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The Hero’s Journey: Facing the Unknown 
 

C. Uhl 

 

Look at every path closely and deliberately.  Try it as many times as you think 

necessary.  Then ask yourself and yourself alone one question.  Does this path 

have a heart?  …  If it does, then the path is good.  If it doesn’t, it is of no use…  

You can only be real on YOUR path. -Leo Buscaglia 

 

 Time and again in BiSci we have pointed to the role that cultural conditioning plays in 

separating us from ourselves, each other, and Earth. This conditioning spills over into our individual 

understanding of who we are and what we are to do with our lives. To illustrate: Imagine that you are 

back in first grade and your teacher smiles at you and asks, “What do you want to be when you get 

older?” You respond, dreamily, “I want to live in the sea with the whales.” Hearing this, your teacher 

replies, “That’s silly; you can’t do that!” Not to be deterred, you reply “OK, then, I want to live in the 

forest, high up in trees, with the wind blowing.” Now the expression on your teacher’s face becomes 

stern and she says, “That’s ridiculous! Don’t you know that, as an adult, you will have work and have a 

profession in order to make a living?     

Fast forward: You are graduating from high school. By this time you have received thousands 

of messages, both verbal and non-verbal, from parents, teachers and others, restricting and corralling 

your imagination and your sense of what is possible for you. Above all, these messages have 

conditioned you to believe that you must be practical—i.e., that you must play it safe—if you hope to 

survive and make a good living… and that a college diploma will be your passport to success.   
  

Emily’s Dilemma 
In a class discussion with my Freshmen Seminar students, Emily says that she has been thinking 

about dropping out of college because she is bored and doesn’t know what she wants to do with the rest 

of her life, but each time she gets close to taking action, she is overwhelmed with fear.   

“What’s the worst of your fear?”  I ask.    

“The worst,” she replies, “is that if I leave, I’ll be judged as a “quitter”.  

Emily’s ambivalence around college probably stems from the fact that she, like most of her 

contemporaries never really CHOSE to come to college in the first place. She simply followed the 

crowd… never questioning the origins of her belief that college should come right after high school.  

 Emily, no different from the rest of us, had unconsciously taken on lots of other beliefs that are 

important to question. Here are some other examples: 

 --Humans are greedy and competitive by nature. Underlying message: Look out for   

          Number One--You! 

 --Only things that can be measured are real. Underlying message: Be realistic; there is       

           no room in this world vision, wonder, idealism, mystery. 

 --When you encounter difficulties in life, an expert will proved the answers. Underlying  

                       message: Rather than  trusting yourself, it is best to defer to outside authorities. 

 --Things are the way they are and you need to accept this and move on. Underlying message:  

                      You are  powerless to affect change. 

 --If you are upset or depressed, the problem’s with you! Hidden message: Hide your    

          feelings; put on a smiley face; join everyone else in the game of “let’s pretend”.   
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These beliefs are simply cultural constructs that can compromise our freedom while, at the same time, 

undermine our ability to assume authorship of our own lives. 

But, consider: What if Emily (and the rest of us) were to live in a less fear-based culture—e.g., 

one that encouraged her to trust that her inclination to leave school was, quite possibly, her heart 

guiding her toward something that would bring more meaning and purpose to her life right now? And 

what if her teachers, in this more enlightened culture, rather than playing into her fear, were to invite 

her to explore her true self… helping her toward discerning her life path… while also assuring her that 

college would still be there for her if/when she wished to return. 

 

Nice Dead People 
When young people, like Emily, are seduced by the siren songs of their limiting beliefs, they 

lose the awareness, attention and courage necessary to find their unique soul print. The upshot is that 

they risk becoming “nice dead people,” leading shallow lives that are not their own.   

This situation is reflected in the story about a man who found an egg of a wild bird and placed it 

in the nest of a barnyard hen.  Eventually the egg hatched and out came an eagle. Because the eaglet 

was socialized in the barnyard with dozens of chickens, he followed their example: Scratching the earth 

for worms and insects; clucking and cackling; and thrashing his wings to lift himself a few feet off the 

ground before plopping back to the ground.  

