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Let’s Begin with a Dream
A dream after working on my presentation last Monday 
night referred to the first lucid dream I ever recorded.

As I worked on this presentation on Monday night, I had the following dream that actually referred to another dream— the first lucid dream I ever recorded.

The Monday night dream that occurred after I meditated at 2:30 am:



Let’s Begin with a Dream

I am at an IASD dream conference, and the 
meetings have ended for the night. However, 
some of us want to continue meeting, even 
though it’s already 4 am, so we arrange to 
meet at another location. We are walking 
toward the meeting place in an outdoor 
setting when a child of about 8 years old 
walks up with a big smile, and says, “I met a 
man and told him about your dream of light. 
He gave me a rod to hold. He said very little, 
but he gave me an experience that will help 
me do what I need to do.” I awaken from the 
dream feeling happy and see that it’s 4 am!

I am at an IASD dream conference, and the meetings have ended for the night. However, some of us want to continue meeting, even though it’s already 4 am, so we arrange to meet at 
another location. We are walking toward the meeting place in an outdoor setting when a child of about 8 years old walks up with a big smile, and says, “I met a man and told him about your 
dream of light. He sat me down and gave me a fishing rod to hold. He said very little, but he gave me an experience that will help me do what I need to do.” I awaken from the dream feeling 
happy and see that it’s 4 am!



1/6/71 It seems that I am walking home 
from school, carrying my books. I suddenly 
become aware that I’m dreaming as I 
stand outside a small building which has 
large double-doors on its eastern side. I 
approach them to enter, and as soon as I 
open them, a brilliant white light hits me in 
the face. Immediately I am filled with 
intense feelings of love. 
   I go inside, saying over and over “This 
can’t be a dream!” The interior resembles 
a small chapel or meeting room. It has 
large windows overlooking barren land 
like the Great Plains.

My First Lucid Dream

The little boy was referring to my first lucid dream, during which I was carrying a crystal rod at one point:

“It seems that I have come home from school. I become aware that I’m dreaming as I stand outside a small building which has large black double-doors on its eastern side. I approach them 
to enter. As soon as I open them, a brilliant white light hits me in the face. Immediately I am filled with intense feelings of love.
“I say several times, ‘This can’t be a dream!’ The interior resembles a small chapel or meeting room. It has large windows overlooking barren land like the Great Plains.



   The light seems to come from 
everywhere, and the feelings it engenders 
are unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. I 
think to myself that this is somehow real. 
Everything is amazingly clear and the 
colors brilliant. 
   No one is with me, yet I feel that 
someone needs to be there to explain the 
sense of purpose that permeates the 
atmosphere. 
   At one point I walk holding a crystal 
rod (or wand) upon which a spinning 
crystal circlet is poised. The light passes 
through it and it is beautiful. 

Lucid Dreaming: Dawning of the Clear 
Light, ARE Press, 1976 

My First Lucid Dream

I think to myself that this is somehow real in a three-dimensional sense. Everything is amazingly clear and the colors brilliant.
“No one is with me, yet I feel that someone needs to be there to explain the sense of purpose that seems to permeate the atmosphere.
“At one point I walk holding a crystal rod (or wand) upon which a spinning crystal circlet is poised. The light passes through it and is beautiful.”

I didn’t know what to call it, and neither did any of my friends.



My dream journey began in earnest

Three years later, In 1974, I completed a 
master’s thesis, Lucid Dreaming as an 
Evolutionary Process.
In 1976, I published a small book, Lucid 
Dreaming: Dawning of the Clear Light. 
In 1982, I completed my doctoral 
dissertation at the College of William and 
Mary on lucid dream induction.
Since then, I have conducted research on 
lucid dream induction using meditation, 
dream reliving, and most recently, 
galantamine. 
My research, theoretical papers, and talks 
are freely available at 
www.dreamstarinstitute.com.



My objective
To provide you with a perspective that will help you analyze 
and determine the nature of the characters you encounter 
in your lucid dreams. But in order to do this, we need two 
things:

A theory of persons (Who are we?)
A theory of dream formation

I hope that this presentation is a metaphorical “rod” that the boy and I 
received in our dreams—a way to enhance the meaningfulness of your 

experience of lucid dreaming. 

