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they like to celebrate this special time of the year.
You can check out their responses in this issue,

and learn more about other people in the St
Stephen’s family at the same time.
In this edition, we also look back at events in the
life of our church over recent weeks. One event in
The season of Advent began at St Stephen’s on December 1 with the

particular has caught our attention – the Social

special Greening of the Church, a service designed to appeal to peo-

Outing which took place on Monday evening 28th

ple of all ages. Members and friends who attended this service - and

October, organised by Judith Barton. A group of

especially all the children present - could experience the joy and an-

ten members and friends dined out together at

ticipation of the coming Christmas season through the lighting of the

Bekya’s restaurant at The Tramsheds in Forest

Christmas tree. The making of special Christmas wreaths was also a

Lodge. We all enjoyed the Middle Eastern ban-

highlight of this Advent service, as was the placing of the infant Jesus

quet on offer – but perhaps the best part of this

in the crib of the Nativity Scene, set up on the altar. Another key

evening out was the conversation, the laughter

Advent event took place on Tuesday December 3, when members

and the fellowship.

and friends attended a service at 1pm to hear the Conservatorium
High School Choir present carols. This was followed by afternoon tea
in the Ferguson Hall, organised by Margaret De La Garde and
enjoyed by all present.

Alan and Lauris have recently spent a month in
Jindabyne, following Alan’s first placement there
in 2017 as Lay Preacher. Lauris has written an
article updating us on their work with the congre-

As we go to press, members are looking forward to other Christmas

gation and the Soul Food Kitchen. There is also an

events, and I think that we all realise that this will be a very busy

update regarding our twin congregation of Narro-

period for the Rev Ken Day! Such events will include Christmas Jazz

mine – and an invitation to take part in the late

on the evening of Wednesday December 11 which will feature the

March 2020 visit.

same wonderful band as last year, the Djangologists. There will be
the Congregational Christmas Luncheon the following Sunday 15
and once again, we look forward to gathering as part of the St
Stephen’s family to enjoy good conversation and delicious food. This
event will be ably catered for by Margaret Horscroft and her Hospitality Team. There will be three Christmas services at St Stephen’s
this year; the services on the 22nd and on Christmas Eve night will
feature the organ and choir as well as brass and harp.
In this issue, we have asked members to contribute their thoughts
on the key theme The Strange and Wonderful Elements of the Christmas Story. Alan Harper and Katherine Buchan have offered us
insights into certain aspects of the Christmas story with which we
are all familiar, so familiar in fact that we are generally unaware as
to just how unusual and amazing they are. An angel announces the
coming of a baby to a young virgin.....the news of the birth is delivered by angels appearing to shepherds.....the son of God comes
into the world as a helpless baby....what are we to make of it all in

2019? Readers of Vision will be very interested in their responses to
these issues.
I invited one member of the St Stephen’s congregation to take part
in an interview with me, and answer my questions on the significance of Christmas. In addition, I asked several members of our congregation to talk about what Christmas means to them and/or how

In this issue, we are introducing a new type of
article entitled “In My/Our Own Words”, in which
we invite members to talk about themselves and
their involvement in the church. The purpose of
course is to enable us to get to know other members of the St Stephen’s family better. In this
issue, Graham and Caroline Penn have kindly

agreed to be the first to tell us more about themselves.
We were very sorry to farewell Deborah Mildwater on November 29 at a special luncheon held at
the Art Gallery of New South Wales. Deborah has
been a most efficient Administrative Assistant to
the Rev Ken over a period of three and a half
years, and all at St Stephen’s have very much
appreciated her patience, her warmth and her

good humour. We wish Deb every joy and happiness in the years ahead.
Finally, Lauris and I want to wish all members and
friends of our church a happy and blessed
Christmas.

Janice Dawson
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Christmas greetings to you, friends in Christ
Jesus, the Lord and Saviour of humankind.

60 Martin Place, the building that rises as our
neighbour and leans over us like the Bethlehem star. Now we have new neighbours and

When I read Janice’s notice in our weekly news

we share a common glass wall, and the church

sheet inviting contributions for this edition of

building, green door and 60 Martin Place re-

“Vision”, her words about the familiar Christmas

volving door are beside each other. The sense

story being amazing and strange stood out to me.

of community amongst us, a variety of people

That is one of the ultimate truths of the Christ-

from all walks of life, is amazing and strange.

mas story. Even if it becomes mundane to a person, the Christmas event will still be amazing and
strange. The birth of Christ does not depend on a
popularity vote. Even if I ignored the call of God
to rise to follow Jesus each day, the birth of God,
the “God amongst us”, cannot be stopped. The
mission of Jesus will continue to be amazing and
strange, and you and I will continue to be called

I cannot ignore this call from God on my life. I
could not before I was a minister, and I cannot
now. The last verse of the Christina Rossetti
carol “Love came down at Christmas” has
been a statement of what God expects of me,
and what stops the amazing and strange from
becoming familiar:

to be part of the story.

Love shall be our token,

In 2019 in many ways God has brought to us

love be yours and love be mine;

shepherds and sheep, wise men and women,
angels and pregnant mothers, men and children

love to God and others,

whose families are designed by God. Two of

love for plea and gift and sign.

these ways are the Early Bird Café cooked breakfast served Tuesday to Friday in Ferguson Hall for
people who are sleeping rough or on low incomes
or like to eat breakfast with someone at a table

instead of in a lonely room. At present about 35
most friendly people come each day for breakfast, and the congregation, corporations, and service clubs from the city supply young to old
enthusiastic volunteer teams of about 8 people
each day to set up, cook, serve, and clean up. I go
home after the breakfasts and say to Sue that this
is amongst the most amazing and strange things I
do in ministry. The Early Bird Breakfast happened
because Someone knocked on St Stephen’s door

and asked if there was room in the inn.
Another other way God has become incarnate is

Graphic: Shapiro, Wisdom of the Sages, 41. Paraphrase of
Rabbi Rami Shapiro’s translation of Rabbi Tarfon’s work on
the Pirke Avot 2:20. The text is a commentary on Micah 6:8

Rev Ken Day
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Recently, a friend and I were agreeing with each other

Nazareth (Jn 7:41). While we have extensive sources on

that there must be room for Christians to reach differing

the blood-thirsty reign of Herod the Great, his alleged

conclusions about some matters of faith. “But,” he said,

“massacre of the innocents” reported by Matthew (Mt

“there are core matters of the faith that cannot be ques-

2:16ff) has left no trace in them.

tioned.” The example he gave was belief in the virgin
birth.

