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  Surprising Christmas 

Are you a person who likes surprises?    I am one of those people who do love 
surprises, for birthdays, Christmas, anytime really.   

I realise that there are many people who don’t like surprises. They don’t like the shock, 
anxiety, or the disruption to their routine.  Surprises can also induce a feeling of losing control. 

I can remember the way I felt as a child on Christmas morning – surprise after surprise after surprise.  
When else in life do you get to pile 10, 20, surprises all together and sit for an hour or more enjoying each 
of them with others? I loved seeing how other members of my family reacted to their surprises just about 
as much as opening my presents and the feeling of anticipation and excitement.  Christmas Morning is 
wonderful in that way.  

Chuck Swindoll writes, "surprises come in many forms and guises: some good, some borderline amazing, 
some awful, some tragic, some hilarious. But there's one thing we can usually say surprises aren't boring." 
Surprises are woven through the very fabric of all our lives. They await each one of us at unexpected and 
unpredictable junctures (Finishing Touch p. 268). 

Our Christmas story is one of many surprises! 

Gabriel appearing to Mary. Mary was jolted as Gabriel piled one surprise after another about what was 
going to happen and about the baby she would bear and birth. Mary and Joseph had more astonishing 
surprises than any couple on earth had ever experienced. 

And then comes the surprise of Christmas, this child was God with us. I love the 
way the Apostle John describes it. The Word became flesh and made his dwelling 
among us.” John is saying that God pitched his tent among us in the flesh of Jesus 
Christ, the possibility that no one thought possible, the identity that no one 
identified, the divinity that no one divined, was made possible at Christmas.  

The surprise of the shepherds in the fields, the surprise of the wise men when the 
star appeared, the surprise of Mary and Joseph when they arrived with gifts.   

All these moments were unexpected, there is a sense of bewilderment, shock, astonishment, awe.   

Do you still have these feelings about this familiar story and time of year?  … (Cont.) 
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From the Editor: If you missed an edition of The Westerly see Newsletters – Presbytery of 

Port Phillip West (ucappw.org.au).  Rev Linley Liersch  Linley.Liersch@ppw.victas.uca.org.au.  

Next edition submissions 23rd Jan 2023 .  Merry Christmas & Happy New Year. 

 

The surprises are not just for Christmas, throughout the stories of God interacting with humanity there 
are surprises.  Harry Pritchett, an Episcopal priest, wrote a song that goes like this: 

 

Chorus: Well, surprise, surprise, God is a surprise, right before your eyes.  

It’s baffling to the wise. Surprise, surprise, God is a surprise. Open up your eyes and see. 

 

Moses tended sheep upon a mountaintop. He hardly noticed when a burning bush said: “Stop!  

Set my people free and take them to my land. 

“That couldn’t be my God,” he said, “He’d have a better plan.” 

Chorus 

People of Israel were looking for a king. If God could save that way, then freedom bells would ring. Along 
came Jesus, a man who’s poor and weak. 

“He couldn’t be our God,” they said. “He’s nothing but a fake.” 

Chorus 

Peter and the rest of that straggly little band, they all ran away when darkness hit the land. 

Whoever heard of a humble, fumbling boss?  

“He couldn’t be our God,” they said. “He’s hanging on a cross.” 

Chorus 

Seek our God in hope, moving as he goes with justice, grace and love in anything that grows, 

In anything at all he suddenly may be,‘cause everything is his, you know, especially you and me.  

 

Chorus: Well, surprise, surprise, God is a surprise, right before your eyes.  

It’s baffling to the wise. Surprise, surprise, God is a surprise. Open up your eyes and see.  

 

God’s surprises are still here for us to see, we just need to open up our eyes and see.  God coming to 
earth to be with us is not a discrete event that happened centuries ago, but one that continually occurs 
every hour of every day.  And that advent happens in all sorts of places and under all sorts of conditions: 
in mangers, in tax season, in arguments and fights, in wars and at peace tables, in vestry meetings and at 
choir practice, in supermarkets and bars, in traffic and in hospitals, and on crosses.  Christ surprises us 
and shows up in unlikely places, and even sometimes pops up in church. 

Are you still able to marvel at the surprise of Emmanuel, God with us then and now?   

