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“Scruples exist among people of every race,” saithé O’Boyle, thoughtfully. “Yet scruples seemhe a
disease peculiarly Anglo-Saxon.”

We were sitting in Father O’Boyle’s private roonrof that room, for some twenty years or more, Fathe
Francis J. O’'Boyle has been going to class to teaeing Jesuits how to hear confessions and caréhéor
problems of human souls. To that room have coreealiy thousands of men of all classes of societgliscuss
their mortal difficulties. Into that room have bebrought tremendous volumes of mail: letters froeome
seeking solutions for their problems; letters frpmests asking expert guidance in the care of thenitents;
letters from men and women religious seeking adfoacehemselves and for the members of their conitpun
letters from troubled men and women who are old, ftom disturbed men and women who are still young.
Father O'Boyle has left that room a thousand titoegive retreats, to hear confessions, to listethvéoproblems
that innumerable men and women have presentedno hi

Consultant

| sincerely doubt that any other priest in the BdiStates has as deep a theoretical knowledgesawdia a
practical experience as has Father O'Boyle inhalt toncerns the problems of human conduct and ingimas.

That is why | made the special trip to consult lmmthe matter of scruples. So many people, | haddpwere
made unhappy by scruples; so many went througwitiegched because of them. And | had come seelipgre
advice, advice which would serve as a guide foumaous souls and would aid those who must counsel
scrupulous souls. Out of the findings of a lifetimieexperience and study Father O’'Boyle was answemy
guestions.

American Disease

“l suppose,” said Father O’'Boyle, “that there atmdireds of thousands of scrupulous people in ountcp.
Yet | lived and worked for a number of years in &igsand met hardly a single person who suffereanfr
scruples. Recently | was talking to an Americaregtrivho worked for some time in Rome. He said tmdy
rarely had he met a scrupulous ltalian. Is thigalosity one of our national diseases?”

“Perhaps,” | ventured, “it is part of our intensenérican nervousness.”

“Perhaps,” he agreed. “The surprising thing is thah are more likely to be scrupulous than womdterQ
too devout priests and religious are excessivelymdous.”

Not Delicate

“Now,” he continued, “let’s get this perfectly cle# delicate conscience and a scrupulous conseiane not
the same thing at all. A person with a delicatesc@nce knows exactly what sin is and shrinks ftioenslightest
approach to sin. The man with a delicate conscienegactly honest and honourable. The woman witblizate
conscience has a lovely modesty and a purity ttekenter draw back from even the slightest contattt sn.
Such persons know the various kinds of sins andseanclearly the precise distinction between a ahand a
venial sin. When they come to Confession their essibn will be marvellously exact. They know whasghey



have committed; they confess those sins; theyarg;ut they are untroubled.

“A delicate conscience is a beautiful thing and trmever be destroyed. It is right and accuratecamcect and
is often the sign of high sanity.

“A scrupulous person on the other hand does nd/le@ow what sin is, at least in his own case.iglalways
uncertain. He is troubled with incessant doubt.cHienot be sure whether or not this particular et $in. Or, if
he knows that the act is a sin, he cannot be sheghsr or not he was guilty of it. He thinks thatwias guilty,
but he isn’t positive. He runs to Confession; h&esaa confession that is filled with the retailofgsins he is not
certain he has committed; and he steps out ofdh&essional dissatisfied, uncertain in an agonfeaf that his
confession has been bad and that his sins aregivdar

“That state of horrible uncertainty within the saipitiful. And that, | take it, is what you ar@king about.”

Unhappy People

I nodded. This second word picture that Father @I8tad drawn was a description of a scrupulou$ sweh
as | had so often met. It was the picture of aliledi man or a troubled woman who sincerely warnelket good
but who was eternally becoming confused about wiaat right and what was wrong, about how good or bad/
was the confession over which he had spent pet@aps in preparation and other hours in review.

“It's unfortunate,” | mused, “that religion shoutduse men and women such pain and unhappiness.”

“Oh,” said Father O’Boyle, “religious scruples angly one form of scruple. There are all sorts ofnes with
which people uselessly trouble themselves. Thezepapple who become sick with anxiety in their effdo
avoid dirt. (You can, by the way, see a connedietween dirt and sin; for physical dirt is to thadip something
of what sin is to the soul.) Such people alwaysrgiaves lest they be contaminated. They wouldnith a door
handle that others have touched, even if they shibave to stay in a room forever. Sometimes thégthe ten
or fifteen times during a single day, endlessly hirag away dirt that isn’t there.

Natural Scruples

“I've known a number of people who had this kindsofuple. They were afraid to kiss a crucifix bessathey
feared that there were germs on that crucifix. Tiveyld not kneel down to receive a blessing becdheg
thought their knees might become dirty. A fear of dnd a fear of germs are forms of physical skasisadly
common among sane people.

“Then there are scruples about health. And agtiimk you can see the parallel here between theipalyand
the spiritual. Some people worry for fear their iesdwill die; others worry for fear their souls ilie. Health
scruples often lead people to eat only one kinébofl. The man suffering from scruples about hidthefaels
that he must sleep in a room that has a certaipasature. He believes that he must sleep with é&lho the
east or to the north or to the south, as the casebm.