To provide you with a perspective that will help you analyze and understand the nature of the characters you encounter in your lucid dreams. But in order 
to do this, we need two things:

A theory of persons (Who are we?)
A theory of dream formation

Perhaps the concepts I will share with you will become, metaphorically speaking, the rod that I received in my first lucid dream, and the rod that the little 
boy was given in last week’s dream—that is,  a took that will enhance your practice of lucid dreaming. 



When I was 20…

“When you are ready, we will return.”

When I was 20, I had a false awakening dream that even now, fifty years later, remains vivid in my memory. At that time, I slept next to my bedroom window so I could see the moon and 
stars as I would fall asleep. One night I was “awakened” by something outside my window.  Outside the window appeared a brightly illuminated sphere descending from the sky and coming 
to rest in the yard. 

I was alarmed, and so I jumped out of bed to run to the bedroom door, when I saw a dark object spinning toward me. It hit the ground at my feet, and a woman appeared in its place. She 
was wearing a blue jump suit and was quite beautiful. She smiled and asked me to go get my brother. Relieved that she wasn’t interested in me, I went to get my brother, who was kneeling 
tearfully at the foot of my parents’ bed, dressed in a monk’s saffron robe with his head shaved. He rose slowly and accompanied me back to our bedroom where he climbed through my 
window into the yard and was taken aboard the craft. Then the woman turned to me and said, “You are not ready yet, but when you are, we will return for you.”  I then watched the brilliant 
orb ascend into the sky.



While sleeping on my boat…

When I was 50, I slept on my skiff alone one night on the Lower Laguna Madre of south Texas. I have done this many times as a part of my love of nature. As I laid there looking at my favorite constellation  the Pleiades, or the 
Seven Sisters, I heard a sound that I’ve heard many times—a hissing that comes in waves that announces that I can move beyond my body at will. In Mahayana Buddhism it is referred to as the gift waves, and Robert Monroe said 
that its activation was necessary before he could leave his body. I have found that whenever it’s activated, I can easily roll over and leave my body. Without trying to leave my body, the next thing I knew, I was sitting on a work 
boat in full daylight with a dozen men, all dressed in work clothes, as if we were going to work on buildings I could see offshore. I could see exquisite watercraft all around, engineered to express such delicate beauty. A bright 
sun was overhead, as if it was midday. Everything was bright and entirely vivid and colorful. I didn’t know if the men could see me. Suddenly I realized that I was on another planet, and the sun overhead was a different star. At 
that moment, I was back in my skiff, hearing the hissing, diminishing.



Who are We?

We live in the 
gondola, but our 

beings extend into 
other domains, as 

well.
Hugh Lynn Cayce

Any understanding of our encounters in lucid dream/OOBEs must first wrestle with the larger question of, who are we? My spiritual mentor Hugh Lynn Cayce, who was the son of Edgar Cayce 
and a meditation master—used to say that we are like balloons, and that we are unaware of how our being—like the balloon above us—extends into other dimensions at all times.



Ego, embodied identity

Perfect Speed is realizing that 
you’re already there.
Johnathan Livingston Seagull

The Self is a circle whose center
is everywhere and whose 
boundaries are nowhere. 
— Jung quoting an alchemical source

We are non-local beings, too

In Hinduism and Buddhism, consciousness extends from the highest state of union downward or outward through five levels or sheaths to the physical world, and that each level above the physical 
includes/encompasses each level below it. Most of us cannot see past our own filters, beyond which we are interconnected through non-local reality. We don’t have to go anywhere, just shift our 
consciousness to our nature beyond our ego-embodied selves.



We are interconnected

See the Doctrine of the 
Five Sheaths in 

Foundations of Tibetan 
Mysticism, by Govinda

Once we are able to relinquish our exclusive attachment to the ego and body, and by working through unfinished business stored in unconscious memory, we naturally become more aware 
of what’s always been there. It’s not that we have to go anywhere, or that “going anywhere” even makes sense, but we have to shift our consciousness to our transpersonal, nonlocal 
connectivity to realize that we are already “there.”



About a decade ago, the star 
woman returned!

