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PART I 

CHAPTER I: WIRED FOR STORY 

 

In the 1940s a pair of psychologists named Fritz Heider and Marianne Simmel 

constructed an animated film starring a small triangle, a large triangle, and a circle. For two and 

half minutes, the shapes moved around a colorless background at varying speeds and direction. 

As an experiment Heider and Simmel showed the film to thirty-five college students and asked 

them to describe what they had seen. Only one student described the scene as geometric shapes 

in motion. The other thirty-four students perceived far more than two triangles and a circle made 

of cardboard. From this rudimentary animation the students constructed elaborate stories. These 

weren’t just shapes colliding on a flat plane; this was high drama. If you looked closely enough, 

you might see a story of unrequited love or an underdog up against a sinister force. These shapes 

experienced conflict and resolution; some were villains, and others were heroines. The shapes’ 

lack of dimension and color didn’t restrain the students’ imagination. Closer examination 

revealed that these shapes experienced emotions such as loneliness, pain, jealousy and anger. At 

least this is how the students who watched the film reported what they saw.1  

You can go to YouTube today and try this experiment for yourself.2  It has been repeated 

many times with the same results. Most people will see the geometric shapes in motion and 

without even a conscious awareness break into spontaneous storytelling in their minds. Before 

they know it, they are cheering for a triangle, feeling sympathy for a circle or sweating about 

whether the small triangle will prevail over the big one.  



This is human nature; we are storytelling creatures. Stories differentiate us from the rest 

of the animal kingdom. For example, animals don’t bury their dead because they don’t have a 

story for what happens after death. Humans do, which is why burial ceremonies characterize 

every human society dating back to at least to the Paleolithic era 30,000 years ago.3 If we didn’t 

have a story about what happens when a person dies, why would we bother? Of course, stories 

aren’t limited to explanations of the afterlife. From the beginning storytelling has helped man 

sort out his relationship to his environment and to his community, and has served as instructive 

wisdom on what life on this planet is about.  

How long have humans been telling stories? It’s hard to say for sure, but an accidental 

discovery in 1994 by three spelunkers exploring a limestone mountain range in south-central 

France revealed that this storytelling feature of man is no modern advance. Hiking along the 

ridge of one of the whitewashed cliffs near Toulouse, France, the three friends detected a slight 

updraft of cool air coming from a recess along the ledge. They heaved rocks away until they 

could squeeze themselves through a small opening that led to an entrance of a deep shaft 

descending into the mountain. Prepared for a day of cave exploration, they unfurled a chain 

ladder and continued thirty feet downward through the cramped passage until they came to a 

“soaring grotto with a domed roof.”4 Suddenly, they stood in one of the many rooms that make 

up what archeologists now call the Chauvet Cave (so named for one of the three French 

adventurers who discovered it). It didn’t take them long to realize this was no ordinary cave. This 

was history, and a normal day of cave exploration had turned into an epic discovery. Lit by their 

headlamps, they gazed upon a trove of ancient artwork. They were the first humans to explore 



the exquisite artistry within the cave since a landslide had sealed it away thousands of years 

earlier.  

The walls of Chauvet Cave contain over 1,000 painted art scenes dating as far back as 

37,000 years ago. According to carbon recordings, new scenes were added to the original 

paintings during various millennia, with some artwork being a young age of only 10,000 years! 

When I first read about the art found in Chauvet Cave, I had a picture in my mind of rudimentary 

paintings, at best. I imagined stick figures etched into the stone pursuing a geometrical shape that 

archaeologists would claim to be a wooly mammoth. The invention of writing is marked as 

beginning around 3,200 BC with the emergence of a wedge-shaped alphabet known as 

cuneiform.5 The images in Chauvet Cave were made 35,000 years before that. Imagination and 

artistic skill aside, I wondered how well someone could paint on a rock canvas with whatever 

blunt tools that a person living 37,000 years ago might have used to leave his artistic mark.  

What I learned is we should not underestimate the artistic sense of prehistoric humans! 

Reporter Judith Thurman writing for the New Yorker magazine visited the caves in 2007. Here is 

her description of the skill and inventiveness she discovered in the scenes captured on the walls 

of the lost cave: 

What those first artists invented was a language of signs for which there will never be a 

Rosetta stone; perspective, a technique that was not rediscovered until the Athenian 

Golden Age; and a bestiary of such vitality and finesse that, by the flicker of torchlight, the 

animals seem to surge from the walls, and move across them like figures in a magic lantern 

show (in that sense, the artists invented animation). They also thought up the grease 

lamp—a lump of fat, with a plant wick, placed in a hollow stone—to light their workplace; 



scaffolds to reach high places; the principles of stenciling and Pointillism; powdered 

colors, brushes, and stumping cloths. 6 

What were these talented prehistoric artists doing in these caves? Why did they go 

through the trouble of building scaffolding to extend their art to the unreachable places on a 

wall? What motivated them to paint in exquisite detail a frieze of horse profiles? What inspired 

them to adopt techniques that art historians have credited to cultures that came tens of thousands 

of years later? They were storytelling. Man has never lived without his innate sense for the 

drama unfolding in the world around him. And the desire to share those stories with his 

community and inform the generations to come is universal.  

One of the leading archeology scholars in the study of the Chauvet Cave claims, 

“Everyone agrees that the paintings are, in some way, religious. I’m not a believer myself, and 

I’m certainly not a mystic. But Homo sapiens is Homo spiritualis. The ability to make tools 

defines us less than the need to create belief systems that influence nature.”7 In this cave we get a 

rare glimpse into the mind of our ancient ancestors, and what is it we discover? They are just like 

us. Where we thought we would discover clues about the perfunctory tools and patterns of life 

required to survive in a prehistoric world, we find a deeper mystical revelation. They went to the 

cave on a spiritual journey. Their life is no more defined by stone weapons and fire than ours is 

by computers and automobiles. We are connected more than we know. What they sought is what 

we seek 37,000 years later: an explanation for our place in the cosmos. What did our ancestors 

experience in those caves? A captivating and immortal story—a vision quest for clues about how 

to live the good life.  



