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This book is dedicated to those in pain and to healers—as professionals in many walks of life or healers of the heart—who seek to alleviate others’ pain.
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CHAPTER ONE


Welcome to the World of Nightmares


When you get a text message or phone call from someone you love, you trust the source and instantly pick up. A nightmare has a bad rap as a frightening message that many run from. Not so! Even when a communication is scary, ditch preconceptions and welcome a nightmare as a conversation you want to have with a best friend—the wiser part of you.









JUST FOR FUN, TAKE THIS NIGHTMARE QUIZ:


Which of these statements about nightmares is true?


A. When you dream about someone who died, it can be an actual visit.


B. A nightmare about a disaster can be a true warning.


C. Nightmares have a hidden, yet constructive, message.


D. All of the above.


As the following chapters explain, the answer is (D): all of the above statements can be true. Dreams about the dead are often actual visits from a loved one who has passed on. In terms of warnings, dreams have warned many about an upcoming disaster or challenge. And like all dreams, a nightmare can bring help—if you unravel the map that points to the treasured message. Hint: Getting the message is easy. Chapter Three outlines a fast and easy way to find the meaning of a dream, including nightmares, with more hints scattered throughout the book.


Which of these statements about nightmares is false?


A. If you feel terrified and see yourself falling in a dream, you can die.


B. If you dream about a coffin, it means that someone will die.


C. If someone sleepwalks during a nightmare, they can harm someone.


D. All of the above.


The answer is a resounding (D): all of the above statements are false. The old wives’ tale that you can die if you dream that you are falling is a crock. There is no such thing as a symbol that “always” means the same thing for everyone: falling is a metaphor for losing control or feeling as if life is not on firm ground; like all symbols, it has a different meaning for different dreamers. This basic fact about symbols also rules out the misconception that dreams about a coffin are a sign that someone will die.


On to the sleepwalking statement. Research shows that while you dream, the large muscles of your body that control the arms and legs are paralyzed. The part of the brain that controls gross movements is on hold as you dream, so you cannot sleepwalk during a nightmare. Brain wave patterns during sleep show that you dream during Stage 1 of normal sleep, the level that is closest to being awake, so you dream when you are almost awake! Sleepwalking, on the other hand, happens during a deep sleep stage. A sleepwalker can experience random images, even scary ones, but a sleepwalker is not experiencing a full dream or nightmare. That is why, even during a blood-curdling nightmare, the potential to harm someone is extremely low, or negligible.


UNDERSTANDING NIGHTMARES


Understanding a nightmare is like attending the best Halloween costume party ever. When you arrive, your favorite TV and movie stars are waiting to greet you. All the guests race through a terrifying haunted house complete with fog, ghosts, ghouls, and gore. Fueled by adrenaline, you end up on a dimly lit dance floor, screaming—yet entertained. As you catch your breath, you realize that everything you just experienced was an entertaining façade that also boggled your mind. Even though it was scary, it made you let loose, transform, and experience the moment in a new way. Comparing nightmares to a Halloween party may sound crazy, yet it parallels what is true. Most of the time, a nightmare is a regular dream dressed up in a scary costume. Of course, there are exceptions. There are always exceptions. More on that later.



Dreams Versus Nightmares


How does a nightmare differ from a dream? A nightmare is different—yet the same. Dreams and nightmares both bring a message that can steer you past a challenge, provide insights about people, and give hints about how to resolve a problem. The main difference is that a nightmare is scary.


So the real question becomes: Why does a dream turn into a nightmare, and how does it happen? The quick answer describes a domino effect that goes like this: Anxiety makes you afraid. You fear the unknown, you resist what you fear, and you back away from what you do not want to confront. Fear distorts what you see and feel, including dream images. Suppose you see a dog walking down a dark street at midnight; as it approaches, dark shadows make it look terrifying, even if the pooch is friendly. Fear distorts a dream message, forcing dream characters and objects to hide behind scary costumes.


A nightmare also differs from a dream in power and energy. Emotionally, a dream can feel like a gentle rain or downpour; a nightmare lashes out with the power of a thunderstorm or hurricane that will not be ignored. A dream is a polite invitation. A nightmare pounds at your door, screaming, until you answer.


Where Do Nightmares Come From?


Like most dreams, nightmares are messages from your wiser, inner self, as a shout about something urgent that needs your attention. For believers, on a rare occasion a nightmare can be a heads-up from a guardian angel or a warning from the Divine itself. Joseph received a dream advising him to leave Bethlehem and flee to Egypt with Mary and Jesus, to avoid Herod’s sword. Joseph’s dream happened centuries ago as a notable event in Christian history, yet many still experience dream warnings. For those who are curious about how a dream happens, later sections provide a glimpse into the mechanics of a dream.



