The Way of the Dog and the Wisdom of
Vipassana

Chapter 1: Awakening to Presence

From the moment | first sat quietly in meditation, | realised how easily life
slips through our fingers. The mind races ahead to the future or lingers in the
past, and we scarcely notice the richness of the present. Yet if we pause,
even for a few breaths, there is a profound stillness that can be found, a quiet
clarity that grounds us in the reality of each moment.

Dogs, in their effortless way, seem to embody this clarity naturally. They move
through life with remarkable simplicity and presence, fully immersed in the
sensations, sounds, and experiences around them. Watching a dog explore a
garden or rest quietly in the sun reminds me of what | often forget in the rush
of daily life: life is not meant to be endured but experienced, moment by
moment.

The Art of Being Present

Presence is not something to be achieved or grasped. It is something we
return to again and again, like coming home to ourselves. In Vipassana
meditation, we are invited to observe each breath, each thought, each
sensation with gentle curiosity. There is no judgment, no need to control; we
simply notice and return to awareness.

In the same way, dogs remind us that life is to be met exactly as it is. They do
not carry the weight of expectations, nor do they demand that the world
conform to their wishes. Their attention is not fractured between what has
been and what will be. It is fully here, fully now.

The Subtle Joy of Simplicity

One of the most profound lessons | have learned from both my Vipassana
practice and the way of the dog is that happiness does not lie in accumulation
or achievement. It lies in the simplicity of being. A warm sunbeam, the rhythm
of breathing, the sound of leaves rustling in the wind, these are all enough.
Yet we so often overlook them, distracted by the ceaseless pull of thought.

Through meditation, | have learned to notice these small wonders, to give
them my full attention. When | do, | feel a quiet joy that does not depend on
circumstance. It is a reminder that the richness of life is always present,
waiting for us to acknowledge it.



Awareness in Daily Life

The practice of mindfulness does not end when the meditation cushion is put
away. It extends into every aspect of daily life, washing the dishes, walking to
the shops, listening to a friend. Each moment is an opportunity to be fully
awake, fully present, fully alive.

Mindfulness isn’t something we have to fit into our lives, it is something we do
while getting on with our usual routine. In the same way you don’t make extra
time to worry or feel stressed; it just happens. When you notice that you feel
stressed or anxious take a minute to slow your mind down and breathe
deeply for a couple of rounds.

Dogs, in their natural state, offer a mirror for us. They teach us that presence
is not about effort or striving. It is about noticing, receiving, and participating
in life as it unfolds.

When a dog feels safe and trusts that you will not lead them into danger, have
their best interests at heart they feel confident with you and therefore the
world around them.

Practical Exercises for Presence

1. Morning Awareness: Before getting out of bed, take three deep breaths
and notice the sensations of your body. Observe how you feel
physically and emotionally without judgment and move into your day
consciously. | also find that giving gratitude for the things you have and
the day ahead helps us start on a good footing.

2. Mindful Walking: When out walking with your dog, choose at least one
walk per day to be fully present. Notice the sounds, smells, and
movements around you. Notice how the dog behaves when not rushed
and given time to explore his natural instincts. What is it like for you to
explore the same environment while your dog is engaging with it in his
way? Let your attention rest on the sensations of walking and being
present, and not how un-rushed you feel. Your daily walks become one
of connection and ease instead of a rush and potentially problematic.

3. Pause and Breathe: Take time throughout the day to pause for one
minute every few hours. You can do this while waiting for the kettle to
boil, walking from room to room, or any other time that you notice you
are feeling stressed. Close your eyes if you prefer but it isn’t crucial to
this practice. Breathe deeply and slowly, and let your shoulders drop
and feel yourself relax. If you feel able, try to notice your thoughts
without engaging with them. Let them pass by like clouds.



Chapter 2: Cultivating Mindfulness Through Everyday Moments

Mindfulness is woven into the very fabric of ordinary life. Your daily activities
are all opportunities to be fully attentive. Dogs show us this effortlessly. When
they eat, they eat with joy. When they explore, they explore completely. They
immerse themselves in whatever activity is presented.

Do you notice times when you are completely present in an activity? Nothing
else seems to matter and time passes by without stress; plus our thoughts
are not racing or worrying.

