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How spiritually mature would you say that we are?  It’s one of a bunch of different kinds of 

maturity.  There’s chronological maturity, physical maturity, emotional maturity, intellectual 

maturity, social maturity, philosophical maturity, and there’s spiritual maturity.  It’s an 

interesting way to think about spiritual growth – instead of just the markers on one’s spiritual 

journey, it’s thinking about what are the parts of being able to call oneself spiritually mature. 

There are some progressions like James Fowler’s stages of faith that show the different stages 

from infant to intuitive to mythic/literal to conventional and eventually all the way to 

enlightenment.  While interesting, it’s a progression tied to chronological age, especially earlier 

on, and doesn’t really give me much of a roadmap for my own growth and development. 

There are other measures of spiritual maturity, too.  Lists of “if you’re spiritually mature, you’ll 

be really good at these sorts of things.”  When I heard about lists of different elements of 

spiritual maturity though, I got pretty excited.  I’m a geek for lists and schemes like this!  UU 

minister Kendyl Gibbons created a list that pretty conducive to UU’s, and it was further 

developed by Unity Consulting.  It includes things like: openness to astonishment and wonder, 

submission and surrender, accepting confusion and ambiguity, being in the presence of 

someone else’s pain without needing to fix it, awareness and acceptance of the reality of our 

own deaths, and all sorts of great stuff like that.  Pretty mature sounding stuff!  And it reminds 

me how far I still need to go, too. 

So, how spiritually mature are we?  It just so happens that I have an answer for us, at least as 

much as an answer for something like this is even possible.  Last year First U participated in a 

pilot study put together by Unity Consulting to measure these elements of spiritual maturity – it 

was our spring ends survey that over a hundred folks took part in.  Then this past spring, we 

looped several of those same questions into the survey, and made sure to have something for 

each of the ten elements of spiritual maturity.  Some folks have asked about how we did overall 

on the survey this past year – I’ll have a report with our results to share within the next couple 

of weeks.  Watch E-news for a link! 

You know what Kendyl Gibbons has first in her list?  Boundaries.  She calls it Sophrosyne, a 

Greek word, and she describes it as “self-awareness in the service of intention, having good 

boundaries, remembering what you want.”1  Unity Consulting has it in their list tool.  They list it 

as “develop[ing] clear boundaries to inform intentional action.”  Boundaries and how they 

impact our action are a key part of being spiritually mature!  And not just a key part in general, 

they are a key part for us at First Unitarian in particular.  The pilot study had a particular 

question in it: “Having good boundaries allows me to act with intention.”  For those who took 

the survey, we each rated how true that statement was for us.  For the pilot study, Unity did 
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some statistical magic, stuff that I’ll never quite understand, and they found which questions 

were drivers for us, which questions were most important in their influence of our spiritual 

maturity and growth.  Guess what – this question on boundaries came up near the top of that 

list of drivers.  But here’s the thing, we also reported that we weren’t very good at it.  It was 

almost at the very bottom for how true we said it was for us. 

Having boundaries is important to us, AND we recognize that we still have a lot of growing to 

do. 

What do I mean by boundaries?  Today I’m mostly talking about relational boundaries: the 

ability to say yes and say no, defining one’s self in relationship to others, knowing what 

responsibility you want to take on as your own and what responsibility should be someone 

else’s – it’s about having our distinct selves, it’s about intention, and it’s about accountability.  

Boundaries.  For some folks, boundaries are easier to hold in their lives, and others more 

difficult.  I’m not going to delve into the reasons for this – it’s beyond the realm of my expertise.  

There is a good deal of difference with how different folks hold their boundaries, and it can vary 

by circumstance, too. 

