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What People Are Saying About Soul Connection with Horses:


Soul Connection with Horses is inspiring, spiritual, and insightful. This book is a must-have for any Equine Assisted Worker who wants to truly journey alongside their client and horse, with awareness, authenticity and an open heart. Sharing her own experiences and knowledge, Suzanne Court captures the very essence of this work and the amazing, triangulated relationship with these beautiful sentient creatures.


Brenda Tanner, Founder of Equine Encounters Australia, www.equine-encounters-au.com


Suzanne Court’s new book Soul Connection with Horses challenges us to expand and deepen our understanding of the dynamic, complex, and powerful relationship between horses and humans. She masterfully and elegantly explores concepts very near and dear to my heart — expanded awareness, presence, spaciousness, honest connection, and so much more. I am over-the-moon excited that this book exists. Thank you, Suzanne, for helping to advance the practices of all those who include horses in their human services.


Leif Hallberg, M.A., LPC, LCPC, author of Walking the Way of the Horse and The Clinical Practice of Equine-Assisted Therapy
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With immense gratitude I dedicate this book to the horses with whom I have had the pleasure of sharing my life and from whom I have learned more than I could possibly say: Sydney James, Bertha, Jesse James, Jim the Eagle, Hawk, Marnie, Goldie, Sandy, Jaz, Riley, Tara, Romeo, Jake, Chipper, Randolph, Bounce, Gypsy, Pippin, and Johnny. I love you all and owe you so much.
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Foreword


As a reader who has very little personal experience of being with horses, I found on every page of this inspiring book a respectful, compassionate reflection on the human condition and our place on planet earth. The author returns again and again to guided mindfulness practices such that reading the book itself creates a context for mindful awareness—reminding us how to be present here and now, and that we are all one. Suzanne Court, PhD, masterfully demonstrates that when we learn to view the world through the eyes of another being—in this case a horse—and observe how they make sense of their world, we can put aside prior assumptions not only of who they are, but also of who we are. This book helps us to begin to be aware of a bigger dimension of existence, and to fathom the meaning of soul and spirit. Written as an outgrowth of her own experiential learning with horses, the author makes clear that all that is required from the reader is respect for animals, interest in psycho-spiritual enquiry, and curiosity towards the transformative presence of horses. The scientific underpinning for the effectiveness of equine assisted (or facilitated) therapeutic practices is growing and the book believably shows that learning and therapy with horses works. By transcending outgrown personal stories, people learn through their interaction with horses to step out of old ineffective ways of thinking and being, and to step into connection and wholeness. As the author asserts, modern humans (especially Westerners) have come to believe in the myth that we and nature (our environment) are separate things that can somehow operate independently. The book is a timely reminder of how nature can lead us back to who we really are, our true selves. By detailing inspiring examples of working with people who have suffered trauma or are experiencing life crises and difficulties, we learn how healing ensues from inviting horses to be spiritual guides, leading us to a place of peace and contentment that is innate to all beings on this planet. Horses invite us to find wholeness in the very depth of our humanity. I would recommend this book to anyone who is seeking meaning and harmony within ourselves and within our communities in these troubled times.


Dr. Patte Randal LRCP MRCS DPhil, coauthor of Finding Hope in the Lived Experience of Psychosis: Reflections on Trauma, Use of Power, and Re-visioning Psychiatry (P. Randal, J. Stanton, Routledge, 2022)









Preface


Following an academic career spanning thirty years, I was able to follow my first loves of psychology and horses, undertaking professional training from the Australian Institute of Professional Counsellors (AIPC) and the Equine Psychotherapy Institute (EPI) in Australia. After qualifying, I practiced under the name Earthhorse Australia, then in 2013 moved back to New Zealand and started the Earthhorse Aotearoa1 equine assisted counseling practice with my wife, Sarah. I applied the inspiring EPI model while also incorporating my own authentic voice to the work, including understandings from spiritual traditions.


I stand on the shoulders of all the pioneers in the relatively new equine assisted therapeutic and learning practices, most notably, Megan Kirby, Ariana Strozzi, Leif Hallberg and Linda Kohanov, whose insights I have integrated with those who I choose to call my spiritual teachers (Ram Dass, Eckhart Tolle, Alan Watts, the Buddha, Jesus of Nazareth, Thomas Merton, Thomas Moore, Richard Rohr, Jack Kornfield, Marshall Davis and Carl Jung, to name but a few) whose wisdom has enriched my life. In this book I acknowledge wisdom, points of view, and direct quotations from the above sources wherever possible, but due to familiarity with their work, some modes of expression assimilated into my language may be unwittingly claimed as my own.