“And there are people whose scruples lead therpgad hours adjusting everything in their room befirey
dare to go to sleep. They must have their shoascattain angle. The things on their bureau mush lzesort of
regimentation, with the hair brushes and clothesslies and cushions and gadgets all in an exact Timey
cannot go to bed until everything is in order. Tlaeg a little like people who have to line up tHawlts in an
over-minute examination of conscience before thag @o to confession .”

“Pathetic,” | commented.

“Very pathetic,” said Father O’Boyle. “So you sepjritual scruples are just one kind of scruplast $piritual
scruples are infinite in their manifestations. Areie shook his head a little ruefully—‘though thee,aas I'll
show you, fundamentally about the same, if youtalleng to a scrupulous person and you fail to noenthe
exact form that his scruples take, he decidesyhatdon’t understand his case All scrupulous peapéereally
exactly the same in their scruples. But each om&sHhe is entirely different from all the rest.”

“What are some of the kinds of scruples?” | askieithking of the various types | had encountered.



“Well, there is the person who can’t go to Holy Gommion because he thinks he may have broken Hhis fas
Did he swallow a few drops of water when he cleanisdeeth this morning? Did he perhaps breath lvoae
feather from his pillow during the night?”

Examples

“I heard of one wife who carried this sort of thirgther far. Her husband worked at night and ugugdt
home shortly after midnight. Like most night workehe got a sandwich and a cup of coffee on the hoaye.
Well, if this woman was going to receive Communiba next morning, she wouldn’t kiss her husbane Bas
afraid that some of the coffee or a few crumbshefsandwich were still on his lips and that shehtngeak her
fast.

“Sad and stupid, all of this, and entirely agathst Church’s explanation of how a fast is brokart,this sort
of scrupulous person stays away from Holy Commuifdofust such silly reasons.”

“St. Ignatius gives the example of a man who byidest steps on two crossed straws that are lyinghen
ground and then decides that he has trodden oaortiss and denied the faith. Such a man is oneeofrthny
scrupulous people who, having done by accident ganteprobably not sinful at all, decides that lzes Isinned.
When such a person trips and cries out, ‘O Lord wWonders whether or not he has taken the nantedfdrd in
vain. If he accidentally bumps against someoneldoides that he has probably injured that persoousty.”

Other Types

“There is the person who is terror stricken forrfdeat he or she (very likely it is she) will sebad example
and will be the occasion of someone else’s sin. ¥an see the trouble into which such fear would laa
scrupulous person. A man will begin to see pogsésl for the misinterpretation of everything hgysahe will
begin to fear that others are actually misinteipgetvhat he says. A girl will begin to believe thHadr most
innocent action is a temptation to men. a temptatay which she is responsible. A priest will beaéd that
someone in his congregation may be lead into hatesygh misunderstanding of his sermon. A mothir w
decide that she is a bad example for her childfée. possibilities of this scrupulosity are endlass terrible.
And the Church teaches that a man or woman cammauiity of another person’s sin unless he or ske d
liberately tries to make that person sin.

“Did 1? Didn't 1?”

“Then there is the person who can’t be sure whetherot he has fulfilled an obligation. He goesMass.
But, he asks himself, did he give sufficient atiemto the Mass? Lent comes along, and he is cothgtarn with
trying to decide how much food makes eight ounklespromises to say some prayers in return for auiafrom
God; he says the prayers over and over and ovdrstilhhe isn’t sure that he has said them. Hetadecide
whether today, which is Wednesday, is or is ndEarber Day. He has no reason to believe thatliuishe is in a
sweat of fear that it may be.

“Did | intend to do this?” That's another questitmat the scrupulous person is always asking him$ake
scrupulous priest can’t say Mass. He vests, gotietéoot of the altar, and then, when he getsthman't be sure
that he intended to say Mass. Why in the world wdwe be vested and standing at the foot of the aftizss he
intended to say Mass?”

I was reminded of the story of the scrupulous prmé®o used to stand at the foot of the altar aitdhig teeth
as be made his intentiofVolo missam celebrare{l wish to say Mass), he would say, grimly. There @ay it
occurred to him that there were two Latin verbsohhiad the fornvole. There was the form vole which has the
infinitive velle,meaning to intend, to wish. Bubl whose infinitive isvolare means | fly. That realization threw
him into consternation. “Suppose God thinks tham saying, not, ‘I intend to say Mass,’” but | fly say
Mass.’?”



After all, if he were flying to say Mass, he musiiwtosay Mass. But that thought never occurred to hien; h
was taking no chances that things were perfecdgrdo God. From the time of that realization heuldcsay at
the foot of the altar;Volo missam celebrare,”and add immediately, By that | meanlo—velle,not volo—
volare.” And even then he wasn't sure that God understood.

Duty Worries

“There are all the various kinds of worries aboutyd” Father O’'Boyle continued. “This mother whawts
from morning to night for her children decides tkhe is really not fulfilling her obligation to time This man
who sees a young woman that he thinks is prettgiders himself disloyal to his wife. The priest iiGgay Mass
because he is afraid he has not picked up fromctnporal all the particles of the Host. This docstops
practising because, even though he has been sir@legrking for his patients, he feels that hiblame for the
death of a patient.