 Then, one day when the eagle was several years old, he was awestruck by a magnificent 

golden-winged bird flying high in the sky and he asked a nearby chicken, “Who is that?” The chicken 

responded, “That’s the eagle, the king of birds; he is different from us; he belongs to the sky… We, on 

the other hand, are chickens and we belong to the ground.  So, it came to pass that the barnyard eagle 

continued to live as a chicken until the day he died. Why?  Because that is what he believed he was!    

Might it be the same for us—that our culture, including our education system, has conditioned 

us to see ourselves primarily as economic animals, meant to spend our lives as producers with our 

heads to the grindstone; when, in fact, we are magnificent beings capable of things beyond our wildest 

imaginings?    

 

UPSHOT: Because of our social conditioning, many people in college today end up majoring in 

the field of “upward mobility”—believing that a “successful” life is one benchmarked by a good salary, 

an impressive job title, lots of material possessions and a good retirement plan. David Orr challenges 

this narrow view of success, positing that what really matters in life is not a good paying job so much 

as the capacity to discover and then follow one’s calling because in Orr’s words: “The planet does not 

need more ‘successful’ people, but it does desperately need more peacemakers, healers, restorers, 

storytellers and lovers of every kind. It needs people who live well in their places. It needs people of 

moral courage willing to join the fight to make the world habitable and humane.  And these qualities 

have little to do with ‘success’ as our culture has defined it”. 

 

 

Leave Your Parents at the Door 
Storyteller Ron Jones relates a story about his father who was a musician at heart but who 

worked for 35 years selling televisions, refrigerators and glassware in a department store in San 

Francisco. One day Ron’s father was informed that the store was closing. In those days there were no 

retirement benefits, and when they asked if there was anything they could do for him, his only request 

was to have the chair he’d been sitting in all those years. They sold it to him. 
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“He brought that chair to my house on his back one day,” says Ron, “and placed it 

in my living room and told me about all the years he had sat in it, and then he made 

me promise that I would never sit down in that chair, ever.  It’s in my living room to 

this day, and I never sit in it.  I just tell the story, and the lesson my father passed on 

to me through it:  Don’t sit down in life.  All through your life you’re going to be 

asked to sit down, to conform, comply, and compromise, and it can be very deadly if 

you get in the habit of doing that.  Be leery of the price of conformity, my father told 

me.  Stand up, create things, do things”  (Levoy, p. 206). 

The search for one’s genuine and unique calling is often clouded young people today, especially since 

many parents (different from Ron’s Father) fail to fully honor and support this search. With this in 

mind, I often tell my students: “Please leave your parents at the door.” In effect, I am saying, “Chances 

are you have been told what to do—told how to live—told who to be—for the last 18 years. Now you 

are here in college, on your own for the first time… and it is your life—not your parent’s life—that is 

unfolding before you. Your job, now, is to live your life.     

 This is what it means to grow up… i.e., to grow into oneself. Indeed, when a young person 

takes a stand for his/her life, s/he is helping her parents to do the same—i.e., to make THEIR OWN 

choices so that they, too, might experience themselves in their fullest form.  For example, imagine a 

case where a Dad  doesn’t think his daughter (or son) is going to be successful in life because the 

daughter hasn’t chosen a major that the Dad approves of. The Dad is upset because his daughter’s 

actions are not conforming to his expectations for his daughter. But it is not the daughter who is making 

her Dad suffer. Indeed, the Dad could end his suffering by letting go of his previous expectations and 

choosing to believe that the perfect major for his daughter is the one that she is most passionate about. 

 Ironically, the Dad’s fear that “My daughter will not be successful” often plays out in such a 

way that the father is not successful in maintaining a close loving relationship with his daughter. In 

other words, “My daughter will not be successful” translates in life to “I am not successful, right now, 

at loving my daughter.” 

 If the Dad could muster the courage to look deeply into this, he is likely to discover that at the 

core of his suffering is his need to have his daughter emulate him—i.e., part of the Dad’s identity is 

wrapped up in needing his daughter’s approval—and when his daughter takes a different life path… 

Dad feels disrespected. But rather than having his daughter’s approval, what the Dad really needs is his 

own approval… which is to say that the Dad needs to love his own life, irrespective of his daughter’s 

choices for her life. 