Throughout this writing I provide some examples from my professional practice with clients. In the interests of maintaining client confidentiality I do not use real names and I disguise details that might otherwise identify a client. What I retell is factual but, of necessity, comprises brief snippets of what are usually long periods of involvement with a client. Although I describe some insights coming to clients through the work with horses, I do not mean to imply that through our interactions anyone was relieved of their presenting issues and problems in any single session. This work is not about quick fixes, although reading short case studies can erroneously give such an impression.


I do not use the names of the current horses we work with either. I sense that given the option, they too would opt for anonymity. Throughout the book, where I need to refer to a horse as he or she, I alternate genders among chapters.


Footnote


1.  Aotearoa is the indigenous name for New Zealand, and Earthhorse is the seventh animal of the Chinese Zodiac. https://www.earthhorse.co.nz









Part I: A Meeting of Souls









Chapter 1


Introduction


Ancestral inheritance


Asking horses and other animals to work alongside humans in personal learning, emotional healing and spiritual spaces appears to have started at the beginning of the 21st century. However, these kinds of relationships with animals go back millennia to the period when our ancestors ventured out from the forests and onto the plains. In that environment all animals were potential and actual sources of sustenance, however, the remembered histories of indigenous peoples tell us that human regard for animals (and in this case, horses), as sentient beings with whom we share many perspectives, had its beginnings eons ago.


Early human contact with horses and other large animals is evidenced visually by a set of beautiful rock paintings on a cave wall in Pech Merle, France, known as the Chauvet cave paintings.1 These paleolithic rock paintings of white horses with dark spots (not unlike the modern appaloosa leopard pattern) rendered in unprecedented detail show no hint of being hunted, although horses were certainly a food source at this time. What makes these drawings stand out in significance is their accuracy and precise detail, suggesting that the artists had observed horses over long periods of time and, importantly, that they valued them aesthetically. The Chauvet cave paintings are estimated to be between 25,000 and 35,000 years old, although according to fossil evidence it wasn’t until 6000 years ago in Ukraine that humans first domesticated horses.2


The earliest known written account in the Western world showing appreciation and respect towards the horse comes from the Greek writer Xenophon, 2300 years ago. He expressed an understanding of the horse’s point of view, much of which remains relevant today:


One great precept and practice in using a horse is this—never deal with him when you are in a fit of passion. A fit of passion is a thing that has no foresight in it, and so we often must rue the day when we gave way to it. Consequently, when your horse shies at an object and is unwilling to go up to it, he should be shown that there is nothing fearful in it, least of all to a courageous horse like him; but if this fails, touch the object yourself that seems so dreadful to him, and lead him up to it with gentleness.3


It is a given that humans didn’t develop independently of animals but that we coevolved with them. If we ever question how much we owe animals in terms of mutual development and evolution, it is worth considering the work of Dr. Robert Wayne.4 He and his colleagues from UCLA found that around the time that Homo sapiens evolved from Homo erectus, wolves and humans cooperated in ways that hugely affected the futures of both species. Homo sapiens had initially lived in small nomadic groups, had hardly any tools and probably not much in the way of language, and before they teamed up with wolves they had little in the way of social skills. What’s more, the earliest humans living on the plains had hunted alone rather than in groups, and according to Robert Wayne it was wolves who taught humans their complex social skills, pack-hunting traditions and establishment of non-kin friendships. Animal scientist Dr. Temple Grandin in reference to Wayne’s work writes that, “By the time these early people became truly modern, they had learned to do all these wolfie things [and] when you think about how different we are from other primates, you see how dog-like we are.”5 Sharing our living spaces and hunting together with wolves (and later with dogs) was mutually beneficial: just as they brought strategies and protection to the human group we, in turn, nurtured them. Furthermore, anthropologist Dr. Pat Shipman makes the claim in her book, Our Oldest Companions, that if it weren’t for dogs, humans would be extinct by now. She bases this on the relatively inferior capacities of our olfactory and hearing senses, arguing that they didn’t evolve further because we learned to rely on dogs for their superior ability to detect sounds and smells. She writes, “People learned to work with other species so that we could borrow their exceptional abilities without having to evolve them ourselves.”6 The common saying “why have a dog and bark yourself” uncannily expresses what happened through evolution. This kind of research supports the concept that we are communities of beings and that on our own we are neither complete nor sufficient to maintain life. We need nature to complete us, or to put it another way, human beings and their environment are one single entity.


