deliverer of the new golden age.  The 1910 edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica refers to this same verse from Virgil in this intriguing comment about Libra:

“Nevertheless, Virgil (Georgics 1;32) regarded the space it presided over as so much waste land, provisionally occupied by the ‘claws’ of the Scorpion, but readily available for the apotheosis of Augustus.”61 

So Augustus, with his Sun at the very beginning of Libra marking the Autumn Equinox, and his Moon in Capricorn marking the Solstice, was personally and perfectly aligned with the culmination of the old age and the birth of the new.  Carole E. Newlands, in her enlightening book on Ovid’s Fasti, Playing With Time, states it plainly:

“Augustus used time as an instrument of power that consolidated his position as sole leader of the Roman world;”62
Newlands further explains how Augustus interpreted and promoted his role in the impending change of the ages, drawing on the work of Edmund Buchner:

“Not only did Augustus alter and, as pontifex maximus, regulate the calendar… he also visually emblematized his control over time by three monuments he built on the Campus Martius: the Horologium Augusti, the Mausoleumn and the Ara Pacis…

The Horologium… was a gigantic sundial that served as both clock and calendar, marking the hours, the length of the days, and the change of seasons. The gnomon of the sundial was a tall obelisk transported from Hellenistic Egypt, surmounted by a bronze globe that symbolized world power.  The pavement around the Horologium was inscribed in Greek letters with the mythical names of the four winds and the zodiacal signs. According to Edmund Bucher, the Horologium, the Ara Pacis,and the Mausoleum were linked by very precise mathematical calculations. Since Buchner accepts that the autumn equinox fell on Augustus’ birthday, and that the winter solstice fell on the day of Augustus’ zodiacal sign, Capricorn (sic), he sees in the relationship of the three monuments a powerful nexus of symbols.  For instance, he argues that at the equinox, the sundial cast a shadow that intersected the Ara Pacis and that a direct line went from Augustus’ birth to peace; because the obelisk came from Egypt and commemorated Augustus’ victory there, the peace clearly came from military conquest.

Whether or not Buchner’s precise calculations are correct, a strong symbolic relationship linked the three monuments, all of which were …on the Campus Martius, the field of the war god Mars.”63
In striking a balance between war and peace, between Aries and Libra, at the time of the historic alignment of the precessing equinox and the starting point of the zodiac, Augustus proclaimed his New Age.  And who is to say he was wrong?  The Roman Empire was an astonishing achievement, and its influence widespread and persistent.  The last thing that Virgil or anyone expected was that Rome, with all its might and grandeur, in one of history’s greatest ironies, would ultimately fall under the dominion of a humble Judean.  The empire that Augustus inaugurated would eventually serve a man who owned nothing, built nothing, and commanded no armies, but instead taught love, forgiveness and sacrifice, even offering himself up as a sacrifice of the most painful and humiliating kind, at the hands of the Romans themselves.  

Such is the poetry of the astrological lingua franca. After all, the constellation Pisces was the new host of the Sun and its vernal equinox for the next two millennia to come.  This fact was not lost upon the earliest Christians.  They were quick to adopt the symbol of the fish, and used it to identify themselves to one another.  This usage is usually explained by an acrostic derivation from the phrase “Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour” in Greek, which yields the Greek letters that compose the word for fish, Ichthys.  What seems to have been completely forgotten in this tradition was that Ichthys was also the Greek name for Pisces. 

 The astrological lingua franca permeates the Gospels, where mythological imagery cloaks the astronomical revelation of the dawn of a new aeon, and the arrival of a new, piscine Solar hero.   In the following gospel passages, substituting the word “Pisces” for fish may help to more closely approximate the meaning in Greek. 

 All four canonical gospels agree that Jesus began his ministry after being dramatically pulled up out of the River Jordan by John the Baptist.  Christ purifies himself in the wilderness, and then sets right to work among the fishermen on the shores of the sea of Galilee, calling Simon, Andrew, James and John, to drop their nets and become fishers of men (Matthew 4:18-22, Mark 1:16-20).

In the gospel of Mark, the earliest of the four, Jesus spends most of the first eight chapters either afloat in a fishing boat or ministering on the shore.  The first time he goes to the Sea of Galilee, he nets his first disciples. The second time, he calls Alphaeus, and is thronged at the seaside by the multitudes, desperate for his word and his touch. The third time, he calls for a boat, because the crowds on the shore have become too intense.  In Chapter 4, he returns to the shore once more:

1) And he began again to teach by the seaside: and there was gathered unto him a great multitude, so that he entered into a ship, and sat in the sea; and the whole multitude was by the sea on the land.