Scares Can Be Good for You


Most nightmares target a dreamer’s anxieties, as a helping hand from the psyche. Sometimes the helping hand arrives as a nightmare. Why? Like a kick in the pants, sometimes a good scare can trigger a positive reaction. A man dreams that everyone except him gets promoted. The dream terrifies him, yet it also spurs him to get off his butt and take courses to improve his career skills. A scary dream can mirror a clash in a relationship, like the woman who dreams that a dog bites her hand. Her dream parallels a boyfriend’s verbal put-downs: when she draws a line in the sand and tells him to back off, the nightmares disappear. A senior approaching retirement has nightmares about being stranded on a boat in the middle the ocean, as a fear of not being able to cope on a retirement income. It motivates him to make a new financial plan, for added security. Yes, terrifying dreams throw you into a maze of uncertainty. But they also include a message that shows the way out; and if you look closely, you can find that arrow.


Nightmares as Serious Red Flags


Most nightmares deal with day-to-day activities; however, if you have an emotional skeleton in your closet, a nightmare can point out a hidden, serious issue. Lynda was a divorced woman in her thirties. For ten years, she had a continuing nightmare about being chased by a monster which made her wake up, screaming. The monster was a disguised memory of Lynda being molested as a child, a pain Lynda had pushed away for years. As repeated knocks at Lynda’s door, the nightmares said: You are emotionally crippled, get help; you need to face the pain and deal with it, so that you can love again.


Distinguishing True Warnings from Metaphors


When a message is important, dreams work hard to get your attention; and terrifying images get your attention. Covered as a full chapter in this book, nightmare warnings that cite a life-and-death issue are rare. Most often, a nightmare targets issues that are urgent but not life-threatening, at least not yet. A scary image of an elevator-crash can mirror someone’s downward tailspin due to alcohol or drugs. A skull and crossbones on food or a scowling doctor can be a heads-up about a health issue. A car crash can mirror arguments in a relationship that are coming to a head. An avalanche can be a hint about news that feels overwhelming, like the loss of a job or of a loved one who is ill. As a critical feature of nightmares, several upcoming chapters cover dream warnings of actual dilemmas and the messages that nightmares unveiled.




In a Nutshell: The Main Points about Nightmares


You Are the Source. All dreams and nightmares, emerge from the dreamer’s mind and soul as messages that arrive with a helpful purpose.


Specific Issues. Though nightmares feel bad, when decoded they hold a positive message to guide you through a specific obstacle. As you deal with the fear, anxiety, or challenge, the bad dreams disappear.


Exceptions. Though most nightmares deal with personal distress, the exceptions noted below are more than meets the eye, as covered in a later chapter.


* Nightmares as a Genuine Warning. On rare occasions, a nightmare is a true warning about an impending danger, challenge, or disaster.


* Nightmares of Sensitive Souls. Those with more sensitive personalities, such as artists, creative people, nurturers, and caregivers, sometimes suffer from frequent and persistent nightmares. At times, heartfelt attunement and sensitivity spill out as a nightmare.


* Trauma and Nightmares. Extreme trauma—such as combat, prolonged abuse, or surviving a natural disaster like a terrorist attack, hurricane, earthquake, flood, or fire—can create intense nightmares. In this extreme-nightmare form, the person relives the trauma nightly as nightmares that often bring sleep deprivation and ratchet distress levels up to extreme heights.





DREAMS, NIGHTMARES, THE MIND, AND THE PSYCHE: WHO IS RUNNING THE SHOW?


To understand nightmares and dreams, it helps to look at how the mind works. The psyche is defined here as the part of your awareness that oversees the body, mind, and, for believers, the soul—whether you are awake or asleep. The psyche is the general manager; it knows all and keeps all on track. As Freud and Jung pointed out, the mind is not a one-room apartment: the mind is a multi-story building that includes:


* The awake you who lives your day and goes to sleep at night.


* The unconscious as the autopilot which carries out automatic tasks like breathing, and complex tasks like driving, without having to concentrate on every detail. You notice the unconscious as daydreaming and unplanned mind lapses into the past or future. The unconscious is the autopilot that takes over during sleep, allowing awareness to continue as a night-light version.


* Memory is the storage bin of the mind.


* The soul is the source of inspiration, motivation, and faith.


* The superconscious, some surmise, may be a DNA awareness in your bones that connects all people, seen in our similar needs, survival instincts, and universal reactions, in all nations, like identical responses to smiles. Mystics view the superconscious as awareness beyond the norm that connects all creatures, all humanity, God, and what lies beyond.


The Psyche Connects the Dots


Here is a closeup of how the psyche works in relation to dreams and dreaming.


