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			What do you see?

			If you are eight or nine years old reading this you will see many things—the top of a fence pole, a porthole on a ship, or maybe a monster’s eyeball. The image above is an example of one kind of question found on tests for measuring creativity. 1 When this test is given to elementary schoolkids, there are about ninety unique answers per group. They envision it as a cave that a tiger is about to leap out of, or the rim of a bike wheel ridden by a superhero; it might be a manhole cover in a street or the entrance to a tunnel through a mountain. When junior and senior high school kids take the test, though, those ninety unique answers per group drop to about twenty or fewer. When this test is given to adults, it’s a big goose egg, except that they don’t see that; adults get only an average of two answers per group, including the obvious: “it’s a circle” or “it’s a circle on a white page” .2

			

			From an exciting tiger’s cave to a boring circle. Why?

			Creativity underpins every aspect of the human experience .3 Life is a project, and we use our creative faculties to inventively figure out how to pay our bills, raise children, advance our careers, and fundraise for organizations. We design alternative costumes for our child’s school play when the first one is ruined and conceive new slides for a presentation when a meeting abruptly changes. It’s such a part of our everyday problem-solving that we often overlook it. Employers don’t, though; useful as creativity is in our everyday, it is also the treasured aspect underlying innovation.

			The World Economic Forum’s 2023 Future of Jobs Report lists creative thinking as one of its top two most important skills, citing it as critical to the ability to adapt to changing workplaces. 4 In the last ten years IBM 5 and Adobe 6 listed it as a number one searched-for quality in hires. So did Bloomberg’s Jobs Report—except that they also included this note: recruiters want it, but they aren’t finding it. 7

			Since 1990, creativity scores in America have been sharply declining among both adults and children. 8 Despite the necessity of creativity in our daily and professional lives, America is undergoing a “creativity crisis.”

			Creativity has been tracked worldwide in both children and adults since 1966 via the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking ® (TTCT). In general, creativity fluctuates as we develop. Around the age of eight or nine, for example, there is the “fourth grade slump.” Both creativity and curiosity decline before increasing again around sixth grade. This is around the time socialization and conformity are first taught, and many studies have suggested this as the dampening agent behind the slump. The creative skill of elaboration also declines with age. Elaboration is the ability to think in a detailed and reflective manner, as well as the motivation to be creative. To continue to work with an idea, to think deeply about it and develop its myriad possibilities, one must be motivated to do so. Not everyone loses this skill, though. Some individuals continue to develop it, a key point which we will come back to in a later chapter. And as you may have guessed, fluency, which is the ability to produce ideas, also declines—that’s why kids see a round shape ninety different ways while adults see only a circle.

			Despite these general fluctuations, since 1990, creative thinking across all age groups, and all categories of measurement, has been progressively on a downward slide. Researchers are finding that people are steadily losing even the creative skills that normally increase with age: the ability to find the essence of a problem and think critically, for example. Most concerning of all, though, is that this decline is starting as early as kindergarten, meaning even skills that usually build throughout the developmental process are stunted.

			How many things can you imagine a circle to be? A circle that provokes nearly endless possibilities, or a circle that is seen as just a circle—the implications of the loss of possibility are dire. Creativity researcher Mark Runco asks college students to list everything that might impede their graduating and then to choose one of those items and come up with as many solutions for it as possible. Some of these students can list numerous things that might go wrong but are then unable to find any solutions. Not being able to see beyond a problem—to imagine something different—is despairing. In fact, the inability to conceive of solutions is predictive of suicidal ideation even when controlling for preexisting levels of depression and anxiety. 9

			It may seem strange to begin a book about dreaming by talking about creativity. But creativity and dreaming are intimately linked. They use the same neurological processing system, called the default network. 10 This system of cognition is not only responsible for imagination, but also emotional regulation, social perspectives and empathy, and meaning-making. This network, and the larger social brain, is intensely active in dreaming, processing memories, and regulating emotions. 11 Creativity is an essential component of empathy, where in order to feel for the other, we have to imagine stepping into their shoes and view new forms of interaction and relationship. 12 Not surprisingly, then, children who score lower on creativity tests exhibit higher aggression than children who are assessed as more creative. 13

			Creativity research has found that today’s young people are growing up “more narrow-minded, less intellectually curious, and less open to new experiences.” 14 A sobering list of things young people are losing includes imagination, perception, the ability to synthesize information, and the motivation to look at things from different perspectives .15 Imagination, creativity, and play, once the established domains of children, are now on the endangered list. Yet these very aspects that adults mistakenly tried to “mature” kids out of are turning out to be the skills all of us—adults and children—need the most.

			Narrow-minded kids grow up to become narrow-minded adults. Of the many dire problems we collectively face in the world today, one is a trend toward political extremism. That narrowed perspective, as well as the shrinking motivation to seek new perspectives, also has consequences for other problems we are facing, such as climate change. Young people’s sense of climate change these days is characterized by hopelessness, and rather than this outlook inspiring action, it is associated with a lack of environmental engagement. 16 One can’t help but think of Runco’s students who found numerous problems but were unable to suggest any possible solutions.

			The default network is a vital piece of our cognition. And yet, much to the alarm of neuroscientists, there are numerous factors getting in the way of our spending time nurturing and utilizing it. It gets utilized in sleep through dreams, and in waking time when we stop focusing and allow our minds to wander, imagine, and float freely, but these windows of opportunity are closing. Technology is one factor that pulls us away from daytime unfocused reflection. Our phones also disrupt deep sleep .17 Add to that the shift in schools to standardized testing, the data-obsessed and overly serious nature of business, overscheduling, lack of play, and biases that favor known efficiency over the uncertainties of the creative process and trying out new ideas 18 and the default network, with its critical cognitive processes, is pushed to the periphery.

