
 
 
 
I am drawn to a painting by 15th century German artist Albrect Altdorfer, titled The Birth of 
Christ. 
 Mary and Joseph, the infant Jesus, and three angels are holed up in the basement of 
an abandoned, gutted-out edifice. The structure has a ghostly resemblance to the worst of 
the discarded and crumbling mill buildings throughout Maine.  
 Only part of the façade remains. The ground underneath the holy family and friends 
is barren save weeds creeping up and around splintered timbers tentatively holding up a 
very uncertain ceiling. A quick glance leaves the viewer with a disturbing chill. 
 Upon closer examination, the chill melts. The three angels are frolicking, looking as 
if they are playing peek-a-boo with the baby Jesus. And, above the ravaged ruins, two more 
jolly angels are snuggled together in mid-air like big, fat, yellow bumblebees in springtime, 
gleefully peering down on the scene below. 
 What do the angels know that we do not? Sure, the birth of a child brings deep joy; 
and, the holy child, deeper joy. But aren't the greatest joys tarnished by a world as broken 
today as it was when Joseph and Mary journeyed to Bethlehem to be enrolled in Caesar’s 
head count? The spirit of Bethlehem now and Bethlehem then isn't that different. What kind 
of angels would flirt and frolic above such chaos and calamity? 
 Closer to home: What if our next grandchild—due in May—was born in something 
like a tool shed behind a decayed art deco motor court up old US-1, north of Boston, 
sheltering sex workers, drug dealers, furloughed soldiers, and middle-class men fueling a 
secret slice of their proper lives? My enchantment would be measured. 
 Aren't the angels a little too naïve, their merriment too unmeasured, their bliss out 
of proportion, their delight disconnected? Don't these cherubs have more than one chamber 
in their hearts? What are these seraphs suggesting? 
 I'm not sure. I do know that their spirit evokes something 13th century Dominican 
mystic Meister Eckhart said. God is novissimus, the youngest thing there is, younger today 
than yesterday. 
 If that's so, the angels aren't out of context; they have a different context. These 
angels have time backwards. Or possibly we are the ones who have time backwards. The 
angels see history through a particularly sacred lens, heading back to rather than away from 
Eden. That would explain spirits that are lighter rather than heavier at each tick of the 
second hand. 
 Let's see. Novissimus would make Jesus, on the day of his birth, as old as he would 
ever be. No wonder the angels were having a heyday as they hovered over a very heavy 
world, during a very hard time. 
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 I imagine each of us will need to scratch our heads for a while regarding such a 
novel idea. When I told our son, Julian, a mechanical engineer, about the physics of 
novissimus, he said, and I quote, “Wow, that's bigger than physics. That's, uh, metaphysics.” 
 We are not going to pray through the metaphysics of novissimus over coffee or a 
couple of beers. Novissimus sounds more like a daily prayer over a lifetime of prayer. 
 In the meantime, there is at least one characteristic of novissimus we can readily 
extract for daily living: the heart of God is not going to give out before we do. The burdens 
Divine Love desires to shoulder for us, get lighter by the moment, no matter what hardships 
we face, whatever losses we experience, regardless of the failures we make. We can hand 
our fatigued and disillusioned lives over without concern for or guilt about the weight of it 
all.  
 There is no way to wear out or wear down the Love that stands with us in our 
deepest pain, our greatest helplessness, our strongest fears, our most harmful 
transgressions, our most shaming inadequacies. The heart of God, who walks with us along 
our weary journeys, breathes easier each step of the way. 
 What a spanking new way to look at our lives and pray the pains of the world. The 
tears in the social and political fabric of Haiti and the buildup of Russian troops on the 
Ukraine border break heaven's heart but will not exhaust it. The crises of Covid, democracy, 
the red-blue divide, the evangelical conservatives’ nationalistic fervor may hurt the heart of 
God, but not consume it. Each passing moment adds fresh strength to the heart of God’s 
determination to dismantle our nation’s warehousing of poor people of color inside the 
walls of our prison industrial complex.  
 The most we must worry about at Christmas, concerning the heart of God, is where 
we are going to get the energy to keep up with Her. We walk through the front door after an 
exhausting, 14-hour day of very mixed blessings, credit card bills, news of a distraught child 
or diagnosed parent. We plop down in front of a relational hearth that is not as comforting 
as we need, as fresh as we desire, or as clean as we want. Halfway through a very audible 
exhalation of our stale spirit, the heart of God dashes into the room, jumps up and down 
with a ball and two gloves.  
 Amen. 
 
 

 


