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To everyone who has struggled with the fear
brought on by dark and difficult dreams.
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INTRODUCTION

Are you one of the millions of people around the world who have terrifying and disturbing dreams? For most of us, nightmares are the kinds of dreams we easily remember but would rather forget. I’ve been working with dreams of all kinds for over twenty years. In my private practice as a psychotherapist, and when I am conducting groups and workshops, people frequently tell me about terrifying and difficult dreams.

I became interested in nightmares and other kinds of dreams because I’ve always been a vivid and active dreamer. It always seemed to me that dreams were too complex to dismiss as simply meaningless and random neural firings of an overactive brain. My intuitive feelings have been born out by years of studying dreams and observing their relevance to our daily lives.

I’ve learned nightmares can be an important resource for self-knowledge and spiritual and emotional discovery. Many times I’ve seen the discussion of a nightmare lead to a solution for some deeply troubling problem or personal difficulty. Frightening dreams are particularly significant, because no one gets a nightmare until there is a real need for attention by the dreamer.

This book offers a way of understanding nightmares that has worked for me and for many others. I wrote it because I wanted to create a practical guide for dealing with nightmares, a map anyone might follow through the shadow land of dark and frightening dreams. The techniques and suggestions are tested and proven through years of practical application. If you have nightmares, you can follow the suggestions given and get relief and results.

Lots of things can lead to having a nightmare. You will find plenty of information within these pages to help you determine the cause. Whatever it may be, the good news is that you can do something about it by paying attention and making an effort to understand the underlying message of the dream. Then, perhaps, you won’t need to have the nightmare again.

All of the nightmares used in this book are in the original words of the dreamers. More than half the examples given are from women. About seventy-five percent of the people who work with me are women, and in general women tend to participate in the groups and workshops I conduct about dreams more frequently than men. The interesting thing is that nightmares have no respect for gender and couldn’t care less about the sex of the dreamer. Since all nightmares use the context of the dreamer’s life as a basis for the symbolic images seen in the dream, men’s and women’s dreams reflect the gender experiences of waking life. But both sexes dream of all the themes presented in these pages.

Please use this book as a resource, a friendly guide for self-discovery. Good luck on the journey!

Alex Lukeman
Fort Collins, Colorado



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Everything in these pages is designed with one goal in mind—to help you make sense of your nightmares and make whatever choices needed to eliminate them. There are three parts to the book, plus a helpful glossary of common nightmare symbols located at the end and an index to make it easy for you to find specific subjects within the text.

Part One will show you how to look at dreams in general and nightmares specifically. It may not turn you into an instant expert, but it does offer practical information about the dream language of nightmares and how to understand it. If you have always wondered why people dream and have nightmares, you will find some answers in this section. Part One also contains a “nightmare quiz” that’s fun to take and can reveal a lot about what might be causing your nightmares. Your answers provide clues about whatever it is in your life situation that might be contributing to your disturbing dreams. Once you know what is at the root of your nightmares, you can take steps to do something about it. Knowledge is power when it comes to dark dreams.

Part Two is a series of chapters focusing on different nightmare themes and scenarios that are universal in nature. These kinds of nightmares appear to people all over the world, regardless of ethnic or cultural background. The images of your dreams may be unique, but the themes are not. You are not alone. Open to a chapter containing nightmares with a theme similar to your own and you will find something to help your particular situation. It will be general (because it’s not your dream) but each chapter gives practical information about the same theme and underlying dynamic as the one in your nightmare.

Sometimes just by seeing that others have had the same awful experience you can begin to put the dream in proper perspective and get a handle on the upset. You don’t have to be an expert on interpreting dreams to gain understanding and relief. Read through the dreams of others and see if what the dream meant for them applies in some way to you. Working with many people over the years I’ve had good luck with this approach. You can get good results too.

If you don’t find the specific theme of your nightmare listed in the table of contents, then take a look at chapter 17 in Part Two. You might find it there.

