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DITORIAL

he days are starting to
I lengthen, and spring is just
around the corner. | wonder if,

like me, you are looking forward to
daylight saving and longer evenings.
The season of spring reminds us of
course of new life, as evidenced in our
flowers and plants; hopefully, these
new shoots will find a corresponding
echo within ourselves. This sense of
renewal should give us fresh energy,
to dedicate ourselves anew to bringing
hope, joy and compassion to help
repair this somewhat fractured world.

| have asked the Rev Tim Robinson
and Alan Harper to tackle a thorny
topic which will resonate with readers
at this particular point in time, |
believe, namely:

Relearning the art of respectful
debate: what contribution could the
followers of Jesus make towards
building social cohesion and
discouraging polarisation?

| put three challenging questions to
the Rev Tim, and found his responses
to be well reasoned and insightful —
quite an achievement, considering the
difficult nature of the topic. There are
a couple of points which Tim has
made which stand out for me. Firstly,
there is the fact that even within the
church, we may well discover that
there are some who find it hard to

discuss controversial issues in a
respectful way. Secondly, Tim draws
on readings from the Bible to propose
solutions, notably a quote from James
1:19, in which we are directed to “..be
quick to listen, slow to speak, and
slow to become angry.” | feel sure that
readers will find much to interest and
challenge them in my Q&A with Tim.

Alan Harper offers us different
perspectives on this topic in his
perceptive and logical analysis of the
difficulties associated with respectful
debate in society to-day. Alan begins
by identifying the fact that in to-day’s
world, there seem to be an increasing
number of topics which excite
disharmony. Alan believes that as
followers of Jesus, we need to push
back against the polarisation and
division which surround us. He
examines the range of causes which
have led to this worrying trend and
singles out a serious breakdown in
trust and respect. Add to this the
rampant individualism which is a
feature of society to-day, and the
result is that a surprising number of
people believe that they are the
experts in whatever cause they have
chosen to embrace. Alan looks at what
contribution we as Christians can
make to overcome this attack on social
cohesion. He believes in particular
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that we should not simply be passive
bystanders, but must adopt attitudes
and strategies which are a sure
reflection of our Christian beliefs.
There is much to unpack in Alan’s
informative and thought-provoking
article, and readers are sure to find it
an inspiring read.

It was whilst listening to the Rev Ken'’s
sermons about Gideon that | became
interested in this judge and leader
whose story is told in the Book of
Judges. | decided to do a bit of
research on my own as well, and came
up with some surprising details about
the life of this rather complex figure in
the Hebrew Scriptures. Gideon'’s story
begins quite dramatically with the
angel of the Lord seeking Gideon out
in a place where he had been keeping
a low profile, out of sight of the
Midianites, the enemies of Israel at
the time. It would seem that God
chose a man to lead his people who
definitely lacked the requisite qualities
for success.

You will discover other aspects of the
story of Gideon which | hope that you
will find fascinating in the article
which | have written for this edition.

Over recent weeks, there have been a
number of special services, but in this
issue, we have chosen to highlight

one, namely the Intercultural
Neighbouring Sunday Service held on
the 19% July. Kerry Keelty has kindly
described this service for us, and her
article has been illustrated by some
lovely photos taken by Naz Tabaa. In
her article, Kerry firstly explains that in
2022, the Assembly of the Uniting
Church resolved to celebrate being a
multicultural church on the 3 Sunday
of July each year. The objective was
also to promote dialogue and
engagement with the culturally
diverse communities which make up
Australia to-day. Kerry refers in
particular to the contribution made to
worship on the 19% July by two of our
members, Kali Vari-Ravulo and Lynette
Jetson, who shared their personal
stories referencing their respective
homelands. Kali spoke in particular of
the role of the Methodist missionaries
in bringing Christianity to Fiji, whilst
Lynette shared her experiences of
working with women from a variety of
cultures.

On the 30% July, a group of St
Stephen’s members gathered at the
18 Footers in Double Bay to celebrate
the annual “Trivia Quiz and Christmas
in July”, organised by Judith Barton
and Margaret De La Garde. Judith has
written us an entertaining account of
this important event in the social

calendar of St Stephen’s. It would
seem that the Trivia Quiz was rather
challenging! However, afterwards all
who attended were able to relax and
celebrate with streamers and whistles
over a delicious lunch. Judith’s article,
together with the great photos taken
by Betty Jacobs, attest to the
popularity and success of the annual
get- together of this group of friends
from St Stephen’s.

It’s always good to get positive
feedback from readers about “Vision”,
and recently we have received a very
complementary message regarding
Graham Penn’s excellent articles about
the history of St Stephen’s. In this
issue, Graham has come up with
something very different regarding the
long and interesting history of our
church, namely an article from a
magazine entitled “Building” which
was published in 1935, soon after the
opening of the new St Stephen’s
Presbyterian Church in Macquarie
Street. In the introductory paragraph,
we read ”....it is remarkable to find
three churches, each of which has
been the successor of the former, in
existence at the same time”. The
article then proceeds to describe in
some detail all aspects of our current
church building, from the large
entrance vestibule to the spaciousness

of what is described as “the church
proper”, to the Ferguson Hall, taking in
an interesting discussion as to
whether or not the church spire
should have been higher and made of
stone. Graham has done a significant
amount of research into the history of
St Stephen’s, and this article, taken
from a professional journal of the
1930s, will | believe excite a good deal
of interest amongst our readers.

I am hopeful as always that this issue
of our church magazine will provide
articles which appeal to all our readers
— articles which will offer moments of
reflection, perhaps even some
moments of laughter, and certainly
ideas which will confirm us all in the
path we have chosen as members of a
vibrant Christian community.

Hanice Dawson
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Janice:

I have felt for some time now, Tim, that it is
getting more difficult to have a discussion
with others who do not have the same
opinions as | do on various topics. Do you
share my concern, Tim, that it seems to be
getting harder to engage with others on
more controversial subjects?

Rev Tim:

Unfortunately, it does seem to be the case.
Of course, people have always disagreed
on issues (sometimes violently!), but it
appears to me that people’s ability to have
open and respectful dialogue and debate
has decreased over more recent years.

Janice:

I must say that | don’t have this problem
when discussing different issues with
members of our church community. To my
mind, social media is largely responsible for
this polarisation. What do you think?