You Live Two Lives. During daily activities, you have different roles in the world, as a professional, a parent or sibling, a friend, a blogger, or an arts-and-crafts or wine connoisseur. In your second life, you engage in a secret, ongoing inner dialogue of thoughts and feelings about yourself and everything around you. The psyche mediates these inner and outer parts.


The Real You. The psyche is the “me” that defines you. It blends your inner thoughts, feelings, and hopes with your outer roles and interactions with people.


Traffic Cop. The psyche is the traffic cop that filters thoughts and feelings. At any given moment, you concentrate on what is important, yet there is a lot more going on around you than you take in. As you focus, the psyche screens out what is irrelevant.


Balancing Actions with Feelings and Thoughts. As you plow through your day, the psyche revs up your mind, logic, and intellect. At the same time, it has access to the unconscious, unaware parts of you that can bubble over as a sudden urge, thought, or feeling. When inner and outer parts are in balance, you feel whole and creative. We compliment someone who is in balance by saying they’ve got it together. When a person’s outer roles and feelings are not in synch, you sense something odd about that person.


The Hub. If awareness was a wheel, the psyche would be the center hub that connects the spokes. It mediates roles, feelings, and thoughts with the goals and standards that you live by.


Reaching for More. Sometimes you reach out for spiritual answers beyond the daily norm, or ask for grace to get through a rocky patch. As a gateway to deeper levels, the psyche may connect you to your soul, to guardian angels, and, at times, to the divine itself. Some might see the psyche’s connection to the soul as your inner voice.


The Psyche as a Built-In Counselor


As the interface between you and the world, the psyche has direct access to an entire lifetime of your thoughts, feelings, actions, and memories. As you sleep, the psyche reviews what happened during the day and compares the day’s events to your ideals, goals, and hopes; after an in-depth review, by morning the psyche cranks out insights about the previous day’s concerns and forwards insights as a dream message. Later chapters examine this powerful, built-in counselor function of the psyche, as seen in nightmares.
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CHAPTER TWO


Analyze a Dream in Minutes


Because I have analyzed my dreams since I was nineteen, I know dreams pack a giant punch as a daily, built-in personal adviser. Dreams resolve problems, unveil others’ motives and thoughts, point out talents and obstacles, and pick you up when you feel down. Getting insight from dreams is like hopping a ride in a luxury car instead of riding the streets on a rusty old bicycle: you’ll reach your destination faster, safer, and in comfort. Ditch the bike and join the Rolls Royce Dream Club with the Five-Step Method, which explains how to understand your dreams, in minutes. Yes, it is that easy! Once you successfully analyze a dozen of your own dreams, you may appreciate the advantage of a personal dream adviser.











Dream Analysis Hints


What Does This Dream Mean?—Is Not the Question. Dreams are a drama about activities, problems, feelings, and sagas that make up the colorful tapestry of daily life. Because dreams are about your life, the real question is “What about me or my life is this dream talking about?” As you decipher a dream, keep the focus on how the story connects to you and your life.


Look Both Ways. Dreams are a two-way street; how you approach dreams matters! Curiosity entices you to remember a dream. Enthusiasm energizes the psyche to communicate with you during sleep. An open heart paves a path to memories used as building blocks in dreams. As is true in all of life, attitude counts.


Driving Lessons—Practice Makes Perfect. Using the five-step dream technique is like taking driving lessons—almost anyone can learn if they want to. Like driving, there are useful rules of the road. Depending on your enthusiasm, you can analyze dreams in a few hours or slowly in weeks or months as you explore dream messages. Dream analysis gets easier with practice. As you crack the code of one dream, the next one is easier to zone into. Regular dream analysis creates an instinctive understanding that gets stronger over time. When ready, your psyche may present deep insights that can surprise and enchant.


Dream Analysis as Play. Understanding dreams works best when you stay relaxed. Though dreams handle serious questions, a light, detached attitude invokes your creative side and enhances the ability to find the treasure. The psyche has a sense of humor; look for occasional dreams that poke fun and enjoy the journey. Bonus Hint: If you’re curious about what is possible on the dream landscape, find a copy of The Bedside Guide to Dreams by Stase Michaels, which outlines twenty-seven dream types that you can experience.






FIRST GLANCE: THE FIVE STEPS TO A DREAM MESSAGE


Let’s start with a quick summary of the five-step method, followed by expanded sections that describe each, in detail.


1. Emotions. Notice what you feel during the dream, and as you wake up.


2. Create a Story Line. As if telling someone about a favorite movie, summarize the gist of the dream in one sentence. Focus on the actions, but—and this is important—use different words to restate what is going on as a generalization. Use words like “someone” and “something” to keep the description general. Take the example of a dream about a quarterback who fumbles a ball yet goes on to win the game. The story line could be: Someone messes up, yet recovers and succeeds brilliantly. Or: Someone loses a battle, yet wins the war. Both versions are one-liners, both are general statements that say nothing about football, a quarterback, or a fumble. Yet each version captures the gist of the story.


