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I have never read an entire book as fast as this one. It is skilfully and responsibly written, giving great insight and understanding to the condition of OCD. Those reading from a Christian background will find the biblical perspectives both helpful and comforting. I congratulate Will and Thea’s raw honesty in sharing from their own struggles. It has given me the courage (as a fellow sufferer) to push through the shame and put my own name to this. I commend this book to others living with this condition and to their loved ones to help them understand and provide the right kind of support.

Paul Daniels, Lead Pastor, Northern Ireland

When Thoughts Get Stuck is such a powerful, clear and moving read. It demystifies the complex beast which is OCD while offering real reassurance, practical advice, a Christian perspective and genuine hope. It has given me a fresh view on my own lifelong journey with OCD and shown me new ways to frame it and to keep moving forward. Will and Thea’s stories are especially comforting – like hearing your own story echoed back to you, reminding you that you’re not alone.

Rev Liz Wood, Priest in the Church of England 

When Thoughts Get Stuck offers a timely, compassionate and deeply personal exploration of OCD and obsessive thinking. Written with pastoral care and the warmth of personal experience, Will and Thea do a superb job of providing readers with practical tools for breaking cycles of rumination. This empowering book is a must read for church leaders and for those who struggle with OCD and obsessive thoughts. 

Cheryl Donaldson, Psychologist, MA, LMFT, LCPC

When Thoughts Get Stuck is an engaging and courageous book that offers an honest and compassionate account of OCD within a spiritual context. Drawing on their own lived experience, Will and Thea illuminate the often misunderstood world of obsessional thinking – particularly as it intersects with Christian faith, identity and shame. Without offering simplistic solutions, they skilfully weave in theological reflection and personal narrative to offer hope, clarity and solidarity to those who may have suffered in silence. This book will be of enormous value not only to individuals struggling with intrusive thoughts, but also to therapists, pastors and clinicians seeking to offer informed and empathetic support.

Dr Chi-Chi Obuaya, Consultant Psychiatrist, London

Our thoughts have more impact on our lives and bodies than we are ever taught – great to have people who have been through it themselves to offer excellent guidance.

Miranda Hart, Actress, Comedian, Writer

Practical and grounded in real life.

Bear Grylls, Adventurer 

A truly holistic resource, this book offers hope to those suffering from OCD by skilfully blending scriptural truths with robust, evidence-based techniques for managing this condition. Written by deeply compassionate and highly competent Christian authors who personally understand the struggles of OCD, it is both medically credible and full of spiritual encouragement.

Dr Abbie Brun, Senior General Practitioner working for the NHS in England

OCD is a severe mental health condition – but one that is often overlooked as people mistake it for depression, or even think they are going mad. However, it is not about low mood (or madness) and nor does it reflect spiritual malaise or lack of trust in God. Instead, the brains of some people generate thoughts that are towards the more sticky end of the spectrum, driven by a reduced ability to tolerate uncertainty. Before you judge this, remember that the other end of the spectrum, where we never revisit our thoughts, is occupied by psychopaths. So, rather than prayer ministry or medication (though these may provide some relief), the two main things needed are 1) compassion from some fellow travellers who are not the ‘thought police’ and 2) psychological techniques to unstick the thoughts and manage the uncertainty that will arise. These are two things that this book brings in bucket-loads! 

Dr Rob Waller, Consultant Psychiatrist working for the NHS in Scotland and a Director of the Mind and Soul Foundation

What an important book. Will and Thea have packed this book full of real, honest stories, in-depth knowledge, helpful, practical tools and such profound wisdom that we can all learn and grow from. So glad When Thoughts Get Stuck is now available to all.

Elle Limebear, Singer, Songwriter, Author

What a gift. Full of hope and help. If only I’d had this book thirty years ago as I began training to be a priest, and OCD crept up on me and blindsided me, leaving me reeling from intrusive, compulsive thoughts, exhausted, ashamed and afraid. I spent the next few years flip-flopping between breathless panic and desperate prayers; anxiety and ministry; self-condemnation and counselling. Here in Will and Thea’s book, we weary wrestlers are comforted with the comfort others have received. Here we know we are not alone as we read examples of fellow sufferers from history, and not just anybody, but genuine saints who themselves battled fragile mental health and OCD yet still were blessed by God and a blessing to the world. Distilled wisdom in a short, readable, understandable and practical book, we have truth and perspective to challenge the self-lies. Here we have life hacks and strategies to manage and move forward, from authors who get it, who get us, who have been there, and have found a way out of the mental labyrinth. It opens a window ushering light into the shadows, an open door sucking fresh drafts of crystal-clear air to the musty weary cellar of our mind. This is a soul doc for OCD – a book for anyone who struggles, and also anyone journeying with someone who struggles. What a gift.

Rev Simon Ponsonby, Priest, Author, Chaplain, Oxford
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Will

To all the anxious Christian leaders who have ever had a chat with me about those ‘weird thoughts’: this is for you. And to my daughter, Skye, who created the illustrations for this book – thank you. I love you.

Thea

For my parents, who brought me into this world and kept me going in it. For my incredible husband, family and friends – all those who held on and made life worth fighting for. 

And to our little one – the one I never imagined possible – this is for you.




Disclaimer 
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When Thoughts Get Stuck was written to support a deeper understanding of the interaction between Christian faith and intrusive thoughts and OCD. While the authors have sought expert advice from both doctors and psychiatrists, this book is not intended to be read as a medical resource and is not a substitute for professional medical advice. If you are uncertain as to the appropriate treatment approach for you, defer to the guidance of your doctor or psychiatrist. If you are unsure about whether you need further support, begin by asking for an assessment from a medical doctor or mental health professional. They will have both training and experience in managing OCD and will not be surprised by the nature or content of your thoughts. You can speak to them in confidence and be sure that they will be able to offer you an appropriate treatment pathway for the severity of your specific symptoms.
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Look out for linked text (which is in blue or underlined) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.

