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Mark 1:14-20 
14 Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, 15 and 
saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good 
news.” 
16 As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into 
the sea—for they were fishermen. 17 And Jesus said to them, “Follow me and I will make you fish for 
people.” 18 And immediately they left their nets and followed him. 19 As he went a little farther, he 
saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John, who were in their boat mending the nets. 20 
Immediately he called them; and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men, and 
followed him. 
 

We’re following in the steps of Jesus again today, walking along the seashore as 

the Savior casts his net and calls two sets of brothers to be fishers of men. The call is 

simple, the response is direct. In the blink of an eye four lives are changed forever. 

That’s the way Mark likes to tell the story. The oldest gospel, the shortest 

gospel, the one propelled by words like immediately and suddenly. The late Reynolds 

Price, who for a long time was English Professor extraordinaire at Duke University, 

always loved the gospel of Mark because of its energy and conviction. He said says 

part of Mark’s charm was that Mark was not a born writer and so he labored to compel 

our belief that “a Galilean named Jesus discovered himself in early manhood to be the 

Son of God, and that his discovery was confirmed by mighty acts over the powers of 

evil and the forces of nature.” According to Price, it is Mark’s gospel, in striking 

contrast to the other three, which “lays its narrative bet upon action at the expense of 

conversation or monologue. Mark reports the good news—a thing that has happened 

in the sight of human eyes.” And the events that Mark reports make a demand on 

every reader—The time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is at hand, repent and believe 

in the gospel.  
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Those are the first words Jesus speaks in the gospel of Mark. During our time 

together on these Sundays in January we are considering how Jesus has called each 

one of us to repent and believe in the gospel. In today’s scripture we see two brothers 

Andrew and Simon Peter casting their net, simple fishermen who must have assumed 

they would live out their lives at work on the Sea of Galilee. It is difficult to imagine 

that they had any clue what Jesus was talking about when he described fishing for 

people. Perhaps all they knew for certain was that they wanted to follow Jesus. 

The next set of brothers, James and John, are fishing alongside their dad and his 

hired help. I always feel bad for their dad as he watched the next generation of the 

family business walk away. But then we know that Jesus left his own family behind 

when his ministry began. 

The beginning of the story for Andrew, Peter, James and John is simple and 

exciting and there is no looking back for these four men. Because we know the story, 

because we can easily “fast forward” to the scene where Peter, Andrew, James and 

John gather in the upper room with Jesus the night before his arrest, we tend to take 

their decision to follow Jesus for granted. But these are grown men who make their 

living with strong backs and weathered hands, not pouring over scrolls in the 

synagogue. What was it about Jesus that compelled these four fishermen to abandon 

the security of a regular job that put food on the table? 

Have you ever wondered what conditions need to be present, how the stars need 

to align, in order for grown men and women to leave behind the path that is familiar in 

their lives in order to follow Jesus? That’s quite a detour, a real leap of faith. Maybe 

your own faith journey began later in life. Recently I read the story of a pastor named 

Mike Fleischmann who made it his personal quest over several years to investigate 

how adults who have grown up outside the church find Jesus and decide to follow him. 

Mike explains in an article for Christianity Today that he became suspicious that all 
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the experts on adult conversion were folks like him who had always been inside the 

church and filtered everything through that bias. 

“I'm a pastor, not a researcher,” Mike wrote, “but with the assistance of two 

sociologists from Oregon State University, I decided to find out when, why, and how 

those not raised in the church come to faith in Christ.” 

Mike and his research team found people like that in churches across the country 

who were willing to share their stories. “They worshipped in rock-and-roll 

megachurches and quiet roadside chapels. They lived out their faith in little towns in 

Wisconsin and sprawling cities of Southern California. Eventually, through surveys, 

personal interviews, and statistical analysis, I compared the faith experiences of more 

than 3,000 believers from 31 states and a dozen denominations.” 

“I interviewed those who came to Christ as teenagers in the midst of losing a 

parent or battling drugs. Others had wrestled through the decision in college. Young 

marrieds in their twenties had come to faith, as well as new parents in their thirties. 

There were career people in their forties and grandparents in their fifties. The oldest 

person we talked to who'd made a decision for Christ was a woman named Karen, who 

in her mid-sixties, simply felt that after all those years, something was just missing.” 