We have much to learn from indigenous cultures who have shared their lives with horses, some of whom regarded specific animal species as semi-gods and guides, and many relying on them for survival in ways other than as food sources. Native Americans, for instance, made meaningful connections with horses whom they regarded as sacred beings with special powers from which they could draw. Wendy Baker in her book, Healing Power of Horses, says that, “Horse medicine men had dreams or visions in which they gained knowledge about herbs and roots from wild horses or stallions. With this knowledge they could not only cure sick horses but people as well.”7 The extent to which interspecies learning occurred in the remote past we are now coming to understand from writers such as Meg Daley Olmert, who in her book, Made for Each Other, effectively presents scientific evidence of how interspecies relationships have helped shape human evolution.8


It seems odd to realize now that the history of the predator-prey connection between horse and human is very much longer than the history of cooperation and domestication. Fossil records indicate that horses were on the menu for 20 to 30 thousand years before humans realized how beneficial they could be to us alive. In turn, we have been of value to the horse: without human veneration and utilization of the horse’s fidelity, strength, speed and stamina, it is doubtful they would have survived as a species into the present day. However, let’s not forget that equines of all varieties have paid a considerable price for their survival as they have been coerced into taking on heavy burdens through agricultural labor, warfare, competitive sports and major forms of cartage and transport.


Ever since humans domesticated horses we relied on them to ease our burdens. The horses’ lot might have improved overall within the human world since the invention of the combustion engine, but their subservience to humanity has changed only in detail as they continue in so many ways to be treated as extensions of the human ego. But there is something special about horses that predisposes them to choose cooperation with human beings, for which we are indebted. The horse, like the dog, is prepared to share space with humans despite our differences (or maybe because of them), and through their willingness and generosity they have endeared themselves to us. But although horses today are rarely asked to work in agriculture and warfare, all too often they are treated no better than sporting equipment or commodities with which to advance human wealth or status. Humans have an unfortunate habit of objectifying horses (along with most animals) from the underlying assumption of human superiority, forgetting that we too are animals and that ongoing species diversity is essential for the longevity of planet Earth and humankind. Even the kindest of horse owners can unwittingly fall into behaviors that objectify horses, something which in ignorance I have done myself. Often we don’t realize we have such an underlying bias of superiority until retrospectively we learn more cooperative ways of relating to our mammalian brothers and sisters. If we are not careful, working with horses within mental, spiritual, learning and healing spaces can become yet another way of objectifying the horse, although I like to think that we are moving beyond that and are increasingly appreciating the uniqueness of horse nature.


Equine assisted practices


Half a century ago equine assisted (or facilitated) learning, coaching and therapy practices were unknown in a formal sense, but in recent decades learning resources with varying approaches to the subject have emerged, and with them, experienced practitioners and authors. The first writing on Equine Assisted Learning that I came across was Linda Kohanov’s groundbreaking 2007 book, The Tao of Equus,9 that introduced me to a fascinating new world. At that stage, had I already known the modality existed, I would have said it was the book I’d been waiting for. And it seems that it is what the world had been waiting for too, if the explosion of interest in healing and spiritual work with horses is anything to go by.


Today many people are discovering that as they work in collaboration with horses, either in a therapeutic or learning capacity, they also become more self-compassionate, accepting and awake. Once people open themselves to equine wisdom through the guidance of an experienced practitioner they may rediscover their own innate wisdom as they become grounded and connected with such a beautiful manifestation of nature. This capacity for healing and awakening through specific equine assisted approaches has been enabled to a large extent by the increasing utilization of less exploitative horsemanship techniques.


The “natural horsemanship” movement (which owes considerably to traditional indigenous knowledge), through its emphasis on learning the language of the horse, treats them more compassionately than had been the predominant practice. However, “natural horsemanship” is a misleading term since we are dealing with domesticated horses rather than free and wild animals in their natural environment, and that includes unnatural practices such as confinement to paddocks or stables and being sat upon by human beings. To have predator-like beings ride on a prey animal’s back and take command of his or her movements can hardly be regarded as natural. But despite my misgivings about the term “natural horsemanship”, without having been a devoted disciple of the modality for several decades I would not have seen the possibilities of working in equine assisted learning and therapy.


