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INTRODUCTION

MY GRANDMOTHER’S WISDOM

In the summer of 1989, when I was 15, I dreamed of walking along a familiar beach when I noticed a crib. Inside the crib, there was a fish. When I told my grandmother of this dream, she said it meant that someone was pregnant. “Oh, because of the crib?” I questioned. She said, “No, because of the fish.” I had no reason to doubt my grandmother’s wisdom since she had given birth to nine children, though she never fully explained the message of the fish.

My grandmother was my primary caregiver from infancy until just before I turned five, when my mom resumed care of me. We lived in a small fishing village known as Island Harbour on the island of Anguilla, a British territory in the Caribbean Sea. My grandmother was small in stature, yet she had an enormous presence. When you received a hug from her, it was with her entire being. When she looked you over, it was as though her eyes penetrated your entire being, arriving all the way to your soul. Though she had a calm demeanor, everyone knew to never cross her, as she was known for her sharp tongue just as much as her bright smile.

Before sunrise until late afternoon, my grandmother spent her days cooking, planting, or harvesting, and tending to her chickens, pigs, goats, and sheep while my grandfather, a sailor and fisherman, was at sea. She knew the earth. She understood its cycles and its rhythms. She somehow knew the benefits of every plant that grew around her, while I was more fascinated by the lizards and the bugs, including the caterpillars that I would find in her bucket of freshly husked corn.

Even after it was decided that I would return to living with my mom on the island of Saint Thomas, I still spent every summer with my grandparents. Even without electricity and indoor plumbing, my best childhood memories were at their home gallivanting about the island, as my grandmother would say. My grandmother was the person who listened to my nighttime dreams. Often she would tell me what my dreams meant. Other times, she would respond with, “Child, did you forget to say your prayers last night?” And sometimes she would simply respond with a short “Hmm,” her lips firmly pressed together as though to indicate that someday I would understand what she knew the meaning to be but was not yet ready to hear it. As I journeyed into motherhood, my grandmother’s interpretation of fish proved to be true. Dreams of fish became the way my inner wisdom communicated each time new life was growing inside of me.

I have experienced nine pregnancies, including three unexplained premature births. We also had two unsuccessful attempts at gestational surrogacy. Our only surviving daughter had been our second pregnancy. Weeks before my pregnancy with her was confirmed, I dreamed of a fish swimming in the sky. I knew exactly when I had conceived because of this dream, or so I thought. On the day I started to experience signs of preterm labor, an ultrasound measured her to be just 28 weeks gestation, not 34 weeks by my calculation. Up until then, my pregnancy was being followed by a midwife. Other than mild spotting at about eight weeks gestation, this pregnancy had been uneventful, so there were no early ultrasounds.

When I saw my midwife, Sue, the morning after labor started, she explained that it was too early in my pregnancy to safely deliver at home. She accompanied my husband and me to the hospital, where I received steroid injections to speed up lung development and medication to prevent further contractions. A second ultrasound was done, and the findings were the same. “You are not more than 28 weeks,” my doctors insisted. I questioned myself. How could I have been so wrong? I listened as they explained that despite their best efforts to stop labor, they had been unsuccessful. My only option was to have an emergency C-section, and so my tiny—but healthy—baby girl was delivered at 10:38 that evening. As it turns out, she was 34 weeks after all, and arrived at 18 inches long and weighing four pounds, seven ounces. After just 10 days in the neonatal intensive care unit, she was released to come home. It was then that I started to pay even closer attention to my dreams, as it was my dream that had shown me the truth of my daughter’s coming to be in the womb, and in this world.

Needless to say, my waking dream of having a water birth in the comfort of my own home was never realized. It felt like the most natural option, as I grew up surrounded by the sea. Despite a near drowning at age 13, I am still drawn to bodies of water. Our home in central Massachusetts is on a peninsula surrounded by a large pond, and one of my favorite New England states is Maine, where the mountains meet the sea.

