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Dear Postulants and Professed members, 

One of the more common accusations of the penitent in the confessional is “I was distracted during 
prayer”, and so it seems something important enough to merit discussion now. Of course many of us know the 
story of St Bernard and his friend, in which the latter claimed to be little troubled by distractions, while our Saint 
confessed that he wasn’t so well blessed. Out riding one day, upon being challenged to recite one distraction-
less Our Father, the successful accomplishment of which would merit the ownership of St Bernard’s horse, his 

friend interrupted his recital with “is the saddle included?”. 

This anecdote is certainly cute (even though now the horse would rather be a laptop or an IPod), but it 
doesn’t so much assist us directly with the combat of distractions, as teach us that both sinners and Saints, 
even the greatest Saints, are not free from them. 

It needs not be harped upon that only wilful distractions are the matter1 for the confessional, and that of 
course they are more or less sinful. But I’m not sure this is what many penitents are referring to when they 
“accuse” themselves of it. It is likely that for a number of souls, their confession of distractions during prayer is 
somewhat akin to confessing that “there was an indecent billboard on my way to work”, or, more to the point, 
“the phone rung 3 times when we were trying to say the family rosary”. Leaving aside the question of prudence 
regarding the appropriateness of actually leaving the phone off the hook during the family rosary, we can see 
from these examples that distractions in prayer may be viewed too much like one would view a persistant 
housefly buzzing about one’s face when trying to read, namely, something which is almost entirely out of our 

control. 

To “distract”, as its direct latin derivative indicates, means “to draw away”. Now, it is understandable 
that no one likes to be drawn away from that which he wants to do at the present moment, and this is the heart 
of the matter. A typical teenager will be happy to be distracted from the family rosary by the phone (especially 

if the caller is female), because in this case his will was not totally(if at all) in the rosary. Whereas a teenager on 
the phone whose pious mother knocks on his door to call him to the family rosary now considers this call to 
prayer as an unfortunate distraction from the doing of his own more pleasurable will. Granted that distractions 
to our prayer indeed divert (or attempt to do so) our attention from the highest and most sublime object 
possible, I think we could still agree that distractions are those things which interrupt the accomplishment of our 
own will. Is this actually a bad thing?  

Well, if one could distill the essential content of all the great spiritual books, Scripture included, what 
would be the one point which stands forth as the most important? Surely it is the perfect and loving 
accomplishment of and submission to God’s will as manifested to us, whether it be pleasant or painful. If so, 
(and we have left aside voluntary distractions) then whatever the distractions to our prayer, whether vivid 
memories and imaginations, doorbells, or someone whispering their prayers audibly in the chapel, the are all 

the expression of God’s will for us. Do we perhaps think we will accomplish more by an undistracted and 

unperturbed prayer than by, for example, fighting off a memory, or promptly obeying the tap on the shoulder to 
hear a confession in the middle or reciting the Breviary? “If you love Me, keep My commandments” said Christ, 
and while the 1st Commandment indeed is highest in its object2, the commandment to “love our neighbour as 
ourself” (upon which depends all the law and the prophets) often interposes itself at the most importune times. 
Where in Sacred Scripture is the promise of the peaceful and uninterrupted worship of God? Holy Job had said 

 
1 Some actual sin, even if  already confessed previously, must be mentioned for the Sacrament to “work”, somewhat like there must 
be water present for Baptism for it to be valid. 
2 For those of  you for whom the phrase “memory is the faculty of  forgetting” applies, the 1st Commandment is “I am the Lord Thy 
God; thou shalt have no strange gods before Me”. It covers our essential duty to adore only the one true God, thus encompassing 
prayer. 



that “man’s life upon earth is a warfare”, and Christ said at the Last Supper that “in the world you will have 
distress” 

Think of a piece of red hot iron taken out of the furnace by the blacksmith. Does he leave the piece of 

iron there in front of him to bask happily in its newfound heat? No, he starts “distracting” it, drawing it away 
from what is natural to it, pounding it mercilessly and continually from every direction and with various degrees 
of intensity, lest it lazily cool down and remain in its former shape. 

Do we think that Our Lord was never distracted? He was always praying! After all, being Himself the 
epitome of “practise what you preach”, He never failed to put into practise what He inspired St Paul demand of 
the Thessalonians, namely, “to pray without ceasing”. How many times must He have been called away to 
comfort, heal, exorcise, raise from the dead! His “food” was not to enjoy uninterrupted and sublime prayer, but 
“to do the will of My Father” (John 4:34) Even His Mother, at the turning point of human history, when God was 
on the verge of becoming a man, was most likely engaged in prayer of the most sublime kind, was unexpectedly 
“distracted” by God’s angelic messenger. If distractions can have results like this, then who wants a peaceful 

prayer life!  

Distractions in prayer can be extremely salutary for us, putting us face to face with a very meritorious 
conflict, leading to a more disinterested way of acting, and to a persevering in the struggle not from any 
consolation, but out of duty and wilful attachment to God. 

If we find ourselves burdened by distractions at prayer, let us not be too overzealous and intense in 
ridding ourselves of them, but try to recover our attention quietly and moderately. Our God is a god of peace, 
and He does His salvific work in tranquillity. “Peace I leave with you, My peace I give unto you” (John 14:27) 
There are 2 extremes to avoid, says St Peter of Alcantara: one is too much effort in focusing on the subject of 
our prayer, and the other is a slackness that will sway with the slightest puff of wind. We must “take the middle 

course…even as the rider of a vicious horse must hold the reins firmly-that is to say, neither too tight nor too 
loose, in order that he may neither jib nor gallop at a dangerous pace”. 

Of course we must do all in our power to prevent distractions from occurring. The distractions will not be 
deliberate if we 1) begin prayer determined not to give in to distraction, 2) fight them off promptly if they arise, 

and 3) prepare ourselves beforehand by banishing occasions that might make our thoughts wander. If these 
things are not done, we behave like someone who would invite us over for coffee, without bothering to first turn 
off their mobile phone and ensure that the children are occupied. Whereas if these things are done, all our 
distractions, whether at prayer or any other time when we are occupied with God’s will, will be so many salutary 
strokes of the blacksmith’s hammer to forge our soul into a perfect instrument in the hand of Almighty God. 

In the Sacred Heart, through the Immaculate heart of Mary, 

 

 
Fr Jordie Stephens 

Spiritual Director of the Third Order of SSPX 

For Australia  


