
Supporting Ministers-in-Training with Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD): A 
Guide for Incumbents

Introduction

This guide supports incumbents in accompanying ministers-in-training who live 
with Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD). It offers a brief overview of the 
condition, outlines common strengths and challenges, and provides practical 
strategies for inclusive ministry training. OCD is often misunderstood or 
misrepresented, and this guide aims to foster informed, compassionate support that 
honours the dignity and calling of each individual.

Understanding OCD

Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder is a mental health condition characterised by:

• Obsessions: intrusive, unwanted thoughts, images, or urges that cause 
distress

• Compulsions: repetitive behaviours or mental acts performed to reduce 
anxiety or prevent a feared outcome

OCD is not simply about being neat or organised, it can involve intense internal 
distress and rituals that interfere with daily life. Common themes include:

• Contamination fears

• Religious or moral scrupulosity

• Checking behaviours

• Order and symmetry

• Fear of harm or making mistakes

OCD varies in severity and presentation. It often co-occurs with anxiety, depression, 
or other conditions.

Common Strengths and Challenges

Strengths Often Seen in Ministers-in-Training with OCD

• Deep moral and theological reflection

• Strong sense of responsibility and integrity



• Attention to detail

• Empathy and pastoral sensitivity

• Commitment to excellence and thoroughness

Challenges That May Arise

• Intrusive thoughts, especially around faith, morality, or ministry 
responsibilities

• Compulsive behaviours, which may be time-consuming or distressing

• Anxiety and perfectionism, especially in public or evaluative settings

• Difficulty with uncertainty or ambiguity

• Fatigue, due to mental effort and emotional strain

Each person’s experience of OCD is unique. Some may have mild symptoms; others 
may require significant support and accommodations.

Ministry Training Context

Ministry training often involves theological study, placements, public speaking, and 
reflective practice. These can present specific challenges for individuals with OCD.

For example:

• Scrupulosity may cause distress during theological reflection or spiritual 
formation.

• Fear of making mistakes may lead to over-preparation or avoidance.

• Group settings may increase anxiety or trigger compulsions.

• Placements may involve unpredictable environments that heighten stress.

Incumbents can help by offering understanding, flexibility, and reassurance.

Practical Support Strategies for Incumbents

Here are some ways incumbents can support ministers-in-training with OCD 
effectively:

• Create a safe and non-judgmental space: Reassure the minister-in-training 
that intrusive thoughts do not reflect their character or faith. Avoid moralising 
or over-interpreting behaviours.



• Be flexible with expectations: Allow extra time for tasks. Offer alternatives 
for reflection or assessment that reduce anxiety.

• Support emotional regulation: Encourage breaks, mindfulness, and 
grounding techniques. Help identify triggers and coping strategies.

• Avoid reinforcing compulsions: Be mindful not to accommodate rituals that 
may reinforce OCD. Encourage professional support where needed.

• Encourage self-advocacy: Support the minister-in-training in expressing their 
needs and preferences. Respect their choices about disclosure.

• Collaborate with training institutions: Ensure accommodations are in place. 
Advocate for inclusive assessment methods and feedback.

Theological Reflection

The Church is called to be a place of grace and healing. Ministers-in-training with 
OCD often wrestle deeply with questions of morality, faith, and responsibility. Their 
journey reflects the complexity of human experience and the depth of God’s 
compassion.

Scripture reminds us that God sees the heart and offers peace beyond understanding 
(Philippians 4:7). OCD is not a spiritual failing, it is a condition that requires 
understanding and support. Ministry is not about perfection, but about presence, 
humility, and grace.

Conclusion

Supporting ministers-in-training with OCD requires empathy, flexibility, and 
informed care. Incumbents have a vital role in nurturing vocations and modelling 
inclusive leadership.

By adapting our practices and listening with compassion, we build a Church where 
all can flourish in their calling.


