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Praise for Jean Houston’s Mystical Dogs

“If you have picked up this book, chances are that you already know the sweet and tender grace of the doggy-human bond. But do we take care of them, or are they the ardent tutors of our own emerging consciousness? Read and be delighted.”

—Joan Borysenko, Ph.D., author of
Minding the Body, Mending the Mind

“Jean Houston’s Mystical Dogs makes us realize how profoundly our beloved pets can keep us in touch with the oneness that is Nature and Divinity. All this and lots of chuckles.”

—Marion Woodman, author of
Addiction to Perfection and Coming Home to Myself

“No one can take a simple story of a man saying good-bye to his beloved dog and turn it into a striking metaphor about personal and planetary transformation as seamlessly, insightfully and delightfully as Jean Houston. As is the case of every true genius, Houston sees all of life with the eyes of the soul. Gifts of gifts, she then translates for the rest of us in a way that expands our minds, touches our hearts, and allows our own souls to breathe again. Fresh air for the suffocating soul—that is what Jean Houston is. Savor her latest work, Mystical Dogs.”

—Neale Donald Walsch, author of
Conversations with God

“A few years ago a shaman instructed me that the 4-legged ones were so concerned about us 2-leggeds that they were having conferences about how they might help us. Mystical Dogs speaks to that deep truth: We are not alone in the universe and other creatures and spirits assist us. If only we would listen, and listen as deeply as Jean Houston has in this book.”

—Matthew Fox, author of
Original Blessing and One River, Many Wells

“This brave, generous, passionate book will confirm in their truth, those who love animals and know them to be wise and holy. And it will awaken all those who are not yet aware to the miraculous companionship nature has to offer all those willing to risk the adventure.”

—Andrew Harvey, author of
The Direct Path and The Return of the Mother

“Jean Houston reminds us of the eternal wisdom, high play, heart companionship and simple joy of life in Mystical Dogs. From Rin Tin Tin to the Hounds of Heaven, we all need to be refreshed daily with the ever-constant love that barks, marks and shares the best of life with us. You’ll remember the loving eyes of your own mystical companions as you read this charmed book.”

—Don Campbell, author of
The Mozart Effect

“The unique and extraordinary role dogs (and cats) have played in human life has been the subject of much creative expression throughout the millennia. Jean Houston has discovered what other cultures have known about our spiritual friends. They are essentially custos animi, guardians of our souls. In this delightful, powerful, entertaining, but seriously illuminating book, she takes us beyond dogs as simply affectionate property of humans, to spiritual guides, being capable of genuine spiritual friendship with us, vehicles of divine guidance and selfless love, carriers of unitive experience and ecstatic joy. Mystical Dogs is a great gift for the spiritual life in our times, and an important teaching of the value of sentience beyond our often anthropocentric predicament.”

—Wayne Teasdale, author of
The Mystic Heart and A Monk in the World

“Only as magnificent of a human potential teacher as Jean Houston could have the insight and humility to recognize the dogs in her life as high spiritual teachers. No reader will forget the Madonna Chickie, great and gentle Titan, and others up to the fine angel Luna, as Houston explains their teachings on all eight stages of the spiritual path. Reading this book gem, you will recognize your own canine companion (or other pet) as the true teacher in your own life or rush out to meet one anew.”

—Elisabet Sahtouris, evolution biologist, futurist,
author of Earthdance

“Jean Houston has done it again! After her ground-breaking research into states of consciousness with her husband, Robert Masters, she now explores a new area, one that pet lovers have glimpsed and indigenous peoples have known for millennia, where animals serve as companions and guides for humans on their own spiritual journey into the higher realms of consciousness.”

—Ewert Cousins, general editor of
World Spirituality: An Encyclopedic History of the Religious Quest

“Mystical Dogs will change forever your view of dogs, and guide you with clarity and grace through the stages of your spiritual journey. Using her love affair with these exceptional animals as her spiritual mentors, and drawing on her vast knowledge of human consciousness, Jean Houston has written a warm, wonderful, clear and readable book on the potential of us all to evolve systematically to ever-higher levels of consciousness and union with the Divine. I recommend it to everyone with a spiritual yearning.”

—Harville Hendrix, Ph.D., author of
Getting the Love You Want
and Helen Hunt, coauthor of
Giving the Love that Heals


Books by Jean Houston

Jump Time:
Shaping Your Future in a World of Radical Change

A Passion for the Possible:
A Guide to Realizing Your True Potential

A Mythic Life:
Learning to Live Our Greater Story

Manual for the Peacemaker:
An Iroquois Legend to Heal Self & Society

Public Like a Frog:
Entering the Lives of Three Great Americans

The Hero and the Goddess

Life Force:
The Psycho-Historical Recovery of the Self

Godseed:
The Journey of Christ

The Search for the Beloved:
Journeys in Sacred Psychology

The Possible Human

Mind Games:
The Guide to Inner Space

The Passion of Isis and Osiris


Mystical
[image: image]Dogs


[image: image]

“Come in! Come in!” cried the gatekeeper.
“You have been faithful to the end and so has your dog.
Your dog is a living example of the dharma, the way of truth.
He has been with you always. Come in. Come.”
And the great king and his dog entered Paradise.
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The Mystery of
Mystical Dogs


Like many of you, I love animals, dogs especially. For much of my life, whenever I am home, I am rarely more than three feet away from fur. Dogs are the friends of my soul; I fall into their eyes and know utter contentment. I have found that a great many of my ideas and knowings have been accompanied by the presence and, often, the inspiration of dogs. Dogs have given me steady emotional support and frequently in circumstances that my fellow humans have regarded as fraught with ambiguity. When I have taken an action that no one has understood, and relatives and friends have thought I was crazy or just way off track, a dog has barked encouragement or shown with a paw to my hand that I was sufficient just for my being there. Whether I’ve been down in the dumps or ecstatic with joy, dogs have matched my mood with sympathy and celebration. But then, too, in the very ordinary parts of my life, dogs are ever near, head on knee, lying on foot, offering an ordinary, extraordinary grace. Look in their eyes and you find beatitude; listen to the thumping of their tail when you come through the door and you know that you are well met in this curious universe of ours.

Dogs are the great companions of our lives. They teach us, love us, care for us even when we are uncaring, feed our souls, and always, always give us the benefit of the doubt. With natural grace, they give us insight into the nature of the good and often provide us with a mirror of our better nature, as well as a remembrance of once and future possibilities. Foolishly we too often regard them as an inferior species—our poor, if much loved, relation. And in that we are wrong.

A man wise in the ways of animals, nature writer Henry Beston, once wrote:

We need another and a wiser and perhaps a more mythical concept of animals. . . . We patronize them for their incompleteness, for their tragic fate of having taken form so far below ourselves. And therein we err, and greatly err. For the animal shall not be measured by man. In a world older and more complete than ours they moved finished and complete, gifted with extensions of the senses we have lost or never attained, living by voices we shall never hear. They are not brethren, they are not underlings; they are other nations, caught with ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow prisoners of the splendor and travail of the earth.1

I think of the most ancient of peoples crawling through the chilling darkness and fearful turnings of deep, deep caves there in northern Spain and southern France, pulling themselves up on a shelf of rock, there to mix their blood with ground stone pigments and the fat of a kill, there to paint by the light of a torch the wonder of animals seen and remembered.

