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Content Module #1  

Ingredients of Neighboring Soup  Lab 1, Week 1 

Introduction 
Welcome to the Good Neighbor Experiment. This curriculum was 
created by the Neighboring Movement for small groups in Christian 
community. Often this material is written in the voice of Neighboring 
Movement co-founders Matthew Johnson and Rev. Adam Barlow-
Thompson, however, it was written as a collaboration. Special thanks 
to Rev. Karen Rice Ratzlaff and Ph.D. candidate Lisa Hancock for 
their significant contribution. Also, thanks to the neighbors and 
communities who have taught us so much of the lessons in this 
material. To learn more about the authors check out the author’s bio 
section at the end of the Lab. Also, visit neighboringmovement.org 
for more neighboring tools.  

Picture This… 
One Sunday morning, I (Adam) was a guest preacher at a church, and 
the scripture for the day was the great commandments: 

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with 
all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your 
strength.’ The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” 
Mark 12:30-31 

Before the sermon, the children’s pastor used the same verse to ask the question, “Who is your 
neighbor?” First, she said all the kids were neighbors, then everyone in the congregation, then 
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 everyone in their town, then their state, then their country, and then the whole world! Finally, 
several people in the congregation stood up, holding the pictures of planets of our solar system 
and she told the kids that everyone in the universe...even the aliens...are our neighbors. In a way 
she was right, but I couldn’t help but cringe knowing that my sermon was about to emphasize 
nearly the opposite point. 

John Wesley, the Anglican priest who initiated the Methodist movement, has a famous quote 
where he boldly proclaims, “The world is my parish!” He goes on to say that wherever he finds 
himself is the place where he is to be in ministry. I think of this quote as I sit on my front porch. 
This is my slice of the world. It is the place where I lay my head, where I come to for respite, and 
where my family calls home. Also, this is my parish. 

My call to neighbor, used here as a verb, is a call to claim my ministry as something I do in the 
place I live, not just inside the church. 

This is what the Good Neighbor Experiment is all about. Through a combination of spiritual 
practices, neighboring practices, and advocating for neighboring within your church, we hope this 
experiment will provide new expressions of what it means to be a follower of Christ. In a world 
where fewer people are going to church, neighboring is a perfect way to bring the love of God 
into the world. 

Scripture: The Greatest Commandment 
Most people intuitively understand that being a better neighbor is a good thing to do. Without 
much convincing, people agree that knowing the names of their neighbors would be helpful. We 
believe neighboring is far more than just “helpful.” Neighboring is a movement to reclaim 
community, keep isolation at bay, bolster public health, strengthen civic engagement, stimulate 
the economy, and transform community based institutions. 

Church life has lots of activity: committee meetings, potlucks, fundraising, mission trips, small 
groups, conferences, bake sales, mailers, trunk-or-treats, youth events, children's pageants, and 
on and on and on. 

It feels like we, the Church, are still asking the question, “Which commandment is the first of all?” 
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Is it the command to have a thriving youth group? Or maybe the command to have the best worship 
band? Actually, I bet it was the command to be all things to all people. Of course not!!! The 
commands are still the same! 

Jesus patiently and pointedly repeats: 

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your mind, and with all your strength.” The second is this, “You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.” There is no other commandment greater than these.’ Mark 12:30-31 

This command is so simple, yet church doesn’t feel simple. All this activity is not inherently bad, of 
course. In fact, one could argue that it contributes to the overall good and therefore helps the 
metaphorical neighbor. But in the context of this passage, the neighbor is not metaphorical at all. In 
fact, in verse 31 Jesus quotes Leviticus 19:18, which is all about instructing the Israelites on how to 
live together well. Jesus is not talking about “neighbor” in the abstract, but actual, in-the-flesh 
neighbors. The minute we turn “neighbor” into a metaphor, we relieve ourselves from the type of 
human interactions that God modeled in the incarnate Jesus. Neighboring requires us to be 
incarnate with our actual neighbor. 

You know, the guy on your block who blasts loud music. The elderly person who finds a way to 
make a 2 minute conversation into 20. The kid next door who keeps throwing junk over the fence. 
The person across the street who always has a political sign of the candidate you detest. These are 
our neighbors. These are the very people God calls us to love, and for whom we are to seek the 
good. Neighboring is not just something we do at church--it is critical to who we are as the Body of 
Christ in the world. 

My dream is that churches will become training grounds for neighboring. Instead of the main event 
happening on Sunday morning, what if a church focused all its energy and resources on becoming a 
good neighbor? Christ already is acting in our neighborhoods! When the church is a good neighbor, 
two great things happen. First, we embody God’s love in our neighborhoods. Second, we see the 
living Christ in the faces of our neighbors. It gives me chills to imagine that possibility! 

Focus: The Three Ingredients of Neighboring Soup 
I love making soups! It is a meal that allows me to be creative and add my own taste into the 
recipes. With soup, you can mix and match your favorite ingredients to achieve the best taste for 
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 that day. Of course, not following a recipe exactly can come with some risk, but the risk also 
means you can hone your taste and skills as a chef. Neighboring is a lot like making soup. 

We have discovered there are 3 key ingredients for Neighboring Soup. These ingredients are 
relationship, abundance, and joy. When we put these 3 ingredients together we arrive at this 
definition:  

Good neighboring is the combination of  

fostering long-term relationships with the people who live near to you  

focusing on the abundance of gifts they possess, and   

following joy as it leads you toward authenticity.  

Throughout this Lab we will explore what these ingredients mean and how we can cultivate 
more of all 3 into our lives. Each Lab of the Good Neighbor Experiment helps us live more 
fully into these ingredients and being a good neighbor.  

 

 

We like the analogy of soup because from day to day our Neighboring Soup will taste 
different depending on the flavor of life at that moment in time. The more we practice 
neighboring, the better we understand the ingredients and how to mix the ingredients we 
have with the reality of life. 

Free to Fail 
Believe it or not, even at the Neighboring Movement we are imperfect humans! (wink, wink) 
We try things that don’t work, have ideas that are half-baked, and make flat out mistakes. 
Even when things don’t go as we’d hoped, we try to learn from those failures and move 
forward. That’s why you might hear someone in our community saying, “Free to Fail!” Our 
identity and sense of worth is not defined by our failure (or success), it is defined by God’s 
love for us. We want to encourage you to embrace this motto for yourself.  
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 It’s our way of reminding each other that our work does not have to be perfect to have value. 
Instead, failure is data. Failure can lead to innovation and dramatic discoveries. 

Each of the sessions will include a section about being “Free to Fail” where we will share a real 
life story about experiments that didn’t go as planned and how they helped us learn what might 
come next. 

What Neighboring Ain’t! 
We’ve defined what good neighboring is, now we need to be really clear about two things 

neighboring is not. First, neighboring is not a tool to convert your neighbors to Christianity. 

Second, neighboring is not a ploy to get your neighbors to attend your church. These are agendas 

that need to be acknowledged and dismissed.  

