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Home is Where the Heart Is 
	 Growing up in south Georgia I was taught that home is where the heart is. If 
home is where the heart is, can home be found if the heart is filled with anxiety or fear 
in a world fractured by terrorism and violence? Can home be found if the heart is 
broken by people who are supposed to love us? Can home be found if the heart is 
restless and unsatisfied or insatiably committed to consumerism?

	 We see it in the couple enjoying a night out for dinner while sitting quietly next to 
one another staring at their phones. We see it in the teenager who reveals her darkest 
secret on social media, trying to find affirmation or acceptance even if it comes from 
virtual strangers. We find a small measure of comfort as we inhabit these virtual spaces 
yet still feel as though something is missing.

	 From the suburbs to the inner-city, society is filled with lonely people longing for 
something that feels like home. Home is a place of inhabitation where life is 
oriented toward a life-giving narrative and where wholeness is made possible in 
every human dimension—socially, emotionally, cognitively, spiritually and 
physically. Not only has his created alternative forms of homelessness, it has created a 
new kind of cultural experience.
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Boundary-blurred Cultural Experiences & Alternative Forms of Homelessness 
	 Culture is now an always changing, always moving stream of interaction of 
beliefs and practices from diverse people. No longer is it merely a geographical reality. 
It is a way of life that precedes us, exists long after us, and while we are living, involves 
and shapes us through its embedded narratives, language, rituals and conventional 
norms. As culture is fluid, always being made and remade, shaped and reshaped, the 
geographical, emotional, religious, familial, and physical boundaries that have long 
offered a means of social orientation have become blurred and ambiguous. In other 
words, it is hard to find and hold boundaries. 

	 Even though boundaries can be used to marginalize people and promote 
exclusion, boundaries are critical to establishing identity, safety and are necessary for 
creating inclusive relationships where everyone involved can flourish: 


“Boundaries provide an ordering to experience and space, and that ordering makes 
certain people and certain behaviors out to be defiled, polluted, and threatening. Some 
are ruled out of order. So boundaries are constitutive of life; yet they are also invariably 
an ideological legitimation of our geographies of exclusion. But boundaries that 
demarcate definite spaces and identities need not be exclusionary…. Boundaries can be 
horizons that provide a sense of orientation, yet are dynamic. Boundaries are not there 
so much to stop something from coming in (though that remains part of the safety-
producing function of boundaries) as they are to provide a content for certain kind of 
unfolding or opening up that happens within those boundaries.”  1

	 In a boundary-blurred cultural experience, we find ourselves being made and 
remade, shaped and reshaped, often leaving us disoriented. It can even leave us with 
feelings of abandonment, despair, unfamiliarity and feeling out of place all come 
together in a loss of personal, relational and cultural identity.


 Ibid., 53-54.1
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Chapter 10

The Square of Healthy Relationships©

	 One of the most difficult areas of life happens to be one of the most critical 
areas of every person’s life: relationships. Relationships form wherever we are with 
people we love or people we merely interact with. Given time, relationships can form 
with people we rarely interact with, such as a barber, a bus driver, or a restaurant 
server. On the other hand, someone we barely know can become a close confidant 
quickly if we experience a life-changing event with them for good or ill. We simply 
cannot live in this world without interaction with others and the relationships that form 
from these interactions. 

	 It will help us to talk about what makes relationships healthy or unhealthy. What 
you will read below is not meant to be an exhaustive teaching about healthy 
relationships, but a survey. Relationships can’t be studied, they must be experienced. 
For relationships to be experienced, we must get started. I believe that what I offer here 
can be enough to get started.

	 Here’s the short version. Healthy relationships are mutually submissive, meaning 
there is always a concern for the other and a willingness to be positively influenced by 
the other. To get at this we believe healthy relationships are broadly made of four major 
facets: Affirmation, Challenge, Boundaries, and Interdependence.  

Affirmation 

	 Affirmation is the practice of encouraging a friend and believing the best about 
them. Affirmation involves trust and hope for the relationship. Functionally speaking, 
affirmation pushes us to keep the good in front of the bad, rather than the other way 
around. It doesn’t deny the behaviors that need to be challenged. It only keeps us from 
developing a critical spirit toward our friend that can cause us to miss the good for the 
bad. Affirmation allows us to live from our strengths rather than weaknesses, meaning 
it encourages us to leverage what we can do so that we can overcome what we can’t 
do. We are able to find courage to overcome rather than a fear of failure that leads to 
greater self-deprecation. 