The problem of trying to reconcile all these difficulties, and
a host of others, especially concerning the date of Jesus’

The virgin birth? It certainly hadn’t occurred to me that

birth, is well illustrated in Paul Barnett’s otherwise excel-

the virgin birth was one of the pillars of the faith. Jesus’

lent Bethlehem to Patmos. Chapter 1 in that overview of

resurrection, absolutely. Jesus’ divinity, absolutely – but

the New Testament story resorts to some fairly forced

the virgin birth? Why would anyone be any the less a

apologetic in an attempt to harmonise the problematic

believing Christian if he or she doubted the virgin birth?

and essentially contradictory accounts found in Matthew

It’s long been recognized that the biblical accounts of

and Luke of Jesus’ birth.

Jesus’ birth are problematic. We have only two, those in

So I confess that I would find it hard to hold to account any

Matthew’s and Luke’s gospels. Significantly, the earliest

Christian who had difficulty in accepting either the virgin

gospel, that of Mark, makes no mention of the nativity at

birth or indeed anything of the stories of Jesus’ birth which

all. In Mark’s account, Jesus’ first appearance is when he

we so cherish, and which find countless expressions every

comes to John for baptism. The suggestion that the begin-

Christmas. Surely none of this is essential to our faith;

ning of Mark’s gospel (along with the end) has been lost

surely we are not dealing here with the fundamental

has nothing to commend it. Mark either knew nothing of,

pillars upon which Christianity rests.

or thought little of, the nativity stories later to be told by
others.

Our Editor’s brief was to reflect on “the strange and wonderful elements of the Christmas story.” It may appear

The two accounts we do have are not only very different,

that I have deliberately sought to do otherwise; that I have

almost to the point of being mutually exclusive, but they

tried to deny the miracle that we celebrate at Christmas

raise a number of questions that impinge on the accounts

every year, that we will embrace with joy and thanksgiving

of Jesus’ ministry and life at that later time. If Mary was

once again this year. But that is certainly not true. We just

visited by an angel who told her that she was to bear

need to be clear about what the miracle is.

God’s child by the Holy Spirit (Mt 1:20f, Lk 1:26ff), if the
place of his birth was pinpointed by a star (Mt 2:10), and if
the birth itself was hymned by an angelic chorus (Lk 2:1314), why did Jesus’ family subsequently forget all this and
conclude that he was out of his mind when he began his
ministry (Mk 3:21)? If the family had been showered with
extravagant gifts (Mt 2:11), why did they apparently
remain poor (Mt 8:20, Lk 9:58)? If Jesus was a native of
Nazareth in Galilee (Mk 1:24, Mt 2:23, Lk 4:16, Jn 1:46,

When, in 1880, the Bishop of Truro, Rt Rev Edward
Benson, formulated the service we know as Nine Lessons
and Carols, there was a very good reason why the final
reading was John 1:1-14. There is a very good reason why
it is traditional for the congregation to stand when this
lesson is read. The writer of John’s gospel did not choose
to indulge in stories of the nativity; instead he went
straight to the very heart of the Incarnation.

19:19, Acts 2:22, 10:38), why did his parents journey well

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word

over 100km south, through Samaria, to Bethlehem in

was with God, and the Word was God…. All

Judaea for his birth (Lk 2:4)? Matthew gives no explana-

things came into being through him, and with-

tion, Luke’s suggestion that the journey was prescribed by

out him not one thing came into being….. And

the requirements of the Roman census is a procedure

the Word became flesh and lived among us, and

completely unknown from any other source, while John is

we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s

quite clear that Jesus was not born in Bethlehem but in

only son, full of grace and truth. (NRSV)
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Here is the strangest, here is the most wonderful, element

and every tongue should confess

of the Christmas story! That the Creator God, the mighty

that Jesus Christ is Lord,

One who was before time began, took on flesh and dwelt

to the glory of God the Father. (Phil 2:6-11 NRSV)

among us as one of us; that the God who had appeared to
Moses and made known his name, Yahweh, “I am”, who
had revealed himself to his people down through the
ages, had appeared in the person of Jesus Christ, that we

might look upon the face of God himself, and experience
his love and compassion and grace – these incredible realities are not only a strange and wonderful element of the
Christmas story; they are the Christmas story. We do not
need to indulge in the nativity narratives of Matthew and
Luke to know the “origin” of Jesus, for John’s far more insightful, far more profound account declares that Jesus
had no origin. Jesus has always been. And yet this same
Jesus lived as one of us.
For the first two centuries after Jesus’ resurrection, the
Church did not celebrate his birth, and indeed eschewed
entirely the celebration of birthdays which characterised
pagan customs. But that does not by any means imply that
they did not celebrate the Incarnation. One of the earliest

Proclamation and celebration of the Incarnation were at

Christian hymns we have is found embedded in Paul’s

the very centre of the Church’s worship from its earliest

letter to the church in Philippi. While the date of this letter

days.

is problematic, there can be no doubt that the hymn,
which obviously predated the letter, had its provenance in
the very earliest years of the Christian Church.
The hymn proclaims the wonder of the Incarnation:

In the coming weeks, while we shall, of course, enjoy the
traditional carols associated with the celebration of
Christmas – and we should have no hesitation in doing so
– if we really wish to celebrate the Incarnation, and if we

[Jesus] who, though he was in the form of God,

really wish to enter into the spirit of the early Church’s

did not regard equality with God as something to

celebration of the “strange and wonderful” Christmas

be exploited,

story, we perhaps should add to the hymns for Christmas

but emptied himself,

Day the wonderful paraphrase of this ancient hymn along

taking the form of a slave,

with elements of John’s prologue, which was written by

being born in human likeness.