To love our neighbors is to get to know them and to be committed to their well-being. It could be 

harmful to your neighbors if you invested in a relationship with them and they discovered you 

actually just wanted to convert them to Christianity or invite them to church. It is harmful 

because it may feel like a hidden agenda to your neighbor. “Gosh, I thought Matt wanted to be 

my friend, but actually he was just being nice to me so I would start going to his church. I think 

I’ll steer clear of that guy.”  

You do not want to do anything that will make your neighbors feel like you deceived them with 

kindness, just so you can trick them into attending your church. Such an act would be a violation 

of trust. Therefore, at no point, during The Good Neighbor Experiment, will you be asked to invite 

your neighbors to church. (Love is only love if it is given with no strings attached.) 

In Lab 2, we will spend considerable time talking about all the reasons we are called to love our 

neighbor (spoiler alert: it never involves increasing church attendance). But for the short-term, let 

me share that if a neighbor asked me why I think it is important to have relationships with my 

neighbors, I would tell them: because it is good for me, it is good for my neighbors, and it is good 

for our neighborhood. No deception, no tricks, no manipulation: just the plain truth.  

And just to be clear, you may get to know some neighbors who are looking for a church. If so, you 

can certainly invite them. When that happens, it is the result of an existing relationship and 

always initiated by the neighbor first.  
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Experiment: Taste Test 
The “Taste Test” is one of my favorite parts of making soup. It is the moment when you gauge 
where you are and make a decision on what to add next. We have created a Neighboring Soup 
“Taste Test” to guide self reflection on neighboring and how we can improve our neighboring 
skills.  These questions will give you a feel for the key ingredients of neighboring and how you 
personally relate to them. 

To take the test, follow the instructions below. 

1. Go to neighboringmovement.org/tastetest 

2. Complete the Taste Test assessment. 

3. Your results will be emailed to you. Allow about 15 minutes after completion. Use the 
ingredients list on page 7 to help interpret your answers. 

***A note about scores and assessments. The Taste Test is a self assessment to aid reflection in 
this moment of your specific life. We DO NOT recommend flaunting your high score or feeling 
ashamed about your bad score. 

I took the assessment and got 45 out of 70. The key learnings for me: I am doing well at self 
reflection. Areas of struggle include celebrating and prioritizing relationships over outcomes.  As 
a result I am going to routinely make a gratitude list to help ground me in the smaller 
celebrations. 

After you take the assessment, compare your results with page 7 which includes the definition of 
Good Neighbors and Good Neighboring as well as an explanation of the 3 ingredients. Each 
ingredient has 2 primary practices. These are exercises that help strengthen the 3 ingredients. 

Steeping  
1. When have you connected with neighbors? What brought you together? 

2. Can you think of a time when your neighbors were more neighborly than you? What did 
they do? How did you feel? 

3. Which of the Neighboring Soup ingredients is most comfortable for you? Why do you think 
that is? 

4. Which of the Neighboring Soup ingredients are you most curious about? Why does that one 
stand out to you? 

As you finish this week be sure to go to neighboringmovement.org to explore more resources for 
neighboring you can also find us on Facebook or Twitter! 

http://www.neighboringmovement.org/tastetest
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The Neighboring Soup Ingredients 
Below are the three ingredients of good neighboring. Consider this your grocery list for making 
great neighboring soup. Each is listed with practices that increase the flavor of the ingredient. 

Good neighboring is the act of connecting with the people who live near to you by fostering 
long-term relationships, focusing on the gifts neighbors possess, and following joy toward 

authenticity. 

A good neighbor is defined as a person who intentionally develops relationships with the 
people living near them while focusing on giftedness, abundance, and joy. 

Relationship:  Neighbors value meaningful relationships knowing that community is essential 
for health and happiness.  

• Relationship with God: Neighbors are grounded in practices that help them connect with 
God and help them become self-aware. They prioritize their spiritual health, so they can 
build healthy relationships with others. 

• Design: Neighbors design their homes, calendars, and relationships to create space for 
other people. Neighbors adjust their routines and rhythms in order to make neighboring 
the path of least resistance. 

Abundance:  Neighbors seek to operate from a posture of provision by focusing on the skills, 
gifts, and commitments of their neighbors. They also acknowledge that many of our systems limit 
who has access to these provisions.  

• Gifts Focus: Neighbors practice being gifts focused. They start with the assumption that 
all people are gifted and that when we use our gifts, we experience wholeness and our 
community gets stronger. 

• Generosity: Neighbors practice generosity by sharing their gifts and resources. They 
recognize that wealth alone does not achieve happiness and are quick to find ways to 
contribute. 

Joy:  Neighbors radiate joy! By embracing their gifts and the gifts of others, neighbors live more 
fully into their authentic self. With this as their root, they are able to honor both happiness and 
sorrow inside joy.  

• Storytelling: Neighbors find clarity, direction, and joy through telling their stories. In 
storytelling, they remember how God has met them through the practice of loving their 
neighbors. 

• Celebration: Neighbors celebrate with gratitude, inviting others to join the celebration 
whenever possible.  Celebration produces joy and reminds good neighbors that they are 
free-to-fail. Celebration reveals abundance and encourages future experimentation. 
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Introduction: Picture this… 
It was the end of a long day. Catherine and I (Matt) had just finished 
dinner and were feeling worn out by life. In the midst of 
decompressing, there was a knock on the door. It was a neighbor, I’ll 
call her Janis (not her real name), who lives a few blocks away and 
drops by occasionally. Janis is one of those people in my life who rubs 
me the wrong way, and on a night when I really just wanted to relax, 
her visit pushed me toward anger and resentment. She asked to come 
in so she could talk. As she walked into the dining room, I could feel 
the blood rush to my head and my jaw clench.   

Fortunately, Catherine was there with me, and she sat to listen to Janis. I, in an act of rebellion, 
decided I could listen and wash the dishes at the same time. I turned my back to Janis and began 
my work. Then, something unexpected happened. As I stood there washing the dishes, I 
remembered a simple breath prayer: Lord, Jesus Christ, have mercy on me. It was a prayer I had 
learned in order to ask Jesus for help, which is exactly what I needed.  

And so I began my silent breath prayer. 

Inhale: Lord, Jesus Christ 
Exhale: have mercy on me. 

Inhale: Lord, Jesus Christ 
Exhale: have mercy on me. 

With each breath, I could feel my anger melting until it was gone. It was odd, because at no point 
did I ask Jesus to take away my anger. I just invited him to show me mercy. 
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 As I finished the dishes, I turned and listened to Janis as she finished her story. It occurred to me 
that I felt peaceful, rested, and in no particular hurry for her to leave. Ah, grace! 

Focus: Interactive Relationship with God 
Next week, we will explore the ingredient of relationship as it pertains to our literal neighbors. 
But before we get there, I want to give us a foundational cornerstone for loving our neighbors: a 
healthy, loving, interactive, relationship with God. 