“To people like this, God seems like a frightfuskenaster who waits hungrily for poor human mistaked
then like an ugly monster jumps out with a roatrafmph when human strength has failed or humaitdiion
has stood in the way of perfection. These peo@eather hard on God, aren’t they?

Mortal or Venial?

“Then there is the large class of people who caedide what is a mortal and what is a venial shreyThear a
vulgar remark. Have they sinned mortally? They noenthat some friend of theirs has dyed her haavéithey
committed a serious sin of gossip and scandal? Tamember that when they were youngsters they stole
guarter from the teapot in which mother kept healsohange. Was that a mortal sin?

“And so on, without limit.”

Father O’Boyle sighed.

“You say you are putting this into a booklet, ttatk with me?” he asked.

“Yes,” | answered.

He shook his head.

“l ought to go giving case after case of scruplé®said. "Because | warn you: if anyone readshbgklet
and doesn't find his particular kind of scruple miemed in detail, he'll decide the booklet is of nse to him.
He'll decide that | couldn’t understand his case.”

“Well,” | asked, rather flabbergasted, what candeeabout it?”

“Just hope that we can make clear to them thataonahtally all scruples are the same. And I'll prave

Physical Side

But before he could do this, | changed the sulglghtly.

“What causes scruples?” | asked.

“Nobody really knows,” he answered. “And medicaksce has discovered almost nothing about themeSom
few things we do know, however. Youngsters may haaen given incorrect instruction. They may havenbe
told, or think they were told, that omitting theysay of their morning and evening prayers is a @osin. They
may have heard that it is a mortal sin to say damn.

‘One man who consulted me thought that he was atmldoecause impure pictures entered his mind. ide ha
heard that impure thoughts were sinful. Nobody é&galained to him that impure thoughts are wrong avthen
they are desired, liked, and deliberately harbawéden | explained this to him, it was if a weiglbpped from
his shoulders. He had started life with false unsions.

Run-down
“Scruples are often a sign of run-down ,physicahervous condition. Scruples often come when aopéss



resistance is weakened by disease or overworknenaus collapse. A doctor or a nerve specialighésone to
handle such cases. The person who has scrupldsnamd he is not well would be wise to consult autaple
and understanding Catholic doctor.

“Scruples sometimes come to people who have beig lfor a while and have been thinking much toacimu
about themselves. If a man or a woman start diggit@the past, trouble is almost certain to resttio much
introspection, too, much useless self-examinatinay easily lead to scruples. A healthy, normal Vifgh the
right amount of association with other people i®acellent preventive for scruples.

“There are, I'm sorry to say, some pretty badlytien spiritual books that have contributed to tkistence of
scruples. Those books will say for example, thpeson can commit sin without knowing it. The aushshake
gory locks as they declare that a man does not kmogther he is worthy of love or of hate. They sdrein and
evil and omit God's love and mercy and forgivenézmople who are even slightly inclined to scrupiase no
business reading books like that. Such books ara,maatter of fact, bad for even unscrupulous gebpl

Thinking versus Willing

As Father O’'Boyle hesitated for a moment, | askiad &bout the nature of those elements which make al
scrupulous people pretty much the same. | wasdsted in that phrase. | felt it was an importaribpfor those
who deal with scrupulous people.

“The first element to be considered in cases affes,” said Father O’Boyle, “is that the scrup@qerson
simply cannot distinguish between his thought aisdiil. Let me show you what | mean.

“Thought is not free. Will is free. Somebody sagsrte, ‘Two and two make four,” and whether or nataint
to, | have to agree. But somebody says to me, sLgat’ down to the corner and rob a bank.” | am foesay yes
or no; the choice is entirely up to me.

“What is true of things that are said to me is dlguaue of my thoughts, my sight, my hearing my
imagination. | happen to be looking through a shwipdow and see a display of indecent pictures. Mgtim the
world can prevent my seeing those pictures, andimgptcan prevent my imagination from registering timage
of those pictures. A man who is with me makes atgnmemark. Nothing can prevent my hearing thatagn
My thoughts are not free. My eyes, my ears, andmagination have to react to external forces.

“But my will is free. The image of the indecent fpies has registered on my mind. Is that a sinfal®dy not.
It's no more a sin than if those indecent pictuese reflected in a mirror. The eye registers inrsage the
imagination because that is the function of the; eyenirror reflects objects because that is thectfon of a
mirror. Neither case involves sin. Nor is it a fan my mind to register the dirty, smutty remarksred to it by
my ears. | am not to blame any more than the wax @l a dictaphone is to blame for the remarkssteggd on
it. The wax disc commits no sin. Neither do my a&ad my brain.

“But now my will enters in. My will can say. ‘I lik these indecent pictures. I'm going to stand hekfeast
on them and excite myself emotionally.” Or my walin say, ‘Even though | feel powerfully attractedthese
indecent pictures, | know it is wrong to continweldok at them, and | shall walk away.” In the ficase | am
consenting to sin. in the second case | have mhdetdmptation an opportunity for virtue, and, feonf
committing sin, | am actually winning merit for hesn.

