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It seems that every year, the shopping malls begin to display 

Christmas trees, lights, garlands and tinsel even earlier than 

they did the previous year. Christmas cards are put out for sale 

as early as late October, as are the special foods which are typi-

cal of the Festive Season. It seems regrettable, however, that 

there are few representations of the nativity scene to be found 

outside the churches. It is difficult to reflect on the true meaning 

and significance of Christmas, when there are so few reminders 

of the amazing coming of the Christ child into our world. 

In this issue, we have invited members to offer their reflections 

on Christmas, to give perhaps a different perspective on this 

important time of the year or to describe an unusual or memor-

able experience of Christmas which they have had in the past. 

We are sure that readers will find much to interest them in what 

various members of our congregation have written on this 

theme. 

Our Director of Music, Mark Quarmby, offers us some interest-

ing insights into the difficulties experienced by organists and 

church musicians in general at Christmas time, depending on 

weather conditions. On a more serious note, Mark reminds us of 

the history of the Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols, as well 

as the origins of the Christmas carol. As we go to press, Mark, 

Huw and the choir are busy preparing for the services to be held 

on the 17th December, on Christmas Eve and also on Christmas Day ï and we look forward to enjoying the  

beautiful music which we know in advance will uplift us and enhance each service. 

In this issue, we are pleased to have our Mission Worker, Kathryn Lynch, write two very interesting articles for us. 

One is an account of two series of Bible studies held at St Stephenôs in July and October of this year; this article 

should inspire members of our church to seek to attend at least one series of Bible studies which we hope will be 

offered in 2018. In her second article, Kathryn provides some interesting insights into her work at the Conserva- 

torium of Music as a Uniting Church Mission Worker. 

The two profiles we offer in this Christmas issue are of Alan Harper and Lauris Harper. This dynamic husband 

and wife ñteamò carry out a significant number of roles within the life of our church, including lay preacher and 

Chair of the Congregation in Alanôs case, and Chair of the Property Group and Co-editor of Vision as far as Lauris 

is concerned. 

It is with regret that we remember two members of our congregation who have passed away in recent months ï 

Cliff Huckel and William Boddy. In this issue, we pay a tribute to each of them, and offer our condolences to their 

families and friends. 

As we prepare to publish this current issue of Vision, we still feel uplifted by the wonderful ñGreening of the 

Churchò service which was held on Sunday the 3rd December. We also look forward to the other special  

Christmas services, and feel sure that they will be memorable because of the organisational skills and creative 

preaching style of the Rev Ken Day, as well as the beautiful music we know we will hear from our organist and 

the choir. Finally, we wish all members and friends of St Stephenôs a truly blessed Christmas, and joy and peace 

in the New Year. 

Janice Dawson  
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The Shepherdôs Fieldðphoto by Ken Day  

This is the second year we have ñgreened the churchò with pine 

garlands, wreaths and a Christmas tree in the worship centre. The 

tree is re-establishing a St Stephenôs Christmas practice that some 

of you will remember. Each week, as we proceed through Advent, 

another candle is lit and the manger is introduced. The contribution 

of the organ, brass instruments and the choir to the December 17 

Carols and Lessons, and the glorious music-filled, candle-lit Christ-

mas Eve 11pm service - followed by the celebration on Christmas 

Day at 10am - all help us as we show our Christian priorities to-

wards worship at this busy time. Will you be coming into the city 

over Christmas? Why not come to worship God with us? You will 

also get to see the pine-decorated church. 

When I was in Palestine a few years ago with other ministers from the Uniting Church, I did see Aleppo pines 

around the Shepherdôs Field just out of Bethlehem, all with cones, in my mind waiting to be sprayed with Santa 

Snow and have holly attached. Casting my imagination back 2000 years as I walked down the track to look over 

where ñshepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by nightò witnessed the appearance of the 

angels, perhaps you, like me, would recall from Lukeôs gospel, 
ñ
But the angel said to them, óDo not be afraid; I 

am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people.ô ò  In their expectation of seeing the Messiah, the shep-

herds said ñLet us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known 

to us.ò The angels knew these young outsiders would be afraid. Fear of the sight of heavenly messengers, a mul-

titude of them, in fact. Fear resulting from such an expressive revelation about a religious, political and humani-

tarian act of God. Fear that will immediately arise as to whether to leave the sheep and run to Bethlehem or stay 

at their post. Or the fear of doing nothing, and imprisoning within their soul what turns out to be news that  
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amazes all to whom the shepherds speak, including Mary and Joseph. 