Caroline Maria Noel (note the irony of her surname!) in

And being found in human form,

the nineteenth century. “At the name of Jesus every knee

he humbled himself

shall bow” (TIS 231) proclaims the faith of the early

and became obedient to the point of death –

Church, and in every sense, proclaims all that is strange

even death on a cross.

and wonderful about this joyous Christian celebration.

Therefore God also highly exalted him

May we never grow numb to the wonder of this miracle,

and gave him the name that is above every name

and the unconditional, overwhelming love of God which

so that at the name of Jesus every knee should

was its origin.

bend,
in heaven and on earth and under the earth,

Alan Harper

OAM
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In this issue, Janice interviews
Scott Brunelle, one of the valued

human race are more divided and more judgemental than

members of our St Stephen’s

ever before. And there are forces, now more than ever,

congregation, about what he

that appear to want us to become even more divided and

considers to be the meaning and significance of

judgemental of each other. I hear it all the time. Not just

Christmas.

on TV or through the media, but also in conversations that

Janice : Scott, what aspects of the Christmas story do you
find “strange and wonderful”?

I hear. People are judging each other for where they were
born, the colour of their skin, religion, gender, sexual
orientation, and whether someone is rich or poor. To me,

Scott: There are so many, Janice. A few that come to mind

the message of Christmas for the world as we know it in

include Jesus being born from a virgin, and the multiple

2019 is for us as a human race to focus more on all the

appearances of angels. First, to bring peace and under-

many ways we are all the same, not different. I wish there

standing to Joseph after he was told that Mary was preg-

were less judgement of each other as this would bring

nant. And then when they appeared again to share the

more peace to everyone. We are one human race, and we

good news with the shepherds, so that they would know

are all the same, irrespective of any of the small things that

and could come to visit. The magnificent star that shone

make us appear different. If we were to start seeing every

above where baby Jesus was born was also pretty strange

person in the world as the same, as a brother or sister for

and wonderful. In our whole sky, that one star was so

us to love, maybe we would see less judgement, and more

bright and powerful that the wise men could not fail to

love, forgiveness and peace.

notice it, and this amazes me. Also, it fascinates me that
the wise men were smart enough to know not to travel
back the way they came so they could avoid King Herod.
J: What do you see as the meaning and significance of
Christmas?

J: Scott, I know that you were born and grew up in the USA.
What did you like best about Christmas when you were a
child?
S: As a child, the Christmas season was my favourite time
of the year. Time with close and extended family, Santa

S: To me, the meaning of Christmas is love, peace, and for-

coming to visit, fantastic seasonal food, and celebrations

giveness. Jesus’ birth brought the ultimate love to earth so

focused on the birth of Jesus were all highlights. I loved

that we, as a race of humans, could learn about God’s love

Christmas Eve dinner with my grandparents and Christmas

and be forgiven. The Christmas season is a time to come

Day dinner with our extended family, and of course, Christ-

together with our families and friends and celebrate the

mas morning enjoying the things that Santa brought for us.

birth of Jesus. Coming together with important people in

For me though, the day after Thanksgiving, which was the

our lives also gives us a chance to reflect on our lives, love

first day officially of the Christmas season, was a highlight.

each other and forgive each other. And hopefully, this

We were out of school, and my parents were off work. The

brings more peace to our lives.

day was not about shopping or Black Friday sales. It was a

J: What do you consider to be the message of Christmas for

day with family at home. We would bring all of the Christ-

the world as we know it in 2019?

mas decorations down from the attic and put everything

S: In today’s day and age, unfortunately, I feel that we as a
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up. Going through the boxes of handmade decorations
gave us time together to reflect on Christmases of the past
and loved ones who had made them. It was a low-key day
at home with just our family, but it was a day full of love
and reflection.
J: How do you generally like to celebrate Christmas now?
S: Christmas has remained my favourite time of the year. I
look forward to it all year long as it is a special time with
family and friends. Early in the month, we put up our decorations as a family, and I start playing Christmas carols as
soon as the family lets me. Kurt has a wooden advent calendar which brings a bit of excitement to every day in the
lead up to the 25th. We enjoy shopping for gifts for family
and friends and placing them under the tree. On December
23rd, we have our neighbours over for a small celebration.
Then on December 24th, we have a small get-together
with Kurt’s godparents, and then on December 25th, we
host a large family gathering with all of Rob’s extended
family. It is such a special time together for us. We enjoy
giving gifts, eating lovely holiday treats and celebrating the
most important aspect of Christmas, Jesus’ birth.

J: And finally, Scott, what do you like best about the season
of Advent and the celebration of the coming of the Christ
child at St Stephen’s?
S: Joining the church family of St. Stephen's has added so
much to our lives, and we especially enjoy the season of
Advent. The last regular service before the 25th is a highlight, and Christmas morning service is the perfect reminder of what Christmas is all about. It is beautiful to be
around our church family and to be able to share with Kurt

the joyous time of celebration with other Christians.
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There are many surprising things about the birth of Jesus.

Wars have been fought and won, empires have risen

The fulfilment of ancient prophesy, the road trip of a

and fallen, dynasties have come and gone - and yet, we

heavily pregnant teenager on a donkey with her confused

celebrate a baby boy who entered the world in a

fiancé on his way to register for the census, the stable as a

Middle-Eastern provincial backwater over 2000 years

nursery and the manger as a cradle, the angelic host

ago.

appearing in the night sky to sing praises and the star
leading the way, the smelly shepherds chosen to hear the
good news... the list goes on.