			All told, our society is forgetting to dream. It may be the most critical problem facing society today.

			Dreaming lifts our minds beyond the constraints of the everyday. Creativity turns these ideas into things and brings our greatest imaginings into waking realities. It is by using the engine of our creative imagination that we work through the “how” of manifesting our life’s dreams; entertaining possibilities, elaborating upon them, and imagining alternative scenarios. It is our innate source for problem-solving. Life really is the stuff of imagination; if we are able to see it, we can find a way to make it. In a direct ratio, the limit of our imagination is the limit of our living.

			This is a book about dreaming. It is also a book about creativity. Some neuroscientists call dreaming a hypercreative state, 19 and one of the arguments that will be made in this book is that the two are synonymous in origin. We access our creativity through dreams and our spontaneous imagination, simultaneously reaching our innate problem-solving capacity and developing that system of cognition the same way we would develop a muscle through a workout.

			Creativity can be developed 20 and the creative slumps we go through can be circumvented. My approach to working with dreams develops creative skills, offering an antidote to the creativity crisis. I will teach you, for example, how night dreams show us where we are blocked in waking life, how to identify these blocks, and unlike Runco’s students, unlock your fluency skills to come up with numerous ways to overcome them. You will develop the critical skills needed to choose which of these possible solutions is the best fit and learn how to work with multiple perspectives to imagine numerous outcomes. You will learn that some of our night dreams reveal hidden personal potentials, and how night dreaming and waking dreaming can be bridged, so that you can bring your conscious attention to subconscious mechanisms to fuel real change in your life. More than anything, you will learn how to dream beyond self-imposed limitations and bring those dreams into waking manifestation.

			It is each of us, collectively, who are the creators of families, organizations, governments, and societies. If we lose our ability to dream—to imagine a world we want to live in and the means by which we can create it—where is our future? The study I’ve been referencing has been tracking the declining creativity scores for over two decades; many of those first children studied are already moving into adulthood. Their, and our, future is now.

			The Great Dream of Self

			Dreaming as a society begins with the individual dreamer. Our first and greatest lifelong creative project is our own. Our first task of the imagination, then, is to envision who we are and the life we want to live. At its core, this is a book to help you do that.

			Within each of us is a Great Dream of Self. It is the “who” we know we are capable of becoming, and the “what” we are interested in discovering in order to one day contribute our own uniqueness back to the world.

			Our mission in life, if you will, is to discover this Great Dream of Self, and engage with it to bring to fruition all our potentials, to develop this uniqueness to its fullest possible expression. When we do, we fill in a missing piece in the grand puzzle of humanity, illuminating a perspective that only each of us holds. By realizing our fullest individual potential, we bring fresh ideas and adaptive traits that make collective evolution possible.

			Simple as it sounds, numerous things get in the way of realizing our Great Dream. At some point during childhood, an adult, parent, or teacher tells us that one of our ideas is silly, or the subject of our passion is ridiculed, or we are told that what we most want to do in the world is impossible. In these moments we separate from our Great Dream, putting more and more distance between us and our true self, hiding our talents and desires. Remember the fourth-grade creative slump that occurs at the time social conformity is taught? Pleasing family and seeking to fit in are the first gaps we put between ourselves and our dreaming.

			Returning to this dreaming self as an adult and excavating the Great Dream means climbing over the cemented belief systems we set up to justify why we seek to please others instead of following the inner self. Belief systems prioritize external values over our internal ones, causing us to chase goals that satisfy our beliefs but keep us lacking inside. Belief systems work, and are hard to root out, because they make sense. If there wasn’t some sensible aspect to them, we wouldn’t adopt them. It is for this reason that dreaming is our most powerful tool for reconnecting with our inner truth. Dreaming operates outside belief systems, catching us unaware when the patterned, judging aspects of our neurological processing are literally taken offline. 21 Slipping in under the radar in this way, dreams are emotional, physical events that utilize the material of past experience and memory, causing us to remember who we are and return to a felt sense of inner truth.

			When we take up this challenge to dream again, life expands. Dreams revive the parts of self we discarded, blamed, or overlooked because they might not be accepted. The powerful, courageous, and persevering aspects of ourselves—the ones we sent to the background because they might cause waves—are freed to step to the forefront. We access an inner, peaceful joy, even as we move through life’s inevitable ups and downs, because our inner conflict of not living our true self resolves.

			When we don’t take up the challenge, however, we diminish who we are, robbing both ourselves and the world of what we can and want to contribute. Because of that, disappointment and cynicism set in, closing the heart and causing us to be negative and distrustful of the goodness of what the self, life, and others have to offer. These emotional tangles in our inner world get projected out onto others, creating conflicts in all areas of our lives. We blame others and circumstance when, in fact, it is our own self-stifling that is responsible. In this restricted state we tend to let others define us, conforming ourselves to others’ paths. Hiding aspects of ourselves makes us feel powerless, and we risk trying to resurrect these hidden parts by hitchhiking on the views of someone else we see as powerful, replicating rather than adding an original piece to humanity’s puzzle.

			The journey to discover the Great Dream of Self includes reconnecting with the truth of our being and envisioning a whole new way of living, as well as overcoming the nightmarish blocks that get in the way of doing so. None of this can be done through thinking; rather, it is done through engaging the transformative power of our inner, creative imagination—through dreaming. By reconnecting with the dream of self, we literally dream our Self into being.

			The Secret Mind

			For over two decades, I’ve been helping people meet their true selves and manifest their inner potentials using an ancient approach to dreaming. Dreaming is the present-tense language of our experiencing, which is always active and responsive. The work I will teach you to do in this book is to speak this present-tense language of the Self so that you can interact directly with the blocks and potentials presented in your dreams to shift your waking present. This book rests on four fundamental points:

			
					Dreaming is an ongoing process that occurs both in sleep and in wakefulness, and it is a process that we can become conscious to in either state.

