
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for Zen and the Rescue Dog

			 

			“Happiness is a warm rescue puppy, and a copy of Zen and the Rescue Dog. This wonderful, touching book articulates for so many what has helped bring the end of suffering thanks to the canine souls in their lives. For dog owners, for dog lovers, for students of Buddhism, and for anyone curious about all of the above and a path to happiness, this book is for you.”

			—William Norwich, Author of Learning to Drive and My Mrs. Brown 

			 

			“There are many paths to enlightenment. For Robert Pirsig in 1974, the path of Zen famously involved a motorcycle trip with his son, while for KJ Fallon, it’s been through the experience of adopting and caring for rescue dogs. Her book, Zen and the Rescue Dog offers a beguiling how-to guide for those who would take this path. There’s something for every dog lover in this book, and much practical advice. Even for those not interested in embarking on the Eightfold Path, Fallon makes a compelling case that the very acts of adopting and caring for these animals, who cannot speak of their past suffering, brings us out of ourselves and puts us on a path to goodness.” 

			—Eugene Linden, author of The Parrot’s Lament

			 

			“Buddhist masters tell us that the path to enlightenment requires us to live in the moment, without agonizing over the past or worrying about the future. It can feel like an impossible task, but if you live with a dog, you’re living with a highly sentient being that does exactly that. And in the marvelous and insightful book Zen and the Rescue Dog, KJ Fallon shows that the deeply interdependent relationships humans have with their canine companions help us to be centered and loving even if we never meet a monk or enter a monastery.” 

			—Michael D. Lemonick, Chief Opinion Editor at Scientific American and the author of The Perpetual Now

			 

			“For many mornings when it was just my dog Topsie and me, we would greet the morning together. All others asleep, my coffee ready, her chin raised to me to be scratched and loved. It was our shared Zen. There are clear reasons the words ‘Dog’ and ‘Zen’ have the same number of letters, as does the word ‘one,’ as being one with your dog. In case you forget why or how to do that, KJ Fallon guides you back, compellingly showing how dogs and Zen meld, as if birthed together. KJ precisely reminds us of the uniqueness of rescue dogs in rescuing humans and masterfully urges us to see the whole dog in this embracing book. Dog and Zen may not be the first thing you think of or think of at all. Now you know thanks to KJ Fallon. And just wait until they place their paw on you. Leave it there and don’t move.”

			—Tom Squitieri, Award-winning foreign correspondent, poet, and dog lover 

			 

			“When life throws us blistering curve balls, many try to deflect or minimize their impact. Others crumble into a dark place. How to cope? Zen and the Rescue Dog lights a path for embracing tough moments and keeping focus on the present. Even without a dog of your own, you’ll likely find that KJ Fallon’s lessons will resonate. And who knows? You just might be persuaded to adopt a canine companion of your own.”

			—Wendy Cole, Managing Editor of REALTOR Magazine

			 

			“For those who are tired of simply mindful breathing but are not yet ready to embrace the entirety of life as a patience-teaching experience, KJ Fallon reminds us that there are rescue dogs. Fallon’s genius insight is that every rescue dog arrives marked by a (usually mysterious) past life. And that this, along with the ongoing and loving diligence of adopting and raising one, is a wonderful vehicle for teaching the dharma. It turns out the Eightfold Path is strewn with kibble.”

			—David Van Biema, Former lead religion writer, TIME Magazine

			“KJ Fallon’s Zen and The Rescue Dog is an original, insightful, superbly written exploration of how caring for traumatized rescue dogs can heal us even as we restore them to health and keep them happy. Applying principles of Zen to dog care might sound far-fetched but Fallon demonstrates that it is anything but. Dogs can teach us a lot. They live in the present as far as we know. Unlike people, they do not dwell on past pain and suffering or on aspirations that might never be fulfilled. Among other things, Fallon shows how such simple practices as stroking or walking a dog can be a kind of meditation, centering us in the present as well. Dog care can diminish our anger or worry and enhance our well-being. The book is also filled with practical information on caring for rescue dogs. Most dog lovers would find this book of interest. It should be required reading for dog lovers who are preoccupied with past disappointments and anxiety about the future—as so many of us are.”