While history suggests storytelling is an inherited trait hardwired in all of us, you don’t 

have to stumble upon cave art from thousands of years ago to know this is true. You can simply 

observe any young child at play. Children live in stories. When they imagine the world, which 

children do constantly, they are creating stories. It doesn’t take long for them to reason out 

universal themes. The stories often include good versus evil, a hero and a villain and conflict that 

must be resolved. I have three children aged ten, eight and four as of this writing, and they all 

seem to know what the important elements of a story are with no instruction on the subject.  

Our neighbors remain unaware of this, but the woods by our house are an enchanted 

forest full of magical beasts and dangerous robbers to defeat. The playground set in our backyard 

may seem ordinary with its requisite swings and slide, but it’s actually a concealed space station 

for intrepid space rangers. Our basement is a royal court whence great adventures and battles 

may be launched on a rainy weekend. I have confirmed that my children aren’t crazy by quizzing 

their friends, and they also recognize that these stories are taking place.  

No doubt my children would create their own narratives for the triangles and circle in the 

Heider-Simmel animation. They don’t require instructions on how to create a story. They 

inherited the trait. And storytelling is neither something we engage in occasionally nor a domain 

reserved only for children. We spend our entire lives engrossed in them. Jonathan Gottschall, 

author of the book Storytelling Animal, points out that humans are addicted. “Even when the 

body goes to sleep, the mind stays up all night, telling itself stories.”8 They come so readily that 

we may not even be aware how much they direct our thoughts. Without stories the world would 

remain an ambiguous blob of data and facts, hard to process and difficult to find meaning in.  



The Curious Case of Language 

Gottschall refers to man as Homo fictus, “the great ape with a storytelling mind.”9 This 

development, though, in our species is truly extraordinary. We have already pointed out that 

stories distinguish us from the rest of the animal kingdom. But it’s hard to overstate how 

remarkable and incomprehensible this gap is. It is no small evolutionary leap to become a 

storytelling animal. The mental and anatomical tools required to develop language alone, much 

less conceive of stories using that language, is a confounding development for scientists.  

 Neuroscientist Stephen Pinker summed this idea up in his book, The Language of 

Instinct: The New Science of Language and Mind:  

As you are reading these words, you are taking part in one of the wonders of the natural 

world. For you and I belong to a species with a remarkable ability: we can shape events 

in each other’s brains with remarkable precision. I am not referring to telepathy or mind 

control or the other obsessions of fringe science; even in the depictions of believers, these 

are blunt instruments compared to an ability that is uncontroversially present in every 

one of us. That ability is language. Simply by making noises with our mouths, we can 

reliably cause precise new combinations of ideas to arise in each other’s minds. The 

ability comes so naturally that we are apt to forget what a miracle it is..... Human 

language is based on a very different design..... Even the seat of human language in the 

brain is special….. 10 

 

Philosopher Bertrand Russell put it more succinctly: “A dog cannot relate his 

autobiography; however eloquently he may bark, he cannot tell you that his parents were honest 



though poor.” Furthermore, the whole idea of language is a problem for evolutionary biologists. 

For many reasons its presence does not fit their models. This may explain why Pinker in the 

preceding quote refers to this phenomenon as a “miracle,” not the term you would expect an 

evolutionary scientist to use in describing human design, but perhaps not inaccurate either.  

 Renowned linguistic scholar Noam Chomsky says, “Human language appears to be a 

unique phenomenon, without significant analogue in the animal world..... There is no reason to 

suppose that the ‘gaps’ are bridgeable. There is no more of a basis for assuming an evolutionary 

development from breathing to walking.” 11 

For some time philosophers and scientists have argued that language is learned through 

environment. The evidence of more recent study suggests that language is fundamental to the 

human makeup. Chomsky believes that all humans share a “Universal Grammar,” a language 

organ which pre-programs every person with the blueprint to understand language. We may learn 

a particular language based on where we grow up and the language our parents speak, but our 

ability to grasp that language is a peculiar and innate ability—one that is particular to the human 

species alone.  

For some time biologists have wondered why no animal species have developed at least 

some simple nouns, verbs or sentence structures. We know other animals have sophisticated 

reasoning and intelligence skills. A group of scientists once taught a chimpanzee to play the 

video game Pac-Man and to use a keyboard to communicate basic needs. Other animals use 

sophisticated social cues as well, but this is far different from what we would define as language.  

Furthermore, it’s not that scientists haven’t tried to teach other animals language. There 

have been numerous studies performed by PhDs who were confident that certain intelligent 



animals could be taught language if they only had the right environment for learning.  Two 

conclusions can be reached from these experiments: either PhDs make lousy language instructors 

or apes and chimpanzees are dull language learners. It’s not that the PhDs completely failed their 

primate pupils; it’s just that, compared to the average two-year-old human, the rate of language 

acquisition in the animal world seems rather slow and unsophisticated.  

This led another evolutionary biologist, Terrence Deacon, in his book, The Symbolic 

Species: The Co-evolution of Language and the Brain, to conclude, “Biologically, we are just 

another ape. Mentally, we are a new phylum of organisms.” Despite all of the advances in 

neuroscience, biology and archeology, this remains an enormous mystery to those who work 

from an assumption that evolution alone can explain man (and every one of his attributes). 