Our relationship with God is the source of love in our lives. We discover that God’s love for us is 
unconditional, abundant, and has no bounds. When such love takes root in our hearts, we can’t 
help but to be loving, joyful, peaceful, patient, kind, good, gentle, generous, and self-controlled 
(Galatians 5:22-23). And that fruit does not show up abstractly, it shows up concretely as we get 
to know our neighbors. Even the neighbor who annoys me after a stressful day. 

The idea that we can live in an interactive relationship with God may sound crazy, but it is 
precisely what Jesus came to show us. 

In our interactive relationship with Jesus we are learning to do life as he would do it. This is a 
moment-by-moment learning that includes every aspect of our lives, not just going to church on 
Sunday morning, but how we treat our families on Monday morning and how we interact with 
our neighbors on Saturday afternoon. We do this, not through our own willpower, but instead by 
allowing the grace of God to flow through us. 

But how do we get there? How do we begin to have an interactive relationship 
with God? The first thing to do is to ask for it. I believe the Bible offers a clear and 
compelling narrative that God desires what is best for us, and furthermore, that 
God will lead us there. 

A second step is to simply practice. If we can recognize that Jesus continues to teach us through 
insights that we gain, nudges that direct us, and conflict that unsettles us, we can begin to see 
that Jesus is an ever-present teacher seeking to guide us into eternal life (which starts now, not 
just when we die). The spiritual practices help us recognize Jesus’ leading in our lives and train us 
to cooperate with that leading.  

Practices such as worship and Bible study help us orient our lives around the Trinity. Practices 
like scripture meditation and worship help us identify how God is inviting us forward. And 
practices like confession and fasting invite us to release the burdens that hold us. But the 
practices don’t stop there. They can include meditation, rest, gratitude, service, and dishwashing. 
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Note: All scripture citations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version, unless otherwise noted.  

At the heart of all these practices, is simply being in a relationship with God. That’s really it. Not 
complicated, but life changing. 

Simply and beautifully, it is one step. And that step is accepting an invitation Jesus extends to 
each of us.  

Scripture: Interacting with Jesus 
Imagine you are going to a block party. You excitedly anticipate the opportunity to enjoy good 
food and conversation with your neighbors. When you arrive, you get some food, start mingling 
in the crowd, and suddenly one person stands up and lectures the whole time. By the time they 
are done, the party is over, and you’ve had no time to truly connect or interact with anyone else. 
Not much of a party, is it? 

When we consider the life and teachings of Jesus, we discover that God’s invitation into 
relationship is unique. It is not an invitation to sit quietly and passively receive all that God wants 
us to know and do. It is an active--interactive even--invitation to be God’s neighbors. Consider 
John’s account of Jesus calling the first disciples: 

The next day John again was standing with two of his disciples, and as he watched Jesus 
walk by, he exclaimed, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!” The two disciples heard him say 
this, and they followed Jesus. When Jesus turned and saw them following, he said to 
them, “What are you looking for?” They said to him, “Rabbi” (which translated means 
Teacher), “where are you staying?” He said to them, “Come and see.” They came and saw 
where he was staying, and they remained with him that day. It was about four o’clock in 
the afternoon. John 1:35-39 

Imagine being these two disciples. They follow Jesus down the street, wanting to know more 
about him. So, they ask something any of us might ask of our neighbors—where are you staying? 
Where can we find you? Jesus does not answer with directions. Jesus answers with an invitation: 
Come and see. In this simple invitation, Jesus invites the disciples to be his neighbors on a three-
year journey of coming to know Jesus and the Good News he brings. By accepting his invitation, 
the disciples choose to live all of the everyday moments with Jesus. This is not an invitation to be 
Jesus’ servants, this is an invitation to be Jesus’ friends, his neighbors. They eat, wash, talk, and 
journey together. They experience the exhilaration of large crowds and the intimacy of simple 
meals together. Through it all, the disciples don’t just learn about God. They interact with God 
through Jesus.  
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Today, we are invited into this same kind of interactive relationship with God. When we look at 
life in our neighborhood and are filled with joy, God says, “Come and see.” When our hearts are 
heavy with grief, God gently whispers, “Come and see.” When we feel stuck and don’t know how 
to be a good neighbor to ourselves or others, God persistently insists, “Come and see.” In all of 
the everyday moments, God’s presence surrounds us, inviting us to love God through interactive 
relationship. When we accept this invitation, we recognize God as our neighbor, our companion 
on the journey as we grow in love of God and neighbor. 

The Experiment: Breath Prayer 
One of the practices that has been instrumental in helping me invite God into my everyday life is 
breath prayer. Breath prayer is a simple, short prayer which can be said silently on the inhale and 
exhale of a breath. The oldest Christian breath prayer is based on Luke 18:10-14, and goes like 
this: 

Inhale: Lord, Jesus Christ  
Exhale: have mercy on me a sinner. 

However, you can formulate the prayer in whatever way helps you invite God into the moment. I 
encourage people to use their most treasured name for God on the inhale and to name their 
deepest longing for God on the exhale. Examples would be: 

Free to Fail 
I have been actively engaged in my faith for over 30 years. But when it comes to having an 
interactive relationship with Jesus, listening moment-by-moment for the Spirit’s leading, I feel 
like a rookie. This is shocking to me. I have had powerful experiences of feeling near to God. Each 
time, I thought I would never forget that experience and I would never live a lonely life again. But 
within 24 hours I was back into my old ways of self-reliance. 

I’ve been sitting here at my computer for several minutes, trying to remember an instance when I 
failed to lean on my interactive relationship with Jesus. I know those instances are countless, and 
yet no specific moment is coming to mind. So, I asked the Lord to help me remember a moment 
when I failed and the answer coming back from the Spirit is, “I don’t remember.” Here is my 
conclusion: God doesn’t keep track of our failures, but delights in those moments when we 
return. God offers the same to you. No matter how many times you’ve failed, start again. There is 
rejoicing in heaven every time! 
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Breath prayer is a way for us to live into Paul’s mysterious invitation to pray without ceasing (1 
Thessalonians 5:17). Because it is short and can be said silently, my students often tell me they 
like to say their breath prayer while sitting at a red light. Likewise, if you are stuck in traffic, early 
to a meeting, waiting for your computer to reboot, or sitting in the dentist’s chair, you can do 
breath prayer! 

I find I often forget to engage in breath prayer throughout the day. Two suggestions have helped 
me remember. One is to do my breath prayer for a few minutes each morning as part of my 
routine. This helps get the prayer planted in my brain. The second suggestion is to have reminders 
in various places to prompt me. For example, putting it on my calendar helps, as well as putting it 
on a post-it note on my bathroom mirror. 

Grocery List 
How does our relationship with God fit into good Neighboring Soup? It is the broth that holds it 
all together! Our relationship with God is the way we receive God’s love for us, which flows 
through us toward our neighbors, making relationships with them possible. Our relationship with 
God also allows us to discover our gifts and our neighbors’ gifts, which reveals abundance. And 
finally, our relationship with God helps us become who we were created to be, which is a joyous 
discovery!  

Steeping 
Here are a few questions to help process this week’s focus on our interactive relationship with 
God. You may want to write down your thoughts in a journal or find a trusted friend and discuss 
these questions with one another. 