3. Match the Story Line to an Area of Your Life. The real question is always “What does the dream say about me or my life?” In step three, see how the story line fits into your life. What situations, thoughts, or feelings sound like the story? In the fumbled-football dream, ask: Where do I feel like I failed? Or: What challenge could I overcome, even if the odds seem impossible?


4. Symbols. Whether it is a person or an object, take a symbol and see what it reminds you of in your personal experience. In the football dream, a fan may relate football to their career, because they once hoped to play professional football; a fumbled ball could relate to a missed opportunity for advancement. To a woman who is not a sports fan, football may remind her of an ex who loved the game, which reminds her of the divorce that left her feeling like a failure. Once the symbol brings up a memory, see how thoughts and feelings about the memory add to the story and its potential message.


5. Use the Message. The point of dream analysis is to get the message and use it. In the football dream, inspired by the successful dream ending, the man could get more training and be ready for the next round of promotions. For the woman, the football dream can be a heads-up that even though a marriage failed, the “game” of romance does not have to be over. And, encouraged that one can recover from a fumble, she might try again.


THE FIVE-STEP TECHNIQUE: HOW EACH STEP WORKS, WITH EXAMPLES


Once you get the rhythm, the five steps can zoom you straight to the heart of a dream message.


Step 1: Emotions


As examples show, dreams can help you name emotions and digest them, which can happen in a variety of ways.


Name That Feeling. When you are confused, in pain, or overwhelmed by a busy lifestyle, at times you may put feelings aside and store them on a back shelf. That works for a while, though a time arrives when you need to own those feelings. Like a game of Ping-Pong between the conscious and unconscious parts of the mind, the psyche knows when it is time to move pushed-away feelings back into your inbox. As an unhappy office worker, Jen soldiered on through boring work days. One night she dreamed she was riding on a bus, sitting next to a sad young woman who looked like her. Normally a happy camper, Jen realized that she was the sad girl who was feeling blue. Jen named her emotional state, owned it, and turned it around. Some dreams simply help you put a label on a feeling so that you can deal with it.


Digesting Feelings and Reactions. Intense fear, distress, and anxiety can shove your emotions off a cliff. Like a nighttime digestion system, dreams let you act out extreme emotions as a way to rebalance them. Jordan, an ambitious young man, was furious because his boss passed him over for a coveted project. In a dream, Jordan watched himself punch his boss in the face with angry, vicious blows. It felt good, until he bloodied his boss’s face. Since he was normally kind and good-natured, the violent dream-pummeling spooked Jordan; even while dreaming, he knew his reactions were over the top. Waking up frightened, Jordan faced the truth. His boss was right: he did not have the seniority necessary to work on the project, and there would be other opportunities in the future. Digesting emotions as you sleep explains why, at times, you go to bed feeling troubled yet wake up feeling at peace. Even if a situation is not yet resolved—and even if you do not remember your dreams or analyze them later—thanks to this automatic digestion system, you can wake up feeling better.


Unplugging an Emotional Sink. When you are stuck in an emotional rut, the psyche can concoct a dream that precipitates a strong reaction in you, on purpose, as a shove in the right direction that gets you out of the rut. A blast of intense emotion in a dream can jolt you out of a complacent attitude in a relationship, or revive enthusiasm for an unused talent. A common example is a dream about having sex, where you make passionate love with someone that you despise. Yet it makes you feel great. When you wake up, you see the person differently; you cannot help yourself. The mutual pleasure created a positive bond and, like unplugging a sink, the bad feelings you had toward the person change. Negative feelings you hold on to like resentment, anger, or hatred can turn into a psychological boomerang that undermines your emotional well-being. When that happens, the psyche may create a dream to help you break away.


Chill Out. A dream can mirror how your bad moods or reactions make you look. John was a great guy with an easygoing nature—except when someone was late in a carpool that he shared with other dads, coordinating rides to take their kids to practice. If kids were late, John took it out on their fathers, leading to conversations with ugly sarcasm and condescension. One night he had a dream about a favorite childhood story, “The Ugly Duckling,” that his grandmother read to him as a child. John loved the part at the end, where the rejected duck turns into a swan. In the dream, instead of becoming a swan, the ugly duckling turned in a mean, quacking beast that pecked at sibling ducklings, venting his frustrations with anger. Waking up, John was horrified, and shared the dream with his wife; she connected the dots and laughed. His wife had been listening to John’s rants about late kids, hoping his impatience would pass. Seeing himself with new eyes, John chilled out during carpool rides. A scary dream can inspire you to return to your better self.