“We’ve come to make
sure that machines don’t

take over the world.”

For many years, I wondered if the star woman’s promise would one day come true. About 10 years ago, after meditating in the middle of the night and returning to sleep, I was awakened by a presence 
in my bedroom. There, standing beside our bed was a woman dressed in a blue jumpsuit. I asked her who she was, and she told me her name. Then I asked her where she was from, and she named a 
particular star system. Then I asked why she had come to our world. She said, “We’ve come to help make sure that machines do not take over your planet.” I asked her if I could join her and visit her 
world. She smiled and said, “Not yet. You’ve got too much to do here.”



Are dream characters parts of 
ourselves?

Probably in most cases…

Subconscious (Freud)
Personal unconscious (Jung)
Submergent unconscious (Wilber)

Such experiences raise the question of who and what are we encountering in our lucid dreams? Anyone who has experienced frequent lucid dreams has run into characters who seem fully conscious, and who act 
and speak in surprising ways as if to indicate their independence from us. Perhaps they have told you things that you were able to verify later, leading you to conclude that you’d encounter a real person.

Of course, this is not always the case. 

We are probably correct in assuming that most of our  characters reside “locally” within Freud’s unconscious, Jung’s personal unconscious, or Wilber’s “submergent” unconscious—all of which describe the 
repressed, unintegrated mass of unconscious memory that awaits our awareness and integration. Through dialogue and engagement, we can resolve longstanding intrapsychic conflicts, thereby enriching ourselves 
with qualities that we have heretofore disavowed.



What about Archetypes? 

Jung never claimed that 
archetypes were persons—he 
considered them patterns that 
manifest as metaphors and act 

autonomously, but without 
independent selfhood.

Some people might say that the most convincing characters in our dreams derive from archetypes. Jung’s archetypes, with their roots in our collective legacy, come the closest to having independence without 
selfhood. As patterns, not images, they assume metaphoric form based on one’s historical context and personal history. But we can’t, from Jung’s point of view, treat them as persons.



But sometimes it gets real!

My Benny Dreams

It seems undeniable that the characters in some of our dreams are neither parts of ourselves exclusively, nor archetypal images, but influenced by nonlocal or transpersonal influences, as well. In effect, they 
represent or meditate real persons.

In one dream series, for example, I faced an ordeal that lasted for many months through a half dozen dreams. A deceased childhood friend, Benny, started appearing in my dreams a year after he died, and would chase me and 
assault me whenever he managed to catch me. At first, I ran from Benny, but could not seem to elude him. Then in one memorable dream, I tried to dismiss him as “only a dream,” to which he laughed at me before attacking me 
with a knife. Then I fought him hand to hand, and finally defeated him. But even that success wasn’t the end of the story. Only when I rubbed his shoulder as a last resort as he his pounded my face with his fists did he finally 
stop. He stopped hitting me and started crying. As his tears fell into my face, he said, “I only want your love.”

We might ask, Did Benny represent a part of myself—that is, my Jungian shadow, or my rejected self? Most likely. But was he also, in some sense, the actual person I’d known as my neighbor and friend? If you believe in a reality 
beyond the empirical world, then why not both? 



Maybe yes…

Are dream characters parts of 
ourselves?

A good friend arrived this conclusion after dreaming of his girlfriend. As they walked side by side, he became lucid. He turned and looked into her eyes and felt an exquisite, timeless love. So far so 
good, right?



But sometimes it seems more 
complex

Maybe no…

Or maybe both!

But then her face assumed a dark, threatening look, and she said in a low, monotonous voice, “Sleep, sleep.” He awakened in fear, feeling that she was trying to get control of him. Afterward 
he asked me, “Do you think it was really her? Or some aspect of myself?” After 50 years of working with lucid dreams, I am convinced that the best answer for my friend was “both.” Which 
takes us to our theory of dream construction!



Theory of Dream Construction

The Co-Creative Paradigm*
Dreams are not created ahead of time.
Dreams are co-created in real time through the interaction 
between the dream ego and the dream content as it arises. 
Dreams are comprised of three aspects, not one:

1) a responsive (minimally in most cases) dream ego or 
observer, 

2) unformed content, such as an unclothed manakin,  
3) A mutable interface or meditating form between the observer 

and the content that coalesces as imagery as the encounter 
progresses in real time.