			—Dr. Christopher Hanson, Associate Professor of Journalism, University of Maryland, College Park

			“Practicing Zen Buddhism with your pup may sound barking mad, but I’m grateful to have been shown the Eightfold Path herein. As a Tibetan terrier, our dear old rescue dog seems drawn directly to the Path. Mindful of its benefits to both, and ever thankful to KJ Fallon for guiding us there, Patches and I become Buddhists together again each morning.” 

			—Patrick Tracey, author of Stalking Irish Madness  
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			To my family—human and canine

		


		
			 

			Be kind whenever possible. 
It is always possible.

			 

			—Dalai Lama

		


		
			 

			Before enlightenment: 
feed the dog, walk the dog.

			After enlightenment: 
feed the dog, walk the dog.

			 

			—Variation on a Zen Buddhist Proverb
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			FOREWORD

			OF SHAGGY DOGS AND BODHISATTVAS

			I knew I was stumbling onto liberating ground the minute I entered KJ’s heartfelt and compassionate reflections on how a dog, especially a rescue dog (a symbol of the homeless, the wounded, the neglected), can bring us into a bracing, keen, and kind sense of the here and now. You only have to look at a dog, her eyes watering as she sits beside you at the dinner table, hurries out into the driveway to alert a stranger that you’re in desperate need of help inside, waits—sometimes for days and months at a time—by the door for you to return, for you to realize that no one could teach us more about steadfast loyalty, selflessness, and unconditional love.

			Yet, when it comes to a rescue dog, you’re reminded of something even deeper: many dogs, who have known suffering too well, are the ones who can ease our own suffering and loneliness, our sense of being forgotten. They don’t whine or complain, they’ve left their pasts fully behind, but in their eyes, their reflexes, their sniffing noses, you catch an alertness, often a tail-wagging exuberance, that all of us could begin to learn from. Does a dog have a Buddha nature? Yes, and sometimes it’s more visible than that in a human being!

			The challenge, for us, is to retrieve a deeply human nature that’s worthy of our friend’s Buddha nature and able to see the two as one and the same. Be content with the “master” or “mistress” you have, and don’t expect the neighbor to offer anything more. Don’t lose yourself in what-ifs, but enjoy that bouncing ball and this great stretch of beach right here. Confronted by a textbook on a cold day in the forest, remember that the best way to be saved is by being consumed not with your mind, but with your canines!

			As I read my old friend KJ’s sneakily profound meditation on suffering, kindness, and freedom from longing, I remembered sitting amidst a handful of other guests in the antechamber to the Dalai Lama’s living room in Dharamsala, all of us seated properly and silently amidst the blazing thangkas. Suddenly, a door to the terrace flew open and in romped a buoyant German Shepherd, who proceeded to jump onto the lap of the oldest and most venerable red-robed figure in the room and lick him all over.

			It was no surprise to learn that this puppy was the close friend of the Dalai Lama, the Tibetan leader’s latest companion, whose energy and instantaneous affection, whose freedom from self-consciousness and formality, were a daily solace to His Holiness.

			I thought of the statue, a generations-old favorite meeting place in busy Tokyo, that remembers Hachiko. Hachiko was the legendary Akita who waited for his master—a professor at Tokyo University—for nine years, nine months, and fifteen days, through snow and typhoon, not knowing that his friend had suffered a cerebral hemorrhage and passed away. The patient dog was fed by passersby and local shopkeepers and is revered, decades later, as one of the country’s most beloved models of friendship and faithfulness.

			And I recall the times when I have been in Tibet or Bhutan or Ladakh, high up in the Himalayas and entering a temple courtyard have been met by a large array of dogs lined up in front of the prayer hall. They sit quietly, most of these mutts, thirty or forty of them at intervals across the sunlit space, and they never make a fuss or get into fights. Some people say they’re there for the food or the protection; some say they were monks in a previous life and having been demoted through some misbehavior, are now awaiting their chance to be back amidst the sutras again.

