
The Wandering Mind 

Understanding and Overcoming Distraction in Prayer 

 

Introduction: A Struggle as Old as Prayer Itself 

Almost everyone who has ever tried to pray with any seriousness has run into the same 
wall: the mind will not stay put. You kneel to pray for a sick friend and find yourself three 
sentences later reworking tomorrow’s schedule. You open in praise and drift into replaying 
an argument from last week. You reach for God and land, instead, in the grocery list. 

This is not a modern failure, and it is not evidence that you are uniquely bad at prayer. It is 
one of the most consistently reported experiences in the entire history of religious life, 
showing up in nearly identical form across centuries, continents, and traditions that 
otherwise disagree about almost everything else. That convergence is itself instructive. 
When Carmelite nuns in sixteenth-century Spain, rabbis in the Talmudic academies of 
Babylon, and a distracted parent trying to finish the Lord’s Prayer in a parking lot all 
describe the same basic experience, something durable about the human mind is being 
described — not a personal defect. 

This paper has four aims: to show that the struggle is universal and well-documented; to 
explain, from both a theological and a scientific angle, why it happens; to gather the best 
historic wisdom on managing it; and to offer a set of original, practical tools built 
specifically to be used the next time your mind wanders in prayer. 

 

Part One: The Universal Struggle 

Chapter 1 — Voices Across the Ages 

The Christian Contemplative Tradition 

The Catholic mystical tradition has produced some of the most detailed first-person 
accounts of prayer distraction on record, largely because its great writers treated the 
interior life as something worth observing closely and reporting honestly. 

Teresa of Ávila, the sixteenth-century Carmelite reformer, wrote candidly about her own 
struggle, comparing a distracted mind during prayer to a herd of unruly, half-wild horses 
that will not be reined in no matter how firmly one tries. She experienced this not only in 
ordinary vocal prayer but even, she admitted, in the minutes just after receiving 
Communion — arguably the most sacred moment available to her. Her counsel was not to 
panic or treat each distraction as a small catastrophe, but to notice it without dwelling on it 
and to return, calmly and without self-punishment, to the presence of God. Distraction, in 



her framework, becomes a problem mainly when it is met with agitation; the agitation, not 
the wandering thought itself, is what derails the prayer. 

John of the Cross, Teresa’s contemporary and collaborator, approached the problem from 
a more analytical angle, distinguishing between the restless, image-generating activity of 
the body and the emotions on one hand, and the deeper receptive faculty of the spirit on 
the other. For him, many so-called distractions are simply the noisy surface-level mind 
continuing to run while something quieter and more important tries to happen underneath 
it — a distinction that anticipates, in theological language, what cognitive scientists would 
later describe in neurological terms. 

Ignatius of Loyola and the tradition that bears his name treat distraction less as pure 
obstacle and more as potential material for discernment. The Ignatian approach counsels a 
person to notice the distracting thought, and then ask a further question: is this simply 
noise, to be released gently, or is it something God is actually using to surface an 
unresolved concern that deserves prayerful attention in its own right? A worry about a sick 
relative that intrudes during prayer might not always be a distraction from prayer — it 
might be trying to become the prayer. 

A well-known story attributed to Bernard of Clairvaux, the twelfth-century Cistercian 
abbot, illustrates the same point with humor rather than theory. Bernard, known for 
keeping his eyes fixed downward while walking so that the countryside would not distract 
him from inward prayer, was challenged by a skeptical farmer who insisted he could recite 
the Lord’s Prayer without a single distracted thought. Bernard wagered his mule on it. The 
farmer began confidently — and stopped himself partway through, at the line about daily 
bread, to ask whether the mule’s saddle and bridle came with the deal. The story has 
survived for eight centuries precisely because everyone who hears it recognizes 
themselves in the farmer. 

Later spiritual writers, including Francis de Sales, offered what may be the most quoted 
single piece of consolation on the subject: that if all a person manages to do in prayer is 
notice a wandering mind and gently bring it back to God, again and again, that returning — 
not an unbroken, distraction-free hour — is itself the substance of a good prayer. 

The Jewish Tradition of Kavanah 

Jewish thought has its own long, technical, and remarkably practical literature on this exact 
problem, organized around the Hebrew concept of kavanah (נָּה וָּ  variously translated — (כַּ
as intention, directed attention, or “the aiming of the heart.” 