What Happened After?

“What | saw, my eye’s reaction to what | saw, amel teaction of my brain—these in themselves weithere
sinful nor sinless. They were automatic, withowteflom. The action of my will AFTER these automatic
processes was what mattered.

This same distinction holds with regard to thoughtg enter my mind. | do not have any real resibiig
for their coming and their going.

“I am sitting in an automobile and looking out twndow. Suddenly | realize that my mind is filledthv



indecent images. Is that sinful? No more sinfuhttid had sneezed because specks of dust had bidaihe car
and into my nose. | am not responsible for the gh¢si that came into my mind, as | would not havenbe
responsible for the dust’s blowing into the car.

“Someone has done me an injury. Suddenly | findetfythinking, ‘I'd like to kill that person.” Is tat a sin?
Not yet. That's just a thought that came to ménaut my desiring it. It is no more a sin than aldolthe head is
a sin. “I hear a man say, ‘I don't believe in Gook’*The Catholic Church is an evil institution.h@t statement
registers in my mind.. Am | guilty of heresy? No madhan a dictaphone would be if the man spokepghedse
into it. | didn’t seek that thought; it came autdioally. The fact that | have heard the statemet @ven reacted
to it does not in any sense constitute a sin.

Distinguish!

“I have found case after case where a person igpslous because he makes no distinction betweergltiho
which is not free, and will, which is free. He lesiés that because he has seen or heard or thaugbktisng
indecent, he has committed a sin. The fact of th&tenis that sin is possible only when the wilingito that
something and says, “I like this. I'm going to hald to it.’

Is that condition of will ever present in scrupudgpeople? Never! That is why the matters abouthvtiiey
scruple are never sinful for them.”

“But,” | protested, “those people aren’t sure ttiaty didn’t consent to the sight of the soundhar thought.
Perhaps the thought was very attractive. Perhagysréally liked it. Perhaps it caused a pleasureddetion. And
then they became disturbed and worried. They darotv whether or not they consented to the thoufyhd if
they consented, it would, you see, be a serious sin

Father O’'Boyle laughed.

Not Certain! No Consent.

“One really shouldn’t laugh at what is such a tihgéo well intentioned people, but the answer &lyeso
terribly simple: if you are not certain about yamansent, you do not consent. “In everything exseptiples that
distinction is easily seen,” he continued. “A maansls by while a murder is being committed. Beliewe, he
hasn't the slightest doubt about whether or notdresented to that murder. You are the defendaattiial; into
the court is brought a contract. ‘Did you congenthis contract?’ the judge asks you. You are slitevager,
whether or not you consented to it. A charming ypuman asks a girl for her hand. She does not gonaro
asking herself, ‘Did | say yes or did | say no?eS# certain that she either rejected the young onaaccepted
him. And if she put him off, as perhaps she di@, lshows that she did not accept him. And does ¢y man.

When Does Sin Enter?

“Now comes the question of temptation to mortal &iet's say that an indecent but attractive petilashes
through a man’s mind. Later, when he recalls haviag that thought, he asks himself whether or ot h
consented to it.

“It is the clearest thing in the world; if he consed, he knows that he did, and that is all thert it. Or let's
say that he fought it away and vigorously saidthen he knows for a certain that he did not conterit But if
he remembered only that he was very confused anddleah and excited at the thought, that he liked the
temptation and yet knew it was a sin, that he whtdeaccept it and yet felt that he must not dafsat, in the end
his mind was spinning around in circles, what then?

“The answer is very clear-cut: if he is absolutglye that he was not absolutely sure, then he wiasune at
all. And if he was not sure whether or not he cates# then he didn’t consent.

“And the person with scruples just has to sayl dim not absolutely sure whether or not | consgritdid not
consent.”



Look Out for the Lion!

| recall a comparison | have often used in dealinin scrupulous people. Mortal sin is something aig
terrible, as terrible as a devouring lion; theraasmistake about it. Mortal sin does not creepune as would
a gentle lamb shyly thrusting its cool nose inte’srhand.

So when someone comes to me and says: “lI don’t kmbether or not | have committed a mortal sin,” |
counted with this parallel.—*Suppose a girl rushetb a classroom and cried out to the teacher anthé
students, ‘Oh! As | was coming down the corridothihk | ran smack-bang into a roaring lion.” Soofethe
students might be a little excited for a momentt Bwst of them, the sensible ones, would laugh. Arel
teacher’s reply would be very definite: ‘My dedryou only think you saw a lion, believe me, youlnli see a
lion. A roaring lion dashing along the corridor iede something absolutely unmistakable.”

And if a person only thinks that he has committadatal sin, only thinks that he has admitted theildand
the hosts of hell into his soul, then he didn’t coitna mortal sin. The devil, like a roaring lioratrseeks whom it
may devour, doesn’t creep quietly and unobtrusivetg the soul. The soul immediately knows whethas
admitted so terrible a thing as mortal sin.

| repeated Father O’'Boyle’s phrase slowly.

“If  am not absolutely certain whether or not | sented, | did not consent.’ If there is any douiaitd mortal
sin, there is no doubt; no mortal sin was committed

Father O’'Boyle resumed.