Deacon goes on to say, “In this context, then, consider the case of human language. It is one of 

the most distinctive behavioral adaptations on the planet. Languages evolved in only one species, 

in only one way, without precedent, except in the most general sense. And the differences 

between languages and all other natural modes of communicating are vast.”12 

The reason this distinction is important is because language is far more than 

communication. It’s an entirely different mode of thinking. It is the ability to make symbolic 

representations. This is what makes homo sapiens’ communication so fundamentally different 

from any other species’ communication. Animals don’t tell stories because they can’t think in 

terms of symbolic representations. 

An Alternative Theory 

Philosopher, linguist and author Owen Barfield argued that language and myth (our 

oldest stories) are interlocked and inseparable. Myth describes humankind’s perceptions of its 



relationship to the world, and language emerged as a vehicle of expression for those concepts. 

According to Barfield, language doesn’t enable stories (i.e., myths); it exists because of stories. 

Barfield points out how languages begin with figurative words and only later evolve into more 

specific and literal meanings. “As we go back in history language becomes more picturesque, 

until its infancy, when it is all poetry; or all spiritual facts are represented by natural symbols.”13 

Man was a poet first, and language exists because of man’s desire to express inner meaning.  

Scientists have no clear answers as to when, where, why or how man became a 

storytelling animal. Investigation of some of these troubling questions surrounding the 

storytelling man lead to more confounding questions. These questions and the theories that go 

along with them are well beyond the scope of this book and the academic credentials of this 

author. What I want to highlight is that the skill of symbolic reference, which enables language 

and storytelling, is an amazing and unexpected outcome, so much so that a rigorous evolutionary 

scientist might even use the word miracle to describe it. If we want to understand our unique 

design as humans, the skill set of symbolic representation, mankind’s capacity and tendency to 

live by stories, seems an excellent starting point.  

More importantly, perhaps design reveals something about the intent of the designer. If 

you happened to believe in a divine creator, you might look at this particular piece of 

engineering as a starting point for better understanding the designer’s purpose. Science has a 

principle known as Occam’s razor, which specifies that when there are multiple competing 

theories, the simplest theory should be preferred to the more complex theory. Perhaps the 

simplest explanation for the miracle of the storytelling animal is one that can be found in a short 

tale told by Elie Wiesel in the introduction to his book, Gates of the Forest.  



Wiesel’s story is about a series of Hasidic leaders who must each follow a three-part 

ritual to save his community from disaster. The ritual tradition calls for each rabbi to perform 

three steps: (1) to find a specific place in the forest, (2) to light a fire there and (3) to recite a 

specific prayer. Each rabbi goes out and follows the three steps, and each time the community is 

saved, but with each rabbi, one of the rituals is forgotten until we come to the fourth rabbi:  

The years passed. And it fell to Rabbi Israel of Ryzhyn to overcome misfortune. Sitting in 

his armchair, his head in his hands, he spoke to God: “I am unable to light the fire, and I 

do not know the prayer, and I cannot even find the place in the forest. All I can do is tell 

the story, and this must be sufficient.” And it was sufficient. 

God made man because he loves stories.14 

This reminds me of the first three words in the Bible: “In the beginning. . . .” From the 

outset, the entire Bible is framed as a story with a classic opening. The Author of the Universe 

sets the scene. He speaks and light appears for the first time. He follows that with the sky and 

heavens. Next, he creates the stars and moon in the night sky. He gathers water into the great 

oceans, and from those waters rise the land. Each day he adds to the stage he is building. He fills 

the waters with the great creatures of the sea and the land with all other living creatures. The 

Bible says he completes this work in five days and then on the sixth day he adds his final touch: 

 So God created mankind in his own image, 

 in the image of God he created them; 

 male and female he created them. (Gen. 1:27 NIV) 

 



In other words, the Author of the Universe builds a global theater, a stage of endless 

possibilities, a backdrop of immense beauty and diversity. Then he sets down his actors, each 

bearing his image, into the unfolding drama of earth and humanity. Perhaps the reason we 

humans have always been captivated by stories is because we were made to participate in the 

eternal story that began with our creation. We can’t escape our design.  

Why Humans Need Stories 

Whatever you believe about creation, there is no denying how much of life is consumed 

in stories. When we convene with friends and families, we spend much of that time telling stories 

about ourselves or gossiping (telling stories about others). The average American adult spends 

over five hours a day watching television, which is about 30 percent of waking hours.15   I believe 

our innate attraction to stories is the reason for the strong appeal of sports in our society. Each 

match is a tale of good guys against bad guys and an invitation to become invested in our heroes 

and their conflict. Even when we seek a break from all the media clamoring for our attention, 

commercial stories bombard us during the match, and it’s no secret that the most effective 

commercial messages make us feel as though we could be the hero of the story if we only had 

that car or those shoes.  

Without a doubt stories entertain us and inform us, but they have a far more important 

role than to provide information and recreation. The best stories are self-reflections. The stories 

that captivate us most aren’t just about the people on a screen or the characters on a page. They 

are about us. The important stories shine a mirror into our souls and beg us for examination. Our 

imagination is always practicing and preparing for its own tests and trials. It’s not content to be a 

passive participant. It wants to be part of the action. “Stories train implicit memories—the 



knowledge you have without knowing that you know it. In other words, Hamlet’s draw isn’t that 

it will give you good tips on handling your struggle to run Denmark, but rather that it will give 

you three hours’ more practice at empathizing with others, judging their actions and evaluating 

their motives. You won’t remember the specifics, any more than you recall how you learned to 

ride a bike, but the practice, like all practice, will help.16 

When we become captured by a story, we intuit the emotions of the characters we are 

watching or reading about, a term cognitive scientists call “transportation.” We feel joy when the 

protagonist reaches his or her dreams even though we know the protagonist’s ascension is 

fiction. We know the star actor doesn’t love the star actress, but we feel sorrow when she leaves 

him in the movie. Stories have a remarkable way of breaking through our intellectual defenses. 