Feelings during a dream, as well as reactions just after you wake up, can be a pivotal clue to a dream message.


How You Feel When You Wake Up. Notice whether what you feel matches the story. If you see yourself in a coffin yet feel happy, the dream is not a forecast of death. Jacinta felt exhausted as she worked her way through college; one night she was shocked by a dream. She saw her body getting pulverized into paste, like pastry dough, then rolled out and cut by a giant cookie cutter, into a body-shaped chicken nugget. Then the nugget was deep-fried. As she woke up, the scene felt gory and terrifying. However, Jacinta soon realized that during the dream she felt content—she loved chicken nuggets! Feeling content in the dream was a major clue. The story describes someone who is taken apart, reshaped, and turned into something crispy that they love—chicken nuggets. The dream said: Though college is challenging, the experience will transform you and bring a tasty, happy life. What a great metaphor for going to college!


More or Less. Notice if a dream shows feelings that you have often, or emotions you could use more of. Quiet and shy in real life, Oscar saw himself in a dream, bravely demanding a raise from his boss. The dream invited him to be more assertive.


New or Surprising. Feeling surprised can signal a special message. If you see yourself win a race you did not know you had entered, or a slim version of yourself even though you haul around a few extra pounds, the message can be a special heads-up. Though happily married, Laurel was surprised by a dream of a high school sweetheart who made her laugh as they enjoyed an outdoor concert in a park. The joy she felt with the past beau was a sharp contrast to the blahs she secretly felt, at the time, with her husband. The dream reminded Laurel of what she really wanted. Hold on. The dream was not telling Laurel to look up the ex on social media. Instead, it was saying: To revive the romance you crave, do fun things with your husband, like you did when you were young. Ya think?


When surprise is a main feature of a dream, that feeling can signal new potentials or challenges. If the story line is positive, keep an antenna out for opportunities; if the story is scary or negative, look out for challenges. In a dream, Carl saw a brand-new car parked in his garage. Shocked and surprised, in the dream he told himself “I love it, but that can’t be mine.” The car was a model and color Carl craved in younger years, but by middle age had crossed off his bucket list. Was the dream a heads-up that someone would surprise him with that car? Nada. But a promotion a while later came with a fat new paycheck that allowed Carl to buy any car his heart desired. Content, Carl picked a less flashy model than the vehicle of his teenage fantasies.


A Dream Shock or Zinger. If a dream shakes you up or leaves you emotionally dazed or dazzled, your reaction may hold a hidden message or be an invitation to shift a perspective. Annie grew up on a farm, and as a child she loved the hens and chicks that scampered around the yard. Annie kept dreaming about a chicken that was trying to cross a busy highway; in each dream, she feared for the chicken’s life and woke up in a cold sweat. It took a while for Annie to realize that she was the chicken trying to cross the road—as push was coming to shove in a downhill relationship with her alcoholic husband. For the sake of her children, Annie wanted to take charge of her life and leave, yet lacked the courage to strike out on her own. In the English language, if you are “a chicken,” you are afraid. The frantic hen trying to cross the highway was an image of her bottled-up frustration about her marriage, and each time Annie watched the plucky chicken, she inhaled more and more courage. In a final dream, when the chicken safely crossed the road, Annie knew it was time to pack her bags. Nightmare zingers helped Annie face a challenge and, when ready, to embark on a better life.


Step 2: The Story Line


Hints: Story-Line Ins and Outs. The story line is a single sentence that states the gist of the dream—but . . . in generalities. The story line unveils the secret that’s hidden in the obvious. Here’s the scoop on how to do a story line:


1. Capture the Essence of the Action. As you summarize the dream, focus on actions. A dream about training long hours for the Olympics and winning a medal could have the following story line: Hard work brings great success. Or: Someone persists and achieves an outstanding goal.


2. Use Generalities. Do not repeat the actual names of objects or people: instead, paraphrase the story with words like “someone” or “something.” Like a silhouette, generalities eliminate details to reveal the big picture and overall direction. A woman who loves shoes dreams that she is trying on a dozen pairs, and selects a pair of red high heels that look amazing. The story line could be: Someone examines what fits and selects something dramatic, which suits them. There is no mention of a woman, shoes, or the color red, yet the gist of the story is clear.