2) And he taught them many things by parables…(KJV)

Jesus habitually crosses back and forth from one side of the Sea of Galilee to another, also making side trips to the coasts of Tyre and Sidon, and the coastal city of Caesarea. After Mark’s story of the first miracle of the loaves and fishes in chapter 6, Jesus boards a boat and crosses the sea a fourth time.  He appears to his disciples later that night walking on water, as their fishing boat struggles through a storm.   He performs another miracle of bread and fishes, and again crosses the sea in Chapter 8.  Six times in all Jesus crosses the Sea of Galilee, healing and teaching to the surging crowds on the shore wherever he goes.  In Chapter 10, he departs for the coasts of Judea.

The author of the later gospel of Luke tells the story in Chapter 5 of Jesus retreating to the fishing boat to escape the pressing crowds on the shore, and teaching them while afloat on the sea.  After Christ dismisses the crowds, he helps the fishermen to a miraculous catch.  They had toiled all night and caught nothing, but once Jesus tells them to drop their nets, they catch such a multitude of fish that their nets almost burst.

The gospel attributed to John, although quite different in structure from the synoptic gospels, includes the story of the miracle of loaves and fishes in Chapter 6.  It also recounts that Jesus subsequently walked on the water and calmed the sea before joining the disciples in the fishing boat.  However, this gospel ends with a fish story not found in the others, which mirrors the tale of the miraculous draught in Luke.  John’s version is set after the crucifixion, and takes Jesus and his disciples right back to where it all started, to a fishing boat on the shore of the Sea of Galilee (Tiberias).  

Chapter 21:3 Simon Peter saith unto them, I go a fishing.  They say unto him, We also go with thee.  They went forth and entered into a ship immediately; and that night they caught nothing.  4) But when the morning was now come, Jesus stood on the shore, but the disciples knew not that is was Jesus.  5) Then Jesus saith unto them, Children, have ye any meat?  They answered him, No.  6) And he said unto them, Cast the net on the right side of the ship, and ye shall find.   They cast therefore, and now they were not able to draw it for the multitude of fishes. (KJV)

The disciples then recognize Jesus and come ashore, where Jesus has a fire laid, and is cooking fish and bread on the coals.  He tells the disciples to come and dine, and to   bring the fish they have caught.

The dramatic rise of the Christian cults of the Virgin, the opposite and complementary sign, also reflects the astrological symbolism of the Lingua Franca.   As the Protestants have often protested, there isn’t much in the gospels to account for her sudden and enthusiastic exaltation  – and yet, as Virgil indicates, her return was anticipated.   

Epiphanius, (c. 315-402) the bishop of Salamis, in his Panarion, the Medicine Chest Against all Heresies, in trying to preserve his vision of orthodoxy, may have accidentally preserved evidence of a tradition linking the Virgin with the birth of the Lord of the Age, in this description of an Egyptian Epiphany:

“Indeed, the leaders of the idol-cults, filled with wiles to deceive the idol-worshippers who believe in them, in many places keep highest festival on this same night of Epiphany, so that they whose hopes are in error may not seek the truth.  For instance, at Alexandria, in the Koreion as it is called--an immense temple--that is to say, the Precinct of the Virgin; after they have kept all-night vigil with songs and music, chanting to their idol, when the vigil is over, at cockcrow, they descend with lights into an underground crypt, and carry up a wooden image lying naked on a litter, with the seal of a cross made in gold on its forehead, and on either hand two other similar seals, and on both knees two others, all five seals being similarly made in gold. And they carry round the image itself, circumambulating seven times the innermost temple, to the accompaniment of pipes, tabors and hymns, and with merry-making they carry it down again underground. And if they are asked the meaning of this mystery, they answer and say: 'To-day at this hour the Maiden (Kore), that is, the Virgin, gave birth to the aeon.” 64
Perhaps the most telling example of the identification of the constellation Virgo with the Virgin Mary is the astronomical connection within the Roman Catholic liturgical calendar. The feast of the Assumption of the Virgin takes place on the 15th of August, and the birth of the Virgin Mary is celebrated on the 8th of September.  While it is convenient that the Church has already determined that Mary was a Virgo, there is a deeper astrological meaning contained within these dates, one that leads us back to the observational astronomy of the desert priests of Egypt and Mesopotamia. 

Their duties included regular observations of the conditions surrounding sunrise and sunset.  Of particular interest in their auguries was the way planets and stars regularly disappeared, or were consumed within the Sun’s rays, only to emerge, reborn, as it were, out of the other side of the Sun, each in its appointed time. 65
In the normal course of a year, the Sun does approach each planet and each star in its path along the ecliptic, at which point, they seem to disappear into the Sun at sunset.   The same stars were reborn anew from the light of the Sun, rising before the dawn, several weeks later. 