Jonathan Gottschall goes on to say, “Fiction seems to be more effective at changing beliefs than 

nonfiction, which is designed to persuade through argument and evidence. Studies show that 

when we read nonfiction, we read with our shields up. We are critical and skeptical. But when 

we are absorbed in a story, we drop our intellectual guard. We are moved emotionally, and this 

seems to make us rubbery and easy to shape.”17 

Stories are a training ground for living, and the best ones provide important instruction 

and inspiration. But others’ stories shouldn’t replace the act of living our own. The truth we seek 

and the transformation we each need cannot be accomplished for us. They can only be achieved 

by engaging in the unfolding drama of our very own life. Great books, movies, plays and music 

are beautiful gifts to be enjoyed and relished, but they will betray us if we ask them to do too 

much. We cannot find life and purpose through them; they are only signposts beckoning us 

toward our own authorship.  



In the pages to come, we will explore how a certain personal story provides the context 

we all need to make sense of life. There is a reason stories have been so intertwined in the history 

and special architecture of our species. God made man because he loves stories. And as we shall 

see, not any story can serve as our guide. What we need is the timeless wisdom and character of 

a certain genre of storytelling. In the next chapter we will turn our attention to a framework that 

has stood the test of time and in its various expressions in history has always informed man and 

the community on what it means to live in accordance with the universe.  

If we could come to understand our lives through the universal themes of the 

mythmakers, they would reveal much about what is happening in the world and what life expects 

from us next. As members of a modern scientific community, it’s tempting for us to discount the 

wisdom of myth, but this is a mistake. Comparative religion scholar Karen Armstrong explains: 

“Like science and technology, mythology, as we shall see, is not about opting out of this world, 

but about enabling us to live more intensely within it.”18 Life could be more than an endless 

to-do list of appointments, obligations and deadlines that dominate modern life. But for most of 

us, our day-to-day existence couldn’t feel farther from any kind of mythical quest. The reason for 

this is that we need a better filter and a more powerful guide.  

 For too many of us, our lives ceased having any notion of a meaningful story long ago. 

Life hasn’t delivered what we used to imagine when we were naive enough to really imagine 

things for our lives. So we separate the story from our reality and try to content ourselves by 

escaping for a night at the movies or a good book by the fire.  



Finding the Right Context 

 Mythologist Joseph Campbell observed that “life is like arriving late for a movie, having 

to figure out what is going on without bothering everybody with a lot of questions, and then 

being unexpectedly called away before you find out how it ends.” We don’t know why we are 

here; the plot of life is elusive and ends abruptly before most of us understand the point of it. But 

our interpretation of things depends on our filter and expectations. Is life about getting by, 

“working for the man,” saving for retirement and just surviving? Are the only certainties death 

and taxes?  

If you look closer, you may find in the midst of the chaos that there is an amazing drama 

unfolding and that you have an opportunity to become a part of the grand narrative being told 

about the world. But first you must choose your filter of interpretation. You may either remain a 

passive member of the audience or take your place on the stage. The suffering of life can rule, or 

you can find beauty in the midst of it. You may become discouraged by the banality of the flesh 

or find reason for hope. You can be embittered by the mundane of daily living or discover 

adventure. Life can dictate the narrative, or you can write your own tale.  

Sixteen hundred years ago, St Augustine wrote, “Men go abroad to admire the heights of 

mountains, the mighty waves of the sea, the broad tides of rivers, the compass of the ocean, and 

the circuit of the stars, yet pass over the mystery of themselves without a thought.” The answers 

we all seek and the context we all need is written onto the human heart and memorialized in our 

great stories. That’s why the best stories have such an impact. They remind us of our deepest 

desires, and they light the way toward self-discovery. All of us have our own set of 

circumstances and our own journey to make, but we don’t have to make the journey alone. The 



pattern of the story has remained the same for millennia. The requirements are the same, too; 

from the cave painter peering through the dim light of his plant wick 37,000 years ago to the 

businessperson peering through the dim light of a computer screen, “we have only to follow the 

thread of the hero-path,” said Joseph Campbell - a particular story framework that has informed 

every human culture in history.  

You may not realize it, but you already know this story’s blueprint. Its appeal is 

universal, and so is its application. Even in modern society, it’s impossible to go a day without 

encountering the Hero’s Journey in a book, song, movie, television show or just about any other 

media in which a story can be shared. What is this Hero’s Journey? And how does it allow us to 

live more intensely in the world? These are the questions we will address in the next chapter. 

  



 

CHAPTER II: HERO’S JOURNEY 

In 1973 a young filmmaker in California worked his way through most of the Hollywood 

movie studios pitching a new idea. He carried with him a thirteen-page outline of a vision for a 

film that he had been dreaming up for two years. He wanted to create in his own words a 

modern-day fairy tale, but he struggled to convince the movie executives of his vision, and he 

was politely dismissed by them all.  

Although the filmmaker had completed the filming of his debut movie earlier in the year, 

the studio that owned the distribution rights had not released it to theaters. The filmmaker had no 

track record of success and no income. The poor, starving artist wondered if he would make it in 

the film business. But he kept pitching his idea to anyone who would listen until one day a friend 

in the industry offered him a $15,000 advance to turn his thirteen-page outline into a 

Hollywood-ready screenplay. It wasn’t a lot of money, but it was enough to keep his dream 

alive. At least for the time being he wouldn’t have to wait tables to pay his rent.  

