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Introduction 
 
This Lab is the third of a four-part series called the Good Neighbor 
Experiment (GNE). In the first Lab, we covered the key ingredients 
to neighboring setting a foundation for good neighboring. In the 
second Lab, we introduced 6 basic neighboring skills to be used 
with the people who actually live next to you, the 8 front doors 
closest to your own. In Lab 3, which you are reading, we invite you 
to shift your attention to the neighborhood of your church. 
 

Researchers have shown that churches who lose contact with their 
neighborhoods are at higher risk of decline and eventually of closing 
their doors permanently. We are not asking you to move into the 
neighborhood surround your church, but we do have to intentionally 
consider how the physical place of our church interacts with the 
mission and purpose of the church’s work. 
 

Over the next 6 weeks, this Lab will help you take a deep look at the 
neighborhood of your church. The main action of the Lab will be 
creating an Asset Map which can contain the giftedness and talent 
that exist in your neighborhood. This process can be scaled to your 
level of availability, energy, and frankly, your desire to be 
transformed. By the end, we hope you’ve found a new appreciation 
for your church’s neighborhood and a new way for your church to 

live out its mission within 
that place.  
 

Story 
 
“How does our church 
relate to the neighborhood 
around our building?” I 
(Matt) began asking this 
question a decade ago 
when I was on a staff of a 
church The older, small 
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neighborhood next to the church was also one of three places of 
poverty in the community.   
 

When I faced the question, “how does our church relate to this 
neighborhood?” I felt I had two options. The first option was door-to-
door proselytizing. With this option, the role of a church is to ask 
people if they have been saved from sin. If they have not, we 
persuade them to convert and become a member of the 
church.  Suffice to say, such an approach was not congruous with 
my own spiritual journey with Jesus. But what else could we do? 
 

There was option #2. 
 

The second option was to explore what the needs were of this 
community. This made total sense to me. It was an older, poorer 
neighborhood so we suspected there were needs. And we did 
genuinely care, we (as a congregation) wanted to help people who 
were struggling. 
 

We developed programs that helped address the needs of poverty 
in our community.  We began to see folks from that neighborhood 
coming for assistance. But I didn’t see any further connection 
happening. Instead, it appeared as though the church was 
becoming a social service agency with a growing list of clients. Not 
to mention these programs were added to the already long list of 
programs our thin list of volunteers diligently sustained. 
 

Even more disturbing, it was work that did not feel enlivened by the 
Holy Spirit. Instead, it felt lifeless. With sheer determination and 
effort, we could continue doing these programs, but they were not 
marked by the key ingredients of neighboring: joy or abundance or 
relationship. 
 

After serving at that church for fifteen years, I felt called to step 
away from institutional church work and start experimenting with 
ways to love our neighbors. Through that experiment, God would 
show me there is a third way our churches can enter into 
relationship with our communities. It comes from a secular model of 
community development, called Asset-Based Community 
Development (ABCD), but don’t let that name fool you; it is marked 
by abundance, relationship, and joy. And the life-giving breath of 
the Holy Spirit seems to be in it. 
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Why 
The premise of ABCD is simple. It is based on research that discovered 
the best way for a community to grow, heal or become stronger is by first 
identifying the strengths already present in the community (the assets). 
This is not to deny that there may be issues in a community; but it is to 
say that if we discover the strengths first, those will be the starting point to 
address any issues that exist. 
 

I have come to believe the church has a unique opportunity to be a 
witness to what is good, beautiful and true in our communities and call 
those things forth as treasures God has hidden in the field. As we do so, 
we step out of the role of savior of our community by trying to fix what is 
broken. We also enter into the equation as one part of the path of 
restoration and reconciliation which are markers of God’s kingdom 
unfolding in the world. 
 

In the model of ABCD the assets we will explore can be roughly described 
in six categories. Throughout the coming weeks we will elaborate on 
these assets and look at ways you as an individual, small group, or 
congregation can connect these assets for the common good. Here are 
the six categories: 
1. Individual gifts - these are the skills and abilities people in the 

neighborhood around your church possess. These can be work 
experience, job training, natural abilities, hobbies, and interests. It also 
helps to know what they care enough about that they are willing to 
prioritize it. 

2. Associations - these are voluntary groups of people who come 
together around a common interest. Associations can help to amplify 
the power of the individual. These can range all the way from a 
neighborhood association to a weekly poker club. 

3. Institutions - these are organizations with a purpose and paid staff to 
make sure the purpose is fulfilled. These would include 
schools, churches, government agencies, businesses and so 
forth. 

4. Local Businesses - these are the places within the community 
where goods and services are purchased and sold, and 
especially where local residents are the owners. There is 
some overlap here with institutions as businesses are also 
institutions, but they primarily fit into this category. But the 
benefits of institutions and local economy are different. 

5. Physical Assets - these are the places that help shape the 
community. Here we find parks, bodies of water, land 
features, terrain, and weather. This also includes unnatural 
features such as bus service, train service, bikeways, 
walkways, and streets. And finally, keep in mind that physical 
assets can include spaces which may look like liabilities such 
as abandoned buildings, lots, or spaces where illegal activity 
is happening. 