Observing Without Interference

In mindfulness, we learn to observe without giving attention to the
interferences around us. Thoughts come and go, sensations arise and fade,
emotions surface and dissolve. The practice is to witness all of this without
grasping or rejecting. You eventually come to allow what is there, noticing it
without reacting to it.

Our reactions and the meaning we give to anything tend to cause us the most
discomfort that the sensation or thought itself.

Dogs notice everything but do not judge. They have very acute hearing and
sense of smell and a sound in the distance, a scent on the wind, a leaf
moving across the garden; all are received fully without analysis or critique.
Depending on the dogs nature, they may react to such stimuli but it is soon
forgotten.

We can learn to meet our inner experiences with the same open, non-
grasping and non-judging attention and let go of things once they have
passed.

Dwelling on the past or projecting into the future just cause stress as neither
can be resolved in the moment. When something needs done it is done when
presented. Our minds cannot create a new outcome or see a different
potential with the same mind that created the situation.

It needs space and relaxation for a new perspective to arise. Whatever we
think or come up with as a solution is only the solution we were able to
perceive at that time; it doesn’t make it the only solution. When seen as a
starting place, new insights and information can become available to us that
we would never have thought of on our own.

Mindful Eating

One way to bring mindfulness into daily life is through eating. Noticing the
texture, taste, and aroma of your food can really bring you into the present



moment. Most of the time we eat unconsciously and as if we are in a race to
finish our food.

Instead, when we chew slowly and observe each sensation we interact with
our food on another level of awareness and may also reflect on the journey of
this food to your plate, the effort of the farmers, the earth and sun that
nurtured it. Eating then becomes a meditation, a practice of gratitude and
presence.

We’'ve all sat on the sofa and devoured a family size bag of crisps or a whole
chocolate bar without realising it. Eating mindfully can help us stop when we
feel full and not binge eat or use food as comfort.

Dogs love their food and usually as soon as it is presented it is gone. For us
eating mindfully is a way to develop mindfulness in our daily activities and to
slow down unconscious behaviours, not really something we want to mirror
from our dogs.

Mindful Movement

Movement also offers a doorway into mindfulness. Walking, stretching, or
simply shifting in your chair can be done with awareness. Notice the muscles,
the rhythm, the contact of your feet with the floor. Let your body guide you
into the present moment.

Our dogs can lay on the floor or sofa in quiet relaxation but they are still able
to interact and be ready when the time comes to move. They don’t lie around
being lazy, they are still alert and mindful even while they sleep. But they are
not generally on hyper alert in the same way that we might be, unless they
have trauma or don'’t feel safe in their environment.

Practical Exercises for Mindfulness

1. Mindful Meals: Eat one meal a day without distraction. Focus fully on
the sensory experience of eating. Chew each mouthful slowly and
savour the flavours. You can also find that eating in this way reduces
the amount of food you eat.

2. Body Scan: Lie down or sit comfortably. Move your attention slowly
through your body from head to toe, noticing sensations without
judgment. Try not to fixate on any sensation and allow it to change on
its own without trying to change it yourself. Surrendering to what you
are experiencing can help you release resistance and make the whole
experience less painful.

3. Five Senses Pause: At any moment, notice five things you can see, four
things you can touch, three things you can hear, two things you can



smell, and one thing you can taste. This helps you stay present and
focused on the sounds, sights and smells around you. It can be
surprising how quickly your instincts sharpen practising this.

Chapter 3: Embracing Simplicity and Non-Attachment

Dogs live simply. They do not carry mental baggage, worry about what is to
come, or dwell on the past. They respond to life as it is, moment by moment,
need by need.

They can have associations about things we do and in some way predict an
outcome. For example you put your shoes and coat on and can be
associated with going for a walk or that you are leaving without them.

They don'’t spend all day worrying about what might happen, instead they
respond to what is happening. Dogs love routine and predictability, it helps
them feel safe when they have a routine and they trust you.

In the same way, we like routine and predictability; being constantly surprised
about what is happening next, when will | get food etc can cause us and them
anxiety. They are very tuned into us and our emotions so if we are not
regulating it can affect them too causing they to be hyper vigilant and
anxious.

We can learn to co-regulate with them, simplify our minds and lives, let go of
attachment to outcomes, possessions, and expectations while keeping
boundaries, routines and their lives predictable.