The reality of Jesus’ birth was probably far from pleasant. There was unlikely to have been softly falling snow
or clean bales of hay for the new family to rest upon or

Like so much of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection, the

neatly arranged and well-groomed cows gathered qui-

circumstances of his birth do not follow a human logic.

etly around the sleeping child. And don’t forget child-

The King was not born in a palace surrounded by royalty,

birth is a messy business - Mary, already weary from

pomp and ceremony but in a shed behind an inn

the journey, would have screamed in pain as her first-

surrounded by farmyard animals. All of this is surprising.

born made his entrance into the world. I can only im-

But I think the most surprising thing about the birth of

Jesus is that we are still talking about it at all.
In 2018, over 185,000 babies were born in Israel. Data
from the United Nations suggests that more than 130
million babies are born worldwide each year which translates to an average of 250 babies born every minute of
every day of every week of every month. Some scholars
estimate that 108.5 billion people have walked the earth
so far, including the 7.5 billion people currently on it.
And yet, only the birth of one baby is celebrated across

the globe without fail every year by 2.2 billion people and
has been celebrated by his followers for the last 1600
years or so.

agine poor Joseph trying to do his best to be helpful.

And yet there is something truly magical about Christmas, something which prompts us to make it a magical
time of year and do our best to bring peace and goodwill to a hurting world. The key is not the nativity
scene at all but the fact that it was the beginning of a
life that transformed the world as we knew it, changed
the course of all human history (temporal and eternal)
and shook to the very foundations our understanding
of ourselves and of God.

And it is because of that life that we too are reborn.
John 1:9-13 puts it like this:
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What Christmas means to Me
Recently as I have been considering what Christmas means to me, I firstly thought that the meaning to me as a child, a young adult, a parent and
now a grandparent would be different at each

“The true light that gives light to everyone was
coming into the world. He was in the world, and

stage of my life. However, recalling Christmas seasons throughout my life, I am surprised to realise
that the meaning of Christmas to me has not real-

though the world was made through him, the world

ly changed, only the experience of Christmas has.

did not recognize him. He came to that which was

As a child, there was the anticipation of a special

his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all

time, preparation in readiness for the gathering of

who did receive him, to those who believed in his
name, he gave the right to become children of God

family, sharing celebrations; stories of the first
Christmas, the Nativity Scene, carols and festivities, but always a feeling that this was a special

— children born not of natural descent, nor of hu-

time.

man decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.”

As a parent, there was the joy of sharing the story
and wonder of Christmas with children and once
again seeing Christmas through the eyes of a child;

May you be reminded this Christmas that you are a child

the coming together with the wider community

of God, beloved and treasured. May you leave room for

for the annual carols and nativity plays, family

surprise, for the stranger knocking at the door asking for

celebrations.

a room at the inn, for the unexpected gifts that come

Now as a grandparent, the meaning of Christmas

when we least expect them. And may you be embold-

is still a feeling of anticipation, sharing with loved

ened to speak, as we have done for generations, of the

ones the joy, goodwill and celebration of the sea-

birth, life, death, resurrection and continuing works of

son, although remembering those no longer with

our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ.

us; it’s a time of gratitude, and a time of hope and

Katherine Buchan

goodwill and love.

Judy Cousins
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Christmas has come around very quickly yet again. A
general response to the coming of Christmas is for people, a few weeks beforehand, to race to the stores to try
and find suitable gifts. Then it is frantic wrapping of presents, time with the family on Christmas Day, and then a
huge sigh of relief when Boxing Day arrives and one can
sit back and relax, knowing it is all over for another year.
It all seems to be such an ordeal.
But for many people, to whom we possibly give little
thought, Christmas is indeed an ordeal and a period of
great sorrow. A friend of mine remarked only the other
day, with tears in her eyes and a stricture in her voice,
that she has struggled at Christmas every year since her
husband died. Yes, she goes to her children, but that

does not fill the void she has with her life partner gone.
Yet others, often single parents, don’t have the money to
buy presents for their children, and are aware that they
will feel intensely different to their friends when comparing Christmas presents and activities in the new year.
In this global community many families are also separated by huge distances and while Facetime or Skype help
connect them, it does not replace the warmth of holding
a loved one close at Christmas and watching the joy with

How do we reconcile what I have said above with the

which they open presents.

true message of Christmas? As Christians, no matter

Christmas can also be a time of great tension, when all

how rich or poor we are, where we live or how well our

those difficult, unresolved family issues, bubble to the

family connects, the real Christmas is about the birth of

surface, and the joy of being together turns into a night-

Jesus. But for people caught up in poverty, loss of fami-

mare. Indeed by the time New Year’s Day is reached the

ly, tension and violence, this story must seem remote

number of domestic assaults has peaked at the highest
all year.
Two years ago we at St Stephen’s had the homeless liv-

and unimportant. How do we deliver the good news to
those caught in such terrible cycles? What have we
done to Christmas that it has become so remote from

ing near us in Martin Place; where do they go for Christ-

the story of the humble birth, sacrificial life and liber-

mas Day? Many may go to Wayside Chapel, the Exodus

ating message of the Saviour, who is supposedly at the

Foundation or Newtown Mission for a meal – and many

centre of our celebrations?

other organisations as well which selflessly provide sus-

At the very beginning of his ministry, Jesus read from

tenance and forgo their own family celebration.

the book of the prophet Isaiah in the synagogue:
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What I like best about Christmas
Decorations, decorations and decorations - you may
not know this about me, but it is what I like best
about Christmas. Christmas decorations. Whether
it's decorating my home, dressing a tree, or wrapping
a Christmas gift. That's why being on the Christmas
team at St Stephen’s is quite a joy for me, certainly
not a chore (maybe putting them away is not as much
fun). I have been delighted with the way Sydney has
become more European/English with our towns and
cities being lit up in celebration of Christmas. It is a
great way to celebrate the coming of the Christ child.
Family is what makes Christmas significant for me, as I
know it would be the case for most of us (both our
church and immediate families). Unfortunately for

The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
because he has anointed me
to proclaim good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the
prisoners
and recovery of sight for the blind,
to set the oppressed free,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. (Luke
4:18f)

some of us it can be a painful time, particularly when
there are close family members who are no longer at
our Christmas table. This has been the case for my

family since I was 14. Until then, we had always spent
Christmas Day altogether with my maternal grandparents (my grandmother, Alma was a wonderful country
cook) and Christmas holidays with my paternal grandparents in Lake Cathie. After my grandparents and
eldest sister passed away, we decided to celebrate
our Christmas Day away from our respective homes,
being hosted by others. This has been a good way to
have fun with other Sydneysiders, enjoying our wonderful restaurants, hotels and surrounds - trying to

He then proclaimed to those present. “Today this scrip-

ease the pain of a much reduced family in number.

ture is fulfilled in your hearing.” (v 21)

Over the last few years, we have also set a new tradi-

Perhaps this Christmas, we should change our focus. Our

tion of spending Boxing Day with our Mudgee rela-

own family and traditions will always be important, but
let’s ensure that our real focus, and the greater part of
our seasonal endeavours, are devoted to ensuring that
Christmas and its saving good news truly are good news
to the poor, the captives, the blind and the oppressed.