The Shepherdôs Field in Bethlehem today longs for this announcement. ñDo not be afraid; I am bringing you good 

news of great joy for all the people.ò Since I visited there (see my photo of the Shepherdôs Field) it is reported a 

new Israeli highway has been built. Even though it runs through Palestinian territory, Palestinians cannot use it 

without a permit. On top of this, Israel has constructed settlements all round the school in what looks like an at-

tempt to isolate the school from the local village. The only way to the school was via a drain tunnel and through 

the jeers of settlers. Like the shepherds, anxiety was overpowering the children who feared going to school. A bus 

has been arranged to take the children but as the bus is forbidden to travel on the highway, it has to take a 20 

minute route along backroads to get to the school. 

Location of the new Israeli highwayðphoto by Ken Day 

The message of ñDo not be afraidò is coming to the people of the Gaza strip. The congregation at St Stephenôs 

Uniting, working with the National Council of Churches in Australia, is contributing to the Christmas Bowl (Act for 

Peace), supporting, via local churches in Gaza, three primary health care clinics. These healthcare clinics provide 

vital services to vulnerable and economically disadvantaged people, mothers and babies, including nutritional 

support and the provision of free prescribed medicine and dental care. Also the Christmas Bowl provides psycho-

social support for new mothers and people who have suffered trauma. This help prevents serious mental health 

problems from developing in the future. 

Thank you for using your Christmas Bowl envelope. Place it in the offering over the December/New Year period, 

or google ñAct for Peace Christmas Bowlò and go to the ñGive nowò link.  When you help, vocational training 

courses for youth including metal work, carpentry, secretarial and English language studies, and dressmaking are 

providing young people in Gaza with the practical skills and experience to gain employment and support them-

selves and their families. The words ñDo not be afraidò move from the Bible page and lyrics of a carol into the life 

of a human being. 

Rev Ken Day  
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Christianity was never meant to be a spectator sport.  

Belonging to a Bible study group is a vital part of a life of 

faith. 

In the second half of this year, St Stephenôs was the meeting 

place for two Bible Study series. The first was in July, when a 

small group of intrepid Bible-fans braved the cold of winter to 

meet over hot soup and warm bread to discuss life, faith and 

the Gospel of John. 

Then, in October, on Tuesday nights another small group met 

to read and discuss contemporary writings on the meaning of 

the Reformation for Christians living five hundred years later. 

On Wednesday mornings, more people met and shared coffee 

and reflected on the Reformation. 

Christianity was always meant to be relational. Firstly, a rela-

tionship between ourselves and God; and secondly, between 

ourselves and those around us. As people of faith, we need a 

like-minded community around us, to help us learn and grow; 

to help us weather the storms of life; and to share the joys and 

wonder of life. Small groups, like Bible Studies, are a place 

where all of this happens. 

Relationships donôt just happen; they require an investment of 

time, and a level of vulnerability and trust. Meeting each week 

with the same group of people in a safe and warm place, over 

coffee or a meal, is the perfect setting for supportive friendships to grow. A group Bible Study can be a place to 

celebrate lifeôs victories, get prayer support, be encouraged in tough times, and keep ourselves accountable in 

personal growth. Group Bible Studies offer us a structured time to focus on topics that address our needs or inter-

est. They offer a lively place to help us live as Christians from Sunday to Sunday and a safe place to work out the 

challenges we face in our daily lives. 

Bible studies move us from being spectators in a weekly church service to active participants in the spiritual com-

munity. As we encounter Godôs word together, and we share our different perspectives and insights, the Bible be-

comes more meaningful. The challenges of a life of faith become more possible. Discovering how to understand 

the Bible stories and being accountable to each other moves Godôs word from the intellect to the heart. Transfor-

mation happens and our lives are changed. And when our lives are changed, the lives of those around us are 

changed as well. 