How perfect are these renditions in Altamira, in Lascaux, in the cave known as the “Trois Frères”—how powerful in beauty and form and sheer such-ness of being. I was fortunate to be one of the last people to see the actual Lascaux cave before it was closed to the public. Captured there on the rock are forms in flight—mammoth and bison, antelope and dog—in full magnificence and the mystery of their power. Juxtaposed with these, in the corner is a little stick figure of a human, bereft of magic—a poor relation, unhoofed, untoothed, untailed, disenchanted, lost. But able, nevertheless, to descend into sacred darkness and there in this underworld temple of rock to remember and recapture.

To recapture what? Experts tell us that they were trying to paint as perfect a portrait of these much admired beasts as possible as an act of sympathetic magic that would help them in the hunt. Perhaps, in part, but probably not entirely. For what was the overriding emotion that stirred such efforts, such artistic genius? It was awe—awe before the presence of those who were still part of the sacred flow of nature. To me, those early pictures show the desperation of those who were forgetting their connection. As we raised our snouts from off the ground and searched the sky, we in some sense lost our bearings. And there were no skyhooks to hang on to. Our frontal lobes multiplied and burgeoned connections leading to constructions—law, art, religion, justice, hierarchy, abstractions from the ground of being—and we looked again at animals to remember what we had lost.

Down the millennia we turned them into gods, hoping to capture their fierce presence in our now once-removed spirituality. The Egyptians promoted this ambiguity by giving them animal heads on human bodies: cow-headed Hathor, goddess of love; jackal-headed Anubis, god of transformations and mysteries; ibis-headed Thoth, god of wisdom and magic; lionness-headed Sekhmet, goddess of healing, of magic, of justified rage, and of the unspoken mysteries. Throughout the world, animals have inspired and have been the focus of our spiritual yearnings: among the Maya, the jaguar; among the Celts, the bull; among the Minoans, the snake. Archaic peoples observed the ways in which animals surpassed human capacities and powers and made of them animal totems, tribal symbols, and even gods. Many peoples the world over have as essential parts of their creation myths the story of the birth of humanity from an animal or creature—a snake, a turtle, a raven—knowing in some primal way that we are descended of them and that is why perhaps they became our first gods.

I have been in Australia and observed as an Aboriginal woman of the emu totem entered into the body, mind, and spirit of the great bird so totally that for an instant her human form disappeared into the bird form. There was no emu present for her to imitate, but she had so closely identified with her totem that every movement and gesture had become emu and nothing but emu. And whereas, previously, this woman had been silent and withdrawn, for a time afterward she became vocal and expressive and taught us much. When I asked her how this had happened, she told me, “I caught my Dreaming—I was my ancestor.” She had become her totem and through it had dropped the demeaning projections placed upon an urban-ghetto Aborigine. So many of the indigenous societies I have visited and worked with have kept up or, in many cases, recovered their animal, totemic life. By ritually enacting and identifying with their clan totem, they regain courage and strength and even wisdom lost in their human experience.

Plato wrote of how things are both here and there: here in this concrete world of space and time, and there in the world of essence, the archetypal realm, where the great patterns for all things are held. In the archetypal world these concrete realities bear their ideal form, and it is that form that gives things their continuity, their assurance of being, their wholeness and holiness. All animals have an archetypal form; thus, all animals have their wholeness. We humans seem to be the only ones without a clear guiding archetype. Ours are blended, confused, partaking of different eras and the accretions acquired by way of our various diaspora. This is why in many indigenous societies people take the animal as their heavenly double.

What is one of the most successful enterprises in the world today? By any economic or populist standard it is the various Disney worlds where archetypal animals—Mickey the Mouse, Donald the Duck, Goofy the Dog—are there to greet us and bring us home again to a land of wonder and enchantment. The creators of Disneyland and Disney World may not know it, but they have presented us with modern Platonic forms, and in their presence we feel safe and ready for adventure.

I once had a conversation at Disneyland in California with a man who every day and for some time had worn the Mickey Mouse costume. He had divested himself of costume and mask, and now was permitted to talk. I asked him what it was like being Mickey Mouse month after month, and he told me something very strange. He said that sometimes when he looked into the eyes of wonder of some little child, he felt that he was the great Mouse and that he also was the essence of the heart and spirit and knowledge of all animals. Then the parent of the child would tell him to pose for the camera and it would be gone. But for a moment, he had known the magic and the mystery that indigenous people know when playing in their totemic incarnation.

Animals seem to live in another domain of time and space, one that transcends our clocks and mappings. Maybe because they do not read the maps they can find us across thousands of miles and in spite of impossible odds. They seem to be able to pick up on the broadcast beam of their beloved humans. There is the well-known story of Bobbie, a collie who had somehow been abandoned in Indiana but found his way back to Oregon and his home, a distance of some 3000 miles. A reporter who traced his route found plenty of people who had helped him and discovered as well that he had taken the shortest and most direct route. And there is Sugar, a Persian cat with a distinctive hip deformity, who traveled 1400 miles from Anderson, California, to his owners’ home in Gage, Oklahoma.

One of my dogs was once picked up by strangers on a road she was traveling. She either escaped their car or was dropped off about a hundred miles from home. We knew it was that far because a teenager involved in the “pickup” had had a guilty conscience, had read the phone number on our pet’s collar, and had called us with the news. Somehow our dog managed to find her way back days later, weary and filled with burrs and leaves sticking to her fur. She collapsed gratefully at our feet and did not rise again for twelve hours except to lap up several bowls of water that we placed under her willing jaws.

Some of our reverence before animals is that they seem to belong to some eternal time beyond time. They are both punctual, meaning living here and now, and durative, that is, having an eternal life. Each animal that we have known is, in some way, not dead, even though we may have attended their dying. Perhaps this is so because of their symbolic powers in our lives, their ability to relate us again and again or, if you will, bridge us again and again to the great space/time universal realm in which our local space and time are nested, or are but tributaries.

The anthropologist Claude Levy Strauss once said that among certain indigenous people the totem animal is regarded in awe not only because it is good to eat, but because it is “good to think” and to hold in the imagination. Animals give us much of our imaginal life; they inhabit our imaginations. How often do you dream of animals, have visionary experiences that involve animals, follow pathways into inner space guided by animals? Animals stretch our boundaries, prompt us to ask great questions again of ourselves and of existence. And, ultimately, they restore us to the fold of life. As German poet Rainer Maria Rilke observed in the first elegy of his poetic masterpiece, Duino Elegies, “We are not at home in this interpretative world” (translation mine).2 Animals, by contrast, require no priest, no interpreter, to put them back in touch with their power, their freedom, their strength, fleetness, beauty, endurance, and capacities.