1. How does the idea of an interactive relationship compare and contrast with the Christianity you 
have come to know? 

2. How does it feel that Jesus invites you to experience life as his neighbor? 

3. Can you think of a time you turned to God for help (even in something small or simple) and 
found that God responded? If so, how did God respond?  

Inhale: Abba 

Exhale: grant me your peace. 

Inhale: Spirit  

Exhale: fill me with love. 

Inhale: Jesus  

Exhale: help me. 

Inhale: Love  

Exhale: thank you. 
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Introduction: Picture This… 
Over the years, Catherine and I (Matt) have worked to make our front 
yard a more comfortable place to hang out. We’ve added chairs and a 
chimenea, along with a front yard garden box and leveling the ground 
a bit. Slowly we have reached a point where relaxing in the front yard 
is a natural thing to do.  

When COVID-19 hit, our state issued a shelter-in-place policy, and we 
started working from home. Like most of the world, it was (and 
continues to be) a fraught time with emotions, finances, and news swinging rapidly into 
extremes. As spring weather began to warm up, we found ourselves on a Friday afternoon 
feeling pretty exhausted. We wrapped up our work projects, grabbed some cool beverages, 
invited Adam, Ashley & Prescott over, and went to the front yard to relax while keeping 6 feet 
apart. Throughout the evening various neighbors would walk over, chat for a bit, share the ups-
and-downs of life, and then return home. Likewise, we realized how much we needed that space 
and time to share honestly with neighbors our fears and struggles.  

Together, in largely subtle ways, we were offering each other healing, acceptance, and care. It 
was all informal. Sometimes we didn’t see any neighbors, other times we chatted with most of 
them. But two things are certain to me: first, Jesus was meeting us in that space, giving us what 
our souls so desperately needed. And second, the design of the space and the time encouraged 
us to show up.  

The experience was so good we have made it a routine. You can find me in my front yard almost 
every Friday evening these days. It took some effort to design our yard to be a gathering space 
for neighboring, but because of design it has become a natural thing for us to do.  
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Focus: Discovering Design 
The word “design” is pretty popular these days and for good reason! People are discovering that 
the way something is designed has a big impact on if, how, and why we use it. 

When used as a verb, the word design means “to decide upon the look and functioning of (a 
building, garment, or other object), typically by making a detailed drawing of it.” Design is a wide-
ranging topic, so, to keep it simple, keep in mind that almost everything you use was designed by 
a group of people. From the buttons on the coffeemaker, to the layout of your house, to the 
streets in your neighborhood, it has all been designed. 

Design matters. It directs our actions, even when we don’t notice it. Whether we want to exercise 
more, pray regularly, or build relationships with our neighbors. In fact... 

If your house is designed with a tiny front porch, a beautiful back deck and a privacy fence around 
the back yard, then neighboring will be less natural. In contrast, if your home has a front porch 
with a swing, a sidewalk through the front yard, and no back deck, it will be more natural to 
neighbor. Those designs aren’t a reflection of the person living in the house. And yet, the design 
will have an impact on the level and frequency of neighboring. Fortunately, small changes like 
putting chairs or perhaps a garden in your front yard can make it more conducive to being a good 
neighbor. 

When it comes to forming relationships with our neighbors, often we have to start small and 
simply be present. Spending a few hours a week in the front yard may be enough to help us meet 
a few neighbors, learn a few names and begin forming these relationships. And all this can 
happen while we are reading a book or drinking a glass of lemonade. 

Scripture: The Transformative Design of the Early 
Church 
Christianity has deep roots when it comes to design. In the book of Acts, we gain an insight into 
the way the early Christians designed their lives to foster relationships and transformation. 

Note: All scripture citations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version, unless otherwise noted.  
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 All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their 
possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. Day by day, 
as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate their 
food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of all the 
people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved. 
Acts 2:44-47 

Earlier in Acts 2, we experience the extraordinary events of Pentecost with tongues of fire 
descending from heaven, the disciples sharing the Good News in multiple languages, and a 
dynamic and prophetic speech from Peter, all of which ended with the baptism of 3,000 people. 
Imagine the high of such an event! It would be easy to just chase that high, but that’s not what 
the early Christians did. The extraordinary events of Pentecost and the Good News of Jesus 
filtered into the ordinary, mundane lives of these new believers. They devoted themselves to the 
apostles’ teaching, hanging out together, the breaking of bread, and prayers. These activities 
stoked the fire of the Holy Spirit and transformed their hearts as well as their lives. As they 
experienced the astonishing love of God they went a step further, committing to this Way of life 
with design changes that made it easier for them to live out the Gospel in their local community. 
Here is what they did: 

• Had all things in common 

• Sold their possessions and goods and distributed the proceeds to all as any had need 

• Spent much time together in the temple 

• Broke bread at home and ate with glad and generous hearts 

• Praised God 

And not surprisingly, in the midst of all of this, they had the goodwill of all the people! The Early 
Church used design in their favor to help them live faithfully to the transformative message of 
the Gospel. Instead of only going to the Temple to worship and teach, they made their 
households and neighborhoods the center from which they spread the message of God’s loving 
activity in the world one interaction at a time. We witness in their example that loving God and 
neighbor through interactive relationships cannot help but overflow into the neighborhood. 

The Good Neighbor Experiment is meant to be experienced with other people, in community, and 
that is certainly by design. It is intentional that you are encouraged to do this experiment with a 
small group of other folks. Additionally, The Good Neighbor Experiment is designed for a cohort 
of churches to participate in together. This includes 3 workshops where small group leaders and 
anyone who wants to attend from these churches can gather to share ideas, experiments and 
wisdom. 
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The Experiment 
Design is much more prevalent than we often realize. This week’s experiment is to become more 
aware of design in your life, and in particular, how it fosters or hinders your relationships with 
your neighbors. As with all of our ingredients and practices, the goal here is not to make you feel 
ashamed but simply to become aware and then make healthy changes. 

Research: Here are specific areas you can consider. When possible, go to the physical locations 
and take notes. 

Walk around the outside of your house. Note the ways the design of your house fosters 
and hinders good neighboring. 

Walk around your block. What do you see that can help neighboring? What do you see that 
impairs neighboring? 

Walk around your church. What about the church building (inside and out) is good for 
building relationships with neighbors? What is not helpful? 

Look at your calendar. How does the schedule of your days help and hinder building 
relationships with your neighbors? 

Free to Fail 
When we understand design, it can help us realize that our failure to neighbor may not be a 
character flaw. There may be something about the physical design of our home and 
neighborhood that is producing the results we are getting. 

