             PSYCHOLOGY Series: OBSESSIVE COMPULSIVE PERSONALITY DISORDER                                                 
                                        - Human Wisdom Vs Divine Wisdom No. X

[Editor’s note: This is the tenth series in the style of a panel discussion, bringing you the opinions of experts in the various fields of human sciences alongside with true Christian doctrine. This is an abridged version of the discussions conducted by us and moderated by our Mr. Alex Fernandes.]

Mr. Alex: Friends our panel discussions have been well appreciated by the readers of the STREAMS. So we are back at it again but on a new topic called, ‘Obsessive Compulsive Personality Disorder (OCPD). As usual the first input is from our respected psychologist. Dr. Johnson, please could you set the ball rolling with your enlightened knowledge on this topic? 

Dr. Johnson: Obsessive compulsive personality disorder (OCPD), or anankastic personality disorder, is a disorder that is characterised by a general psychological inflexibility, rigid conformity to rules and procedures, perfectionism, moral code, and/or excessive orderliness. The term ‘anankastic’ derives from the Greek ‘anánke’ meaning necessity, suggesting a compulsive behaviour.  

OCPD is often confused with obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD). This could be due to the more commonly known OCD and the similarities of the two disorders in name; however the mindsets are typically different and unrelated.

Those who are experiencing OCPD do not generally feel the need to perform repeatedly ritualistic actions, a common symptom of OCD. Instead, people with OCPD tend to stress perfectionism above all else, and feel anxious when they perceive that things are not ‘right’.

Mr. Alex: Dr. Johnson, thank you for this a comprehensive definition of a disorder that figures often in psychological discussions. Is there anything more anything more on its characteristics?

Dr. Johnson: People with OCPD may hoard money for future use, keep their home perfectly organised, or be anxious about delegating tasks for fear that they won’t be completed correctly. There are four primary areas that cause anxiety for OCPD personalities: time, relationship, uncleanliness, and money.

The usual characteristics of this disorder are, preoccupation with details, perfectionism, ‘work-alcoholism’, scrupulousness, and inflexibility about matters of morality, ethics, or values, inability to discard worn-out or worthless objects, miserly spending style toward both self and others and hoarding money. Such persons are not willing to share work with others and go by personal standards in everything with rigidity and stubbornness. Having at least four of the above mentioned traits will do according to our manual for a mental disorder to be identified as a case of obsessive compulsive personality disorder, unless the person is getting along fairly well in normal life.  

Mr. Alex: Thank you Dr. Johnson. You have given us an elaborate presentation of OCPD. Before I ask for comments from Fr. Samuel and Rev. Powel, would you like to add anything more?

Dr. Johnson: There is a mnemonic or acronym to help you memorise its characteristics. Just remember LAW FIRMS:

L – Loses point of activity (due to preoccupation with detail), 

A – Ability to complete tasks is gone (compromised by perfectionism), 

W – Worthless objects (unable to discard), 

F – Friendships (and leisure activities) excluded (due to a preoccupation with work), 

I – Inflexible, over-conscientious (on ethics, values, or morality, not accounted for by religion or culture), 

R – Reluctant to delegate (unless others submit to exact guidelines), 

M – Miserly (toward self and others), and 

S – Stubbornness (and rigidity). 

Mr. Alex: That sounds perfect! Is there any comment on Dr. Johnson’s description of the OCPD, Fr. Samuel? 

Fr. Samuel: Dr. Johnson’s description of the OCPD includes also “work-alcoholism” or passion for work. That could ridicule any hardworking person. Work is a noble thing according to our Christian belief and the more we work the better we will feel, provided we work for the right purpose. Hardworking people may sacrifice leisure and friends and sacrifice their lives so that posterity can enjoy. That is a mental disorder according to psychology but a virtue according to Christianity. What are we to believe in this case? We know of many saints who gave their life totally in dedicated service, though they followed their own conservative views on morality and yet they have left behind for others great institutions of charity and love.

Mr. Alex: That is well said. But what’s your over-all assessment of OCPD? 

Fr. Samuel: Dr. Johnson calls the OCPD self-centred, miserly and not open to others’ views, even unwilling to change, at the same time being devoted to work and duty to the minutest detail. As Christians we know that such people lack the spirit love, sharing, detachment and joy. They are not sick but only have not the spirit of Christ who said, “Love one another, as I have loved you”. Their personality is broken for lack of the Spirit and image of Christ, that is the image of God. They do not need any therapy except the Word of God as spelt out in the Sermon on the Mount. Through grace they will be saved. Jesus the Saviour can set them free, “So if the Son frees you, then you will truly be free” (Jn. 8: 36). No therapy except Jesus’ merciful pardon and love can save them. 