			All I can say is that these dogs often act better than we do and embody a watchfulness, a steadiness, a calm that I would be lucky to find within myself. A celebrated story in Asia tells of a young man who was going to see the Buddha and promised to bring his aging mother a keepsake from the teacher. As he was returning home, he remembered—too late—that he’d forgotten to ask the Buddha for a memento.

			Chancing to pass a dead dog along the road, he pried out a tooth from the corpse and presented it to his mother as the tooth of the Buddha.

			The old woman beamed and placed it on her altar. Very soon her devotion to the tooth, through daily prayer and attention, caused it to pulse and glow, as if it really were a relic of the shining prince. Everything, in short, can be luminous, if only we bring the right eyes to it.

			 

			Pico Iyer,

			Banff Centre for Arts and Creativity

			August 2017

		


		
			INTRODUCTION

			DOGGY STEPS TOWARD ENLIGHTENMENT

			This is a book about how, if we let them, dogs we have adopted or have cared for in some way can help us to be better humans. I am an expert when it comes to the dogs in my life or have been a part of my life. Our animals need us to do the talking for them and at times it can be hard to figure out exactly what they want and need. But maybe the problem is on the human side. We need to be able to take the time to really get to know our pets so that we can be there for them and, in turn, let them help us.

			Sharing your life with a dog keeps you grounded and in the present. And, just as one thing leads to another in caring for your dog, the path to Enlightenment involves a natural continuation of interconnected steps. One step leads to the next and the last step on the path is really the first step in the continuation of the journey. The step you take today will lead to the step you take tomorrow. These steps are not fixed like the steps in a staircase. They are nonlinear and more fluid. Concentric, but not quite.

			Sharing life with a pet who has been rescued takes this a bit further. The pet’s person might be aware of the dog’s likely sad past or may know next to nothing about how the dog grew up. While the dog is focused on its present circumstances with his or her human, the dog can still be imprinted with what has happened in the past. Abuse leaves a very deep scar. A dog can be hand-shy or reactive to sudden movements made by his human until they each get to know each other. Just as Zen needs to be experienced rather than just learned, so it is with a rescue dog. Of course, learning how to properly take care of any pet is a must, and that includes the human learning from how the dog reacts to certain gestures or objects; in time, the dog will hopefully learn to not fear these gestures or objects. Experience can lead to learning but learning is more external and not integrated if it is not accompanied by experience.

			With my work as a journalist, I was constantly focused on what was happening in the news and I was enmeshed in every aspect of current events: business; politics; entertainment; lifestyle; the arts; fashion; design; and more—meeting deadlines; researching; reporting; and writing on a variety of subjects for both fast-breaking and longer, in-depth issue-related topics. I interviewed prominent newsmakers from top financial CEOs to A-list celebrities and pop stars, to a future president of the US. But now it was time to find a more Zen-like alternative. Something that was the antithesis of the work I had been doing for so long.

			There was also that imbedded need to want to be simply present—not think and just be—with my dog. My journalistic tendencies drove me to want to find out the best way to be able to stop and focus only on my dog, really pay attention only to her for five minutes at first, then for longer periods.

			One day, when I was sitting alongside my dog as she was resting quietly, I started gently and slowly stroking her side and kept on in an almost slow, rhythmic movement. There was soft meditative music playing in the background. Suddenly, it occurred to me that what I was doing and feeling while I was letting my hand glide softly and repeatedly along my dog’s soft side was a form of meditation. It wasn’t long before I realized that using the steps of Zen Buddhism like a kind of mystical malleable ladder would be a good way to align what I was trying to do with how my dog lives and might also help anyone who wants to know their dog better and have a more in-the-moment life like their dog and with their dog. I have had a lifelong interest in Buddhism and the lessons and steps for attaining Enlightenment. And shouldn’t we all strive to be bodhisattvas? Think of the Archangel Chameul in some Christian and Jewish traditions. Chamuel’s focus is to help us love others in a manner that benefits both the one who loves and the one who is loved. Chamuel inspires us to assess and purify how we think, act, and feel, which in turn leads to peaceful relationships with others and with ourselves.1 The search for inner quietness and calm crosses many beliefs and philosophies.