The constellation Virgo lies very close to the ecliptic, and the Sun in its orbit appears to pass right through her.  While there is absolutely no scriptural authority for this tradition, the celebration of the feast of the Assumption dates back to approximately the 4th century in Palestine,66 when the 15th of August marked the date that the stars of Virgo were assumed into the light of the Sun in Leo.  She then began to re-emerge at sunrise, around the 8th of September, seemingly reborn in her innocence.  

Godfrey Higgins, in his Anacalypsis, says of the Assumption:

“On this feast, M. Dupuis says, “… when the Sun is in his greatest strength… the celestial virgin appears to be absorbed in his fires, and she disappears in the midst of the rays and glory of her sun.”  The Roman calendar of Columella marks at this epoch the death or disappearance of the virgin.  The sun, it says, passes into the Virgin the 13th before the Kalends of September.  The Christians placed here the Assumption, or reunion of the Virgin to her Son.  This used to be called the feast of the passage of the Virgin.  At the end of three weeks, the birth of the Virgin Mary is fixed.  In the ancient Roman calendar, the assumption of the virgin Astrea…took place at the same time as the assumption of the Virgin Mary, and her birth, or her disengagement from the solar rays at the same time with the birth of Mary.”67
This astronomical event, enshrined in the Church calendar, marks the longstanding association of the celestial Virgin with the Christian Virgin.  Rev. J. Endell Tyler quotes some of the descriptive language used in early Roman Breviaries and Missals to celebrate this feast: 

“Today, Mary the Virgin ascended the heavens.  Rejoice, because she is reigning with Christ forever.” “ Mary the Virgin is taken up in heaven, to the ethereal chamber, in which the King of Kings sits on his starry throne.” “ The Holy Mother of God has been exalted above the choir of angels, to the heavenly realms.” “ Come let us worship the King of Kings, to whose ethereal heaven the Virgin-mother was taken up today.”68
This sounds like classic apotheosis or catasterism: an apt description of the Sun, strong in its own sign of Leo, the King of Kings, absorbing the celestial virgin into his rays, as she is lifted up, body and soul, to take her place among the stars.  As there is absolutely no scriptural basis for this tradition, it may perpetuate earlier Palestinian cults, just as The Feast of the Assumption also unwittingly perpetuates the feasts of the Roman Virgin Goddess Diana, which were celebrated at the Ides of August. 69  These considerations may be more relevant to the claim in  Matthew’s gospel of a virgin birth than the out-of-context quote cited from Isaiah.

Meanwhile, Christ became increasingly became identified with the all-powerful Sun God, albeit in a new, piscine guise.  This belief was also enshrined within the Church Calendar, particularly during the reign of Constantine. 

Constantine’s vision was considerably more eclectic than his later Christian hagiographers like to admit. He solidified his own power base by merging the Mithraism of his soldiers and the Imperial solar cult, with Christianity.  In fusing God/Christ with the Sun/Emperor, he established a schedule of solar worship within Christianity that remains to this day.  Christ’s birthday was fixed on December 25th, the birthday of Sol Invictus, and the birthday of John the Baptist and Easter were arrayed around it at the solstice and equinox points that marked the Sun’s annual journey.70   

 On March 7, 321, Constantine issued the civil legislation that made Sunday, and not the Sabbath, the official day of worship, proclaiming, “Let all the judges and town people, and the occupation of all trades rest on the venerable day of the Sun.”71 His choice of the Sun’s day contained an implicit suggestion of which deity they ought to be worshipping.

Conclusions

All in all, it appears that astrology and stellar religion had a profound influence on early Christianity. It would be hard to imagine Christian lore without it.  While there is much in Christianity that doesn’t stem from astrology, if we could somehow remove the influence of astrology and stellar religion, Christianity would stand to lose the Star of Bethlehem, all the fish stories, the Virgin birth, as well as the Virgin herself and her cults, Christmas, Sunday, etc.  

It also becomes increasingly harder to deny that the influence of astrology has been neglected and played down, and its context routinely misinterpreted.  For the earliest Christians, this cosmic dimension of Christianity may have been a genuine asset; not the liability it has become for later apologists. It not only made Christianity more attractive and accessible, it also provided important validation, a heavenly seal of approval as it were, for the Christians’ bold claims, by writing the story of Christ’s coming among the stars.

Wordage: 7739, excluding quotes.
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