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OBSESSIVE THINKING
OR

WHO IS IN CONTROL 

“A man is literally what he thinks, 

his character being the complete sum of all his thoughts.” 
James Allen, 1903 Philosopher

Have you ever had negative, unwanted, intrusive thoughts that you can’t seem to get away from. You are driving down the road, or you lie in bed, and these negative thoughts come unbidden into your mind.  It is like you have no control over your thoughts. Sometimes, the urge to act upon these thoughts may seem overwhelming.
Urges come in all shapes and sizes.  The urge to smoke, the urge to drink, the urge to use drugs. There are other urges such as the urge to cut yourself, pulling your hair and gambling. There are also the obsessing-compulsive urges to check every lock in the house, five, six, seven times before you can leave.  Then there  are the urges to kill yourself or someone else, which can be very frightening.  While all these urges can appear very different, urges have elements that are common and elements that are unique.  

It seems that you have no control over these thoughts.  They are just running amok in your mind. For some people, their urges are like a ring in their nose that leads them into unwanted or destructive behaviors.  To control urges, it is important to understand the elements that make up the urge and your thinking behind that urge.   

With the urge to use drugs, or to smoke or drink, there is more than enough research to support the concept that the urge to use will pass whether you act on it or you don't.  The difference is that if you choose to use, the frequency and strength of the urge will increase.  If you choose to not use, the frequency and strength of the urge will decrease. 

This concept, the urge to use will pass whether you act on it or you don't, can be a powerful tool for those who want to be free of their addiction.  “I don't have to give in to the urge to satisfy my addiction.  I just have to wait it out.” Grandfather used to say something very similar:  “This, too, shall pass.” This statement can be a great affirmation for those struggling to get control of their urges. 
Some will argue that it is not possible not to think about something, that intrusive thoughts are beyond their control. They see themselves as victims to their thoughts. The first step to getting control of your obsessive thoughts is to accept that you think. You may say, “Everyone knows that they think.”  That is not true or so many people would not be having obsessive thoughts. . . that they are choosing to think!

Actually, very few people know that they think.

They believe they are the victims of their thoughts,

rather than the producers of their thoughts.
Jane Nelsen, EdD

You have the power over your mind – not outside events.

Recognize this, and you will find strength.

Marcus Aurelius

Many people find this reality very hard to accept.  But, without this truth, they will be doomed to continually be victimized by their thoughts. 
Talking with someone who understands this principal, is a vital part of the recovery process.  Without learning and integrating these concepts into your being, your obsessive-compulsive thoughts will continue to act in the same way.
The concept, “the urge to use will pass whether you act on it or you don't,” also works with suicidal people, although with a very important difference:  The urge to kill oneself will not return if the person gives in to it and is successful.  

A problem with the urge to kill oneself is that the person may not even be aware of the urge.  Have you ever been driving in the mountains and thought about driving straight off the cliff?  Or have you ever been driving on the freeway and thought about driving into the bridge piling?  Both of those are suicidal thoughts, but are often at an unconscious level.  These fleeting thoughts can build into an uncontrolled urge.  The California Highway Patrol says that 16% of all fatal single car accidents are suicides.  To be able to deal with the urge, the person must first be aware of it.  Pointing out to such a person that these thoughts are, in reality, suicidal thinking (urges) often opens the door to change.

When a person is in severe emotional pain, the urge to kill oneself may simply seem to be a way of stopping the pain.  An intervention that can be helpful is to compare the person's emotional pain with the pain of experiencing a very serious flu:  “Would you kill yourself just because you are very sick with the flu?”  This approach can open the person's mind to the fact that this emotional pain, too, will pass.  

One difference between physical pain and emotional pain is that people readily believe the symptoms of the flu will end, while a suicidal person does not know that the pain will end and the urge will go away.  One way to respond is by saying something like:  “If you kill yourself, you will never be able to know that the pain you are feeling, like the pain of the flu, will also pass and you will once again find the peace and joy you want.” 

If someone is hell-bent on killing himself, there is no way that you will be able to stop them. If, however, the person is trying to manipulate with their suicidal threat, you could respond with: “If you kill yourself, I will be very sad, and I will miss you, but I will go on with my life. On the other hand, if you kill yourself, you will never get to experience the joy and love that could be yours.”
However, NEVER tell a suicidal person that you “will help them.” Remember the movie THE SIXTH SENSE?  What did the psychiatrist say just before the distraught young man shot him?  “Let me help you.” (The psychiatrist hadn't helped him years before when the young man was sixteen, so why would he believe the doctor now?)  Bang!  And, the psychiatrist is dead. 
Do not promise to help someone who is threatening suicide. You could say, “What options do you see that are open do you? Do you think a therapist could help you? Do you need to go to the hospital? What would help you get through this right now?” What you want to do is to help marshal that person’s own resources.
If you are struggling with obsessive-compulsive thoughts that are limiting your life, freedom, and joy of living, it is again essential that you be able to accept that you are doing this to yourself. That is the good news, because if you are doing it to yourself, then you can stop it.
One of the components of obsessive-compulsive thinking is fear. “If I don’t do thirty rosaries before I leave the house something terrible is going to happen.” “I must have all my shoes lined up in a row, evenly spaced, or something terrible is going to happen.” “I must check the thermostat at least ten times before I leave for work, or something terrible will happen.”

If this is where you find yourself, ask yourself, “What is the terrible thing that will happen?” For most people, there is no specific answer. The best they can give you is some vague feeling of doom, which is very scary and overwhelming. To overcome these obsessive thoughts that are limiting your life, you need to believe and accept:

· You get through fear by doing what you are afraid to do.

· Fear has never stopped anyone from doing something that they really wanted to do. Fear is the excuse that people use to justify their avoidance of very uncomfortable situations.
Until you are willing to do what you are afraid to do, you will continue to have your obsessive-compulsive thinking. I’m not saying it’s going to be easy. You may want to take a friend with you, or, if you’re trying to leave the house, have someone talk you through it on your phone until you get out of the house. Then, look around for what terrible thing that just happened! Nothing!!! Now, validate yourself for having gone through your fear. Doing it one time is not going to get rid of your fear. You have been doing your obsessive-compulsive behaviors for years and it will take going through your fears a number of times until they are gone.

Here is what is happening inside your brain: every time that you check all the locks, say the rosary thirty times, or check the thermostat ten times before you leave the house, your brain reinforces your belief that it must be important or something terrible will happen. The only way to change your belief is to do what you are afraid to do, until your brain unlearns that false information.
Another technique that is very helpful in controlling these urges is distraction.  Possible distractions should be thought out ahead of time so they are ready and “in place” ahead of the urge.  Distractions need to be tailored to each person's interests and to where they may be when the urge occurs.  It is helpful to have several distractions in mind to choose from.  For example, if belting out a song is the way you have chosen to distract yourself, it may not be the best distraction if you are in a theater watching a play. However, in every situation, at some time or another you must confront the fear, and do what you are afraid to do.  
Your beliefs play a major role in your feelings of success, competency, and happiness. This may be a good time for you to do an inventory of what you believe. Remember, “As a man thinketh in his heart, so he is.”
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