“But | do wish people would clearly understand tlafphysical act, even an act of the mind or of the
imagination, is neither right nor wrong unless \ither want it and like it or don’t won't it and dorike it. An
act without will is like the twitching of an eyeligr involuntary coughing. My mind and my imaginatioan be
guilty of sin only when my will approves, accemsad calls into action a sinful thought or image.”

“That should,” | suggested, “be relatively simplalalear.”

Stubborn

“And so it should be,” said Father O’'Boyle, “ifitere not for the second factor to be considerealritost all
cases of scrupulosity. Scrupulous people are tersinbborn. They take the stand that they aret idgid you are
wrong; they understand themselves better than goldeever understand them; their decision, thotdte iever
so crack-brained, is more reasonable and logieal Ylour decision, than even the decision of Godl the truth
of the matter is this: What they regard as dectseme really fears.

“It is startling how often good people, very goaebple, will cling to these absolutely false fearspite of all
argument and evidence to the contrary. Obstinacgally the nurse and guardian of scrupulosity. Abdtinacy
is a hard, hard thing to deal with.

“A person who is suffering from scruples really masconscience at all. Whoever he is, howeveridmiilor
well educated, he has lost the power of judgingolans case. He no longer knows right from wrong.

“In his calm moments he can see how utterly mad stugid his scruples are; he can give the proper
evaluation to the same scruples in someone elserheven laugh at other peoples scruples.”

The man was convinced that his soul would be Inktss he weighed exactly two hundred and twentyngsu
As he was a man of rather slight build, he considdris chances of salvation pretty slim. His cosdeslecided
to handle the case in this way: He said to thepmdows man, “ Suppose you heard a man say thatoédvbe
lost unless he could make his hair curl. What wauld think?”

“I'd think that man was a little daft.”

“Suppose you heard a woman say that she would gelkainless she grew to be seven feet tall?”

“I'd say she needed an analyst.”

“Suppose you heard a man claim that there was pe bb eternity for him unless he shrank to nineght
pounds?”



“He certainly needs a doctor and a priest.”

“Suppose a man told me that he was sure to lossouilsunless he weighed exactly two hundred anatgyve
pounds?”

The man hesitated.

“He would probably be a little mad. However"—he ked up slowly—*“in my case, you see, it is a fadtale
to weigh two hundred and twenty pounds.”

Fear

Father O’'Boyle was right. The so-called decisiohs@upulous people are really fears. If it werdyom
matter of false judgement, ignorance, misinformmtior faulty reason, it would be relatively simpéehandle.
One can meet false judgements with correct judg&ndédne can erase ignorance with knowledge. One can
cancel misinformation with actual facts, can beawl faulty reason with convincing reason. But when are
dealing with scruples, we are dealing with feare Barupulous person has no convictions; he hasfearg. He
doesn’t know with certainty; he only dreads. He hasreason for his fears, at least no reason datat be
answered; but he shrinks in terror from some pdsgibr thought of course of action. He is afra@make any
decision. His life is one continuous jitters.

Not Alone

Helping a scrupulous person, then, means helpimgtbirid himself of his fears. And fear often asigeom
being alone. One is most afraid when one is ald/teen a trusted friend enter the supposedly empigdavith
us, our fears vanishes. When we are walking aldéoegaa dark street, we tremble at the sight of eagining
figures, but if we are walking with a dear friemmeone in whom we have confidence, the approadigoes
no longer terrify us.

| recalled a startling case of this kind. So theigalous person can conquer his fears throughsawanthy
guide, a priest who is willing to laugh at the aloty of his fears. Alone, a scrupulous person sbesworld
filled with perils. But when he comes to realizeahfull the world is with God'’s love, how close ihfist, how
dear is his soul to the Sacred Heart, and howviarsty is the priest in whom he confides, fear shek, and
most scruples vanish with that fear.

All Muddled

“Yes,” said Father O’'Boyle, “it's surprising how repulous people lose their ability to judge. I'veokvn
brilliant people who gave perfectly correct adviceothers yet couldn't decide for themselves thapsest
matters of right and wrong.

“The fact is this: Whatever the type of scruplesytihave, scrupulous people must realize that tlasy mo
conscience in their own regard.”

“That.” | suggested, “puts them in a rather tegibituation, doesn't it?”

“In a way, yes. Unless they clearly recognize that and substitute a correct conscience for flaése one.

“Which conscience they are to get from a confesHoat is the one salvation for a scrupulous persl@enmust
recognize the fact that for the time being he apable of judging his own conduct. He cannot mtigtish
between right and wrong in his own actions. Heoisraiddled and confused by the distress of his ramdi his
continual struggle to make decisions that he nmecstive some guidance.”

“He is a little like an aviator,” | suggested, “wisoddenly realizes that his instrument board haedfdim.
The compass is spinning around madly. He doesmwknorth from south. He has only one way of gettiig
ship back to land.”

“Correct,” said Father O’Boyle “He has only one wayknowing north from south He has to find theioad
beam that is sent out from the landing field. He teaclamp on his earphones and take his direcfians the



voice that comes to him out of the air. His insteums have betrayed him. If he follows them nowishlest.. But
if he follows the radio beam, if he obeys the mgesthat comes to him over the wireless, even thdweins
flying through fog, he is safe.”

