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In the last issue of the Covenant, Eran Talitman and Phil Dodgson provided our readers 
with an excellent reflection on the importance of healthy boundaries in ministerial 
relationships.  They clearly and correctly pointed out that ministry is about meeting the 
needs of those to whom we minister and that a boundary violation occurs when ministers 
act to satisfy their own needs in ministerial relationships.   
 
Boundaries do more than make our relationships appropriate and safe.  Boundaries and 
limits give shape and form to our existence.  They are the structures that allow us to give 
meaningful and integrated expression to ourselves.  Boundaries define us as unique 
individuals separate and distinct from everyone else.  Boundaries are the parameters, the 
lines, within which I am called to live my life, make my choices, and discover myself, 
others, and God in relationship with me.   
 
That’s all great and wonderful until I crash into a boundary that I would really like to 
remove.  Recently, I was driving across Ontario to do an educational workshop for the 
presbyterate of a diocese.  The winter landscape was stunning in its beauty and the sheer 
size of Ontario as a Province and Canada as a country was awe-inspiring for someone 
raised in suburban Philadelphia.  As I drove, I found myself thirsty to see more and more 
of the scenery and I was frustrated by how little I could actually see in the time I had and 
with the limitations a Toyota presents when it comes to exploring wilderness. 
Nonetheless, I found some peace and contentment in my ability to enjoy what was 
available within my boundaries until I found myself stuck behind a truck that wasn’t even 
going the speed limit.  Suddenly, all of my attention and concentration became focused 
on the back of that truck as I tried to will it out of my way.  For the more than several 
minutes it took me to finally pass that truck, my only concern was the removal of the 
boundary it represented.  During that time I wouldn’t have noticed if the most spectacular 
landscape in all of Canada was available for my enjoyment just outside my window. 
 
As important as boundaries are for our integrity, meaning, and ability to relate with real 
love and intimacy, I think it sometime important to acknowledge that many times we 
simply despise the reality of boundaries and limits in our lives.  Our first thought when 
faced with a boundary may well be to wonder how we can push that boundary back so 
that we can have some breathing space.  We look for extensions of deadlines, exceptions 
to rules, loopholes in budgets, and short-cuts to our destinations.  We celebrate and 
rejoice when one of us runs, swims, or drives faster, hits more homeruns, scores more 
goals, or makes more money than anyone ever has.  For all of our talk about the 
importance of boundaries, we need to acknowledge that we are acculturated in a value 
system that tells us that boundaries exist to be broken.     
 
The reality of being human is to be caught between unlimited longings, desires, and 
aspirations on one hand and serious limitations and boundaries on the other.  Resolving 
the tension that exists between these opposing forces driving and defining us as persons is 
the task of integrity.  That task is taken seriously when we acknowledge and respect the 



realities and power of both forces within and upon us.  To deny or dismiss either one is to 
short-circuit the real work of defining myself as a person in right relationship with others, 
God and the universe.  We can resolve that tension by pushing the boundary back so that 
we can enjoy a little more space, time, and freedom.  We can alleviate the tension by 
shutting down the transcendent aspirations that arise from within us.  Obviously, either 
choice will leave us less well-defined, developed, and genuinely free.  By neither 
indulging nor destroying our longings for more than we have and are, the real power and 
energy of transcendence can be active and alive within us.  But to what end for what 
purpose? 
  
What is it like to be you when your unlimited aspirations crash into a boundary?  Stuck 
behind that truck on the road, I learned how impatience and anger at what I cannot have 
deprived me as well of what I could have.  Frustrated at the boundary I could not move, I 
was unable to experience anything of value inside that boundary. That experience has 
made me wonder how much life, love, awareness, mystery, joy, and connection I have 
missed inside the boundaries while trying to remove a barrier to something outside the 
boundaries.  At the same time, sensitivity to the danger of violating boundaries may result 
in efforts to deny real desires and longings that may in fact be the openings in my soul to 
the reality of grace and the deep connection with God and others that is our universal 
vocation. 
 
The experience of the tension evoked by boundaries may well be the whole point and 
purpose.  Faced with a barrier to satisfaction of my needs, I become acutely aware of 
those needs and my inability to satisfy my needs with my own power.  Boundaries are not 
only protective devices meant to minimize harm; they are also invitations to know the 
truth of myself as incomplete, imperfect, and lacking in self-sufficiency.  As a result of 
crashing into boundaries, I learn that I am as limited and needy, as powerless and lonely, 
as vulnerable and unpolished as anyone and everyone.  Suddenly or slowly, that 
awareness brings me to a point where unity with the rest of creation can happen to me 
rather than be caused by me.  The very inability to meet my needs opens me to the 
possibility of finding those needs satisfied in ways that are outside of my control. 
 
To know the appropriate boundaries that define good ministerial relationships is a must.  
To be fully aware and conscious of the danger and damage that will result from crossing 
those boundaries is essential to minimize harm to others and to oneself.  But stopping 
there will be like standing at a fence looking out at what we cannot have.  This will only 
leave us as angry and frustrated as an impatient driver stuck behind a slow moving truck.   
 
Boundaries become genuinely life giving rather than life depriving when we turn away 
from the fence and begin to discover and enjoy whatever is available to us inside the 
boundaries.  We might well be very surprised by how abundant life can be. 


	Can There Be Life Inside the Boundaries?

