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S crupulosity is a very private experience and 
a very private disorder. For most people who 
struggle with it, few who know them have 

any idea there is a problem. A spouse might sense 
that the private sufferer has anxiety, but most 
often the level of detail unique to the scrupulous 
person is known only to the one with the disorder. 
His or her questions and doubts, which are masked 
by anxiety, all are hidden within. 

People may be aware of rituals that scrupulous 
sufferers perform, such as a preoccupation with 
germs, but few understand that what looks like a 
preoccupation is much more. The ritual dominates 
everyday choices, constricts one’s ability to engage 
in routine behaviors, and severely limits the 
amount of time a person can share with others. 
The anxious concern is always present. Rest is 
impossible in the minute-by-minute battle for 
“purity” and temporary “safety.” In their minds, 
scrupulous people can never achieve a pure 
or fully safe state of being. 

Perhaps the most isolated 
experience in the spiritual life of 
a scrupulous person occurs in the 
confessional. In the communication 
between priest and penitent in the 

darkness of the confessional, the disconnected 
voice of the penitent pleads for peace and 
satisfaction. The plea is not heard, even by the 
most empathetic confessor, not because he has 
no desire to listen, to be truthful, and to help, but 
because only the symptoms of the suffering are 
shared, not the depth of the struggle and the reality 
of what is being experienced.

The language of sin and the highly developed 
commissions and omissions associated with the 
Catholic understanding of sin are the biggest 
barriers to any potential healing for the scrupulous 
person, in my view. Sin is not the issue. The 
problem is the language used to describe the 
struggle, the feelings, and the emotion that the 
disorder manifests. 

As a result, when a confessor and a scrupulous 
penitent communicate about sin within the 

sacrament of penance, they miss the point. The 
only result for the penitent can be even 

more suffering, even greater isolation, 
and fatigue for both the penitent 
and the confessor. The sacramental 
celebration thus is unsatisfying. And 
although grace is present, it is buried 
in the frustration of the experience. 
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The language of sin and the fear of displeasing 
God contribute to the frustration experienced when 
professional psychological help is engaged. The 
scrupulous person often finds therapy of limited 
help because the therapist is trying to get to the 
root of the behavior. The therapist is truly motivated 
to help but often is reduced to offering strategies 
for engaging the disorder that, ironically, seem 
sinful to the scrupulous person. It is not unusual to 
hear a scrupulous person describe both therapy and 
therapist as “not at all helpful,” with more isolation 
resulting. 

Spouses who want to help are not fully informed 
about the troubles of their spouses. Friends and 
family members observe only the occasional 
frantic behavior. Confessors do not understand 
what is really needed. Therapists rarely help. All of 
this leads to deepening isolation, which ensures 
unhealthy living and even more suffering.

The growth of social media, which itself 
encourages isolation, brings yet another 
consideration that cannot be ignored. The so-
called “experts” who populate the virtual reality 
of the internet offer all kinds of useless advice 
and damaging directions. Worse, people who do 
not understand or accept that scrupulosity is a 
psychological disorder populate online discussions. 

I believe it is ludicrous that humanity, with the 
active grace of God, has not made substantial 
progress in devising effective ways to manage and 
treat this disorder.

For now, I further believe the key to confronting 
isolation and open the possibility to at least some 
kind of healing and relief requires courage. It is 
exceedingly difficult for people to admit they 
cannot heal alone and need help. But as difficult 
as it may be to acknowledge that help is required 
and to take the necessary steps to acquire what is 
needed, there are no shortcuts. 

I have learned that a particularly good and 
positive first step in stepping out of isolation is to 
join one of the support groups or spiritual-direction 
groups that are emerging. It is heartening to know 
that some people have come to understand that 
isolation is unhealthy and have determined to take 

the necessary steps to end their personal isolation 
and engage with others who feel the same and will 
support them.

For those who are ready to take this positive 
step in their own growth and spiritual development, 
there are numerous resources. The International 
OCD foundation (iocdf.org) is an excellent 
place to look for support. Your local diocesan or 
archdiocesan Catholic Charities is often a place that 
can provide useful direction and help in securing 
good, consistent, and reliably Catholic counseling 
and support groups. A ministerial service called 
Managing Scrupulosity (managingscrupulosity.com) 
has been established recently and offers individual 
and group spiritual direction.