Do you want to be part of a life-changing Bible Study in 2018? Do you want to experience the meaningful relation-

ships that come from being part of a small group? Ask Rev. Ken when the next Bible Study series will be starting. 

Or ask our Mission Worker, Kathryn how to start one. Itôs not as difficult as it sounds.  

Will you be part of a Bible Study in 2018? It might just change your life. 

 

Kathryn Lynch  

(Mission Worker at St Stephenõs Uniting Church) 
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In his 2015 biography of Herod the Great, Adam  

Kolman Marshak recognises this often-demonised 

king for the complex but highly successful Hellenistic 

monarch he was. It was Herod who brought Judaea 

ñto its greatest economic and political prosperityòĭ. 

His success ï as a usurper to the throne, and as an 

Idumean, regarded by Jewish purists as a mere ñhalf

-Jewò ï was due to his political acumen and ruth-

lessness. The Emperor Augustus, upon hearing of 

Herodôs execution of one of his own sons, is said to 

have remarked that it would be better to be Herodôs 

pig than his son! Į 

Herod was a political realist. He knew when he faced 

a threat. He knew what to do about it. And he pulled 

no punches, even ï or especially ï where family was 

concerned. 

So the story in Matthewôs gospel (2:3-8, 16-18), 

known as the ñmurder of the innocentsò, hardly lacks 

credibility. Hearing from the visiting Magi that a new 

ñking of the Jewsò had been born in Bethlehem, Herod 

gave orders that all boys in the vicinity of that town, 

who were two years old or under, be murdered. 

Herod knew a threat when he saw it! While almost 

Graphic on this page: Wikimedia  
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certainly what Herod feared in the birth of this new 

king was a political challenge to his authority, he 

had it right in realising that the birth of Jesus Christ 

posed a threat to the existing order of things ï to 

those in power, to the wealthy and privileged, to 

the ®lites and oligarchies. Even if Herod did mis-

conceive the nature of the challenge, his instincts 

were right. He and those like him had much to 

fear. 

Each year, I wonder what has happened that, far 

from apprehension at the coming of Christmas, our 

own potentates and ®lites greet the season with 

enthusiasm. Investors speak of the ñSanta Claus 

rallyò which often benefits the stock market; retail-

ers depend on Christmas sales to fatten their  

annual profits; the hospitality industry awaits the 

tourist trade generated by the holidays that sur-

round Christmas; and the temples to consumption 

do a roaring trade before and after Christmas as 

the mayhem of January sales descends. The rich 

get richer. Even some of the worldôs vilest politi-

cians put on a happy face and start talking about 

the ñtrue spirit of Christmasò. Not even a whiff of 

danger here for the modern-day successors of 

Herod and his cronies. 

Why? Because Christmas has been tamed, 

robbed of its power. Popular television shows are 

all too quick to tell us in schmalzy terms what the 

ñreal meaning of Christmasò is ï and itôs always 

about being nice, being generous and being 

peaceful. Itôs about family, children and Santa 

Claus. Itôs about lots to eat and often a little too 

much to drink. Itôs about time off and time away. It 

almost never has anything to do with the extraordi-

nary person after whom the festival is named.  

Indeed we are following rather too closely the lead 

of the United States where even the word 

ñChristmasò is avoided for fear of inciting religious 

angst: try buying a Christian-themed Christmas 

card anywhere but at your church. ñHappy holi-

day!ò or ñSeasonôs Greetingsò is so much safer. 

Who is offended by Santa and his reindeer? 

But if the powerful, the wealthy and the ®lites love 

Christmas, it represents a challenge for those who 

were closest to Jesusô heart. Poor parents despair as 

they watch the retail extravaganza around them and 

struggle to give their children even a taste of the 

Christmas enjoyed by the well-off. The joy of the sea-

son for many homeless people is the meal provided by 

those outstanding charities such as Newtown Mission, 

the Exodus Foundation and Wayside Chapel ï truly a 

wonderful witness, but at the same time a reminder of 

the disparities which beset our society. And the home-

less still remain homeless. Even those with reasonable 

means can spend a good many months paying off the 

credit card bills left from the seasonal indulgence of 

trying to buy the happy time portrayed in all the  

advertisements. 

