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Understanding Boundaries
When people hear the word boundary, 

they often think of separating, isolating, 

or dividing lines. Boundaries can keep 

someone or something separate, but 

they are also beneficial for bringing 

people together. Boundaries are 

defined as real or imagined lines that 

mark a border or identify the limit of 

relationships, a subject, or a principle. 

They can help us communicate our 

limits in various areas of personal and 

ministry life as well as what is and is 

not appropriate in different situations. 

When appropriately defined and 

honored, boundaries can be healthy 

connection points and help us navigate 

personal and professional relationships.

Healthy boundaries are firm yet 

flexible and take into account your 

feelings and those of others. Leadership 

consultant and bestselling author Henry 

Cloud states, “Boundaries define us. 

They define what is me and what is not 

me. A boundary shows me where I end 

and someone else begins, leading me 

to a sense of ownership. Knowing what 

I am to own and take responsibility for 

gives me freedom.”  

The different domains in which we 

can have boundaries include: 

• Intellectual: thoughts and beliefs 

about different topics 

• Physical: preferences about physical 

touch and personal space 

• Sexual: physical intimacy and 

reproduction

• Financial and material: money, 

finances, and possessions  

• Communication: how we listen and/

or respond during interactions  

• Emotional: managing the emotions of 

others, regulating one’s own emotions  

• Time: how a person uses his/her time 

and values others’ time

Boundaries can be grouped into 

two categories based on who they are 

protecting. 

• Self-protecting boundaries: 

boundaries that protect us from  

other people.  

• Other-protecting boundaries: 

boundaries that protect others  

from us.

An example of a self-protecting 

boundary is declining to meet with 

a friend or family member because 

every time you spend time together 

the interaction is hostile, or you are 

asked to do things with which you are 

uncomfortable. By setting the  

boundary that you will not meet with 

them, you are making a decision that is 

best for you. An example of an other-

protecting boundary is a supervisor 

choosing to have meetings with 

employees in an open and spacious  

area, so the interaction feels safe  

and non-threatening.

Setting Boundaries
Setting boundaries can feel restricting 

and unnatural. It is often challenging to 

say no or make a decision that may seem 

unfavorable to someone else. Boundary 

setting involves trial and error. You 

may have to change your approach as 

you implement this new behavior in 

different settings. Some general tips for 

boundary setting: 

• Identify the desired boundary  

• Communicate the need or request 

“Boundaries define us. They define what is me and what is not me."
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Case Study Deacon Greg

Deacon Greg is a longtime 

employee of St. Monica’s parish. 

He is a member of the executive 

council and supervises other church 

employees. As a lifelong Catholic who 

attended three years of seminary, Greg 

has been involved for over 30 years 

in a variety of parish ministries. After 

two decades of growth and dedication 

as a lay minister, Greg was eventually 

ordained as a permanent deacon and 

identified his ordination as one of his 

proudest moments. He is a well-liked, 

outgoing, and devoted member of the 

parish community.

The parish staff and parishioners 

love and welcome Greg’s excitement 

and passion for his faith. Over the 

years diocesan officials have primarily 

received positive feedback about 

Greg. Recently, however, there have 

been concerning reports about Greg’s 

behavior and interactions with staff 

and parishioners. One of the church 

employees reported that he was giving 

financial advice to some senior  

members of the parish. Greg was 

also observed on multiple occasions 

spending time with younger members 

somewhat late at night. Others noticed 

Greg touching and hugging parishioners 

without their permission. The concerns 

about Greg were presented to diocesan 

officials for review.   

Father Allen, the Vicar for Clergy, 

met with Greg and highlighted the 

concerns presented. He also asked 

Greg to share his understanding of his 

behavior. Greg struggled to see how he 

had hurt anyone or why his behavior 

was problematic. In his view, he was 

being friendly and helpful. Although 

Greg was unable to understand why his 

behavior was problematic, he denied 

any intention to hurt anyone. Greg 

was encouraged to seek professional 

help and was referred to a therapist 

to explore the concerns raised. He 

volunteered to temporarily step down 

from his ministerial roles to allow 

himself the time and space to focus on 

his health and wellness. 

Within a month Greg begins 

therapy with Dr. Dow. He is uncertain 

about how Dr. Dow can help him and 

initially shares very little, remaining 

emotionally distant. As Greg begins to 

trust Dr. Dow, he shares childhood and 

life experiences and details about his 

relationship with his parents. As Greg 

explores his upbringing and childhood 

experiences, he gains insight into the 

way he navigates the world. Specifically, 

structure and rules were nonexistent in 

the household, and boundaries were not 

taught or modeled. He could stay up at 

night as late as he wanted, there was no 

set family mealtime, he had few chores, 

and he often would just take money from 

his father’s wallet without permission. 

As Greg had few friends, he did not learn 

how to manage social relationships and 

integrate the expectations and norms 

that accompany those interactions. 

Dr. Dow highlights for Greg that his 

lack of awareness about boundaries is 

likely the root cause of his behavior in 

the parish. Greg is still puzzled; he does 

not know what boundaries are or how 

they apply to him. Dr. Dow works with 

Greg to understand boundaries and his 

role in setting and adhering to them. 

Aspects of boundaries they worked 

through included time and physical 

space. In practice this includes adhering 

to time limits, being respectful of others 

time restraints, and/or saying no to 

continues on page 3

" ... views boundary setting as 

an essential tool for personal 

health ... ."
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avoid overloading one’s schedule. In 

terms of physical space, Greg learned to 

maintain a foot or two distance between 

himself and others, ask if he could hug 

another, and knock before entering a 

colleague’s office.  