Meeting Karen reminded Mike of a story from his early days as a pastor. He was 

new in town, and out to make a home visit on an elderly widow in the church. When 

Irene saw him at the door, she looked delighted and welcomed him in. Stepping into 

her little home, Mike was surprised to see an older gentleman sitting on the couch. He 

quickly discovered he had been mistaken. Irene was not a widow at all. She simply 

had attended church alone for 61 years of marriage. Lyle, her husband, wasn't against 

religion; he had just never been interested. He was a good husband, and for six 

decades the arrangement worked just fine. 
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“Lyle was quite a character, and I liked him,” Mike remembers. “Lyle had spent 

years playing the guitar in dance halls across the state and, though now in his eighties, 

he still liked to pull out his red electric Gibson guitar. We had a common love of 

music, and out of that a friendship grew. Finally one day I mustered up the courage to 

ask him what was stopping him from being a believer. It turns out there was nothing 

significant. He asked me to explain to him what exactly it meant to be a Christian, and 

as I shared I was utterly amazed at how naturally he trusted Christ. 

“I will never forget the next Sunday morning when Irene walked into church for 

the first time in 61 years on the arm of her husband, a testimony to the patient grace of 

God and the persistent faith of a praying wife. To her delight, Irene was never again 

mistaken for a widow at church.” 

Statistically, a pastor or youth leader is more likely to nudge someone from a 

Christian home toward a decision than to help an unchurched person find faith. What 

made the real difference with the unchurched were personal relationships. The 

majority who find Christ, look back and say that it was a friend who influenced them 

toward faith. In Mike’s interviews, over and over again, people shared about someone 

in a relationship with them. 

This friendship may have been for a lifetime or just a season, but it was the right 

person at the right time that helped bring them to faith. 

A young man named Mark only had two memories of church—once attending a 

Mormon ward and another time a Buddhist chapel. But with the encouragement of a 

Christian friend, and after a summer of soul-searching, his moment came when he had 

to identify his faith preference in a comparative religion class. He heard himself say 

"Christian." That's all. However, 20 years later, he embraces that moment as his 

defining confession of faith. 
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When Marie was in the midst of a terrible divorce, she joined a women's Bible 

study with her neighbor, came to understand God's love, and was baptized a year later. 

Susan was an alcoholic who started dropping her daughter off at church. 

Eventually she went in also, and for the first three months would respond every week 

to the altar call. I asked her which time she considers the beginning of her life as a 

Christian. 

"None of them," she responded. "Six months later I went to Costco and bought 

myself a Bible. Sitting in the car, I took it out of the box and wrote the date in the 

front, May 11, 1997. That became my flag in the ground, the day I became a 

Christian." 

One other important discovery from Mike’s research was that, of those 

Christians with an unchurched background, most report coming to faith in the midst of 

a significant transition or crisis. Most often it's family-related—either transitioning 

into parenthood or coping with a marriage crisis. But other times the crisis may relate 

to addiction, illness, death, finances, even world catastrophes. The transition may be 

into a new relationship, a new community, or a new career. These circumstances often 

are the open window of opportunity for the gospel to take root. 

Like the story of Jeff. At age 39, religion had never been part of his life. He 

never read a page in the Bible. He never attended church. It simply never mattered 

before. 

Last fall, after 12 years of marriage, he found himself a widower and a single 

dad. His wife had contracted swine flu and suddenly died. The next week he was 

walking through town almost in a daze when he wandered into the store of Bill, a man 

in Mike’s church. The two soon discovered they had several things in common, and 

before long Jeff revealed his tragic circumstances. Bill had no idea what to say other 

than to ask if he believed in God. Jeff said he wasn't sure. Bill told Jeff that he should 
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come to church with him. It really wasn't much of a presentation, but for the first time 

in Jeff's life, the window was open. 

Three days later Jeff came to church for the first time.  

“I don't want to speak for him about where he is on his faith journey,” Mike said, 

“but God is undeniably at work in his life. When I see Jeff and his young son walk 

into church each Sunday, Bibles in hand, praying, learning, growing, bringing along 

family and friends, it's clear that he's on the way. I'm just the lucky guy who gets to 

watch the Father draw him in.” 

Jesus has never stopped calling those who follow him to fish more men and 

women and young people. More and more, we will need to cast our nets outside the 

church. The child who grows up sitting in the church pew every Sunday until he or she 

is old enough to attend the pastor’s class and prepare for baptism is no longer the 

norm. People inside the church will need to reach out to people who have been outside 

the church all their lives. We will need to listen for times of transition underway in the 

lives of those we meet. And we will need to understand that when a heart opens, even 

the tiniest seed can take the deepest root and the simplest relationship can make all the 

difference. 
 
“How Outsiders Find Faith” by Mike Fleischmann, pastor, Inland Hills Community Church, Oceanside, CA 
From Christianity Today, 2010. 