No matter what our age, the Christmas story of God 
entering our world, to be with us, to show us love, 
acceptance and mercy should continue to surprise us, excite 
us, thrill us, and empower us to share the love that came 

down to be amongst us.  I wonder how God might 
surprise you this Christmas and into the new year?   

https://ucappw.org.au/resources/newsletters/
https://ucappw.org.au/resources/newsletters/
mailto:Linley.Liersch@ppw.victas.uca.org.au
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It is 8 years since Pope Francis first published his letter entitled Laudato Si (meaning Praised 
Be), where he shared about the suffering planet and his concerns for our common home. Since 
that time, our efforts have not been adequate and the world in which we live is nearing breaking 
point.  He has now written another paper entitled Laudato Deum (Praise God) in which he re-
views scientific data and appeals to all people of good will to act urgently.  He states that there 
is no lasting change without cultural change and no cultural change without personal change. 

"Laudate Deum": Apostolic Exhortation to all people of good will on the climate crisis (4 October 2023) | Francis (vatican.va) 

“Maybe you should call the minister before you 
arrive next time so we can prepare for you 
better”. I hadn't encountered this sentiment in a 
while and didn’t anticipate it when Jack, my 
autistic son living with mental disability, and I 
visited a church with a reputation for being 
inclusive.  

The experience highlighted an all-to-common 
disparity between proclaimed inclusivity and the 
actual experience on the ground. Inclusivity 
demands more than just words; it necessitates 
action, empathy, and a genuine commitment to 
embracing all members of our community, 
regardless of their abilities or differences. 

Which, of course, is also at the heart of our Christmas message: God, in choosing an outsider, a baby 
completely dependent on others, born to a people who are occupied and oppressed, as the saviour of the 
world, calls us and demands us to be radically inclusive! 

True inclusivity means creating spaces where everyone feels welcomed immediately upon arrival—no 
fussing, no awkward glances, and certainly no requests for advance notice of special accommodations. 

How might God be asking us to include outsiders into our communities and worship spaces this festive 
season?  
And how then do we commit to follow Jesus’ model of radical inclusiveness all year round? 

Disability Support $100– gift donation. Give the gift of inclusion and 
opportunity! This gift helps create inclusive education and employment 
opportunities that enable people with disabilities in Sri Lanka to reach their 
potential and live with dignity.  Watch Video.  Downloadable or mailout cards. 

https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/20231004-laudate-deum.html?mc_cid=597e66bc75&mc_eid=b3b5381ffd__;!!DVrgiXjqvl2yLjg!bMyksTaaD8ArCYTTqke-uRBmHALO363hkhyINRVRcg9IVG8529TYeG5Ajvc9GCPSbwppWql2ALex
https://donate.unitingworld.org.au/everythingincommon
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Out of Gas – and into renewables— Strategy at Queenscliff Uniting Church 
Rev. Neil Tolliday [Climate Action Task Group] 

At a recent gathering of “Climate Champions” of the Presbytery of Port Phillip West, Richard Allen spoke 

of the remarkable progress made by the congregation of Queenscliff- Pt Lonsdale UC, in implementing 

National Assembly’s resolution requesting that “all Synods reach net zero emissions by 2040 at the 

latest.” 

I’m quoting from Richard’s printed report. He says: 

“We as a church community are determined to play our part in fighting global warming and climate 

change with all the means that we are able.” 

Queenscliff’s Action Plan undertakes to remove all the current equipment and appliances that use gas, 

from all the buildings at their three sites… “these will be replaced by electrically powered equipment and 

appliances…that use renewable energy – principally solar – that we generate and store ourselves.” 

As a church community that has no investments or 

bequests, Queenscliff relies significantly on grants, 

donations and fund-raising events. 

Richard Allen is a leader in seeking out opportunities to 

apply for grants.  Good relationships with the Borough of 

Queenscliff, its Climate Emergency Response Plan (CERP) 

and local civic associations has enabled community grant 

applications. 

Projects completed or underway include: 

 Solar battery in Queenscliff Church Hall – 

installation completed. Funded by Powering 

Communities grant. 

 Electric ovens replacing gas in Queenscliff Kitchen, 

funded by Geelong Community Foundation grant. 

 Electrical ducted heating in Bay Room, Queenscliff – 

funded by Community Climate Change and Energy 

Action grant from Sustainability Victoria. 