Isolation is the petri dish of the scrupulous 
condition. It is the necessary condition for even 
more suffering and a barrier to both grace and 
healing. Stepping out of isolation is the first move 
needed to fully engage and experience help and 
guidance. It can be a fearful step, but it must be 
taken to walk the path to recovery and healing. R

 

For those who want to take  
the necessary first step  

out of isolation, support groups 
are available.
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Adapted from Ignatian Rosary: 
A Jesuit Way to Pray a Dominican 
Devotion by Leo-Martin Angelo 
R. Ocampo, OP, copyright 2021 
Liguori Publications (828560).  
To order, visit Liguori.org or  
call 800-325-9521. 

C ontemplation is a word used 
infrequently in daily conversation. The 
Oxford English Dictionary offers a wide 

range of definitions, from “look at thoughtfully 
for a long time” to “think about deeply and 
at length.” Yet the dictionary fails to capture 
what contemplation means in the spiritual 
sense. Moreover, the word is often confined to 
the realm of mysticism, an obscure field most 
often associated with the saints and spiritual 
elite and into which most of us mere mortals 
would not dare dabble.

Ignatian contemplation involves entering 
the biblical narrative and exploring its depths, 
using one’s mind with the help of God’s grace. 
For example, while dealing with episodes 
in the life of Christ, one does not just read 
and ponder an explanation of an episode of 
Christ from a third party, but one experiences 
it personally by employing the creativity of 
imagination, thus making it clearer to the mind 
and closer to the heart. 

The objective to know and understand 
can be ensured efficiently through study and 
reflection, but the ultimate goal is to feel 
and savor. Saint Ignatius does not forsake 
knowledge and understanding, both of which 
are important in our relationship with God. 
Rather, he also invites us to develop familiarity 
with God on an equally important and 
complementary level—that of the heart. Non 
multa sed multum (“many but not much”) in 
Ignatian circles simply means that the quantity 
of knowledge or insight we have about God is 
not as important as the depth of closeness we 
attain with him.

For some, the rosary can be a prayer that 
is merely recited or said, but it can become 
what St. John Paul II aptly described as the 

“school of Mary” where we can “contemplate 
the beauty on the face of Christ and experience 
the depths of his love.” As with any school, the 
more effort that you, the student, give, the 
more you will learn. 

In the spirit St. John Paul II outlines, the 
Ignatian technique of imaginative contemplation 
will help you experience the mysteries of the day. 
Start your contemplation with a composition 
in which you imagine the setting where the 
mystery is about to take place. Slowly let the 
story unfold, guided by the points provided 
and your knowledge of biblical narratives. Little 
by little, you will learn to employ each of the 
different senses of your soul: spiritual sight, 
hearing, touch, and even smell and taste. The 
vocal prayers here should not be repeated by 
rote. Rather, the repetition should be a kind of 
mantra, much like the Jesus Prayer, that creates 
a stable rhythm and helps you to enter deeply 
into silence and contemplation.

This method is both intensely Ignatian and 
deeply Dominican. As the lovely Dominican 
motto goes, Contemplari et contemplata aliis 
tradere, meaning, “to hand down to others 
the fruits of contemplation.” Prayer does not 
stop at entering the heart of the Gospel but 
continues as you naturally share it with others in 
whatever ways you can. Always enter into prayer, 
but never leave it. Instead, allow it to permeate 
your life and energize your own mission. R

The Rosary as a Prayer of the Heart
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Q. Do you have any guidance on how to make 
a good confession?

A. Yes. Stop judging your confession as 
either good or bad. Judge it rather as an 

experience of God’s grace and love. The sacrament 
of penance is a gift from God, an encounter with 
our loving Redeemer, and the experience of his 
merciful grace. How can anyone judge a gift from 
God in any way other than good?

Q. I have searched in vain for a specific 
answer to my question, and I have been 

frustrated in finding what I am looking for. Why is 
it so difficult to answer a question yes or no?

A. Life is often not black and white. It is more 
often gray. Consider context, in the widest 

possible sense, to answer a question honestly. 
Anyone who offers you a yes or no in answer to 
your question is doing you a disservice. It may 
seem helpful, but it is not. 

Announcement
Due to increased production and distribution costs, and the 
popularity of digital delivery options, the print edition of 
Scrupulous Anonymous will be mailed only to subscribers in the 
United States beginning January 2022. 

To subscribe to the digital edition free of charge, please visit 
scrupulousanonymous.org/email-newsletter.

To access the complete archive of newsletters and to 
download the latest edition, visit scrupulousanonymous.org