“Go to the sea,” my grandmother used to say. She believed that the sea was the cure for just about any ailment, physical or otherwise. She would send us off without a word of caution. My cousins, my siblings, and I would swim in the ocean, often without any adult supervision. She trusted we would be okay, and we were. If we were to speak now, I know she would say, “Child, you were never unattended. I asked the sea to watch over all of you. If ever you ventured too far, its waves would gently usher you closer to shore. And now, now I am the sea . . .”

Whenever I have been in a state of grief, my dreams have taken me to the sea, and there I have found healing. After the loss of our daughter Jade, a second spontaneous preterm delivery, I returned to that familiar dreamscape and somehow the memory of the crib had entered my current dream. This was the summer of 2006. My dreaming mind began to search the beach for the crib, thinking that my baby girl was inside. Believing the crib had been swept away, I ran into the sea. A tidal wave appeared and gently lifted me out of the water, carrying me until I woke up. I now see that tidal wave as an aspect of my deeper self, helping me to awaken and not lose sight of my other daughter, a then two-year-old who needed her mother. My belief is that our deeper self is always reorienting us toward life and toward greater purpose.

THE VALUE OF OUR DREAMS

My work as an integrative wellness practitioner has allowed me to see that unacknowledged and unprocessed emotions can create physical symptoms deep within tissues of the body. Dreams come not to fix us, but to encourage us to explore our inner lives and guide us through life’s most difficult moments. They connect us to the hidden, most vulnerable pieces of ourselves, to our essential gifts, and to unitive purpose. They illuminate paths through the darkest of times, helping us uncover who we truly are and all that we might become.

“Trust your body,” I often tell my patients and wellness clients. Pain and discomfort, disappointment and uncertainty, loss and grief often take us away from listening to and trusting the wisdom of the body, the wisdom inherent in nature and all forms of life. When we trust in the wisdom of our dreams, we are trusting in our deepest self and in something bigger than ourselves: the force of life that allows us to exist as we are, a sense of community and shared purpose, a connection to a higher power by whichever name we choose. Some of my patients and wellness clients have graciously agreed to allow the sharing of their dreams and healing experiences in this book. Most names have been changed for privacy.

Likewise, my more mystical experiences have shown me that dreams allow us to glimpse other realities beyond the physical while awakening us to new ways of being in this world and with each other. They say our grandmothers once carried us in their wombs; I believe we now carry them in ours. I can almost hear my own grandmother saying, I am the sea. I am the grains of sand, the starfish, the seashells. Hear my laughter in yours. See my smile in your smile . . . I am always near, for I am love, eternally.

Our dreams serve as a bridge between our conscious mind, our sensing body, and our deepest conscience. They are invitations to greater self-awareness.

Through stories and dream journal entries, The Healing Wisdom of Dreams illustrates how engaging with our nightly visions gives us a sense of direction, helping us to heal current heartbreak, past hurt, and even pre-birth trauma, where the messages received while inside the mother’s womb continue to impact our lives though we are consciously unaware of them.

Dreams can also be playful, inspiring our creativity and allowing us to open to innovative ways of thinking and being in the world. Researchers at the University of California, Berkeley, found study participants to have a 15 to 35 percent greater capacity for problem-solving when awakened during REM-sleep dreaming than they had when they were fully awake. According to Matthew Walker, Ph.D.1, director of the Center for Human Sleep Science, it is during dreaming sleep that our brains take preconceived knowledge and make connections that create solutions to “previously impenetrable problems.”

ENGAGING WITH AND UNDERSTANDING OUR DREAMS

While I share my journey to newfound strength and full-circle healing, this book also contains dream journaling exercises, visualizations, and meditative practices to help you cultivate a greater sense of trust in the voice of your inner being and invoke the gifts of our maternal heritage—all that nurtures, supports, connects, and binds us beyond space and time.