					Dreams orient us to where we are physically, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually in our present tense and operate as the meeting point of our inner and outer experiencing.

					Dreams are the means for transformation, both in our personal lives, and as you will see in the last chapter, for entire communities.

					The material of dreams is meaningful, can be understood, and is meant to be actively engaged with and worked with in order to unlock transformative potential. Dreams are a practical tool for creativity and change.

			

			The Secret Mind is so called because even though dreaming is active at all times, it lies hidden in plain sight. Our waking life is crowded with activities that focus our attention on specific tasks or goals. In the background of our inner world, however, we have inner responses to all the experiences happening to us—both the ones we are focusing on, and the ones we aren’t. We find these responses in the images of our night dreams and in our waking spontaneous imagination.

			Put simply, dreaming and imagery tie together the whole of our experience: what we are consciously focused on and that which we aren’t; our outer doing, and our inner reflecting. It organizes our experiences into coherent images for us to literally see and understand the full picture of our present—how we feel about it, understand it, and how we are reacting to it in our inner sphere. Because dreams have access to all parts of us, they also show other possible responses and perspectives that are available. It connects the memories of our past to the new information being received, and the responses and ideas this elicits become the grist of what determines our future. Dreams, therefore, become the space for meaning-making and potential change for our lives.

			By learning how to intentionally access this system of cognition, we access this Secret Mind, connecting our consciousness and vast inner knowing so we can intentionally inform our choice-making. We take what we think of as “subconscious” and bring attention to it, becoming aware of the beliefs and patterns that trigger habitual reactions before they engage so that we can change our course. This makes us responsive to life instead of reactive to it.

			The Dreaming Background

			My own experience with dreaming began with waking from a nightmare at three years old. Because I’d had a series of nightmares, night after night, I wondered if it was possible to never sleep again, to stay awake forever. I even thought briefly of not living anymore at all, so intense were the nightmares and the fear they left me in upon waking. This thought was brought short by thinking that, for all I knew, life after death might be just another long dream. And so, I came to realize that I had one recourse: to understand and master these dreams, to overcome my nightmares. In this moment I had a deep sense that this would be my life journey, and that I would become a teacher of dreams to help others do the same.

			

			From this childhood realization I was carried forward through the hands of the dreamers in my family, my first teachers. Then, years later as an adult, I had a dream in which my then-deceased father literally handed me off to Colette Aboulker-Muscat, the modern teacher of the dreaming and imagery lineage I teach today. Two years later, through another series of dreams, I finally encountered that lineage in waking life when I met Colette’s student and longtime collaborator Dr. Catherine Shainberg, with whom I would study for over a decade.

			The approach to dreaming taught in this book comes from the thirteenth century, from two Mediterranean rabbis with mystery schools in France and Spain. Their teachings were passed along their family of teachers to the late Colette. Called the Kabbalah of Light, its roots of inner-insight can be found even earlier, dating well before the first century. Colette further developed this work for a modern audience through understandings derived from her studies in philosophy and psychology, and an apprenticeship with her father, the renowned professor of neuroscience, Dr. Henri Samuel Aboulker.

			My own academic work has centered around the study of images and their use as cognitive tools for behavioral change and the means through which we build communities, societies, and culture. This research has been multidisciplinary, spanning cognitive psychology, neurobiology, somatic studies, cognitive linguistics, phenomenology, and perceptual geography, among others. Exciting new discoveries in these fields give useful insights and vocabulary to the dreaming lineage, and throughout this book I’ll reference them.

			There are some important distinctions between the approach in this book and current approaches to dream research. The first lies in the extent of research underlying them. Modern science—and neurobiology and dream research in particular—is quite young. Neurobiology especially relies on technological tools to view the brain at work, and with each more powerful generation of tools, new and often conflicting observations are unearthed. So, while modern science has a tremendous amount to add, as dream researcher Kelly Bulkeley and neuroscientist Patrick McNamara note, we have to be careful to recognize these limitations .22

			By contrast, the dreaming work of this book has over a thousand years of direct observation and replication that has shown consistent results. We may call it ancient wisdom but it, too, is science. Malidoma Patrice Somé, of the Dagara Culture of Burkina Faso, West Africa, said of some of his grandfather’s waking dream practices that he was an “indigenous technologist.” 23 I love this phrase and will borrow from Somé that idea to call the ancient dreaming lineage an ancient science that uses ancient technologies.

			The second distinction lies in the difference between the perspectives underlying the differing approaches. Most of today’s approaches to dreaming have grown out of the field of psychology and neuroscience, which has tended to isolate brain function from somatic experience and is therefore mental in its approach to understanding dreams. The lineage of this book understands the human as a body-mind whole and is particular in its understanding of embodiment and treatment of images as a specific language of the body.

			The understandings of this work arose in cultures that were, inherently, deeply embodied and in direct and close relationship to nature. Living under stars and sun, according to the rhythm of the seasons, these early dream scientists were deeply in touch with the senses, physical feedback, and inner communications of their bodies. This is vastly different from how we live now, rushing through fast-paced lives, “in our heads,” and separated from nature in man-made cars, offices, and houses.

			The minds and perspectives of people and cultures that are in deep relationship to nature—and where the body is central—are entirely different. Their understandings grow out of, and speak to, actual lived experiences, as opposed to academic theory. Modern neuroscience, itself recognizing its own gaps, is increasingly turning to anthropology and the study of indigenous groups as a window to a more embodied, traditional understanding of dreams .24 It is perhaps this very aspect that makes the lineage of dreaming found in this book such an urgently needed call to healing for our current state of estrangement from Self, Body, Nature, and Source. Returning to dream will return you to your own body and to a sense-based relationship with the world in which you are living.