It is thus because they possess their power that we can invest them with the concentrated intensity of the symbol. Since time out of mind, we two-leggeds have performed symbolic ceremonies in order to regain our continuity with nature, masking ourselves as animals, enacting their postures, imitating their movements. Symbols and the rituals that contain them offer the possibility of aligning with nature’s powers with consequences that can seem miraculous. I have been witness to the Navaho kachina ceremonies as they take on the headdress of the cloud-bearer who is to bring the rain. And even if the sky is blue and cloudless, you had better bring an umbrella! Likewise, to dance in the costume of the eagle is to engage the power of vision, the nobility of purpose. Thus the animal, in all times and places, has served as one who points the way to a higher way of being and restores us to partnership with nature.

As we have moved into cities, burdened ourselves with artifacts, extended our bodies and minds into machines, gotten our thrills from watching the screen and not having the experience, and thus become progressively isolated, alienated, and angsted, we have departed from the real knowledge of the world. As a result, animals have become ever more important as our guides and allies—the ones who bring us home to life.

There is a legend that is attached to the story of the expulsion of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, which says that as they were leaving, certain animals, the dog and the cat in particular, decided to follow the human couple into their exile. They agreed to be partners to the exiles, both then and forever afterward, loving companions who would share our lives and serve as our teachers and beloveds.

It is thus with animals that we could forget the long night of exile and remember who we really were as earth-spawned “Godseeds.” They are the ones who have the uncanny way of allowing us while in their presence to drop and discard the false layers of accumulated life and let our true minds and true hearts shine through. They have become our familiars, our “attendant spirits.” They have become our confidantes and teachers because they remember the original instructions given them by an ancient universe. Storyteller Joseph Bruchac suggested in one of his sessions I once attended that animals are wiser than human beings because they do not forget how to behave. He said, “A bear never forgets it is a bear, yet human beings often forget what a human must do. Humans forget to take care of their families and forget to show respect to other things. They become confused because of material possessions and power.”

Whenever I lose perspective—forget what is real and what is not—I look at the sleeping cat in the sun, who gives me the gentle reminder to slow down, relax, enjoy life. Whenever I stew about the world scene and the important place I occasionally delude myself into thinking I hold in it, I look into the eyes of Luna, my white German shepherd, who presents me with her paw to connect me back to what is really important: friendship, love, the greater life of which we are a part. No matter what we experience of all the profound and deep heartbreaks that may come our way, our pets, especially our dogs and cats, have a quality of steadiness that is always there for us and offer an invitation to life’s fullness that may have been forgotten.

Then, too, animal spirits call us forth out of our old ways of being and into more abundant living—the celebration of what is. What is more, they give us keys to the greatest of human journeys: the path of awakening to the larger life. Is it any wonder, then, that the sense of the numinous shines from the figures of these animals in the old cave paintings, or that the great archetypal gods and goddesses of ancient times were often accompanied by a dog in their tasks of healing or leading the prepared initiate into higher realms of consciousness? The ancients knew what we are yet discovering: that dogs are holy guides to the unseen worlds.

Since early in my years on Earth, I have lived what can only be called a mythic life (the title, by the way, of my autobiography). I have worked in the field of exploring the nature of latent human capacities and of finding ways of applying these to education, human and social development, and spiritual life as well. As teacher, lecturer, and codirector of The Foundation for Mind Research, I have engaged in this work in more than a hundred countries. Giving seminars, teaching in my own “mystery school,” and working in different cultures with international development agencies has given me the good fortune of learning from some of the most remarkable people of our time, many of whom are unknown and all of whom are a blessing to this planet.

But, looking closer to home, I have realized that some of my greatest teachings have come from my beloved canine companions. I wanted to offer a tribute to them, an acknowledgment of their role and significance relative to human development and in particular of their role in my life. I decided to try to find a form that would make these not just a collection of “sweet dog stories” but something of greater import for our human lives: their role as exemplars and guides to spiritual life, even to the stages of the mystical path.

To some, this equating of the mystical experiences and dogs may seem foolish, even sacrilegious. “Mystical Dogs??!” a friend of mine exclaimed in some heat when I told her the title of the book I was planning to write. “That’s nonsense. How can you possibly put mysticism and dogs together? It’s like putting rabbits and football in the same group, or elephants and space stations, or . . .”

She began to search for ever more impossible duos when I interrupted, “Have you ever had a dog?”

“No,” she admitted. “My parents wouldn’t let me. Once I brought home a puppy from a friend whose dog had fifteen babies, but they made me give him back. And then I grew up living in the city and all . . .”

“Geraldine! What do you think your life would have been like had you been allowed to keep that puppy?” I challenged. “Just do me a favor and imagine being seven or eight and having this dog for your companion.”

Geraldine, who is noted for her imaginative gifts, thought for a moment and then said, “Well, I do have some idea, come to think of it. I used to visit an aunt and uncle on their farm. They had three kids and several dogs, and we’d go running together. But if I had had my own dog, well . . . I think I would have had entry into another world. I would have had a different kind of playmate, one with whom I wouldn’t have had to be so careful about what I said or did. I would not have been so locked up in myself. I would have played with my dog in his world—learned to bark, rolled around in the grass with him, had secret places that only he and I would have known. I would have touched him a lot, and he would have brushed up on me, wanting to be patted or scratched.

“We would have had all kinds of adventures,” she continued. “He would have taken me into dog world. We would have gone wild together. We would have run and run until we were exhausted and then lain panting in the sun, having experienced the elements. The power of our physical bodies would have felt so alive, so full of possibility, and yet one with everything. And then we’d have figured out some more games to play.

“As I’d follow my dog as he went snooping around, I would have been more alert to the sights and sounds around us,” Geraldine visualized further. “I would have gotten something of dog mind and senses. And at night he would have curled up with me in bed and we would have awoken together, his cold nose poking at me to get up and have wonderful new adventures. I would have sneaked food to him from my plate, and we would have shared secrets and special games. If I was unhappy he’d have been there with me, trying to make it all right. We would have been great friends—best friends. And I would have known what it is to love totally and to be completely loved in turn.”

What Geraldine was unwittingly describing were some of the stages of the classical spiritual journey, the road that mystics of all times and places have taken in their pursuit of the larger reality. We have been on journeys with dogs for thousands of years, as hunters, companions of the road, friends at the hearth. But if you look at the nature of this companionship, it goes far beyond the platitudes of a boy and his dog. It is a mystery that shakes paws with the infinite and guides us to the farther shore of our nature’s highest promise.

For what is mysticism but the art of union with Reality, and a mystic, a person who aims at and believes in the attainment of such union. In its classical spiritual form it is a heroic journey, and valiant efforts are required to follow the path. Many of the spiritual teachers of the world have likened our lives to “a sleep and a forgetting.” The mystic path, rather, is predicated on awakening, on going off robot and abandoning lackluster passivity to engage cocreation with vigor, attention, focus, and radiance, characteristics we might note we often find in our animal friends.

Thus the mystical experience is perhaps the greatest accelerator of evolutionary enhancement. Through it, we tap into wider physical, mental, and emotional systems, thereby gaining entrance into the next stage of our unfolding, both individually and collectively. Once the province of the few, the mystic path may now be the requirement of the many—a unique developmental path for self and world.