3. Put Symbols on Hold. Some approaches in dream analysis ask you to immediately focus on the characters and symbols, but doing this can create a distraction that leads you down the wrong path. Symbols and dream characters provide valuable information and deserve a spotlight. But not yet. Other than exceptions discussed in a later section on symbols, in most dreams symbols play a supporting role to the story line. Think of symbols as a spice that creates the “wow” factor to enhance the main meal. Leading with a story line lets you scout the territory, create a map, and avoid jumping to conclusions, which is the most common error in dream analysis. Connie dreamed she was riding a Ferris wheel, almost fell off, yet kept her balance and then enjoyed the ride. The dream scared her, even though it felt good to hold on. Connie had a fear of heights and hated going to Fairs. In real life, Connie had been invited to a family reunion that was going to be held at a local fairground. At first, the Ferris wheel and fairground, as negative associations for her, inclined Connie to say no. Yet the story line said “Someone prevails in an unsteady situation,” which sounded more like encouragement for Connie to hang on and overcome her fears. Connie realized that she loved her large family, and, reminded of her strengths by that dream, resolved to attend.


4. Stand Back. Sometimes, as soon as you wake up from a dream, you think you know what it means. Maybe you do—or maybe you don’t. Experience suggests it can be wise to step back for a second and pretend you do not know what the dream means, at least not yet. Start with a story line and mentally run through the five steps; doing so might dramatically alter a first impression. To avoid jumping to conclusions, create a story line before you commit to what a dream means.


Story Lines for Long Dreams


A long dream can be a message with several parts to it; or can be several dreams, in sequence, that feel like a single dream. Here are a few tips for creating a story line when a dream is extra-long.


1. Create a Story Line for Each Segment. Separate a long dream into its natural parts and give each part its own story line. Read the story lines in sequence to see if they add up to an overall picture about an issue, or whether each story line points to a separate issue.


2. Mini-Themes. Sometimes a long dream is a disjointed maze of actions or people making it hard to fathom a meaningful story line. Instead of a story line, look for mini-themes like “running away” or “looking for something” or “trying to feel safe.” You can also try to spot similarities, differences, or opposites such as love versus hate, or acting silly versus acting serious—which can be turned into a story line, or used as a theme, instead of a story line. When a mini-theme runs through several segments, let it be a story line. Bonus Hint: If several opposites appear such as good versus evil, or cowardly versus brave, it is often a message about the need to find balance on that topic.


3. Story Lines in a Long Dream—As Variations on an Issue.


* Similar Points. Segments in a long dream can make similar points on a single issue. For a person with low confidence, three segments may mirror a low self-esteem or show stories that inspire confidence.


* An Overview. A long dream can be an overview. The first part may summarize the past; the next, mirror the present; and a third point to the future, on a topic.


* Variations on a Theme. A long dream can give several variations on an issue to expand your understanding. One part may show how a childhood situation affected the topic; another, how your current feelings play a part; and a third hint how others see the issue.


Step 3: Match the Story Line to Life


Story Line: A Life Compass. When starting out, try two or three variations of a story line. Once a story line captures the thrust of a dream, it becomes a compass that leads to the message. Like trying on a pair of shoes, see how the story fits your life. Does it match feelings, thoughts, ideas, or goals? Does it match an activity, a relationship, or an overall situation? If the matchup to your life is not obvious, try a few questions. A dream about running a race and winning a gold medal can have the story line “Through effort and persistence, someone achieves an amazing goal.” Questions can be “What would I love to accomplish that takes effort and persistence?” or “Do I have a goal that feels beyond my reach that I should persist with?” Once you match an area of life to the story, a message often clicks.




Classic Techniques to Determine What a Symbol Means


You can ponder the meaning of a dream symbol as you sip a cup of coffee, take a walk, or while stuck in traffic. Try these techniques. They work!


The Association Method


A classic approach to vetting a symbol is Sigmund Freud’s association method. Pick a symbol that resonates and see what memory comes up about the image. Note whether the memory relates to the story. Take another step backward: use that memory to find a new, related one and see if the new memory sheds light on the dream. As in the following example, keep working backward until something clicks; an “aha” can jump out at the first, second, or third pass.


As a high school senior, Brad had a recurring nightmare about a grizzly bear that jumps out of nowhere. Just as the bear is about to attack, it spots a nearby beehive, stops in its tracks, and dashes off to get some honey. Though Brad escapes, he woke up terrified. Brad was applying to a college whose high standards had him in a sweat; he guessed the nightmare was about college anxieties. Lying back on his pillow, Brad was intrigued by the honey and beehive symbols. Suddenly Brad remembered a favorite bedtime story, Winnie the Pooh, and a favorite passage that said, “You are braver than you believe, stronger than you seem, and smarter than you think.” Brad felt tears trickle down his cheek. His dad read the story to him as a child, in between his dad’s tours of duty as a combat soldier; they had buried his dad as a war hero when Brad was twelve. Brad could hear his father’s voice saying he was brave, strong, and smart. As symbols, the bear and the honey uncovered Brad’s secret bedtime exchange with his father. Thanks to the unearthed memories, as Brad faced college and life as a young man, his confidence soared.


