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Our animals offer us unconditional love and acceptance, joy, and companionship.  But they also, perhaps surprisingly, help us connect to other human beings.  What I’d like to share with you today is a sense of this particular blessing – the sustained and rewarding connection with other people that I’ve received as part of a therapy dog team with my Pomeranian Jasper and my Cavalier King Charles Spaniel Isabel.  

My involvement with therapy dog work began several years ago when three streams converged in my life: a daughter with who was particularly great talking with adults, a growing feeling that I should be move involved in service to support those outside myself and my family, and my life-long love of dogs, which had led me to bring two puppies, Jazz and Iz, into my life. 

A colleague happened to mention to me around that time that she had had her dog certified as a therapy dog and was visiting Alzheimer’s patients with her son and her dog.  I had a real “aha” moment – this sounded like an activity that would be great for my daughter Natalie, giving her a source for social success; great for my dogs, who needed stimulation and a ‘job’ in their lives; great for me, as I’d always wanted to help out where I could, but had never found the right way -- and, of course, I hoped it would be great for those people we visited.  

So Natalie and I took the dogs through the certification course, and found our place at Park Avenue Rehabilitation and Nursing Center. We’ve been going there monthly for 2 years, after about a year at Sunrise Assisted Living.   

My dogs love these visits—They jump up and down and wag their tails like crazy when they see their special bandanas that they wear only on these visits. They seem to feel satisfied by this experience of visiting and connecting, even though you might think it would be strange for them, or at best, neutral, given the unusual sights, sounds, and smells of the facility.   But they seem to understand and respond to the connections we make there.  

The actual visits are simple: We walk up and down the halls, knocking on doors to ask whether people would like to visit with the dogs. Some do, and some don’t. Those who do want to visit, talk about their own pets; or our dogs; or my daughter Natalie; or how they feel; or who just came to visit them.  Some people we see only once, as they are there for rehabilitation; others we’ve seen every month for two years.   Most people remember us, and we pick up conversations begun the month before.   We don’t visit too long with anyone – possibly 10 minutes at the most, and sometimes only 2 or 3.  Some like to chat with us and do not touch the dogs, but most want to pet Jasper and Isabel.  Some are drawn to Jasper’s sunny nature and perpetual smile, and his contented look in the front snuggly pack he rides in for visits.  Others are drawn more to Isabel’s soft and comforting round eyes and modest, calm demeanor.  

They say:

“I had a dog once; he used to meet the school bus every day.”  OR

“My mother always had cats. We loved those cats.” OR

“I had to leave my poodle back home. I miss him.”  

They stroke Jazz and Iz and they smile. 

It’s not earth shattering or mind boggling or even particularly impressive.  But the profound blessing that emerges from these simple exchanges is that through people connecting with dogs and with each other, we all come away feeling more whole.    More and more research has shown that this connection with therapy dogs helps people heal, and in some cases, even to heal better than when they have only human visitors.  

I was once asked by a resident: “Why do you come here?”  It took me some time to respond, and I struggled to answer clearly and truthfully.  “I come because if I were living here and unable to have my dogs with me, I’d want someone to come bring a dog to visit me.”  Then I paused, because I knew that was not the only reason.  So I stumbled a little, and I added: “I come because I love sharing my dogs with other people.”  It was the truth, and even though I said it in an apologetic, awkward kind of way, when I thought about it later, I realized I had managed to capture the heart of my therapy dog work – I come because I want to help others, and because I get so much from it, myself, in sharing my beloved dogs with those who appreciate them.

As many of you know, I’m a UU Bu—or a UU Buddhist.   Generosity is one of the key principles or virtues in Buddhism.   In Buddhist thinking, when generosity or giving is authentic, there is no giver and no receiver, only an interconnected sense of oneness, happiness, and joy. I have struggled to find this kind of giving in my life, especially as a volunteer, and have not really felt successful, at least in this ideal kind of way.  At best, I’ve found situations where “getting” and “giving” seemed to balance out as two sides of a scale.  But in the past years, as a therapy dog team, I’ve had people say to me:

 
“I hope you know how much your visits mean to my mother.  Thank you so much for taking the time to come here.”  And,  “Please come back soon!”

And, in tears of joy: “He reminds me so much of my dog! I’m so glad you’ve come!”

In these moments, the scale of getting and giving doesn’t really apply.  I’m there, joyful and happy, and so are my dogs.  It’s a minor miracle to me that I seem to have finally found a form of giving that does fuse giver and receiver, giving and taking, in a way that makes those terms irrelevant. When Jasper and Isabel and I visit the residents at Park Ave, I come away happy, joyous, warm, and comforted.  I hope I leave some of the residents there the same way.  It’s a pleasure to be there – something I look forward to, something that enriches my life by making me feel part of a something larger than myself -- part of that interconnected web of life we celebrate as our 7th UU principle.  

In an unexpected twist, my easy and comfortable connection with dogs has allowed an opening to connect with people in a way I was always too self-conscious to manage.  And this is one of the many blessings dogs offer us.  As Suzanne Clothier, a very wise dog trainer, says:

“All that I have learned from animals in my life, were preparatory lessons, prerequisites if you will, for the greatest challenge of them all: learning to love other people with the same grace and the same generous forgiveness that our dogs bestow upon us every day.”

So I leave you all with a wish: that you too will find healing in connection with animals, and that your connection with animals will bless you, fill you with love, and allow you to reach out with that love to other creatures, human and nonhuman.  Thanks for listening today.

