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Before you read... 
Check out the video at: www.neighboringmovement.org/design. The 

video is a TED Talk given by Dan Ariely.1 On our website we’ve 

shortened it to start at 5:03, you can stop it at 8:29. The goal of 

watching this video is to be introduced to the way design can have a 

impact on our decisions—even if we don’t realize it. Knowing this 

can help us move in the direction we want to.  

Introduction: Picture this... 
My dad and step-mom spend the winter months in beautiful Fort 

Myers, Florida. They rent a home there in a community called 

Pelican Preserve. Pelican Preserve is an excellent example of how 

design can increase neighborliness. The entire community is 

connected by sidewalks, bike lanes, and roads for golf carts. At the 

heart of the community is an amenities center. This is the hub where 

people can come together around common interests such as 

exercise, woodworking, 

sewing, tennis, pickle ball 

and more. At the center is a 

magical little courtyard where 

there is free coffee and 

plenty of tables and chairs.  

Each morning, lots of 

residents gather in the 

courtyard to enjoy a cup of 

coffee and connection. The 

beauty is that you can sit down at a table with people you don’t 

know and get to know them. Because of this expectation, people 
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who had never met before are learning each 

other’s stories, backgrounds, interests and 

hometowns. This is community by design! All of 

these people could be making coffee back at 

their house—alone, but because of the blend of 

interests and space, relationships are being 

formed and fostered.  

Focus: Discovering Design  
The word “design” is pretty popular these days, 

and for good reasons! 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.”2 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, and can either work in our favor, or against us; whether we want to exercise more, 

pray regularly, or build relationships with our neighbors,  

design is a fulcrum point which helps us move the inertia we often feel in neighboring.  

If our house is designed with a tiny front porch, a beautiful deck and a privacy fence in 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 necessarily a reflection of the person living in the house. And yet, the design will have an impact 

on the level and frequency of neighbor. Fortunately, small changes like putting chairs in your front 

yard or perhaps a garden (vegetable or flower) can make it more conducive to being in the front yard.  

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 early chapters of the book of Acts we gain 

an insight into the way the early Christians designed their lives to foster relationships and 

transformation.  

 

 

2. Oxford Dictionaries, s.v. “design,” accessed June 17, 2017 https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/design 
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We learn that they devoted themselves to: the apostles’ teaching, 

fellowship, the breaking of bread and prayers. These activities are going 

to stoke the fire of the Holy Spirit and change the hearts as well as the 

lives of those who are participating. As they experience the astonishing 

love of God they go a step further, committing to this Way of life with 

design changes that make it easier for them to remain in the community 

and focused on the gospel. 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 Good Neighbor Experiment is meant to be experienced with other 

people, in community, and that is certainly by design. It is intentional that 

We wake up in the 

morning and we 

feel we make     

decisions...much 

of our decisions 

are not within us 

but decided by the 

design we interact 

with. 

- Dan Ariely 

you are encouraged to do this program with a small group of other folks. Additionally, your small group 

leaders are gathering with other small group leaders on a regular basis to share ideas, experiments and 

wisdom.  

Free to Fail 
When we start to notice design, it can help us realize that the failure we have experienced may not be 

all on us—there may be something about the design 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’ve reflected 

on how isolated we felt from our neighbors there. Sometimes we blamed them, “everybody here is so 

busy they don’t even wave to us.” And other times we blamed ourselves, “we’re so shy we can’t even 

get up the gumption to step out the front door.” In actuality, the greatest determining factor may have 

been design. Our home did not have a front porch. The entire back yard was protected by a six foot 

privacy fence. And behind that privacy fence we had 

built an oasis on the back patio with a chiminea and 

an apple tree. To top it off, there were no sidewalks 

on any of the streets in that neighborhood.  

Design is big.  

The Experiment 
Design is much more prevalent than we often 

realize. And as Dan Ariely points out, it has a 

greater impact on our lives than we might notice. 
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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. 

As our awareness increases we will be able to make healthy 

changes.  

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?  

 

Finally, an on-going practice can be looking for design changes to 

nurture the ingredients of Neighboring Soup in your life. Whether it is 

abundance, relationship, or joy seek physical changes you can make 

that will keep that ingredient in your mind.  

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.   

Get More! 

Don’t forget to sign up 

for 52 Weeks of    

Neighboring at  

neighboring          

movement.org 

Get a weekly        

neighboring tip and find 

lots of clever ways to 

engage your neighbors! 
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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 each other. This will prepare you for conversation and activities in your 

weekly small group gathering.  

1. In light of Dan Ariely’s TED Talk “Are We in Control of Our Decisions” 

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? 
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Give us a call for more infor-

mation about our work. 
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