			Embodiment changes everything. It is active and responsive; instead of thinking about, like theories do, embodiment acts on. The method provided in this book is based on transformation and is meant to be directly applied to your life. While most popular approaches to dreaming focus on the meaning of dreams as a thought exercise, this approach is a way of actively engaging with meaning-making in real time as personal meaning arises from bodily responses to challenge and experience. Instead of merely something to ponder, dreams offer specific means to effect change and growth.

			Embodiment also means this work is grounded in reality. Our bodies are calibrated to balance, known as homeostasis. When cold, we shiver; when hot, we sweat. Intrinsically, our bodies understand what is real and what is fantasy, when we’re stuck and when we aren’t. The mechanism of dreaming, springing from the body, is an internal tool oriented toward maintaining balance.

			A final point on the embodied aspect of dreaming is that it makes this work both easy and universally accessible. All of us contain body intelligence, and dreaming is our innate ability to understand ourselves, make change, and create something new. You are your own expert. You have all the tools you need, already—in you—to make the changes you want to make in your life. I will show you examples from clients’ and my own dreams and how to incorporate these techniques into your own life so that you can understand and work with your own dreams.

			This book is written as a scaffolding, moving from beginning considerations of dreaming, to examining specific components of dreams, to putting the components together and working with dreams and their messages, to the final chapters where larger considerations beyond the individual experience of dreaming are discussed. Each chapter contains exercises for:

			
					Developing your own dream practice and the ability to be an awake dreamer.

					Using dreams as tools for transformation.

			

			Chapter One invites you to engage with your dreams as messages from the Self. You will learn how to receive the messages of your dreams, including increasing dream recall. Chapter Two takes you into the embodied, image-based language of dreams. You will learn how each of us builds a unique “image vocabulary” from our experiences, and how these inform dreaming. Chapter Three introduces you to the seven kinds of dreams. You will learn how categorizing dreams can be applied to waking life as you develop the awake dreamer.

			Chapter Four looks at how the seven different kinds of dreams fall into two categories—unresolved and resolved—and how to use these categories to bring about resolution to areas of imbalance in your life. Chapter Five looks at the four levels contained within each dream. You will learn how to move through these levels and, as in Chapters Three and Four, you’ll learn how to apply these levels to waking life to further develop the awake dreamer. Chapter Six tackles how we can avoid tricking ourselves out of understanding our dreams by looking at two very specific components of dreams that I call the Locating Aspect of images in dreams and the Presenting “I.”

			Chapter Seven expounds upon a tool for transforming blocks in dreams, including a waking dream exercise. And Chapter Eight lays out a way of directly interfacing with dreaming in waking life. The seven kinds of dreams are overlaid onto a rubric based on the body’s energy flow and its expression through instincts, emotions, and feelings. You will learn how to map your own body, direct your body’s energy flow to your desired destination, recognize when your dreams are showing you imbalances in this energy flow, and apply tools for shifting it.

			Chapter Nine shifts gears a bit, moving from dissecting dream components to looking at the broader dreaming journey. Here we’ll start by looking at intuition, how to recognize it, and how to verify it. Chapter Ten turns to what we call Great Dreams and how to use dreams to move through a large life transition. In it we will follow the dreaming journey initiated by a Great Dream of mine, as well as hear other examples from the dreams of my clients. Chapter Eleven builds on this to discuss the powerful influence everyone has for affecting systems and impacting the world through their own dreaming.

			The Mystery of Dreaming

			Writing a book about dreaming is tricky, because dreaming is present tense, fluid, and contains multiple layers of meaning. In a book, this dynamic aspect of dreaming must be cut into chapters and pages. Dreaming, however, is a vibrant language. At its base are perceptions, experience, and inner knowing, all contained in image and feeling. These understandings shift and deepen as we engage with them, lending even further insights as we walk them through our waking day. Modern minds tend to want to pin down dreams, making fixed interpretations. Dreams, however, unfold. The more playful we are with dreaming, interacting with them as a child would, the better.

			Dreams are meant to be mysterious; they provoke questions more than answers. Modern science has trained us to think that fact-based knowledge—answers—are the ultimate pursuit. But a shift in school curricula toward more science- and technology-based learning is another of the reasons for what is driving the current creativity crisis .25 Unlike modern science, the ancient science of dreaming knows that mystery—wondering about, not just knowing that—is key, not just for creativity, but for all discovery and change.

			The questions and curiosity, the bizarre and not-immediately understood aspects elicited by dreams are part of their transformational power. For all that we know, there is so much more that we don’t. While modern minds want to dispel mystery or use these mysterious aspects to dismiss the power of dreams, it is that very element that makes them so powerful. What we don’t know yet, but curiously explore, is the base of innovation.

			A young university student, struggling in class, dreams of a space where all the knowledge he needs is easily accessible. That student was Larry Page, and he built that knowledge space in his dream into Google .26 The list of society-shifting ideas that come from dreams is vast. From Einstein’s theory of relativity to the Twilight series. 27 it is the unknown in dreams, the mysterious, that wakes up our imagination, and transforms us as individuals and society. Mystery is not impediment, but a key to evolution.

			To learn the tool of dreaming, we have to dream. Each of the practices that are suggested in this book are developed with the hope and expectation that the reader will engage with them. They are simple yet powerful. The experience of doing these practices will deepen your understanding of Self and make clear certain points that might otherwise seem opaque. It is only by fully living this work that it becomes integrated and understood.

			We all once spoke the dreaming language as children, and it can be relearned. Remember—you are already a dreamer. When working with dreams, the dreamer in you, having woken, will intuit and inform. Simply look inside and listen.

			And now . . . what is your dream?

			

			

			Chapter One 
The Letter

			“A dream that has not been interpreted is like a letter that has not been read.”