In a lifetime of studying the art and science of human development, I have found no more powerful, practical, and evolutionary practice than what is known as the mystic path. When I have studied or talked with seekers who have had this experience, they have told me of a joy that passes understanding, an immense surge of creativity, an instant uprush of kindness and tolerance that makes them impassioned champions for the betterment of all, bridge builders, magnets for solutions, peacemakers, pathfinders. Best of all, other people feel enriched and nourished around them. Everyone they touch becomes more because they themselves are more. Perhaps we have needed the changes and accelerations of our time to put the flame under the crucible of becoming so that such inward alchemy could take place.

Mysticism seems to rise during times of intense change and stress. Add the sufficiency of current shadows and the breakdown of all certainties, and we have the ingredients for the current universal pursuit of spiritual realities. We live in a time in which more and more history is happening faster and faster than we can make sense of it. The habits of millennia seem to vanish in a few months and the convictions of centuries are crashing down like the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York on September 11, 2001. And yet, the deconstruction of traditional ways of being may invite the underlying Spirit of which we are a part to break through.

So how can we birth this miracle within ourselves? How can we foster our natural birthright of spiritual presence? For many years I have been a student of the varieties of spiritual experience, but for many more years than that I have been the student of dogs and cats. Bringing the two together has given me an insight into the nature of both that I otherwise would not have had. It has involved the necessary bridging of nature and spirit, instinct and intelligence, and, ultimately, the discovery that the animals have been there before us and have innate knowing of God, or the One Reality, which is the life and unfolding of the universe. I do not mean to suggest that animals follow the human version of the mystic path, but rather that they are so naturally a part of the One Reality that they restore us to something like our original condition, one in which we discover the steps and stages of the path that leads us back to who and what we really are.

Many have written of the mystic path and tracked its myriad adventures and planes of development. I have found Evelyn Underhill, writing early in the twentieth century, to be one of the finest guides to the experience. In her great work Mysticism,she presents the mystic path as a series of eight organic stages: awakening, purification, illumination, voices and visions, contemplation and introversion, ecstasy and rapture, the dark night of the soul, and union with the One Reality. In reflecting on these stages, I’ve discovered that more often than not it has been my animals, especially my dogs, rather than just my readings of the mystics who have provided some of my best understandings of the nature of each of these stages and their importance for life. Though the fit may be somewhat like the mythic Procrustean bed, where victims were either truncated or stretched to fit a preset form, the correlations have a genuineness if not a perfect accuracy. But before I launch into specific stories of dogs that that offer rough approximations with these stages, following is a brief summary of them as they are found in classical mysticism.

In the first stage, “awakening,” one wakes up, to put it quite simply. Suddenly, the world is filled with splendor and glory, and one understands that one is a citizen in a much larger universe. One is filled with the awareness that one is a part of an enormous Life, in which everything is connected to everything else and it is very, very good.

The second stage of mystical development is called “purification.” Here one rids oneself of those veils and obstructions of the ordinary unexamined life that keep one from the knowledge that one has gained from awakening. One is released from old ways of being and recovers one’s higher innocence. In traditional mysticism it can take the form of a very intense pursuit of asceticism. It can also take other forms of trying to create purity and beauty in the world, as, for example, the path of Saint Francis of Assisi, who rebuilt a church as part of his purification, or Hildegard of Bingen, who planted a garden so that God’s nose might be engaged.

The traditional third stage is called the path of “illumination”: one is illumined in the light. The light of bliss—often experienced as actual light—literally pervades everything. One sees beauty and meaning and pattern everywhere, and yet one remains who one is and able to go about one’s daily work. The stage of illumination is also one that many artists, actors, writers, visionaries, scientists, and creative people are blessed to access from time to time.

The fourth stage is called “voices and visions.” One sees, hears, senses with more than five senses—an amplitude of reality including things one has never seen before, such as beings of different dimensions, angels, archetypes, numinous borderine persons, or figures from other times and realms. It is a state of revealing and interacting with a much larger reality—including those spiritual allies that lie within us and the unfolding of the unseen gifts that we all contain.

The fifth stage is what Underhill and others call “introversion,” which includes entering the silence in prayer and contemplation. It is a turning to the inner life, wherein one employs some of the vast resources of spiritual technology to journey inward to meet and receive Reality in its fullness. It results in daily life as a spiritual exercise, bringing the inner and the outer life together in a new way.

The sixth stage is referred to as “ecstasy and rapture.” Here the Divine Presence meets the prepared body, mind, emotions, and psyche of the mystic, which, cleared of the things that keep Reality at bay, now can ecstatically receive the One. It involves the art and science of happiness.

But, alas, after all this joy and rapture, the next stage, the seventh, is what is termed the “dark night of the soul,” obeying the dictum that what goes up must come down. Suddenly the joy is gone, the Divine Lover is absent, God is hidden, and one is literally bereft of everything. Here one faces the remaining shadows of old forms and habits of the lesser self, preparing one to become more available to the final stage.

The eighth and last stage is called the “unitive life.” Here one exists in the state of union with the One Reality all the time. One is both oneself and God. For those who enter this state, it seems as if nothing is impossible; indeed, everything becomes possible. They become world changers and world servers. They become powers for life, centers for energy, partners and guides for spiritual vitality in other human beings. They glow, and they set others glowing. They are force fields, and to be in their fields is to be set glowing. They are no longer human beings as we have known them. They are fields of being, for they have moved from Godseed to Godself.

In this book, we discover that these stages are not just for the mystic, but have their everyday equivalence in a form that is recognizable to everyone. All of us have had experiences of awakening to the beauty and wonder around us. And we have known the rigor of releasing old habits, and even the creativity and joy that come from new ways of being and thinking. We cannot avoid the depression and psychic flatland that accompany the dark night of the soul, and we may even have glimpsed or possibly experienced moments of transcendent union.

The essence of this path is reflected in the love and goodness of our animals. For love is the supreme quality that underlies all of these stages. It is through the experience and practice of love that we travel to the heart of God and realize how great is the gift of our human existence. In this, we find resonance with the life of Saint Francis of Assisi, who loved and honored animals as friends of his soul and who was often seen as followed by, carrying, or even wearing some bird or wolf or lamb or caterpillar as he made his caring way through the darkness of his times.

In loosely following these eight stages, I will be telling stories from my life with dogs, showing how the unfolding of the mystical path in its simpler, everyday form closely parallels many of the ways in which dogs guide us to the larger life. This path and our valiant animal companions help us make sense of our own wandering in the confusing spiritual landscape of our era and of the world’s collective pilgrimage toward its next stage.

When harried by a life of too many commitments and deadlines, I always announce that in my next incarnation I plan to be a dog—the kind who lives an unscheduled life. Of course, it will have to be a “transitional” dog, one who can sneak into its owner’s library when no one is looking and read a book, for example. Within this whimsy lies the mystery of the human-dog-divine connection. Our dogs can serve as guides to a life richer than our expectations, more astonishing than all our dreams. It is not inconsequential that the English language allows for the dyslexia of the spelling of the word dog: God spelled backward.


PROLOGUE
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The Original
Dog Story


A long, long time ago in a country far away, a noble king who had reigned well and justly for many years, and who had lived to know a worthy successor, felt his life journey to be complete. Together with his beloved wife and brothers, the king left his great city, determined to climb the high holy mountain and enter Paradise while still in a human body. A kind and gentle dog joined them at the city gates and traveled with them.

