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In this morning’s reading from Mark’s gospel, Jesus walks along the shore of the Sea of 
Galilee and begins calling his first disciples – Simon and Andrew, James and John – all 
of them fishermen. “Follow me,” Jesus says, “and I will make you fish for people.”  
 
Most of us, I think, are pretty comfortable with the idea of following Jesus, of being his 
disciples, of following his example. But the idea of fishing for people doesn't set well 
with us. Let’s face it. It’s a problematic metaphor. Fishing with a net involves trapping 
schools of fish and forcibly hauling them out of the water, where they flop around and 
gasp for air until they suffocate and die. Fishing with a hook and line involves 
disguising the hook with some kind of bait or lure. When a fish takes the bait, if it’s not 
careful it gets hooked, only to be reeled in against its will as it thrashes and strains at 
the line. If that’s what fishing for people looks like, we don’t want any part of it! 
 
Personally, I’ve never liked fishing much. Oh, I went fishing when I was little with my 
father and grandfather. But I never liked baiting the hook with a slimy, squirmy worm. 
If we ever caught a fish, I didn’t like removing the hook from the fish’s mouth. And if 
the fish we caught were big enough to bring home for dinner, I didn’t like their taste 
very much, either, though my tastes have changed since then. 
 
Maybe my dislike for fishing had something to do with the fact that my parents 
wouldn’t let me have any pets except for tropical fish. Or maybe it was my fascination 
with marine life more generally. I loved visiting the New York Aquarium on Coney 
Island and watching the Undersea World of Jacques Cousteau on TV. I enjoyed 
snorkeling around coral reefs. And by the time I was 15 years old, I was a certified 
SCUBA diver. Over the years, Susan and I have had many wonderful adventures 
snorkeling and SCUBA diving in the waters of the Caribbean and the Pacific. 
 
Last year, a remarkable documentary began streaming on Netflix entitled “My Octopus 
Teacher.” Bill Miller first brought it to my attention. I know some others of you have 
watched it as well. It follows the experience of Craig Foster, a South African filmmaker, 
who was feeling burned out, depressed, and at odds with his family. He decides to put 
his career on hold and reconnect with his roots near his hometown of Cape Town, 
South Africa. He begins free-diving every day in the icy cold waters off the coast of the 
Western Cape. And one day, while diving amidst the underwater kelp forest there, 
something very odd captures his attention.  
 
Here’s the movie trailer. Take a look. [SHOW VIDEO] 
 
Craig Foster visited that octopus every day for nearly a year, and gradually, over time, 
he won her trust. An intimate bond grew between them, in which the octopus played 
with Foster and allowed him into her world to see how she sleeps, lives, and eats. The 



octopus became his teacher, showing him things no human had ever witnessed before. 
She taught him about the fragility of life and humanity's connection with nature.  
 
“She taught me humility,” Foster says. “She taught me compassion. She opened my 
mind to just how complex and precious wild creatures are.” “She was teaching me to 
become sensitized to the other…You slowly start to care about all the animals. Even the 
tiniest little animals… you realize that everyone is very important.” And what he 
learned from the octopus helped him to create a deeper relationship with his son as 
well, as his son matured as a diver and a student of marine life. 
 
Craig Foster’s experience got me thinking about alternatives to Jesus’ fishing metaphor. 
I started wondering if snorkeling or SCUBA diving might be a better metaphor than 
fishing. Instead of trying to haul fish into our boat with a net or a hook and line, what if 
we got out of the boat and into the water to interact with the fish in their own natural 
environment, just as Foster did? To extend the metaphor, instead of putting out bait to 
attract people to our church (whether the bait be a special program or event, new 
signage, or a glitzy advertising campaign), what if we took our church to the people 
where they live, work, and play? What would that look like? 
 
This past week, the Session began studying a book by Robert Schnase entitled Five 
Practices of Fruitful Congregations, which I hope will help us answer those questions. 
Right from the first chapter, it became clear that St. Andrew’s slow decline in 
membership and worship attendance is due in part to our sole reliance on an 
attractional model of church growth. 
 
“Most congregations, consciously or unconsciously, operate with attractional 
assumptions,” writes Schnase. “They imagine that a person, a couple, or a family 
becomes aware of their church, perhaps through the invitation of a friend, an 
advertisement on a billboard, or by driving past the sanctuary. Churches then hope that 
what the new persons hear or see will draw them toward the congregation. They 
assume that the visitors will share a common interest in the purpose of the church or 
feel a desire to form an affinity with the church. A yearning to learn, grow spiritually, 
belong, and serve will cause them to visit and will lead them to greater participation.” 
 
“The church assumes that some newcomers will find the congregation so appealing that 
they willingly overcome any hesitancies they may feel about entering unfamiliar space 
with unfamiliar people and unfamiliar habits. With every-increasing experience with 
the church, the newcomers will feel they belong, strengthen their faith commitments, 
and become members in order to benefit from the church’s ministries and support its 
mission. The church woos them to deeper relationship and surrounds them with the 
grace of God.” 
 
That sounds like how we have been approaching church growth at St. Andrew. We 
assume that’s how new members will come to St. Andrew, because that’s how most of 
us found our way here. So, we keep asking how can we attract new members? How can 
we attract young families with children to St. Andrew? How can we attract youth to our 
congregation?  
 
The thing is, attractional models of church growth don’t work like they used to. Times 
have changed. Our culture no longer expects people to attend worship as it once did. 
Indeed, our culture now offers all kinds of activities on Sundays that compete for 



people’s time. For decades Americans have been disengaging from all kinds of 
organizations – clubs, sports leagues, community service organizations, and other 
voluntary associations – not just churches. Most people don’t want to become a member 
of anything. Moreover, generations of people have grown up never having set foot in a 
church. They have no familiarity with the Bible. They’ve never attended a worship 
service. They don’t have the vocabulary with which to think about faith. And “most 
young adults believe the church is . . . judgmental, hypocritical, out of touch, anti-
homosexual, insensitive, old-fashioned, and boring.” Who can blame them given most 
of what they see of Christianity in the media. 
 
“When people do not find the idea of church appealing,” Schnase writes, “they are not 
attracted to what we do, no matter how well we do it.” 
 
So, in addition to the attractional approach of inviting people to “come and see,” 
Schnase says that churches need to also take a missional approach in which we “go and 
do.”  
 
“Jesus does not sit passively waiting for people to come to him,” Schnase points out. 
“He meets people right where they are, literally and metaphorically, engaging them 
where they actually live and work and also wherever they are spiritually.”  
 
That’s what keeps drawing me back to the image of Craig Foster free-diving, day after 
day, off the coast of South Africa, to spend time with an octopus right where she lives -- 
to get to know her, to build trust with her, to learn from her. His experience strikes me 
as a far better metaphor for reaching out to people with the love of God than does the 
metaphor of fishing. 
 
“God’s grace compels us to go places we might never go if left to our own preference 
and convenience,” Schnase writes. “In a broken world, no church can sit still when 
drawn into the mission of Christ. A missional focus gives the church an ever-restless 
quality, pushing us outward into the world among the people who are so loved by God 
that he gave his only Son.” 
 
“Working with missional assumptions and attractional assumptions is not an either/or 
choice,” he says. “Healthy, fruitful, growing congregations seek to do both with 
excellence.” 
 
May this perspective help inform our prayer and discernment about what God has in 
mind for St. Andrew into the future. I look forward to our Annual Congregational 
Meeting next Sunday following worship, when we will have a chance to hear what has 
been bubbling up for some of you, who have sought the leading of God’s Spirit over the 
past couple of months. May God continue to support and uphold us as we move 
forward together into this new year. 