			—Rav Chisda, second-century rabbi 1

			A woman dreams she is standing alongside the River Seine, in Paris, and sees a horse-drawn carriage coming down the bank toward her. Then, she sees a modern motorboat in the water going up the river, away from her. From this she wakes up knowing she can’t wait any longer to fulfill her lifelong dream of writing and working in the arts. She quits her job that very day and soon finds employment at a major national publication as a journalist covering the arts, where she has worked ever since.

			Which is the dream? That of writing and art? Or the night vision of an old way of moving from an outdated age, seen in the horse and carriage, contrasted with the new mode of this modern time zipping away in the flow to someplace yet unknown? They are one and the same. The old job that no longer fits with the modern self of today, the motor of the true passion that emerges in the waters of dreaming and zips forward, beckoning the dreamer to follow it. Even the speed at which the change was possible—all of it is one dream. Whatever we are living, we are dreaming; whatever we are dreaming, we are living. Waking life and dreaming life are one.

			The Letters of Our Dreams

			We are dreaming all the time.

			Inside us lie the inner imaginings of ourselves, the world as we understand it, our directions and intentions, and the passions that we yearn to explore and fulfill. This inner self is continually speaking to us, offering instruction, pointing out little-used talents relegated to our peripheries, signaling stagnation, and reminding us of the real enquiries we seek to pursue in our life journey. The question is: Are we listening?

			Like the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter, dreams are letters from the Self, containing important glimpses into our inner experience; disregarded or unnoticed, however, they are a letter unopened, a message not received. This chapter focuses on how to receive these letters.

			There are many reasons people list for not opening the letters of their dreams: they don’t dream, they don’t have time, they don’t consider dreams important, they fear what they say, or they don’t understand them. Each of these reasons has little to do with dreaming. Rather they speak to the symptoms of a deeper malaise: not creating time for self-reflection in one’s life, judgment and dismissal of the products of our own self-reflection, or fear of facing the Self or current problems. Right from the beginning, then, engaging with dreams begins to address these issues, creating openings to reach beneath symptoms to the deeper problem and begin the healing process. Before even progressing to working with dreams themselves, learning to receive dreams is itself a transformative process.

			

			The most common rebuttal to dreaming that I hear is “I don’t dream.” It’s more accurate to say that one doesn’t recall one’s dreams. Dreaming occurs during all stages of sleep, REM and non-REM. 2 In studies where participants are awakened during REM sleep, recall is consistently 80 to 90 percent; recall on waking from non-REM stage 2 is about 70 percent. Dream recall has even been recorded when waking from non-REM stage 3. 3

			An interesting study looking at the percentage of individuals who claim to never recall a dream was conducted by sleep expert James Pagel. From a sample of 598 individuals completing a dream survey, 7 percent reported never having a dream or nightmare. Pagel followed up with this small subset and found many actually did remember dreams. They either misspoke on the survey, remembered a few dreams from childhood, or started dreaming after their time at the laboratory (a point we’ll return to shortly). This dropped the sample to less than 1 percent of people who truly claimed not to recall their dreams .4 French neuroscientist Michel Jouvet, who has spent his entire career focusing on dreams and sleep, puts it this way: For those who think they don’t dream, they “can be reassured, for they do in fact dream every night, but the moment they wake up they wipe out the memory of their oneiric activity.” 5

			If we conclude, then, that most if not all people dream, then we have to look at what gets in the way of dream recall. What causes us to wipe out this memory upon waking? This question has multiple answers and the best place to start is around the subject of time, which includes sleep.

			It may seem obvious, but if we want to have a night dream, we have to sleep. The science of sleep is clear that today most people don’t get enough sleep. 6 We claim the overload of daily life—long work hours, restricted time to spend with family, too many items on the to-do list—is the impeding force that keeps us from sleeping enough. To make this claim, however, is to overlook perhaps the most critical factor that gets in the way of our ability to sleep and to dream: technology. 7

			Technology and Dreaming

			It is typical today to load up free time and evenings with news, movies, and interactions with phones and media. The habitual touch of our devices is so familiar that we tend to not think of interacting with them as being tethered to technology. Many households have multiple devices in multiple rooms, including the bedroom. At any given time, some form of technology is either activated or ready to be so. Many devices have sounds, lights, and movements to notify us of activity. Such notifications ensure that the habitual touch is further engrained as the brain locks into anticipating and responding to them. It’s not unlike a baby crying.

			In the introduction, I mentioned a neurological system of cognition called the default network. 8 This important system is responsible for internally focused processing, including that of imagining future and possible scenarios—“trying on” this job or that, rolling around ideas about something we are working on, and so on. It is also the neurological center for social cognition, or experiencing feelings and emotions around social situations. This includes imagining the feelings and perspectives of others—thinking about, for example, how another person felt about a situation or our actions, whether or not it hurt their feelings, or if we crossed a boundary. It handles the recall of personal memories and emotions and is a key figure in the meaning we make of events and situations. The default network is linked to larger creative processes, which we will dive into further at the end of this book .9

			The default network is also, as you may have guessed, linked with dreaming. Recent studies show that it is at the base of dreaming processes while asleep .10 The default network starts “thinking” when we stop doing so. In waking time, it kicks into gear when we gaze out the window, let our minds wander, imagine, and daydream (in neuroscience circles, it is variously called each of these things, depending on which study you read). What we think of as just watching clouds drift by—reflective, unstructured, and undirected thinking—is in fact a highly active neurological process critical to our cognition. Too bad we didn’t have this information in elementary school when our teacher was telling us to “get our head out of the clouds” and pay attention.

			What was that teacher wanting us to do, anyway? That teacher was asking us to focus on externally directed, concrete, and goal-driven tasks that make use of other neurological processing systems, grouped into the executive network. This part of the brain’s cognitive processing loves, for example, to dive into adding up numbers or data or simply visually focusing on the blackboard. It activates to make decisions—like this place for lunch or that metro line to get home—and to pay attention to external stimuli like a ball being thrown to us, or a phone dinging. The executive network loves attending to all the notifications and tasks that come with technology.