As the filmmaker conceived of the plot for his movie, he reflected that modern society no 

longer had a common mythology. In his words society was losing “the type of stories we tell our 

children,” which was an important medium “for how our heritage gets passed from one 

generation to the next.” Old Western movies had attempted to bring mythology to American 

culture, but by the 1970s Western movies had fallen out of fashion. The filmmaker asked himself 

where the culture could turn next to develop a modern mythology? He noticed that myth often 

came from the “borders of society, from out there, from places of mystery.”  



By the 1970s humans had explored most of earth but were just beginning to explore outer 

space. It was only a few years earlier that Buzz Aldrin’s voice had come crackling through the 

living room television sets and radios of America, announcing his departure from the Apollo 

Lunar landing module onto the surface of the moon. Since then space had captured America’s 

imagination. It was a place of great mystery but also of inspiration, bringing a sense of wonder 

and awe about creation and what might lie beyond our own orbit. The filmmaker decided space 

would be the appropriate setting for his modern-day fairy tale. 

However, transforming his space-based fairy tale into a Hollywood-ready screenplay 

proved to be a daunting task. In his mind the filmmaker could visualize important scenes and 

motifs that he wanted to explore, but he lacked a coherent framework from which to hang his 

vision. He struggled to write, and month after month went by without a suitable product 

emerging from his efforts. One day, discouraged by his lack of progress, the filmmaker stumbled 

across a book he had read in college as part of his studies in anthropology. The book, entitled, “A 

Hero with a Thousand Faces,” proved to be the missing input the filmmaker needed to complete 

his screenplay. Published in 1949 by a professor at Sarah Lawrence College in New York named 

Joseph Campbell, A Hero with a Thousand Faces outlined the mythological journey of heroic 

archetypes. The book helped give shape to the various themes that the filmmaker was trying to 

work out for his own myth. With the influence of Campbell’s writing, the screenplay fell into 

place around a unique, coherent and strangely familiar narrative. 

In 1976, almost three years after he began pitching his thirteen-page outline, a draft of the 

screenplay was completed. During the writing process, the filmmaker’s first movie, American 

Graffiti, was finally released to widespread critical acclaim and was nominated for an Academy 



Award for Best Picture. The filmmaker was able to turn the success of his first movie into the 

financial support he needed to bring his ambitious new screenplay to life, and filming began 

shortly after the completion of the screenplay.  

 As the final version of the movie came together, the filmmaker screened a rough cut for 

a group of friends along with several movie executives and other Hollywood directors. Almost 

all of those attending the initial screening hated it. Some even openly mocked the film for its 

“comic-book characters, unbelievable story, lack of political or social commentary, lousy acting, 

preposterous dialogue, and a ridiculously simplistic morality.”’1 His friends worried that the film 

would be a complete disaster and might ruin what could have been a promising career. 

On edge before the movie’s release to the public, the filmmaker decided he needed to get 

away from California, so he booked a trip to Hawaii to “hide out” during the movie’s debut in 

theaters. He hoped the reception he received from his friends, movie executives and Hollywood 

directors wasn’t a good predictor of the movie-going public. After a couple of days, he received 

a call from a friend back in California, urging him to turn on the evening news. He turned on the 

television, and the legendary news anchor, Walter Cronkite, came on the television saying, 

“There’s something extraordinary happening out there, and it’s all the result of a new movie 

called Star Wars.” The news cut to a shot of a theater in Manhattan, where there was a line of 

people around the block people waiting to see the new space-based fairy tale. 

The rest is movie history. George Lucas, the young filmmaker, had bottled magic. The 

Star Wars franchise would become the most successful movie franchise in history, grossing 

almost $9 billion in worldwide box office sales across its various titles, not to mention the 

collectibles, toys, theme parks, video games and countless other products spawned from the saga 



over the years. Stars Wars still enjoys a cultlike following today, and an entire generation came 

of age imagining themselves as part of the adventures taking place “a long time ago in a galaxy 

far, far away.” 2 When Lucas later talked about the influence that Joseph Campbell had on the 

making of the movie, the rest of Hollywood took notice. George Lucas had become a household 

name and had changed the face of the movie industry overnight. Not surprisingly, others 

wondered what his recipe for success was. At one point Lucas admitted, “About 10 years ago I 

set out to do, had an idea of doing a modern fairy tale and stumbled across Hero with a Thousand 

Faces. After reading more of Joe’s [Joseph Campbell’s] books I began to understand how I could 

do this. It was a great gift . . . and a very important moment. It’s possible if I hadn’t run across 

that I would still be writing Star Wars today.”3 

Inspired as a child by the myths of Native American culture, Campbell spent most of his 

life studying and comparing myths from around the world, hoping to understand humanity and 

its fascination with stories. One of his most important insights was to highlight a common thread 

running through all the myth traditions he studied. It didn’t matter whether the story came from 

an ancient civilization or a medieval one. It didn’t matter whether the myth came from a tribal 

group of the North American plains or one from the African Savannah. One theme always 

repeated itself throughout the history of mythology. Campbell referred to it as the “monomyth,” 

or “Hero’s Journey.” By just reading the chapter titles of a Hero with a Thousand Faces, it’s 

easy to discern the path Lucas took when we wrote Star Wars, with each chapter title of 

Campbell’s book matching the key decisive events of the Star Wars saga.  