	 Many of us have been formed by authorizing narratives—stories and 
experiences with enough power to define us—that tell us we aren’t good enough—that 
we aren’t enough. Some of us may believe it and never share that we do. And for many 
this narrative of ‘not enough’ has been solidified by abandonment or abuse. Our self-
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worth will be low and capacity for healthy relationships lessened. Most likely we have 
picked up an adaptive survival styles as a result (see chapter 5). Affirmation can 
become a healing salve for their wounds.

	 Affirmation emphasizes the image of God within our friend. It calls out to them 
the reality that God loves each one of us just as we are and not as we should be. Yet, 
God’s love has the power to heal and transform us into who we can be. Affirmation 
also calls out to them the sincerity of our love and compassion.

	 As a Christ follower I know that affirmation should be a part of every 
relationship. Many of the approximately 59 “One Another commands” found in the 
Christian Scriptures tell me so. Thankfully, they can teach us how to affirm our friends: 


• Honor one another above yourselves… (Romans 12:10). 

• Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you…  (Romans 15:7)

• Be kind and compassionate to one another... (Ephesians 4:32)

• ...In humility consider others better than yourselves. (Philippians 2:3)

• ...Encourage each other… (I Thessalonians 4:18; 5:11)

• ...Build each other up…  (I Thessalonians 5:11)


Here are some other ways we can affirm our friends:

• Celebrate their accomplishments, big or small

• Never let them forget how far they’ve come, no matter how far they may fall

• Reminding them that no matter how hard things have gotten, they never gave up. 

They are still here, living life, and learning how to be begin again


	 A relationship without affirmation becomes rote, potentially harmful, and is the 
opposite of a healthy friendship. It is critical to a healthy relationship and in the seasons 
where the relationship is strained, makes it possible to say the hard things.


Challenge 

	 Challenge is the equal opposite of affirmation. It is hard for any of us to receive. 
After all, who enjoys a good rebuke? However, it is more easily received when we know  
that we are genuinely cared for, valued and loved. Rather than being a place of insult or 
derision, challenge is a healthy critique of what we lack or need to improve and grow. 

	 A relationship without challenge allows all people in the relationship to settle into 
bad habits; we work harder when others believe we can. There will be times you will 
need to challenge your friend (or receive it) in need to improve in healthy areas in 
healthy ways, such as being forthright and honest, or responsible living. But challenge 
should always come after some time has been given to affirmation. If in my recollection 
I cannot remember a recent time I affirmed my friend, I may want to question my 
motives and intent for the challenge. I probably need to step back and pray, asking 

4



God to reveal to me what is stirring inside of me to make sure I am not allowing the 
relationship to become a one-sided critique.

	 This is key: challenge must come from hope, not distrust or frustration. A friend 
should challenge because they know the friend can accomplish great things, not 
merely because he or she needs to. And above all, friends should always challenge 
each other in a way they can best take it. Even if you are a ‘tell-it-like-it-is’ kind of 
person, your friend in need may not be. Their family story or other relationship 
experiences, including potential traumas they have experienced, may make the 
situation worse. So, listen well. Be prayerful. Ask for God to check your motives. Ask 
God for wisdom. Then in love, begin with affirmation reminding yourself and them of 
their beauty and humanity. Only then should you speak a word of challenge, while 
remaining committed to walking with them to see it through. 


Boundaries  
Boundaries are crucial to any relationship. In any relationship, both parties must 

differentiate between Urgent, Important and Trivial matters. Trivial matters do not 
require a phone call at 3am. Urgent matters might require a phone call at 3am. 
Between these extremes lies a spectrum of importance that the friends must work out 
for the good of the relationship. What makes the conversation about boundaries hard is 
that they are largely subjective, but they must not include bad habits that lead to 
codependence. Likewise, they cannot overrule any and all challenges that would lead 
to an “I-don’t-need-anyone’ independence.

	 Boundaries are good but they can become exclusionary and serve as barriers to 
hospitality. This is an important point because when we think of boundaries we often 
think of exclusion. Boundaries need not be exclusionary no more than borders need to 
create prisons. Properly understood, boundaries provide both definition and openness, 
structure and flexibility. So let’s think deeply about boundary-fixing our lives and 
consider how boundaries work.