The Amplification Method


Psychologist Carl Jung coined the term “amplification” for dream symbols. Instead of going backward in memory, Jung listed his current thoughts about a symbol. In a dream about baseball, someone hits the ball so hard that the bat splits. Instead of wondering when you last saw a baseball game or played, notice what baseball means to you. Baseball can represent a warm summer day, the outdoors, having fun as a kid. You can also note emotions about baseball like feeling relaxed, a love of sports, the warmth of a close family. Consider how each association relates to your dream. Is baseball a metaphor about a need to relax or spend time with family? Does the split bat reference a fence that needs mending? As personal symbols and memories, only you, the dreamer, know the answers.


Fritz Perls: Become the Dream Symbol


Sometimes an intense dream leaves you stumped! If that happens, explore your feelings about the dream. How? Psychiatrist Fritz Perls encouraged dreamers to “become” a dream character.” You can have an imagined written conversation between you and a dream symbol. Or, whether alone or as a group activity, you can act out the symbol by placing two chairs face to face. One is you, the other, the dream character. It sounds nutty but as you move back and forth between chairs and act out each role, remarkable insights can unfold. Becoming a dream symbol works for intense dreams and when logic fails to grasp a message. Known as gestalt, the technique plugs you into your intuitive, unconscious mind; feelings emerge that catapult you to the heart of a message. When all else fails or even just for fun, become the dream symbol! Instead of an example, take this challenge. Select an intense dream image, become the symbol, and see what happens!





Once in a while, an attempt to line up the story with your life comes up blank. If a new version of the story line, with generalized words, still does not fit, put the dream aside; perspectives shift over time. There are other possibilities. Although most dreams are about you, sometimes a dream is not about you; the message can be about a loved one. Or the dream can be about a future event, so the story line does not fit what you are experiencing now. Keep an eye on dreams that do not fit; they can be important. The answer often unfolds, in time.


Step 4: Symbols: Snatches from Memories and Associations


Symbols relate to personal memories. A word to the wise: Leave the dream dictionary and its cookie-cutter approach to dream interpretation in the pantry. Dream dictionaries pop up everywhere because they sound like an easy fix. However, a dream dictionary cannot tell you what a symbol really means, because . . . the true meaning is unique to you—and only you! Five people can dream of a red rose, yet the rose means something different to each person. To one woman, a rose is a reminder of love as the flower her husband presented to her every Valentine’s Day. To another dreamer, roses are a reminder of death and loss as a red bouquet on their loved one’s coffin. For a third person, a rose represents patience, the blossom that is hardest to cultivate in their garden. And so on. Knowing what a symbol means is simple; check your memories about what the symbol means to you. As a word, association is about linking a dream symbol to a memory of an actual person, scene, or object, in your life.





The Mechanics of a Dream Symbol


In the game of charades, you act out a phrase without saying words, like pointing a finger at an ear to say “sounds like.” Charades gives a silent visual clue about objects that leads to another meaning, about a song or movie title. The same happens with dream symbols: a metaphor is a visual “stand-in” for a second meaning. Like a game of charades, the psyche presents an image and invites you to translate the image into a related, metaphoric meaning. Someone browsing through a box of mementos can be a metaphor for “going back in time,” asking you to note something from your past. Like charades, images that your psyche selects for a dream message are not random; each is picked because of a memory link to something that highlights a message. Think of dream symbols as a game of charades and dive fearlessly into your treasure chest of memories.


Symbols Mirror How You Communicate


Notice how you communicate. As it cranks out a dream, the psyche mimics how you express yourself. A polite dreamer tends to have polite dream characters. Someone who is emotional and poetic has flowery dream scenes, filled with detail. The dreams of a direct person of few words can pack a lot of meaning into a short story, with few symbols. Dreams mirror your communication style. Be you. Do you.


Have No Fear—You Already Speak the Symbol’s Language


Understanding a dream symbol is as natural as getting the punch line of a joke. Review your memories about a dream person or object. Sift what those memories mean to you and how they may apply to the dream story. Notice your emotional reactions to a symbol, now and in the past. As you explore such associations, you quickly become an expert about your symbols and metaphors.





Symbols add flavor. In step three, you match a story line to your life and often, at this point, you may get the drift of a dream message. But wait, there’s more! Before you add symbols to the mix, the message is like a plain bagel or a cake with no icing. As a pinch of deeper insight, symbols add flavor to a message. Jordan dreamed that he punched his boss in the face and enjoyed himself in the dream, until he drew blood. The bloody face was an association rooted in memory for Jordan, who felt the connection to a childhood incident at a family gathering where a drunk uncle, to everyone’s horror, hit his wife and bloodied her nose. To Jordon, a bloody face said: Your anger is way out of line. The unmasked memory link to a bloody face in his childhood made the message more potent. A story line is ruled by the head; a symbol touches emotions and adds a “wow” moment on impact. Take the time to unlock the hidden meaning of symbols and unleash your own OMG’s and wow’s.


