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The Benefits of Boundaries

Good fences make good neighbors. – Robert Frost

Individuals, like nations, must have suitable broad and natural boundaries, even a considerable neutral ground, between them. – Henry David Thoreau

How does a fence or boundary promote good relations between neighbors? Is it because a boundary clarifies what belongs to our neighbor and what belongs to us? (Maybe it’s because we know how much lawn we have to mow!) We usually include gates in our fences. The same may be said of our relationships. We have fences with gates that may be open or shut as needed. 

Boundaries with gates play a very important role in our relationships. Recently my wife and I observed a wide-open gate in the fence between a child and his parents while they were talking with an adult friend. The parents continually broke off the conversation with the other adult to respond to the child’s continuous interruptions. The boundary of being courteous and waiting patiently, except for an emergency, had not been clearly established between parents and child.

Dr. John Townsend, in his book Hiding from Love, gives an illustration about the need for boundaries: “Maybe there’s such a thing as being too loving,” Cathy told me one day. “I just care too much for the people around me, and that’s why I’m always burned out. So I guess I’ve got to find out how to become a selfish person. The problem is, I like being caring.”

Dr. Townsend noted that Cathy’s struggle came after a lifelong pattern of feeling overwhelmed, torn by her various responsibilities, and generally unable to control her life. She was a single parent with two out-of-control teenagers, an ex-husband who had been chronically unfaithful, and a nowhere job where she remained because of a sense of loyalty.

Cathy understood her symptoms, but not the problem. It wasn’t that she was too loving. We can never have too much of that quality. It’s part of who God is. Cathy didn’t have too much love – she had too few boundaries.

Boundaries are necessary for us to establish a sense of identity. If we don’t know who we are, then we are whatever the situation or the person we are near wants us to be. The gate in our fence is wide open.

Our children need boundaries established early and clearly. In our family, for example, we did not move everything breakable out of the way of our young children. We told them in a loving but convincing way that certain items were off limits to touch, even though they were within reach. If the limits were exceeded, there were consequences.

When children learn about boundaries early, then it is much easier for them to accept limits on their words and actions as they grow older. It has been clearly demonstrated many times that young people actually want boundaries. They may test the limits and rebel at times -- pushing through the boundary gate. In most cases they are simply checking to see if we really love them enough to establish and maintain the limits that keep them safe and secure.

In our relationships with our spouses, the need for boundaries also exists. Boundaries enable us to establish our responsibilities, and they relieve our concerns about things for which we are not responsible.

Dr. Townsend tells of a woman and her 20-year relationship with her alcoholic husband. Although she continuously nagged him about his drinking, she also purchased liquor for him weekly. She was unknowingly taking responsibility for, or enabling, his drinking. 

When she realized she was allowing a revolving gate in their marital relationship, nagging but providing the liquor, she began to say “no” and started setting more limits on his irresponsibility. He came out of his denial and began getting help.

Like any of these illustrations, we sometimes have to stand back and review our individual boundaries and the gate which may be swung too wide open or not enough. It’s only when we realize the problem that we allow ourselves to change and improve our relationships.

And relationships are what it’s all about.
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