	 Caroline Westerhoff, says, “A boundary is that which defines and gives identity 
to all kinds of systems.” Boundaries can be concerned with “physical borders and 
property lines, as well as names and stories, traditions and values.” As mentioned 
earlier, boundaries are critical to establishing identity and, “unless we can draw a line 
— a boundary — and say that something lies outside its domain, then we can speak 
about nothing that lies inside with deep meaning.”  Westerhoff continues: “Boundaries 2

are lines that afford definition, identity and protection — for person, families, 
institutions, nations….A boundary gives us something to which we can invite or 
welcome anyone else.”  
3

 Caroline Westerhoff, Good Fences: The Boundaries of Hospitality (Boston: Cowley Press, 1999), p. xi.2

 Westerhoff, Good Fences, p. 7.3
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	 Without boundaries there can be no sense of “place” as home, of hospitality, 
security, and intimacy that healthy relationships bring. Without boundaries there is no 
relational connection, mutuality, and no sense of belonging in a particular community, 
family, or neighborhood with an identity distinct from other communities, families, and 
neighborhoods. Establishing identity, relational connection and mutuality itself is 
impossible without boundaries.

	 As Christine Pohl says, “Boundaries are an important part of making a place 
physically and psychologically safe. Many needy strangers (e.g., refugees, homeless 
people, abused women and children) come from living in chronic states of fear. A safe 
place gives them a chance to relax, heal, and reconstruct their lives. If hospitality 
involves providing a safe place, where a person is protected and respected, then 
certain behaviors are precluded and certain pragmatic structures follow.” 
4

	 Therefore it may be helpful to think of boundaries as not that which keeps 
something out or stops something, but rather that from which something begins and 
becomes included. As a friend or family in need learns our boundaries and us theirs, 
the respect and concern we have for one another compels us to honor those 
boundaries. Mutual submission is fostered and interdependence begins.


Interdependence / Mutuality  
	 Interdependence or mutuality is the final cornerstone of the relationship, 
focusing on the natural give-and take that arises in each relationship. Independence 
means that a relationship has no lasting importance to one or both of its members. 
Dependence (or co-dependence) means that one person controls the relationship to 
the detriment of the other. Conversely, interdependence means that the relationship 
has healthy boundaries and that both members benefit from the relationship.

	 At the heart of all healthy relationships is humility and self-emptying. The idea 
of self-emptying is what the apostle Paul called in his letter to the Christians living in 
Philippi (2:7). He began this section of text by saying, “Let the attitude of Christ 
become your attitude…” (2:5), and then mentioned how Christ “emptied” himself. This 
is what theologians call Christ’s “self-emptying love.” Another word we can use, 
although it threatens to reduce the depth of “self-emptying,” is humility. 

	 A humble heart is essential for love. Humility is necessary for any failures on the 
part of a friend not to be deal-breakers or relationship-enders, even if it violates trust. In 
terms of affirmation and challenge, humility prevents all people in a relationship from 
getting too comfortable, too despondent, or too critical. A humble heart knows 
everything can change, and that love requires something from each person in the 
relationship. In terms of boundaries and interdependence, humility reminds us that we 

 Christine Pohl, Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as Christian Tradition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), p. 4

140.
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are never someone else’s entire world, but we do speak into others’ lives. What we say 
and do to each other matters, but we must recognize that ours is not the only 
relationship that exists in the life of another, even if we believe we are “all they have." In 
all, a humble heart can prevent or weather many problems that plague relationships.

	 I have come to believe that healthy relationships must all of these aspects 
present—affirmation, challenge, boundaries, interdependence. All that I communicated 
here must be given and received by all persons in a relationship. If in thinking about a 
relationship you find that over the longterm (not short-term) you are the one living into 
these aspects but are not receiving them, the relationship has room to grow. Your 
boundary-making begins with the loving challenge you will have to offer your friends to 
address what is lacking. That act alone is in itself a boundary. 

	 Have courage, my friend. Healthy relationships are worth fight for. They are 
worth saying and doing the hard things. Above all, the triune God who is, in God’s Self, 
an eternal relationship of eternal community and self-giving love wants us to 
experience the healthiest relationships made possible by God’s grace. At the same 
time, God knows that we will always have broken relationships in need of healing. So 
take heart that God wants all of us healed more than we want to be healed. God wants 
all of us to experience healthy relationships more than we want to be in healthy 
relationships. Each one of us must decide if we are willing to do the work required to 
see God form them through us and between us as God’s Spirit works in us.
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