			Both the default and the executive networks are necessary aspects of our acting in, and making sense of, our world. In the most simplified of characterizations, we can call the active, outer-focused part of our brain’s processing the domain of the executive network, and the inner-focused, reflective, making-sense-of part as belonging to the default network.

			The executive network handles the stimuli of everyday life, while the default network reflects on it, incorporates how others have felt about our actions, makes meaning of it, and imagines beyond it. The oscillation between active, goal-driven processes and reflective, meaning-making processes is important, because the executive network draws from the products of the default network’s reflections, and the default network reflects on what the executive network has paid attention to. In short, they feed each other.

			All good so far, except that the default network activates when the executive network deactivates; we only turn inward to reflect when we stop focusing attention outward. The problem is, we don’t deactivate very much these days. We are increasingly outward-focused, overloading the executive network and not allowing enough time for unstructured reflection, much to the alarm of the neuroscientists working in this field. 11 This is both a result of the constant “doing” that takes place in our overloaded schedules, as well as the pervasive role of technology in our lives (remember, the executive network loves technology, because it’s full of stimuli). Constantly stimulating the executive network, however, crowds out the reflective cognitive processes of the default network. Without this, the cross talk and mutual functionality between the two processes is weakened.

			Not reflecting has cognitive, social, emotional, and even moral consequences. That may seem like a bold statement, but neuroscientists are increasingly looking at the need for the use and development of the default network for increasing skills in managing conflict and emotions. 12 Without developed, creative, imaginative processes, we lose the ability to empathize, which is really just being able to imagine stepping into someone else’s shoes, seeing their point of view, and imagining how they feel about things. Without those same creative processes applied to self, we follow rote patterns. Reflecting on what has happened, and imagining different future scenarios, is the antidote to pattern. It’s how we leap into new possibilities for ourselves and the situations we are in.

			One way to understand this is by showing what happens when these processes are interrupted. People suffering from PTSD, for example, show curtailed imaginative processes in waking time and are unable to access specific earlier memories from their life that contain nontraumatic emotions and experiences. Stuck in the traumatic event at night, their dreams tend toward a literal replaying of them. Interventions that center on reengaging imaginative processes reduce PTSD symptoms. As these symptoms diminish, night dreams begin to contain more bizarre, nonliteral elements as well as specific memories of other past emotional events. This opening-up of the imagination, and the emotional regulation and consolidation that happens in normally functioning sleep processes, allows the person to imagine beyond the traumatic event to new emotional expressions and ways of viewing their world. 13

			Creativity and imagination are critical for shifting our waking life experiences. Being able to see an emotion, for example, allows us to access it. Dream researcher Ernest Hartmann, whose work has included research with trauma victims, suggests that the image of overwhelming emotion in a dream (a tsunami, for example) can be mapped to earlier memories and information for finding a resolve, such as the idea of calming a wave .14 This mapping, and the proposal of other memories and new ideas, is generated through the default network.

			For all of us, not only do dreams give form to feeling, but by presenting an emotional perspective they open up a host of other possible perspectives. In an example from my own work, a client came to a session complaining about a months-long disagreement with her partner. In her dream, rather than appearing as a bad guy, the partner appeared in a suit made of shining jewels. As we worked with the dream, she listed the positive aspects he brings to the relationship—the jewels—and in doing so became aware of her own tendency to dismiss them. The disagreement, it turns out, wasn’t the concrete subject of discussion, but rather her inability to see the value in the position he brought to the table. The conflict around the discussion wasn’t between them, but in her; once this was realized, a total shift occurred both in her inner experience and the discussion with her partner.

			Life moves fast, and we are often not aware of how we feel about something until after we’ve reacted to it. Seeing how we feel, we can calm our emotions, and we can also imagine other ways of responding. What is experienced in waking time as conflict may be opened out in dreaming such that we see a scenario altogether differently, thereby shifting what is possible in our next waking day. But in order to access this inner superpower contained within our default network, we need reflective, unstructured time, including ample time to sleep.

			Scientists studying the default network point to technology use as a great disrupter in engaging it, as well as in developing its partnering work with the executive network. This is a very similar story as that of the neuroscientists who study sleep and dreams and decry the use of technology as being a main cause of modern sleep deprivation .15 Lack of sleep on its own disturbs emotional regulation, cognition, and other biological functioning, and is deleterious to our mental and emotional health. 16 Very simply, we can think of the fussy toddler who needs a nap, or the equally fussy sleep-deprived adult who is easily triggered in a meeting as a result. Lack of sleep also leads to less dreaming time.

			No matter where we turn, the data is clear: ample sleep and ample daydreaming time when awake are critical to our individual well-being, creative and cognitive functioning, and social relationships. Equally clear is that technology is the primary impediment to us getting enough of both. The problem is that technology is integrated into our lives. What to do?

			Prepping for Dreams with a Pause

			Technology becomes a problem when boundaries are not set around the use of it. Reflection needs empty space—time to look out the window and drift as we did in elementary school. Dreaming is no different. If we want to receive new ideas and the messages of our dreams, we have to make room for them. One way of doing so is through creating a practice around dreaming, which begins with a pause between technology and other stimulating activities and sleep.

			Just as reflection requires a shift in focus—turning in instead of directing our attention outward—dreaming moves us from attending to external stimulation to attending to internal processes. We go from bustling activity to quieting; we even change our posture from vertical to horizontal, which is a perceptual shift from active to receptive. Making this transition intentional makes it a fertile time for reflection.

