
Scrupulous Anonymous
One Liguori Drive
Liguori, MO 63057
ScrupulousAnonymous.org

A MINISTRY OF THE REDEMPTORISTS S INCE 1964

August 2022
Vol. 59, No. 8

Traumatic Thoughts
FR. THOMAS M. SANTA, CSsR

How would the understanding of the 
relationship between trauma and OCD change if 
the assumption about the relationship between 
trauma and OCD was redefined? What would be 
the result, for example, if the trauma is determined 
to be the intrusive thought? Under this hypothesis, 
the thought is so horrific to the OCD sufferer that 
it is traumatizing. Shock and stress follow, quickly 
morphing into OCD behavior masquerading as an 
effective response to the trauma.

While I cannot speak with any authority about 
OCD as a whole, I have some expertise with OCD 
that primarily manifests as religious scrupulosity. 
As such, and based on my pastoral experience, 

A question about obsessive-compulsive 
disorder (OCD) that remains under study 
and often provokes animated discussions 

is the role trauma may or may not play in people 
with OCD. Trauma, as it is understood within 
medical parlance, is emotional shock that follows 
a stressful event or a physical injury. It also may 
be defined as a deeply distressing or disturbing 
experience. Regardless of its definition, when 
associated with OCD, the working assumption 
seems to be that the trauma is one experience and 
the OCD is a possible reaction that the trauma 
triggers. It sounds logical enough and seems 
to make sense, but what if this assumption is 
incorrect?



for the OCD to construct the alternate reality that 
is recognized as the condition of scrupulosity. 

The traditions in Catholicism—a caretaker 
of 2,000 years of organized religious thoughts, 
disciplines, and practices—provide a fertile 
playing field with treasures that can be discovered 
at every turn. To the unpracticed eye, all the 
treasures seem to be of equal value and worth 
accumulating, effectively mixing everything into 
one massive pile of “shiny things” that should 
repel but somehow attract. Trying to sort out all 
that has been accumulated and assigning each 
one its proper value is beyond the ability of most 
people, even though many seem willing to try and 
tackle the challenge in the false belief that, once 

sorted and organized, everything 
will make sense. It will not. The 
effort is a colossal waste of time. 
The whole construct must be set 
aside, temporarily and in some 
cases permanently, if there is any 
hope for real healing and spiritual 
growth.

For the scrupulous, therapeutic 
and medical help are highly 
important in the healing process, 
but something else that is essential 

is required. Compassion and empathy are needed 
to effectively enable the healing of the trauma 
that scrupulous people experience so they can 
gain or return to spiritual health. The healing 
touch of grace needs to be applied the moment 
the intrusive thought sparks the trauma. The 
sufferers must be engaged as people who have 
been inflicted with a terrible spiritual wound 
not of their own making, but they should not be 
engaged as clients or patients.

I recognize that my proposed perspective 
is atypical. Nevertheless, I believe it can offer 
valuable insight and direction for the management 
of the disorder of scrupulosity. I believe my point 
of view properly situates the traumatic thought 
into the context that makes the most sense. Once 
the context is understood, a path for healing and 
wholeness can be engaged. R

I believe the intrusive thought is the trauma and 
often the root cause and effect of scrupulosity. 
People with scrupulosity often interpret intrusive 
thoughts as so horrendous and horrifying that 
they trigger stress and anxiety. In my view, OCD is 
the response to the anxiety.

Other experiences of potential stress and 
anxiety—including family-of-origin issues and 
perceptions about God, heaven, hell, sin, and 
more—quickly rush in with the traumatic intrusive 
thought. Plus, previous traumas and experiences 
related to the content of the traumatic thought 
quickly contribute meaning. The OCD that 
manifests itself and forms seems to make perfect 
sense to the sufferer. At first, the traumatic 
thought may even feel like an 
effective way to calm the anxiety 
and make sense of the traumatic 
feelings. But the thought does not 
have a long-lasting calming effect.

In addition to being medical 
and psychological anomalies, 
traumatic thoughts wound 
scrupulous sufferers spiritually. 
An intrusive, traumatic thought 
masquerades as a freely chosen 
religious and spiritual choice 
that inflicts a terrible wound upon the soul of 
the person. Here, soul is seen as the essential 
animating energy and life source of the human 
person that is touched by divinity. A traumatic 
thought can rupture the connection between 
humanity and divinity, or so it seems to the person 
who is traumatized. The experience is like the 
decision that led to the Fall in the Garden of Eden. 
The serpent deceived Eve with what she saw as a 
reasonable choice. 