Part Three moves to a more general look at nightmares. Here you will find material on Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) nightmares, nightmares that warn us of potential or actual physical health problems, children’s nightmares and teen nightmares. Each chapter presents useful, down-to-earth ideas and suggestions.

Use the suggestions as practical guidelines. For example, if you are ill or are concerned about your health, the health chapter presents several kinds of dreams foreshadowing or commenting on illness and helps you understand how to tell the difference between a regular nightmare and one that may have immediate health considerations.

If you have kids or teens in your home who have bad dreams, you may find something here to help you make life a little easier. Children’s nightmares and teen nightmares are similar to the nightmares of adults, because they contain fearful scenes meant to convey something from the unconscious to conscious awareness. The focus and images of the dreams may be different (because they are not adults), but the same principles for understanding apply.

If you want to know how to get control of your nightmares or how to deal with them after you wake up, go to the last chapter. Here you will find proven suggestions for taking the fear out of nightmares, including an ancient technique called conscious or lucid dreaming.

At the end of the book is a glossary of common nightmare symbols with possible meanings and thoughts that can help point the way to what the symbols of your nightmare mean for you. Use this to get an idea of how the meaning might apply to your own situation.

All in all, there is quite a lot of information about dealing with nightmares scattered throughout the book. Generally speaking, you will find practical tips and suggestions located near the end of each chapter as well as throughout the text. Look for the bulleted or highlighted lists and use the information wherever it seems right for you. Most of all, enjoy yourself and know that you can get a handle on your darkest dreams.



PART ONE

Nightmare Basics
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WHAT ARE NIGHTMARES?

You are standing on an unfamiliar shore, looking out over a dark and threatening ocean. The light is strange and flat overhead—a sense of foreboding and approaching disaster fills you with dread. Behind you lies a strange city on a hill, filled with people who are all starting to look nervously toward the horizon. Suddenly an enormous wave appears in the distance. It rushes toward you, towering higher and higher until it fills the sky above you. You want to run away, but you can’t get your feet to move quickly in the sand—your legs feel heavy and useless. The wave is almost upon you, blotting out the light as you struggle to lift your legs. The roar of the water fills your ears, people are screaming and running all around you, and you can see the furious, churning water at the curling edge of the wave as it begins to break far, far above. You feel completely helpless before the raging, overwhelming power of the wave. You know you are about to die and fear turns your blood cold. You scream—and wake sitting bolt upright in bed.

You’ve just had a nightmare. Welcome to the ranks of millions who wake up on any given night in terror, their minds filled with horrifying visions of death and destruction, hearts pounding, the taste of fear in their mouth—normal people just like you.

Dreams often disappear like a wisp of smoke with the daylight, but not nightmares. Unlike other dreams, nightmares have such an impact upon our waking mind that we usually remember them. If you have nightmares, read on—in these pages you will find understanding and help.

The important thing to understand about nightmares is that they serve us in some way. Nightmares aren’t bad in and of themselves—they may be disturbing to us, but once we understand how to work with them, they can be a valuable and practical resource. They give us information we can use in our waking life. Nightmares warn us that we are caught up in some internal conflict needing resolution for the sake of our well-being. Stress and trauma, fears and insecurities, feelings of inadequacy, pressures of work, relationship problems, life challenges and physical health can all trigger a nightmare. Most people wish they never had that dark dream. But think of it another way. Wouldn’t you rather have warning when something was wrong? All nightmares are dreams, but fortunately for our peace of mind all dreams are not nightmares. The only difference between regular dreams and nightmares is in content. It is the frightening or deeply disturbing emotional component that sets the true nightmare apart.

Why We Dream

If you ask a dozen different psychologists or sleep experts why we dream you’re likely to get a dozen different answers. There are two popular and completely opposite points of view about why we dream. The scientific and physiological approach favored by professional sleep researchers and many psychologists takes the position that dreams don’t have any meaning at all. For most scientists dreams are nothing more than random neurological events, which may or may not be related to learning and memory functions.