Because of Lucas’s success, the Hero’s Journey framework quickly infiltrated the 

movie-making business. Studios used the Hero’s Journey to analyze scripts and decide which 



ones to accept or reject. Directors and screenwriters internalized the framework to the point 

where without even realizing it, they could scarcely conceive of a story without using the 

structure of the Hero’s Journey. Aspiring screenwriters attended workshops and read books on 

how to use the Hero’s Journey in their creative process. One recent analysis identifies the Hero’s 

Journey as the foundation for more than half of the movies that come out of Hollywood.4 

The following is a small sample of well-known movies following the Hero’s Journey 

framework: The Wizard of Oz, Casablanca, The Lord of the Rings trilogy, the Harry Potter 

series, Gladiator, The Matrix, Fight Club, The Karate Kid, Jaws, Braveheart, Dances with 

Wolves, Spider-Man, Rocky, American Beauty, Finding Nemo, and The Lion King. The list goes 

on and on, and as you read through the stages of the Hero’s Journey, you will recognize its 

structure in other movies, plays and novels that you love.  

The Hero’s Journey works for a reason, and most great storytellers don’t even need 

instruction on how to write about it. For example, The Wizard of Oz, Casablanca and The Lord 

of the Rings trilogy were all written before Joseph Campbell laid out his theory, and yet they 

follow the same pattern. The reason is that Campbell did not invent anything new. He simply 

chronicled the great stories told since the beginning of humanity. What he found is that they are 

all basically the same story repeated with endless variations.  

The most persistent theme in both oral and written literature is the one in which “A hero 

ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder; fabulous 

forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from the 

mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.”5 



Great storytellers require neither instruction nor an outline such as Campbell’s. The best 

ones are already attuned to what makes us human—our desires, fears and longings—and the 

stories they tell appeal to those traits. The universal nature of stories is a reflection of eternal 

truths. That’s why they spring forth and repeat themselves without any coordination. It’s also 

why they resonate so deeply with each of us. When we are not analyzing the story but, instead, 

are allowing it to enter into the deepest recesses of our soul, the story connects with something 

that goes beyond reason alone. We experience something beyond the words. We connect with 

ourselves and with the world in a way that is not easily articulated. Consequently, if we will 

allow ourselves a moment of freedom, we will find in the story of the Hero that there is 

something mythical about creation and life.  

As part of an academic study, A Hero with a Thousand Faces is not the first place where 

this mythological phenomenon of the timeless Hero can be observed. Campbell’s theory follows 

and builds on the work of others who made similar observations in the fields of anthropology, 

mythology and psychology. Campbell sometimes referred to the Hero’s Journey as the 

“monomyth,” a term he borrowed from his literary hero James Joyce, who is best known for his 

story of a modern-day Ulysses, the quintessential Greek and Roman hero. It is Joyce who first 

defined the monomyth as “a cyclical journey or quest undertaken by a mythical hero.” 

As modern anthropology developed at the beginning of the twentieth century, scholars 

such as James Frazer and Lord Ragland, among others, wrote about the strangely similar motifs 

they found in myths coming from vastly different cultural and environmental heritages. Christian 

writers and mythologists such as C. S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien discuss the commonalities of 

myth in detail in their writings. Lewis, with Chronicles of Narnia, and Tolkien, with  The Lord of 



the Rings and The Hobbit, were two of the most famous mythmakers of the twentieth century. 

Neither one of them knew Joseph Campbell, but both follow the Hero’s Journey in their fictional 

writings. 

In his study of mythology, Campbell tried to understand the deeper implications of these 

recurring themes, namely, what they say about human nature. For help in understanding this, 

Campbell cited the work of renowned Swiss psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, Carl Jung. Jung’s 

research focused on archetypes, which can be defined as an original model on which other 

similar things are patterned. What interested Jung were the common symbols and themes that 

repeatedly appeared in the dreams of his clinical psychiatric patients. Jung observed that the 

archetypes of his patients’ dreams had a strong correspondence to the common archetypes 

running through mythology.  

Jung concluded that these recurring archetypes were evidence of some psychic element 

present in all human beings. He labeled this phenomenon the “collective unconscious.” Jung 

believed that humans are born with an innate ability to recognize and imagine these common 

myths as a tool for playing out the drama of life. In other words, archetypes had an instinctual 

origin and were therefore critical to understanding human psychology. In deference to Jung’s 

research, Campbell concluded that “myths are public dreams, dreams are private myths.” 6 What 

Campbell meant is that mythological stories reveal something fundamental about human nature 

and consciousness.  

This brings us back to the point I made in the first chapter about the inseparability of man 

and his stories, and how history and biology suggest that our species is unable to sustain itself in 

the world without them. What Campbell and others are suggesting is that mythology, as a 



particular means of storytelling, conveys important insights about what it means to be human. 

And while the Hero’s Journey has proven to be a great tool for screenwriters, novelists and 

playwrights, it has a far more important implication regarding what life is expecting from us and 

how we can live more richly. It offers an invitation to experience our lives in the context of a 

meaningful and eternal story.  

 

Outlining the Hero’s Journey 

Each Hero’s Journey entails three main acts through which the Hero or (Heroine) travels: 

Departure, Initiation and Return. Broadly speaking, the Hero must “depart” from the comfortable 

and known world into a mysterious world of trials and challenges where he learns deep truths 

about himself and is “initiated” into a new kind of existence as he dies to his old ways of life. 

Once the Hero is initiated, he then “returns” to the world from which he set out, where he uses 

his newfound power and strength to help his fellow man. The phases of the journey should be 

thought of as a cyclical process, repeating themselves over and over again. After the Hero returns 

to bestow his gifts on his fellow man in his normal world, he is once again called out on a new 

adventure and the process begins anew. For our purposes, we will use “Hero” as a 

non-gender-specific term; just as a poet or a writer may mean a male or a female, so does “Hero” 

in the context of the rest of this manuscript. 