The first part of this book goes beyond dream analysis and interpretation. It outlines a pathway to reclaiming the essence of who you are, deepening your understanding of your inner world, uncovering the voice of your innermost wisdom and your innate gifts. Though I attempt to express this guidance in a linear sequence, when it comes to our deeper consciousness, it is not easy to define an absolute beginning, middle, and end. See this as a framework for developing a practice that honors the wisdom of your dreams.

The first half of this book provides specific tools, like techniques for enhancing dream recall and dream journaling and how to ask our dreams for guidance through a process known to the ancient Greeks as dream incubation. You’ll learn how to better understand dream messages as they relate to immediate life circumstances, how to effectively address what we consider to be nightmares by re-visioning these urgent dreams, and how to develop self-compassion as we examine the more vulnerable aspects of ourselves, allowing us to heal unwanted patterns and live more authentically. Finally, you’ll understand how to engage with dreams as dream play and excavate our inner gifts.

The second part of The Healing Wisdom of Dreams is about the mystical aspect of our lives, allowing us to see that our waking life is also a dream—a construct of our beliefs, imaginings, and expectations, influenced also by the world of spirit. We consider how ordinary and “big” dreams inform and transform our lives. We explore visitations from ancestors, guides, and loved ones who have transitioned, and learn about animal archetypes that commonly appear in dreams across cultures. These dream characters and figures deepen our understanding of the world within us and the world around us. We’ll look at lucid dreaming as a healing technique, explore Tibetan dream yoga practices, and finally consider our shared dream for collective healing.

While no one person is responsible for ending all the suffering in the world, each one of us can participate in the greater healing by beginning with our own lives. The process of healing is not about putting the same broken pieces back together. Rather, it is about reclaiming what is already within us that could never be broken—the essence of who we are as individuals and as interconnected parts of a greater whole. It is recognizing that while there are no simple answers to life’s greatest problems, life is constantly showing us who we have the potential to be. The Healing Wisdom of Dreams provides essential practices to engage with one’s nightly dreams and awaken a greater understanding of how our challenges lead us to heal, create, and serve in this intricate web of life.
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Chapter 1

KEEPING A RECORD OF YOUR JOURNEY

The day after our daughter’s burial, my husband and I, along with our toddler, headed to the mountains of New Hampshire. There is something about the mountains and the trees; they seem to understand grief. As my husband loaded up the last of our bags, a yellow-and-black swallowtail butterfly caught my attention. It fluttered and danced about my window and continued to do so until we started to pull out of the driveway. It was a quiet ride. We made one stop the entire trip, at a small rest area, and took turns waiting with our daughter while the other went inside.

As I stood outside the car at the rest area, I noticed another swallowtail flying about before landing on a nearby bush. I felt completely present, surrounded by my daughter’s chatter, the warmth of the morning sun, a soft breeze, and the butterfly. For a moment, I felt a reprieve from the deep sadness. Soon after arriving at our condo in the town of Lincoln, I walked to a nearby river to journal. I sat and allowed quiet tears and my words to flow. I lifted my gaze and was surprised to see a third swallowtail fluttering by. It occurred to me that maybe this was our baby’s way of letting us know that she was not too far away.

That night, back at the river’s edge, my dreaming mind placed me on a tall cliff. It was stormy and the winds were powerful, and I was afraid. Just as I was about to fall, I heard my grandmother call to me, “Kattee.” I answered yes and woke up. I got out of bed and wrote these words at 5:55 a.m. on June 18, 2006:


My dear child, you are never to journey through pain and deep sadness alone. Cry out loud so that the winds of grace can hear your call for comfort. Stomp, if you must, so that the ground beneath might rise up to hold you if ever you should begin to fall. Just as these stones in and along this riverbed, allow the sorrows and the longings of your heart to mold and polish, but not destroy the essence of you . . .



That was almost 15 years ago. If it were not for my journals, I might not have been able to recall that dream. Why would I want to remember? Why would I keep a record of my more challenging moments and my most frightening dreams? Why would I encourage you to do the same?