“He flies blind.” | suggested.

“Yes. And the scrupulous person, knowing clearBt tine instruments which God gave him, his consegis
for the time not normal, must fly blind too. He riisten to the voice that comes to him out of #irg the voice
of his confessor. And though he flies through ®@Jong as he obeys that voice and follows thostibns he is
absolutely sure of making a safe landing.”

Honest Admission

| was silent for a minute. After all, that seemedraat deal to ask of any person—the blind acceptarf
someone else’s conscience for his own. | suggékietio Father O’'Boyle.

“That is why a scrupulous person must be madede &almly and honestly the fact that he is scrumjlo
Father O'Boyle answered. “When a confessor askgoafessors will ask soon after a scrupulous pehsam
begun his confession, ‘Are you scrupulous?’ it vdohe well for the penitent to face the situatioankly and
then accept the confessor’s diagnosis.

“No patient likes to be told that he has this peoblwhen the doctor gives him such a diagnosisnsists that
he has no such disease. The patient’s cure bedina We faces the fact that he has the disease eet$ the
doctor with a trusting ‘All right, doctor. What dou think | ought to do?’

“So when the confessor says, ‘You are scrupuldbs,’penitent would be wise to say simply, ‘| untkend. |
put myself in your hands. What do you think | outghto?’

“From that point on the penitent must follow withplicit faith the prescriptions of the priest.

“That penitent has this great consolation: The gbrie God’s representative in his regard. The vaitéhe
priest is for him the voice of God. When the pripetscribes God approves. And the penitent hasuribefr
responsibility in this matter.

“More than that, if there were any error in theediions given by the priest, the responsibility ldotest
entirely with the priest; the penitent would inway be to blame.”

“But,” | objected, “wouldn’t that error implicatdné penitent? If the priest gave him incorrect aglvibe priest
would be guilty of sin, and the scrupulous persanld have been the occasion of that sin.”

Trained to Handle Scruples

Again Father O'Boyle laughed.

“That needn’t worry him at all. In the first pladde priest has been taught to handle scruples.niot very
likely that he will advise the penitent to do wikatvrong. And even if his advice were wrong, thiegirwould be
giving that advice in the belief that it was rigletod does not punish a man who has committed agaaotion if
that man believed that his action was right. Goltl wat allow the priest, who is taking His placesoothing the
anguish of a troubled soul, to make mistakes.

“The scrupulous man and the scrupulous woman naBdsoibmit to the advice of the priest. Let theepti
decide. Do what he tells you to do. His conscigsder the time your conscience. You can fly bliigbd will
bring you safely home.

“The very first thing a scrupulous person should idodecide on a spiritual adviser, a priest who is
understanding yet firm. He should state his cadeasstly as possible and then do just as thetpekshim to.”

“He Doesn’t Understand”
“That's all fine,” | said; “but suppose the priegkiesn’t understand? All scruples aren’t the samed All
scrupulous people aren’t the same. The problenach & an annoying disease. But he’s a fool, iinaividual



one, and it requires a deal of careful explaining.”

Father O’Boyle smiled just a little wearily.

“You talk almost like a scrupulous person,” he sditls odd, but scrupulous people are unconsciuasid
blamelessly a little conceited. Each one thinkschise is so terribly different from any other cdse;problem is
one that has never had a precedent; he will haggplain his case for hours before the priest wiilerstand it.,’

“Well,” | demanded, “isn't he right?”

“If there is anything in the world that is stereotypéd,scruples. A few minutes of explanation tek rall |
need to know about the most complicated case. Amehwor any other experienced priest says to a scrupulou
person | understand now. You've made it perfedidac’ that person can be absolutely sure that urtterstand
and that nothing he could add would make his shogyclearer.”

“So the sure cure for scruples is.”

“Obedience, obedience, and more obedience,” sdlttF®’'Boyle. “Select a priest confessor, go to hiamd
do exactly what he tells you to do. That is theyanire. The scrupulous person must substituterilstfs correct
conscience for his own incorrect conscience. Ananlist do this even when he is afraid that the prigsy be
wrong.”

“Well,” | said, bringing this into the realm of thgersonal, “suppose a scrupulous person came toH@u
would you proceed to cure him?”

Conscience Gone Haywire

“First,” said Father O’'Boyle, “I would explain tairh why he must implicitly accept my conscience ffis
own. His conscience is absolutely wrong; in hisrcahoments he knows that; when he decides for gtherse
very decisions prove to him that his own attituslencorrect. He must let my conscience substitnténis own

“Then he must come to Confession comparativelylyal® he permits himself to be forever running to
Confession, he will drive himself mad. God asksaopenitent only this: a decent effort to make adgoo
confession. And | am the one to decide whetheiobthe confession is good.

“Between confessions, under no circumstances shiwikkamine his conscience. He must tell himskifost
with a laugh, that he has no conscience to exarhiaenust fly blind.

“When he is in doubt about anything—is this rightavong?— he must tell himself that it is right.’

Go Ahead!