Eight months later, with Greg’s 

permission, the vicar for clergy joins 

Dr. Dow and Greg for a meeting to 

discuss Greg’s progress. Dr. Dow 

presents the challenges Greg was 

struggling with when he entered therapy 

and shares his progress. Dr. Dow also 

Deacon Greg continued

outlines a plan of support to guide 

Greg as he works to implement the new 

behaviors he has learned. Through 

his work in individual therapy, peer 

support groups, and psychoeducation 

workshops, Greg begins to understand 

the many ways his boundary violations 

have impacted him throughout his life.

He recalled being dismissed from 

seminary because of poor judgment and 

intrusive behavior, over-sharing, and 

borrowing people’s possessions without 

asking. It never occurred to Greg 

that those behaviors were boundary 

violations. Following his work with Dr. 

Dow, Greg feels confident in asserting 

his boundaries and has gained a new 

perspective about himself and the 

world. He now views boundary setting as 

an essential tool for personal health and 

for effective ministry.

For confidentiality, reasons, names,  

identifying data, and other details of  

treatment have been altered.

• Be clear, concise, and avoid 

overexplaining

• Name the consequences of  

violating the boundary

It is important to note that boundary 

setting is not always an explicit 

verbalization of a rule or standard. In 

fact, there are other ways of setting 

limits around your emotions, time, 

energy, and ideas. For example, asking 

someone if they are in a space to listen to 

you vent is an example of an emotional 

boundary. By checking in with them 

first you are acknowledging their 

emotional boundaries. Coordinating 

and communicating clearly about travel 

arrangements with friends or family 

who are picking you up is a way to be 

mindful of their time boundaries and 

other responsibilities. Additionally, 

the types of boundaries we set vary 

depending on the environment and 

circumstances. Boundaries with a 

colleague will look different than those 

with a close friend.

Myths about Boundaries 
It is not uncommon to avoid setting 

boundaries out of fear that doing so will 

negatively impact relationships. This 

is one of the many myths of boundary 

setting. The myths and misconceptions 

about boundaries influence how we 

manage or enforce boundaries and our 

willingness to set them. Below are some 

common myths about boundary setting:  

• Boundaries push people away 

• Setting boundaries is selfish 

• Boundaries are a form of defiance 

• Boundary setting means being rude 

or mean

• My boundaries hurt others

Not setting boundaries almost 

guarantees you will encounter the 

problems you are worried about creating 

by setting boundaries. When limits are 

set around personal space, finances, 

emotions, and time, you are giving 

people a gift. You are giving the gift of 

clear communication and established 

expectations. By setting boundaries 

you are also receiving the gifts of safety, 

optimal emotional and mental health, 

avoidance of burnout, and personal 

autonomy and identity. It is important 

to remember that not everyone will like 

or understand the boundaries you set, or 

your reasons for setting them, and that 

is okay. You do not have to feel guilty for 

making decisions that protect you.

A. Mechelle Haywood, Psy.D. is as primary therapist 

at Saint Luke Institute in Silver Spring, Maryland.

Good Boundaries continued



We've Moved—Please Update Your Records
Saint Luke Institute

8380 Colesville Road, Suite 300 
Silver Spring MD 20910-6264

301-445-7970

April 4-7, 2022 
St. Meinrad, Indiana 
How do you structure an effective 

program for celibacy formation? Who 

needs to be involved? How do you 

evaluate a candidate's readiness for 

living the call to celibate chastity? These 

are the questions we will address at the 

next Conference on Human Formation, 

Practical Models for Celibacy Formation.

The conference is designed for 

religious and diocesan formation and 

vocations personnel, as well as  

spiritual directors and mental health 

providers involved in seminary and 

religious formation. 

Practical Models for Celibacy Formation

Over 70?
Donors aged 70 1/2 or older have a 

unique way to support charities like 

Saint Luke Institute by transferring a 

contribution each year directly from 

a traditional individual retirement 

account (IRA). This may satisfy a portion 

or all of the annual required minimum 

distribution (RMD) and serve as a 

qualified charitable distribution for your 

IRA. This can decrease your tax burden 

even if you are no longer itemizing 

deductions. Identify Saint Luke 

Institute, 8380 Colesville Road, Suite 

300, Silver Spring, Maryland, 20910 

(Tax ID 52-1082730) as the beneficiary 

on the beneficiary form available from 

your plan administrator or account 

representative. 

Visit sli.org/donate to donate online.

SLI’s Silver Jubilee  
Annual Benefit

LukeNotes is a quarterly publication of Saint Luke Institute. For address changes,  
please email LukeNotes@sli.org or call 301-422-5405. Include both the new and old 
name and address. 

Saint  Luke  Institute
compassionate care

reimagined

On October 17, 2022, SLI will celebrate its 

silver jubilee Benefit. Started by just a few 

lay people in 1997, this event has grown in 

stature and is the focal point for annual 

giving. If you would like to join the 25th 

Annual Benefit Committee or have just have 

a few stories to tell about past events, we 

would love to hear from you. This is one of 

the few volunteer opportunities available for 

Saint Luke Institute. Join us.

Contact Kathy Carver, Director of 

Institutional Advancement, kathyc@sli.org or 

301-422-5404.

Visit sliconnect.org/conferences to learn more and register.


