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As I was preparing for this sermon series, I did a little research online, starting with a 

search of the phrase “Covid fatigue”.  One of the first things to pop up was a UC Davis Health 

newsletter article titled, “COVID fatigue' is hitting hard.”  “Fighting it is hard, too,” says UC 

Davis Health psychologist.  It went on to talk about how we are all tired of being careful, tired of 

being scared, and so on.  The article then quoted Kaye Hermanson, UC Davis Health psychologist 

saying, “We know there are two kinds of stress that have long-term effects on our mental well-

being and physical health – intense stress and prolonged stress,” Hermanson said. “We have 

both.” 

 

The article rang true to me given what I’ve experienced myself and heard and observed in 

others.  Intense stress and prolonged stress.  Now, here’s the clincher.  When I scrolled back up to 

the top of the article, I noticed the date it was published.  July 7, 2020.  That was 18 months ago.  

If we had Covid fatigue from intense, prolonged stress then…where are we now? 

 

Of course, that is exactly what inspired us to begin this sermon series on “Care of the 

Soul”.  So many of you have spoken to me or Shonagh or Amy about how weary you are of all 

the uncertainty and anxiety, and how much you want life to settle into some kind of new normal.  

So, we created this series to try to help.  Shonagh started us out with a reminder that we are all 

made in God’s image and beloved children of God.  Then we went on to look at self-forgiveness 

and finding inner peace.  This week, I’d like to explore a Christ-centered view of self-care - what 

it is, what it isn’t, and how we put it to practice to help us carry on into year three of this 

pandemic.   

 

We seem to hear the word everywhere.  From commercials to self-help blogs, therapists to 

medical professionals, “self-care” has become a trend or, some say, a movement.  Interestingly, 

the sudden resurgence of interest in self-care started after the 2016 election.  Google searches of 

the word began increasing in the days after and have more than doubled since then.  Of course, 

the momentum has continued because of Covid. 

 

However, the use of the word dates back to the 1950’s when medical professionals were 

looking at ways in which elderly people and others in care facilities could contribute to caring for 

their own health.  Then, the term was adopted by the women’s liberation movement and the civil 

rights movement, specifically as a political act.  Self-care was “a claiming [of] autonomy over the 

body as a political act against institutional, technocratic, very racist, and sexist medicine,” says 

Natalia Mehlman Petrella, an assistant professor at the New School. Or, as poet and activist 

Audre Lorde wrote, “Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation and that is an 

act of political warfare.” 

 

While the early definitions primarily focused on our physical health, as the impact of 

stress has become more widely understood, self-care has become about our emotional and 

spiritual health, as well.  In essence, self-care is what we do to meet our own physical, emotional, 

and spiritual needs in order to experience good health and well-being.   



 

BOUNDARIES & SELF-CARE    First United Methodist Church of Ann Arbor 

Sunday, January23, 2022        Page 2 

Unfortunately, many of us who are Christ-followers may struggle with self-care.  We have 

learned that good Christians put other people’s needs first, sacrifice themselves, give to others, 

and seek to be kind and welcoming.  And we’ve learned that good Christians avoid materialism 

and self-indulgence but rather focus on the needs of those who have less or are marginalized.  All 

of those things are true.  Jesus modeled all of those behaviors and they are certainly part of 

Christian spiritual growth. 

 

However, Jesus also practiced self-care in some ways that we can learn from. Our 

scripture reading for today offers some great examples. 

 

For instance, Jesus understood the need we all have for both community and time alone.  At the 

beginning of his ministry, he gathered together his twelve disciples to create a community of 

learning and serving, mutual support and challenge.  Similarly, we all need friends, family, and 

co-workers who care for us and help us to grow.  The social isolation of this time has shown us 

how important those relationships are. 

 

However, in today’s scripture, we see Jesus walking away from the community to be by 

himself.  He has just learned that King Herod has ordered the execution of his friend and cousin, 

John the Baptist.  His response is to go off by himself to a deserted place - someplace where he 

could pray and connect with God in his grief.  We see Jesus do this over and over again in 

scripture including at the end of this passage. When he needs to reconnect with God, to rest and 

be renewed, he spends some time alone.  Another example comes at the end of this passage.  

