
 

WANDERING THOUGHTS AND ATTENTION TO THE 

PRESENT 

 

We have mentioned in other texts, that our experience of the present is almost always 

clouded by the constant emergence of feelings, images, thoughts and inner chatter that 

arise involuntarily. 

As scholars of the brain tell us, the emergence of the cerebral cortex gives our species 

the opportunity to anticipate possible dangers, real and imagined, in order to have a 

greater chance of survival. 

One function of thought is that of conjuring up difficult hypothetical situations and 

seeking solutions to them. These ideas that are generated to be acted upon may be based 

on real situations where action must be taken soon or immediately. 

But we can also see that often we are not thinking voluntarily about situations that 

require action, but our thoughts, move automatically towards distant matters whether 

from the past or from an imaginary future that have little to do with the present 

situation. 

Given that we have said previously that thoughts arise to solve problems, then, in 

principle, we must admit that involuntary, wandering, thoughts are trying to resolve 

situations from the past which have not received a satisfactory response. Where our 

actions were not felt to be consistent then our thoughts are continuing to try to find 

solutions to deal with the traces of unresolved situations: inconsistent actions. 

You may wonder what this has to do with attention to the present. A lot. If we are aware 

of what we feel and think, we can learn to recognise within ourselves what would be a 

consistent response to a given situation. 

If we are distracted from what we feel, as if an autopilot were controlling our lives, we 

will not know how to distinguish between the feelings and thoughts that provoke our 

responses from the shadows. In this way we will respond automatically, associating 

with similar actions or past experiences which may have been inconsistent and also may 

not be appropriate to the present situation. We will give incoherent responses. 

If we pay attention to ourselves without intervening, simply observing, we will be able 

to detect the motivations for our responses, our feelings and thoughts. This will enable 

us to deal with our inconsistencies and give honest, consistent answers. The more 

consistent we are in our lives the less "unfinished business" we will have left to think 

about. So, the vicious circle of wandering thoughts will be broken. Coherence does not 

coexist with distraction. 

 