Rev Tim:

Sadly, | don’t think | would be honest
if | said that | haven’t experienced this
issue within the wider church from
time to time. As long as the church
has people in it, we are all susceptible
to divisive behaviour as a possibility.
However, | do think you are right in
that social media has contributed to
this kind of polarisation in society in
general.

| once heard an interesting saying,

‘Opinions are the cheapest
commodity on earth — everyone
has got one.’

So many people today spend
countless hours on social media—a
communication technology that has
actually been created with algorithm-
driven content personalisation. In
other words, algorithms which both
analyse a person’s attitudes and
behaviour through social media use,
and then which feed that person
targeted information that only
reinforces that person’s already-held
belief. They are therefore given little
exposure to alternative ideas and
become hardened in their attitude.

If you combine this with the ability to
‘argue’ and make comments from
behind a keyboard and relatively

anonymously, debate becomes more
of a ‘shouting match’ then a
willingness to sit and have an open
and considered discussion in which
you acknowledge the humanity of the
other.

Secondly, the 24-hour news cycle and
desire for ‘click-bait headlines’ that
grab people’s attention have also
meant that opinions have become
more emotionally charged. Posts and
articles that express moral outrage or
that attack other people or groups get
higher user-engagement across all
media. The person that ‘shouts the
loudest’ and is the most controversial
gets the most attention, so we have
become more and more exposed to it.
| feel for younger generations growing
up in this environment where this has
become more and more normalised
and society has become more and
more divided as a result.

)

Janice:

As Christians, it seems obvious that we
have a responsibility to promote social
cohesion. However, to be frank, | don’t
see any easy way to do this. Tim, what
do you think that we can do to
encourage respectful dialogue
between people in the wider
community?

Rev Tim:

You are right about our responsibility
as the church. In fact, the apostle Paul
seems to be at pains to say in his
letters that unity and cohesion in the
church and the world, ‘the ministry of
reconciliation’, is an expression and
witness of the Gospel itself. In Romans
15:6-7, Paul prays for the divided
church communities in Rome that:

‘..God, who gives... patience
and encouragement, help you
live in complete harmony with

each other, as is fitting for
followers of Christ Jesus. Then
all of you can join together with
one voice, giving praise and
glory to God, the Father of our
Lord Jesus Christ.

Therefore, accept each other
just as Christ has accepted you

so that God will be given the

glory.’
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Paul was speaking to communities of
Jews and Gentiles who were seeking
to follow Jesus together. People of
different backgrounds, traditions and
ideas had been brought together to
live for God’s kingdom. Naturally they
were going to have some different
perspectives on things! However, the
goal is not uniformity, but unity in the
midst of those differences - valuing
and learning from one another’s
diversity.

It sounds like an impossible ideal but
this passage reminds us what helps us
in this goal — patience and welcoming
acceptance. We need to accept people
as created in image of God, uniquely
made and loved by God. We need to
come to each other with patient
humility in our difference, and as
James says, “...be quick to listen, slow
to speak, and slow to become angry!
(James 1:19)

A healthy church is not one that
avoids conflict. No one learns anything
when we can’t share our differing
views. Rather, a healthy church is one
that engages in conflict through the
lens of grace. Then, with the Spirit’s
help, we all have the opportunity to
grow.

Perhaps a role churches could play
today could be to become hubs in the
communities in which we are placed
to host debates about current issues
that model this kind of dialogue? Just
a thought...

Janice:

Tim, these questions have been really
challenging! Thanks so much for your
valuable insights.

ev Tim obinson and
Janice Dawson




EARNING THE ART

ecently, | happened to run into a
Rformer acquaintance, more of

Lauris’ than of mine, though she
greeted me like a long lost friend. It
didn’t take her long, though, to steer
the conversation around to what she
alleged the NSW Government was
planning with regard to abortion
legislation. | refused to take her bait;
while | have my views about abortion,
which | keep to myself, my overriding
belief is that the very last thing
Australia needs is a deeply polarising
and emotionally wrenching national
debate about abortion, such as we see
in the United States.

The lady in question had forgone her
association with Lauris and some
others during the Covid pandemic.
She had gone down a conspiracy
rabbit hole, and not only became a
vociferous antivaxxer, but actually
declared that those who had had the
Covid vaccine were placing her in
medical danger. She would send the
group unsolicited and unwanted
emails with links to the “research”
she’d done, not only on vaccination,
but on a variety of other matters,
about which she had concluded that
there were deep conspiracies afoot.
She was eager to share the fruits of
her “research”, to open the eyes of
those too naive to see it, and to
recruit disciples to her various causes.

It would seem that abortion legislation
was the most recent cause about
which she sought to proselytise. The
problem was, and remains, that, for
each of her causes, she believes she
has managed to come across secretive

truths hidden from the rest of us,
which leads her to be completely
intolerant of any other view. Her
supposed “insights” were therefore
polarising and divisive among her
circle of friends.

It was a matter of sheer chance that
my unexpected encounter with this
culture warrior occurred not long
before our Editor shared her
ruminations about the theme for this
issue of Vision. The encounter came
back to me as an example of the
growing number of causes of
increasing disharmony and
polarisation in Australian society (not
to say Western societies in general).
So often such conflict is the fruit of
people who have permitted
themselves to become enmeshed in a
jaundiced and distorted view of the
world, and thenceforth restricted
themselves to their own carefully
curated ecosystem.

While | have a deep disquiet about the
division | observe going on around me,

DEBATE

because | believe it is doing great
harm, and fear that it will not end
well, my concern is more than general.
One divisive group of protagonists in
the public discourse is a vocal breed of
conservative Christians who presume
to speak on behalf of all Christian
people, and make pronouncements
about what the “Christian position” is.
All too often, | find myself in serious
disagreement with them, but they
have staked out the “Christian” space,
and that is what the greater part of
the general public have come to
understand as what all Christians
think. Which is to say, understandably
enough, they have been led to regard
Christians as politically conservative,
narrowminded and judgmental.

| imagine most Christians have found
this in a general sense, and share the
resentment it incites as we see
ourselves stereotyped and
misrepresented. At a personal level, |
had a minor brush with this
phenomenon some years ago, during
the lead-up to the same sex marriage
plebiscite. My daughter wrote an

opinion piece supporting the “no”
case. | was very proud of her for her
forthright and independent viewpoint,
but hers was not my sentiment. For
some reason, her piece went viral, and
in some of the vitriol that resulted,
someone commented to the effect of,
what else would you expect? Her
father’s a lay preacher. My resentment
was twofold. How dare they
stereotype me, and presume to know
what | thought! And how dare they
demean my daughter by assuming
that she were incapable of making her
own independent judgment, and
instead lived in her father’s shadow!