 The daughter, for her part, has the same challenge—i.e., to love her own life, irrespective of the 

disapproval, real or imagined, she may sense from her Dad (or Mom). This means defining success on 

her terms, not her Dad’s. 

 

Social Self versus Essential Self 
 Whether it is a parent or a child, what keeps a person from living their lives authentically is 

almost always fear. In this vein, Martha Beck (2001) makes a useful distinction between what she calls 

the “social self” and the “essential self.”  The “social self” is our surface self that seeks to keep us in 

line by ensuring that we conform to societal norms; whereas our “essential self” is akin to our soul—

that sense of “isness” that resides at the core of our being.  These two “selves” are often in opposition 

to one another. So, when a desire for bold action arises from one’s essential self, it is likely to be 

shouted down by the social self for fear of what others will think. For example, you think to yourself: If 

I quit my job to become an artist; or if I leave my church because I am seeking a different form of 
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spiritual nurturance; or if I take a strong stand on a controversial issue, everybody will either lose 

respect for me or think I’m nuts.  

 A funny thing happens, though, when we take the time to consider who our “everybody” is?  In 

reality, each of our “everybodies” is composed of just a handful of people, though we act as if it is the 

world at large. What’s more, your “everybody” is different from the “everybody” of the person next to 

you and so on down the line. As it turns out, whenever an action is inspired by a calling from your 

“essential self,” however bold it might be, there will be many who will applaud it and many others who 

will take no notice, and just a tiny handful (your “everybody”) who might be upset. 

 

 Tom’s Story: To illustrate what it might mean to fearlessly live one’s own life, consider the 

story of Tom, a college student, who was severely depressed, a situation common among college 

students these days. As Tom gradually lost interest in his studies, he reached a point when he could 

barely get himself up in the morning to go to classes. 

Tom: I decided I really did not care if I lived or died.  As far as I could tell, it was simply the 

momentum and inertia of my family’s expectations that had brought me this far.  Being a student was 

not my life.  It was a wish or demand that others had for me.  I felt trapped. 

Then, one summer day Tom took a potentially lethal amount of drugs and alcohol. He teetered 

on the edge of death, knowing that he could simply let go and die, but he chose to live.   

Tom:  What astonished me then was that there was something to actually hold on 

to, a something that was almost tangible. I realized in that moment that there was 

an essence of me beyond the compilation of my nerves and tissue. There was a me 

I could hold on to. I could feel my will, my self, my soul. It was as if I was 

experiencing the essential force at the center of life itself.  I knew holding on 

would be tough—I had taken a lot of drugs and could feel how badly I had abused 

my body. But I knew I had to hold on.   

 No sooner had Tom come to when he received a phone call informing him that a close 

childhood friend had been killed in a terrible accident. Tom was first devastated and, then, appalled 

when he acknowledged that, just hours before, he had tried to end his own precious life. When classes 

began a few weeks later, Tom returned to school, but one September morning when he left his 

apartment, rather than turning right toward school, he turned left, making his way to a lake. There he 

sat gazing out over the water to the mountains off to the west.   

Tom:  I fell into a trance. I became keenly aware of the beauty—the reflection 

of the mountains in the calm, glassy water; the birds circling and calling; the 

dramatic gray clouds. I noticed that in one spot the sun was shining through a 

blue hole. Rays of splintered sunlight struck the high peaks across the lake. I 

had a sense of being beckoned by that hole. I knew without a doubt I was being 

called to go through that hole and over the mountains. 

 So it was that a few days later Tom headed West first to Colorado, then roaming with the 

Grateful Dead for a time, then journeying to Africa…  Eventually he returned to college but this time 

with clarity of purpose and vision for his life. Tom had, in effect, left his cultural conditioning behind 

and made the descent into the soul, the seat of purpose, meaning and passion.    

