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What Are Animal Teachings?


Once upon a time, humans and animals shared a common language. Our ancestors conversed fluently with Raven and Bear, Turtle and Whale. We understood each other, freely expressing our thoughts, feelings, and observations; and since we recognized that everything was meaningful and essential, we listened to nature. We sensed our unity with all beings and celebrated diversity through sharing our distinctive ways of living.


Animals had much to share with us. Fox taught us to survey our surroundings without being seen; Tiger, how to focus our attention; and with Spider, we sat spellbound, sensing the ancient wisdom of creation weaving reality. By listening carefully, we learned not only how to survive but also how to thrive. We received sage advice and discovered some secrets, too.


How did we stray so far from this intimate connection with the natural world, this joyful celebration of life? Why did we separate from our fellow animals, creating an “us” and “them”? At times, we even told ourselves that animals were dumb, soulless creatures. Thus we lost much of our heart connection.


[image: Image]


Our exploration of what it means to be human has been a tremendous, but costly, learning. As we developed exclusive forms of language, culture, religion, and technology, we valued “our” perspectives above others, so detaching ourselves further from the natural world.


Early shamans—medicine men, wise women—intuitively sought animals as guides to the sacred. To call upon an animal’s power was to connect with the animal’s spirit. By wearing feathers, bones, claws, or hide, by singing its song or imitating its movement, the shaman embodied an animal’s wisdom, partaking of its medicine or abilities. Some humans formed alliances with animals, working at deeper levels to return those teachings to the community, back into our collective memory.


Animal teachings became encoded in myths, legends, and rituals. Many old stories feature talking animals who once helped and guided humans. We unconsciously recognize animal teachings today when we remark on how someone is an eager beaver or quiet as a mouse. We still yearn to join with animals, but mostly are aware of this only superficially—assigning animal names and images to sports teams, cars, and mascots. Our bond with the animal world is coded deeply in our language and in our being.


We are facing many challenges—global weather changes, environmental issues, economic collapse, social instability, and a growing need for meaning, purpose, and spiritual reconnection. Perhaps it is time to re-member ourselves.
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Deep down, of course, we are always connected. We hold the ability to remember, share knowledge, and co-create with all aspects of life upon our planet. Now, more than ever, animals urge us to awaken, to be more conscious planetary stewards, to reclaim our response-ability and joy in the dance of life. Observing animal teachings and gifts is a start. As we honor an animal’s qualities of intelligence, cunning, or contentment, we sense those qualities within ourselves. This is how we begin to re-member.


To discover an animal’s teaching is simple. We being by observing. For example, animals that live in deep water or traverse seas may help us to navigate the emotional waters of our inner ocean, while animals that live between worlds may teach us about bridging realities or blending different life perspectives. By watching Wolf, we sense how to balance self and family, independence with loyalty to our pack. Through observing Eagle, we learn to sharpen our vision or connect with spirit guides. Animals offer their teachings freely, if only we ask, listen, and pay attention.


As we open to animal teachings, a part of us comes home. We awaken. By experiencing our intrinsic connection with all life upon this planet, we deepen in appreciation—not only of the natural world and the many gifts that animals offer, but of ourselves. Reconnecting in kinship with animals, recalling the universal language, and consciously participating in the dance of life, we become more alive, more fully human. As teachers, guides, partners, friends, and companions, animals remind us of what we have forgotten and who we really are.
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Using This Book


This book is designed to help us deepen in connection not only with animals, but also with ourselves. Each entry combines human observations and traditional teachings with the voices of animals themselves.


In order to hone in on animal teachings, topics such as Communication and Joy are each addressed by five different animal groups, explaining ways in which we can expand our consciousness and open up at deeper levels.
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While I chose these groupings, they were inspired by animal teachers. Every species offers a variety of teachings, and some animals can help with several categories. The groups are not meant to be exclusive; rather, they are invitations, opportunities to play with learning how animals work with us.


Part of the fun was in selecting animals we would not normally view as complementary. For example, what do Cow, Penguin, and Prairie Dog have in common? As we contemplate their teachings, we find the common thread of balance and ways of harmonizing our lives and selves.