Today I take “natural” to signify the intent to communicate honestly with horses by learning to read their nonverbal language and by determining to see their point of view. But even though willingness to learn their nature and language is a good start, it is not sufficient to ensure truly noncoercive partnerships (as numerous indigenous human cultures can attest to in the wake of colonization). I have learned valuable skills and understandings from natural horsemanship, although much of what I considered to be natural horse handling methods twenty or thirty years ago, I have since revised. All too often back then I witnessed overpowering approaches bordering on cruelty from trainers in the name of “showing leadership” or “being the alpha horse”, but because they usually got the promised results I put my doubts to one side. I remember with shame how wholeheartedly I adopted and practiced some of those domineering attitudes, but I suppose we must start somewhere. Even the language I used around horses then such as calling him or her an “it” or talking of “using” and “catching” a horse, and “making” a horse do something is cringeworthy to me today. Obviously, horses don’t appreciate the finer points of human verbal language, although it is inevitable that they detect our intentions behind the language we use.


The foundation stone of my equine assisted work is to establish honest, non-objectifying relationships with the horses regardless of the healing or learning discipline with which it is approached. Whatever the background and discipline, it is essential to consider that communication between horse and human flows in both directions. We are not working with a useful animated tool, but with a sentient and sensitive being worthy of respect and compassion, that is, with our equal. For any equine assisted work to be effective the fundamental relationship of practitioner and horse must be questioned and assessed constantly. Therefore, this book starts by focusing on the practitioner-horse relationship as the fundamental value underlying equine assisted learning and therapy, without which the work would be much less effective and meaningful. I have become convinced through working with horses in the therapy and learning space that it is essential to open oneself to inner transformation before attempting to facilitate the same with other people. This book attempts to give some advice in this regard, as well as offer ideas for working with clients to help them traverse from mental discomfort to inner peace and acceptance.


The professional arena


There are several avenues into equine assisted work. A quick browse through the Internet demonstrates just how many varieties of practices and training modes there are currently in the equine assisted and facilitated space, along with a profusion of different names for the work.10 There are any number of different styles, philosophies and theoretical underpinnings for which there is currently no standard global practice, although inevitably some organizations and practitioners claim to offer the primary model. In my opinion, standardization within the equine assisted learning and therapy space is both unrealistic and unnecessary given that practices have emerged from diverse professional fields such as psychology, psychotherapy, counseling, leadership, personal growth, coaching, goal setting and physical therapy. What I consider far more important than standardization is maintaining sound ethical and professional practices, with certification and supervision grounded in the therapy or learning discipline from which the equine assisted work emerges for practitioners.


The various equine assisted modalities which have arisen worldwide fall into the three broad categories of learning, therapy and coaching, none of which in my opinion is superior to any other. Rather than be competitive with each other, I see a potential for these modalities to offer mutual enhancement across their presumed boundaries and to benefit from a spiritual perspective (Example 1). Since my training and practice is in the counseling profession I naturally lean towards the language of talk therapy but for a reader whose expertise is otherwise, I trust that you will see relevant applications for yourself in this book. My objective is to present a sound ethical basis for the work and to provide an environment where spiritual enquiry may arise naturally with clients within all varieties of equine assisted therapy and learning practices.


On a practical level there appear to be two predominant modes of practice in the equine assisted space. One is for an individual to take the joint roles of horse handler and practitioner while under the umbrella of a particular mental health, coaching or learning profession. This requires practitioners to be equally well versed in therapy, learning or coaching (according to specific experience and qualifications) as they are in horsemanship. The other approach is for a specialist teacher or mental health practitioner, along with someone well versed with horses, to work together as a pair. Working in pairs, an equine specialist with a mental health specialist, is not my preferred mode of working but I accept that it is for some. My misgivings are that working in pairs could potentially blur the lines of confidentiality for clients, present trust challenges and make sessions prohibitively expensive since two professionals are engaged per session.
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Example 1





Currently, while there is little uniformity within equine assisted (or facilitated) practices, nonetheless, an emerging body of scientific research is gradually adding credibility to the work. Scientific underpinning grows as research students in various disciplines continue to produce doctoral and masters theses on equine assisted/facilitated therapies and learning, and as tertiary institutions open to supporting research in animal assisted therapy.11 However, while it is encouraging to see some verification of the effectiveness of equine assisted work we can’t afford to wait for science to confirm definitively what we already know: that learning and therapy with horses is highly effective. The scientific method doesn’t give us the full picture since it always follows behind experiential knowledge, and scientific tools are developed in accordance with perceived need. As Dr. Paul Holman suggests in his book, Living Space, “the scientific method plods along, often light years behind intuition, but gets there in the end; like doubting Thomas it has to experience the truth in a very direct and sensual/consensual way.”12


Knowing as intuition


We live at a time when it is increasingly important for humans to trust the world of experience from both intuitive and intellectual perspectives and to realize that these two ways of knowing are not in conflict. Intellect and intuition need each other if we are to live in balance and harmony, but historically the intuitive abilities of humanity have been increasingly ignored as we have become more “civilized”. We are at a stage now in human development where establishing meaningful connections between the intellect and intuition (i.e. between the left and right hemispheres of the brain) is an imperative for survival.13