For, if we allow Christmas to remain a retail extravaganza and culinary over-indulgence, all wrapped in tissue
and tinsel, we will declare once again that we are
unworthy of the Saviour in whose name we do it all.

Lauris Harper

tives (who are a hoot)! Some of you will remember
Cody from our first Trivia Night at St Stephen’s this
year.
So significant for me is a Christmas spent with my loving family, with many laughs, remembering those who
are no longer with us (by a lit candle and prayer) and
celebrating the Christ child born in a manger.

Belinda Fisher
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Solving my Christmas Dilemmas
Advertising would have us believe that fulfilment and joy at Christmas come from spending money on decorations, gifts and food. The
same sentiment holds for any other excuses for marketing. But
you’ve probably heard me say before: “Bah, Humbug”. No, I am not a
Scrooge. I just avoid shops except for essentials. My dilemmas at
Christmas are how to rest my mind and the minds of others in the
joy, peace and goodwill that come from a Christ-centred Christmas.
The joy and peace of my Christmas comes from creating all the expected images using my time and skills to share what I have; to work
out how to bring joy and peace to others without spending a fortune,
but without being a Scrooge. This always means making music and
eating with friends and family.
Of course gifts are an essential part - but no one likes giving or receiving meaningless gifts bought just for the sake of it. To this end my
personal rule is: any gift I give must come “from the home” or “from
the heart” and be wrapped with love.
FROM THE HOME - the gifts I make or items I own that I know a
particular person will treasure. These gifts might have very little
monetary value, but cost my time to think carefully about each
person and what they will treasure. The gifts I make keep me thinking
all year about items that will be appreciated by others. My Grandma
used to give me a piece of her cut glass or a few doilies from her linen
cupboard and I still treasure these.
FROM THE HEART - the gifts I purchase but only when they say to me
“Aunt Daisy will just love that”. Yes, sometimes I don’t see anything
all year so there is no purchased gift for Aunt Daisy. Or maybe Aunt
Daisy really needs some cash for her holiday mid-year, so Christmas
comes early and she will get a card or wrapped decoration under the
tree on Christmas Day.
When my children were quite small, they soon tired of opening the
little doors on Advent calendars, so together our family created our
own Advent calendar in which each day from the 1st December to
the 6th January was given a double page that included an illustration
and a very short story on the topic of the day, an appropriate Christmas song and an activity. There were also random treat cards
scattered throughout and room for our own notes. As I still work
through this calendar, I am reminded of 37 aspects of Christmas. It

keeps me on track and in tune and allows me to work through my
dilemmas each year. I even have spare copies of Our Christmas Holiday Calendar and have been known to give them as Christmas gifts.
That gift is both from the heart and from the home!

Betty Jacobs
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The real meaning of Christmas

How I like to celebrate Christmas

Jesus is the Reason for the Season! Rejoice!

Christmas is again upon on us and as I think of “How I

Yes - it's that time of year again. December has arrived and
with it all the joys of Christmas.

like to celebrate Christmas”, the foremost answer of
course is the celebration of the birth of Jesus and in so
doing, the attendance at Christmas Church Services, to

But what is the real meaning of Christmas for my twinnie

hear the Christmas message, to share in the singing of

Margaret and me? For I am part of an extended family of

the wonderful carols and hearing the beautiful Christ-

nieces, great-nieces, great-nephews - and “in-laws”.

mas music (especially at St. Stephen’s in the city of

Is it the gifts under my Christmas tree, the lights in the win-

Sydney). Then comes the time for family reunions, fami-

dows, the cards, turkey and seafood lunch, stockings hanging

ly bonding, renewing friendships and going on holidays.

in the living room filled with gifts and snacks waiting to be

As I look back over my 80+ years, I can think of my own

delivered to the children, and shouts of "Merry Christmas" to

early days, the joy of opening the Christmas stocking (or

work colleagues and friends? Or is it the anticipation of our

pillow slip) on Christmas morning, and then later on

annual trip to the “Australian Open” in Melbourne?

when Barbara and I produced our two boys, the repeat

Is this really Christmas?

of that experience on Christmas morning. There is noth-

Christmas can be a season of great joy. It is a time of God
showing His great love for us. It can be a time of healing and

ing better than to see the excitement of the children on

Christmas morning.

renewed strength. Christmas is when we celebrate the birth

As I entered my teenage years, I was living in Longreach

of the Christ child. God sent His Son, Jesus, into the world to

in Queensland, where my Dad was Minister of St.

be born. His birth brought great joy to the world. Shepherds,

Andrew’s Presbyterian Church. I share two events which

wise men, and angels all shared in the excitement of knowing

were very special to me at Christmas time. Each Sunday

about this great event. They knew this was no ordinary baby.

morning St. Andrew’s conducted the Presbyterian Sun-

The prophets had told of His coming hundreds of years be-

day School of the Air broadcast over radio station 4LG.

fore. The star stopped over Bethlehem just to mark the way

This outreach initiative reached about 400 children liv-

for those who were looking for this special child - Jesus.

ing in the outback. Each Christmas, the Longreach Con-

His story is one of truth, love and hope. It has brought salvation to all of us.

gregation wrapped 400 Christmas parcels which were
distributed to the 400 children in time for Christmas.
The second event was our annual Christmas holidays. It

Sharing time together with my twinnie, my extended family

was our practice to leave after the Christmas Day Ser-

and my church community fills my heart with love, hope and

vice in the Chev Ute, heading back to visit family and

joy, and gives me a sense of the real meaning of Christmas.

friends in our home state of N.S.W. Keeping a watchful

Blessed and grateful indeed – this sums up my feelings about

eye on the monsoon clouds gathering. You could not

Christmas.

move on those black soil roads once the rain began.