During the long and arduous journey upward, the king’s companions one by one fell away into the limitless abyss. Only the dog was left to keep him loving company. At last, aged and weary, the king, carrying the equally aged and footsore dog in his arms, reached the doorway to the realms of glory. The gatekeeper recognized him and welcomed him joyously.

“Your family and all your friends are inside, longing to greet you. Just set the dog down, and come in,” the gatekeeper said. “He has no place within these doors.”

“You mean this faithful dog is not allowed in Paradise?” the king asked, incredulous. “He’s been with me all this way, and he loves me. How can I possibly leave him behind?”

“You must; you’ve given up everything else. It’s not a cruelty to the dog; he simply does not belong in Paradise. Set him down and come in. Your family is so eager to embrace you. And the wind is icy out here.”

“I won’t come in without the dog,” announced the king. “Paradise won’t be paradise for me if the only way I get in is by abandoning an animal who has been good to me. Shut the gates. We’ll stay out here together.”

“Come in! Come in!” cried the gatekeeper. “You have been faithful to the end and so has your dog. Your dog is a living example of the dharma, the way of truth. He has been with you always. Come in. Come in.”

And the great king and his dog entered Paradise.
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MYSTICAL DOGS
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Animals as Guides
to Our Inner Life


CHAPTER ONE
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Chickie and the
Path of Awakening

We were both pups when my parents got her—I about eighteen months old, she somewhat younger but older by far in wisdom and experience. She had already had a brief career in the movies, having played one of Daisy’s puppies in the Dagwood and Blondie series. But now, too old for the part, she had been given to my father in lieu of payment for a script he had turned in. He was a comedy writer for radio and occasionally movies, and excelled in writing jokes and scripts but not in collecting the fees owed him.

Her name was Chickie, and she was a wonderful mix of Welsh corgi and bearded collie. A white star blazed on her chest, and she had four white feet and a white tipped tail to complement her long black fur. Even though she was scarcely over a year old, she was already motherly and sat by my crib for hours on end, making sure that no harm would come to me. If I cried, she would be off to my mother, insisting that she come immediately. If I wanted to play, she would bring toys, hers as well as mine.

My Dad caught on that this was a special dog with high intelligence plus something else. He taught her many tricks, learned from the dog trainers at the movie studio. Lassie’s trainers gave him pointers on how to get Chickie to respond to hand signals, as well as to climb ladders, bark on cue, walk on beach balls, dance on two legs, and jump rope with a willing human. This she did readily and well, but there was more to her still—perhaps one would call it a deep sense of ethics. She seemed virtue incarnate, a Saint Francis of Assisi of dogs, who took on responsibilities of saintly cast. I thought of her as my sister and, what with all of our travels, my constant and closest friend.

Thus it was a shock when one day one of the actors in a picture my father was working on came home with him, saw Chickie, and immediately wanted to buy her. “Jack,” said the actor, “that is the greatest dog I ever saw in my life. I’ll give you fifty bucks for that dog.”

“Can’t do it, pal,” said my father. “It’s the kid’s dog.”

The actor persisted. “I’ll give you a hundred bucks for the dog. I know you need the money.” Indeed, we did, and driven by the panic of incipient poverty, the one thing he dreaded more than any thing else, my father acted in an uncharacteristic manner.

Excusing himself, he went into the kitchen to discuss this with my mother. “Certainly not!” she adamantly declared. “It’s Jeanie’s dog.”

“You’re right, Mary,” my father sheepishly agreed. “It’s just that I think I’m going to lose my job at the studio and am damned scared of not being able to bring home the bacon.”

“Well, you certainly cannot bring home the bacon by selling the child’s dog,” my mother fumed. “Anyway, if we go broke again, I’ll just do what I always do—start an acting school for children.”

A few days later the actor came back, saying, “Jack, I’ve got to have that dog on my ranch. I want that dog. I’ll give you 250 bucks for the dog.”

During this ordeal Chickie and I were sitting on the floor behind the couch, listening in horror. I was already making my running-away plans with her.

“Well, I sure do need the money,” said my father. “Just a minute; I’ve got to talk to my wife.”

“Mary, he’s offering 250 bucks for the dog! We can always get Jeanie a new dog at the pound!”

“No way!” said my mother.

The next day the actor returned. He had rarely known failure and was not about to start now. “Jack, I’ll give you 250 bucks and my secondhand car. I know you need a car to get around.”

“Wait a minute,” said my father. “I’m sure this time I can convince my wife.”

Upon hearing the latest offer, my mother, bless her heart, stormed out of the kitchen, stalked up to the actor, and chewed him out. “Ronald Reagan,” she railed, “how dare you try to take away my child’s dog!”

At least he knew a good dog when he saw one.

Maybe it was that threat of being parted from each other, but after that incident with the actor, Chickie and I took to having long jaunts with each other. We would be gone for hours at a time, and either my parents were too busy to notice or they trusted Chickie’s care of me. With Chickie in charge, I was given a great deal of freedom to wander in a world as miraculous as it was marvelous.

Behind our house was a large wooded area where Chickie and I began what I have come to think of as our travels in awakening. Two hours with Chickie in the woods yielded an incredible range of learnings. Chickie was more nose than eyes, and I quite the other way around. But together we investigated the endless treasures of forest and meadow. I remember crawling on four legs in order to follow more closely her interests and discoveries. As she sniffed out deer scat, mice holes, squirrel trails, and bug routes, she would occasionally turn around and check with me to see if I saw them too.

Chickie taught me to be alert to both the seen and the unseen, the heard and the unheard. A whisper of wings would turn her head and mine would follow, waiting for the flutter that would finally announce to my human-hindered head, “Bird on the wing!” Chickie would lift her nose, her tail would signal attention, and we would be off and running to follow the adventures of the air—entrancing molecules luring us to destinies both savory and dangerous. Once it was to a camper’s discarded remnants of fried chicken, but once, too, it was to meet up with the snarling fury of a bobcat. Chickie barked, and I, knowing that human words were useless, barked too. Our defiant duet seemed to work, for the bemused cat slunk off, never to be seen again.

Chickie gave me metaphors for my later life’s work, especially when it came to digging. Paws scratching away at apparently nothing soon revealed dark secrets hidden in the earth—old bones, ancient feathers, and things so mysterious as to be beyond human knowing. Years later I would probe and dig into the soil of the human subconscious with something like Chickie’s fervor to find there the bones of old myths, the feathers of essence, and the great mysterious matrix that still sustains and lures the human quest.

Those early years with Chickie were a whole education in looking, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching—the feast and lore of the senses. For many years now I have been helping schools in the United States and many other countries to improve education by making it sensory rich, hands on, art centered. When asked who my mentors have been—John Dewey? Maria Montesori? The Carnegie Institute?—I can only reply in truth, “Chickie.”

Chickie and I traveled in others ways as well. In fact, we crossed the Mississippi river by train many times before I could spell it. “There it goes, Jeanie-pot!” my father would bleat with excitement. “There goes the Mississippi, the father of waters. Quick, look out your window while you can still see it.”

“I’ve seen it,” I’d say, my eye affixed firmly to my comic book. “Whaddya mean, you’ve seen it? The greatest river in the world! The crossroads of American history—La Salle, Showboat, the Louisiana Purchase, Huckleberry Finn! And you say you’ve seen it.”