Quite simply, when we see the beauty and grace in how far we have come, we can never deny where we have been. When we allow ourselves to remember, we honor all aspects of who we currently are, everything we have ever lived, and all who came before us.

WHY KEEP A DREAM JOURNAL?

No matter how reliable one’s memory might be, we cannot always recall events precisely as they occurred, as they are deeply colored by emotion. Dreams are even more fragile than our memories. They can rapidly dissipate as soon as we get out of bed, leaving us with only a vague sense of something worth pondering. Unlike distant memories, lost dreams are difficult to recapture, though it is possible to hear or see something during the day that might spark spontaneous dream recall. If the message is an important one, know that it will be offered again in the form of a recurring dream.

The only way to ensure consistent dream recall is to keep a record of your dreams. Weeks later, you may struggle to remember even the most vivid dream. The practice of recording your dreams not only helps you to remember, but it also engages your deepest consciousness. It expresses your readiness to receive even more. With repetition, you gain a greater understanding of what lives in your deeper consciousness, and it allows you to tap into a potential that is just waiting to be expressed in your waking life. Journaling helps us look back and witness the beautiful unfolding of our dreams with greater perspective. It allows us to connect images and phrases from our dream states to synchronicities that arise throughout the day.

TRUSTING IN THE PRACTICE

For some, there is nothing scarier than putting your innermost thoughts to paper—it makes them real. Though this may be difficult, it has incredible value. Overcoming the fear is what will lead you to engage with your deeper wisdom, a source of unwavering guidance that reveals your innate gifts and all that you are. By allowing yourself to write down what has come up in your nightly visions, no matter how hard, you can access a reservoir of healing and connection. Yes, you may remember something from long ago that is painful, something you had hoped to forget. But this process allows you to live with greater authenticity and build a more solid, secure, compassionate sense of self.

Trust that your innermost being is wise and will bring to the surface only what you are truly ready to process. Know that your inner psyche waits patiently until you have just enough solidity and support in place. It will give you the space to decide consciously when to begin this transformative process of healing and growth. Once you begin, your dreams will give you the courage to continue along this path of self-knowledge to self-mastery.

THE LANGUAGE OF DREAMS

Dreams can be poetic in nature, showing us where to place our attention without telling us exactly what to see. Like the workings of a telegraph, our inner psyche transmits messages from the deepest parts of our bioelectrical bodies, our cells, our tissues, our unconscious mind, and our innermost being. Our dreams hold elements of our waking lives. They are keepers of both our most beautiful and most painful memories. They reveal what is ready to be acknowledged, processed, and healed. They also hold ancestral memories. While dreams are typically not meant to be taken literally, they should never be dismissed simply as remnants of our daily interactions or random electrochemical by-products of the brain—especially when we sense there is something more to be learned. And often this sense that there is something to explore is what leads us to feel apprehensive. Challenge this feeling and look inward.

Keeping a journal allows you to further reflect on themes and images that are most meaningful to you. For example, in November 2019 I had a dream in which I was handed a book by a male figure wearing a crimson robe who appeared to be of East Indian descent. As he offered me the book he spoke the words: “I give you giok.” As I recalled my dream, I was curious about the fact that this dream figure used a word that was unfamiliar, though I somehow knew its spelling. On the other hand, although I could clearly see the book, I could not recall if anything had been written on its cover. I remembered it was red and there was a sense that it was an ancient text.

That morning, I searched the Internet for red books and ancient texts to see if something would spark my memory. I did come across The Red Book, the unpublished work of Swiss psychologist Carl Jung that was compiled mainly between 1914 and 1915. The year 1914 caught my attention because of another book I owned from that year, The Impersonal Life by Joseph Benner. The year 1914 had recently been showing up for me: on a magazine cover at the grocery store, on the license plate of a car, and on a decorative pillow in a friend’s home. Jung is also the one who coined the term synchronicity.