Within the three major acts of departure, initiation and return, Campbell identified 

seventeen thematic structures, or sub-acts, through which the Hero passes during the journey. 

Over the next few pages, I will attempt, in my own words, to summarize the various sub-acts 

identified in Campbell’s book, A Hero with a Thousand Faces.  In Part II of the book we will 



examine these themes of the Hero’s Journey in detail and discuss how they might be applied to 

our own lives.   Before we continue, it’s important to note that the Hero’s Journey isn’t a rigid 

prescription. Every journey has its own pace and nuances. The Hero isn’t necessarily required to 

pass through every single one of the archetypal sub-acts in order to succeed. Sometimes the 

chronology of the various acts may shift. But while the specifics of each journey change, the 

same themes do repeat themselves within the three-part macro-cycle of departure, initiation and 

return. Above all, the universal Hero’s Journey is simply the ongoing cycle of leaving his world 

to find the source of life in order to evolve into a richer or more mature human being.  

 

Call to Adventure 

The Hero’s Journey begins with a Call to Adventure when some information is received 

that beckons the Hero to leave the mundane normalcy of his current surroundings and venture 

into the unknown. The call brings a new awareness to the Hero and draws him into a relationship 

with forces he doesn’t quite understand. Sometimes the journey is introduced by a “Herald,” a 

symbolic or literal figure summoning the Hero to look beyond his current circumstances and 

understanding about the world around him. In some cases the Hero is called to the adventure out 

of a crisis created by his own shortcomings or by the shortcomings of others. At other times he is 

enticed from the common path of life by some interesting phenomenon. Sometimes the Hero is 

set on his journey by the will of another. Often what the Hero values and cherishes begins to 

shift as he becomes aware that much of what he thinks is real is, in fact, an illusion. As the truth 

about reality becomes apparent, he becomes aware of a new destiny. The Hero quickly 



recognizes that the Call to Adventure will require much of him. It will require that he change, 

adapt and allow himself to be transfigured in order to accomplish his mission. 

Refusal of the Call 

The Hero has a choice right away: to answer the call or not. In many cases the Hero may 

turn away from the adventure. He may refuse out of duty and responsibility to his Ordinary 

World. Often he will feel reluctance out of fear or feelings of inadequacy. He may sense what 

lies beyond the pale and may not want to depart from the comforts of his surroundings and his 

way of life. And, though he may succeed in building upon his kingdom and comfortable way of 

life, his refusal to answer the call robs him of his power. By refusing the call, he may get what he 

wants but in getting it, he also becomes a victim. The life and the story that he wants to control, 

in the end, control him. Sometimes the Hero will initially refuse the call, but with further 

guidance or on further reflection, he may reconsider.  

SuperNatural Aid 

The adventure will require too much of the Hero for him to make it on his own accord. 

The stakes are too high, and the Hero will need to be fortified and reassured. Once the Hero 

becomes committed to the quest, a SuperNatural Aid will appear as a guide and protector along 

the journey, a figure who may not only help direct the Hero’s path but also put the forces of 

nature and destiny at the Hero’s side. 

Crossing of the First Threshold 

After committing to the call and gaining the assurances of the SuperNatural Aid, the Hero 

must then officially cross into the field of adventure. Very often he comes immediately upon the 

first Guardian barring his way forward. The Guardian stands between the Hero and an unknown 



realm full of danger and uncertainty. To deal with the Guardian of the First Threshold is risky 

business. This is no benevolent force as it stands at the outer limit of the Hero’s current sphere of 

power and understanding. To continue his journey, the Hero must deal with the Guardian and 

sneak past him into the greater unknown.  

Belly of the Whale 

After crossing the First Threshold, the Hero must go through an initial sort of death and 

rebirth. The Belly of the Whale is a common mythological motif symbolizing the womb. The 

Hero doesn’t immediately see his limitations removed and his sphere increased upon crossing the 

First Threshold. He must go through a sort of self-annihilation first. He must die, but not in the 

biological sense that he has come to the end of his life. He must be cleansed and leave his secular 

body behind. After appearing to die (i.e., entering the Belly of the Whale), the Hero emerges 

changed. The dying to his previous form of existence proves to be, in fact, an essential 

life-renewing act leading the Hero to a higher form of experience. Further, by dying to his old 

self, he moves closer toward his true self. 

Road of Trials 

As the Hero learns to take mastery over his new powers and the rules of this new world, 

he faces a perilous path of challenges. The ordeals he faces during this phase are a deepening of 

the problems he faced in crossing the First Threshold. The dangers have not subsided, and the 

questions about the Hero’s character and future destiny remain unanswered. Many times these 

trials will come in sets of threes, and the Hero may at times stumble and even fail. There will 

also be momentary victories and glimpses of a world and existence as it is meant to be before the 

conflict continues. 



Meeting with the Goddess 

In this phase the Hero comes into contact with the embodiment of unconditional love. In 

this phase of all-powerful, all-encompassing love, the Hero finds assurance that at the conclusion 

of his soul’s exile, the chaos and trials of the world will be set right and paradise will reign once 

again. This divine love, often signified in mythology by a female figure, is a unifying and 

life-bearing force connecting the Hero to eternity.  

 Temptation 

Even as the Hero enjoys the reward of divine love, he may encounter temptation along 

the way to give up the eternal for the temporal. While this temptation is often experienced in 

mythology through the woman as the temptress, it could very well be any temptation that draws 

the Hero away from his quest. In this phase the Hero may become aware of his depravity—that 

everything he thinks or does is “tainted by the flesh” —and that even the woman, the symbol and 

source of life, may become an instrument of sin and death. He loses the assurances of reaching 

paradise, of his divine connection to the eternal, if he allows his newfound identity to be overrun 

by sin.  