The concern is old enough to appear in the words of the prophet Isaiah, who criticized 
worshippers who honored God with their lips while their hearts remained far away — a 
description of distracted, mechanical religious performance rather than a lapse of belief. 
The rabbis of the Mishnah made the point structurally rather than poetically: a person who 
happens to overhear the shofar blown on Rosh Hashanah while passing by, without 
intending to listen, has not fulfilled the obligation to hear it. Intention is treated as part of 
the act itself, not an optional accessory to it. 



Moses Maimonides, the twelfth-century philosopher and legal codifier, went further than 
almost anyone in treating kavanah as non-negotiable, ruling in his legal code the Mishneh 
Torah that prayer recited without real concentration does not count as prayer at all and 
must be repeated. But Maimonides was also intensely practical about how to get there. He 
advised that a person arriving at prayer distracted, agitated, or exhausted from travel 
should not begin praying immediately — the mind must first be settled. He approvingly 
cited the early pious sages who would sit quietly for a full hour before prayer and again for 
an hour afterward, treating the transition into and out of prayer as work in its own right, 
not wasted time. Later legal authorities softened the requirement to repeat every 
distracted prayer — partly, some wrote with evident dry humor, because a second attempt 
was no more likely to be free of distraction than the first — but the underlying diagnosis 
was never abandoned. 

The eleventh-century philosopher Bahya ibn Paquda put the whole matter in a single 
memorable image: prayer without kavanah is like a body without a soul — technically 
present, but missing the thing that made it alive in the first place. Later Hasidic teaching 
pushed further still, treating full emotional and mental absorption in prayer, not mere 
verbal correctness, as the entire point of the exercise; and the Kabbalistic tradition 
developed elaborate meditative kavanot — specific intentions attached to individual words 
and letters of the liturgy — as a technical method for keeping the mind anchored to the text 
rather than adrift from it. 

Contemporary Jewish writers have continued this practical tradition into the present, 
including recommendations to keep a spiritual journal specifically to track recurring 
patterns of distraction — not as an act of guilt, but as a diagnostic tool, treating one’s own 
distracted thoughts as data worth studying rather than simply suppressing. 

A Note on Breadth 

Islamic devotional literature has its own closely related concept, khushu — a state of 
humble, focused presence in prayer that is likewise treated as something to be actively 
cultivated rather than assumed. The consistent reappearance of this exact concern — a 
technical, named concept for “the state of being properly present,” paired with an entire 
body of instruction on how to reach it — across Jewish, Christian, and Islamic sources 
independently is one of the strongest pieces of evidence that this is a structural feature of 
human attention interacting with any demanding inward practice, not a flaw specific to one 
tradition’s methods or one person’s discipline. 

 

Part Two: Why the Mind Wanders 

Chapter 2 — Theological Reasons 

Religious traditions have generally offered three overlapping explanations for why the 
mind resists sustained attention in prayer, and none of them require treating the distracted 
person as spiritually deficient. 



The embodied and divided self. Much of Christian and Jewish anthropology treats the 
human being as a genuine composite — body, emotion, intellect, and spirit — that does not 
always move in unison. Paul’s description in his letter to the Romans of doing the very 
thing he does not want to do captures a broader pattern: the human will is rarely a single, 
unified force, and prayer, which asks the whole person to orient toward God 
simultaneously, will always expose the places where that orientation is not yet complete. 
Distraction, on this reading, is not a special failure that occurs only in prayer; it is the 
ordinary condition of a divided self becoming momentarily visible in a setting demanding 
unusual coherence. 

Spiritual opposition. Multiple traditions have also described distraction as, at least 
sometimes, an active interference rather than a passive drift — the idea that prayer is 
precisely the activity an adversary has the most reason to disrupt, since it is the place 
where a person’s attention and loyalty are most directly at stake. This explanation should 
be held with some caution and humility; not every wandering thought about dinner is 
spiritual warfare, and treating ordinary cognitive drift as demonic can produce needless 
fear. But the traditions that hold this view are not simply being dramatic — they are 
naming the observation that distraction in prayer often intensifies rather than eases the 
more a person is trying to pray about something that matters. 

Distraction as unfinished business. A third and gentler explanation, most fully developed 
in the Ignatian tradition, treats many distractions as unresolved concerns surfacing at the 
one moment a person has finally gone quiet enough to notice them. On this view, the mind 
does not wander at random; it wanders toward whatever has not yet been brought into the 
light. This reframes at least some distraction from “interruption” to “invitation” — the very 
thing prayer was supposed to help with, arriving slightly ahead of schedule. 

Chapter 3 — The Wandering Brain 

Modern cognitive science has independently arrived at a strikingly similar diagnosis, using 
entirely different vocabulary. 