The scientific approach requires hard evidence that can be objectively studied. About the only kinds of dream evidence scientists can pin down are recordings of brain waves from sleeping subjects. REM (Rapid Eye Movement) states of consciousness, in which dreams usually occur, can be observed and recorded on scientific equipment, but no one has yet managed to capture an actual dream for objective study. From this point of view, dreams are seen as internal processing of life events by our brain and are not thought to have any intrinsic meaning.

On the other end of the spectrum are those who think dreams are in fact full of meaning and that the meaning can be understood. Dismissed as “believers” by the scientists, these people see dreams as important communications from within, providing valuable and practical information for living. You can count me with these folks. I am definitely a believer, and I base my beliefs on years of practical experience and observed results. I’m not alone: from ancient physicians like Hippocrates to modern giants like Freud and Jung, many have taken the position that dreams are actually openings onto a landscape of the soul, revealing expanded possibilities of self and spirit. Nightmares sound a wake-up call to rmind up of those possibilities.

Some Thoughts about Dreams

Sometimes people think an external event like watching a horror movie will produce a bad dream. If that were true, then the dream might not have much meaning—it would simply be a kind of nightmarish replay of the film, with you in one of the starring roles! But my experience is that this isn’t what happens. The dreaming mind picks up on the movie images and gives them to you in a dream because they get the desired symbolic message across. From my point of view there are no accidental or meaningless images in a dream. They all have personal meaning—some more than others—and it is a mistake to dismiss them as simply the result of something occurring during the waking day.

We dream because we must, for physiological reasons and because dreams tell us things we need to know about ourselves. Health, relationships, work issues and difficult problems of all kinds are addressed in our dreams. Dreams are critical to health. When someone is deprived of dreams they begin to hallucinate; if dream-deprivation is carried far enough, death can result. Throughout history, dreams have encompassed everything from prophecy and revelation to the discovery of benzene and insulin.

Most of us don’t really want to take the time to learn how to interpret our dreams—and who can blame us? Learning to understand dreams is like learning a foreign language: it takes desire, time and a willingness to learn. The language of our dreams is symbolic and the symbols are both universal and personal. It can be confusing to try to sort out the different possibilities and levels of meaning a dream may contain. But when it comes to nightmares, we usually don’t need convincing that it’s worth our trouble to understand.

In many tribal cultures throughout the world, nightmares are seen as a bad omen. A member of the tribe who had a nightmare on the eve of a great hunt or an important ritual might not be allowed to go with the rest. His dream would keep him apart from the others. He might even have to go through a purification ceremony before he could return to his usual place in the society. Dreams of the dead can be seen as particularly bad news; it is thought that the dead person is actually returning. Since this is against the natural order of things, such a dream may be viewed with great alarm. A nightmare is a bad omen if your culture or belief system says it is.

Why We Have Nightmares

The nightmare is a way for our unconscious mind to get our conscious, waking attention. There are many reasons why we can have a nightmare. Scientists are right when they say dreams help our minds process the events of our daily lives; every day we attempt to integrate enormous amounts of information and experience. Sometimes those events are difficult to take in. The stress of modern living creates fertile ground for the appearance of a nightmare. The trend toward depersonalization in the workplace, the pressures of family and relationships, the failings of our society and the highly visible horrors that appear on nightly television all contribute to the making of a true nightmare. Illness, medications, stress, trauma and impossible workloads play their role in the creation of “bad dreams.” We are all potential candidates for the nightmare experience, simply because of the random and often difficult nature of our lives.

Nightmares caused by psychological distress can occur because of current events or because of something that has happened in the past. For example, people with PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder—see chapter 19) often report recurring dreams or repetitive nightmares. Combat vets, people who have suffered some horrible event like an airplane crash, victims of crime, people in high-stress occupations like flight controllers or policemen—all of these folks can have bad nightmares from time to time, sometimes every night. In these cases, the nightmare is a response to the experience of unacceptable stress or events. The dreams are trying to help resolve the fear and psychic conflict, with the implication that something needs to be done to change things.