Atonement with the Father 

In this phase the Hero must confront the thing that holds the ultimate power over his life, 

usually represented by the Father. This stage is also one of initiation, and as the Hero is properly 

prepared, he becomes like the Father (AT-ONE-MENT), but if he is initiated before he is ready, 

he won’t be able to handle the powers that come with the Atonement. In many cases before the 

son can move in the direction of the Father, he must first learn to see the Father in the light of his 

mercy and grace. This is part of the growth process of the Hero as he comes to understand the 



inaccuracies of his infantile views of the Father as only a mercurial and vengeful force. As he 

endures the crisis and terror that are apt to come as part of the Atonement, he sees the truth about 

the Father. The world of crisis melts away into the life-breathing perpetual manifestation of the 

Father’s presence.  

Apotheosis 

In this phase the Hero attains a divine state as he comes to understand that the Everlasting 

lives within him. The ego is finally set aside as the desires of his previous uninitiated state are 

left behind. He is free to enjoy the bounty of living in communion with the Father and as part of 

the Father. The Hero achieves peace and now is ready to receive the spiritual blessings of one 

who has faced the ordeals of setting his selfish desires and ambitions aside. Time and eternity are 

no longer disparate experiences but, rather, are connected. Death is not the end of life; it’s the 

beginning of renewal.  

The Ultimate Boon 

All of the previous steps have prepared the Hero for the final step before beginning his 

return. In this step the Hero finally achieves the goal of his quest and gets his reward. He finds 

the magic elixir he has been seeking, and the image of indestructibility is finally realized. In 

some cases, if the Hero is ready, the boon allows the Hero to transcend the limits of his own 

understanding and personality. He gains perfect illumination: he is at one with the heavens. He 

convenes with a light and vision that go well beyond the limits of what he can describe or portray 

with human words or pictures. He has penetrated to the source of life itself and has received a 

gift that makes all of the trials faced on his journey worthwhile. 

Refusal of the Return 



Now that the Hero has completed his mission, it’s time for him to bring his boon back to 

the world from where he came. This is not always easy for the Hero. Understandably, he may 

desire to remain in the presence of the bestower of the boon instead of returning to his common 

world to transfer that reward upon his fellow man.  

Magic Flight 

As the Hero attempts to return to his Ordinary World, he may encounter further 

resistance in his attempted departure. If the reward has been won against an opposition or a 

guardian of the boon, the Hero may find himself being pursued during his return. A chase of 

sorts may take place, and the hero may have to utilize any variety of evasive techniques to escape 

those forces that are hoping to bar his return to his world. 

Rescue from Without 

Eventually reality will come beckoning the hero back from his supernatural adventure. 

He may find himself guided back to the wakened state of his conscious world by the same force 

that ushered his way throughout the entire journey. That is to say, he may need supernatural 

assistance and encouragement as he deals with the dilemma of his return. Without a saving 

power’s divine intervention, he may be tempted to remain or he may not even be aware that it’s 

time to leave.  

Crossing of the Return Threshold 

Ready to return from that mystical place where the ego goes to die, the Hero faces one 

final ordeal. It is here that he is retested and fully cleansed so that he can be resurrected into 

ordinary life. As he crosses this final threshold, he must determine how to reintegrate himself 

into the world from which he came.  He must determine how to knit the two worlds of his 



experience—the temporal and the eternal—together. He may find that his values have changed 

so much that the distinctions that once seemed important to him have lost their appeal. He may 

find it difficult to relate to those who can only see the world of their senses and not what lies 

beyond, as the Hero has seen.  

Master of Two Worlds 

Ultimately, the Hero will come to understand that the other dimension from which he is 

returning and the ordinary experiences of his life are actually not distinct from each other. What 

he has discovered in his journey is a fuller sense of reality—that the mystical dimension has 

always been there waiting to be integrated into his daily life. By losing his life, he has found it, 

and with that a wisdom has been born of humility about how to balance the material world with 

the spiritual world and the inner life with the outer life. With this mastery of both worlds, he is 

free to pour into his community the wisdom, love and insight that he has gleaned during the 

journey.  

Free to Live 

The Hero’s mastery of both worlds also frees him from the fear of death, which in turn 

gives him the freedom to live. He is no longer anxious because his identity no longer finds its 

locus around his actions and deeds. Instead, he turns to the source of life itself, and on his knees 

he offers the fruit of those deeds as a living sacrifice. Time—the past and the future—is no 

longer keeping him in bondage, and so he lives fully present to all of creation in the knowledge 

that death will be defeated. His own ego has been subjugated, which gives him the greater 

capacity to love his fellow man and all the world.  

Twenty-First Century Heroes 



It may seem a stretch to consider our life in the twenty-first century in such mythic terms 

as just described. We might respond that “life doesn’t really work this way.” That’s why we call 

them “myths.” No, I don’t expect a whale to swallow any of us, and I don’t expect that we will 

go out and risk our mortal life tomorrow in search of an initiating experience. The Hero’s 

Journey is not a prescription for taking unwarranted risks or quixotic adventures.  

So what do myths generally and the Hero’s journey specifically do for us in a 

technological world beside give us some of our favorite movies? Can they really help us make 

sense of a life informed by science and reason? Mythologist C. S. Lewis would respond that 

“Myth in general is not merely misunderstood history . . . nor diabolical illusion . . . nor priestly 

lying . . . but at its best, a real unfocused gleam of divine truth on human imagination.”7 The 

right mythology may have a purpose even in a technological society. Our lives may grow richer 

if we become open to a more mythical perspective, not as an invalidation to reason, but as an 

extension of it. I’ll explain what I mean by this in the next chapter.  