Once wounded by the harmful combination 
of an intrusive thought and anxiety, the OCD 
takes root and begins to construct an alternate 
reality that is nonetheless convincing and real 
to the person who is suffering and afflicted. The 
religious constructs of dogma, doctrines, pious 
practices, devotions, and all manner of things 
deemed somehow sacred provide the materials 

Compassion and 
empathy are needed 

to effectively 
enable the healing 

of the trauma that 
scrupulous people 

experience.



Adapted from Prayer 101: 
Foundation for Faith and 
Formation by Theresa A. 
Jones, copyright © 2022 
(Liguori Publications, 
828591). To order, call 
800-325-9521 or visit 
Liguori.org.

T hroughout the New Testament, we read 
how the disciples, filled with the Holy 
Spirit, went about praying with people: 

for their conversion, healing, deliverance, or 
whatever their needs were. These prayers, 
prayed in the power of the Holy Spirit, 
transformed people’s lives. Prayer is 
not just for us as individuals, 
or even for us to use to 
intercede for others while in 
the privacy of our homes, but 
to bring the power of prayer to 
the marketplace, to the ballfield, to 
work, and to school. God’s healing can come in 
physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual forms, 
but it can also manifest as deliverance, wisdom, 
hope, love, and so much more. The Holy Spirit 
delivers gifts to us so we, God’s partners in 
prayer, can bring his healing to our hurting world.

Recollection is a style of prayer that comes 
from the writings of many prayer masters in the 
Church, including Sts. Teresa of Ávila, John of the 
Cross, and Thérèse of Lisieux. They each speak of 
it a bit differently, but all have the same common 
element: to always be aware and attentive to 
God’s presence in us and around us, and to be 
united with God in a holy union.

Br. Lawrence of the Resurrection (1614–91, 
a Carmelite) was a simple man whose duties 
involved mundane kitchen tasks. In The Practice 
of the Presence of God, a collection of his 
writings and conversations, Br. Lawrence speaks 
about a way of prayer where he holds firmly to 
the truth that God is ever present, and therefore 
we can pray by turning our attention to him. 
Scripture affirms this, stating, “In him we live 
and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). Br. 

Lawrence believed that prayer does not require 
special holy places or mountaintop experiences; 
a simple glance united him with God in each 

moment. Some describe this as a 
practiced habit of being with God.

In a similar way, St. Elizabeth of 
the Trinity (1880–1906, a Carmelite 
nun canonized in 2016) wrote 

of living each day, each moment 
abiding with the indwelling Holy 

Trinity. “It seems to me I have found 
heaven on earth, since heaven is God, 

and God is in my soul,” she wrote. If 
asked, people will usually say they want to go to 
heaven, but they may not consider the truth of 
what heaven is: being with God. He is the one 
who designed prayer to prepare and transform 
us for the life to come. 

Prayers of healing, surrender, and recollection 
illustrate trust in God’s unfailing mercy. God, 
despite our failings, wants only the best for us, 
his beloved. When we can remember this great 
truth, we realize there is nothing he wouldn’t 
do to enable us to spend eternity with him—
including allowing the death of his own Son! R

We’re God’s Partners
Prayers of healing, surrender, and recollection illustrate trust in God’s unfailing mercy.
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Q. I sometimes have very sexual thoughts 
about my husband who is not with 

me. Unfortunately he is in a nursing home, 
and we cannot be together. Is it a sin for me 
to have such thoughts about him?

A. Be at peace. It is a blessing, not a sin. 
It is a sign of the enduring love and 

intimacy you shared with him in your marriage.

Q. Some priests seem to be old-fashioned, 
and I wonder if they are pre-Vatican II 

in some things and not up to today’s Roman 
Catholic teachings. What do you think? 

A. As much as I try to refrain from making 
judgments, I believe your observation 

is correct, although I do not think such priests 
are old-fashioned. Going back to the way 
things were is the “new fashion” for some. 
This perspective is appealing, and it is totally 
understandable, but in the long run I do not 
believe it has “legs.” The Holy Spirit was hard at 
work at the Second Vatican Council. The Spirit 
of God will prevail, even if not on our timetable. 

Please support this 
Scrupulous Anonymous 
newsletter and the ministry 
of the Redemptorists.
Scan the code to donate 
using PayPal.