Symbols can repeat. Sometimes the same symbolic link can echo through a dream several times. A scene representing Olympic training can include a five-mile run, a bike ride, and a hundred push-ups—or even more. Each exercise is a repeated refrain indicating persistence and pushing oneself to the limit. Repetition adds emphasis to the dream, like an exclamation point!


Symbols can amp the message up. Like a pungent spice, a symbol can add an unexpected zing to a dream message. A past memory link can sharply alter your perspective on a message, like adding the distinct flavor of chocolate or lemon to a batter, which steers the result in a particular direction.


For all these reasons, symbols are an important item in the psyche’s toolbox.


Step 5: The Dream Message


Once you know what a dream means, there is a final step. When you ask a friend for advice, they expect you to consider their input. As a deeper part of you, the psyche is a voice of your better angels that communicates what you should do or be, to bring out the best in yourself. Own this quiet, inner voice and dream guidance. Apply it and make it work for you.


As practical and constructive messages, a dream may invite you to adopt a new attitude, change your approach in a relationship, dare you to try a new activity, or encourage you to cope with a challenge. Whatever the message, apply it in a manner consistent with who you are, where you are at, and where your life is heading. Used correctly, dream advice creates a series of natural, positive, forward steps. Unless a dream is a warning about a life-and-death issue, a message rarely turns your life upside down or suggests a drastic change that you didn’t see coming. Balanced, natural steps are the way to go.


APPLYING THE FIVE-STEP METHOD: THREE EXAMPLES






NIGHTMARE





The Five-Step Method, Example #1: 
No Place to Shower


Amelia was a senior advertising executive. She dreamed she was both a doctor and a businesswoman. In the dream, Amelia had a pet koala bear that she dropped off at company headquarters for safekeeping while she completed a project. When her work was done, Amelia retrieved the cuddly Australian bear and went home. She looked for a place to shower because, in her dream role as a doctor, she had to prepare for surgery. Amelia couldn’t find a shower. She was staying at a luxury hotel which should have had showers, but when she checked with the manager, he confirmed there were no showers. Baffled and frustrated, Amelia settled for a quick wash.





Story Line: Frustrated that a normal amenity is not available, someone accepts a superficial facsimile.


Feelings: Distress in the dream; puzzled on awakening.


Relevance: Amelia had just finished a year-long project and desperately wanted a vacation. However, she was immediately offered a new project; it was both a step forward and something she wanted. Amelia wanted a month-long vacation yet had to start the new project right away, which created a conflict between her head and her emotions—as a push–pull that the dream addressed.


Key Symbols:


KOALA BEAR: Something lovable and unusual that defined how Amelia felt about her career and the new assignment.


PREPARING FOR SURGERY: A surgeon performs a critical service that helps others. The image hinted that the new assignment was important, which was in line with the dreamer’s ideal of wanting to help others.


A SHOWER: A place to cleanse and be refreshed; a metaphor in this dream of a vacation, a desire to be refreshed between major assignments.


A QUICK WASH: A metaphor about taking a short break instead taking a full vacation.


Analysis: The dream reminded Amelia that the new opportunity would help others, which was her goal. Amelia shifted perspectives, took a short break, and felt at peace with the new assignment.






NIGHTMARE





The Five-Step Method, Example #2: 
Mother in Handcuffs


In the second example, Denise was an unemployed 50-year-old whose mom had just died. As she sorted out her late mother’s belongings, Denise had a nightmare, where she saw her mother lying on a bed, handcuffed, wailing softly. Shocked at her mother’s condition, Denise keeps trying to reassure her mother. Feeling frantic, Denise tells her mom that her eldest brother has been told what is going on, and is on his way to help.





Story Line: Someone sees a loved one in a painful and limited situation and assures them that all will be well.


Feelings: Very sad; kept wanting to reassure mother.


Relevance: The story mirrored how Denise felt.


Key Symbols:


HANDCUFFS: Extreme limitations.


MOTHER, DECEASED MOTHER: Someone who nurtures and protects; in this dream, a symbol of nurturing yet loss. Metaphor of what dreamer wants, a job, but lost.


WAILING: An expression of pain; a cry for help.


ELDEST BROTHER: Symbolized dreamer’s own strength that she was reaching for.


Analysis: The older brother was a symbol of strength that Denise had, but could not yet get into gear. Words spoken in a dream often hold the message. The reassurance that Denise gave her mom was a message of reassurance to herself that help was on the way, in the form of her own strength, to which she would reconnect. In the guise of an older brother who was coming to the rescue his little sister, Denise reminded herself she had the strength to cope and turn things around.
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