Each animal introduction blends facts, observations, and insights. We can learn much about animals by considering their behavior, habitat, and unique abilities. We can glean wisdom from traditional teachings about that animal, from legends, stories, and myths. These are human ways to understand an animal—a beginning. By learning more about an animal’s expertise, we find clues to its magic, its power, its teaching or, as Native Americans use the term, its medicine. With questions, research, and careful observation, we can deepen our appreciation of an animal and discern the subtler layers of its teaching.


Each animal has its own page to express its teaching to humanity. For these sections, I asked each animal group for comments, advice, or suggestions. I deepened my consciousness and felt for an energetic connection with the particular species. I asked, “What would you most like us to know?” Then I listened. What you read comes from the animals, either as a collective voice or through an animal representative of the group, although the words and phrases are shaped by my understanding. Sometimes the animals confirmed what I wrote in their introduction. Other times, they commented on something I didn’t know or didn’t address in the text. (The next section has more on how to communicate with animals.)
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Both human and animal views offer an opening, a chance to learn more about animals and ourselves. We can find out about the biology, habitat, and behavioral habits of animals through research. We can observe them, mimicking movements or sounds, feeling the ways in which they express their teachings to the world. Or, we can ask an animal directly, opening up a different type of relationship, perhaps via telepathic conversation or intuitive feeling. We can blend our experiences, make use of different ways of knowing. Indeed, there are many paths to animal teachings!
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One way to use this book is to seek out a category that you want to explore. For example, if you want to work with dreaming, you might read the topic introduction and then consider the different “flavors” or qualities that Bear, Dragonfly, Groundhog, Lizard, and Seal offer. Think of the topic as the gem and the animal teachings as facets, or distinctly angled ways, in which we can approach it. Each animal offers a different way “in,” as well as a unique outlook. Together, they offer an expansive way to view and work with each topic.


If you want to know the specific medicine of a particular animal, this book can be used dictionary fashion. By consulting the index, you can locate each animal’s teaching and commentary. Then, if you choose, you can read about the other animals in the group.


Not sure what you need? Try closing your eyes, paging through this book, and placing your index finger where it feels good, intuitively sensing what you need to know. Requesting guidance like this is a simple and fun way to tap in to our innate abilities, connect with our subconscious, and access universal wisdom.


Note: For ease of reading, the living, physical animal has a small first letter—coyote. In the plural, this refers to all coyotes on earth. The animal spirit or power is referred to in the singular and has a capital letter—Coyote. This is Coyote as an animal teacher or totem.




Communicating with Animals


While I was writing my first book about communicating with animals, doing my best to understand how it worked, I had a dream. This is what I wrote: Attending an animal communication workshop, I suddenly discover a universal translator device within my head. Round with small raised dots, the device translates whatever an animal is thinking or feeling so that I can understand. Thrilled and excited, I ask the teacher if he put the device there. He smiles and shakes his head. “It was there all along. You just had to find it.”
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I love this dream. It offers the playful reminder—and powerful truth—that we all have a universal translator device within us. To learn animal communication, we need no more than ourselves. Animals talk to us all the time. To converse, we simply need to be present and listen.


My first experience of hearing animals was a surprise. I was writing, in a calm and gently focused state of mind, when some birds fluttered to a bush outside my window. Enchanted, without plan or thought, I rose and approached the birds. As I greeted them, I heard their thoughts in response, and the experience felt oddly familiar. I could feel the birds’ thoughts intertwine with my own, qualitatively different, yet I understood through the software and language of my brain. That inner translation felt seamless, simple, and natural. Our manner of communicating fell into place, as if I had always known how to do this, which, of course, I had. I was relating to the birds in a deep-down, mutual knowing—not just with my mind, but with my entire being.


Learning to communicate with animals can seem strange. It’s been a long while since most of us did this in a conscious way. Besides, we may have ideas about how this should work, expectations of what will come, and judgements on what we get. We sometimes have trouble just be-ing. And yet, that’s the secret: be-ing. Opening to animals requires that we also open to ourselves. Sometimes we first need to get out of our own way, to jiggle loose from all our do-ing so we can, simply, be.


