
10th January 2016             Preacher: Leslie Griffiths

Hymns: 11 “Holy, holy, holy, Lord God almighty”
159 “Not far beyond the sea nor high”
436 “What shall I do my God to love”
355 “Jesu, lover of my soul”

Readings: Amos 5:7-15
Acts 8:14-25

“SIMONEY – A SIN FOR ALL SEASONS”

First of all it was Perrier – or Evian.

Then we brought the fashion nearer home – from Buxton, Harrogate and the 
Chilterns.

“Still or fizzy?” – they ask. And so the fad of bottled water arrived. It continues to 
amaze me.

Millions of pounds are spent on public health programmes so that clean and 
drinkable water can gush out of our taps. We’ve paid for it in our taxes. And we pay 
for it on our water bills. So there’s no further charge. And yet, in the poshest of 
restaurants, we prefer to cough up.

London water has been drunk 13 times already when we drink it. It’s as clean as can 
be imagined for the simple fact that it’s been filtered through Welsh anthracite coal! 
And “Welsh anthracite coal” almost inevitable means that it came out of the ground 
just over the hill from where I began my life. So London water has got to be good. 
And yet we still like our water in smart, branded, bijou, bottles. Ty Nant for example. I 
was eating at a restaurant in the part of Wales where this water comes from. You can 
get it from the river, the lake, the rain, or the tap. And yet we were offered it in a dinky 
blue bottle at our table. It all led a friend of mine, eating with me, to say:

“Duw, duw, Les; paying for our own water now. Daft I call it. They’re selling 
everything these days. If they could bottle the air we’re breathing, they’d be selling 
that too.”

We live in a consumer age. Customer choice has become our watchword. 
Everything becomes a commodity. Even the water we drink.

It’s water that I’m supposed to be talking about today. The “official” subject of the day 
is “the baptism of Jesus”. But I’ve left that to Jennifer who’s already preached it at 
our earlier service. I’ve concentrated on the reading from the Acts of the Apostles 
which describes baptisms taking place in Samaria. Second generation Christianity is 
making baptism the initiation right for emerging Christian communities. They make 
the distinction between a baptism in water – to wash away sin or to symbolise the 
washing away of sin; and the Holy Spirit as a kind of Chemotherapy.



When I looked at this reading, it was so short that our chosen reader would scarcely 
have enough material to work on. So I let my eye run down the page. And I found 
this extraordinary story, rarely dealt with in sermons (I’ve certainly never preached on 
it), the story of Simon the Magician. It’s a story worth hearing – and it should set 
alarm bells ringing. Let’s rehearse its main features now.

 The Christians are persecuted and this scatters them abroad. They’ve got 
themselves into a bit of a huddle in Jerusalem. But now they are out and 
about. I’ve read Thomas Pikaetty’s “Capital”, a magisterial overview of the 
economy of western countries of the last hundred years, and he has shown 
beyond reasonable doubt that we break out of set patterns, we move beyond 
vested interests, only when a major disruption happens. The two World Wars 
gave western countries the opportunity to do some different things. That’s 
what happened to the Christians. Persecution made it necessary for them to 
be pragmatic, dynamic, and interested in developing their message. This got them into places they were previously suspicious of. For conventional 
Jews, Samaria is one of those places into which you went only if you had 
great daring. What Tiger Bay was to Cardiff, Samaria was to the Jews. A 
frightful and menacing place. Once there, they met people with strange histories, odd beliefs, dubious 
habits. Simon the magician is one. Like so many others, he submits to the 
new power he sees at work. Their magic is clearly more powerful than his. 
And he wants what they’ve got. So he signs up for it. Simon the magician approaches Peter and John. “Name your price,” he says. 
Whatever magic they are performing, he (magician to the end) is impressed. 
He’d like to add their tricks to his repertoire. And, for his cheek, he gets it in the neck (no pun intended!). Whatever it is 
that Peter and John are doing, whatever power they have to do what they are 
doing, it is NOT FOR SALE. He goes away excoriated, his tail between his 
legs.

And he leaves his name behind, a word in our dictionaries, that ought to serve as a 
warning to all subsequent generations. Simony: beware of temptation to commodify 
spiritual experience; to commercialise the Gospel; to put a price tag on what we live 
and preach.

Since time immemorial, the Church has forgotten this simple message. It’s neglected 
and ignored it. Consider the following instances:

 Chaucer’s “Canterbury Tales”, a brilliant 14th Century parody of contemporary 
life, is full of the worldly habits of friars, reeves, pardoners, nuns and priests – 
all (in the manner of El Chapo) on the make. Martin Luther’s protestation in 1517 was not simply against the Roman 
Catholic Church but again the decision by Pope Julius the Second to send out 
an army of friars to sell indulgences. That is, for the appropriate price, you 
could buy a certificate that would cut your time in purgatory by a significant 
amount of time. And all this to raise money for the building of St Peter’s 
Cathedral in Rome.