The Freedom of Non-Attachment

Non-attachment does not mean indifference. It means engaging fully with life
without clinging. Dogs show us this constantly. When a game is over, they are
ready for the next. When a toy is lost, they explore what else is available.
Their joy is not dependent on permanence.

We can practice non-attachment by noticing when we are clinging to
outcomes or desires. This can be challenging for most of us as we want our

desires and expectations to be met. When they are not there is
disappointment, sadness and sometimes grief for the loss of the desired
outcome.

Bringing awareness to the tensions that arises when we hold on too tightly
can help us to see where the contraction is. Asking questions to ourself about
what this attachment to a particular outcome means and represents can help
untangle it.



Usually when there is the potential of something wished for, a hope or dream
is a stake and it could be the relief needed from a challenging situation. When
we realise that the situation and solution we are clinging too is one of many
unseen possibilities, not the only one available to our mind now, we can
consciously release it, knowing that there are other outcomes possible and
this is only the one that | am able to see at this time.

Attachment to an unmet expectation can be devastating and learning to allow
life to bring you a more perfect version of what you desire can help liberate us
from clinging and resisting what is being given.

Simplifying the Mind

Our minds often overcomplicate life with endless thoughts, plans, and
comparisons. By observing thoughts without judgment, we can begin to
simplify our life. Have you ever noticed that you can be in a room on your own
all day or doing something mundane but have the worst day of your life; all
because of the thoughts you entertain throughout the day?

Nothing actually happened apart from your thoughts holding you hostage to
perceived outcomes that may or may not have happened. Your ‘worst day’
didn’t change or alter the situation, it just made you feel bad.

Letting go of what does not serve us creates mental space for clarity, calm,
and joy.

Practical Exercises for Simplicity and Non-Attachment

1. Letting Go Exercise: Write down one worry or desire that is creating
tension. Take three deep breaths and consciously release it. Visualise it
floating away. Tell yourself that this is all | can see of this situation and
when | let it go another possibility will arise or the situation will diffuse
without having to take any action.

2. Declutter Your Environment: Choose one area of your home to simplify.
Keep only what is needed or brings you joy. Observe how this affects
your mental space. Give gratitude for what you have and your
unwanted items may bring joy to another person’s life.

3. Observation of Thoughts: Sit quietly and notice thoughts as they arise.
Imagine them as leaves floating on a stream, passing without
interference. It can be really surprising the thoughts that appear and
can lead us to noticing that we are not thinking those thoughts, but that
we are aware of them circulating in our minds. If unattended they
disappear, The grass only grows where we water it.



Chapter 4: Cultivating Compassion and Empathy

Compassion arises naturally when we recognise the interconnectedness of all
beings. Dogs show this instinctively. They sense our emotions, respond to our
distress, and offer comfort without needing words. We too can cultivate a
deeper awareness of the feelings of others and respond with empathy and
care.

When we approach situations without an agenda or a pre-conceived
judgement we do not honour another the right to their feelings and
experiences.

How often have you found yourself in reaction to someone in front of you?

Have you ever considered what is going on for them? Wondered what it
would take for you to behave in such a way? Asked them what is going on
and really listened?

| believe all behaviour is communication that something isn’t right. Mostly we
don’t have the words to express so our actions are the first thing to be
experienced. This could look like anger, withdrawal, drinking too much or
some other coping mechanism.

These are all signs of distress and when we don’t meet someone in distress
with compassion instead of judgement and reaction we are adding to the
situation.

Dogs will also show us signs of discomfort; barking, lunging, aggression etc.
When we only see the behaviour and don’t ask what might be behind it we
perpetuate their behaviour and overlook the root cause.

Compassion for Self and Others

True compassion begins within. When we hold ourselves with kindness and
acceptance, we can extend it outward. Vipassana teaches us to observe
suffering, our own and that of others, without aversion or avoidance.

Compassion is not pity; it is presence, care, and understanding.

Daily Practices in Compassion

1. Self-Compassion Pause: When feeling critical of yourself, place a hand
on your heart, breathe deeply, and silently repeat: “I am doing the best |
can with the information | have’.

2. Compassionate Observation: Notice someone’s struggle or discomfort
without judgment. Imagine your heart opening to their experience with
care. Contemplate what might be going on for them and maybe offer to



listen by asking them questions and listening without judgement or
interruption.

3. Acts of Kindness: Offer small gestures of kindness each day without
expectation. Observe the impact on both yourself and the recipient.