Judith Barton

Ron Mallyon
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As has become the tradition, a choir from
the Conservatorium attended St
Stephen’s 1.00pm Tuesday service just
before Christmas. This year it was the
Years 8 and 9 choir, and they did not
disappoint. Performing a range of Christmas carols, some in wonderful four part
harmony, their voices soared within the
beautiful building which was sunlit through
the recently restored southern stained
glass windows. The singers were accompanied by instruments of various kinds,
and by the organ, played by one of their
own, a fifteen year old boy who obviously
enjoyed playing such a fine instrument.
The congregation, swelled by Conservatorium families, the Retired Teachers’ Association, the Tuesday regulars and a number of their friends, joined in a number of
the carols. A Christmas blessing was
extended to all who attended.
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Dinner at Bekya’s Restaurant,
The Tramsheds
On Monday evening the 28th October, a group
of St Stephen’s members and friends gathered
to enjoy a Middle Eastern meal at Bekya’s Restaurant at The Tramsheds, in Forest Lodge. Judith Barton organised this outing for us and we

all opted for the Banquet Menu, which consisted of homemade flat bread, dips (hummus,
babaghanouj and labne), fattoush salad, Egyptian falafel
and chicken and kafta skewers. All of this was accompanied by a glass of wine or a drink of our choice. We
finished the meal with a choice of one dessert per two
persons.
The food was delicious and we were well looked after by
our Brazilian waiter, Caesar. However, I would have

to say that the best part of the night was the stories
we exchanged, the ideas we talked about - and the
laughter we shared. It was truly a night for the
enjoyment of delicious food and wine, for the company of one another and the fellowship we shared.
I feel sure that all who attended are looking forward
to similar restaurant outings in the New Year! We
will no doubt be joined by other members and
friends of St Stephen’s, as it is a great way to get to
know one another better in relaxed surroundings.

Janice Dawson
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God is Good for You: A

As a widely-respected journalist who has worked for around

Defence of Christianity

thirty-five years, Greg Sheridan had access to a number of

in Troubled Times was

current and former politicians and was able to interview

published in July 2018,

them about their faith for this book. Malcolm Turnbull,

and although over past

Penny Wong, Kim Beazley, John Howard, Kevin Rudd, Tony

months different

Abbott and Bill Shorten are some of the past and present pol-

friends have recom-

iticians interviewed, and Mr Sheridan says he was impressed

mended this book to

by each one of them because of the sincerity of their beliefs.

me, I have only actually
read it quite recently. I
found it a fascinating
and engaging read, and
would recommend it to
those members and
friends at St Stephen’s who have not yet read it.

Greg Sheridan is a highly respected journalist and is also
Foreign Editor at The Australian. He considers that whilst
belief in God and regular church attendance are growing
significantly in some parts of the world, people in Western nations are slipping into agnosticism, atheism or just
plain indifference towards the Christian faith. Greg Sheridan is troubled about the fact that a culture in which
God is absent will inevitably produce “radically different
human beings”.

It was whilst browsing through books at a Writers’ Festival that the author was struck by the lack of books on
religion and more particularly, on the Christian faith. This
experience caused him to reflect on the West’s increas-

Greg Sheridan considers that there are a number of factors
which have contributed to the West’s rejection of God, and
these include the rise of Marxist doctrines, material affluence
and the sexual revolution of the 1960s. More recently, some
in the West have turned away from religion because of the
digital revolution, since in the digital universe, contemplation
and seeking for meaning in life are not prioritised.
However, the author counters this negativity by saying that
he sees encouraging evidence of new life among Australian
Christians. He suggests that people of faith need to combat
the growing adherence to atheism by “very strong leadership
which boldly proclaims belief.” In his opinion, worship needs
to be meaningful and have an element of beauty in it as well.
Greg Sheridan also believes that committed Christians in the
West have to accept the fact they are now in the minority.
The author sums up his philosophy in this way: “The evidence

is overwhelming that God is good for you. But the main
argument of my book is that God is true, and that’s reason
enough to have a relationship with him.”

ing rejection of God, which eventually led to the writing

I believe that there is much in this book which will be of great

of this his latest book, God is Good For You.

interest to people at St Stephen’s. God is Good for You

Greg Sheridan looks firstly at the core beliefs of Christianity, and the book describes how the Christian religion
has contributed enormously to Western civilisation; concepts such as the individual, human rights, social justice
and the democratic system of government can all be
attributed to the influence of Christian beliefs. In addition, the author discusses arguments for the existence of
God, the science versus religion debate, and the thorny
problems of suffering and death.

emphasises the value of Christian belief in to-day’s world,
using convincing arguments. Greg Sheridan writes in an
enthusiastic and good-humoured way, and the breadth of his
knowledge is quite simply astounding. At the same time, the

concepts and arguments presented by the author remain
accessible to all.

Janice Dawson
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In September WaterNSW projected that
without significant rain the first towns

to lose water supply would be Dubbo,
Cobar, Nyngan and Narromine, with the
Macquarie River forecast to run dry by
November. Our friends in Narromine
tell us that the country is drier than
when Alan and I were there in March
and April (and it was VERY dry then).
The dust is everywhere, and the wind
storms blow yet more of the topsoil
away. People have given up cleaning as

the dust returns within hours. I took
photos in April of new bores being sunk
and in June water security in Narromine
was given a $2 million boost by the
state government to open a new bore
and filtration system. Conversations are
all about rain and how people are coping. But the church remains strong and
dedicated, supporting its members in
whatever way necessary and the
community through the continuation of
Food Barn about which I have written
on previous occasions.
I encourage as many people from St
Stephen’s who can, to join in the visit to
Narromine next year. The church there
loves having us visit and they are very
welcoming and hospitable. The details
of the visit follow.