“But Daddy, we just passed over it going the other way a couple of weeks ago.”

“Yeah … well, that show in New York didn’t pan out too well. We’ll give California another try. I think I can get back with Bob Hope, and if not, Fibber McGee and Molly could always find room in their closet for me, and if not them, I could always try…” Two days later he was writing for Amos and Andy, and if he was lucky, we were set in one place for thirteen weeks—maybe.

For years Chickie served as the center for calm and a kind of spiritual tranquillity in our life of constant change brought about through my Dad’s work as well as his penchant for eccentric adventures. Even though I went to something like twenty different schools all over the country before I was twelve, I would always come home to Chickie, who regarded all of life as delightful and who maintained a saintly comportment and stability in the face of any whimsy we humans could invent.

People sometimes ask me how I can keep myself in reasonable mental and physical health even though I sometimes travel up to a quarter of a million miles a year and have a life of ridiculous complexity. In reflection I realize that Chickie’s influence continues, to wit: Stay centered in eternity regardless of how much chaos is happening in time; look upon all people and events as opportunities for furthering life and its promise; and greet everyone as a potential awakened one—God in hiding, or dog in drag!

In addition to taking care of us Chickie also taught me my best lessons in ethics and responsibility. She seemed to have little self-interest. Many of her actions were clearly for others. She was empathy personified, whether in consoling with me when I was upset or in the way she would listen to humans as they railed against their supposed fate. Her answer was simply to be there, to place her head upon their knee and look at them sweetly in the eye, her gaze unblinking and never wavering. However, if their blue mood went on too long, she would try to entertain them, bringing over something to throw or, if that did not work, amusing them with one of her dancing tricks.

When my little brother was born, it was under Chickie’s tutelage that I came to take care of him. I remember when he was very young, he managed to bang together some orange crates in the shape of a rocket. For weeks he had been telling us that he was going back home to where he came from up among the stars. One day, Chickie came madly running toward me, barking in distress and pulling me by my dress to our bedroom. I raced after her and found my little brother balancing in the open window in his “rocket.” He waved happily at me saying, “Bye, bye. I go up home now.” I grabbed his little body and pulled him back as the rocket fell eleven floors to the street.

Entering into another realm, that of the spiritual epiphany, Chickie accompanied me on the most important experience of my entire lifetime. It turned out to be my key experience in awakening. I have described it in other books, but not from the perspective of Chickie’s critical role in it. It happened in my sixth year. I had been sent to Catholic school in Brooklyn, New York. My father had been tossed off the Bob Hope show for an excess of high spirits, and we were broke and living with my mother’s Sicilian parents in the Italian section of that noble if bad-mouthed borough.

Theologically precocious, and buttressed with questions designed by my agnostic comedy-writing father, I would assail the little nun who taught our first grade with queries that seemed logical to me but blasphemous to her. “Sister Theresa, when Ezekiel saw the wheel, was he drunk?” Or “Sister Theresa, I counted my ribs and I counted Joey Mangiabella’s ribs, and we have the same number of ribs, and so do all the other boys and girls. See? (At that moment, on cue, all the children in the class lifted up their under-shirts to prove the point.) “So if God took a rib out of Adam to make Eve like you said, how come …?”

Then there were the Jesus questions. “Sister Theresa, how do you know that Jesus wasn’t walking on rocks below the surface when he seemed to be walking on the water?” And “Sister Theresa, when Jesus rose, was that because God filled him full of helium?”

Then there was the day of the question that tipped her dogma as well as her dignity. It had to do with Jesus’ natural functions and whether he ever had to go to the toilet. Her response had her looking like a black and white penguin in a state of hopping rage. She jumped on a stool, tacked up a large sheet of heavy cardboard, and in large India-ink letters wrote:

JEAN HOUSTON’S YEARS IN PURGATORY

All further theological questions of an original bent met with the little nun X-ing in more years for me to endure in purgatory, and each X stood for a hundred thousand years! By the last day of the first grade I had accumulated something like 300 million years in purgatory to my credit. Spiritually bereft, I told my father about the debacle and he, finding it very funny, took me off immediately to see the motion picture The Song of Bernadette. This famous movie is renowned for its scenes of Saint Bernadette’s vision of the holy Madonna in the grotto at Lourdes, which thereafter became a famous place for healing. Unfortunately, during the holiest of scenes, with Mother Mary appearing in luminous white in the grotto before the praying Bernadette, my father burst into long, whinnying, uncontrolled laughter. It turned out that he had known the starlet playing the role of Mary and found the incongruity between her Hollywood life and the role she was playing hilarious. Leaving the theatre finally in a state of mortal embarrassment, I pulled away from my still laughing father in order to get quickly to my house to emulate Bernadette’s remarkable vision.

My destination was a guest room with a very long closet that looked a lot like a grotto. There were no clothes in the closet for Chickie had commandeered it as a nest for her new eight puppies. I explained my need to Chickie, feeling that she would not mind my moving her pups, being as she would want me to open a space for the greatest mama of them all to show up. When she protested mildly, I further explained that I didn’t want the Holy Mother to step on her pups. After that, Chickie watched my actions with interest.

Kneeling in the now cleared Brooklyn “grotto,” I prayed to the Madonna to show up in the closet as she had for Bernadette at Lourdes. I began by closing my eyes and counting slowly to 10, while promising to give up candy for two weeks if she would only show up. I opened my eyes to encounter the Madonna Chickie lovingly carrying one of pups back into the “grotto.” I kept on counting to ever higher numbers, promising all manner of food sacrifices—mostly my favorite Sicilian delicacies like chicken with lemon and garlic sauce—but my revelation was only to be more and more puppies back in the closet. Finally I counted to a very high number, 167, and having given up all calories, I told the Holy Mother that I could not think of anything else to give up, so would she please, please, please show up as I really wanted to see her. This time I was sure that she would make it. I opened my eyes, and there was Chickie contentedly licking all eight of her puppies.

“Oh Chickie,” I sighed and reached out to pat her, whereupon she bestowed on me a kindly lick and a compassionate look as if I were her ninth puppy. At that moment came a vague spiritual forewarning, as if I had prayed for the Madonna and seen her in one of her many forms in Chickie, the all wise, all loving mother, and her care for her pups. But still I yearned for the movie version and did not yet recognize the truth of what I had been given. And so Herself offered me another chance. In a dreamy, unspecified state I went over to the window seat and looked over at the fig tree blooming in our yard. And suddenly it all happened—the most important awakening state of my entire life.

As I have written, “I must in my innocence have unwittingly tapped into the appropriate spiritual doorway, for suddenly the key turned and the door to the universe opened. Nothing changed in my outward perceptions. There were no visions, no sprays of golden light, certainly no appearance by the standard brand Madonna. The world remained as it had been. Yet everything around me, including myself, moved into meaning.”1

Only in reflection have I come to realize how much of what I then felt and knew had been prepared for me by Chickie and her guidance in the ways of awakening. All those rambles that we had taken together were now one ramble, all the smells and sights of nature to which she had introduced me were present along with the fig tree blooming in the yard, Chickie herself and her pups in the closet, the plane in the sky, the sky itself, and even my idea of the Madonna. All had become part of a single unity, a glorious symphonic resonance in which every part of the universe was a part of and illuminated every other part, and I knew that in some way it all worked together and it was very good.