Equine assisted therapy and learning is an invitation to horses to work with us to reestablish natural bonds and intuitive ways of knowing that have become buried beneath layers of conceptualization. The conceptually dominated way of life, despite the many successes and benefits it has brought to human society, has contributed enormously to the psycho-spiritual ills of humanity. We are now realizing that human beings are incapable of living contented lives through the exercise of intellect alone; we also need to trust our intuition and turn to nature in its many manifestations to rediscover the wholeness that is our birthright. Intelligence alone will not get humanity out of the dilemmas currently being experienced worldwide. Albert Einstein is supposed to have said something along the lines of it not being possible to solve a problem from the same state of consciousness that created it, but this is a message slow in being adopted. Thought, intelligence and concepts will not by themselves simplify what they have so effectively complicated. Since we humans en masse are no longer the grounded and interconnected beings we once were, we will continue to complicate our lives until we learn how to access the True Self, which we might also choose to call Soul, Atman, Spirit, Tao, Great Mystery, God or Higher Being.


Losing touch with the wholeness of human nature is a direct result of forgetting that we are part of nature. Not only do the majority of modern humans have very little interaction with nature, we also fail to see that we are not just in nature, we are nature. In the Western world especially we have become disconnected from natural sources of health and knowledge that were once naturally acquired through the beneficial sharing of space and resources with other manifestations of life. What we have lost above all, is connection with each other, with animals, with the natural environment and therefore with ourselves. When we ask and are open enough we learn from horses, through their willingness to share their candid honesty, and how to awaken our innate capacity to live in harmony within ourselves and in community.


There are three ways of knowing ourselves: through cognitive activity (the predominant model in Western cultures), somatically through the body-mind14 and non-conceptually through the soul (or spirit). Ideally all three should work together in balance but it’s the last two ways of knowing that Western society largely disregards and devalues. It is the premise of this book that the horse willingly leads us back to the non-conceptual spaces of knowing that we knew and trusted in previous generations. This writing itself emerges from that space as an outgrowth of my own experiential learning with horses who continue to offer meaningful connection.


Focus and readership


In equine assisted work it makes sense to only bring horses into the work who are emotionally balanced and comfortable in the company of humans. Both horses and practitioners should be familiar “speaking” to each other in horse language, however, this book doesn’t focus on the training of horses other than what is necessary to “read” them while working with clients. Neither is this a manual on “how to do” equine assisted work with clients. Rather, it assumes that readers either have, or are heading towards, their own practice within a bona fide mental health or personal development discipline and are curious to consider exploring the underlying spiritual dimension within the work.


The writing is directed towards three groups of readers: equine assisted (or facilitated) practitioners wishing to explore a spiritual dimension within their practice; equestrians with a desire to deepen their relationships with horses; and anyone awakening to their own inherent spirituality by accessing the wisdom of the natural world. All that is required from a reader is respect for animals, an interest in the psycho-spiritual enquiry and curiosity towards the transformative presence of horses.


There are two sections: the first part, “A Meeting of Souls”, is an appreciation of the commonalities and differences between humans and horses by comparing how both species make sense of their phenomenological world. We discuss making meaningful connection with nature, ourselves and other beings, through centering techniques and practices originating from several thousands of years of human philosophical and spiritual enquiry. By considering how horses experience the world through their senses, how they process emotion, and how they express their needs we view the world through equine eyes. This provides insight into how they live through similar social, psychological and spiritual paradigms as humans. We get a feel for who horses really are, and with that, we approach an understanding of who we really are. When we learn to view the world through the eyes of another being, in this case a horse, and observe how they make sense of their world we can put aside prior assumptions of who they are. At the same time, we learn to put aside assumptions of who we are. The first part, then, introduces the essential physical and nonphysical (psycho-spiritual) ways of being of both horses and humans while introducing philosophical and spiritual perspectives in preparation to leading clients through their spiritual enquiry.


The second part, “The Horse as Teacher and Therapist”, explores lines of communication among practitioner, client and horse, and demonstrates how the horse teaches and heals. This discussion is directed primarily towards practitioners but remains highly relevant to horse lovers and anyone wishing to deepen their connection with nature and animals. Counseling techniques such as Narrative Therapy are adapted to the equine assisted space because they draw on the natural human tendency to project meaning onto others and to live through personal story-making. This is an approach to which horses respond readily. Through simple practices, clients’ personal narratives are identified, questioned, externalized and, in the end, rewritten. Learning through their interaction with horses to step out of ineffective ways of thinking and being, clients transcend their outgrown personal stories and step into connection and wholeness.