The Giving Tree2 had trouble with boundaries.  Actually, she didn’t seem to have any, at least 

not in her relationship with the boy.  I have to admit that I really detest this story, because of 

how the Tree never says no, and except for the very beginning, the boy never gives anything in 

return and he never says ‘thank you’ anywhere in the story!  The Tree doesn’t have any sense 

of herself aside from the boy, and even when he moves on with his life, she just stands there 

lonely and wishes for his return and his happiness.  What kind of a life is that?!?  He comes back 

and will never do what they enjoy doing together – he always seems to have some sort of 

excuse – and then he asks for things and she gives them – her apples, her branches, and then 

the “ultimate sacrifice” her trunk, just so he can have a boat.  I think the only moment with a 

glimmer of hope for me in the entire book was just after he carted away her trunk, and it reads, 

“And the tree was happy, but not really.”  She had finally acknowledged her own feelings and 

needs, but at this point in the story, it was too late. 

What I want to claim today is that boundaries help not only ourselves but they also influence 

that nature of our relationships with others too.  Shame researcher Brené Brown, who I’ve 

been drawing from a good bit in my sermons this summer, she says “One of the greatest and 

least discussed barriers to compassionate practice is the fear of setting boundaries and holding 

people accountable.”3  Boundaries and accountability help us to be compassionate! 

The first person that having better boundaries helps us to be compassionate with is ourselves.  

This was one of the big lessons of the retelling of the Giving Tree, where the tree’s motivation 
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for finally saying ‘no’ was that she liked herself, too.  While she really liked giving of herself – a 

sentiment that I can relate to in many ways – the Tree also prioritized her own needs. 

One of my mentors, Kay Jorgensen, one of the founders of the Faithful Fools Street Ministry in 

San Francisco, served in a church for a little while before she moved her ministry onto the 

streets.  One day when I was at the Fools, a good-sized rather densely packed box arrived.  Kay 

knew what was in it and immediately got excited about it.  We wrestled out the contents of the 

box and found a 4-foot tall, red-colored creation of the word Yes.  Kay had had it on the wall of 

her church – a big red Yes.  In a culture with a lot of No’s and with theologies where our 

members come from with even more No’s, she explained, we want to be a church that answers 

with an affirmative Yes.  Now that’s a whole stack of sermons for another day, and you might 

be wondering why I’m bringing up a giant red Yes when we’re talking about boundaries and 

saying “no.”  When we’re saying no to some request, or saying no to taking on someone else’s 

responsibility, or saying no to something that’s not in line with our values, what we’re doing is 

saying yes to ourselves.  Saying no allows us to be compassionate with ourselves.  Saying no to 

someone or something else is saying yes to ourselves. 

Boundaries not only enable us to be compassionate to ourselves, but they also help us to be 

compassionate with others.  It’s difficult if not downright impossible to be compassionate to 

someone else when they’re hurting us or taking advantage of us.  This is where the difficult 

topic of accountability comes in.  The opposite of accountability is blame.   

Blaming someone else and avoiding responsibility are such easy things to do also.  And 

seductive, too.  A few months ago, I finally completely broke my cell phone.  I had dropped it a 

number of times already but had lucked out and it hadn’t gotten more than a few dings in it.  

But this day I wasn’t so lucky.  It flew out of my hand onto the pavement of the road, and I 

knew that was it.  The screen was completely shattered.  I wanted to blame someone so badly.  

The bride and groom whose wedding I was at, the project that was the source of the other stuff 

I was trying to carry, anybody I had talked to that day – anybody!  Just not myself.  But this one 

was 100% entirely completely my own fault, as much as I would like to avoid responsibility for it 

and cast my negative feelings elsewhere. 

As Brené Brown reminds us, “we live in a blame culture.”4  Both in a larger sense and 

interpersonal ones.  We want to know whose fault it is – isn’t that one of the first questions if 

not the first question after we hear about a car accident?  It’s so much easier to point fingers 

and think insults than it is to consider who is accountable – everyone who is, and to own our 

own place in that accountability.  I saw blame get in the way of caring as a hospital chaplain.  