			Buddha advises, “The secret of health for both mind and body is not to mourn for the past, worry about the future, or anticipate troubles, but to live in the present moment wisely and earnestly.” How can we train ourselves to focus on the present and savor what is happening, or not happening, now? When you are dealing with something that can be frustrating and require the utmost patience, like walking your dog and waiting for what seems like forever for her or him to do what you brought them outside to do—late at night, in the rain—it is hard not to get frustrated thinking about what else you could be doing, like sleeping.

			I knew how to observe others and listen to their stories and write about them and now it was time to observe and listen to my dog, and learn how to live with her in the present tense. What better Zen Master than my selfless and soulful companion who always lives in the moment?

			 

			To the Reader: What I Hope This Book Will Mean to You

			It is my goal to show some ways to make peace with the changes and upheavals that may at times turn the path to Enlightenment into a rocky, rut-filled, almost unnavigable road. Not only does there always seem to be something new to be done, some unexpected issue that needs to be addressed, above and beyond what we have set aside time for, but there are the many, sometimes sneaky, distractions we ourselves create.

			I have put together my experiences with my several rescue dogs along with some thoughts from other dog adopters, dog experts, and professionals from well-known rescue organizations and followed these with how they relate to the path to Enlightenment. I have also included some ideas that you, the reader, and your dog might find helpful to use as you both journey along your path to Enlightenment. Suggestions include meditation and journaling. Journaling is a centuries-old way to discover more about yourself and try to make sense of all of the ideas and thoughts you carry with you, so it follows that journaling can help you to let your rescue dog guide you on the path to Enlightenment. I have included some journaling exercises and other ideas that can help you with trying to stay centered in the moment and just being with your dog.

			If we let our rescued canine companions guide us, the path can become a little smoother, a little less rocky, and a lot more traversable. All we must do is to really pay attention to our pets and see how they are able to just...be.

			 

			The essence of Buddhism that we will be following throughout the book:

			 

			The Four Noble Truths

			
					
1.	Life is suffering.


					
2.	The root of suffering is desire.


					
3.	We need to stop the desire.


					
4.	We can end the desires by following the Eightfold Path.


			

			 

			The Eightfold Path

			
					
1.	The Right View

					
2.	The Right Intention

					
3.	The Right Speech

					
4.	The Right Action

					
5.	The Right Livelihood

					
6.	The Right Effort

					
7.	The Right Mindfulness

					
8.	The Right Concentration
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			CHAPTER 1

			THE FIRST NOBLE TRUTH:
LIFE IS SUFFERING

			We go about our days thinking about what we need to be doing next. Not thinking about what we are doing at that moment becomes a habit and when serious difficulties suddenly arise—losing your job, finding out you have a serious illness, or that a loved one (human or canine) is seriously ill—we don’t want to think about that at all. Except maybe in terms of “How could this have happened?” or “How did I not know this might be in the future?” or “If I only had done this or that...” The idea that something bad could have happened when we weren’t looking is unacceptable. We don’t see that we really don’t have any control anyway. Not when it comes to the future.

			Sharing your life with a dog can guide you on the path to Enlightenment—the road to becoming more aware of and content with what you have and where you are at this moment. Animals naturally live in the present. Humans, on the other hand, seem to be either focused on the past or obsessing about tomorrow.

			Several years ago, I adopted a young black mixed-breed dog and named her Charlotte. She has taught me a lot about patience, staying focused, and living in the present. She is very serious about making sure I am giving her my attention when she needs it—and when she demands it. After living with me for only a week or so, she learned that if I came into a room where she was and I was carrying a laptop or phone, it meant I was not going to be giving her my undivided attention; she barked in protest until I set the device aside and focused on what she wanted to, often playing with a squeaky toy.