			There’s another place where transitioning is key, which is that from sleep to wake. Allowing oneself to remain in the transition space of sleep to wake is a highly fruitful time for reflecting on the content of our dreams and the many ideas that present themselves in this space. Think of this as a time for nourishing the work of the default network. Not only is this the time that we can more consciously play in the meaning-making of our dreams, it is also an intensely fertile space for reflective cognition.

			Much of my personal creative work, including the writing of this book, happens in that space of “no-thinking” thought. Instead of trying to figure something out, insights are received. Think about how many times you’ve had a novel thought while in the shower. This unfocused, relaxed space is richly creative.

			August Kekulé discovered the strange, circular chemical shape of the benzyne ring in just this way, relaxing into his fireside chair after having struggled with formulas to no avail. Lapsing into a reverie or doze, he saw the atoms playing and forming a long line that became a snake eating its tail. He leapt up and, with this new insight, immediately went back to his work and cracked the formula without anything distracting him from this ephemeral understanding. 17

			

			By contrast, Samuel Coleridge awoke with the whole of his famous work “Kubla Khan” in mind, but before he could write the poem in full a man knocked at his door, scattering his thoughts, and leaving the poem unfinished 18—the ancient equivalent of a dinging phone notification. It’s a good idea, therefore, to set technology aside for a few minutes on both sides of sleep, so that this abundant resource is fully utilized.

			Pausing is easy and requires as little, or as much, time as works for you. The objective is to make a little space to change gears and turn your intention toward dreaming. It’s a time to cultivate your own curiosity about yourself, your bigger picture beyond that day, and upon waking, to explore the sensations, images, and inner knowing that your dreams evoke.

			You will find that the practice of pausing is revelatory in and of itself. Very often, it is the pause of an initial session with me that has marked impact for a client, before we even get to creating a practice of dreaming. New clients often say: “This is the first time in months I’ve actually had time to think about this,” “I’ve never taken the time to put this into words,” or “I guess I never stopped long enough to ask myself these questions.” These statements speak to what happens in the pause. The mind turns away from goals and lists to look inward and to go below the surface of things. From this deceptively simple act of stepping out of the hurricane of busy life, the inner waters clear, revealing possibility like the glittering scales of a silver fish. Simply by virtue of pausing and disengaging a bit from daily noise, emotions, and expectations, my clients begin to solve their own problems by seeing what they couldn’t see before. They begin to dream their life again.

			

			The Dreaming Practice

			Every neuroscientist who studies dreams will tell you that simple encouragement to remember dreams increases dream recall .19 Remember that in the study James Pagel conducted on people who said they never dreamed, many began dreaming after participating in the study. Most of my clients, and even people with whom I am scheduled to have just a regular work meeting, remember a dream before meeting me. The idea of meeting a dreamer jogs their mind and stimulates their dream recall. Dreams are remembered if we turn our attention to them. This means getting curious about them, perhaps even deciding that dreams are important. I’ll go so far as to say that it means deciding that the inner life is important and getting curious about that. Opening to the possibility that dreams relate specifically to our lives, that they are, perhaps, letters to the Self that contain a message, begins the relationship with dreaming. Like any relationship, this initial choice to be curious leads to a greater unfolding of it.

			A dream practice begins by getting a dream journal and writing your dreams every single night. How we write them, and what we write, however, makes a difference to the practice. We have to record the full details of the visceral experience; every detail is important. You’ll see how much this is true as we continue along in how we work with dreams themselves.

			First, get a fresh journal. Find one that you really love, enjoy looking at and touching, and makes you excited by the blank pages of possibility that await within. Make it dedicated to this new practice you are engaging in—set apart, not a scrap of paper found somewhere nearby or a notepad used for something else. Intent moves us to change.

			Having found the journal, the next step is to set the nightly intention. Do it each night before going to bed by writing on the first blank page of the journal the day’s date and the sentence: “Tonight I will have a Clear Dream and remember it” (more on Clear Dreams in Chapter Six). Put your pen in place, ready to record what arrives.

			At this point, the first question my clients ask me is about using their phone; they think it will be easier to speak or type into their Notes app than it is to write. In addition to breaking the no-technology buffer, the cognitive engagement that occurs when opening a phone pulls us out of the unfocused reverie of dream. The habitual use of phones for news, work, and social conversations immediately puts us into the mode of thinking about daily, waking activities. Each of these things makes it harder to remember the details of our dreams. Dreams need to be captured right away, without changing location. In this space, the details are “right there” and active, and we are still in the default mode of processing that will aid our sense-making of the dream.

			Additionally, there is much to mine in the actual way in which dreams are written. Our dreamy handwriting will often instinctively underline a word, sketch an image, or phrase something in an unusual way. The specific ways in which we spell (and misspell) words, the words themselves, and how they are positioned—interposed, on top of each other, sometimes accompanied by drawings or symbols—often contain the most telling and useful aspects of the dream.

			These aspects are either not able to be captured at all by devices, or they are autocorrected. We usually don’t pay attention to these automatic corrections in our sleepy state. Returning to the dream later, we don’t remember what it was we were trying to say; the gems of the puns and pointed “errors” of the dream are lost. The best dream engagement, therefore, is with an old-fashioned journal and pen, made even better because of its distinction from our regular way of recording something. We seek something new and different in our dreaming; to catch it, we use something new and different.

			

			Now let’s turn to what we write. Everything that is remembered is to be written, just as it is remembered, with no editing. Even if what is remembered is only a fragment, it is written down. A color, a scent, a feeling, a snippet of a song—one single image—any and all of these are dreams. Write them down fully. If you wake up more than once in the night with dreams, write them all down—every dream had in one night is one dream.