So, my point is that followers of Jesus
have a personal stake in the
polarisation and culture wars that
surround us. We have all been
dragged unwittingly into divisive
debates in which we may wish to play
no part, or in which we may choose a
view very different from the one
which has been cast upon us. So
maintaining social cohesion,
discouraging polarisation, and
preserving civil discourse and rational
debate are personal business for us.

It seems to me that there are a range
of causes leading to the divisiveness
and polarisation we are witnessing. At
their core, though, is a serious
breakdown in respect and trust —
respect for and trust in institutions,
experts and learning, and for truth
itself. It would seem that virtually
every anchor point has been taken
from us, and literally everything is
contested. How did we get here?

The Western world has become
obsessively individualistic. Whereas,
for most of human history, sheer
survival has required a strong focus on
community, to which all individuals
expected, and were expected, to
contribute, in our time the public good
seems to come a very poor second
behind the rights and prerogatives of
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the individual. Everything is assessed
through the lens of how it might affect
me, with scant regard for the greater
good. One simple example is our
attitude to the public finances.
Everybody with a modicum of
knowledge about it knows that the tax
system we have in Australia is
outdated, lopsided and no longer fit
for purpose. Economists have told us
so for years, and the strains and
injustices it inflicts on far too many
people — particularly the young — are
obvious for all to see. Yet it would be a
brave government indeed which truly
tackled the problem in the national
interest, because even a hint of tax
reform brings an unholy outcry from
those who currently benefit from the
status quo, warning that the proposed
change will ruin the national economy,
cause investors to abandon Australia,
and forfeit our allegedly rosy future.
The current Federal Government
seems to have weathered the storm
whipped up following its very minor
taxation tweaks in this year’s budget,
but it’s unlikely to have much appetite
left for further reforms. The interests
of noisy and powerful individuals
seem to trump the national good
every time, leaving governments with
little choice but to continue to borrow
to meet their manifold
responsibilities. Yet, the other side of
the coin is that few of us would be
prepared to accept a reduction in
government services because the
nation simply cannot afford their
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costs; we’ve come to regard ourselves
as entitled to those services, and, in
fact, we constantly demand more.

A concomitant of radical individualism
is a tendency for people to believe
that they can be experts in pretty
much anything in which they have an
interest or a stake. The warming of the
planet, its causes and its effects, are a
case in point, but only one of an
endless list of such matters that have
become causes célébres in the
“culture wars. There is established
science about global warming, and
there is overwhelming consensus in
the scientific community. The
hypothesis is extremely simple; the
evidence is patent, and there for all to
see, not least in our daily news; and
the dire consequences are already
making themselves felt around d the
world. That it has become a taboo
subject at dinner parties and social
gatherings, just like religion and
politics have long been, is patently
ridiculous; but it’s become that way
because so many of us have
experienced the acrimony, vitriol and
even threats to long-held friendships
that can result from disagreement
about climate. There are an alarming
number of people who are convinced
that they know better than the vast
majority of scientists, including the
world’s best in the field; or worse, that
the whole thing is some kind of
conspiracy or hoax being perpetrated
on the whole world by nefarious
agents with “transparent” motives. It



was Alexander Pope who, in 1709,
coined the expression, “A little
knowledge is a dangerous thing.” For
most of us, our education in science
ceased when we left high school, so
our scientific views rest on pretty
rudimentary foundations. We might
paraphrase Pope’s observation by
saying that a basic education in the
sciences does not make every high
school graduate a scientific expert.
And yet, literally decades of precious
time, and billions of dollars, have been
lost because something that should be
simple —and urgent! — science has
become contested politics and a
casualty of rampant culture wars
waged mostly by people with very
little scientific understanding.

From the same playbook are people
who are convinced that their Google
“research” has endowed them with
medical knowledge far greater and
more up-to-date than that of their
highly trained and experienced
doctors. Or the armchair experts who
are able to solve any problem with
“obvious” solutions that are beyond
the intellect of experts who are
enmeshed in, and knowledgeable
about, the issues. Championing the
rights of the individual seems to have
morphed into championing the
rightness of the individual, irrespective
of the person’s qualification or actual

knowledge: my opinion on just about
anything is as valid and important as
anyone else’s — even if | do know
precious little about it!

Indeed, more than that. Experts are to
be doubted or suspected, because
they are “obviously” fanatics, or have
ulterior motives or vested interests.
And because they don’t have “simple
common sense”, and can’t see the big
picture like normal people can. The
appalling vendetta that is still playing
out against Dr Anthony Fauci in the
United States is surely one of the most
egregious instances of this
phenomenon. Anti-intellectualism is
having its moment as never before, as
a man who lent his expertise to both
his nation and the entire world during
the Covid pandemic is being pilloried
before the United States Congress,
and threatened with prosecution,
because his public health advice in a
time of national and world crisis didn’t
accord with the ideology of those who
are now his nemesis.

Feeding into this whole cauldron of
ideology, misinformation and
conspiracy theories are social media. |
have heard people defend social
media as a public good, with some
minor downsides. | am not at all sure
about that. I’'m inclined to think that
balance is quite the reverse — a social

phenomenon which may offer a few
conveniences, but is eroding the very
fabric of our societies. We are all
concerned about the dangers social
media pose to children. From cyber-
bullying and victimisation, to easy
access to the most horrendous sorts
of pornography, including child
pornography, to on-line “gaming”
(gambling), to radicalisation into
abhorrent causes, our children are
exposed to a panoply of dangers. Even
were those things not an issue,
though, the deliberately addictive
design of social media and much
internet content ensures that users
spend more and more time on-line,
absorbing all that is served up to
them. It is having a profound effect on
children’s learning, on their ability to
concentrate, and on their social skills
and physical health, as internet
addiction takes away time that would
otherwise be spent in physical activity
and play with friends. So concerning is
the effect of social media on children
that Australia pioneered legislation
seeking to ban children under the age
of sixteen from specified platforms —
although its efficacy appears to be
considerably less than hoped.