			Charlotte has helped me to accept that even though she has suffered, her suffering has not defined her. She had and still has some serious issues, and she has taught me not to freeze in fear when she is so ill that she has to be brought to the animal emergency hospital. She also has some phobias that I can find no reason for, and yet I must understand them and help her through her fears. I have learned to accept that for her, suffering has happened and might happen again, and we both just have to live through it. I have to do what I can for her.

			 

			***

			To begin at the beginning is impossible. I don’t know what the beginning was for sweet Charlotte, my rescue pup. She is a “big little dog.” She has the temperament and personality of a little dog packed in the body of a somewhat bigger dog. Miniature poodle/Wheaton terrier attitude in a pharaoh hound/Belgian shepherd. Her life in a before we adopted each other can only be known from sparse records and comments along with what her foster mom had to say. Evidently, Charlotte was cat-like during her two-week stay in foster care, where she lived with a cat and tolerated frequent visits by a much bigger dog. It would seem then that Charlotte might be comfortable around other dogs, even dogs much bigger than she is. That is another story and time would tell that tale.

			I can speak only to the beginning of us, of how my life with her began and how her life began with me. We knew from the picture of her as a puppy on the rescue website that she would be the one for me and my family. There was a depth and poignancy in her eyes, as if you could see deep into her soul. She seemed an old soul, not unlike our rescue dog Alice, whom we had recently lost.

			Life had to have been harsh for my dog before we found each other. My family and I picked her up at the home of the woman who was in charge of the animal rescue organization that had put Charlotte up for adoption on their site and where her foster mom was going to drop her off. While we were waiting, she told us how it was great I was adopting Charlotte since so many people overlooked black puppies and black older dogs.

			Soon Charlotte made her grand entrance with her foster mom and was running around loose, looking for scraps to eat, begging for anyone to give her whatever food was being prepared in the active kitchen and dining area. She looked bigger than she had in her photo. We tentatively approached each other and then I attached a thin leash to her collar while listening to the instructions about her diet, what shots she would need, when to have her spayed, and so on.

			Charlotte walked with us to the car and I picked her up and held her during the ride home. It is always fascinating when you first bring an adopted animal into your environment. He or she is completely unfamiliar with the surroundings that you live in and know. She slowly and falteringly started exploring the entryway, venturing a little bit farther into the room one pawfall at a time. It helps if you bring a few things they have become used to wherever they were before you adopted them, such as a bed, toy, or blanket. The feel and smell can comfort them.

			Charlotte was tired from her journey and the new experience. She went to her little bed that her foster mom had given us along with a few stuffed animals and a blanket. To say she was shy would be an understatement. There, she stayed for a long time, sleeping, curled in a ball so tightly wound that there was no prying her to relax. She was a complete furry circle. Gradually, she realized she was hungry and she looked at me to see what was next. I gave her the same food she had been getting in foster care and while she eagerly devoured it, it didn’t seem to be the best food for her, given the later aftereffects. Finding the right food for her would take some time and trial and error, and that was okay. She was and is always eager to eat anything.

			At first Charlotte was only comfortable being held if she was wrapped in a blanket. As she became more at home and we interacted more, I could examine her more closely. She had a mysterious and ominous scar on her neck. Her deep black fur highlighted the white pharaoh hound streak of scarred skin. She was very nippy, and anyone who has ever raised a puppy (especially a lab mix, although probably every breed and mix has the urge to gnaw, nip and chew while teething) knows all about how the sounds of “Aw,” and “Ooh,” “He/she’s so sweet!” are quickly followed by “Ow!” and “Ouch!” and of course, the often-futile but necessary “No!”

			The best time to cuddle a young puppy seemed to be right when they woke up from a nap for then you could pet them when they were in a semi-sleepy state before they realized they needed to gnaw on something. This was always the sweet spot of the morning.