			That seems easy enough; however, the simple act of writing a dream in all the remembered details, just as they appear, sheds light on our tendency to edit and limit ourselves. When I work with a client and ask questions to clarify the details of a dream, they often add numerous elements to what they had originally written down. When I ask why they hadn’t included these details before, they tell me things like: “I didn’t think that was important,” “that wasn’t really a dream so I didn’t think it mattered,” “that part didn’t make any sense to me so I didn’t include it,” or “I was embarrassed (or afraid) to put that part in.”

			The tendency to edit dreams is a signpost of our relationship with change, level of flexibility, and ability to hear, ponder, and experience something new and unknown. Just as with pausing, part of the practice of a dreaming practice is developing the capacity for change, fluidity, and mystery. Simply learning to see, without judgment, whatever arises from within us is to learn to face ourselves fully in the mirror. Emotions without judgment can be shifted; thoughts and belief systems without judgment can be evaluated, chosen, or discarded. If we are unwilling to see them as they are, we’ll never be able to transform them; we cannot change that which we are denying. Writing every aspect of what is remembered of a dream—without any editing, assumptions, or criticism—teaches us to see the world for what it is, as well as learn to see something new.

			The expectations and assumptions we build of the world ensure that this is all the world we will ever experience. What we expect to see, we see—the image freezes. Plans are made, and outcomes are controlled for. This is part of our propensity for error—when new information appears that doesn’t fit these constructed frames, it is dismissed or suppressed. Seeing in this blinkered way, one is often confused by people’s actions, wondering what went wrong in a discussion or job, or stumped as to why things didn’t turn out as wanted. The same error is made when seeing our inner world through expectation. Suppressing a thought, an image, an emotion not only holds us back from our self-discovery, it leaves us in an unintegrated state, where decisions are predetermined or unable to be made, and actions are taken that we don’t understand. Allowing ourselves to feel and see what arises in dreams, without altering it to make it less intense, less frightening, or more or less exciting, builds a muscle of change.

			The “out-of-the-blue” quality of the material in dreams that “doesn’t make sense” to the linear mind operates entirely outside mental constructs, creating space for true revelation; it’s this “absurd” element that is often the most important aspect of the dream.

			For the woman at the top of the chapter who wanted to work in writing and the arts, this idea was—to the awake linear mind—a complete absurdity; if it were rational, she would have already quit her current job and done it. We all know the many reasons that we can find to tell ourselves that change isn’t possible. This is why sleep is such an important aspect of the dreaming process. Here the dreamer is fully receptive and able to be caught by surprise, and therefore able to explore the so-called absurd.

			Pulling us out of the ordered, comfortable, patterned character of daily life, dreams place us in new worlds and scenarios that engage our senses, emotions, physical movements, and sense of space and time in both recognized and new ways, which automatically enlarges our perspectives. 20 These richly visceral experiences wake us up to something in our inner world, challenging our points of view with unexpected images, perspectives, and sensations, disrupting complacency via question. The woman seeking to work in writing and the arts quite literally experienced the juxtaposition of the lugubrious plodding of a horse and carriage to the energetic zipping of a modern speedboat in her dream. This one sensory experience unleashed further questions: How many feelings in life are available beyond tired, bored, distracted, or drained? Why am I waiting to live my dream of Self? Why am I waiting to feel energetic and zippy?

			The dramatic experience of dream opens us to a place of imagination and sensation that opposes the safe choice of now. These visceral experiences become a new destination. It doesn’t matter if that destination can be defined in detail: What job in the arts? Writing about what? The “feeling” of the dream experience is evident, and the possibility of it is deeply understood in an embodied way. Daily life, colorless and routine, is shaken up by the body’s reconnection to sensation and the thrill of inner passion. After this, the details—Which job? How? —take care of themselves when moving from the new energy of the dream.

			It is for this reason that every detail must be captured when writing our dreams, including bodily sensations, and all the aspects which, at first glance, don’t seem to make sense. Remaining in the space of feeling while writing a dream retains the physical experience and inner knowing the dream provokes. Staying with this body-based, inner knowing cultivates the potency to continue in this space of possibility and begin to move in new directions.

			Writing down dreams documents the imaginative experiences of our inner world and brings us closer to admitting, and therefore realizing, our inner passions. The act of writing a dream is a direct engagement with the Self; by putting it on paper, the dream is brought into a tangible reality, making the inner imaginings of the Self real and important. This concrete acknowledgement of our inner world brings it into the external world where manifestation occurs.

			The Rav Chisda quote that opened this chapter compares an unexamined dream to a letter that one does not open. We are so much more than we perceive ourselves to be. Establishing a dream practice opens the letters of our inner world, launching us on an exploration of our greater Self.

			The next step of working with dreams takes us even further in that journey. It starts with understanding the images of dreams: where they come from and how to understand them. So let’s turn now to imagery in dreams.

			

			Chapter Two 
The Language of Experience

			“Once upon a time, I dreamt I was a butterfly. . . . Now I do not know whether I was then a man dreaming I was a butterfly, or whether I am now a butterfly, dreaming I am a man.”

			—Zhuangzi, Chinese philosopher 1

			A woman comes to me faced with a decision: a job offer from two equally impressive companies. How to choose? The decision had left her frozen for days. In our session, we do a waking dream exercise. She closes her eyes, and in her mind, she sees ahead of her an almond tree, with one single golden almond hanging from it. Her eyes pop open and she tells me that her choice is not to take either job offer, but to take the almond. It’s what she’s always wanted to do but never had the courage to say: She wants to start her own company.

			How can a single image be so provocative that it incites us to make a life-changing decision?

			

			Experience and Form

			The entire human experience is one of physical form. Our thoughts, our sense of self, our notion of soul or consciousness is housed within the form of our own physical body and made real by it. 2 Everything that we know comes from our experience of being in our physical body and from the experience of that physical body interacting in a physical world. We cannot separate ourselves from our physical experience of form, and in fact, it is this physical experience that creates that very sense of self and understanding of the world.
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