Chapter 5: Living in Harmony with Nature

Dogs move with life rather than against it. They rest in the shade, run in
fields, and respond to natural rhythms. By observing them, we are reminded
that we are also part of nature. Mindfulness allows us to see our impact on
the world and live in alignment with its flow.

Nature is such a great way to reset our nervous system. Walking amongst
trees and on grass can help us to slow down. Nature can be used from
anywhere to reset us even if we are not in the field, park or forest.

Connecting with the nature outside of your window can help to slow down
breathing, clear our thoughts and give us a new perspective.

Micro practices are short, simple invitations into this way of being. | use two
frameworks that you may find useful for using the world around you for
mindful connection and to reset during your day.

The GROVE Method provides a gentle framework for these practices,
helping us shift from stress into grounded awareness and communion.

The GROVE Method

G - Ground
Feel the earth beneath your feet. Allow gravity to hold you. This brings a
sense of stability and safety. Like being a tree.

R — Reset

Release tension, soften your breath, and let your nervous system settle. This
creates space for calm and clarity, while bringing you into balance with your
surroundings.

O — Open Senses

Engage fully with your surroundings; listen, look, smell, touch. Opening the
senses helps you become present to the richness of the moment and detracts
your mind from endless thoughts.

V - Venture

Explore with curiosity. Move slowly through the environment, noticing what
draws your attention. This nurtures mindful exploration and lets you wander
without agenda or without concern for the environment around you.



E — Embody

Carry the calm and grounded energy into your body. Let it imprint so you can
return to it in times of challenge. Take a few conscious breathes and
remember how good it feels in this moment so when you look at nature from
a window you can connect with this feeling again.

Micro Practices

Here are some quick, accessible practices to weave into daily life:

One-Minute Grounding

Stand barefoot (or with shoes) on the earth. Inhale deeply, exhale slowly, and
imagine roots growing down from your feet.

Sensory Reset

Pause wherever you are. Name one thing you can see, hear, feel, smell, and
taste. This resets your nervous system into presence.

Tree Connection

Rest your palm or back against a tree. Close your eyes and breathe, sensing
its stability and rootedness.

Urban Nature Pause

Even in the city, look for nature; a bird, a patch of sky, a flowerpot. Give it
your full attention for 30 seconds.

Nature Journaling

After time outdoors, write down what you noticed and how it made you feel.
Over time this creates a living record of connection.

Reflect, Regulate, Respond

Alongside GROVE, the Three R’s offer another touchstone when in the
middle of a situation where you would normally react. Try instead to :

« Reflect — Step back before reacting. Notice your inner state.
 Regulate — Use breath, grounding, or a micro practice to steady
yourself.



« Respond — From this place of calm presence, choose your response
consciously, or feel more able to do so without pressure to react.

By weaving GROVE and the Three R’s into daily life, you create a way of
being that nourishes not only yourself, but also your dogs, loved ones, and
the wider world.

Other Practices to Connect with Nature

1. Nature Walk: Spend time in a natural setting, observing plants, animals,
and the sky. Notice how your breath and how your steps align with the
rhythm around you.

2. Earth Awareness: Feel the ground beneath your feet. Recognise your
connection to the soil, the trees, the air. Stay with this for as long as
comfortable. It is incredible the peace you can feel when connected to
the trees and earth below your feet.

3. Seasonal Reflection: Reflect on the changing seasons and how they
mirror the cycles in your life. Notice the trees, the leaves, the weather,
the sound of the birds and other wildlife. Each season brings a different
experience and pace.

Chapter 6: Integrating the Way of the Dog into Daily Life

Presence, simplicity, compassion, and harmony are not abstract ideas. They
can be integrated into every moment of daily life. Just like our lives are filled
with the most pressing thoughts that occupy our minds, we can add and
replace them with more support thoughts without having to make extra time in
our day.

Mindfulness can support us with detaching from our thoughts by noticing
them and deciding to change them. In this way we create new neural
pathways In the brain. The more we interrupt the old thought patterns the
more ingrained our new thoughts can become.

By having some ideas of how you would prefer your life to be you can create
new routines, habits and behaviours. Mindfulness becomes the way of
implementing them through noticing and changing the thoughts as they arise.

Thoughts like ‘I choose to think differently to this’, ‘this is an old thought and |
do not believe it anymore’ and curiosity around ‘why am | thinking this’ can
help to interrupt and change unconscious or destructive thoughts into new
supportive ones.