Ours is a life and death journey. When we fail to take the plunge of fully and unabashedly 

embracing our life—our uniqueness—we die to ourselves. When we choose to make the journey, we 

also have to face our death—the death that occurs as we leave our old ways of being—i.e., our old 

social roles; our old ways of relating to ourselves and others; our old fears that crimped us; our old 

ways of loving bounded by conditions—behind. 
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Initially Tom “stuck it out” in school in deference to his parents. This created feelings of tension 

and division—feelings that arise when one is at war with oneself. Tom’s social self was at war with his 

essential self.  Tom’s ego wanted to preserve the status quo; it wanted to avoid things that might lead to 

social censorship. As such the ego is distinct from soul and spirit.  Indeed, the ego emerges, not from 

nature, but from the matrix of culture. In Tom’s case, it was the act of coming into relationship with his 

soul—his essence—that enabled him to begin to create a life grounded in meaning and purpose 

(Plotkin, 2003).  

 
From Vision to Action:  Living into One’s Calling  
 One of the things I love about teaching is that I sometimes get to witness those first moments of 

awakening when students begin to take their life into their own hands.  Here are four stories gleaned 

from my experience.  

 

 Sue’s Story:  Sue was a second semester senior when she came into my office for the first time.  

She was taking my Environmental Science course and this was raising grave doubts about her major. 

She told me, in effect:  “I don’t know what to do?  I have this degree in advertising but now I have come 

to see that advertising, often tends to encourage people to consume more and more stuff and all this 

consumption is destroying everything—our water, our soil, our air.”  I like my major but I want to make 

a positive difference in the world, not contribute to more problems. I am so lost….   

 As I listened, it occurred to me that Sue was suffering from the disabling belief that there was 

only one way she could apply her advertising/marketing skills.  As we talked, I saw that what she really 

wanted was to be a part of an organization that was protecting the environment, like The Sierra Club or 

Greenpeace.  I asked her if these organizations might benefit by having someone with her skills—e.g., 

someone who could help them deliver their “messages” with more cogency and power or someone who 

could help them mount more effective fund-raising campaigns? Suddenly, a way opened for her.   

 

Ronak’s Story:  Ronak was a Hotel and Restaurant Management major.  Like Sue, he had taken 

my environmental science course and thought that I might extend a sympathetic ear to him.  As I 

listened, I learned that Ronak had selected his major on pragmatic grounds—e.g., lots of job 

opportunities. Now, on the eve of his graduation from Penn State he had discovered that his heart’s 

deepest yearning was to be part of a spiritual community.  And, suddenly, the idea of working as a 

Junior Manager for big hotel in Miami Beach no longer inspired him.  I watched as his demeanor shifted 

from despair to acute curiosity when I informed him that there are hundreds of spiritual retreat centers 

located throughout the U.S. and that these centers are continually hosting guests who come for 

workshops and retreats.  “How is it that these centers manage to host (house and feed) all their visitors?”  

I asked.  Ronak got it! They need people with exactly the set of skills he had acquired in his major.   

 

 Dennis’ Story:  Dennis received his degree in Golf Course Management.  In the course of 

his studies, he, too, took my environmental science course and learned to his surprise that heavy 

fertilizer, pesticide and water use, associated with golf courses, can pollute groundwater and 

deplete aquifers. Though Dennis was excited about managing a golf course, he was troubled that, 

through his work, he might be causing harm to the environment.  Hearing his concern, I told him 

about the efforts that some progressive golf course managers were making to eliminate the use of 

pesticides and to landscape their courses in ways that dramatically reduce the need for watering 

while creating habitats beneficial to wildlife.  Instantly, Dennis saw how, through his work, he 

might be part of a solution, rather than part of a problem.    
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Jean’s Story:  Then there is Jean, a Biology major, who I met during the second semester of her 

senior year when she took my Field Ecology course.  During the semester I watched as Jean became 

more and more open in expressing her doubts about the rightness of her major.  But then, as graduation 

time approached, Jean decided to apply to graduate school in Biology, reasoning that this would be the 

most prudent thing to do since she had already spent four years studying in Biology.   

Jean’s grades were good and her GRE scores were solid so I assumed that she would be 

accepted.  However, she was rejected by all seven of the graduate programs she applied to.  Though Jean 

was temporarily stunned by this set back, I encouraged her to see it as an invitation to find her true 

calling.  In an email she sent me shortly after graduation she wrote: “I had my future planned out and 

now I'm being forced to rethink, well, everything.  I won't lie though, it is probably for the best, seeing 

how my interests have been evolving...  But I'm pretty overwhelmed about what to do in the immediate 

future and really don't even know where to start.  I'm just treading water until I find some clarity.” 