My mind had awakened to a consciousness that spanned centuries and was on intimate terms with the universe. Just as Chickie had taught me, everything was interesting and important: deer scat, old leaves, spilled milk, my Mary Jane shoes, the fig tree, the smell of glue on the back of the gold paper stars I had just pasted on the wall paper, the stars themselves, my grandfather Prospero Todaro’s huge stomach, the Atcheson, Topeka, and Santa Fe railroad, Uncle Henry (the black porter who took care of me on the train across the country), the little boy fishing in the lake who waved to me on the train when I was crossing Kansas, the chipped paint on the ceiling, my nana’s special stuffed artichokes, my father’s typewriter, the silky ears of corn in a Texas cornfield, my Dick and Jane reader, and all the music that ever was—all were in a state of resonance and of the most immense and ecstatic kinship.

I was in a universe of friendship and fellow feeling, a companionable universe filled with interwoven Presence and the dance of life. This state seemed to go on forever, but it was actually only about two seconds, for the plane had moved only slightly across the sky. I had entered into timelessness, the domain in which eternity was the only reality and a few seconds could seem like forever.

Somewhere downstairs I heard the door slam, and my father entered the house laughing. Instantly, the whole universe joined in. Great roars of hilarity sounded from sun to sun. Field mice tittered, and so did angels and rainbows. Even Chickie seemed to be chuckling. Laughter leavened every atom and every star until I saw a universe inspirited and spiraled by joy, not unlike the one I read of years later in the Divine Comedy when Dante described his great vision in paradise: “D’el Riso d’el Universo” (the joy that spins the universe). This was a knowledge of the way everything worked. It worked through love and joy and the utter interpenetration and union of everything with the All That Is. And the Madonna—Chickie—was at the center of it all.

In this direct knowledge lay what I later learned was the mystical experience. This experience is not something to be kept sacrosanct in esoteric cupboards. It is coded into our bodies, brimming in our minds, and knocking on the doors of our souls. It is our natural birthright, and naturally it is most available when we are still children. As a child it charged me and changed me and probably gave me the impetus to do the things I later did. It showed me the many faces of God, and for weeks afterward I went around seeing this face in every creature, plant, and person—even in Sister Theresa, who was somewhat bothered by my beaming approval of her inner self.

“Madonna, Madonna, show up, show up!” I had shouted. And of course the Madonna had showed up, present in Chickie with her unconditional love and care for her pups and for me. Kneeling in front of her and her altar of puppies, I had asked for everything and everything is just what I got. And even today, whenever I see a statue of Mary I can not help but be reminded of Chickie’s boundless love, the ultimate Madonna bringing the puppies back into the closet, bringing them back into the manger.

As it happened, Chickie lived for a very long time (something like 140 years of dog time), suffering little but one very original and mystical neurosis. As soon as she boarded a train and for about an hour or two afterward, she got the stigmata: all four paws would begin to bleed like the hands and feet of some medieval saint. The vet could never figure out why this would happen, so we all accepted my mother’s Catholic interpretation of it as being a sign of God’s favor. Certainly, by her actions and saintly comportment, Chickie belonged among the circle of the blessed, so it seemed very reasonable that, along with Saint Francis of Assisi, she should be so honored.

Chickie lived with us until around my ninth year. Then one day, my father took her by the leash and told me to say good-bye to her at the elevator door of our apartment building. He informed me that he was going to give her to a friend who had a farm in Connecticut.

“Why, Daddy? Why would you give her away? She’s my sister. You can’t just go and give away my sister and best friend!”

“You kids are not taking her out for walks enough, and she will be happier on the farm.”

And with that my dear Chickie left my life forever. To this day I have never understood why my father took her away. In retrospect, however, I realize that at that time he was starting to leave us in order to marry another, and perhaps getting rid of Chickie was one of his first acts of detachment.

When I was seventeen, my mother rented a summer house for us on Green Farms Road near Westport, Connecticut. Daily, my brother and I would take long bike rides along Green Farms Road. I always felt that somewhere on that road was something that I had lost, and if only I could find it, I would be restored to grace again.

Several times that summer my father came up to visit us. After each visit, he’d leave to “visit a friend who has a farm further up on Green Farms Road.” Just before my Dad died in 1986 he told me that he also had been visiting Chickie, who even at that time was living very happily on that farm. He never told me that she was just up the road, but something in my soul must have known she was there, since I felt so called to journey up and down that road on my bike. That she was very happy on the farm I have no doubt for she lived to be more than twenty years old.

Chickie was only the first of the remarkable dogs I have known and loved who have revealed to me, through their oneness with nature, facets of the mystical path. Unsullied in their essence and with a natural attunement to the Source, they have a purity that makes them wonderful companions as well as guides for our path back to wholeness.

Chickie was the means for me to understand on the most primal levels the nature of “awakening,” the initial stage on the mystical journey. Under her innocent tutelage, I experienced that place where the field of our being shifts and the deepest coding of our life emerges, an unlooked for act of grace. In her presence something in me woke up, rising through all my parts and seeming to reconstitute the whole. My senses became more acute, gaining something that our animals just naturally experience—the air flooded with information, the land infinitely interesting and full of continuous surprises to engage the eye, enthrall the nose, astonish the ear. All flowers become friends, humble bread tastes of manna from heaven, and every thing and every one seem lit from within—a kingdom of God in the midst of what we once thought of as ordinary reality.

Long after Chickie was gone, I found words to describe the experiences I had shared with her in the poetic succinctness of poet and mystic William Blake: “To see a World in a grain of Sand, / And a Heaven in a Wild Flower, / Hold Infinity in the palm of your Hand, / And Eternity in an Hour.”2 Blake also said, “If the doors of perception were cleansed, / Everything would appear as it is, Infinite …”3

Awakening can have the most tremendous effect for good on the lives of those who experience it, as it had on me after my own revelation, making them wonderfully creative and useful. They seem to live at a higher level, with insight and ideas from some larger expanse of mind, to the betterment of their fellows and community. Yet few arbiters of reality recognize the place where these awakened ones dwell, or dare name it. Whether awakening begins in surprise as a gift from God or from grace or from evolution or from a peculiar synchronicity between nature’s elements and one’s own state of receptivity or from a wonderful dog, one feels powerfully affected by the sheer unexpected glory of it all.

What we think of as nature mysticism often occurs with such surprise. You are watching the ocean come in, and suddenly you are on every shore, in every ocean, and within every shining drop. And why not? If we are part of the One Reality, as mystics tell us and as many physicists confirm, we are ubiquitous through this universe and in touch with all its parts and particulars. It just takes the shift in consciousness that awakening awakens to experience this absolutely.