Isnôt it supposed be the disadvantaged, the poor and 

the disenfranchised for whom Christmas is good 

news? Why are those closest to Jesusô heart the very 

ones for whom Christmas is not good news? 

Arenôt the wealthy and the powerful the ones to whom 

Christmas is supposed to pose an existential threat? 

Herod certainly thought so. Back when Christmas was 

about Christ. 

We often hear the admonition to ñput the Christ back in 

Christmas.ò As followers of the Lord Jesus Christ, that 

has to be a call to arms for us. But we had better be 

ready for what it means. A Christ-centred Christmas 

would be a Christmas of power and danger. It would 

be a Christmas that turned the world on its head. It 

would be a Christmas that remade our society. It 

would be a Christmas in which many of the first would 

be last and many of the last would be first. 

It would be the kind of Christmas that Herod feared 

and tried to prevent. 

It would be a Christmas not welcomed by many of the 

ñhavesò in our own society. 

Are we ready to put the Christ back in Christmas? 

Alan Harper OAM  

1. Adam Kolman Marshak, The Many Faces of Herod the 

Great (Cambridge, 2015), p. xxiii. 

 

2. Macrobius Saturnalia ii.4.11. 
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During a holiday I spent in 

France over the Christmas/New 

Year period some twenty-one 

years ago, I was fortunate enough to be taken by French 

friends to view a Proven­al cr¯che, quite a large and  

famous one, in a local church. It was a meaningful experi-

ence and one which I have never forgotten. I have conse-

quently done a little bit of research recently into these 

cr¯ches which are especially typical of Provence, and 

would like to share the following information with you. 

A Proven­al cr¯che is a depiction of the nativity scene,  

using clay figurines and set in a 19th century village in  

Provence. It is similar to other cr¯ches which may be found 

in homes across France, except it goes much farther by 

encompassing an entire village scene. Often people begin 

collecting the miniature santons (meaning ñlittle saintsò) 

soon after they marry and move into their first home. The 

cr¯che then grows over the years, often including quite a 

large collection of santons, with new pieces being added 

every once in a while. A cr¯che is never meant to be com-

pleted, but to grow and evolve with the passing of the gen-

erations. 

The santons were first created in Marseilles at the time of 

the French Revolution when the aggressive atheism of 

those days closed the churches and with them their tradi-

tional nativity scenes. Instead, individuals used these little 

figurines to create a Christmas cr¯che in the home, and 

this practice has continued since that era. However,  

Proven­al nativity scenes became very popular 

in particular in the early 19th century, and were 

inspired by the local community. 

Santons represent not only the traditional char-

acters of Joseph, Mary, the baby Jesus, the 

shepherds and the Magi ï but also characters 

who depict the various trades of the era, such 

as the miller, the washerwoman and the  

scissors grinder. Figurines representing differ-

ent animals are used to complete the nativity 

scene, which becomes symbolic of a village in 

rural Provence. Finally, the cr¯che is decorated 

with moss, straw, tiny logs and pine cones ï 

sometimes even with lavender. 

Occasionally in the largest cr¯ches, the actual 

stable is tucked away in a corner, where it is 

apparently overlooked by the inhabitants of the 

village. They are entirely preoccupied with the 

many tasks and general business of rural life, 

and seem unaware of the amazing event taking 

place in their midst: the birth of the Christ child. 

It is tempting to compare this with the Christmas 

of our era, where social events, present buying 

and the preparation of special meals similarly 

appear to mask what the season is all about. 

Janice Dawson  

A Provenœal Crŝche 
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Observing Christmas and Epiphany 
 

In A Christmas Carol, Dickens told of a time when the celebration of Christmas did not begin until Christmas Eve.  

But even in my childhood in the 40s, Sunday School Christmas services, Lodge parties, and Carol Services were 

held in the weeks before Christmas Day, and we all know how commercial activities now begin long before that.   

I keep as clear of those as possible and try to keep Advent as well as I can, but I think it is good if one can  

encourage displays of the Crib and the telling of the two Christmas stories ï though many might well move from 

a childôs understanding of the latter to that of an adult.  Some shops no longer even put up decorations (though 

benefitting from the Christmas trade) and I cross them off my list!  If this is because of reluctance to offend non-

Christians, it is unnecessary. 