Unfortunately for those of us who lead relatively uneventful lives, it’s not necessary to be in one of those specialized, high-risk or high-stress situations to get a nightmare. We may never be victimized by traumatic crime yet dream of rape and violation.

Of course to get any practical use from a nightmare, we must get a good sense of what it means. That requires a look at the basic nature of dream imagery.

The Language of Dreams and
the Nature of Dream Images

The language of dreams is written in symbols—images that carry layers of meaning. We already have a lot of experience understanding symbols, whether we know it or not. For example, why do we send roses to a loved one on Valentine’s Day? We might not consciously think about it, but the rose has long been a symbol of romantic love. The red can represent passion and the dedication of the heart, the green of the leaves symbolizes life, and the thorns of the stem remind us that love is not always as smooth and painless as we might like. There are other meanings for the rose as well: if a rose appears in your dream, you can be sure it’s more than just another pretty flower.

Understanding dreams of any kind begins with feeling into the layers of meaning connected to the dream symbol. Dream imagery can roughly be divided into two very broad categories: imagery born out of our personal experience of life and imagery that arises from an impersonal store of symbolic image and meaning common to all humankind. Dreams often combine the two, in an effort to get across the message we need to hear.

This is an important concept for true understanding. No one has a problem seeing symbols as personal, but the idea that we may be tuned in through dreams to something universal in nature can get a lot of people shaking their heads and rolling their eyes. In this category we come across prophetic dreams, dreams that sometimes change the course of human events. It’s an idea at least as old as the biblical story told in Genesis of Joseph and Pharaoh. Do you know the story?

Joseph and Pharaoh

The short version: Joseph is sold into slavery by his jealous brothers. Falsely accused by Potiphar’s wife of sexual advances, he ends up in one of Pharaoh’s prisons. While there he interprets two dreams for two prisoners. Both interpretations are borne out by events that come to pass. One prisoner, Pharaoh’s royal baker, is executed. The other prisoner, the royal wine-bearer, is set free as Joseph predicted. Years later Pharaoh has a nightmare. He dreams of seven lean cows eating seven large ones, then of seven lean ears of corn eating seven full ones. Pharaoh wakes distraught, unable to get help from the best necromancers in Egypt.

The wine-bearer remembers Joseph’s ability with dreams and tells Pharaoh, who summons Joseph from prison. Joseph tells him the dreams predict a time of famine coming to Egypt, seven lean years after seven good ones. Pharaoh puts Joseph in charge of preparing for the disaster. Now in a position of great power, Joseph saves Egypt from starvation and is reunited with his family.

Because Joseph was able to truly interpret a dream, the most powerful ruler in the world set Egypt on a fourteen-year journey of preparation. For seven years the people were taxed and grain stored in huge silos. In the next seven years of terrible drought Egypt was saved, while the rest of the region suffered terribly. I wonder what would happen if the leaders of today’s world paid more attention to their dreams?

Joseph and Pharaoh were responding to something possessed of wisdom that appeared in dreams, something mysteriously beyond their personal selves. In the Bible this wisdom and guidance was attributed to God. In the language of modern psychology one way to describe it was coined by Carl Jung, a Swiss doctor who developed the branch of psychotherapy called Analytical Psychology. He called it the “collective unconscious.” Whatever it is or whatever you call it, it is real and can be experienced in dreams. The trick is to learn to tap into the wisdom.

Universal Themes and Symbols

There are universal themes and symbols occurring in nightmares, regardless of culture, time or place. They appear in dreams to all humans and transcend situation and cultural experience. We can understand something about our nightmares if we can understand something about the themes and symbols that occur for all of us. The table of contents for this book reflects many of these themes. As you read further you will find many examples of symbols, both universal and personal.

