Getting to Know Your Neighbors 
Going In as a Stranger to Get to Know People

A church had chosen a specific neighborhood it wishes to become involved in. They want to develop relationships with people and listen to their story. The approach is based on Luke 10:1-12 about sending out the 70. They are to find a “person of peace” who will take them in and introduce them around. The outsider goes to the home as a listener and learner not with any pre-conceived ideas of what they want to do.

They want to find out what is happening already in the neighborhood and how they might fit in with what is already happening, not to start anything new. As they are in that home they eat and interact with the family who leads them to other people who they also listen to and learn their story and what is happening in their neighborhood from their perspective.

This also involves walking around the neighborhood greeting people who are outside of their home. This takes time but over this time they become known in the neighborhood and learn a lot about the neighborhood as they develop relationships with some of the people.

Mission by Walking Around - MBWA
You may have heard of “management by walking around.” The idea is that a manager should not simply sit in his/her office but needs to talk around the workers, to listen to them and help when and where needed. I want to introduce you to “mission by walking around,” if the word mission scares you, substitute ministry.
Mission By Walking Around does not start with big programs that will turn everything around. It involves small groups of motivated parishioners doing small-scale research that may result in experiments. Craig told a story about a big city church, built on the streetcar line in the 1900’s but, like many city churches, its members now commute. To their credit, theses parishioners came back to the much changed neighborhood and offered programs in the church– they run sports programs, a food program etc., but there was a sense that they are not making inroads. After some facilitated reflection, some parishioners organized a neighborhood walk. Small groups of parishioners decided to simply walk the neighborhood. 

Craig said, “At the debriefing after the first walk they looked at each other and said, “Well, we are here (alive)!” You see, for all their good intentions they viewed the neighborhood as foreign and dangerous, and indeed many neighborhoods do look like that until you get to know them. While we may sing, “this is my father’s world,” we mentally exclude the neighborhood in which our church is situated; perhaps we exclude the area where we live as well.  In contrast, the good people of that city church followed up their initial walk by finding out where people actually gather and began to connect with them at those places. I don’t think that church will ever be the same again.” Would that be good news if it happens to your church?

This is, of course, not a new idea. Evangelization of much of the world happened because small bands of Christians simply lived out their faith among their neighbors and in their neighborhood. The theological underpinning is the Incarnation – God came to us. God seems to want us to go to the world that God loves.  

There is a trend to form virtual communities today, at least to form communities of affinity. We use social media with people we like half a world away and only hang out with friends we like while we hardly talk to neighbors. We have good company when we do MBWA. This idea appears in the September issue of The Anglican, the Diocesan newspaper by Bishop Patrick YU.
One Church Getting Ready to Know People in a Neighborhood

One large church wanted to minister in neighborhoods where they had some of their members living. All of their members were commuters and are spread across a very large area. Therefore they mapped the addresses where each member lived. They were looking for clusters of their people living in a geographic area, which was 6 to 8 blocks square. 

They then had a person living in each cluster to invite all of the people living in their cluster to come to a desert at their home. Many people who gathered did not realize that many of the people they saw regularly in church lived so close to them.

At the meeting it was explained that the church wanted their members to begin to reach out to their neighborhood they lived in order to be salt and light in that neighborhood. What this meant was that people would begin to regularly walk a two-block area around their house with the purpose to get to know their neighbors. As they walked and saw someone they would greet them and introduce themselves if they did not know them. 

They would begin to do barbeques in their front driveway inviting people to join them as they did it. They would think of fun activities to do to bring their neighbors together to know each other. They might do the map exercise noted below. They would begin to ask what they liked about this neighborhood and what one thing they might want to change. They also asked what skill, knowledge and passion they might have to help their neighbors around them.

As they began to know people in their immediate neighborhood the local elementary school would be a centralized point to draw the individuals together. This is explained in a later session.

Learning about Each Other By Mapping where Each Person Has Lived in their Lifetime

Six to eight families are invited to a neighbor’s home for a casual meal.  

A Facilitator asks everyone to trace their history as a trip through life using three maps that are posted on the wall. Each participant writes their initials on the place where they were born and then traces a line connecting all the places where they have lived all the way to their arrival in the city and to the street where they live now. Participants do not go in any particular order. A volunteer is asked to start the group off.
The Facilitator is focused on actively listening. They encourage the storytellers with questions to expand on some aspects of the story. "Maria, you just said that you had nowhere to go for a week when you first came to Lawrence. That must have been tough for a 16-year-old, what did you do? Where did you stay?”   The Facilitator can and should tell his/her own story; he/she can pick the optimal time to do so. It may be that going first can provide a model for a reluctant group. Or if the stories are getting too long or too short, stepping in and re-setting the exercise can work as well. All that is needed for this exercise is: 3 Maps, the World, the Country and your city or region.  
This idea comes from NeighborCircles of Lawrence Works in Lawrence MA

Getting Known in a Neighborhood: Adopt a Block

Adopt A Block is a related activity for people who do not live in the specific neighborhood they want to minister in.  They start with a team of four to six people for each Adopt-A-Block area they want to work in. A Block is defined as one street on both sides of it as well as the street in back of each side, in reality four blocks. Each team goes out every Saturday morning to bless the people in their area. The teams always do trash and refuse pickup each week in their area.

But what do they do when they show up? Here are some ideas. Cut grass! We showed up every Saturday around 10:00 AM. We cut grass and picked up trash. Every door got knocked on but not with a Bible in hand! We said hello and introduced ourselves. We asked if there was anything we could do for them or the neighborhood. Our teams delivered food, clothes and did odd jobs for single moms and widows. Other things we did were to paint houses, plant flowers and take out the trash. Odd jobs and car repairs were a normal ministry for this outreach.

Sometimes they help organize block parties or simple barbeques for people. They had fun activities at the school or park for kids and adults. The whole emphasis is to express God’s love in action. It is all about developing relationships, relationships, relationships.

When this was started people were afraid that no-one would respond to them but as they kept coming back week after week showing God’s love in action, people began to welcome them and feel the visitors were becoming friends.

This idea came from the Adopt a Block Outreach from the Dream Center in Los Angles, CA.