“Just a moment,” | interrupted. “Aren’t you goingd too far? Suppose this penitent of yours hakance to
steal fifty dollars. Aren’t you practically tellinigim to take it and to tell himself that he is fighthat action?”

Gesturing with the pipe, Father O’Boyle all but $imed the question aside.

“You didn't listen very closely,” he said, smiliriglerantly. “Is it mortal sin to steal fifty dolla?”

“Under ordinary circumstances, yes.”

“Any doubt about it?”

“Certainly not.”

“Well, then,” said Father O’Boyle, “there’s no cdee a scruple there. | can’'t have a scruple abougxternal
act that | know for certain is a sin. A person<ili man, robs a bank, burns a building; these ladearly
external, objective acts; | know for certain tHagyt are evil.

“The scrupulous person becomes confused aboutsthiray happen within himself. He can’t decide wheth
or not he consented to a certain thought and whéthevas right or wrong if he did consent. It isuch cases of
doubt that he must tell himself that he is righgtthe has not committed a sin.”

“Am | supposed then, to give that advice to all pepitents?”



Communion the Cure

“Certainly not. That advice holds only for scrupusopeople, who cannot resolve their doubts, whose
inclination is to see sin where their is no sinafTadvice is for them alone; to them alone | wadg, ‘When in
doubt, go ahead.’

“| see.”

“Then | would advise them to go to Holy Communiegularly.”

“Even when they think that they may have mortal @mtheir soul? Even when they are afraid they have
broken their fast or caused others to sin seri@isly

“Exactly. Under all those circumstances they areteive Holy Communion.”

Father O’Boyle looked a little wistful. “If scrupmulis people would only do that much, would receiyH
Communion no matter how they feel, half their sglegwould be over, and their cure would be at |dwst
accomplished, But they, who need the divine phgisio badly, stay away from Him. And He, who lotehkelp
them, cannot reach out and give them the help tie®g so badly. Holy Communion under all circumsgésnc
however great their trouble and worry and doubt-at'shthe great forward step towards the cure afimdous
persons.

So Good!

“I've known literally thousands of scrupulous pexgplhe continued, “and their predominant charastieriis
their virtue. They lead sinless lives. In factisitheir very dread of sin that makes them struggiainst even the
suggestion of sin and quail in terror at even tHwght of temptation; it is this overdrawn dreadtthives them
scruples. They have thrown up around themselvesebgmrso strong that sin cannot possibly get thinota
capture their souls. | find that in case after gaseple who are scrupulous have never committedrairsin.
They have led stainless lives. And yet they tornteainselves needlessly, pitifully, horribly.

“I want to say to every scrupulous soul in the wofDo you think you would be scrupulous if you warot
trying so very hard to please God? Do you think yloa could dread sin so much if you were not idG@grace?
This fear that you have of sin is your greatesti@sge that there is no sin in your life. You'd hatte sin this
way if you were sinful. You hate it because yousindess. You worry about it because you want tgdied. You
are scrupulous simply because you are so terrfbdydeof losing your own soul and the love of God.

Convinced They're Not

“I have never met a really scrupulous person whe m@ a very good person.

“But alas! You can’t convince them of their goodsieEhey consider themselves the lowest sinners.vireh
you try to tell them that they are good, they answiéhat may be true in someone else’s case, lBunhdt true in
mine.’ You see, even there they can’t depend oin ¢ven conscience.

“Certainly God meant them to be happy. They deskagpiness. Why should an absolutely false vielifef
come between them and their joy of living?

“And it is a false view. They live in constant fehat they are going to sin or that they have dyesnned. |
want to make them see that that very fear is tlagagiuee of their sinlessness.

“Forced to Sin”

“They feel that they are physically forced to dimat they are not free. ‘Forced to sin,” ‘not freghose very
terms are contradictory. If a man is forced to Bmjs not guilty of that sin, He can sin only bgdly choosing to
sin. If it is pressure that drives him to sin, Baot guilty. A murderer forces a dagger into mgdhand forces me
to kill someone. Though the blood spurt upon mydsan am still guiltless. Similarly, the very fattat | am
forced to register an indecent thought is no dgih kam guilty.

“Scrupulous people become over-excited about tieenptations, temptations which come to every mah an



woman. Every normal man and woman has thoughtspiiiity; every human imagination is subject to iesg
like motion and sometimes vile. We are no more oasible for those images than is the silver scaemwhich
the operator throws a picture. And so long as wenalowant these images and do not accept them revasa
guiltless as is a sheet of silver-stained canvas.

“The scrupulous person simply thinks that he igjuai He fails to distinguish between temptation sindHe
cannot be made to realize that everyone has sugbtddons, that the greatest saints who ever Ihad them,
that temptations are merely signs that a normalt aslypart animal and part angel. Scrupulous petpiment
themselves about things which are no more sinfh th cold in the head. How sad that such good pestymuld
permit themselves to be needlessly and continuaugiappy!”

“Would you mind,” 1 asked, “summarizing all thisZhink it would be simpler if the whole matter were
reduced to a sort of synopsis.”

In Brief

And here is the synopsis:

“America is, perhaps because of the nervous Amenicay of living, filled with scrupulous people.

