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Words of Presiding Bishop Michael Curry from his Christmas message: “The Christmas 

stories are reminders that this Jesus came to show us how to love as God loves. And one 

of the ways we love as God loves is to help those who are refugees, those who seek 

asylum from political tyranny, poverty, famine, or other hardship.” 

 

I was born in 1951. I grew up during the initial phase of the convenience store revolution. 

7-Eleven was a very strange incarnation, a neon stable at the corner of Dawson Road and 

Slappy Drive in Albany, Georgia. That it was next door to our church gave us ample 

opportunity to explore. Like darting over after confirmation class for Necco wafers and 

the likes.  

Over the last 75 or so years, 7-Eleven has become something of an art form—

Slurpee’s, silk roses wrapped in cellophane, hotdog chilly magically dispensed from 

something like an expresso machine, Goody’s headache powders and Lindt’s chocolates 

tempting those who are settling their transactions.  

What I remember most about the 7-Eleven phenomenon was the white middle 

class generalization my mother made about it: “A dangerous place to work. Too easy to 

rob.” Mom’s stereotype seems to have affected my memory. Evening news broadcasts 

during the 60’s, as I remember them, suggested that 7-Eleven was indeed convenient. 

A dangerous place to work. The most dangerous time was the night shift. I 

presumed that it took guts to pull the 11 to 7 at 7-Eleven. In the spirit of my sometime 

objectifying lens, I remember those who pulled the 3rd shift to be surly types who 

personified the profile of those who might rob them. It was if the line between perpetrator 

and victim was blurred in the person of the night shift clerk. I supposed the management 

strategy was to fight fire with fire. 

Now, when I peer beyond my once class-laden stereotype of the first wave of 

people who pulled the convenience store night shift, I form a gentler assumption about 

them. I see a particular melancholia. I imagine it is the despondency of those who are just 

about to fall over the edge of sufficiency, or those who are barely clinging to solvency. I 

imagine night shift at 7-Eleven in 1972 might have been a clerk’s last hope or first 

possibility for regular meals, adequate shelter, making the insurance payment, keeping the 

lights on, meeting the child payments. 

I know something about night shift sadness. During a particularly difficult time in 

my life, when I lived alone in a studio apartment on Charles Street in Boston, I often 

wrestled with insomnia. I’d get up, say at 2:30 a.m., and walk down to the 7-Eleven. I’d 

hang out for an hour or so, read the covers of this or that magazine, maybe eat a wrinkled 

donut and wash it down with a carton of milk. And I’d make small talk with the help. 

I came to know the people on the night shift. We celebrated, in subtle and 

deflected ways, the sacrament of shared sorrow. At a time of day, during a period in my 
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life, when I was on the brink of spiritual insufficiency and psychological insolvency, I 

found some measure of solace by making community in an environment expressive of my 

experience, with those who might know something of my experience. 

“And in that region, there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over 

their flock by night. And an angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord 

shone around them, and they were filled with fear. And the angel said to them, ‘Be not 

afraid; for behold, I bring you good news of a great joy which will come to all people.’” 

Shepherds in the time of Jesus were outsiders. They were barely on or just over 

the margins of society, something like the way we objectified gravediggers of the Jim 

Crow South. One ring outside the outsider shepherds were the shepherds who pulled the 

night shift—the most outsider of the outsiders. These were shepherds who would find 

solidarity with the fellow sitting behind the cash register, say, at Big Apple, about 3:45 

a.m., listening to a Haitian radio station, looking at a picture, taped to the counter, of his 

wife and children back home in Port-au-Prince. Such were the souls I imagine to be the 

first to encounter an angel’s cosmic delight in the birth of Jesus at Bethlehem. 

Two things I celebrate about my religion at a time when religion is making a mess 

of the world. 

First, the Christmas angel initially spilled her uncontainable delight all over the 

disenfranchised ones, a balm for them to rub into night shift sadness and despair. The text 

says the shepherds were afraid. . From the perch of that first Christmas, I see that if such 

delight were to gush again it would be upon the victims of those who are fighting for 

religious and political power in and around Bethlehem as I speak. The delight of the angel 

would be angled at souls whose sufficiency and solvency are being depleted by Jewish, 

Islamic and Christian cocksureness.  

Second, the night shift shepherds not only were the first to be encountered by the 

delight of the angel; they also were the first ones to recognize it. The text reads that the 

shepherds were afraid. Astonished would be a better translation. Wounded spirits, broken 

hearts, scarcely managing and not managing people, have a better eye for beholding the 

beauty about which the angel was rejoicing.  

The capacity of night shift shepherds to rightly register godly action reflects the 

beguiling words of the Psalmist, in the 51st Psalm: “The sacrifice acceptable to God is a 

broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise.” Night shift 

astuteness helps us embrace the words of the Psalmist.  

Where, in your life—relationally, emotionally, physically, spiritually, materially—

are you about to fall over the edge of sufficiency? What are you barely clinging to to stay 

solvent in heart and mind and body? What part of you is pulling the 11 to 7 at Big Apple? 

That’s the part a gleeful angel wants to shower with glad tidings of peace and good will. 

That’s the slice of you, which is better able to hear and receive the Christmas story.  

Amen. 

 