At one point, Catherine and I were renting a nice house in the suburbs. Over the years, we have 
reflected on how isolated we felt from our neighbors on that block. Sometimes we blamed them, 
“Everybody there was so busy they wouldn’t even wave to us.” Other times we blamed 
ourselves, “We’re so shy we couldn’t even get up the gumption to step out the front door.” In 
actuality, the greatest determining factor may have been design. Only one house on the cul-de-
sac had a front porch (our house had a tiny cement slab). Every backyard was protected by a six 
foot privacy fence. Behind our privacy fence, we had built an oasis on the back patio with a 
chiminea and an apple tree. And to top it off, there were no sidewalks on any of the streets in 
that neighborhood. 
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Experiment: After looking at your own house 
and your own calendar, make a design change 
so that it is more natural to be present to your 
neighbors. This might include adding a few 
chairs in your front yard, and/or scheduling time 
on your calendar to be present in your front 
yard (Example: “Fridays at 5:30 I’ll spend an 
hour in my front yard reading”). Let this 
experiment be ongoing. After you’ve made 
these changes what do you notice? What other 
changes could make it even easier to be a good 
neighbor?  

Grocery List 

Awareness of design is a practice that can help 
us identify external limiting factors to abundance, relationship, and joy. We do not produce 
abundance, relationship, or joy by gritting our teeth and trying harder but by making design 
adjustments to our lives and environments.  

Steeping 

Here are a few questions for reflection. You may want to write down your thoughts in a journal, 
or find a trusted friend and discuss these questions with one another. This will prepare you for 
conversation and activities in your weekly small group gathering. 

1. In light of design, think about areas of your life that you might like to change. What design 
changes could you make to foster the change you desire? Areas to consider would include 
calendar, schedule, workplace arrangement, and home arrangement.  

2. Take a few minutes to look at the room around you. Can you find one item in the room that 
you are especially fond of because of the design? How does your love of the design impact 
your use of that item? For example, perhaps you are sitting in your favorite chair, and part 
of your fondness of the chair is its design.  

3. Have you ever been part of a group that helped you make a change in your life?  How did 
the group support you? 

The Neighboring 
Movement Podcast 
One of our favorite ways to share stories, 
inspiration, and lessons from the Neighboring 
Movement is on our podcast, Go to...  

or download from wherever you get podcasts. 
Each episode is 20-30 minutes hosted by 
Neighboring Movement co-founders Matthew 
Johnson and Adam Barlow-Thompson along 
with friends we’ve met along the way. 

 



18 

 

Introduction: Picture this... 
Many years ago, before Catherine and I lived in SoCe, we owned a 
home that was within walking distance of the church where I worked. 
The first house I passed on my way to work belonged to my neighbor, 
Elaine. From time to time she would be on her front porch or working 
in her yard. Whenever I would see her, I would feel my chest tighten 
with anxiety for a couple of reasons. First, I am an introvert and often 
fear talking with folks in unstructured settings. Second, I was afraid 
talking to Elaine would make me late for work. 

One day, during a time of asking the Holy Spirit to teach me, I felt a nudge that I needed to be 
open to visiting with Elaine. When I named my two concerns, I sensed the Holy Spirit responded 
with: “In the kingdom of God, there is enough. Practice generosity by greeting your neighbor, and 
you’ll be drawing upon the resources of the kingdom.” That sounds nice, doesn’t it? Well, here is 
my confession: I didn’t believe the Spirit. I really thought if I spoke to my neighbor I was going to 
be late for work. So, instead of acting in confidence, I acted in experiment. The next time I passed 
Elaine’s house and saw her on her front porch, I stopped and introduced myself. I learned that 
she and her husband had lived in their home for many years, that her name was Elaine, and that 
she was happy to have Catherine and I as neighbors. Then the conversation ended. Easy! 

I walked on to work with a sense of peacefulness and provision pulsing through my heart. When I 
arrived at my office, I checked the clock and discovered I had arrived precisely when I wanted to. 
It turns out the Holy Spirit was speaking truth about the kingdom of God; there really is enough. 
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Focus: Abundance Fuels Neighboring 
Good neighboring flows out of a sense of abundance. When we operate with a sense that there 
is enough (giftedness, energy, time, money, knowledge), then it is easier to be present to people. 
We can hear their stories, help out on projects, linger in our front yard, offer a friend a ride, and 
play with sidewalk chalk in the driveway. 

Antithetically, when we live from a place of scarcity, it fuels restlessness which can even harm 
neighboring. As Walter Brueggemann pointedly states, “It is impossible, is it not, to overestimate 
the level of anxiety that now characterizes social relationships in our society as acute 
restlessness? That violent restlessness makes neighborliness nearly impossible.” (Sabbath as 
Resistance p. 16) We struggle to be good neighbors when we feel like we have to work all the 
time, or worse, if we are competing with our neighbors for the limited resources that will produce 
happiness.  

There are many voices in advertisements, news, and entertainment that proclaim the bad news of 
scarcity. “You’re not attractive enough.” “You’re not smart enough.” “You’re not rich enough.” 
“You’re not important enough.” “You’re not happy enough.” “You're not lovable enough.” These 
voices offer a solution that involves consuming more, then producing more to pay for what you 
have purchased, so you can then consume more, which will require that you produce more. And 
on and on it goes.  

As followers of Jesus, we are invited to hear a different voice. It is the voice of God from Mount 
Sinai telling us we can have a day of rest. It is the voice of the Messiah, inviting us to consider the 
birds and the lilies. It is the voice of a shepherd, restoring our soul. It is the voice of a parent, 
calling to a child. It is the voice of a prophet, calling forth liberation. It is the voice of a lover, 
calling to the beloved. This voice invites us to rest in provision, care, and enoughness. From this 
place of abundance we can love our neighbors as ourselves.  

Free to Fail 
I had been teaching about abundance for a few years when a friend of mine, who I deeply 
respect, lovingly said to me, “It seems unfair for you to talk about how we all need to believe in 
abundance, when you are an upper-middle class, highly educated, white, male, and lots of 
people haven’t been given all the opportunities you have.” A knot formed in my stomach, and my 
gaze turned toward the floor,. She was absolutely right.  

When it comes to the word “abundance,” there is a lot that can go wrong. In a consumer society, 
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Scriptures: Birds and Lilies 
Jesus saw through the scarcity of his own time to the heart of the issue, and his teaching is just as 
true today as it was 2,000 years ago. I invite you to read this passage of scripture slowly, and 
take note of the expressions of scarcity as well as the expressions of abundance and provision. 

Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will 
drink, or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body 
more than clothing? Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather 
into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than 
they? And can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life? And why 
do you worry about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they 
neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one 
of these. But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow 
is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you—you of little faith? Therefore 

abundance can be interpreted as “getting everything I want, even if it is excess.” In the church, 
abundance can show up when people promote a prosperity gospel that says “if you have enough 
faith, God will make you rich. And if you aren’t rich, then you aren’t faithful.” And there are also 
the societal systems that have pitted people against each other to fight for limited resources.  

So, how do we move forward? I’ve learned that I need to acknowledge that scarcity is real. The 
fact is there are things in the world that are finite. And not everyone has access to the resources 
they need. And part of the reason their access is limited is because systems have allowed me to 
take more than I needed. But I don’t think the path forward is paved with shame, I think it is 
paved with forgiveness and looking at the world in a different way, through the lens of the 
Kingdom of God.  