Mr. Alex: Fr. Samuel’s counter argument is quite elaborate and does inspire us deeply. Is there anything that Rev. Powel could add?   

Rev. Powel: In my opinion a person who is miserly, rigid and stubborn on ethical values and unable to relate, is not suffering from a mental sickness but from a sinful situation due to selfishness, miserliness and a hypocritical rigidity.  The Pharisees could have been of this type due to lack of their understanding of that saying, “I want mercy and not sacrifice”. They were not mentally but spiritually sick. They were rigid sticklers to rules following a false type of perfectionism. True, Jesus said, “Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect” but he said it according to the spirit of the Beatitudes. That was all about love and not rigidity. About miserliness, Jesus was very clear, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and decay destroy, and thieves break in and steal” (Mt. 6:19); and “For where your treasure is, there also will your heart be” (Mt. 6:21). About miserly behaviour the book of Sirach says, “The miser’s eye is rapacious for bread, but on his own table he sets it stale” (14:10). The Word of God is the best cure for those who are rigid on ethical matters and miserly about earthly goods. 

Mr. Alex: Does it sound excessive preaching by the pastors, Dr. Johnson?  

Dr. Johnson: Even before one gets to know about religious precepts, one needs to know about the basics of the human mind. What is of the mind needs a solution to the suit the mind. A psychologist is the one who understands the mind best and treats its ailments. The most well known psychologist, Sigmund Freud explains the psychosexual growth of the human mind from the oral stage to the anal stage and beyond. According to him the anal stage experience contributes to the development of certain character types. He was the first person to characterise what is now known as obsessive-compulsive or anankastic personality disorder as the anal-retentive character. He tells us that the anal stage can make a child experience pleasure as a compensation for the struggles of the super-ego to develop. It is at this stage that a person could turn out to be rigid. Another psychologist Stevenson too states that the anal stage influence could make a character “neat, precise, orderly, careful, stingy, withholding, obstinate, meticulous, and passive-aggressive”. Similarly a difficult transition from the anal stage to the phallic stage can affect a person’s psychosexual development negatively resulting in a low personality development. 

Mr. Alex: How would you react to it, Dr. Johnson? 

Rev. Powel: If psychology goes that low to the anal stage of human needs, there is something deplorably demeaning about this subject. It relies so much on its godfather Mr. Freud’s perverted fantasies. He saw everything in the lowest cravings of human nature, the oral, the anal, the phallic, the genital and so on. This is not the way we Christians should analyse human behaviour. We believe in the dignity of human nature that has been redeemed by Christ and who restores this dignity when we repent for our sins and return to him. We know that human behaviour can be moulded from childhood following wrong examples and teachings not through any oral, anal or phallic process. When anything goes wrong we can set things right by looking for the right teachings in the Bible and through prayer. But one has to admit ones guilt instead of taking refuge in mental sickness theories given by psychology. 

Fr. Samuel: Our beliefs affect our behaviour. If we believe in the existence of the next world where happiness awaits us for our life of joyful service to God and others, then we will not fall into a rigid and self-centred miserly life. Our views on ethics also will change according to the teaching of Jesus who gives us the Spirit of love, peace and joy. Jesus has taught us to trust in Divine Providence instead of clinging on to wealth like misers. If we follow that teaching there is no danger of falling into the compulsive obsessive personality disorder due to rigidity and miserliness.

Mr. Alex: Any reaction Dr. Johnson to these religious inspirations?

Dr. Johnson: Such inspirations may make sense for the preachers but not for us psychologists who believe in something scientific. Ours is a science meant for man not for God. Religion traces its source from God. So it does not figure in our analysis.    

Rev. Powel: That sounds logical but sad. They will miss God and very much for that. The real problem with psychology is that it does not connect us and our problems to God and his mercy. Instead, it tells us that if our behaviour is seriously wrong it is a mental sickness that needs a therapy. That is an illusion in which many live and die without finding God and receiving his mercy. That makes me say that psychology cannot change a person’s rigid heart and fill it with the love of God and neighbour. It cannot give us the life that Jesus alone can give but it only lead us to emptiness without God. 

Mr. Alex: Gentlemen, this has gone on well quite long and brought out very interesting viewpoints. At this stage I would think it necessary conclude this debate with deep appreciation for each of you. In this tussle between psychology and religion, I see there is a great distance between both which only God can bridge. I would bring God into the picture because ultimately that is what counts in seeking the best solution to any behaviour problem. One has to find the truth to find the answer and not escape into mental disorder theories. Turning to the Word of God and the way shown by Jesus in humility will heal us totally, I believe. So thank you gentlemen for your marvellous contributions. 
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