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— INTRODUCTION —

What People Are Asking

AS A NATIONALLY known psychic medium, I’ve spent many years helping people to get in touch with their unconscious fears, thoughts, hopes, and desires so that they can create better, more fulfilling lives for themselves and their loved ones. One of the ways our unconscious sends us messages is through our dreams, and among the questions I’m asked most frequently by clients are those having to do with dreams. I dreamed my mother was in the room with me last night. Do you think that means she really visited me in my dream? Or I can never seem to remember my dreams. Is there something wrong with me? Or I had such a weird dream last night. Can you can help me figure out the significance? Or I dreamed that I was flying and then all of a sudden I knew I was dreaming. I didn’t wake up. I just knew it was a dream. What does that mean?

Most people seem to believe that their dreams are important, but either they can’t figure out their meanings or they can’t remember them long enough to try to figure them out. In my work I’ve answered thousands of these questions, and what I’ve come to understand is that, while every dream is unique, some specific dream symbols seem to have universal significance, and dreams can be classified into a number of categories related to their meaning.

In the following pages, I’m going to give you a bit of dream history. As you’ll see, ever since ancient times people have understood that dreams have significance in their lives and have been trying to find ways to figure out what they mean.

Once you understand that your dreams do have meaning for your waking life, I’ll outline the variety of dream experiences and explain how to determine which kind of dream you’ve awakened from. Finally, I’ll give you a comprehensive encyclopedia of dream symbols that you can use to figure out what your dreams are trying to tell you—because you can be sure that they’re trying to tell you something.
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A Brief History of Dream Interpretation

THE FIRST WRITTEN RECORD of attempted dream interpretation goes all the way back to ancient Egypt. The Dream Book, one of the Chester Beatty Papyri, is now housed in the British Museum and dates to about 1275 BC. It describes a wide variety of dreams, provides an interpretation for each, and diagnoses them as good or bad. The Egyptians believed that the gods revealed themselves to us during our dreams and that temple priests could aid in the interpretation of their messages.

But dream interpretation goes even further back in time, to ancient Mesopotamia, when dream incubation—the purposeful inducement of a dream—was widely practiced. People would go to a temple and engage in specific presleep rituals to induce in a dream the answer to a question about the future. Specially trained priests helped to interpret the dream or, sometimes, did the actual dreaming for the seeker.

Later, during the Hellenistic period in ancient Greece, dream incubation was used primarily for healing. People with an injury or long-term illness that doctors couldn’t cure would come to sleep in the dream temple, asking Aesculapius, the god of medicine, to tell them what they needed to do to heal or sometimes having a healing dream so that, when they awakened, they would leave the temple cured.

In the second century AD, the Greek Artemidorus wrote The Interpretation of Dreams, in five volumes. It was the first comprehensive “encyclopedia” of dream interpretation.

On the other side of the world, the ancient Incans, who lived on the Pacific coast of South America, also believed that their gods would send them signs and omens in their dreams, and priests also helped interpret these dreams.

The ancient Chinese believed that when we dream, the soul leaves the body to communicate with those in the land of the dead, and that if a person were awakened abruptly, the soul might not be able to return and the person would die. To this day, some Chinese people are reluctant to use an alarm clock. In addition, the Chinese word for clock sounds very much like the word for death, and for both these reasons, it is considered bad form to give a Chinese person a clock (particularly an alarm clock) as a gift.

In the Milinda Panha, a Buddhist text dating to approximately 100 BC, the sage Nagasena explains the six types of dreams to Milinda. Of the six, Nagasena says that only the sixth, prophetic dreams, have real significance. They are experienced only when an event of great relevance to the dreamer is impending. Buddhism also teaches that devas or nonhuman beings who are our relatives or friends who have passed away and been reborn watch over us and come to us in dreams to protect us from harm when we are experiencing significant problems in our lives. Their messages are delivered in symbolic terms and require skillful interpretation.

The Bible is full of stories about significant dreams. The best known of these is described in the book of Genesis: Jacob dreams of angels climbing up and down a ladder reaching from earth to heaven, and God appears to him to foretell the future of the Jewish people.

A dream that is not interpreted is like a letter that is not read.

—THE TALMUD

In Genesis, Joseph, the eleventh and favorite son of Jacob, had two dreams that foretold his fathering two sons who would become leaders of Israel. And dreams of their future (and ultimate fall from power) came to the Egyptian pharaoh in Genesis and to Nebuchadnezzar in the book of Daniel. The Old and New Testaments have hundreds of references to God visiting His people through dreams.

In the Middle Ages, dreams fell into disrepute when the Church fathers often relegated dream interpretation to the same category as witchcraft. In the sixteenth century Benedict Peterius, a Jesuit priest, warned, “The devil is most always implicated in dreams, filling the minds of men with poisonous superstition and not only uselessly deluding but perniciously deceiving them.”

    In modern times, Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, and Alfred Adler, the three great pioneers of modern psychology, were deeply concerned with the significance and interpretation of dreams. Freud, of course, famously wrote an entire book titled The Interpretation of Dreams. He believed that dreams represented a kind of wish fulfillment and that dream interpretation was key to determining what was going on in a person’s unconscious mind.

Jung believed that thinking of dreams as a form of wish fulfillment was too simplistic. Rather than seeing them as a way to conceal our true urges and feelings from our conscious mind, he thought they were a way for us to connect with our unconscious and find the answers to problems that trouble us in our waking life. He believed that through our dreams we could achieve personal growth and be better able to reach our potential. In addition, he believed that dreams provided clues not only to what was going on in an individual’s unconscious mind, but also to what he called the “collective unconscious” of the universe. Based on this theory, he believed that certain archetypal symbols were common to all dreams, but that one also had to consider each person’s individual situation to come up with a complete analysis and interpretation.

In many ways Jung’s theories about the unconscious and dream interpretation are closer to what I have experienced as a psychic. I believe that in our dreams we connect with a spiritual world that exists beyond our earthly experience, and that by connecting with that world we can learn a great deal about ourselves, our past and present lives, and the path that we are meant to take.

The general function of dreams is to try to restore our psychological balance by producing dream material that reestablishes, in a subtle way, the total psychic equilibrium.

—CARL JUNG

Adler, the first of the three to break away from Freud and form his own school of individual psychology, considered dreams to be problem-solving devices that helped us to gain mastery over our waking life. Unlike Freud, Adler did not believe that we are driven by sexual urges but rather by what he called “the will to power.” He thought dreams could help us to address our fears and insecurities so that we could step into our power.

The Common Thread

What we come to understand by examining the role played by dreams in societies as diverse as ancient Mesopotamia and our modern Western civilization is that we have always believed our dreams were meaningful. Whether we induce dreams purposefully or experience them spontaneously; whether we believe our dreams are messages from the gods, from a single Higher Power, a loved one in the world of spirit, or our own unconscious mind—we are driven by a need to decode their meaning and apply what we’ve learned to our waking lives.

As we’ll see, it can be foolish, if not downright dangerous, to dismiss what our dreams are trying to tell us.
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The Variety of Dreaming Experiences

Over time, students of dream interpretation have classified a number of different types of dreams and provided ways to both recognize and interpret them. I’ve experienced all these types of dreams and have helped clients to determine why they may have had a particular dream or type of dream and what significance it is likely to have for them.
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