Jesus has been teaching all day and then performs the miracle of feeding 5000 people from five 

loaves of bread and two fish.  He is weary, so sends the disciples off in a boat while he goes up a 

mountain to pray. 

 

This time to rest, to pray, to nurture our spiritual health is critical to our well-being, yet so 

many of us struggle to do it.  Too often, we face the losses in our lives by pushing through them - 

never making space to grieve and process what the loss means to us.  And too often, we give and 

give of ourselves without taking time to replenish ourselves. We run ourselves until our buckets 

are empty, often not even taking time to eat healthfully, exercise, or sleep. 

 

Another tool we can use to help create space for renewal and rest is to create healthy 

boundaries.  Like “self-care”, boundaries sometimes get a bad rap.  They are seen as keeping 

people out, pushing people away, not giving enough of ourselves.  Yet, the purpose of boundaries 

is not to keep people out but to help define who you are and what you think and need.  According 

to Psychology Today, “The whole point of having boundaries is so that we can contain ourselves 

within the parameters of where I stop and others begin.” Christian therapist Maryann Stigen 

likens boundaries to state borders.  Borders aren’t intended to keep people from traveling from 

Michigan to Indiana but to help us understand where one state ends and the next begins.  Of 

course, the problem comes if someone wants to change the border. 

 

Over the last two years, Covid has broken down all sorts of boundaries in our lives - the 

most obvious is the boundary between work or school and our lives at home.  Out of necessity, 

we all began to work and learn at home two years ago, and the boundary between work or school 

and home began slipping away almost immediately.  We found ourselves working at all hours of 

the day and night.  Suddenly, we were receiving emails, phone calls, and texts from colleagues at 

all hours, as well - often with the unspoken expectation that we will respond immediately. 
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Plus, as we have spent so much more time at home with our immediate families, it has 

been easy for the boundaries in our relationships to blur, as well.  So often, in order to keep peace 

in the house, we defer our own needs, hopes, and priorities for someone else’s.  At times, of 

course, putting the needs of a spouse or child first is an important expression of love.  But not 

when there is a gross imbalance - not when one person is always trying to meet the expectations 

of the other to such an extent that they lose their own identity, feelings, and dreams. 

 

Oftentimes what happens when we don’t have good boundaries is that we take on 

expectations others have of us and make them expectations we have of ourselves.  So, what does 

it look like to establish and respect boundaries?  Again, we can look to Jesus.  As word of his 

teachings and healings spread, more and more people came to him asking him to heal them.  Their 

expectations grew, and he could easily have become overwhelmed by them.  Yet, rather than keep 

pushing himself, he created boundaries around those expectations by doing what he could and 

then stepping away.  Or telling the disciples to feed the five thousand rather than insisting on 

doing it himself.  Or sending the disciples off in a boat for a while so he could reconnect with his 

purpose. 

 

Boundaries are not selfish - they help you care for yourself, protect yourself, respect 

yourself and help others know what you need.  And respecting another person’s boundaries is a 

profound way of showing that you care about and respect them.   

 

So, how do you know you need to strengthen your boundaries?  If you find yourself 

thinking “whatever I do is never enough” or you find yourself increasingly irritated by a particular 

person’s behavior or you are weary, feeling as though you’ve given all you have and not received 

enough to fill your bucket.  Those are all good indicators. 

 

Start by taking time in prayer to really pay attention to what is happening.  See if you can 

name your feelings and identify their source.  Boundaries help us take responsibility for our own 

thoughts, feelings, bodies, and decisions.  So, once you know what you are feeling, you can 

determine what limit you need to set and what boundary to put in place.  Ask yourself “Is this 

really my responsibility or someone else’s?” or “What are reasonable expectations for me to have 

of myself and of this other person?”  To test if you might be crossing someone else’s boundaries, 

you can ask similar questions. 

 

The hardest part, then, is to name your boundaries and protect them.  Some people may be 

offended.  You may feel like you’re being selfish.  Yet, when you create boundaries for yourself 

with love and you respect the boundaries of others, you actually create space in your life and your 

relationships for you and others to grow and flourish. 

 

And that is what God created us for - full, whole, holy lives.  Even in the most challenging 

of times, God continues to call us to health and wholeness.  To a life that imitates the life of Jesus 

- compassionate, giving, loving of others abled by being compassionate, giving, and loving of 

ourselves.   

 

May it be so.  Amen. 