*See Ernest Rossi’s Dreams and the Growth of Personality, revised as Dreams, 
Consciousness, Spirit: The Quantum Experience of Self-reflection and Co-
creation

Indeed, I believe that such compelling and convincing encounters with dream characters provide “felt evidence" for the introduction of an inclusive theory that can explain how multiple sources can account for a 
dream character’s “true” identity. I have discovered that such an integrative perspective on dreaming is available to us in the form of the Co-Creative Dream Paradigm (CDP), which has its roots in Rossi’s work. I 
have developed an approach to dream analysis based on this model, called the FiveStar Method.

Unlike traditional dream theory, the CDP does not view the dream as created by some unconscious process and then experienced passively by the dream ego during sleep. To the contrary, it views dreams as 
indeterminate from the outset and co-created in real time through the interaction between an actively responding dreamer and an emergent, unformed dream content. Indeed, the CDP treats dreams as comprised 
of three aspects, not one—1) a responsive (minimally in most cases) dream ego or observer, 2) unformed content, such as an unclothed manakin,  and 3)
a mutable interface or meditating form between the observer and the content that coalesces as imagery as the encounter progresses in real time.

The real-time exchange that ensues effectively “co-creates” the manifest dream, resulting in a “mapping” (Lakoff and Johnson, 1986; Ullman, 1969) of metaphoric content on the dream interface to express the 
unfolding encounter between observer and observed. The resultant dream narrative is, therefore, one of many possible outcomes contingent on the dreamer’s responses to the emergent content.



The Co-Creative Paradigm

If you picture this relationship visually, you might imagine the dream observer standing on one side of the dream interface, and the emergent content on the other. While the dream ego experiences a variety of 
feelings, attitudes and conscious memories during the encounter that impact the imagery, the emergent content drives its impetus from various sources or “feeds,” as well. These feeds may originate in 
unconscious influences “within” us, archetypal patterns, as well as nonlocal or transpersonal feeds “beyond” us. If these diverse sources are simultaneously available during the encounter, then the nature of our 
dream characters encompasses an entire gamut of influences shape-shifting their way through the course of the dream. Thus CDP anticipates the fluctuating appearance of a dream character, and permits us to see 
a dream character as a “moment to moment vectoring” of several sources or feeds that are available during the dream. People who have studied quantum physics, or family systems therapy will see the parallels.



The Co-Creative Paradigm

One might ask, why did the woman in my friend’s dream transform into an ominous figure? If we believe, as the CDP purports, that the dreamer’s subjective state constantly impacts and alters the 
dream imagery--and vice versa in a reciprocal exchange--then the answer lies, at least in part, in the dreamer’s inability to maintain an open, fearless view of his partner that permitted the deepest 
experience of her soulful presence. Thus, rather than seeing the ominous behavior as necessarily an objective feature of his girlfriend, we would encourage the dreamer to see it as a distortion that 
arose, at least in part, due to some fear or reaction unrelated to the actual person. Of course, she might also possess such qualities; but to infer intention—dark or otherwise—without examining the 
dreamer’s assumptions, experiences, fears, and past traumas supports a self-centric view of our dream characters that relieves us of personal responsibility. Relational therapists will recognize this 
level of analysis as a “process” analysis that explores the circular causality between the dreamer and content.

We need a balanced perspective that views the dream image as a “mediating form” that allows for nonlocal influences as well as subjective projections and distortions. The CCP provides a sophisticated 
solution to the problem of “either or” by allowing the identity of the character to be a fluctuating expression of personal and transpersonal influences.



brings experience

 Unfinished Business

The source of dream ego 
distortions

From the standpoint of the CDP, my friend’s inability to sustain an experience of his girlfriend’s deep nature was clouded by his subjective response--perhaps based on his own experiences with her in specific, or with women in 
general. Interestingly, he discovered later that he had significant unfinished business with his self-absorbed and neglectful mother, for whom he harbored deep resentment: It took a midlife crisis, an extramarital affair, and 
sober self-discovery to understand and resolve this legacy burden. So, whether he could see it at the time, my friend had reason to attribute his girlfriend’s dark transformation to a projection of his own fears of being dominated 
by women, regardless of his girlfriend’s own issues. That is, his unfinished business from the past.