 


HOW TO COMMUNICATE WITH ANIMALS


STEP ONE: CALM DOWN


Our minds chatter as we make plans, divert our thoughts, multitask, and try to control our world. Unfortunately, this habit keeps us just skimming along the surface of awareness. To really hear animals (and ourselves), we need to calm down. We need to sink deep, beyond the superficial. We need to quiet ourselves, letting go of inner talk, expectations, judgments and ideas of how things should be. So, breathe deep! Clear a space within yourself. Luxuriate in the calm and quiet center of your being.


STEP TWO: OPEN UP


As we shake loose from our habitual ways of experiencing the world, we become more aware of our feelings, more perceptive, more sensitive to the way things really are. Animals generally read character. In acknowledging who we are, right here, right now, we open ourselves to honest communication. In short, we show up for life. Present, attentive, and curious, we are then able to welcome the unfolding of relationship.


STEP THREE: LISTEN DEEP


We experience the world through our senses, as do animals. When we ask a question, animals may respond by sharing their opinions or unique world experiences through feelings, images, dialogue, or even joined consciousness.


We may see a scene unfolding within our mind, hear an animal’s thoughts, sense emotions, or feel physical sensations. The universal communication device that we all possess creatively translates any experience, linking speaker and listener intimately, enhancing mutual understanding and appreciation.


Every communication holds an opening to deeper relationship. Trust yourself. You will know when you are connected. If you need help, just ask. Most animals find ways to nudge our abilities, jump-start our creativity, and help streamline our translation process, especially when we are sincere and attentive.


So, relax, explore, have fun. As we open our heart and mind to learn more about others, we also learn more about ourselves. We learn to listen and hear and feel, and, as a result, to connect with the deeper aspects of who we are. And so we join ourselves with animals in celebration.
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Forming Animal Alliances


This is a book of co-creation, a gathering of humans and animals in mutual cooperation. I was often surprised by what animals had to say, and honored by the depth of their sharing.


Sometimes, in my human way, I would first research and write about an animal species, collecting information from mythology, traditional teachings, wildlife observations, science, art, dreams, and literary references—observing, wondering, dissecting, analyzing, deliberating, musing, pondering. But my favorite part was opening to animal groups, asking for their input or teaching. In some cases, I felt animal energy while researching, sensing the excitement or eagerness of a group wanting to contribute or, in some cases, clarify. Other times, animals volunteered to speak first, to set the record straight before I had a chance to do my human digging.


This is one example of how we can form alliances with animals—in this case, a writer and many groups of animals finding a way to share teachings with other humans, with you.
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The illustrator of this book, Ola Liola, experienced a similar deepening and connection to animals while drawing. As the project progressed, she wrote to me, “I feel not only a connection to an animal as I draw, but the painting process helps me deepen and get closer to understanding its essence. First it happened with cats. After I started to draw such independent animals, I slowly fell in love with them. I was not connected to them because all my life I lived with dogs. Cat was, for me, very distant. But by drawing and painting cats I found a similarity in our behavior, and now associate some features with myself. Each time I work with a new animal I feel a closeness; I feel how it enriches me. Sometimes I compare myself with these animals and feel like I have a part of each of them in my subconscious.”


Animal guides, power animals, totem animals, and animal teachers—these terms can all refer to the energetic presence of an animal group. Sometimes when we work with animal teachers, we draw upon the larger dimensions of animal energy or spirit. But animal teachings come through physical animals as well, often in unusual and unexpected ways. The question is, are we listening?


One morning, shortly after I had pruned my list of animal contributors for this book, a robin tapped insistently at a window pane, waking my husband and me. My husband shooed it away, but the persistent robin flew to another window and tapped again. Suddenly, I realized that I had cut Robin from the list, and this bird wanted in. So I went to the computer, added Robin, and the bird stopped tapping. Later, while researching the species, I discovered that Robin inspires new endeavors, boosts creativity, and teaches us about the wisdom of change.
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Animal teachers come for many reasons. Some work with us for a lifetime. These animals generally speak to our spiritual nature, reminding us of long-range goals and overall life teachings.