 In our own day, we’ve read in our newspapers about Pastors in certain 
churches who get Ferrari cars from their congregation as Christmas presents. 
I’ve tried so hard to be nice to all of you and yet I’m still left with a Ford Focus 
that I had to buy myself! Such Pastors are sometimes even put into prison for 
tax fraud. We ourselves have suffered from embezzlement here at Wesley’s Chapel. As 
we’ve gone through all the tiresome procedures to tighten our systems, we’ve 
become aware of church after church, charity after charity, that has suffered in 
the same way. Some people think of church funds as if they were a bran tub 
into which you thrust your arm to see how big a prize you can come up with. Then there’s the teaching of some churches about “tithing”. There is certainly 
a mention of it in the Bible. And yet to impose it as a kind of tax is so 
regressive. It turns church membership into a taxed activity. It offends against 
the notion of a “freewill offering” and the scriptural idea that “God loves a 
cheerful giver”.

Again and again, Christians have shown a capacity to turn their affairs into a money-
driven system where – as Oscar Wilde put it so clearly: we know the cost of 
everything and the value of nothing.

At the risk of sending you all to sleep, I want to quote now from two radio scripts 
which I’ve delivered this week. They’ve both touched on the subject of friends and 
friendship. Let me quote myself!!!

On Radio 1, I referred to the fact that I’d been reading the messages that have come 
with our Christmas cards. There’s time to do this when the festivities are over. And 
this is what I said: “I’ve come to realised how blessed we’ve been by our friends. My 
friends come in all shapes and sizes, they’re all ages and live all over the world; they 
know all my jokes and yet pretend to hear them as if for the first time. Where would 
we have been without them? All the money from all the Russian oligarchs in the 
world could never have bought what they have given us down the ages – down the 
years – love, solidarity, an interest in what’s happening to us and precious memories 
by the bucketful. They are the best Christmas present ever.”

And then for BBC Radio Wales, I referred to the foulest day the world has ever seen. 
I was in Edinburgh and fed up with it all. And then it happened. “The friend I was 
waiting for arrives and, in the twinkling of an eye, the mood changes… it was 
wonderful yet again to experience the chemistry of friendship. A friend is the surest 
antidote the poison of despair… if only we could picture the coming of Christ as if it 
were the arrival of a friend on a dark and gloomy day. That would banish despair 
alright.”

The best things in life are free. Let it be known that we charge nothing in this church 
for baptisms, weddings, or funerals. We, after all, have received the grace of God. 
We must not let it go for nothing. And yet, another pun, unless we let it flow for 
nothing we fail to get its advantage or to do our duty.

Last evening I was waiting for my colleague Kido who was arriving back from South 
Korea. In his usual charming way, he chose the most convenient plane to travel on – 
the very last one arriving at Heathrow before they shut the airport. Whilst waiting for 



him, I found myself standing next to a man carrying a bunch of flowers. Every time 
the doors opened to pour more passengers into the concourse, his eyes lit up in 
keen expectation. We started talking. He told me that he was from Afghanistan and 
an Asylum Seeker. He’d been on his own for two years. Since the day that the 
Taliban knocked on his front door and, when his aged parents answered it, shot them 
both dead. He’d escaped through a back window of his dwelling. He’s had to wait 
two years for his wife to join him. Bureaucratic misery but now, at last, she was about 
to arrive. When she did come through the doors, I simply ceased to exist, there was 
only one person at the centre of his universe. I was moved deeply to see the way 
they threw themselves into each other’s arms. Reunited at last.

The prophet Amos knew about the kind of times he was living in. And so often, 
they’re the same kind of times we’re living in too. Let’s listen to him all over again:

I know how many are your crimes,
how monstrous your sins:
you bully the innocent, extort ransoms,
and in court push the destitute out of the way.
In such a time, therefore, it is prudent to stay quiet,
for it is an evil time.

Seek good, and not evil,
that you may live,
that the Lord, the God of hosts, may be with you,
as you claim he is.

Hate evil, and love good,
establish justice in the courts;
it may be that the Lord, the God of hosts,
will show favour to the descendants of Joseph.

We’ve created a world run by monsters. And we’ve forgotten how to enjoy what God 
in his providence has put our way. Power and wealth pull the levers, call the tune, 
choose the winners. It just isn’t good enough. We have to rediscover the grace and 
generosity of God that lie at the very heart of things. We must ask ourselves what we 
do with our freedoms.

I feel another sermon coming on. I must return to this.

Meanwhile – let’s resolve this Sunday morning to think more about the value of 
things than about their cost.

Amen.