“Scruples may take various forms; some are nataralples, such as the fear of dirt or sickness.

“ A delicate conscience knows the distinction betwgmrd and evil; a scrupulous conscience is mistakés
judgements on good and evil. Though scruples taliayniorms, they are all fundamentally the same.hEac
scrupulous person is persuaded that he is uniqutendis not. He is like every other scrupulouspar’

“Fundamentally they all fail to distinguish betwetmptation and consent. They do not see thas¢hses
and the imagination and the intellect are not fidhat happens through sight or hearing or imaginatr
thinking is often quite beyond control. Actions bew good or bad only when our will enters in andaseept or
reject, approve or disapprove, cling to or throvdes

And Then—

“If there is any doubt about consent, if we are alotsolutely sure whether or not we consented, wendt
consent.

“People with scruples are incapable of judgingrtbein cases; it is as if they had no consciened.at

“Hence they must accept the conscience of a pdiesttor. Obeying his voice, which is in their redjdahe
voice of God, they must fly blind. They must realthat their cure can come only through obedieobedience
and more obedience.

“They must go to Confession seldom; between coigasshey must not examine their conscience; thegtm
go to Holy Communion even when they are in doubuéinortal sin on their souls.

“If they are physically run-down or nervous, théywsld consult a good doctor.

“Their scrupulosity should be, not a source of ygiaess, but a kind of guarantee that they areoid’'€$sgrace
.They would not be worried about sin if they did hate sin. They would not be so anxious to stagaod’s grace
if they were not safe in their love of God.

“God wants them to be happy. And if they go to Hiombly in Holy Communion, He will give them the
happiness they deserve.”

He Loves Us

That concluded our interview. Father O’Boyle retdnto his classes of young Jesuits, his stacks of
correspondence on moral problems, and the coungtessle who come to him for help.

Yet in his last comment was a thought that shoel@ lgreat source of consolation to any man andvamyan
suffering from scruples. God wants them to be happy

That really says it all. God, our God, is not tmeiant Jewish God of wrath and vengeance; our Gazlr



Father who is in heaven; He is the Christ who lowedrom the mount of Calvary and awaits and wat@mong
us in the tabernacle of the altar; He is the Hgwi6 who chose as His favourite dwelling place tiearts and
souls of His creatures.

God wants for us far, far more happiness than wédodesire for ourselves. Christ piled parable araple in
His effort to persuade us of His love and His de=aind His ceaseless quest for souls. He was Citwestather of
the prodigal son; Christ, the Good Shepherd; Chsisarching for the lost piece of silver; Christe tGood
Samaritan; Christ, who on earth lived to the full Hwn test of love, for He laid down His life fblis friends.

Our God is the God who welcomed back the reperRatér and gave him the great triple opportunityiize
out his triple denial by a triple assertion of lote is the God who lifted the sinful Magdalen fréwer sin and
transported her from her cheap, sinful loves toettstasy of a love that was divine.

He wants us much more than we want Him. He has éereything to convince us of His mercy, which is
above all His works, and of his love, that surptissederstanding, and of His forgiveness, thatdoeach out to
a thief upon the cross and to an Apostle, the difiéfis chosen few, who denied Him in His hour eéd.

If Peter Had Scruples

But can you imagine Peter, after Christ had fongilaen, running about in feverish and perturbed ifastand
saying: “lI wonder if | made it clear to Christ. bonder if He understood me when | said | love Himaylde He
didn't really forgive me. Maybe | wasn't sorry ergiu Maybe my Confession was not complete?”

Wouldn't we feel that Christ would have been justfin being a little annoyed, to use a very humvard, by
the fact that Peter simply refused to be persua@ulidt would necessarily have been hurt had Reaidr “Lord |
really am not sure that you love me enough to fagi

Yet a scrupulous soul runs around in precisely sioat of fashion, questioning, rehearsing, repgatitsking
Christ again and again for assurances and reasgsan a sense doubting Christ, who is far, farereager to
forgive than we are to be forgiven.

Magdalen

And you can imagine Magdalen, after Christ haardifher to her feet, getting a bad attack of scafptean
you fancy her saying: “I'm not sure whether or @itrist understood all the details of my sin. Peshbgidn’t
make them clear to Him. | wonder whether | exprdssg love clearly enough?” And then can you faney h
dashing off to Peter and asking him to hear herf€mion? Can you imagine her going over the saarg again
and again and begging to be reassured that Pedersinod? Can you see her not satisfied with thétarrying
off to go to Confession to John? And can you seehswering John’s “You don’t need to go into detd¥ary;

I really understand,” with “No, he doesn’t understal’d better go and confess to James or maylshiig™?

It all sounds so absurd, doesn't it, But scruplesaheaird, just as absurd in any of us, God’s childasrthey
would have been in those other children of GodePait Magdalen.

Christ is never annoyed with us. But if He coulddmmoyed, | think He would be annoyed with thoseof
who doubt His love and His willingness to forgivend we do doubt those lovely and unmistakable t¢jealin
the tender Christ when we cling to false conscietarture our souls with the senseless tormentufes, and
bring misery to our souls, which Christ intendedbéoeven happy in this world.
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