Other animals come for a particular period of time, perhaps as we face a specific challenge or adventure. Sometimes several animals show up, bearing distinct yet related teaching to encourage or remind us. When we finish our lesson, our teacher moves on. We may even receive a graduation message as a sign of completion.


Still other animals show up as messengers. Their teaching pertains to the moment, and may signal a passing opportunity, or help us to decide, if we are at a crossroads. Such messengers may bring clarity or advise caution—a nudge to stop, an encouragement to leap, or a flash of spiritual insight.


Lastly, some animal teachers help with shadow material, revealing repressed fears or issues that trigger our darker emotions. Shadow teachers sometimes test us to determine whether we are ready for their medicine. Working with shadow teachers is not always easy, but it can be very rewarding. Shadow animals are among our most powerful guides.


Animal teachers, helpers, advisors, partners, and friends are all around us, all the time. If we remain alert and aware, open to learning through honest relationship, we can enjoy the many benefits and wonders that animal alliances bring. The animal world calls us home, in love.




GROUP 1


Attention & Awareness


GIRAFFE ~ MOUSE ~ RABBIT ~ RACCOON ~ TIGER
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Attention and awareness—two distinct but complementary ways of knowing—help us to experience ourselves and understand our world.


To pay attention means to take notice. It involves concentration and careful observation. Initially, we may be curious or captivated, but then, senses sharply tuned, we aim and focus our perception, directing it to a specific target. When we come to attention, we are alert, intense, on guard, like a cat ready to pounce.


When our awareness comes into play, we spontaneously sense what we are doing or feeling. Awareness tends to be comprehensive and inclusive, and we can be aware of many things at once: noises, sensations, emotions, earthy smells, and explosions of taste. Awareness allows us to be present, conscious of ourselves in the now.


Attention is purposeful, a deliberate focus of intention, while awareness rolls open, unfurling, often without a particular emphasis. Attention is directed, coming mainly from our mind; awareness is a flow of feeling through our heart and being. Think of awareness as the ocean and attention the boat. Awareness is the floodlight, attention the laser beam.


With attention and awareness, we filter our sensory experiences. We can focus and fine tune our attention to distinguish, discern, and alert us to danger, and we can broaden our awareness to feel from afar. But it’s all a balance. Too much focus and we can get mired in details. Too much free flowing of the senses and we may get lost in the everywhere of everything.


By being attentive and aware, we can develop flexibility in consciousness and increase our range of knowing. We can both dig deep and open wide. Zooming in with pin-pointed, crystal clarity, we can identify, analyze, and comprehend. Zooming out, we can expand sensory experience beyond our physical presence to exercise our intuition and embrace larger dimensions of being.


At home in ourselves, attentive and aware, our consciousness blossoms and thrives.


 


ANIMAL TEACHERS OF ATTENTION & AWARENESS


GIRAFFE ~ As the tallest land mammal, Giraffe links earth with sky, reminding us to balance spiritual wisdom with grounded awareness, and to live in the present while keeping an attentive eye on the future.


MOUSE ~ Curious, watchful, and with expert attention to detail, Mouse reminds us to examine the little things in life and be aware of our environment.


RABBIT ~ Although often quiet and reserved, Rabbit is a keen observer, who can surprise with hidden teachings. Rabbit encourages us to peer beneath the surface and trust ourselves as we face our deeper fears.
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RACCOON ~ Naturally curious and observant, with a penchant for exploration, Raccoon exposes deception and reveals what hides behind the masks of others and ourselves.
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TIGER ~ A fine example of disciplined attention and authority, Tiger helps us to remove distractions of the mind, awaken passion, and center our presence in the here and now.


 


Giraffe


GROUNDED WITH EXPANSIVE VISION ~ SEES THE FUTURE ~ HELPS TO BRIDGE VIEWS
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Feet on the earth and head in the sky, Giraffe—the tallest land animal on our planet—offers a link between worlds, a bridge between practicality and spiritual insight.


Owing to its great height, good hearing, and keen vision, Giraffe senses what is coming. Giraffe’s expansive vantage point can help us to see into the distance—and into the future. Giraffe encourages us to find balance in our views: to be well grounded and live in the present while remaining alert and attentive to where we are headed. In this way, we can move forward with confidence.
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