There are two underlining premises of this book, firstly, that it is human conditioned thinking that separates us from the innate peace and wisdom of our birthright. The initial approach with a client, therefore, will usually occur on a psychological level as mental discomfort resulting from lived experience is addressed through psychology, psychotherapy, counseling and other professional underpinnings. However, equine assisted work, regardless the theoretical approach, naturally leads to questions of spirituality if we allow it. In my experience, clients at any stage of the work are likely to question who they really are and what life is supposed to be about. This link is not surprising given that psychology and spirituality coexist within the single continuum of psycho-spirituality and it is actually difficult to know where one ends and the other starts. Within a few years of full-time practice I experienced most long-term clients take their own enquiry towards the spiritual end of the continuum, teaching me that there are few limits to where the enquiry may lead. In terms of introducing spiritual matters, my advice is to follow the lead from clients rather than to bring in your own perspectives. It is also advisable to use the language around spirituality that your clients introduce (which may well include none at all). This work can’t help but approach questions of spirituality, the point being that work with horses will occur on a spiritual plane whether or not we recognize it, and whether or not we name it. The invitation of this book is to allow yourself to support the existential enquiry of clients in the presence of a very talented Zen master, a horse. Our job is not to supply the answers, but to be open to client enquiry, setting the scene in the presence of horses to enable individual inner discoveries.


Secondly, it is only through honest connection that we can possibly make real change, whether we are considering inner enquiry or human interaction. As practitioners we can start to make honest connections ourselves by putting aside our ideas of what a horse is. If we avoid regarding the horse as an object, i.e. as an animal that works for us, the horse is much more likely to react honestly, enabling us and our clients to derive individual meaning from the interaction. Drs. Adele and Marlena McCormick in Horse Sense and the Human Heart express it this way: “Horses teach us to expand our consciousness by going beyond the human realm. They connect us with divine mind. Working with horses makes this experience tangible. To be in tune with a horse is to be in divine attunement, or at one with nature.”15


I invite you as equestrian, equine assisted practitioner, and/or seeker of spiritual connection, to walk in the hooves of the horse, to experience their worldview and to access their soulful wisdom. May you be as comfortable living from the heart and soul as from the head and may you know yourself to be as free as a horse running wild with the wind blowing through your mane.
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Chapter 2


Who Am I?


As a child I dreamed day and night of horses as I continually begged my parents for a pony. Sadly, there were neither the funds nor room in our backyard for a massive grass-eating animal. In due course I stopped thinking about horses, but in adulthood something woke me up to the memory of that old yearning as I began to take weekend trips into the country simply to look at horses. Eventually I figured during one holiday period that I could, at the very least, go on a couple of gentle guided trail rides. These were such a delight that I felt like the child whose wildest dreams had finally been realized and in a short time I bought my first horse and learned to ride. Wanting to do this with some rigor (while making up for lost time), I took lessons in both “English” methods and “natural horsemanship”. To study both systems at once was confusing to say the least, but eventually I made some sense of it as I came to see that they both headed in the direction of harmony of communication with horses.


My life with horses has been a truly fascinating journey, full of joy and love for this amazing being, and although riding has brought some uncomfortable encounters with the solid ground, nothing could dampen my desire to spend all available time with horses. For three decades now I have loved every aspect of being with horses but above all I relish simply being with a horse. I have always been astounded by how a prey animal, far exceeding the size, weight and athleticism of any human, so graciously shares space with a cumbersome predatory animal that walks on its back legs. What’s more, horses allow humans to sit on their backs and make decisions on their behalf; both are unnatural and potentially uncomfortable. But riding aside, it is pretty obvious that horses just like hanging out with those humans who regard them with kindness and respect.


My first horse, Sydney James (Syd), opened a whole new world for me. When I adopted him, he was a skinny eighteen-year-old retired racehorse with significant wins to his name who at first seemed very calm and quiet. But all that changed once he got good nutrition into him (a familiar story to many first-horse owners) and that’s where the real learning started. Initially, learning to ride felt entirely natural and relatively easy as I enjoyed twelve months or so of beginner’s luck. But this was to be followed by testing years of tumbles and hard slog as my horses showed me in no uncertain terms that it was not as easy as I had assumed. It became clear that the physical challenges of riding can be met with study and practice, but that the emotional and spiritual challenges are less well known and much more demanding. Having horses has brought many joys and benefits, but the ones I value the most are those that have required me to dig deep.