When we use the word abundance our primary focus is on the gifts of the people around us and 
the assets in our communities. When I make this my focus, I find that my inner scarcity 
diminishes, and I’m less inclined to greedily grasp at resources for happiness. And this seems like 
the best way to do life in a different way.  

I had some blind spots in my understanding of abundance, and because of this my teaching and 
writing on the subject included failure. What I’m writing now represents my efforts to fail-
forward, toward a more complete and healthy understanding of abundance, which is more 
informed by my neighbors.  
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 do not worry, saying, ‘What will we eat?’ or ‘What will we 
drink?’ or ‘What will we wear?’ For it is the Gentiles who 
strive for all these things; and indeed your heavenly Father 
knows that you need all these things. But strive first for the 
kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things 
will be given to you as well. So do not worry about 
tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its own. 
Today’s trouble is enough for today.” Matthew 6:25-34 

God delights in creation and gives food and adornment to the 
tiniest of things. Likewise, God delights in you. Jesus wisely 
invites us to do two things in this passage. First, he invites us to 
“look at” and “consider” the birds of the air and the lilies of the 
field. When we observe creation, we witness the generosity of 
God’s creative work as a pouring out of God’s love. By directing 
us to even the smallest, most delicate creations, Jesus shows us 
there is a wisdom in creation built on God’s generosity that will 
help us move past the scarcity and anxiety that can so easily 
drive us.  

Second, Jesus invites us to “strive first for the kingdom of God.” 
The kingdom of God is a powerful phrase that is layered with 
significant meaning and mystery. We cannot fully plumb the 
depths of this phrase. However, we can grasp pieces of what the 
kingdom of God is as well as how to strive for it first. For 
example, part of life in the kingdom is an interactive relationship 
with God, just as we discussed two weeks ago. As we learn to 
make space for the Spirit to guide us, we experience life in the 
kingdom.   

The kingdom of God is also a place of provision. God is not 
generous merely in creating us--God generously provides for us 
out of a loving desire for our good and the good of all creation. 

However, we live in the tension of knowing that while God has provided enough, many in the 
world are driven by a sense of scarcity that generates greed, justifies violence, and produces 
actual scarcity for others. We must navigate this tension as we come to understand how God is at 
work in our lives. The first step of creating abundance in the world is confronting scarcity in our 

Want more 
resources? 

Find more content at 
neighboringmovement.org 

Including... 

Neighboring Toolkit: A 
four week worship series 
and Sunday School lesson 
perfect for your church’s 
worship planning. 

Blog: We blog several 
times a week. It is a way to 
share what we are 
learning and how 
neighboring is impacting 
the world. 

52 Weeks of Neighboring: 
Sign up for our weekly 
email, and you will receive 
a tip on how to engage 
your neighbors.  

We also are active on 
Facebook and Twitter at  

facebook.com/
neighboringmovement  

Twitter @SoCeLife 
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 hearts and minds. If those with enough lived from a place of contented abundance, there would 
be enough for everyone. 

We can experience life in the kingdom of God by learning to allow the Holy Spirit to guide us and 
by celebrating the ways God is at work in our lives and world. My experience of being guided by 
the Holy Spirit to meet Elaine revealed my sense of scarcity, God’s provision, and God’s work in 
my life. It remains one of the clearest examples of the reality of God’s kingdom that I have ever 
experienced. 

The Experiment 
This week, practice generosity with your neighbors. Keep in mind that generosity is not just about 
money, but can include time, energy, resources, and knowledge. Begin by looking for areas of 
abundance in your own life. Perhaps you have a little extra time one evening, or maybe you have 
an abundance of tomatoes, or maybe you have knowledge that would be helpful to a neighbor. 
Once you have identified this abundance, find time to share it. As you do so, let it be a joyful, 
playful practice of joining into God’s unfolding kingdom in the world around you. 

At the end of each day, reflect on these questions: 

When did I practice generosity today? As things come to mind, offer a prayer of thanks 
for the grace of that moment. 

When did I experience scarcity today? If a moment comes to mind, do not judge 
yourself, but instead reflect on that moment, becoming more aware of your 
experience of scarcity. Then, invite the Spirit to help you find a different response the 
next time an opportunity like that arises. (Remember, the abundance of God’s love 
applies to you, as well!) 

Grocery List 
Neighboring soup is made up of Abundance, Relationship, and Joy. As we live into an interactive 
relationship with God, we will discover abundance from God’s provision. From both this loving 
relationship with God and this place of enoughness, we are more comfortable forming 
relationships with others, and all of this abundance and relationship will foster joy in our lives.  

Steeping 
Here are a few questions for reflection. You may want to write down your thoughts in a journal, 
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or find a trusted friend and discuss these questions with one another. This will prepare you for 
conversation and activities in your weekly small group gathering. 

1. How do you see scarcity and abundance at work in your life? How do those things impact your 
relationships with your neighbors? 

2. In what ways does this week’s explanation of the kingdom of God compare and contrast with 
what you have previously heard? 

3. Based on Jesus’ guidance to consider the lilies and the birds, recall a time you have been 
outside and experienced enoughness. Where were you? How did it feel? How did it impact 
you? 
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Introduction: Picture this... 
I (Matt) have a friend who lives in Houston, Texas. She has been a 
positive supporter of our work for a few years, even though she 
wasn’t exactly sure why, or how, neighboring mattered. Then, in 
2017, Hurricane Harvey settled directly over Houston, dumping 
unprecedented amounts of rain, taking lives, and destroying homes. 
When I saw her a few months later, she had this to say: 

“When I watched people come together after Hurricane Harvey, I 
finally understood the power and importance of the work of 
neighboring, and why it is so important to know what gifts and 
skills are present in your community. In the midst of such great 
devastation we saw what people were able to do to help each other. It was 
amazing. I only wish I had known sooner, and known better what skills and gifts 
people had, because we could have been better organized.”  

Rarely do we consider the gifts of our neighbors. And yet, doing so opens multiple doors of 
opportunity and benefit. 

Focus: Abundance of Gifts 
Of all the ingredients of neighboring, noticing the abundance of gifts may be the most pivotal and 
the most difficult. To grow into good neighbors, it is critically important to begin looking for the 
gifts in our neighbors instead of looking for their needs. Likewise, in our neighborhoods and 
communities it is critically important that we always begin by looking for the gifts, resources and 
assets, instead of starting with the issues and problems. This shift in thinking is very difficult.  
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The founding belief of the Neighboring Movement is that every person has gifts, and that as 
people share their gifts they experience wholeness and the community becomes stronger. What 
is beautiful about this belief is that when we start looking for gifts in the people around us, we 
discover abundance. This is just as important inside our churches as inside our neighborhoods. 
We are so tempted to focus only on the needs, that we risk overlooking what we already have 
among us. When we start with gifts, we start with abundance. 

Abundance then launches us into joy, because when we start interacting with people based on 
their gifts, they come alive in ways we don’t otherwise see. Time and again, we’ve witnessed this. 
As we’ve talked with neighbors about the things they love to do, their eyes light up and they 
become animated. It is a joyous sight.  