What did you do to cause the situation you’re in?  It got in the way of every other part of the 

relationship.  The biggest culprits were kid’s injuries, lung cancer, liver failure, and HIV, but little 

bits of blame surfaced in lots of places.  After a good bit of time working on the transplant floor 

myself, I realized that I was carrying around blame too – a little niggling voice in the back of my 
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head that they had done something to cause their organ failure.  How could I be fully present 

with that running around in the back of my head? 

The opposite of this blaming and judging and anger is compassion, being kinder but firmer, 

blaming less and having better respect for our own boundaries.  Blame is the opposite of 

accountability; it’s the opposite of having intentional boundaries.  It comes from not 

acknowledging our own values and our own feelings.  Blame utterly blocks compassion. 

There’s one other sense of boundaries and compassion that I want to bring up today, 

particularly in light of what’s been happening in Ferguson, Missouri.  Having boundaries and 

limits enables us to act from a place of compassion.  One sense of defining ourselves is defining 

our values and the limits of what matches up with those values.  And by naming those limits, 

we are also naming what is outside of them.  What happened to Michael Brown is way outside 

of my limits.  My heart absolutely goes out to everyone affected by this very real tragedy – 

Brown and his friend, Officer Wilson, Brown’s family, the many people there who have been 

involved in the protests and unrest – the tendrils seem to stretch and stretch.  Hearing about it 

makes me hurt and makes me afraid in some regard for everyone there. 

But it makes me angry too.  My boundaries of what is acceptable and what is right were 

violated when Brown, unarmed, was shot and killed.  Yes, it’s a complex situation with many 

factors involved, but I still find myself angry.  And while we’re looking at a particular town now, 

it could have happened in many others, too.  Racial tensions and assumptions are rampant, and 

the aftermath has exposed even more racial tensions and the dehumanizing of some by others.  

I remember sitting down with Rebecca Parker my first year in seminary and she pushed me to 

name why it was that some things could be right and others wrong.  To me it came down to 

boundaries – there are boundaries about what is right and just, and when those are crossed, 

then action must be taken.  It isn’t just reacting with anger though – these boundaries enable 

us to act in solidarity from a place of love and compassion.  And that’s action that is not only 

necessary, but hopefully it’s sustainable too.5 

Boundaries enable us to be compassionate with ourselves, with others, and they call us to act 

with compassion.  But that doesn’t mean that they’re easy!  Not only might we resist naming 

them ourselves, but others typically do resist them when we do make them.  In the second 

telling of the Giving Tree, when she does exert her boundaries and herself, the boy, a young 

man then, doesn’t like it at all, at least at first.  There’s a lot to get past.  Boundaries don’t 

necessarily come easily – and even if they were easier last time, that doesn’t necessarily mean 

they’ll be easy the next. 

What we have to do is we have to practice our boundaries.  We have to practice them. 
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I bet it took the tree a lot to be able to turn around the way that she interacted with the boy.  

She might have been afraid of disappointing him, afraid of his not ever coming back, afraid of all 

sorts of things.  But however she psyched herself up to do it, she did.  “I like you a lot.  I’ve 

enjoyed you for years,” the Tree said.  “But I have good reasons to say ‘no’ to your request.  

First, if I gave you my trunk, I would die, and while I like to give of myself and feel useful, I know 

better than to give myself away completely.”6  In the end, having boundaries was the greatest 

gift that she could possibly give to him. 

What do you need to practice your boundaries?  How can you find ways to say ‘yes’ to yourself 

and find ways to build more intention into your life?  It’s not easy, not by any stretch, and if you 

need a little humor to help get you started, I have just the thing with me today.  It’s a handy-

dandy No button – a gift given to a colleague for retirement.  I’ll leave it up here at the front of 

the church.  Come give it a little push to help get you started with finding a few ways to say ‘no’ 

and in doing so, to open up new avenues and springs of compassion in yourself.  Boundaries 

and intention make compassion possible.  May we find the ways that we each need to grow 

with our boundaries, because saying ‘no’ is truly saying ‘I love you.’ 
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