Transparency is the Goal

brings experience

This view of dreamer bias and its distorting impact on the emergent content holds the dreamer accountable for achieving and sustaining what we might call “transparency” if he/she hopes to experience a deep connection with 
the emergent dream content, regardless of its origin or character. This view is articulated in the Tibetan texts that were brought to the West first of all by Evans-Wentz in his Tibetan Yoga and Secret Doctrines and The Tibetan 
Book of the Dead, both of which state that the highest state of consciousness is always available to us in dreams and in the after-death bardo state alike, but that our karmic attachments and fears effectively obscure the 
awareness of the Light with images of our fears and attachments. According to this ancient tradition, our unresolved karma to generate further illusory images, and to convince us to turn away from the greater truth. As my 
mentor, Herb Puryear once said to me, In a dream, we either see God, or what stands in the way.



Transparency is the Goal

brings experience

As I walk along a woodland path, each person I 
encounter seems flat and devoid of life, and the 
environment appears dull and lifeless. As I continue along a 
woodland path, feeling increasingly isolated in the dream, a 
former psychotherapy client, Frances, who has since died, 
appears and greets me. She puts her arm around me and 
leads me to a place where we sit down and meditate for a 
while. When I open my eyes, my mood and the world has 
transformed. I feel hopeful again, and the world is intensely 
colorful and luminous. I say goodbye to her and continue 
along the woodland path. The people around me seem 
suddenly to possess personhood, and they acknowledge 
me in passing. 

Regardless of what you are inclined to believe, the dream itself provides compelling evidence of the importance of saying “yes” and “no” to the question of dream character independence. Indeed, 
dreams effectively illustrate the concept of the dream ego’s fluctuating transparency, and how it impacts the dream imagery’s capacity to mediate the deepest reality. For instance, I was in a lucid 
dream not long ago, feeling alone and depressed. 



Love Beyond the Grave?

brings experience

Was Frances really there to help me? I believe so. Significantly, a year prior to this dream, I received a phone call from her surviving husband. I had never met him since she met him just after we terminated. He seemed uneasy, 
even suspicious, and I wondered why he had called. He finally confessed that he felt he’d never fully known Frances, because she had kept things from him. Hoping to get to know her better, he decided to engage in the risky 
business of going through her private journals. He was disturbed to find numerous entries referring to me that apparently revealed a deep emotional attachment to me. He said, “It seems that she was in love with you.” His 
conclusion shocked me, since I had never felt anything other than a close mutual respect between us. 

Whether or not her husband exaggerated the emotional attachment, a series of dreams followed our single conversation. In the dreams, Frances would appear and consistently express her love for me. It was as if the 
phone call opened me to the possibility of her affection, and she entered my dreams through that acknowledgment. More than simply expressing affection, however, she seemed to want a permanent relationship with me. In 
each dream, I knew she was dead, and urged her to move on. But she kept returning, each time more insistent that we should essentially become married in spirit. I found this alarming but somehow appealing, as well. I was 
divorced at the time, and saddened by the difficulty of real-world relationships. Nonetheless, I persisted in saying “no,” and she eventually stopped appearing in my dreams. In retrospect, her appearance in my depressed lucid 
dream and the support she offered seemed to express a genuine love, as well as an acceptance of our need to continue our respective journeys apart.



Two Ways to Tell

Similarity

Dissimilarity

In trying to determine if a dream character such as Benny or Frances is really the person we know, there are two levels of assessment that we can apply. If a character is familiar to us, we might ask, Does the 
character’s behavior close enough to what we know about the real person? If the dream character differs slightly from the person we know, we might overlook these discrepancies as our perceptual distortions, and 
conclude that the dream character is, indeed, the person we know. However, in the case of a stranger, such as the extraterrestrial woman who stood beside my bed, we would have no one to compare her with. 
Instead, we would assess the degree of difference between the character and ourselves. We might apply what New Testament scholars refer to as the “principle of dissimilarity” that they have used to determine if 
Jesus’ purported words in the NT are likely to be his, or later writers with an agenda. To the the degree that Jesus’ words differed from established customs or doctrine, and risked provoking the status quo, the 
more likely the words were his according to this principle. Similarly, the degree to which an unfamiliar dream character deviates from our values or expectations, the more likely the character is independent from 
us.



brings experience

 True Relationships?