A search of the word giok revealed it to be an Indonesian word meaning “jade.” Jade is also the name we had chosen for our daughter, who is now in eternal sleep. Why would my subconscious mind give me a word that proved meaningful to me but in a foreign language, and at this time, 13 years after losing our daughter? I have never been to Indonesia, nor do I have any recollection of hearing that word before. Yet somehow it had emerged from the deeper parts of me. I also realize that had my dream figure simply said, “I give you Jade,” I may not have given the symbol of the book much thought. Soon after, I discovered that the gemstone jade symbolizes a connection between the realms of heaven and earth. It was only through reviewing my journaled memories and exploring the key themes that I was able to discern the deeper meaning of the dream itself: that my Jade continues to be with me in spirit.

GUIDEPOSTS FOR DREAM RECALL AND JOURNALING

Guideposts are essential to beginning and developing any practice, particularly one with the purpose of healing and living our lives more fully. They empower us by requiring us to take regular action. For a dream journaling practice, there are four simple guideposts: awareness, compassion, trust, sharing.

Guidepost 1: Awareness

What we think about, we also dream about. Energy flows in the direction of wherever we place our awareness. One of my clients, a woman in her late 40s named Terra, said that she had very little dream recall. Within a week of our conversation, she started having vivid dreams that she was able to remember. She was curious and began recording her dreams. When we began our work together, she did not think she’d ever be able to remember her dreams, but us speaking regularly about dreaming, and her recording of dreams, led to her improving her dream recall. The decision to keep a dream journal shows that you are available and ready to pay attention to the messages of your inner consciousness.

Becoming more aware of your dreams will also inspire greater dream recall. Another client, Ty, said that he was unsure whether he had any dreams. When I assured him that we all dream, he shrugged. After multiple conversations, he shared that he was remembering one or two dreams each morning, though he noted that they made “little to no sense.” It is key to recognize that dreams are not produced by the logical mind. The prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain responsible for logical reasoning, is less active when we sleep. We all have seemingly nonsensical dreams that function to make us aware that we are at least paying attention to our dreams. The more we pay attention, the more we begin to see emerging patterns and themes.

Guidepost 2: Compassion

Cultivating a lens of compassion allows us to explore our inner life with openness and curiosity. Even seemingly “bizarre” dreams that cause heightened emotional responses likely have something relevant to reveal to us. Nightmarish images that terrify us shed light on fear and anxiety or bring our attention to something we might be avoiding while we are awake. At times it is not that the dream image itself is scary, but rather the superstitions we associate with it, or even our personal history with that symbol.

Kinley, a first-year nursing student, dreamed of a boa constrictor. She was fearful, as she interpreted it as a bad sign. To her, snakes represented someone who could not be trusted. Consider the expression “He’s a snake.” Was her deeper wisdom cautioning her about someone in her life? And why a boa constrictor? Snakes are also relevant to health and medicine. This was her first year in nursing school. In Amerindian and Asian cultures, snakes represent renewal and the ability to transform challenges into opportunities. Kinley related this dream to her reservations about a budding relationship. While there was no obvious reason to distrust the man she was seeing, she was already feeling a sense of being smothered by his constant presence, leaving hardly any time to just chill with friends. A compassionate approach to our dreams allows us to recognize our immediate needs and what we value most. Instead of labeling a dream as “good” or “bad,” the practice of self-compassion encourages our inner world to continually inform our waking lives.

Guidepost 3: Trust

Some dreams unfold over time. It requires a sense of trust to accept not knowing the immediate interpretation of a dream and to instead embrace the mystery of its unraveling. It could take weeks, months, or even years, as in the case of my dream of a fish inside a crib. Keeping a dream journal allows you to revisit the dream at a later time. I have often picked up an old journal and reread an entry only to uncover a new message or theme. Psychologist and dream expert Stephen Aizenstat, Ph.D., offers the idea of dream tending, where you encourage a specific dream image to continue to communicate its message while you are awake. It is the same as tending to a garden: We need to nurture it. Then we allow it to simply be, trusting nature to do what it does best, to draw forth life.