I adored riding, but what especially fascinated me about Syd was his inner life. What did it mean to be a horse, and what did it mean that he was a horse while I was a human being? Who was behind those lovely big brown eyes? “Who are you?” I would inquire mentally as I stared into his soulful eyes, not really expecting an answer but longing to know. I needed Syd to speak for all horses to explain the mystery of what it is to be a horse and, by extension, what it is to be human. He did not answer my existential inquiry directly other than to stand there solidly confident in his own equine nature which, I now realize, was the answer. He taught me that there is a knowing beyond words, beyond conceptualization, and that the most profound wisdom and peace comes from becoming confident with just being.


Decades later, I now feel that if horses could speak they would say, “We are all made of the same stuff; we are all one in nature.” Exploring the mystery of who horses are helps us understand who we are through the non-conceptual dimensions of being. This is the journey I invite you into, as we ask horses (through various means) who we really are, and as we rediscover our ancient connection with nature. I invite you to come to know on an experiential level that your life, as well as that of a horse and any other living being, is an expression of the one singular life force. I want you to be able to look into the eyes of a horse and know from the essence of your being (which you might choose to call “soul”) that you share the same life force, and to know that thinking of ourselves as entirely separate beings is not only illusory, it is the root of all psycho-spiritual pain. We are no more separate beings than the waves are separate from the ocean or the hills and mountains are separate from the earth.


If we ask a horse who he is, by extension we must also ask who we are. All humans at some stage wonder who they really are and why they are here. These are questions around which every culture has built its own religious beliefs and mythology to account for the mystery of existence. During my teens and early twenties, I was mesmerized by the question of who I was and why I was on planet Earth, but not finding a satisfying answer in formal religion I allowed the hustle and bustle of life to occupy that space. But the hunger of the soul so often calls us back. The question of who we really are is central to all spiritual inquiry and has occupied theologists and philosophers of mind for thousands of years. It is a fundamental question to which human beings are naturally drawn and to which the world’s religious traditions have all pointed. “Who am I?” was the central question that the great Indian guru Ramana Maharshi posed to his disciples to lead them to enlightenment. But there really can be no sensible intellectual response to that question. If there were, it would be wrong, because the question of who you are can’t be answered on a conceptual level. The statement “I AM” of the Jewish scriptures is equally non-conceptual, and the closest we might get to an interpretation is “beingness”. The whole point of asking the question, “Who am I?”, is to draw us deeper within our being to the place (for want of a better term) where we feel the essence of life, the seat of the soul.


An essential awareness of being brings with it a sense of belonging to everything—an inner knowing of interconnectedness. This is a dimension of being we have probably all experienced when something arrests our attention and we stop for a moment to take in a sunset, feel the power of the ocean or observe an eagle soaring. In those moments thinking stops for a second or two as we look in awe and know at a deep level that all creatures share the same life force. What stops us from knowing this in other moments of our lives are domination of the ego, a sense of separateness as individuals and incessant busyness. What helps us out of the bind of ego and into experiencing interconnection is to spend time with beings who are not dominated by work and ego: horses! And why would we want to do that? What is special about horses?


Horses show us who we can be. Our ego-driven mind represents the most significant difference between us and other animals, and is a major source of human psychological dysfunction. But most of the time (until a crisis of spirit or mind arises) we are not aware of that. Often it is not until we see ourselves reflected in another being that we begin to know who we really are. Horses become clear mirrors by showing us how our egotistical view of life dominates. Once we are confronted by the ego sitting in the driver’s seat we might wish to get rid of it, but that’s not the aim. Neither is it possible. We can’t eradicate ego (besides, it does serve a purpose), but we can observe it in action. By noticing our ego at work, and by holding back on making judgments, ego begins to take second place in our lives and that gives us tremendous choice and agency. For most of us, this happens gradually but for some it occurs as a blinding realization (as it was for Saint Paul, Eckhart Tolle, and Ramana Maharshi among others). But most of us grow gradually through a daily practice of bearing witness to the ego’s desire for control.