The default mode network. In the early 2000s, neuroscientists identified a specific, 
coordinated set of brain regions — including the medial prefrontal cortex and posterior 
cingulate cortex — that becomes more active, not less, when a person is not focused on an 
external task. This system, now called the default mode network (DMN), is the brain’s 
idling state, and it is remarkably busy: current estimates suggest people spend somewhere 
between thirty and eighty percent of their waking hours in some form of mind-wandering, 
depending on the task and how wandering is measured. The DMN is heavily involved in 
autobiographical memory, self-referential thought, future planning, and constructing the 
ongoing internal narrative of “who I am and what I’m dealing with.” In other words, the 
brain’s resting state is not blank — it is a machine for generating exactly the kind of 
personal, emotionally loaded material most likely to hijack a prayer. 

Why prayer is especially vulnerable. Prayer is cognitively unusual: it typically lacks the 
external sensory anchors (a page to read, a task to complete, another person actively 
responding) that normally keep the brain’s task-focused executive control network in 



charge. Removing those anchors is precisely what allows the default mode network to 
reassert itself. This is not unique to prayer — the same thing happens during meditation, 
long drives, showers, and any other extended activity performed without external 
structure — but prayer often asks for more sustained internal focus than most other 
unstructured activities, which gives the DMN more opportunity to intrude. 

Contributing and aggravating factors. Several additional, well-documented factors make 
distraction worse for some people and at some times more than others: physical fatigue 
and poor sleep (which is part of why Maimonides insisted a person should not pray 
immediately after an exhausting journey); unresolved emotional stress or anxiety, which 
increases self-referential DMN activity; ADHD and related attentional differences, in which 
the normal “hand-off” between the default mode network and the executive control 
network is less coordinated, producing more frequent and more forceful intrusive 
thoughts; and, in the present era, the cumulative effect of habitual digital multitasking, 
which trains the brain toward shorter attention spans and more frequent task-switching 
even in settings, like prayer, where no actual switching is required. 

The reassuring finding. The same body of research that explains why the mind wanders 
also shows that sustained practices of focused attention — including meditation and, by 
direct extension, disciplined prayer — measurably change how the default mode network 
behaves over time, producing longer periods of settled attention and faster, less effortful 
recovery when the mind does drift. The wandering is not a life sentence. It responds to 
training. 

 

Part Three: The Historic Toolkit 

Before introducing new tools, it is worth summarizing what the traditions already 
surveyed actually recommend in practice, since several of these form the foundation for the 
original methods in Part Four. 

• Notice without alarm, then return gently (Teresa of Ávila). Treat the moment of 
noticing a distraction as success, not failure, since noticing is the only thing that 
makes returning possible. 

• Sit quietly before and after prayer (Maimonides and the early Hasidim). Treat the 
transition into prayer as its own discipline, not dead time to rush through. 

• Ask what the distraction is actually doing there (Ignatius of Loyola). Some 
intrusive thoughts are noise to release; others are real concerns asking to be prayed 
about directly. 

• Attach the mind to something concrete in the text (Kabbalistic kavanot; Jewish 
liturgical practice generally). A wandering mind has less room to drift when it has a 
specific word, phrase, or image to hold onto. 

• Track your own patterns over time (contemporary Jewish spiritual writing). 
Recurring distractions often point to something worth addressing outside of prayer, 
not just inside it. 



• Address the body, not just the will (Maimonides on travel fatigue; the broader 
monastic tradition on posture, fasting, and environment). A great deal of “spiritual” 
distraction is downstream of a body that is tired, hungry, uncomfortable, or 
overstimulated. 

 

Part Four: New Tools for an Old Problem 

The following tools are original constructions, built by combining the historic wisdom 
above with findings from attention research and behavioral science (particularly the 
psychology of “implementation intentions” — pre-deciding a specific response to a specific 
trigger, which reliably outperforms vague willpower). Each is designed to be used the next 
time a distraction actually occurs, not just read about in theory. 

1. The Threshold Pause 

Addresses: entering prayer already scattered. 

Before beginning to pray, physically mark a threshold — a doorway, the moment of 
kneeling, the closing of a book. Pause there for a slow count of ten breaths, doing nothing 
but naming, in one silent sentence each, the two or three things most likely to intrude (“I’m 
worried about the appointment tomorrow.” “I’m still annoyed about that email.”). Naming a 
distraction before it arrives uninvited measurably reduces its power to hijack attention 
later, because the mind is no longer working to suppress an unacknowledged thought — a 
well-documented finding in attention research, and a modern formalization of Maimonides’ 
instruction to sit and settle before praying rather than launching straight into it. 