Guidepost 4: Sharing

The act of sharing your dream allows for further dream recall and insight. Even if you cannot remember much of your dream, details can come flooding back once you begin retelling it. In sharing your dreams with others, you give them the opportunity to consider what your dream might mean to them. They also get to witness and participate in the unfolding of your dream. For instance, once in a lucid dream I encountered a stranger who told me his name, which was an uncommon one in this day and age, but a popular one in the 1880s. Three days later, I actually encountered someone with this name. I had already shared about the dream with a few trusted friends. Each of them also came across the name: as a surname, as a woman’s first name, and as a character in a mystery novel. A comment by another friend sparked this insight: What if it is less about the name but more about how abundantly thoughts manifest when others reveal their own thoughts?

Remember these four guideposts—awareness, compassion, trust, and sharing—when you are beginning your journey of inner exploration. Everyone dreams, and you do have the ability to remember. You do have the ability to learn and heal from what you discover. Like everything else, it requires practice.

WHEN TO RECORD YOUR DREAMS

Soon after waking is typically the best time to record the details, even if you do not have time to reflect on the message or symbolism. This is when you are closest to the dream, to the emotions, the felt sensations in your body, the phrases and words that presented themselves. This is when dream images are most intact. Though you might lose the details, the essence of the dream likely remains, and that is often enough for you to reflect upon. Take notice of your mood. Are you feeling peaceful and content? Are you feeling a bit unsettled or irritable? The most helpful thing to do is to sit with that vague awareness and a pen and paper, and write whatever streams into your consciousness.

There are times when we awaken in the middle of the night, and getting out of bed to write down a dream might interfere with our ability to fall back to sleep. Instead of leaving your bed, take a moment to review the dream, then focus your awareness on one particular image or person from the dream and make some association before going back to sleep. For example, if you dream of someone, think about the last time you saw that person. If you dream of being at the ocean, think back to the last time you were at the beach. There is a greater likelihood that your memory of that one image or person will be triggered by something throughout the day. Then, as soon as you’re able to, sit down with your journal. Write what you remember, and more details may appear. A recent example of this is when I dreamed of driving alone in my car and coming from the other direction in her car was a friend I had not seen in months. I had forgotten this dream when I woke up and just went about my day. However, while checking my e-mails that morning, as soon as I saw my friend’s name, I immediately recalled the dream.

What if you do not have time to record your dreams every morning? First of all, even if you are unable to recall the dream, know that it has served its purpose. If not, it will come again. Secondly, dream journaling does not require analysis. You are simply keeping a record. You can be as brief or as detailed as you wish. Coming up with a title that expresses the theme of a dream will also help to serve as future reference.

TIPS FOR STARTING YOUR DREAM JOURNALING PRACTICE

There is no one correct way to keep a dream journal. Practically speaking, find a journal that you like and adopt a format that works best for you. A downloadable dream journal is available on my website, kathleenomalleymessages.com, so you can begin right away. Keep in mind that even someone who ordinarily has great dream recall can experience periods of not remembering dreams. Unless dreams are being suppressed by medications or alcohol, you still experience the benefits of REM-sleep dreaming—consolidating memory, building connections, processing strong emotions, and solving problems, whether or not you can recall what you dreamed.

Keep your journal, a night-light, and a reliable writing pen next to your bed for easy access. Alternatively, you might choose to dictate your dreams into a recording device. Here are six simple steps to get started.

1. Set an intention

We will discuss the practice of dream incubation and asking for guidance in the next chapter. For now, here are a few examples: “I intend to have a restful night’s sleep and wake up feeling ready to embrace a new day.” “I intend to have greater clarity regarding . . .” I would appreciate any insight about . . .” “I would enjoy a visit from . . .”

2. Mentally commit to remembering your dreams

Simply state out loud as many

3. Tune in to your body as you awaken


4. Record the dream


5. Create a title by identifying a theme


6. Notice synchronicities in your waking life

















DREAM VISUALIZATION PRACTICE: REMEMBERING YOUR DREAM
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