 After a year had gone by, I received a handwritten letter from Jean wherein she informed me that 

she had moved to Maine.  Among other things she wrote:  “I have fallen in love with this place.”  And of 

her job at Maine’s Ferry Beach Ecology School:  “The days are 14 hours long and I make little money 

but I have a room overlooking the ocean and when the waves crash my bed sometimes shakes. I have 

met amazing people who work for the love of it and spend all their time in the moment with little regard 

for any long-term plan.  And it freaks me out but slowly all the pressure I have been putting on myself to 

figure out my future is melting away and, for once, I am totally happy.”  She concluded: “What happens 

after this is uncertain but the current moment is a wonderful gift. I am having so much fun.”  

 I regard Sue, Ronak, Dennis, and Jean as soul heroes. In this vein, Parker Palmer (1998) believes 

that the act of committing to the call of one’s soul is, in effect, deciding to “live divided no more.”  Yes, 

the soul hero refuses to live on the outside in ways that contradict the truths that are part of his/her 

essence. In so doing s/he serves as a beacon for others seeking to manifest lives of integrity.  

 

The Good News 
 It may well be that the biggest obstacle deterring us from following our true calling is “social 

conditioning.” The good news is that it is possible to break free of the constraints, both imagined and 

real, imposed by culture. Now at the rise of the third millennium, there are new voices emerging that 

offer new understandings of human purpose and potential. These voices are grounded: not in separation 

but in relationship; not in limitation but in possibility; not in control but in freedom; not in fear but in 

love. As such, these voices cultivate, not soul cowards but, soul heroes.   

 Central to this “emergence” is the understanding that we human beings are not separate, 

but intimately connected to each other and to everything else in the Universe. Indeed, modern 

physics reveals that each of us is, most essentially, a locus of pulsating energy situated within a 

vast sea of potentiality. Yes, we are constantly interacting, energetically, with everything in the 

Universe, both near and far, whether we know it or not. This means, in effect, that things have no 

meaning in isolation; they are only understandable in the context of a web of dynamic 

interrelationships.  

 Since each of us is, most essentially, energy, it should not surprise you to learn that your 

thoughts are energy. Indeed, our thought “energy” takes the form of light—not the kind of “light” that is 

detectable by the human eye, but light measurable as photons. Metaphorically speaking, we are each like 

stars—balls of energy generating, by virtue of our thoughts, a steady stream of glowing photons that 

pass from us out into the universe, affecting everything in their path. 
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 The implications of these findings has great relevance for anyone in conscious pursuit of a 

calling because they mean that each of us has the potential to determine our destiny with our thoughts 

and intentions. Indeed, it appears the Buddha had it right 2500 years ago when he said, “All that we are 

is a result of what we have thought.”  In other words, to a significant extent, we each have the life we 

have now because of our past thoughts. It is those thoughts that have “materialized” our life… for better 

or worse.    

    

 

CONCLUSION 
The breeze at dawn has secrets to tell you. 

 Don’t go back to sleep. 

You must ask for what you really want. 

 Don’t go back to sleep. 

People are going back and forth across the doorsill  

 where the two worlds touch. 

The door is round and open. 

 Don’t go back to sleep. 

   -Jelaluddin Rumi 

 

Never before, in the history of humankind, has a culture said to its young (as we now so often do):  

It’s a dog-eat-dog world out there. Study hard so that you can get ahead of 

those around you. The goal of life is to accumulate money and the things money 

can buy; this will bring you happiness.  

This is an alienating and soulless message for we all know, deep in our hearts, that life is not primarily 

about greedily taking care of one’s self. Rather, each of us is a unique part of the human family; and 

now it is our turn to ensure that the human story continues and deepens. In this context, the question for 

all of us is not how are we going to make a killing in the money market, but how are we going create the 

conditions wherein our grandchildren and their children, and “all our relations”—i.e., the winged ones 

and the four-leggeds—might flourish on this extraordinary planet that we have been graced to visit for a 

short time?  This is a question that calls forth our bigness and fullness of being.  
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