Lauris Harper

WHY

Meeting with, getting to know, and supporting the people of the Narromine congregation through
shared events and meals.

WHEN

Saturday 28 and Sunday 29 March 2020

ACCOMMODATION Billeting is available. However, given the drought conditions, some people have indicated they
would prefer to stay in the motel or the pub in order to put money into the community. The choice
is yours.
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Recently Ken and Sue visited Narromine and Ken preached on two consecutive Sundays. Following is Ken’s
article which appeared in Contact, the church magazine of Narromine—Trangie—Dandaloo. Editor

Our recent trip to Rappville via Narromine and back, as you do
Driving to Narromine from Sydney on a Saturday night 10pm, cross country, is the time to see
small wallabies on the side of the road. Sue’s passenger window view was different to mine.
Sue saw giant red kangaroos. “Slow down, Ken, there are huge kangaroos everywhere.“ Slow
down was a good reminder for me as the police had their radar out. They knew we were coming. Narromine police had not booked anyone in Narromine for speeding since I was there last
time.
On that Sunday morning, during worship at Narromine, we heard an emergency vehicle siren. We all wondered: was this the police getting ready for when
worship was finished, setting up their speed camera, preparing for when Ken
will drive away from the church grounds. Those of us in worship had a laugh at
that moment. It was one of many laughs.
Our time was so pleasant amongst such pleasant people. Going on a trip to be
with friends, other believers, is one of the Christian life’s journey-highlights.
‘What a fellowship, what a joy divine.’ And when, on that Sunday morning, we
poured the water in the baptismal font, above it a photo on the screen of the
immersion baptistry in the very cold waters of a Russian creek, and we smiled
as mother and child came forward and dipped her hand in the font, tracing
over the baptism cross on the forehead, we all knew again, we are on a journey
together, living out our baptism as a loving community in Christ.
P.S. As we left Narromine on the second Sunday of our visit, and you suggested
a quick way to go … well, we may have missed a turn off, but we can highly
recommend Sunday Chinese lunch in the Peak Hill RSL. See you in 2020.

Ken Day

MEALS

If being billeted meals will be provided. If not billeting, I don’t think meals, except possibly breakfast, will
be an issue. The Narromine people are extremely generous and hospitable.

PROGRAM

We do not have a definite program as yet, but in the past we have been on /to farm tours, Auscott (a
fully integrated producer, processor and marketer of cotton), Dubbo Zoo, country drivers, walks around
town, local history museum, the aviation museum.

GETTING
THERE

If at all possible, travel needs to be done on Friday in order to have the full weekend in Narromine. For
those who can, travelling back on Monday, or going on elsewhere, is the best thing to do.
DRIVING: Six to seven hours either via Orange or via Mudgee. An easy drive.
PUBLIC TRANSPORT: Daily XPT service from Central (just after 7.00am; you need to book) to Dubbo with
connecting coach to Narromine (arriving just before 3.00pm).
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This was our third visit to Jindabyne
and it now feels very much like
home-away-from-home as we
settled into our studio apartment
on the banks of Lake Jindi. The
community was extremely warm
and welcoming and it took no time
at all to settle back into the groove
of Op Shop duties (with much bantering and nonsense between the
helpers), cooking for the Soul Food

Kitchen, and lots of visiting. The
people of Jindabyne shared many
of their stories with us, some quite
personal, and we thank God that
we have developed a trusting and
loving relationship with them.
Following is an article we were
asked to write for the Presbytery
magazine.

Twice a week, throughout the year at Jindabyne’s Alpine
Uniting Church Soul Food Community Kitchen we are
reminded of the Christmas message, and of Christ’s command to love our neighbour and to feed his sheep.
Jindabyne is a tourist town – and not just during the ski
season, although that’s its busiest time. Increasingly, visitors are realising the summertime delights offered by the

pristine and beautiful region to which Jindabyne is the
gateway. Skiing and snow sports, and the industry that
surrounds them, conjure up images of fairly well-heeled
tourists, and indeed, there are plenty of restaurants, and
lodges and other types of accommodation in town to cater for the well-heeled. And plenty of shops too, with expensive equipment, clothing, souvenirs and other touristy
“stuff”. Their income is the lifeblood of the town.
But not everyone in town is well-heeled. Casual workers

coming to town at the beginning of the season with the
promise of jobs may find work not immediately available.
Thus they have no money but are still paying for accommodation. They can find themselves living pretty close to
the edge. Young ski enthusiasts often find accommodation and food costs beyond them. And for the locals – well
Jindabyne is not an inexpensive town in which to live,

21

especially if you are dependent on the pension or other
social security payments.
Hearing the call of Jesus to “feed my sheep”, Alpine
Uniting Church has responded to this need, which is
often hidden from sight by the glitz of the tourist trade.
Every Wednesday night, from about 6:00 pm onwards, a
meal is served in the church hall, completely free of
charge to all comers. And during the winter season, the
scene is replicated on Monday nights. This is funded
through the clever and sacrificial management of resources, and the volunteer labour of a whole team of
people, both church members and others from the
broader community operating the highly successful Op
Shop, which is thoroughly supported by the community,
both with donations and by purchases. The profits
earned by this great team effort resource the Soul Food
Community Kitchen, where a dedicated and very talented team of cooks prepare the meals every week.
If you come – and the Alpine UC community hopes you
will sometime – expect someone to extend a simple
greeting to you, and a blessing, acknowledging that this
is a work undertaken in the name of Jesus. And expect
some from the church to sit among you, to engage you
in conversation, and, gently, to check that you’re okay. Is
there anything else that the church can do to help you
and ensure you are safe and well-fed?
In so many works of the broader church, we gain a
glimpse of the love and generosity of the gospel. They

are certainly in evidence in Jindabyne, every week of the
year. Canberra Region Presbytery recognised this invaluable contribution to the community made by the Alpine
Church in its letter of appreciation in November just
gone.