The Jewish scholar, Geza  

Vermes, in one of his many 

books about Jesus wrote that 

ñthe magnetic appeal of the 

teaching and example of Jesus 

holds out hope and guidance to 

those outside the fold of org-

anized religion, the stray sheep 

of mankind, who yearn for a 

world of mercy, justice and 

peace lived in as children of 

Godò.   

To Muslims, Jesus according to 

the Quôran, born of Mary, is a 

Prophet, ñthe Word of Godò and Messiah. Some moderate Muslim scholars, where it is safe to express their 

views, have long held him in high regard.  Mustafa Akyol tells of these in his book ñThe Islamic Jesusò and in  

writing of Jesus, he concludes that ñgiven our grim malaise and his shining wisdom, we need to follow himò.  That 

to me is what Christmas is all about. 

Finally, for many, Christmas is forgotten on December 26th but I find there can be great blessings in keeping the 

Twelve Days of Christmas, including our own patronal St Stephenôs Day, concluding with the lovely festival of the 

Epiphany, older than Christmas.  Some churches have Epiphany carols, and social gatherings during January 

are very welcome by those, not travelling and not with family, for whom that month is the loneliest of the year.    

Rev John Bunyan  
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A DIFFERENT CHRISTMAS 

Towards the end of 1978, a consortium in Canada 

bought from Qantas Boeing 707 aircraft with a view 

to starting up a new airline in Canada.  My husband 

Ross, a Qantas Engineer, was charged with deliver-

ing that aircraft, with a Canadian crew, to the new 

owners in Toronto, Canada; Ross was to set up their 

maintenance system.  

Actually, it was quite a funny situation because we 

were the only passengers in this huge aircraft.  We 

had a Canadian crew of three (Pilot, Co-Pilot and 

Flight Engineer) but there was no Hostess.  It is no 

doubt possible for you to guess what happened next 

ï Mrs Warden became the ñHostieò! 

Having hit the Canadian mainland, we spent two 

days in Vancouver as the aircraft required mainte-

nance. Returning to the óplane one day, Ross  

enquired of a Canadian hostess who had material-

ized whether she had seen his ñgolliwogò (black curly 

hair for me in those days!), at which point the  

Canadian hostess looked absolutely aghast and tried 

to gently inform Ross that he should not use such 

language, as it was definitely no longer acceptable. 

On 24th November, with our arrival in Toronto immi-

nent, I glanced out my window on a well-lit, com-

pletely white scene, flat as far as the eye could see.  

We were obviously over the airport at Toronto and 

thought the white scene augured well for a White 

Christmas in another month.  We soon landed,  

disembarked and were transferred to the hotel  

directly opposite the airport where we were to stay 

for the best part of three months.  At that time I was 

pregnant and not feeling great, so spent much of my 

time in our room as the few footpaths which existed 

around the hotel were so covered in snow that they 

seemed to be non-existent.  As a consequence of 

spending so much time in our room I met all the staff 

as they came to attend to our room and was immed-

iately ña hitò because they were all from the West 

Indies where cricket was a very popular sport, and 

they knew that Australia also was consumed with 

cricket and played against the West Indies from time 

to time.  Anyhow we became firm friends.   

From our bedroom window we had a full view of 

planes being de-iced each day and again we 

seemed assured of a White Christmas.  However, 

our Christmas was not intended to be in Ontario, 

Canada, but in Waterford, Connecticut on the east 

coast of the United States, my brother John, a  

Presbyterian Minister, living there with his family and 

our planning on spending Christmas with them,  

making our way by means of the car which we had 

hired. 

The trip occupied the whole of one day, that day be-

ing Christmas Eve, 24th December, 1978.  The maxi-

mum speed allowed on the highways was 60mph 

and we were amazed at the restraint of the drivers, 

not one of whom ever attempted to overtake the car 

in front.  Darkness fell and the traffic seemed to have 

thinned somewhat so that there were very few cars 

on the highway. At one stage after darkness had fall-
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