The thing is that adults, too, are
exposed to all the same dangers, but
in a free society, we can’t legislate
social media away. The obvious

dangers aside, though, a number of
the things we may regard as benign
are also doing harm and fermenting
division. Who, twenty years ago, had
heard of “influencers”? Of course
there were always “opinion makers”,
but their ability to be heard through
traditional media depended on their
own credibility, and on professional
judgments made by rational mediators
and editors. The on-line world,
however, has given everyone with an
internet connection a publishing
platform of their own. The
qualifications to become an
“influencer” have nothing to do with
actual knowledge or discretion, let
alone wisdom; all that are required
are a bulging ego, an ability to speak
well and appear authoritative, and a
suitcase full of cherished opinions.
And yet, influencers are now a
veritable force to be reckoned with,
inflicting their views, and often their
ignorance and their prejudices, on
their admirers and followers. Apart
from instances of promoting untested,
or even dangerous, medications that
can be bought illicitly on-line, a great
many influencers use their platform to
promote conspiracy theories, their
own political causes, and their social
views. And frequently to deride actual
experts, and undermine those who try
to inject some sense and perspective
into the matters at stake.

Truth itself has become a casualty. |
find it utterly appalling that a growing
number of people have been led to
question the reality of the Nazi
holocaust, which saw the murder of at
least six million Jews, as well as
numberless Romany, Slavs,
homosexuals and sufferers of mental
illnesses during the Second World
War. Or that mass shootings,
particularly the Sandy Hook school
massacre in the US, but also our own
Port Arthur killings, either didn’t
happen, or were covertly perpetrated
by authorities to stir up opposition to
gun ownership. Or, for that matter,
that Donald Trump actually won the
2020 presidential election, and the
1969 moon landing was all an
elaborate fabrication. That truth is
now, bizarrely, a highly contested and
political commodity. That everyone is
entitled to “their own truth”, is
evidence enough that something has
gone profoundly wrong, as social
media have empowered everyone and
anyone to spew forth whatever they
choose.

At the same time, the ready
availability of “news” on-line —and for
free! — has led to a serious decline in
traditional professional news media.
As the latter have pointed out, social
media and other internet platforms

simply steal their content, depriving
them of their saleable intellectual
property. At the same time, though,
the algorithms employed hoover up
anything and everything on-line that
appears related to the topic, meaning
that the on-line user is presented with
information which ranges in quality
from excellent to out-and-out
untruths, with no help to discern
which is which. When | heard an
American — typical of millions of
people worldwide — opine that he got
“all the news | need from my
Facebook feed”, my heart sank. Not
only are such people served up all
manner of supposed “news”, but as
soon as they “like” something, or
forward it on, the algorithm takes note
and sends them more and more of the
same. Very soon, they are in their own
echo-chamber, unaware that there
may be more to the story, or that
anyone thinks differently. And worse
still, increasingly convinced that
anyone who does have a different
viewpoint is not only wrong, but
probably dangerous.

One of the saddest truths which this
whole unhappy situation has revealed
is that people love to hate, and feed
on resentment. It’s a simple fact,
known to any observer of the working
of these algorithms, that people tend
to “like” things that make them angry,



and which cause them to feel
aggrieved, and spark a sense
of resentment. They pass such
stuff onto their “friends”,
while the algorithm gets the
message and sends them
more and more of the same.
The anger, bitterness and
resentment grow, feeding
distrust in anyone — but
especially officials, experts or
institutions — who tries to
inject some balance and
perspective which runs
counter to their now
entrenched beliefs. The
saddest fact is that the on-line
world has revealed a
regrettable truth about most
human beings. We find it
easier to hate and resent —
indeed in a perverse way we
seem to enjoy those emotions — than
we do to love, to be tolerant, or to be
kind.

If, as | suggested, at the core of our
social ills is a breakdown in respect
and trust, then the concomitant is that
its fruit is an exponential growth in
hatred, resentment and anger. Is it any
wonder that we are seeing growing
division and polarisation around us.
We have circled the wagons and
armed ourselves to champion “our
truth” and defend “our rights”. These
are troubling times indeed.

If, as | also suggested, the whole
matter of polarisation and social
disharmony are personal business for
Christians, because we are unwittingly
cast as a protagonist at one of the
polar extremes in the culture wars,
then what is there for us to do about
it? What contribution can the
followers of Jesus make to try to
address these destructive forces that
have been unleashed on the world?

1

The first is surely not to remain silent
and passive, and allow ourselves to be
unwittingly cast as allied to the loud
culture warriors who presume to
speak in our name. In the Uniting
Church, in particular, we accept,
indeed we celebrate, the fact that
Christian people hold different
viewpoints on everything from
theology to social issues. In our own
communities, we must continue to
value those differences, and to engage
in respectful and open conversations
about them. But more than that; we
must use our own communities as
training grounds to engage, as
appropriate, in the public discourse,
modelling tolerance and rational
argument. That would be a gift to
those around us.

2

Second, while we hold particular
theological and spiritual beliefs, we
must never hold them up as the
winning argument against growing
human knowledge. For example,
excellent science and abundant
evidence give substance to what was
once the theory of evolution. We
should not regard evolution as a
challenge to our cherished beliefs, and
engage in culture wars to defend
“creationism”. Instead, growing
knowledge and insights should inform
our faith. Evolution deepens the
wonder of the Creator God. We can
play a productive role in the public
discourse by not retreating to one
extreme pole of prejudice, but by
using the discussion to remind our
community of the goodness of the
God who gave us this incredible — and
evolving — world. Our theological and
spiritual beliefs have an absolute and
proper place in respectful discourse,
and we must not resile from that fact.

3

Thirdly, we must meet hatred with
love. We preach the love of God for all
humanity, as personified by our Lord,
Jesus Christ. If we need a battle
manual, there is no better than |
Corinthians 13; if we need a war cry,
Jesus’ second greatest commandment,
that we love our neighbours no less
than we love ourselves, could hardly
be bettered. Hatred is destructive,
eating away at the one who hates,
destroying relationships, creating
victims, and poisoning whole
communities; but love brings healing,
hope and acceptance, while it builds
communities up and nurtures hope
and optimism. As Christians, knowing
the power of God’s love, we must
exemplify the power of love in our
own lives, and demonstrate that love
will always be stronger than hate.