In my childhood, Chickie was my William Blake, providing by her own being the key to an experience that showed me that everything was interrelated in an organic universe founded on truth and beauty and a pattern that connected everything with everything else. Early on, I was able to see that all this was part of a holy perfection and was utterly serving of the good. With Chickie as spiritual guide, I also experienced timelessness and entered that state in which the categories of time are strained by the tensions of eternity. I came to realize that what we call normal time is just the veneer of infinite time. Great eternity surrounds us and indwells us, and we come to think of past, present, and future as merely special laws within its much larger laws. I discovered then that we are citizens in a much larger universe and that we are able to enter into this kingdom of the larger order here and now.

In its everyday form, awakening is experienced as mindfulness—being present and awake to the sights and sounds and particulars of our daily lives. We go off of robot and become alert to the splendor of existence, be it seen in a sunset or a rose, an old man’s craggy face, the eyes of an animal, or the side of a mountain. We become awake to the nuances of emotion that pass between ourselves and others. And we respond in turn with a fuller expression to the other’s need or question. We move beyond that half-asleep state called ordinary waking consciousness.

And when we do, reality changes. We find ourselves in a world so startling in its vividness, so alive and resplendent in all its parts that we wonder at what planet we have arrived. We realize that we have lived as dim and diminished versions of ourselves, and vow to do so no longer. Chickie was my conduit to this larger reality. With her guidance I came awake to a world once known, long forgotten but held in trust by dogs for their human charges should they agree to follow their lead.

However it comes, awakening is the greatest experience of remembering who and what we really are, why we are here, and how it all fits together. Waking up has never been more important than at the beginning of the new millennium because, as of this moment, the species we call human is on a collision course with global cataclysm. Awakening brings with it answers, solutions, new ways of seeing and doing and being, and, best of all, the impetus to follow through and bring these answers into our particular world and time. Solutions to our current dilemmas are coded in what we might call symbolically the Mind of the Maker, the Warehouse of God. In states of consciousness such as those awakening stimulates, the bandwidth increases and, with it, the capacity to access this greater realm of knowledge and creativity.

Strange as it seems, we can do this. Judging from the accounts of so many who have had an awakening experience, such access is always there—it is part of our innate human equipment. These experiences are fundamental to the human condition; they are part of our inheritance, the deeper givens of our existence. They are probably coded into our mind/brain system and are our call back to our “spiritual home place.”

The opportunity for us today is how to take this natural ability and make it normal, an ordinary-extraordinary part of our regular experience. How can we engage in everyday applied awakening? The story of Chickie gives us some important clues. Chickie was ever curious, always looking, sniffing, digging, and rolling in the continuous revelation of nature, discovering its sumptuous wonders and sharing them with me. For us this means to go forth and do likewise. It means that we halt our automatic responses to things, cease living a posthumous existence.

One celebrated way of doing this is the “stop” or “gathering mindfulness” technique, in which one is able to wake up to the realities both within oneself and without. To begin, walk around the room, but then take a few seconds to stop and become conscious of everything you are doing, seeing, hearing, and feeling—in other words, allowing the moment to become charged with presence. Suddenly the world ceases to be just background noises and becomes a richness, and your brain/mind system ceases to be on automatic as you reorganize your perceptions into mindfulness.

Do this “stop” exercise now for the next few minutes—simple things like picking up a glass, walking to the door, looking at your shoes. But stop before you take any action, and then do the same action or act of attention consciously, bringing full mindfulness into the act. As you become more conscious of your actions, you will become more naturally aware and alert. Your field of mindfulness will expand and you will feel yourself inhabiting your reality and not just being a bystander.

If you would start by practicing this technique for five minutes a day, then gradually increasing day by day the minutes in which you stop before performing any movement and then doing it mindfully, in a month’s time you will be well on your way to having gone off of automatic and into conscious orchestration of your life. Your senses will have expanded because, together with your continuing to journey and explore in imagination your inner sensory world, you will have done much to reweave your perceptions. And not just your perceptions. This simple technique will spill over into your relationships, memory, thinking, and feeling, as well as increasing your capacity to learn and even to create.

Life, then, is no longer a dream but a vast creative enterprise in which one can focus one’s enhanced energies and attention to partner with creation itself. Too many people go through life oblivious to most of what is around them, several times removed from reality and many times removed from any passion for the possible. Mindfulness gives passion with clarity. Most spiritual traditions consider it to be the best possible state of being. With regard to the outer world, it is a quality of heightened awareness and awakeness to life and its experiences. It can be described as becoming alert for 360 degrees. With regard to the inner world, mindfulness demands similar awareness, so that you become able to orchestrate your internal states, whether it be for creative exploration in inner realms or for meditation and prayer.

There is also the state of mindfulness that is referred to as “being conscious of being conscious,” what the mystic philosopher and consciousness teacher G. I. Gurdjieff referred to as “self-remembering.” In this state you are aware of yourself reading my words, but you are also aware of the experiences you have just explored in the last few minutes as well as the background of sensations in the room where you are sitting, your own bodily sensations, ideas that cross your mind, and your general mood—all of these held together simultaneously. You are aware of all these things, but on the front burner of your consciousness you are also aware that you are aware. I know I am asking much of you, but isn’t your life worth it?

To further awakening, devote time to explore and celebrate beauty in nature as well as in poetry, art, music, and the emerging spirit of the times, with its budding of new realities in the wake of the winter of a passing age. Gather unto yourself congenial friends—two-legged as well as four-legged—who share your drive toward awakening so that you keep on advancing on the path.

Immersion in beauty wherever you find it calls forth inner beauties and brings to consciousness the freshness of a world made new. Reading the rich metaphors of poetry especially can shake the mind from its stolid moorings, and you see deeper into the world and time. Perception becomes more acute, and conception as well. You wake up to what is going on around you, become empathic, know yourself as part of a seamless kinship with all living things. Thus you come to feel and care more deeply about the decay and degradation in the social and moral order. Like Chickie, you become sensitive to other people’s pain as well as joy and offer them the companionship of soul. You reverence their being and hold them as holy—gods in hiding. This helps them to awaken as well as keeping the spirit of possibility alive in yourself.

You say “Yes!” to life wherever you find it, abandon whining, and welcome and celebrate the springtide of change. Like a happy dog, greet each day with wonder and astonishment. Then grace happens, shift happens, and the mind is prepared to receive Reality in all its many colors and textures.

Awakening further requires that you take time and space out of your usual day for a practice of spiritual connection. We know that the universe is a living system of elegant design that seems intent on providing the opportunity for learning on all levels. Access levels of consciousness on the divine wavelength, and the learning unfolds. We are built to travel the wavelength of consciousness and to enlarge it when we wish to live in a larger universe.

Better still, change perspective through meditation, reflection, or focus, and discover yourself to be the latest flower on the tree of the cosmos, ready to bloom. This requires the sun and rain of attention, a conscious dwelling in the midst of eternal fecundity. What had been there dimly as background awareness then moves to the foreground. In this state anything that you concentrate on opens up—objects, ideas, relationships, business, governance, even grand designs. We awaken to the wealth of being and the “Aha!” experiences keep on coming.

Above all, let your animals guide you. They know the way.
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Mystical Dogs
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TO OUR INNER LIEE

“Jean Houston's Mystical Dogs makes us realize how profoundly our
beloved pets can keep us in touch with the oneness that is Nature and
Divinity. All this and lots of chuckles.”—Marion Woodman
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