Anyone who watches television or goes to the movies has been exposed countless times to many frightening symbols and themes of human experience. Good movies (even many bad ones) use powerful symbolic cues to convey feeling and intensity, engaging the audience in a virtual experience of the story being told on the screen. The most successful movies tap directly into our sub-conscious minds, without the need for outer, rational evaluation. The images of the film go right past the filters of our outer mind and produce an instant, non-rational response.

Take Psycho, for instance, the well-known Hitchcock horror film. The most famous scene in this movie, a classic in its own right, is the shower scene where someone—we don’t know who—murders the character played by Janet Leigh with a large kitchen knife. Viewing the film we are instantly caught by the intensity of the attack. Conscious knowledge of watching a movie is frozen by a perception the murder is real. We respond on a visceral and unthinking level, because the scene speaks to a universal fear we all carry—the fear such a thing could happen to us.

In dreams we seem to have a real experience. We don’t usually know we are dreaming—it appears real, just as in a movie scene. The very successful series of films beginning with Nightmare on Elm Street exploits our common experience of dreams as real, building horrific events and truly nightmarish sequences on the themes and symbols filling our worst nightmares. The horror movies of our culture reflect back to us an underlying psychic pool of fearsome images that is a dark part of our human heritage. Like nightmares, they trigger our psychic alarms.

Getting to the Meaning

Fortunately it’s possible to grasp the meaning of a nightmare and thus put an end to the need for having it. Even though your nightmare holds a particular meaning uniquely yours, by looking at dreams similar to yours you may get an understanding of what your dream means for you. This is true even if you are no “expert” on dream interpretation. The chapters in this book dealing with specific themes can help you do that. You can find relief.

It does help to keep a few basic guidelines in mind. It’s impossible to define any given dream symbol appearing in a nightmare, like a poisonous snake or a relentless stalker, in a way always correct for everyone. Your dream is a specific, personal dream. The trick is to get to the meaning the dream symbol has for you. How do you do that?


Seven Keys for Finding Relief from Nightmares


The points below provide a strong foundation for effectively dealing with your nightmares. Let’s consider each one in turn.

1. REALIZE THE NIGHTMARE DIDN’T OCCUR JUST TO SCARE YOU, BUT HAS MEANING AND PURPOSE. THIS IS ABSOLUTELY FUNDAMENTAL TO LOOKING AT NIGHTMARES.

Sometimes people think when they have a nightmare they are being victimized by their own dreaming mind. Nightmares are so disturbing that there is a strong tendency to push them out of our thoughts as quickly as possible. That’s not always easy.

Nightmares occur for specific reasons. The reason may be physical, such as serious illness or as an effect of medication; in that case the meaning of the dream may bear directly on the physical problem. The reason may be psychological; then the dream is trying to point out some underlying psychic context rooted in the past or the present, definitely relevant to a current life situation.

Whatever the reason, it is important enough so that our dreaming mind decides a nightmare is needed. That’s all it can do—it can’t make us interpret the significance and act accordingly. That’s up to us. Once we understand the dream communication we learn something we need to know about ourselves, practical information directly affecting our well-being.

2. YOU HAVE AN INNATE ABILITY TO UNDERSTAND AND GAIN RELIEF FROM THE DREAM.

When you discover the meaning of a dream, relief appears. The nightmare may indicate something you need to do, some action to take, some possibility to explore—you would not have the dream unless something within you thought you could make sense of it. Something in you brought you the dream—actually “dreamed it up.” That same something knows the meaning of the dream and will be happy to help you understand it.


3. DON’T BE AFRAID TO LOOK AT HORRIFYING IMAGES, OR THINK THAT BAD IMAGES MEAN BAD THINGS ABOUT YOU.

People are often shocked by what appears in their nightmares. This is a good place to point out that the unconscious mind, the source of our nightmares, doesn’t seem to care about things we normally hold to be important. Morality, ethics, civilized rules of behavior, cultural mores and taboos—all of these mean nothing to the unconscious. It is a mark of human evolution that we have created civilized societies in which we can live and work together without acting out the primal urges forming the basis of our ancestral heritage.

