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For a Heart That Is Free and Trusts in God’s Mercy

Introduction: When Piety Becomes a Prison

In the heart of every sincere Catholic beats a deep longing to love God with all their being, to
follow His commandments, and never to offend Him. This desire, when it flows from grace
and charity, is a source of holiness. But like every virtue that is misunderstood or unbalanced,
it can become distorted. Sometimes, the drive to be “perfect” can lead the soul into a state
of spiritual anxiety, mistrust, and interior torment. This is when a phenomenon as old as it is
silent emerges: scrupulosity.

Being scrupulous does not simply mean being sensitive to sin or wanting to live in a state of
grace. Rather, it means being trapped in an obsessive cycle of doubts, guilt, fear of divine
punishment, and a distorted view of God’s love. The soul, believing it is pleasing God, ends
up distancing itself from Him due to an unbearable overload of fear. Simply put: scrupulosity
is when trying to be a “very good Catholic” ends up harming the soul.

What Is Scrupulosity? Definition and Spiritual Nature

Scrupulosity is a form of erroneous conscience, characterized by a disproportionate
sensitivity to sin, leading one to see as sinful what is not, or to have a persistent doubt about
whether a sin has been committed, even after it has been confessed or when there is no
grave matter.

It is an illness of the soul, but also of the mind. In many cases, scrupulosity is linked to
psychological components similar to Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD), but with a
religious focus. However, it also has a spiritual dimension that sets it apart: it directly affects
one’s relationship with God, trust in His mercy, and the experience of the sacraments.

Possible Causes

The causes can be multiple and often interwoven:

Inadequate or incomplete religious formation, focused exclusively on fear of1.
divine punishment.
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Unhealed psychological wounds (strict parental relationships, deep insecurities, low2.
self-esteem).
Overly severe or unempathetic confessors, reinforcing the idea of a demanding3.
and unrelenting God.
Perfectionist personalities, who bring their need for control into their spiritual life.4.
Lack of understanding of the true merciful face of God.5.

A Bit of History: Saints Who Also Suffered

Scrupulosity is not a modern phenomenon. Great saints have walked through the “desert” of
scruples.

St. Ignatius of Loyola, founder of the Society of Jesus, suffered for years from
obsessive scruples, leading him to confess up to ten times a day and spend hours
reviewing whether he had omitted any detail in confession.
St. Thérèse of the Child Jesus, Doctor of the Church, experienced childhood scruples
that made her constantly question whether her actions were pleasing to God.
St. Alphonsus Maria de Liguori, patron of moral theologians, developed a deeply
compassionate and balanced moral theology precisely in reaction to his own scruples
and those he observed in others.

But all of these saints were guided toward spiritual freedom: they learned to trust more in
the mercy of God than in their own moral analysis, and from there, they lived a serene
holiness.

The Theology of Conscience and the Problem of the Scrupulous Soul

The Church teaches that the moral conscience is “man’s most secret core and his
sanctuary” (Gaudium et Spes, 16), where he is alone with God. But this conscience, to be
healthy, must be properly formed—in truth, in the Word of God, in the Magisterium, and
with a balanced view of sin and grace.

The scrupulous soul suffers because its conscience has become deformed. Instead of being a
beacon, it becomes an inquisitorial tribunal. The Catechism of the Catholic Church, in n.
1790, warns that conscience can err through ignorance or bad formation and that this
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requires correction, not condemnation.

In scrupulosity, the soul becomes paralyzed: there is no longer freedom, no longer trust, no
longer love. Only fear remains, doubt, obsessive repetition of pious acts, constant
confessions for non-existent or venial sins, and a lack of peace that does not come from the
Holy Spirit.

Yet, “God is not a God of confusion but of peace” (1 Cor 14:33).

Common Signs of Scrupulosity

How can you tell if someone is falling into scrupulosity? Some typical signs include:

Constant doubt about having sinned, even in clearly innocent acts.
Repeated confessions for the same sin, out of fear of not having confessed
“properly.”
Repetitive prayers or rituals, out of fear they weren’t said “perfectly.”
Disproportionate fear of receiving Communion in sin, even without awareness of
grave matter.
Persistent insecurity regarding God’s forgiveness, even after a valid confession.
Avoidance of normal situations out of fear of sinning (talking to someone,
watching something, going out, making decisions).
Constantly seeking approval from a confessor or spiritual director, without
finding lasting peace.

The Spiritual Damage It Causes

If untreated, scrupulosity can lead to serious consequences:

Spiritual exhaustion and moral fatigue.
Distancing from the sacraments, out of fear or shame.
Distorted image of God, perceived more as a strict judge than a merciful Father.
Loss of Christian joy, sense of humor, and spontaneity.
Mistrust in oneself and others, leading to isolation.
Self-justification based on one’s own works, which can subtly lead to spiritual
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pride.

The Path to Healing: Freedom, Trust, and Spiritual Guidance

The good news is that scrupulosity can be healed. God does not want a soul enslaved by
fear but a child who is free, who loves Him truly. As Jesus said:
“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest” (Mt
11:28).

1. Form the Conscience with Love and Truth

It is essential to educate the conscience, not through fear but through the truth of the
Gospel. Reading the Catechism of the Catholic Church, learning the difference between
mortal and venial sin, understanding what truly constitutes grave matter, and reading good
books on moral theology can be liberating.

2. Have a Stable and Experienced Confessor

One of the most repeated recommendations by the saints is to have a stable confessor or
spiritual director who knows the soul and can guide it with charity, firmness, and
understanding. This confessor must know how to treat scrupulosity and may even forbid
repeating confessions for certain faults or command that one receive Communion
with confidence, to break the cycle of doubt and fear.

3. Obey in Humility and Stop Seeking Signs

The scrupulous soul constantly seeks signs, assurance, confirmation. But healing comes
when one practices trusting obedience: “I don’t rely on my feelings, but on the words of
my confessor.” This attitude, far from passive, is a heroic act of faith.

4. Pray Simply, Without Rigidity

Scrupulous individuals tend to turn prayer into a burden. It is important to rediscover prayer
as rest in God. Speak to Him naturally, like a child to their Father, without fear of “getting it
wrong.” God does not expect perfect words, but a sincere heart.
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5. Accept One’s Own Fragility

True humility means accepting that we are imperfect, that even our good deeds are tainted
with weakness, and that our salvation does not depend on our “moral precision,” but on the
free grace of God.

6. Recover the Image of a God Who Loves, Not Who Punishes

Christianity is not a religion of fear but of redeeming love. Christ Himself drew near to
sinners with tenderness, not to crush them with demands, but to lift their gaze and say:
“Neither do I condemn you; go and sin no more” (Jn 8:11).

A Spirituality of Trust: Following Jesus as Children

The antidote to scrupulosity is not indifference or laxity, but filial trust. As St. Thérèse of
Lisieux teaches:
“Perfection consists in doing His will, in being what He wants us to be.”

St. Francis de Sales, another great guide of scrupulous souls, said tenderly:
“Do not fear. God is with you, and as long as you do not want to offend Him, you
will not offend Him without knowing it. Love much and do not worry too much.”

Conclusion: Live in Peace, Live in Grace

Dear reader, if you or someone close to you lives under the yoke of scrupulosity, remember
that God does not want to see you trapped in a labyrinth of fear, but in a living and
free relationship with Him. The path to healing is real, though slow, and it involves trusting
more in God’s love than in your own efforts.

Trust. Pray. Love. And if you fall, get up again. Because in the end, it’s not about being a
“perfect Catholic,” but about being a child who trusts in the Father’s mercy.

“Perfect love casts out fear” (1 Jn 4:18)