11

TRUTH PRAYER

4

Fourth, we must champion the value
of truth. By that, | don’t mean that we
should see the world in black and
white; there will always be areas of
knowledge where evidence can lead
to different conclusions. But we have
to maintain the confidence to assert
what is true, and not be intimidated,
or duped, by those who claim their
right to “alternative facts”, or
“counter-truths”. The Nazi holocaust
did happen; the 1969 moon landing is
documented history. The massacres in
Port Arthur and Sandy Hook were
actual heinous crimes perpetrated by
sick or evil people. Jesus proclaimed,
“I am the way, the truth and the life”;
it is on Jesus’ own word that we can
have confidence that there actually is
such a thing as truth.

5

Finally, we must pray for the world.
The people of God have always come
to God in times of distress and danger,
and we are certainly in just such a
time now. We must pray as
individuals, as congregations, and
communities, in every way, that God
will be merciful and deliver us from
the dangers we have brought upon
ourselves. And part of our prayer must
be confession, that we have — wittingly
or unwittingly — contributed to the
malaise that besets us. Our prayer
must centre us and take us forward.

We live in troubling times. But we are
called as followers of Jesus to make
our world a better place. Now is own
moment. This is our crusade. Now is
not the time to hide our light beneath
a bushel. Now is the time to hold up
the lamp, and let the light and love of
God shine into the darkness that is
descending upon us.

AAlan Aarper O AM
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n Sunday July 19, 2026, we

celebrated Intercultural Neighbouring

Sunday at St Stephen’s where several
congregational members joined together with
our Minister, Ken Day, finding joy in
celebrating our church community’s diversity
and unity in and through Christ.

As explained by UCA, “In 2022, the 16
Assembly resolved to observe an annual
‘Intercultural Neighbouring Sunday’ on the
third Sunday in July, to celebrate being a
multicultural church and to build bridges with
neighbours from culturally diverse
communities.”

We were richly blessed by two of our
members — Kali and Lynette — reflecting on
their experiences of “Many Cultures, One
Body in Christ”. Psalm 139 was read by Naz in
Farsi (she also took excellent photos!) and
Edith read from 1 Corinthians ...” all the
members of the body, though many, are one
body, so it is with Christ”.

Our wonderful choir, under Huw’s direction,
delivered an inspiring anthem. The video of
our children’s segment illustrated how insults
and racial slurs bruise deeply. We included
prayers for justice and healing for those
harmed by racism.

Attendees were invited to answer some
guestions placed on a canvas, kindly drawn by
Graham, representing us individually as part
of the Body of Christ. After our Service, the
picture was a talking point at morning tea - to
know each other a little better.

Kali, who sets up our street presence every
Sunday morning, greeting and warmly
welcoming people, told us his personal story
and heritage as a Fijian. He shared that he
was born in a Christian family in Fiji under the
Methodist Church denomination and that his
name, Kalivati, is after Rev James Calvert who
was instrumental in the translation of the
Bible into Fijian and in the conversion of Fiji to
Christianity.
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NEIGHBOURING SUNDAY

Kali gave us a very interesting history
of Tonga and Fiji under Christian
influence — and he referenced in
particular the missionaries Reverends
William Cross and David Cargill, sent
by the British Wesleyan Methodist
Church Society from London. In
October 1935 the Pacific Islands
Monthly described the 100th
anniversary as evidence of “one of the
world’s outstanding examples of the
benefits of Christianity”. Kali
acknowledged the sacrifice of
generations of missionaries. He talked
about his own career in the Fiji Army
and the history of the strong
relationship between Australia and Fiji
in many respects, with, perhaps, the
“best export to Australia from our
islands the fit young footy players”.

Kali talked about the importance of
the Methodist Church of Australia in
supporting the local context before
the Fiji Church gained full
independence: “The Australian church
provided theological education,
financial support and a structured
governance model over the course of
more than a century. As an Australian
of Fijian ancestry, | would like to take

this opportunity to voice our sincere
appreciation and gratitude to
Australia, particularly the Methodist
Church which is now the Uniting
Church....Fiji is another good example
showing the power and supremacy of
the Almighty God”.

Lynette, our Elder for Evangelism,
shared stories of her multicultural
workplace — a childcare centre where
she has worked for 20 years. Lynette
explained that she works with women
from many countries: Indonesia,
Korea, Malaysia, Thailand, Nepal,
Japan and Brazil. Lynette describes
herself as half-Irish, half-Australian
and her work community as including
Shintos, Buddhists, Hindus, Christians,
Orthodox Christians and Muslims.
Lynette reflected that “we all need
and want to belong — belong to
ourselves, our families, a place, a
group, a church, our communities.
Belonging makes us happy and
content and we thrive, grow, learn and
discover”.

Lynette expressed that “These

wonderful women enrich my life every
day and | feel for them, trying to adapt
to our way of life, which is usually very

different to theirs. | have learnt just
how hard it can be...” Lynette sends a
morning prayer to many members of
her work group and beyond. “l am
their grandma — | listen, | hug, | dry
their tears and give advice when
asked. | love them dearly and thank
God every day for bringing us all
together.” Lynette told us she loves the
Hindu greeting ‘Namaste’ which,
loosely translated, means “my soul
acknowledges your soul — no race, no
colour, no religion just
acknowledgement — my soul
acknowledges your soul”. Lynette
ended with a Blessing for Belonging by
John O’Donohue.

Ken blessed us with a Sending and
Benediction that included, “Go now,
as one body with many members, to
challenge injustice, to stand with the
oppressed, to walk together as First
and Second Peoples, and to make
room for every member to belong”.

Yerry Yeelty



y interest in Gideon was
Msparked by the Rev Ken Day’s
recent sermons about this

judge and leader, whose story is told
in the Hebrew Scriptures in Judges,
Chapters 6 to 8. | find it hard to
believe that up until recently, | was not
at all familiar with the details of the
life and deeds of this very interesting
yet conflicted character — or of his
relationship with God. It surprises me
that | never heard Gideon'’s story
during all those years when | faithfully
attended Sunday School.

| did, however, know about “Gideon’s
Bibles”, because | remember often
finding one in a hotel or motel during
different journeys in Australia in my
younger years. | was quite surprised to
discover that this organisation now
has quite an impressive website, as |
feared that it might have ceased to
exist, since virtually no-one to my
knowledge ever refers to “Gideon’s
Bibles” to-day.