Dreaming about actions utterly repugnant to our waking mind does not mean there is something bad or wrong about us. It only means we are being asked to take notice of the symbolic acts of our dreams as a way of understanding something. Don’t be afraid to think about the nightmare. There is a reason and a purpose why you dreamed it. Try to set aside your natural judgments and fears and see the dream objectively for what it is—a dance of images created from within that grabbed your awareness through its power and horror. Your challenge is to make sense of the dream, not dismiss it out of hand.

4. LEARN TO STEP AWAY AND CONSIDER THE IMAGE OBJECTIVELY, WITHOUT EMOTION, IF POSSIBLE.

It’s not easy to understand something when we are caught up in an emotional response. If we simply react to the dream, we won’t understand anything. We have to set aside our feelings and see the nightmare images for what they are—symbols containing meaning for us.

Here are a few tips for viewing the dream objectively:

• Pretend you are watching a movie or television show—you are not actively engaged, just observing the story and drawing conclusions about the characters and action.

• Take a few deep breaths, then tell the story out loud to yourself (or a sympathetic listener). Do this three times, and you will find that the emotional charge has been greatly reduced. This works!

• Remind yourself as much as you need to that it’s a dream, even though it felt so real. Just a dream, but important because it is trying to tell you something.

• Get a paper and crayons and draw the images as best you can—create a picture of the dream. This can help you realize the meaning and defuse the emotional charge.

• In your mind’s eye, visualize yourself in a peaceful setting. Examine each of the scenes in the dream, always returning to the sense of peacefulness and calm with which you started.

• Relax!

The secret to emotional discharge is found in familiarity and in an effort to look at the problem with as much awareness as you can muster. Face it squarely and it will diminish in its power.

5. IF YOU GET AN IDEA OF THE MEANING, YOU GET TWO GOOD RESULTS: YOU WON’T HAVE TO HAVE THE DREAM AGAIN AND YOU HAVE PRACTICAL ADVICE FOR YOUR REAL, OUTER LIFE.

Sometimes just making an effort to understand alleviates the need for another nightmare, or for the same one to return. When we really get the meaning of a dream, it is a visceral feeling—we feel the correctness in our body. Such a dream always has practical implications for waking life. If you can’t see the connection, it only means you have to look harder to find it.

For example, suppose you realize overwork and exhaustion provoked the nightmare. The implication of the dream is to do something to relax, reduce stress and take care of yourself. Once you grasp the meaning of a nightmare you will not need to have it again—unless you ignore the message, in which case it may come back stronger and more intense than before.

6. REMIND YOURSELF THAT NIGHTMARES CAN OPEN THE DOOR TO LOVE AND HEALING IN BOTH A PSYCHOLOGICAL AND A PHYSICAL SENSE. THEY ARE A GIFT FROM YOUR UNCONSCIOUS MIND, EVEN THOUGH THEY SEEM FRIGHTENING WHEN THEY OCCUR.

It may seem odd to think of a nightmare as a gift, but that is what it truly is. It helps to think in this way. By discovering the meaning of a dream it’s possible to release old hurts, heal old emotional wounds or burdens or detect illness that may be dangerous. You may trigger a potential within you for broader understanding and appreciation of your life. That’s in addition to just finding relief from the dream because you got a handle on it! You would not have the dream unless it was so important your sense of well-being and inner peace depended on it. I’d call that a gift, wouldn’t you?

7. LET YOUR MIND RELAX; FREELY ASSOCIATE IMAGES, FEELINGS AND MEMORIES.

The man who rediscovered the importance of dreams in modern times was Sigmund Freud. He encouraged his patients to express a free-flowing association of thoughts and images, which he then used as a basis for therapy. You don’t have to be a psychoanalyst to do the same. The secret to finding the meaning of your nightmares lies in opening yourself to a relaxed flow of imagery and thoughts, allowing ideas and memories to surface until something triggers a sense of correctness about the meaning.