			According to her paperwork, Charlotte was rescued in Houston, Texas and taken to an animal hospital. She didn’t spend any time in an animal shelter. She had to have lived elsewhere before that, possibly overseas. It took many steps to get to know each other and to help her emerge from the shell of her past. For instance, she was very afraid of ordinary paper coffee cups at first. What had happened to her to cause this reaction? Not knowing her history of even where she was before she was taken to an animal hospital in the southwest fueled images of all kinds of terrible scenarios. Had someone thrown objects like a cup at her? Had this been a part of some abuse inflicted on her when she was very young? I tried to carefully and slowly reassure her that the presence of a cup meant only that someone was having a beverage and that the cup was just a container that would be safely put away when the user was finished drinking. This took many weeks before she would not cringe and try to flee when anyone had a cup in their hand.

			She was also afraid of children and would pull to go back home if we heard them even in the distance. This usually means a dog was not around children when he or she was a puppy.

			Then there was that inch-long scar on her neck. What had been the cause of that? Trying to figure what may have been the cause of that brought to mind all kinds of unthinkable scenarios—could someone have tried to cut her throat when she a very young puppy? Had she cut her throat some other way, such as climbing through or over a wire fence to escape some unbearable captivity?

			There was also a later experience with fireworks. Most dogs don’t like fireworks and with good reason. Fireworks can damage a good dog faster than pretty much anything. Fireworks, unlike thunder, which many dogs also fear, are an unnatural sound. After their sense of smell, a dog’s hearing is their most acute sense. Humans hear sound frequency in the range of twenty to twenty thousand hertz while dogs hear sounds in a range of forty to sixty thousand hertz. This means that dogs have an extremely difficult time when they hear very loud noises. Just because a noise is okay with your ears doesn’t mean your dog won’t be affected.

			Charlotte has enough little, feisty dog in her that unless the thunder was particularly loud and close, she would run up to the door and bark at it—at least when she was younger. Same with fireworks, usually. But what happened more recently with fireworks was unnerving and led to resurfacing questions about her background.

			This time, the fireworks were much more numerous, louder, and closer than usual to where Charlotte lives, so the sounds were much more intense than they had been in the past. The racket continued and got louder as an increasing number of fireworks were being set off. It seemed like what had to be the finale was a just a warm-up to even more ear-splitting fireworks. It was as if it would never end. The windows shook slightly, then suddenly, Charlotte became still and stood as if she was frozen. This was unlike her. She stood motionless for about five minutes. It was clear she was having a PTSD episode.

			When new behaviors and reactions happen with a rescue dog, it raises more questions about the dog’s past. We had always wondered and conjectured about Charlotte’s life before she was rescued. Having a DNA test provided some answers (more on this later). But this reaction of being completely still and in a trance-like state was something new and more than a little frightening. Had she been rescued from a war zone? The information from her DNA test about what breeds were in her makeup indicated that this might have been the case. Most of the breeds in her makeup were not identifiable in the US, indicating that she didn’t start her life in the US.

			She seemed to have so many other phobias. What was behind those? Charlotte was terrified of doorways. Going from one room to another was a challenge and eventually she was able to do it but with some doorways she would—and still does—walk backward through them. She hesitates, turns around, and backs into the next room. If she is in a hurry, she just backs up faster. Even if her body is almost 100 percent through the doorway in question and she is basically inside of the room that the doorway leads to, she will either turn around and leave to enter the room, the kitchen, from another doorway or she will turn around and start backing up into the kitchen from that dreaded doorway. And when she is eating her meals, for some reason she will quickly back out of the kitchen from one doorway in between the portions and come back around through the other door to eat the next portion. She has to have three meals a day in increments; if she is given the whole meal at once, she will choke and likely throw it all up soon after. And her stomach cannot be empty for too long, or she will vomit bile.

			When you adopt a rescue dog, you know that you are starting from the point of not knowing much about the dog. A vet told me not long ago that the mindset of people who adopt rescue dogs is different from people who buy purebred dogs. As she put it, purebred dogs might be appealing to some because they have control when it comes to certain traits as far as what the dog will be like, and to some degree this is true. An adopted dog is like a grab-bag present, you never know what you are going to get. 
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