However, let us return to the
fascinating story of Gideon himself. He
lived at a time when his people, the
Israelites, were suffering from poverty
because of a tribe called the

Midianites who oppressed them
and ruined their crops. Although
Gideon came from a minor clan
and seemed to be rather a weak
person, the angel of the Lord
sought him out.

The angel found Gideon threshing
wheat at the bottom of a
winepress to escape the attention of
the Midianites. However, the angel
called Gideon a “mighty warrior” and
informed him that he was to save
Israel.

God first gave Gideon the task of
destroying the altar his father had
erected to honour Baal. Gideon
obeyed — but was so fearful that he
carried out this task in the dead of
night. The Lord then called upon
Gideon to assemble an army to go into
battle against the Midianites. Gideon
gathered 32,000 soldiers to fight by
his side - but God instructed Gideon to
reduce the number to only 300 men.
The story as told in Judges 7:19-22 is
quite astounding, as the 300 men who
were equipped only with horns, and
torches covered by clay jars,
surrounded the Midianite camp at
night. On Gideon’s command, the 300
men were to break the jars so the 300
lights would be seen surrounding the
camp, and the men were to yell “All
for the Lord and for Gideon”. When
this command happened, there was
apparently so much noise and
confusion, so many strange lights and
sounds that the Midianite army fled in
fright, destroying themselves in the
retreat. The reason why God reduced
the number of soldiers so dramatically
was so that the Israelites would know
that the victory came from the Lord,
and not from their own strength.
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After this amazing victory over the
Midianites, won by a small number of
soldiers led by Gideon, the Israelites
asked Gideon to be their king. In
Judges 8:23, we read Gideon’s answer:
“I will not rule over you, my son will
not rule over you; the Lord will rule
over you.”

After these fine words, however,
regrettably Gideon went on to behave
in many ways as if he were indeed a
king. He took quite a number of wives
and concubines; he named his son
Abimelech, which means “my father is
king”; and he asked his soldiers to give
him gold ear-rings from amongst their
spoils of war. Arguably Gideon’s most
serious mistake was to have the gold
melted down and made into an
ephod, which was a sacred,
ceremonial garment worn by the High
Priest and which was considered to be
a symbol of communication with God.
Moreover, Gideon had this ephod
displayed in his home town of Ophrah.
It became an idol in the eyes of the
Israelites and it led them away from
the Lord. Why did Gideon choose to
have this ephod created out of gold —
an act which was to lead the Israelites
once again into idolatry? The Book of
Judges does not offer any explanation.

What are we to make of Gideon’s
story? There is no doubt that when he
realised that he had been chosen by
God, he was obedient and led the
Israelites to a mighty victory over the
Midianites. However, it would seem
that his experience of power led him
astray, and regrettably as the leader of
his people, he did not show true
dedication to God or a desire to seek
righteousness and justice in all his

deeds. Nevertheless, after their
victory over the Midianites, under
Gideon'’s leadership the Israelites
enjoyed forty years of peace: we read
in Judges 8:28, “.....During Gideon'’s
lifetime, the land had peace forty
years”.

We may well ask ourselves what
lessons are to be learned from the
story of Gideon. | do not presume to
have all the answers. However, two
points seem obvious to me. Firstly,
God calls on individuals who do not
show very much courage or who do
not appear to have outstanding

qualities to fulfil his purposes for this
world. And secondly, Gideon'’s story is
a warning to all who assume positions
of leadership, that power has the
ability to corrupt even those who
initially were obedient to God and
sought to follow his ways.

Janice Dawson

(I wish to acknowledge that | am indebted to
the Rev Ken Day for his valuable assistance in
the writing of this article.)
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3, ur annual “Trivia and

Christmas in July”

celebration, held at 18Footers
Double Bay on 30 July, was a great
success. Blue skies and perfect
weather helped set the scene, and the
local ferry, Friendship, brought guests
to the venue before carrying them
home again after a memorable outing.

The trivia quiz proved challenging,
with questions spanning Christmas
traditions, the latest sermon message,
and general knowledge. Jim was heard

to joke that he wished he had paid closer attention during both last week’s

sermon and his Sunday School days.

Margaret De La Garde’s late arrival may have been lucky for everyone, as no
corrections or disputes were recorded.

The food was delicious, and the Christmas table decorations—streamers,
whistles, and chocolates donated by the winning team to share—added to the
festive spirit. Thanks to everyone who joined in the fun, with whistles blowing
and streamers flowing.

After a wonderful afternoon of fellowship, laughter, conversations, and friendly
competition, guests departed with warm memories of the day.

See you next year!

SHudith J3arton

Many thanks for the support given to the street stalls. I't is greatly appreciated. In 2026 the following
donationswere made: Flowers in the church on Easter Sunday and Mothers’ Day

Frontier Services $500.00
Early-bird cafe $500.00

Newtown Mission $500.00 (a mixture of Christmas puddings and cash towards their Christmas party)
$2,000.00 towards the organ pedal repair.

YDNargarvet De (Lo Gavde
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t 1s not uncommon to see three

generations of a family

gathered together, but it is
remarkable to find three churches,
each of which has been the
successor of the former, in
existence at the same time. This
unique condition exists in
connection with St Stephen’s
Presbyterian Church.

The first church known as “The
Iron Church” was erected in 1855,
on an allotment of land in
Macquarie Street: immediately
adjacent to Parliament House. The
reason for the existence of the Iron
Church was intimately wrapped up
with the events which meant so
much to the development of
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As we continue to look at the history of the St Stephen’s Church
buildings we will take a step back in time to read an article from
"Building: The Magazine for the Architect, Builder, Property Owner and
Merchant’. It was published on 12" April 1935, soon after the opening
and dedication of the new St Stephen’s building in Macquarie Street on
23 March 1935 and provides an insightful description of the building
when it was designed and constructed in the mid-1930s.