On compatible devices, you can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.




Prologue
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It’s been a stressful few weeks, but you’re in church, enjoying a moment of peace and connection with Jesus. That last round of weird, intrusive thoughts from a couple of months ago is nearly forgotten, replaced by the busyness and stress that has been your life lately. 

You start to wonder if you’ve been miraculously freed from all of that mental noise. You start to feel an inkling of hope, but then – What if I’m not really saved? The thought erupts into your consciousness. Is it a question or a statement? You’re not sure, and it seems to be getting louder. Your heart starts racing and your head begins to feel prickly and tense. 

Sitting in church, you feel like people are looking at you, like you tricked them into thinking you were a ‘good person’. Maybe you would feel better if you left the sanctuary and stood outside instead. 

* * *

At work the checking had started off so small that you barely noticed it. But now you’re feeling a pang of anxiety as you walk past an open door in the office. What if there is someone standing behind it, waiting to harm people in the office? As a responsible member of the team, it made sense to quickly double back, to check, just this one time. 

But when you pass the door the next day, the same thing happens, only the thought is even stronger and is now accompanied by a sense of growing panic. 

Now you have to check not only that door, but every other door in the building – twice – before you finish work for the day. You find yourself leaving later and later, and it becomes harder to get through all of the checks – so many doors – without feeling like you’ve not done it quite right and have to start all over again.

* * *

You’re locked in the bathroom, away from the party, struggling to think clearly. Your thoughts and feelings are tumbling over one another so quickly it’s hard to keep track. One thing is clear, though: you are panicking. 

What happened back there? Did that scene flashing through your mind actually happen, or was it just another one of those distressing images? It feels so real, and the stakes feel too high to ignore it. 

You know there’s only one way out – replaying it over and over until it feels safe, until you’re sure nothing bad has happened. The relief comes and goes too quickly, but it’s the only way you know to deal with these what-if spirals. 





Don’t Believe Everything  You Think
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The brain can be a terrifying place. 

I (Thea) was nine or ten years old when I first experienced an upsetting obsessive thought. 

A happy, precocious child with a loving and stable family, I was suddenly gripped by fear, paralysed by the idea that I might lose control, stab and kill my mother, one of my most favourite people in the world. 

It was a thought that came from my own brain. And from this terrifying, bizarre and insidious seed grew roots and stems and leaves, spreading through my mind and taking up so much space that, by the time I’d turned eighteen years old, I had been diagnosed with OCD, obsessive compulsive disorder.

Many people occasionally struggle with an unwanted thought, but for some of us these thoughts can become sticky and repetitive, increasingly stealing our peace of mind. If these thoughts become severe, a mental health professional may make a diagnosis of OCD, which affects over 1 per cent of adults in the UK. But for many others, their painful struggle continues – unknown, unlabelled and fought in private. 

Unfortunately, OCD’s repetitive behaviours are sometimes stereotyped in ways that diminish the real distress the disorder causes, reducing the problem to simply repetitive handwashing or checking the locks on doors. As a young girl, these stereotypes gave me no point of reference for the bizarre and frightening fears I was having. My mother and I half-affectionately called them my ‘worries’ and hoped I’d grow out of them like I grew out of my favourite tie-dye dress. 

But I didn’t. Not after counselling, or countless prayer ministry sessions, not after antidepressants or multiple rounds of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT). I turned thirty more afraid of my brain than I’d been at eleven. I’d made progress, and I’d regressed, but at some point I realised that this was not just going to go away. It wasn’t as simple to treat as a toothache or heartburn. And inevitably, that left me with many questions. 


•   Why wasn’t I getting better?

•   Why didn’t my prayers seem to be answered? 

•   Was the cause spiritual – could I be ‘possessed’? 

•   Was I still trusting in God if I took medication? 

•   Did I have some kind of chemical imbalance, or an inherited trait from my grandfather who (I had been told) was extremely anxious after he returned from World War II?



Like Thea, I (Will) have been diagnosed with OCD. My experiences of obsessive thinking began in childhood, but I had no clinical understanding of OCD until my late twenties. When I was eight years old, I remember being in agony because I was unable to end a prayer until I said ‘Amen’ the ‘right’ way. I must have spent two hours saying ‘Amen’ before I could finally fall asleep, totally exhausted. As an older teen and young adult, I experienced disproportional levels of guilt, which I wrongly believed was divine conviction. This led me to drinking alcohol and partying to numb my feelings, which only served to generate even more guilt, obsessive confession and intrusive doubts. It wasn’t until my early thirties that I realised how much I needed both the love and forgiveness of Jesus and psychological understanding if I was to confront the troubling ways OCD could morph, hijack or interrupt my faith.

In truth, we all have weird thoughts. Studies have shown that over 90 per cent of people1 have intrusive and unwanted thoughts of some sort. For most people, these are fleeting and meaningless intrusions, but for others, they can become a painful and persistent issue. Since the average length of time from a person’s first symptoms to receiving a diagnosis of OCD is seventeen years,2 we can assume there are a lot of people walking around who don’t know what they’re dealing with. Because there is a wide range of experiences and presentations of OCD, we will use the terms obsessive thinking and OCD interchangeably in this book, recognising that not all of our readers have crossed the threshold of diagnosis, but that we all coalesce around the struggle with intrusive thoughts, uncertainty, doubt and anxiety.

Thea and I are both committed Christians who have placed our hope in Jesus. We want to share the reason for our hope with you, and at the same time be really transparent about how OCD affects us and sometimes interacts with our faith. While some of our accounts might at first appear negative, our
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