Morning Rituals

Begin each day with intentionality. Take a few breaths, stretch, and
acknowledge your intentions. Notice your state of mind and body without

judgment. Step into your day with gratitude and joy for what is to come.

Mindful Interactions

Engage fully in every interaction. Listen deeply, speak gently, and respond
with awareness. Let presence and compassion guide your relationships. Try
approaching your interactions with curiosity rather than your own agenda and
meet the person in front of you with spacious awareness.

Reflection and Gratitude

At the end of the day, reflect on moments of mindfulness, joy, and
compassion. Acknowledge yourself for any practice, no matter how small.
Cultivating gratitude reinforces the lessons learned. Do not beat yourself up
for missed opportunities. The fact that you noticed them is progress and a
sign that you can do it differently next time.

All these practices help us to become more aware and more connected to the
present moment. We notice our dog and any signals it is giving us instead of
just seeing a behaviour.

In this way we also strengthen our other relationships. People are generally
not used to being heard. People hear what is said, make it something they
can relate to and respond from there. No-one is really heard and any
misunderstandings could’ve been avoided.

All beings are part of a greater whole. Vipassana teaches us that our
suffering and happiness are not isolated experiences. Every action and
intention ripples out into the world. Dogs live in this truth effortlessly.

1. Ripple Awareness: Reflect on how a single act of kindness affects
others. Imagine it extending outward like ripples in water.

2. Empathy Practice: When observing suffering, imagine it touching your
own heart. Let it cultivate care rather than aversion.

3. Mindful Presence with Animals: Notice the awareness and
responsiveness of animals. Let their natural mindfulness inspire your
own. Notice the signals they are giving you, see if they feel comfortable
or confused in any given situation. Our dogs are trying to live in an alien
world and with our support we can help them succeed.



Purpose arises naturally when we live in alignment with our values and our
interconnectedness. Dogs demonstrate purpose through authenticity,
presence, and service to the moment. We can also act with intention, guided
by compassion and mindfulness.

Exercises for Purposeful Living

1. Daily Intention: Set one mindful intention each morning. Let it guide
your actions. For example; | will be present with my dog during our walk
today and let him make a decision about which direction we go.

2. Authenticity Reflection: Note where you are living authentically and
where you are not. Consider small shifts toward alignment. Do this with
kindness and compassion for yourself. You will know where things feel
out of place or mis-aligned within and taking small actions can
sometimes rectify this.

3. Compassion in Action: Identify one compassionate action each day, no
matter how small, and follow through. This could look like listening to a
friend, being present to your dog or another person, putting yourself in
another shoes so you can understand them in a new way and not just
as a judgement based on behaviours and actions.

Freedom is found not in possession or control but in release, presence, and
love. By practicing Vipassana and following the way of the dog, we cultivate
awareness, compassion, and authenticity. Each moment becomes an
opportunity to live fully and purposefully.

Give your dog a choice and some autonomy. Let them live without constant
requests to do things. For example; open the car door and let them get in
without saying anything, trust that they know what is best for them and their
reluctance to do something that you are asking too them may be stemming
from them knowing what is best for them in that moment, or even mistrust in
you and your decisions.

Dogs learn fast and they are very clever beings. They soon know what gives
them good results and stop things that are not rewarded or given attention. If
they feel safe, seen and considered they will function well. Also, when they
have routine, structure and know that you will not lead them into danger they
can relax and trust you.

This allows us to connect deeper with our dogs. They feel safe. Once they
feel safe misunderstood behaviours will go away on their own. In the same
way, we don’t act out if we are happy. We won’t be worrying about things that
don’t happen to us so we don’t react to them.



If a dog is afraid of something putting them in constant proximity to it will not
desensitise them to it, it will make them more worried, fearful and
disconnected from you and more likely take things into their own hands.

The wisdom of dogs and being present and mindful reminds us that life is
simple when we return to presence, humble when we practice compassion,
and full when we embrace love. Every breath, every step, every action is an
opportunity to embody this wisdom.

Cat Hamilton

| have sat through around 18 Vipassana courses over the past 20 years,
learning deeply from each experience. My hope in sharing this journey is to
inspire a new approach to yourself and your animal companions, one rooted
in presence, compassion, and mindful living.
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