Graham Penn

“Building: The Magazine for the Architect, Builder, Property
Owner and Merchant” Vol. 56 No.332 April 12, 1935

MACQUARIE ETREET. E¥DMNEY
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Australia, the Gold Rush, for when
the church authorities secured the
site and decided to build the
church, they found that skilled
labour was so costly, as well as
scarce on account of everyone
hurrying to the goldfields, that
they decided to send to Scotland for
an iron church to seat 800 persons.

The church arrived in sections, was
pieced together, and was used as a
Presbyterian Church for 20 years,
when it was resumed by the
Government in connection with the
contemplated erection of new
Parliament Houses and the
remodelling of Macquarie Street
(this was 80 years ago, and they
are still at it!). The iron building

St. Stephen's Presbyteran Church -'|
jtl‘- 1 ¥y
o

g 1
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was subsequently sold, taken down
and re-erected in the grounds of
the Lidcombe State Hospital and
Home, where for 30 years it has
been used as a chapel and
recreation hall. It is interesting to
note in passing that the site upon
which the Iron Church was built
cost £2,060. Seventy-nine years
later £50,000 was paid for the site
of the present church, which is
almost opposite.

When they learned that the Iron
Church was to be resumed, the
authorities agreed to take over the
United Presbyterian Church in
Phillip Street, remodelling it and
adding the steeple, which still
stands to-day, at a cost of over

£6,000. The architect appointed to
carry out on the Phillip Street
Church work was Mr. William
Munro, who was then engaged in
erecting St Andrew’s College at the
University of Sydney.

And so it is that at present the
three St Stephen’s - the old “Iron
Church”, the St Stephen’s in
Phillip Street, and the new St
Stephen’s in Macquarie Street - are
in existence, though St Stephen’s
in Phillip Street is soon to be
demolished and will then pass into
history. For 66 years this old
patriarch St Stephen’s in Phillip
Street was the centre of
Presbyterianism in New South
Wales, the Assembly having met
there annually since, its first
meeting after the Union,
September 8, 1865, until its
removal to the new Assembly Hall,
in York Street, on September 9,
1931, on which date, the Assembly
met for the last time in St
Stephen’s.

The New St Stephen’s in
Macquarie Street

John Reid & Sons and Finlay
Munro, Architects in Association;
Kelly & Rigby, Builders

The destiny of St Stephen’s has
been closely linked with the to-be-
or-not-to-be in connection with
Martin Place Extension, and,
although the Phillip Street Church
was resumed in 1926 by the
Municipal Council of Sydney, this
work was suspended for an
indefinite period in 1930 owing to
the financial outlook. The church
authorities, however, with
characteristic energy, decided to
look round for themselves, as the
sites for the new church offered by
the City Council were
unacceptable.

After considerable investigation, a
new site was purchased at 197
Macquarie Street, referred to as
"one of the finest sites in all
Sydney", which had been the
location for over 90 years of
Burdekin House, noted as one of
Sydney's most gracious old homes
and an example of early Sydney
Colonial architecture. Community
action to save the building was
strong, but the structure was
shown to be riddled with white
ants and so approval for its
demolition was granted.

A special Building Committee was
instructed to have plans and
specifications prepared for the new
building, which was to be erected
as speedily as possible. This
instruction was certainly carried
out, for the foundation stone was
laid on March 24, 1934, by Dr.
George Armstrong, M.D., and the
building was dedicated on March
23, 1935. The fact that the new
building which, in conjunction with
the site, cost £105,000, was opened
free of debt, is an achievement of
which the church authorities may

well be proud.
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Although fortunate in securing
such an excellent site, the area was
perhaps not as great as was
desirable, with the result that
when the architects came to plan a
church to seat almost 1,000
worshippers, the problem with
which they were confronted was far
from simple.

The site has a frontage of 80ft. to
Macquarie Street, with a depth of
about 116ft; of this an area of 80ft.
x 61ft. at ground floor level, is
devoted to the church proper,
which, according to the tradition of
the Presbyterian Church, takes the
form of a spacious interior rather
than the usual subdivision of nave,
aisle and transepts which is
associated with other ecclesiastical
architecture.

A feature of the planning of the
building is the large entrance
vestibule, 40ft. x 15ft. that is
entered after passing through the
two main doorways from
Macquarie Street. Stair wells
leading to the lower ground floor
and to the gallery open from this
vestibule at both ends, while the




Minister’s Office, which occupies
the north-east corner of the
building, is also entered from this
main public space. Such practical
utilities as ladies’ retiring rooms
and telephone booths are not
overlooked.

On either side of the main church
areas some 7ft. wide and of slightly
irregular shape have been
provided, so that no matter what
buildings are erected on the
adjacent sites in the future, the ten
large windows in the side walls of
the church, which are such a
feature of the interior and are
destined to contain stained glass
(several already are in position)
will always be illuminated from
outside. A similar provision has
been made at the rear to ensure
permanent lighting to the large
window that rises above the Pulpit.
This is but one of the many
problems that confront the
architect in designing a church
upon a city site where it is likely to
be hemmed in by commercial
structures.

Leaving the vestibule and passing
through the main doorway to the
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church proper, a wonderful feeling
of spaciousness is felt, for we enter
a magnificent hall 81ft. x 61ft., and
some 41ft. high, which is entirely
uninterrupted by any columns or
piers. Immediately in front of us,
rising above the rows and rows of
pews, is the Elders’ dais, and,
higher still, the Pulpit, the
lightness of the massive tracery
window forming a background to
the richness of the timber. This
window, which is 18ft. wide and
21ft. high, is the gift of Dr. George
Armstrong, the Senior Elder of the
Church. When infilled with
stained glass, this window will
prove to be the most effective
feature of the church.

The Pulpit is flanked on both sides
by the organ screens and pipes,
which are simply treated, yet
retain an ecclesiastical feeling in
their detail. The organ, which has
been supplied and installed by
Messrs. Hill, Norman and Beard,
will be of the most modern type
and is claimed to be one of the
finest church organs in Australia.

The seating accommodation in the
main church is arranged in three
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banks, the centre section being
19ft. wide and the two side sections
13ft.; two main aisles and two side
aisles provide adequate circulation.

On the northern side, special
accommodation is provided for
Vice-Royalty, while the choir of 32
and the organ console is situated
on the southern side. Beneath the
two organ casings at the corners of
the building are situated the vestry
and robing room for the clergy on
one side and the organist’s room on
the other. A safe, strongroom and
cupboard accommodation are also
provided.