Viewing our dream characters as potentially possessing independence agency enables us to enter into what Richard Tarnas (2006) refers to as a “true relationship” with our dream characters, which he defines as a 
reciprocal exchange between freely choosing, autonomous entities. Without independent volition, our dream characters are relegated to the role of puppets who cannot provide the dynamic open-ended exchanges 
through which self-awareness and growth can occur. Certainly, a role-play or virtual emulation with non-sentient characters can provide rehearsal for real life, much in the way that the Gestalt “empty chair” 
technique can help us resolve unfinished business; but such exchanges cannot be considered a true relationship with an “other” who has the power to challenge us, surprise us, to hurt us, and to love us. While 
most of dream characters do not have independent agency, treating them as if they do represents right action, and will certainly strengthen our capacity to navigate the deeper waters of relationships.



brings experience

Twoness as Necessary?

“Oh precious sin that makes 
necessary the

coming of the redeemer”
-an old Catholic Prayer

In the Gnostic Gospel of Thomas, Jesus says, “When the One becomes two, what will you do?” Division and duality is often seen as a curse--a fall from grace and an illusion that prevents us from experiencing our true natures. 
However, from another standpoint, division or “twoness” may be the necessary crucible wherein consciousness is created, and a premature claim of “oneness” may deprive us of “real fists” that offer us the challenges we need for 
deep integration. We find this appreciation of internal division in the philosophy of Hegel, the psychology of Jung, and the poetry of Rilke. As Rilke says, “Perhaps everything that is terrible is, in the final analysis, only something 
that wants our love.” While we may all arrive at a state of “oneness” at some future endpoint as some spiritual traditions contend, experiencing ourselves as separate from our dream characters creates in the interim what I have 
referred to (Sparrow, 2014a) as a “functional” or “provisional” dualism,” which promotes awareness, dialogue and integration until the tension of “otherness” is no longer necessary. 



brings experience

Visits to a Neighboring Star?

In summary, Two years ago, I had three lucid dreams that included details that at first made no sense to me. In the first, I found myself on another planet with a woman whose adult daughter asked me to be her 
teacher. I explained that I was from another world, and she said that wasn’t a problem. As I left them, and followed a man to a portal from which I could return to earth, I asked him, “How is it living here?” He said, 
“It’s fine. The sun never sets.” A few weeks later, I was again on another world, and as I was preparing to return home. I asked another man in parting, “Do you know of earth?”  He nodded. I then asked, “How far is 
it from here?” He replied, “52 moons.” I found that puzzling. Then, a few weeks later, I was again on another world, flying beside an old woman and a boy, who were my escorts. We landed atop a mountain where I 
could see three suns, not one, in the sky. All of this seemed meaningless, until I read in my news feed that Proxima Centauri--the closest star to our solar system--has a planet, Proxima B, that is four light years 
from earth (52 lunar cycles represents four years), and has one side that always faces its sun. Further, if one were to stand on the surface of Proxima B, one would see three stars--Proxima Centauri and the binary 
star Alphas Centauri and its partner. Was this sheer coincidence? There’s no way to know. 



brings experience

We Are Not Alone

When Issac Newton finally solved the problem of planetary motion and dispelled the ancient view that the planets reveal the movements of the gods, we were suddenly alone in a mechanistic universe. Being a religious man, 
Newton never intended to deprive humanity of an animated universe, but that was the effect of his brilliant discovery. After all, whenever we reduce the appearance of life to a process devoid of agency, through religion, 
cynicism, or fear, we lose the dimension of relationship that we yearn for. By accepting that some of our dream visitors derive their agency and identity from elsewhere, we affirm that we live in an animated universe, populated 
by beings who offer us something that we cannot create on our own—that is, true relationships that confirm that we are not alone.
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