6. Culture and Story - this is the history of your community and 
who makes up that community. The story of a community 
includes its beginning and formation, the struggles it has 
faced, the way problems were addressed in the past, and 
how it is changing. 

Online  

Resources 
There is more online!  

 

Visit  

neighboring 

movement.org/gne 

 

Find your cohort and 

go exploring. There 

are lots of great re-

sources available to 

you. 

 Previous Labs 

 Interview Guides 

 Neighboring Tips 
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We believe local churches have a vitally important role 
to play in their community as a connector of these 
assets. By doing so, the church becomes an integral 
part of strengthening the community and testifying to 
God’s presence there. What if the pastor was a 
neighborhood animator? What if the lay-people were 
community connectors--connecting what is already 
strong in their neighborhoods to foster common good? 
 

When the church engages as a connector of assets 
through relationships we uncover the abundance of 
our communities, we celebrate what is good (which 
leads to joy) and we strengthen the social fabric of our 
community. 
 

Communities long for this connection! Throughout 
these 6 weeks, you will be invited to map the asset 
categories listed above. As you do, you may be 
surprised to discover that the assets in your 
neighborhood, town, or community are like treasures, 
hidden in a field--waiting to be discovered! 

 

Instead of battling needs, let’s map the assets. 
Instead of adding programs, let’s foster relationship. 
Instead of covering scarcity, let’s discover abundance. 
Instead of pursuing happiness, let’s inhabit joy. 
 

Fishes and Loaves 
 
Of all Jesus’ miracle stories only one shows up in each gospel it is the 
story of Jesus feeding the 5000. It is a story of abundance and it shows 
up abundantly. The abundance of Jesus is a stark contrast to the way 
the disciples see the situation. They come to Jesus distraught and say, 
“This is a deserted place, and the hour is now late; send the crowds 
away so that they may go into the villages and buy food for 
themselves.” The disciples see the world around them with scarcity. 
They look out on the crowd and feel overwhelmed by the daunting task 
of caring for all these people, and honestly, who could blame them. 
 

Jesus turns to the disciples and says, “You give them something to 
eat.” I imagine them responding to this command like an overwhelmed 
church committee just tasked with a new assignment they didn’t really 
want. The Disciples don’t actually have any food and asking the 12 of 
them to feed 5000 people, plus women and children, so if they are 
overwhelmed they seem to have a legitimate case. But Jesus wasn’t 
asking them to do all the work. Instead, he was asking them to model 
abundance within the community so that a miracle could take place. 
 

Each week when you gather with your group there will be a time for 
Fishes and Loaves. It is a time when you will share what you have 
learned about the neighborhood and look for connections that could 
make the community stronger. During the week we hope you will be 

Contact Us 
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thinking about these connections and be prepared when you gather to 
share the power of multiplication that comes when we are committed to 
seeing the world with abundance. 
 

Experiment 
 
When we started working on this Lab we wrestled with the competing 
struggle to make it doable, but also transformational. The reality is people 
often choose to do what is easiest, and what is easiest is rarely 
transformational. Transformational work takes risk, vulnerability, and a 
commitment of resources like time, energy, and money. With that in mind, 
we’ve decided to put that choice back in your hands. Each experiment will 
include three options. A step that is Doable, Intentional, or 
Transformational. 
 

The Doable step will be fairly easy. Most of the time this step can be done 
within the context of your neighboring group and Doable steps won’t take 
any more time than it does to read and attend your neighboring group. 
 

The Intentional step will be moderately difficult. The Intentional step may 
require you to interact with someone in the neighborhood you don’t 
already know and it may force you out of your normal routine. This step 
will also require a little more planning, time, and forethought. 
 

The Transformational step will be most difficult, and it is the most 
rewarding. It will ask you not only to talk to people in your community but 
also find ways to connect them to the larger work of creating a community 
Asset Map. One option for connecting the community/neighborhood with 
your asset map would be hosting a block party for the neighborhood 
around your church. A block party is a good way of integrating all of the 
work you are doing to create the Asset Map. And our experience is that 
the power of the connections made at such gatherings can be 
transformational. 
 

Of course, we hope you will do the Transformational step each week, and 
we know that is not realistic for everyone. What we’ve learned so far, is 
that the groups who do the work get the most out of the experience. I often 
wish there was a shortcut, unfortunately, we haven’t found one yet. 
 

This week the experiment is to set your intention for the next 6 weeks. Do 
you want an experience that is Doable, Intentional, or Transformational. 
Don’t decide right away. I’m sure it is tempting to say, “The Disciples got it 
right, they can feed themselves!” But before you decide, spend some time 
in prayer considering why you signed up for this group in the first place. 
How is God asking you to participate and what are you able or willing to 
sacrifice over the next 6 weeks to show up, pay attention, and cooperate 
with God? 
 

Tell us your 

story. 

 

Join the online 

discussion by 

liking our     

Facebook 

page. 

 

facebook.com/

neighboring 

movement 
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Reflection 
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. How would you describe the your church’s neighborhood to a stranger?  
2. What are you curious about or do you think might change about that description as you participate in 

this lab? 
3. What is your greatest hope for these 6 weeks? 
4. What are the things you might have to unlearn to become a connector church? 
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