The gallery, which occupies the
whole of the area above the
entrance vestibule and projects but
8ft. over the main church, is 41ft. x
30ft., and provides seating
accommodation for 256, which thus
makes the total capacity of the
church 917, although
arrangements could be made in the
case of an emergency for
considerably greater seating
accommodation.

The practical nature of the
planning is emphasised again in
the gallery by the provision
underneath the stairway of
accommodation for storing seating
to be used on special occasions.
Above the gallery rises the great
east window that forms the main
feature of the facade, which, with
its handsome tracery, is 18 ft. wide
and 25 ft. high.

To treat the ceiling of such an
immense hall as this in a
satisfactory manner was no mean
task. The method adopted has
been to give the ceiling a slight
slope running up from both walls
to the centre and subdivide it both
longitudinally and transversely by

heavy plaster beams richly
ornamented with simple Gothic
detail. The transverse beams
coincide with the position of the
supporting roof trusses above, and
are somewhat reminiscent in their
treatment of Tudor work. On both
sides, at the junction of the main
beams, heavy drops terminated by
octagonal bosses carry the large
lantern lights that are a prominent
feature of the interior decoration.
These lanterns illuminate directly
downwards through their base as
well as in a horizontal direction,
The memory of the Rev. John
Ferguson, whose ministry of St
Stephen’s extended from 1894 to
1918, has been fittingly
commemorated by the John
Ferguson Memorial Hall, which is
situated on the lower ground floor
beneath the church and occupies
the full area of the upper floor, the
hall being 62ft. x 34ft., whilst a
vestibule of similar dimensions to
the main entrance vestibule above
is situated adjacent to it.
Additional accommodation is
provided on the lower ground floor
consisting of a Committee Room
27ft. x 15ft., Kitchen and Service
Lounge, Store, Organ Motor Room,
and Retiring Room. A John
Ferguson Memorial Window is also
to be placed in the Church.

In these modern times when
synthetic building materials are
playing an ever-increasing part in
the industry, it is refreshing to see
a building constructed in the time-
honoured building material of
stone. The architects and builders
of St Stephen’s are to be
congratulated upon the splendid
masonry (carried out by Messrs.
Stuart Bros.) that composes the
main facade of the Church.

The style adopted may be described
as a modernised form of Gothic, in

which the feeling of the past has
been retained while the style has
been modified to meet modern
requirements and methods.

A prominent feature of the facade
is the spire, which actually
combines the features of a fleche (a
slender, often highly decorative
spire rising from the roof of a
church or cathedral) into a spire.
The feature, however, has aroused
considerable interest in
architectural circles and divergent
views have been expressed
concerning it. In studying the
building, some feel that had it been
possible to add another 20 or 30ft.
to the structure and enlarge the
fleche into a stone spire, the design
would have benefited. On the
other hand, however, it must be
realised that the site at the
command of the designers is only a
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small one, and consequently to
arrive at such an elevation would
have required a considerably
greater area. The design of the
spire in itself, however, is quite
good and it is only in its relation to
the structure as a whole that any
criticism can be offered.

It is felt, however, that the square
portions that project on either side
of the two main entrances beneath
the great window, with their
square parapets, have rather the
effect of afterthoughts squeezed in
between the two side buttresses.
Had these buttresses been treated
in similar manner to the centre
features, and finished with a
parapet broken by small
buttresses, the effect would have
been improved. The great window
which provided such a fine feature
internally also dominates the
design externally. When infilled
with stained glass, it will be
further enhanced.

It is a natural tendency with
ecclesiastical architecture for all
concerned to put their best into the
building, for, in addition to
realising its purpose, a church is a
building that, in the ordinary
circumstances, is seen and admired
by many people, and usually has a
long life. It is only necessary to
visit St Stephen’s to realise that all
connected with the building have
given of their best. For instance,
the joinery that is such a feature of
the interior of the church is of the
highest order and reflects the
craftsmanship of Kell & Rigby, who
were responsible for it. A polished
Queensland maple dado 8ft.high is
carried right round the walls,
whilst the pulpit and organ screen
is also carried out in this beautiful
timber.



The seating, which retains the 22 23
time-honoured pew, and does not

conform to the individual seats of
theatre pattern, such as was
employed in the new Presbyterian
Assembly Hall in York Street, is
also carried out in Queensland
maple. All the seats are cushioned

with Dunlopillo rubber finished ! 5 . : | |- = OH E CHURCH

with blue fabric, which provides

the maximum of comfort for the _ . L i} . N | OH E HOPE

congregation.

Those who suffer from deafness . : - : . L ] ON.E FUTU RE

have not been overlooked, and
“Acousticons” have been fixed to a

number of seats for the benefit of X i 29-31 October 2026
those requiring such assistance. By . : - ; Wesley Conference Centre
this means, deaf persons are able ' Syd ney

to hear the entire service.
The floor of the foyer entrance and

Jain ws fof nenevwal and elreshing as we gather as ONE

lower ground floor vestibules as worship | Stonvteiling | Comvarsation | Theological Reflection
well as the main stairs are paved
with Carrara marble, whilst these
marble stairs are provided with
handsome wrought iron
balustrades and polished maple
handrails. ' At Sarior N —
It is a well-known fact that g
whenever a large number of people
come together in a confined space,
atmospheric conditions tend to
become unsatisfactory.
Consequently the architects have
installed an elaborate artificial s j .
ventilation system to both the o e p , obyn Whitaker
church and the memorial hall. The R T R S e

church authorities and the

architects are to be congratulated

on this step, for, by so doing, they
have definitely placed their church

in the category of modern place of worship for many years to come, but that its building will also be
buildings, for the tendency to-day a significant architectural landmark in Macquarie Street and the City of
1s more and more to provide air- Sydney.
conditioned and artificial
ventilation so that comfortable and This article and photographs are from -
healthy conditions are maintained. “Building: The Magazine for the Architect, Builder, Property Andrew Root
A vacuum cleaning system has also Owner and Merchant” e i
been installed throughout the Vol. 56 No.332 April 12, 1935
building. Editor: Florence Mary Taylor, Australia’s first qualified female architect
Printed by: Building Publishing Co., Loftus Street, Sydney
It is anticipated that St Stephen’s Sourced through “Trove” and the National Library of Australia

Church will not only become a
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