All spiritual traditions (through a variety of techniques, ideas, and rituals) point to the need to step outside of ego and disidentify with the stream of thought. This can happen spontaneously through an arresting sensory experience, but it can also be sought through regular spiritual practices such as meditation, contemplation and prayer, depending on one’s religious and cultural background. Through such practices we see ourselves as the subject rather than the object of experience. When we know ourselves as the subject of experience, we see that we are not what happens to us or what we think about, but that we are that which knows what we think and experience.1 If we live as though we are our thoughts, experiences, feelings, emotions and sensations (which is the norm for most modern humans), we have very little agency in our lives and might feel as though we are swept along by a river of mental constructs over which we have little control. If we are attached to our thoughts (as Buddhism puts it) then we are entirely made up of thought. Believing our thoughts to be true simply because they arise within our own heads leads to an assumption that we are our thoughts. At that point there is no space between the thought and the thinker, which can lead to the sensation of life being out of control. If you have experienced this, then you will know that exerting mental effort to gain control is likely to make the situation worse.


All too readily, thought becomes a source of self-torture for humans, but most of our thoughts do not actually belong to us. They occur randomly as a result of many years of conditioning from our family of origin, from the beliefs and values of the society in which we were raised, from ancestral history and from our own accumulated personal histories. Not only are our thoughts not what we would necessarily choose ourselves, it is also very hard to stop random and useless thought from playing incessantly in our heads. You might have tried and discovered that willpower is useless for controlling thought since the more we try not to think a certain way the more solid and habitual the unwanted thoughts become. We can, however, lessen the stream of thought by becoming the conscious witness or observer of the mind to take us out of identification with thought. The thoughts are not the problem, it is identifying with them and believing them to be who we are that is the issue. But there is an immediate and simple remedy to being trapped in thought: thinking stops when we fully appreciate what is coming to us through our senses, such as when breathing in the nutty smell of a healthy horse, looking deeply into their soulful eyes, or watching a herd prance with delight at the end of a storm. We free ourselves from the constant stream of useless thought by giving our full attention to whatever is happening right now.


A daily practice


Ensure every day that you are in nature for a few minutes or, at the very least, that you can see some aspect of the natural world through a window. Even a treetop or the sky is good for this. Make a point of looking at something in nature for a few seconds without thinking or making up a story about it. Simply stop, look and absorb. If it helps, imagine that it is the first time you have seen this thing (and in a sense that is true) or that you might never see it again (which one day will be true).


Horses model for us what it is like not to be controlled by streams of thought. They don’t think about themselves in terms of past or future (a favorite obsession of the human ego) because they don’t have grammatically constructed language with which to do so. Neither do they make up ego-driven stories about who they are, since they have no need to exist on the level of personal image. Quite possibly this is one reason that humans are so attracted to animals in general and horses in particular: we know instinctively that they show us at a fundamental level how we too can inhabit a peaceful inner space free from the tyranny of random and pointless thought activity.


Accessing our true self, which we might choose to call the soul, can occur naturally in any equine assisted modality whether that be goal setting, coaching, therapy or learning. If we are open to the possibility of discovering our true selves, horses will lead us there effortlessly because they naturally live from their true selves, unencumbered by ego. If you are an equine assisted practitioner, an important part of the job is to connect with your own true self before trying to lead others to do the same.


We are not really dealing with two separate things when considering psychology and spirituality since they form a continuum, with both ends depending upon the other. To a large extent, differences between mind and spirit boil down to a choice of language, to ways of labelling experience. After all, “psychology” originally meant “the study of the soul or spirit”, hence in its inception the concept fully embraced spirituality. Psychology and spirituality are neither separate concepts nor antithetical to each other, however, for those who work in mental health professions it takes some degree of bravery to admit to working within a spiritual paradigm. This is not an issue for horses though, who bring their whole psycho-spiritual being into the healing and learning space. Ultimately they show us who we really are by revealing who they really are. My invitation to you is to continue to ask, “Who are you?” while looking into the eyes of a horse; and my promise is that eventually an answer will arise if you let it. The important part of that sentence is “let it”. Such existential questions resist efforts of “trying hard” and by and large they elude conceptual explanation because spiritual enquiry exceeds the limits of human language. In the journey of this book our enquiry begins on a conceptual level as we compare the characteristics of horse and human, starting with the question of why we would choose this animal above all others to teach and heal.


Footnote


1.  Rupert Spira, “I Am That Which Knows” [online]. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Thl6kNVBiio (Accessed 1 October 2022).




OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
®

Collectivelnk





OEBPS/images/half.jpg
Soul Connection with
Horses

Healing the Mind and Awakening the
Spirit through Equine Assisted Practices





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Soul
Connection
WIth Horses

Healing the Mind and Awakening the Spirit
through Equine Assisted Practices

Suzanne E. Court






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Soul Connection with
Horses

Healing the Mind and Awakening the
Spirit through Equine Assisted Practices

By Suzanne E. Court

o~
®)

London, UK
Washington, DC, USA





OEBPS/images/fig15-1.jpg
coaching

learning

practices