 Hot water service to kitchens and toilets Queenscliff 

– partially funded by Presbytery of Port Phillip West 

Simpson Fund. 

Five projects are still being investigated, including Energy 

Audit to monitor the outcomes of the above “Out of gas” 

strategy. 

The example of Queenscliff UC is a shining light for congregations around the Presbytery of Port Phillip 

West and Presbytery of Western Victoria to consider, emulate and celebrate.  
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The Justice and International Mission Cluster encourages you to assist Monash University experts in curbing online 
child exploitation by contributing a photo to a world first ethically-sourced and managed image bank for research. 

The project is an initiative of the AiLECS Lab – a collaboration between Monash University’s Faculty of Information 
Technology and the Australian Federal Police – which develops artificial intelligence (AI) technologies that aid police 
and enhance community safety. 

AiLECS researchers are asking persons aged 18 and above to contribute photographs of themselves as children 
through the My Pictures Matter crowdsourcing campaign. These pictures will be used to train AI models to recog-
nise the presence of children in ‘safe’ situations, to help identify ‘unsafe’ situations, and potentially flag child sexual 
exploitation material. 

AiLECS Lab Co-Director Associate Professor Campbell Wilson said, “To develop AI that can identify exploitative im-
ages, we need a huge number of children’s photographs in everyday ‘safe’ contexts that can train and evaluate the 
AI models intended to combat child exploitation.” 

“But sourcing these images from the internet is problematic when there is no way of knowing if the children in 
those pictures have consented for their photographs to be uploaded or used for research.” 

“By obtaining photographs from adults, through informed consent, we are trying to build technologies that are eth-
ically accountable and transparent.” 

The researchers have developed comprehensive strategies for the safe storage and use of this data to preserve the 
privacy of those depicted and processes for ensuring ongoing consent management. 

The project team are not collecting any personal information from contributors other than the email addresses as-
sociated with consent for research use, and these email IDs will be stored separately from the images. 

The images and related data will not include any identifying information, ensuring that images used by researchers 
cannot reveal any personal information about the depicted people. 

People who contribute photos will also be able to get details and updates about each stage of the research if they 
choose to be contacted about the project. They can opt to change use permissions or revoke their research consent 
and withdraw images from the database at a later date. 

Machine learning tools developed with the help of My Pictures Matter campaign will support technologies designed 
to:  

• better protect survivors of abuse from ongoing harm;  

• assist in identifying and prosecuting perpetrators; and,  

• minimise repeated exposure of highly distressing content for the Australian Fed-
eral Police and other law enforcement officers. 

The ultimate goal for developing AI techniques to detect and triage child sexual abuse material was to more rapidly 
identify victims and material not previously seen by law enforcement. The outcome will enable police to intervene 
faster to remove children from harm, stop perpetrators and better protect the community. 

In 2021, the AFP-led Australian Centre to Counter Child Exploitation received more than 33,000 reports of online 
child exploitation, and each report can contain large volumes of images and videos of children being sexually as-
saulted or exploited for the gratification of offenders. 

Reviewing this horrific material can be a slow process. The constant exposure can cause significant psychological 
distress to investigators. AiLECS Lab’s initiatives will support police officers and the children they are trying to pro-
tect. 

The researchers aim to have a large enough database of at least 100,000 ethically-sourced images for training the 
AI algorithm through the My Pictures Matter campaign. 

Monash University, the Australian Federal Police and the Westpac Safer Children Safer Communities grant program 
fund AiLECS Lab’s research.  To learn more about the My Pictures Matter campaign and submit images, please vis-
it: https://mypicturesmatter.org/ 

https://mypicturesmatter.org/?utm_source=Article&utm_medium=Article&utm_campaign=TCITP22&utm_term=&utm_content=TCITP
https://mypicturesmatter.org/?utm_source=Article&utm_medium=Article&utm_campaign=TCITP22&utm_term=&utm_content=TCITP
https://mypicturesmatter.org/?utm_source=Article&utm_medium=Article&utm_campaign=TCITP22&utm_term=&utm_content=TCITP


6 

 

 

https://victas.uca.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Frontier-News-by-Frontier-Services_2023-Nov.pdf
https://uniting.church/engage-together/
https://www.unitingvictas.org.au/christmas-cards/