Scripture: The Call of Peter  
In Luke 5, we encounter another story of Jesus calling the first disciples similar to the passage 
from John 1 that we explored in Week 2. This story finds Jesus walking on the shore of Galilee 
when he comes upon Simon Peter and shows us what it looks like to see someone’s gift rather 
than their need. He asks Simon, a fisherman, if he can borrow his boat to create a natural 
amphitheater for teaching. Simon obliges. Upon finishing, Jesus tells Simon to do some more 
fishing, but Simon responds, “Master, we have worked all night long but have caught nothing. Yet 

Free to Fail 
A few years ago, I met a neighbor who suffered from serious health issues. I truly enjoyed my 
visit with him, but as I left his apartment and walked home, I was at a loss to name what gifts I 
saw in him. What could he offer the community? Nothing came to mind. This happens from time 
to time. 

It is easy to create a scale in our minds of “impressive” and “unimpressive” gifts, and then we 
give more weight and attention to the impressive gifts. So, when I meet a neighbor who is an 
amazing singer, I will be tempted to give her more time and attention. But when I meet someone 
who doesn’t have an “impressive” gift, I am tempted to overlook them.  

The truth is that everyone has gifts, and every gift can strengthen the community, no matter how 
“impressive” it is. In the case of the man I mentioned earlier, I was totally missing the fact that he 
has been in the neighborhood for decades and owned his own business here, which means he 
knows a ton of our history and the culture of our community. And that is a great gift! 
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 if you say so, I will let down the nets.” With that, they brought in more fish than they could 
handle and had to call in help. Here we pick up the text: 

But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees, saying, “Go away from me, 
Lord, for I am a sinful man!” For he and all who were with him were amazed at the catch 
of fish that they had taken; and so also were James and John, sons of Zebedee, who were 
partners with Simon. Then Jesus said to Simon, “Do not be afraid; from now on you will 
be catching people.” When they had brought their boats to shore, they left everything 
and followed him. Luke 5:8-11 

Notice that Jesus doesn’t give Simon’s confession the time of day. He doesn’t tell him, “It’s ok that 
you’re flawed. I can work with you despite your flaws.” Jesus begins by telling Simon not to be 
afraid. Scarcity produces fear, even (and maybe especially) in the face of God’s abundant 
provision. Jesus is not worried that Simon is sinful. Jesus wants Simon to let go of the fear baked 
into him by a scarcity mentality so he could receive his call. 

Then, Jesus calls Simon Peter. This time, he doesn’t call by issuing an invitation. He calls Peter by 
naming his gifts. We know from reading the rest of the gospels that Peter does in fact have 
issues and makes mistakes. But Jesus focuses on Peter’s gifts. Jesus knows that people’s gifts are 
the foundation upon which the kingdom of God is built. Many people may recognize Peter’s gifts 
as a fisherman, but Jesus recognizes Peter’s gifts for receiving and sharing Jesus’s Good News. In 
this moment, Jesus calls forth gifts in Peter that we know bear fruit even today.  

Recall how in Week 2 we explored Jesus’ calling of the disciples as an invitation to them and us 
to an interactive relationship with God. In Luke 5, we recognize that Jesus’s invitation into 
relationship with God includes God calling forth gifts in us. As we accept this invitation, we also 
accept the call to recognize gifts in others. Rather than focusing on our neighbors’ needs, God 
asks us to neighbor like Jesus did by calling forth the gifts in others. We can let go of fear 
because it’s not all up to us and our gifts. And since God is the giver of all of our gifts, we do not 
have to be afraid that there won’t be enough gifts. God gives gifts generously. So, when we 
connect with and honor the gifts in our neighbors, we will discover there are plenty of gifts for us 
to live abundantly together.  

The Experiment: Seeking Gifts  
An important step to becoming more gifts minded is to simply practice looking for them. Our 
minds are wired to look for what is missing and what is wrong. We must intentionally practice 
looking for what is good and where there are gifts.  
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 Set aside 15 minutes each night this week to write down five gifts in your home and community.  

Begin by writing a gift for each category listed below. Each night, see if you can name a new gift 
for the category, avoiding repeats. This might feel difficult, but don’t be discouraged. Approach it 
just as you would any workout program. Gifts in:  

• Yourself 

• A close friend or family member 

• An immediate neighbor 

• Your congregation 

• Your community 

Keep your answers in a notebook or journal. One word is sufficient, although you can write more 
if you want to. After you have done this exercise for a week, spend time looking back over your 
answers. You may notice some gifts in yourself that you take for granted or hadn’t realized 
before. You may notice ways to call upon people to use their gifts. You might also want to thank 
people for their gifts. 

Grocery List 
God has placed an abundance of gifts in our communities. If we can begin forming relationships 
with the people near to us, with an attitude of honoring their gifts, we will be surprised by the 
treasures hidden all around us. As people find ways to share their gifts, we also get to experience 
joy together. 

Steeping  
Consider using these questions with a trusted friend to hear a different perspective on how 
neighboring might impact where you live, or write down your thoughts. 

1. How well do you feel you know your neighbor’s gifts? In what ways have their gifts impacted 
your life? 

2. What is a gift or skill you possess? How do you feel about sharing this gift? When do you like 
to share this gift? 

3. Imagine being in Simon Peter’s position in the boat. You have just witnessed this astonishing 
catch of fish, and you’ve just told Jesus you are a sinful person. He responds by telling you, you 
will be fishing for people. How do you feel when you hear his words? 

4. What surprised you as you did this week’s experiment? What, if anything, did you learn from 
this exercise? 
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Joy with Celebration and Storytelling Lab 1, Week 6 

Introduction: Picture this… 
We have a tradition at the Neighboring Movement of having a 
farewell celebration when an intern leaves - not because we are 
rejoicing that the individual is leaving, but because we celebrate 
what God has done through them and what God is continuing to do 
as they move on to the next phase of their life.  

The celebration, like all good celebrations, includes fun food, 
music, and creative activities (like the hand painting that is pictured 
below). There is also time for storytelling. We often spend time in 
a circle, telling our favorite stories about what we’ve learned from 
the intern, and we invite them to tell stories about us. There is a lot 
of laughter and joy as a result of all of it. 

Focus: Joy  

Part 1: Celebration  

In Richard Foster’s book Celebration of Discipline, 
there is one entire chapter on celebrating. Foster 
begins that chapter with the statement “Celebration 
is at the heart of the way of Christ.” Celebration can 
be described as the result of recognizing what the 
Spirit is doing AND that we are able to cooperate 
with that activity. The spiritual practice of celebration 
is different from the common concept of “partying” or 
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 lauding an individual; rather, it is a way of connecting with the community and recognizing one’s 
collaboration with the Holy Spirit.  

Why is celebration so crucial? According to Foster, there is a genuine benefit of intentional 
celebration, which is joy - one of the three ingredients of Neighboring Soup. Foster also notes 
that Celebration “saves us from taking ourselves too seriously.” How could we take ourselves 
seriously when our hands were covered with green paint in the celebration pictured at the 
beginning of this week? 