Alan and Lauris Harper
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We have been married for over 39 years and as our 40th
Wedding Anniversary in May next year falls on a Sunday, we
will certainly put our hands up for chocolates at the morning
service to celebrate.
We believe that our marriage was and continues to be built

on our faith and our love for God. This was expressed in the
words printed in the Order of Service for our Wedding: “The
service of Holy Matrimony is performed in the sight of God
and is an act in which two people commit their lives to each
other; presenting their lives to the Lord to be used for His
purpose.”
Having both been brought up in loving Christian families,
attending church has always been a significant part of our
lives. Over the years we have mainly worshipped at Presbyterian and Anglican Churches and have felt a strong connection with a number of church families. Through Sunday
School and our parents’ faith, we both grew up hearing Bible
stories and came to know that Jesus was a friend who loved
us and to whom we could talk. Caroline attended confirmation classes, taken by an enthusiastic young rector at a local
Church of England in Motspur Park, a suburb of outer London. Graham was both baptised and confirmed at St James’
Presbyterian Church, Burwood, his family’s church, where
his father was an ordained elder and later the Session Clerk.

It was through the teaching of our respective ministers that
we came to a deeper understanding of our own salvation
through Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross and His resurrection.
We first met at a Presbyterian youth fellowship (PFA) which
we attended whilst at high school. As we became more involved in the life of the church we took on responsibilities
for Sunday School and youth groups. At first we were just
good friends and then as our relationship matured, we started going out together, courted and then married in our early

twenties.
Caroline, the youngest of four children, was born in Wales to
a Scottish mother and an English father. The family moved
to England when she was seven and then migrated to Aus-
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tralia when Caroline was in her early teens. Caroline de-

play the classical guitar and often does voluntary work at

cided on a career in Social Work because working with

his old school.

and helping people in need, and the underpinning values
of equality and social justice fitted well with her Christian
beliefs. Caroline’s first social work job after graduating
from University was at Lidcombe Hospital and 39 years
later, she is the Head of a Social Work Department in a
busy South-Western Metropolitan Hospital. Caroline is a
creative cook, an accomplished seamstress and she

Others in our household at Picnic Point are Caroline’s
father John who is 95 and our very spoilt tabby cat
Jessie. Both are inseparable and dote on each other.

Graham’s father Ron, who is 93, lives in a retirement
village in Bowral. We visit him regularly and sometimes
attend church with him on Sunday.

spent many years sewing costumes for Graham’s numer-

Sadly our mothers, Isobel and Betty have died and are

ous school productions.

still greatly missed. It was so lovely to remember them

Graham’s parents met during the Second World War
when his father, who was in the British Royal Navy, was
stationed in Sydney and his mother was training to be a

at the recent “All Saints” service and to know that with
all the saints in heaven, they are with us as we worship
each week.

Home Science Teacher at Sydney Teachers’ College.

For relaxation we both enjoy reading and have recently

After the war his father returned to Australia to marry

developed an interest in word games. We are always

the girl he loved. The first church service that they

keen to see what puzzles Ken has included in the church

attended together was at St Stephen’s.

notices each week and often spend the train journey

In his youth Graham was a piper; his brother was a

home trying to complete them.

drummer and his sister a Highland dancer – obviously

For a number of years we visited St Stephen’s, going to

influenced by his mother’s Scottish roots. Graham initial-

special services including: “The Kirkin’ of the Tartan” as

ly trained as a Primary School music teacher but due to a

we both have a Scottish heritage, “Hymnfest” as we love

change in educational philosophy, the concept of having

traditional hymns and of course the joyous Christmas

music teachers in Primary Schools was not implemented

Eve services.

and so he was appointed to a generalist position in a

We now attend St Stephen’s regularly, drawn by the

large multicultural school in the south west of Sydney.

warmth and friendliness of the congregation, the strong

Graham had a fulfilling teaching career specialising in

biblical teaching with the focus on Jesus’ love for all and

Early Childhood Education and as a Teacher of English as

the congregation’s commitment to social welfare and

a Second Language, he worked mainly with children who

justice, environmental responsibility and Christian

were newly arrived in Australia. Graham was greatly

mission. We enjoy the relaxed formality of the service

committed to student welfare and contributed to a num-

and greatly appreciate the music which is always an inte-

ber of NSW Department of Education programs and poli-

gral part of the worship. We look forward each week to

cies. He also trained school choirs, and staged shows

the “point of difference” that Ken incorporates into the

and performances both at the school and for local music

service and we particularly like Ken’s quirky sense of hu-

festivals. Graham remained at the same school for 39

mour. Attending a service at St Stephen’s provides us

years until retiring in 2016.

with a quiet time to reflect on God’s love and we come

In retirement Graham now enjoys graphic art, learning to

away feeling replenished.

Caroline and Graham Penn
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Sunday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Friday

10:00am
Worship

1:00pm
Reflection, prayer,
scripture, music,
communion 2nd Tuesday
IN RECESS JANUARY

2nd Wednesday of the month
5:30 – 7:00pm
Jazz, supper, soul

1:10pm – 1:50pm
Friday Music
IN RECESS JANUARY

RECOMMENCES
28 JANUARY

4th Wednesday of the month
6:00pm – 7:00pm
Worship, prayer (mission, healing, the city), music,
communion
IN RECESS JANUARY

RECOMMENCE FEBRUARY

SPECIAL NEW YEAR SERVICES
JANUARY
19th at 10.00am
Massed choir sings the major choruses from Handel's Messiah.

FEBRUARY
16th at 10.00am
Preacher : Nick Farr-Jones and music (including Knox College
Pipe Band).

FEBRUARY
23rd at 10.00am
Celebrating the community of St Stephen's Uniting Church and
60 Martin Place. Guest preacher: Artist Lindy Lee (who
designed the artwork Vault of Heaven (left), and is the subject
of the winning artwork in this year's Archibald Prize.) At this
service, there will be the world premiere of music composed
by our choral director Dr Huw Belling, Vault of Heaven.
Photo: L. Harper
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