FENCEPOSTS

Horses:  How one of God’s creatures can help us bring order into emotional chaos

A horse is a horse of course, of course… but it can be used in a powerful way to teach us valuable life lessons

Horses are natural teachers – if we allow them to be.  God created them as prey animals.  This means that in the wild they are constantly on the look out for threats of any kind.  They must be keenly aware of their surroundings to survive.

When we interact with horses we can learn incredible lessons about ourselves by using the horse’s keen awareness to gather information about how we interact with our world and others.  This is what we do in our equine-facilitated workshops and coaching sessions.  

Let’s look at what I mean by that.  

Imagine that you are in one of our equine-facilitated workshops.  You’re out in the arena with a herd of 4 or 5 horses and they are playing and nibbling on one another.  I ask you to approach the herd and “introduce” yourself to each of the horses by holding out your hand, palm down, to each horse for just a few seconds.  The following takes place:  

-you approach the brown mare; she briefly sniffs your hand, turns and walks away

-you approach the black horse and he sniffs your hand and nuzzles your arm

-the spotted horse licks your hand and tries to wrap his lips around your fingers

-the white horse pays no attention to your hand but puts his muzzle by your ear and gently sniffs you and blows warmly onto your neck

Now, answer these questions:   

How did you react to each of these horses?  

What does their behavior mean to you?  

How did you feel about each horse’s reaction?   

What do you think about each horse now?

What made you comfortable? Uncomfortable?

Which horse do you like the most?

Notice the strength and nature of your reactions to each horse.  People consistently have distinctly different reactions to each of the horse’s behavior.  

These reactions give us information about how we interpret situations and behavior, what we look for in relationships, what we need from others to feel certain things, how intact our boundaries are, and much more.   

In addition, when we are out in the field with them the horses are reading us and responding to us.  They interact with us in total honesty.  They hold nothing back.  We can observe their reactions to us.  So what can we learn from all of this?  

There’s LOTS of information to digest in just that brief encounter.  If you can slow down in the moment and be aware of what you’re thinking, feeling, and doing you can create order in how you experience the situation and decide to RESPOND instead of REACT to the horse and situation.  

You can then carry this into your relationships by being aware of what’s going on inside of you.  When you have awareness you then have the chance to make more purposeful decisions about how you will respond to situations or people.  Again, it goes back to creating order out of chaos.   

All too often as women we lose our perspective and lack awareness of how our emotions and actions are affecting those around us.  The situation quickly descends into the throws of chaos and we’ve lost our bearings.  I believe that God has given us a powerful tool in the horse to regain our perspective and bring order and well-being back into our relationships.     

We can also learn a great deal from the social aspects of the horse.

Horses are herd animals and live in a distinct, orderly social structure.   Their survival depends upon their success in communicating clearly and effectively within and between herds.  

If we observe horses interacting in their natural setting we have the chance to see how they communicate amongst themselves.

From birth horses must master boundaries to live successfully in the herd.  Mares (mom horses) start immediately after birth teaching their foals where they stand in the herd and how to successfully live in the herd.  They are taught the boundaries within which they must function to be safe, healthy, and happy.

There is a very clear hierarchy in horse society.  Each horse has a rank in the herd from highest to lowest.  The alpha mare is responsible for managing the behavior of the herd; she receives the utmost respect because she has established herself as the dominant mare.  Horses lower in rank that disrespect her rank will experience consequences commensurate to their level of disrespect.

For example, a foal that frolics too close to her and infringes on her space may get a glare and pinned ears at first; if he doesn’t heed that warning she will escalate her response to a stretched neck or lunge toward him and only if necessary will she make physical contact with him – perhaps a bite or kick

Her response / her communication is progressive, orderly, and consistent.

The foal has the chance to adjust its behavior before bearing the brunt of her force.  The choice is his.

So the lead mare does not need to exert a great deal of energy if she gets the desired response early on.

Horses lower in rank that respect her boundaries don’t dare approach the alpha without permission

So you can see that the horse’s society is based upon clear rules of communicating and relating.  Again, reflecting the order of God’s design. 

Horses are very clear, consistent, and purposeful in how they communicate.  They don’t “say” things they don’t mean.  They have a clear intention when they communicate with their herd members.  

So imagine yourself as a woman who communicates to others clearly, consistently, and purposefully.  


We know that in parenting our children consistency is critical in successfully disciplining and guiding our kids toward good choices.  There’s a real simplicity to it.  Choose a direction, envision your goal, be calm, communicate your goal clearly, be consistent in your communication.  That’s what horses do.

In our lives as women we have often learned unhealthy boundaries and then we struggle in dealing with our spouses and in teaching our children how to be safe, healthy, and happy.  We can learn from our horse counterparts that clear boundaries will make life simpler and happier.  We can learn how to say “no” and mean it.  We can learn that in healthy relationships we will always have the right to say “no” and have it be respected.  


I tell every person with whom I work that they should always have a “no.”  


“No thank you I don’t want to go to lunch with you today.”


“No I’m not going to spend my money on that.”


“No you can’t talk to me that way.”


“No I won’t be volunteering in that position this time.”


“No I am not willing to do that.”

So, in our workshops we take women into the “world” of the horses to learn about boundaries


They learn in a very physical, tangible way what happens when they allow a 1,000 pound animal disrespect or disregard them


The women experience emotions and reactions right there in the moment and have to deal with it immediately in the presence of this 1,000 pound animal.  It’s not possible to ignore their emotions because the horse reacts to it.  Remember – a horse’s survival depends on its ability to read and respond to the environment.  So the woman’s emotions become a part of that environment out in the arena.  She has to face the emotion as it happens.  How does this differ from everyday life?  

How often do we experience an emotion or have a reaction in a situation but push it aside / try to ignore it?  What are the consequences of doing that?  Well, there is likely some very important information in that emotion you just experienced.  God designed us with a strong gut instinct – women’s intuition if you will.  There’s value in that but we often ignore it and get into trouble by doing so.  How often have you said to yourself, “I just had a sense about that situation/person but I ignored it.  Now look what happened!”


 Our goal in working with women and horses is to push through this habit of foregoing our gut instinct/ our intuition/ our boundaries and allow the experience of being aware of one’s emotions, communicating clearly and consistently, and finding each person’s “no”. 


After having gone through our workshop we hear from many women that they feel for the first time in their lives they “really got it.”   By finding their “no” out there with a huge beast they could now tap into it in other relationships and situations.  The learning goes way past just “head” learning.  It quickly becomes a very spiritual experience because the horse’s feedback is totally honest but free from the judgment we so often experience from other people.  The Holy Spirit can be heard much more clearly when we’re watching a horse react to us instead of trying to listen to feedback we’re getting from others that is often couched in all the “stuff” our human relationships (attitude, resentment, anger, criticism).  You know – the feedback that tells us we’re not doing a good job as mom, as wife, as friend that is so difficult to hear. 

So we find that women are more open to what they’re learning in the moment.  It’s so exciting to watch the process and then hear that women are changing their lives.  They’re creating order out of chaos – just as God desires for us.  