For example, suppose you dream of standing naked in front of a large crowd, unprepared to deliver a speech. This is a common dream, a nightmare for many. What could this mean? Let your mind roam over the images of the dream. Standing naked = no clothes = embarrassed = exposed = vulnerable. You are feeling exposed and vulnerable about something. You have to deliver a speech, but you are unprepared. Speech = communication. Unprepared = without needed information or knowledge or practice = inadequate to the task. If you combine feeling vulnerable and exposed with an inability to communicate based on feeling inadequate to the task, you are getting a sense of the meaning. Then when you look at your waking life you will find some situation that mirrors the concern in the dream. Perhaps there’s a big presentation coming up at work or there’s a need to prove yourself in some way that others will notice. Now you know why you had the nightmare and can do something to better prepare yourself or calm your fears. This is how free association works. Look at each important piece of the dream and then think about the underlying associations. It takes practice, but you can learn to do it.

The Nature of the Unconscious Mind

As I’m writing this chapter I feel the need to say more about the unconscious mind and the way it communicates with us through all dreams, especially nightmares. This book is not meant to be a psychological and academic look at nightmares; it’s meant to be a practical guide. Yet it is impossible to talk about nightmares with any real depth and not use terms like “unconscious.” It’s also impossible to interpret dreams fully without honestly questioning ourselves about what they might mean. Sometimes that honesty leads us to places we’d rather not see and to questions we would rather not ask.

The unconscious mind isn’t like our waking mind. Our waking mind has learned many things about how it is supposed to be in the world. Depending on what it is we have learned, what culture we come from and a host of other life factors, we become the kind of person we are. We think of ourselves as being a certain way—not in detail, but with an overall sense of self. For example, we learn that it is not all right to just take what we want when we want it. If we refuse to learn that lesson we may end up in prison, because society has mechanisms in place to protect the majority from the predators among us.

The unconscious mind, however, does not play by the same rules. In the unconscious the predator is alive and well, along with a large cast of other interesting and sometimes not very nice characters and personas that cannot be safely expressed in their primal form. The conscious mind becomes the arbiter, imposing restrictions, rules, and context. But the unconscious will have its say regardless of our efforts to regulate it. This can lead to some difficult inner conflicts and stressful responses in waking life. Those conflicts show up in nightmares.

You don’t have to have a degree in psychology to understand dreams, but you do have to have compassion for yourself and a genuine desire to seek out the meaning. The unconscious mind is unexplored territory for most and no maps are available. There is no science of understanding dreams and nightmares, no perfect lab procedure that can always produce a satisfactory and repeated result. When it comes to dreams, we are all travelers together on a road into the unknown, marked only by the fleeting, ephemeral images of our dreaming minds.

Simply because nightmares are so disturbing, they often refer to things we don’t want to know about, hidden corners of our being we have managed to avoid bringing into the light. Sometimes the dream challenges deeply held convictions or beliefs. Usually when that happens we will reject the message. More frequently, we simply don’t understand it. That is a way to protect our ideas about ourselves, a way to avoid making waves in our lives. I don’t know anybody who wants waves made in their life. We all tend to go into powerful denial if confronted with a potential wave-maker.

Here’s a true story to illustrate what I’m talking about. Some years ago I was acting as a strategic business consultant, applying what I know about how people think and act to the corporate world. I always tried to bring a dose of common sense into the meeting room. For example, do you think it might be a good idea to ask production line employees if they have any ideas about improving productivity when productivity is declining? Sounds logical, doesn’t it?

My partner and I were making a modest proposal to the executive team of a well-known major American corporation. When we brought up the idea of surveying employees on the production line for suggestions and ideas, the chief executive of the company said, “But what if we find out something we don’t want to know? We might have to do something about it!” I couldn’t believe he had actually said that. Scary, isn’t it? Here was the highly paid CEO of a big-time company refusing to consider anything that might force him to change his ideas about how it all should be done. Needless to say we did not land the job.
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