Part 2: Storytelling 

A specific way to foster joy is through storytelling. In fact, storytelling not only fosters joy, but it 
also helps us recognize how God has been at work in different parts of our journey. Over the last 
20 years, there has been an increased awareness that we, as humans, find meaning and purpose 
in our stories. Unfortunately, like so many areas of life, we have relegated storytelling to 
professionals such as journalists, screenwriters and authors. But the fact remains that we need to 
tell our own stories. 

Through storytelling we can name what God has done and keep our focus on God in the midst of 
celebrating. When we remember what God has done in the past, this gives us hope that God will 
remain active in the present and in the future. Then we can name how we participated in what 
God has done. We want to keep in mind what we were able to do with God, to plant in our mind 
the good news that we don’t work alone, but instead we are working with God. 

Scripture:  
The Psalms are a great source for examples of celebratory storytelling. Below is just one 
example, an excerpt from Psalm 66 written for communal celebration.  

Make a joyful noise to God, all the earth;  
sing the glory of his name; 
give to him glorious praise. 

Say to God, “How awesome are your deeds! 
Because of your great power, your enemies cringe before you. 

All the earth worships you; 
they sing praises to you, 
sing praises to your name.” Selah 
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 Come and see what God has done: 
he is awesome in his deeds among mortals. 

He turned the sea into dry land; 
they passed through the river on foot. 

There we rejoiced in him, 
who rules by his might forever, 

whose eyes keep watch on the nations— 
let the rebellious not exalt themselves.   

Psalm 66:1-7 

While we unfortunately do not have any recordings or notated music of Ancient Israelite worship, 
many hymnologists (a fancy word for people who study hymns and their history) agree that the 
music that accompanied these celebratory psalms was less like the grand sound of a pipe organ 
and more like the joyful noise of children armed with cymbals, tambourines, horns, and 
overabundant exuberance. What an image of celebration! 

Notice that within the celebration of God’s glory and greatness, the psalm tells stories about 
God. God turns the sea into dry land, allowing our ancestors to pass through the river on foot. As 
you might have guessed, these lines reference God’s miraculous rescue of the Israelites from the 
Egyptians by enabling them to cross the Red Sea. Generations after the fact, the story of the 
Israelites’ exodus from Egypt is critical to their understanding of themselves as the people of 
God. In the midst of celebrating God’s greatness, this psalm again tells the story of the Israelites’ 
freedom from oppression, of God making a way for relationship, abundance, and joy where there 
was none. Yet this story does not just point to God’s mighty works. It also roots the worshipping 
community in their identity. Telling this story over and over helps them celebrate their identity in 
God by grounding them in who they are. The joy of celebration and storytelling points them, and 
us, toward authenticity as the people of God.  

In our neighborhood, we host all sorts of gatherings for neighbors. In the beginning, we 
programmed the events - planning an agenda and feeling like we had to be the energy source for 
the evening. However, we realized that our simple gatherings are the perfect place for us to 
celebrate and for neighbors to share where they have seen God at work. It also allows us to point 
out how we see individuals participating in this work. A neighbor at the end of my block called 
me this week and asked when the next gathering is. She commented, “I really get a lot out of 
those times together. It helps me to hear other people's perspectives and stories.” Experiencing 
joy in communal celebration and storytelling points us back to how to be our authentic selves 
with our neighbors. 
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Experiment: Celebrating and Storytelling 
Each night this week, reflect on a moment from the day when you collaborated with God (or 
simply when you saw God at work in the world). Celebrate with something delicious or beautiful 
(dessert, music, poem…). If you can’t think of a moment, celebrate that God loves you, and pray 
for awareness and responsiveness to God for the next day. Keep a journal nearby and write down 
a word or phrase to represent what you are celebrating from the day. If you feel resistant to 
celebrating, it’s OK not to; celebration should be genuine, not forced. 

Free to Fail  
The Neighboring Movement had existed about seven or eight months when we encountered a 
like-minded individual who offered to partner with us by giving a large financial donation. 
However, after we had made some big decisions based on receiving the promised donation, the 
donor backed out and our plans fell apart. At our next Board meeting, we sat down to 
reconfigure our trajectory, our employment, and our budget. In that moment, we failed to be 
firmly grounded in the Neighboring Soup ingredient of Abundance. Fortunately, our Board 
President, Trevor, stopped us in our tracks and advised us to step back and take some time to 
reflect on our accomplishments from the past year. He asked, “What are your victories?” 
Suddenly, life tasted much better! 

We were focusing on one piece of our story - the heartbreak. Trevor reminded us to celebrate the 
good things too -- the moments or relationships that felt as if they were collaborations with God. 
Yes, we weren’t sure how we would meet payroll at the end of the month, but also, God had 
clearly been active in our lives. We made a beautiful 32-square-foot list of all the high points of 
our first six months. It was energizing to remember the highlights - no matter how large or small 
they seemed. The process of remembering and telling the story reminded us of who God is and 
who we are created to be. 

Discovering more joy does not save us from the inevitability of hardship and 
heartbreak. In fact, we may cry more easily, but we will laugh more easily too. 

Perhaps we are just more alive. Yet as we discover more joy, we can face suffering in a 
way that ennobles rather than embitters. We have hardship without becoming hard. We 
have heartbreaks without being broken. 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu 
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At the end of the week, take a little extra time and write down the story of your week, connecting 
the words you’ve written throughout the week. You could do it as a short story, “My Week with 
God” or it might be more of a Psalm. You could begin with the words of Psalm 9:1 “I’m thanking 
you, God, from a full heart, I’m writing the book on your wonders.” And then continue on, “On 
Monday, you gave me peace of mind. On Tuesday, you reminded me of your forgiveness. On 
Wednesday, you brought me a new friendship.” And so forth. 

Steeping  
Here are a few questions to help process this week’s material on joy. You may want to write 
down your thoughts in a journal, or find a trusted friend and discuss these questions with one 
another. 

1. How has your understanding of celebration changed as you processed this reading 
assignment? 

2. Who comes to your mind as a great storyteller? What is it about their storytelling that you 
enjoy? 

3. After you complete the experiment, reflect on the experience. Were you resistant to 
celebrating, or did it seem to come naturally for you? Were you able to craft your reflections 
into a story? How did that go? 

4. Are there ways you will celebrate differently in your life moving forward? 
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Beyond Lab 1: Being Present  
As Lab 1 comes to an end, we suggest that you find a simple, enjoyable way to be present in your 

neighborhood on a regular basis. Here are some examples: 

• Garden in the front yard 

• Go for a daily walk 

• Pick up trash 

• Hang with your family in the front yard 

• Walk your dog 

• Swing on the porch 

• Work on your car 

• Read a book 

• Drink coffee 

• Play yard games like Cornhole, or Bean Bags 

These types of activities are a very helpful foundation for the practices that take place in Lab 2 

when you’ll begin working on meeting neighbors and learning names. (And don’t worry, you’ll 

never be asked to evangelize your neighbors—just get to know them!) Interested in Lab 2? Visit 

our website to learn about it. 
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