2. The Anchor Word 

Addresses: mid-prayer drift during unstructured or silent prayer. 

Choose one short word or phrase in advance — a divine name, a single line of Scripture, a 
word like “present” or “here” — and treat it as a physical handhold rather than a meaning 
to analyze. When you notice your mind has wandered, do not scold yourself or try to 
remember where you left off; simply return to the anchor word, say it once, slowly, and let 
it re-establish your position. This adapts the Kabbalistic practice of word-anchored 
kavanah into a single, portable tool usable in any tradition or setting, including brief 
prayers offered while driving or working. 

3. The Category Tag 

Addresses: repeated, low-grade distraction across many prayer sessions. 

When a distraction arises, instead of simply pushing it away, silently label its category in 
one or two words — “planning,” “memory,” “worry,” “body,” “sound.” Do this quickly and 
without elaborating, then return to prayer. Over a week or two, these labels reveal a 
pattern (most people discover that eighty percent of their distractions fall into one or two 



categories). This turns Ignatian noticing into a lightweight, repeatable habit, and produces 
the diagnostic data that the Distraction Ledger below uses. 

4. The Distraction Ledger 

Addresses: recurring distractions that need to be addressed outside of prayer. 

Keep a small, dedicated notebook — physical or digital — reserved only for distractions 
caught using the Category Tag method. Once a week, review it and ask one question of each 
recurring pattern: is this something prayer should simply keep interrupting, or is this an 
unresolved matter that needs its own attention, appointment, or conversation, outside of 
prayer time, so it stops needing to surface during it? A recurring worry about a specific 
relationship, for instance, might be resolved not by better concentration but by an overdue 
phone call. This builds directly on the contemporary Jewish practice of spiritual journaling, 
but converts it into an action-oriented weekly review rather than an open-ended diary. 

5. The Redirect Card 

Addresses: the moment of self-criticism after noticing a distraction — often the most 
damaging part of the whole cycle. 

Write, on a small card kept in your prayer space or Bible, a single pre-decided sentence to 
say to yourself the instant you notice you’ve drifted — something like, “Noticing is the win; 
now I return,” or a phrase drawn from Francis de Sales’ teaching that the return itself 
constitutes good prayer. The purpose is to interrupt the almost automatic self-punishing 
reaction (“I can’t even pray for two minutes without losing focus”) with a pre-written, non-
negotiable response, since that self-punishing reaction is itself a second, often more 
disruptive distraction layered on top of the first. 

6. The Body Check 

Addresses: distraction that is actually physical in origin. 

Before assuming a distraction is spiritual or attentional, run a fifteen-second internal 
check: Am I hungry, tired, thirsty, in physical discomfort, or in a room with a distracting 
sound or temperature? If yes, address what can be addressed (a drink of water, adjusting 
posture, closing a door) before continuing, rather than trying to out-will a physical 
problem. This makes explicit and habitual what Maimonides implied in warning against 
praying while travel-worn or intoxicated: attend to the body’s obvious needs first, because 
most spiritual disciplines cannot compensate for a body in genuine distress. 

7. The Bookend Practice 

Addresses: the abrupt, un-transitioned start and end of most modern prayer, which gives the 
mind no on-ramp or off-ramp. 

Structure every prayer session with a fixed, brief “bookend” on each side — the same short 
phrase, gesture, or breath pattern to open, and a different fixed phrase or gesture to close. 
The content in between can vary freely, but the bookends never do. Over time this 



consistency trains the brain to associate the opening cue with settling and the closing cue 
with release, borrowing directly from the early Hasidic practice of a full hour of settling 
before and after prayer, compressed into something usable in a five-minute modern prayer 
session. 

 

Conclusion: Distraction Is Not the Opposite of Prayer 

The final and perhaps most important point, echoed by nearly every source surveyed here 
across thirteen centuries, is this: a mind that wanders during prayer is not proof that the 
prayer failed. Prayer conducted by a distractible human being, using a distractible human 
brain, will always include some wandering — that is not a flaw in your practice, it is a 
description of the instrument you are praying with. Bernard of Clairvaux’s farmer could not 
finish a single line without his mind drifting toward a mule, and the story has outlived him 
by eight hundred years precisely because every honest person recognizes the farmer as 
themselves. 

What the traditions and the science agree on is where the real work lies: not in achieving a 
distraction-free mind, which no serious source considers realistic, but in building a reliable, 
low-friction way of noticing the drift and returning — gently, repeatedly, without self-
punishment — for as many times as it takes. Measured that way, a “successful” prayer life is 
not the one with the fewest distractions. It is the one with the most returns. 
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