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THE JOURNEY OF MINDFUL HEROES 

THE PATH OF MINDFULNESS?

MINDFULNESS – THE STORY SO FAR

Vin Harris 

vinharris.hkt@gmail.com

Have you noticed that the world we live in never stops changing? This was always so but changes 
happen faster than ever before and it has become impossible to predict what surprises tomorrow 
will bring. Today our body, mind and spirit are challenged in ways that our ancestors could never 
have imagined. An ever increasing number of people now practice mindfulness in order to survive 
and thrive during these confusing times. Much has been written about the theory and practice of 
mindfulness. If asked to sum up what it is and why it works, I would say: “mindfulness is a way of 
allowing things to get better by not making them worse”.  

Training in mindfulness involves paying attention to a support such as breath, sound or bodily 
sensations. There is no need to adopt a particular world view; we relate to experience without 
philosophy, as it is rather than as it is supposed to be. What could be more natural than that?  
Maybe the simplicity of mindfulness practice is exactly what is needed when everything feels too 
complicated.

When introduced to mindfulness, people become aware of an autonomous tendency of mind to 
move away from the chosen mindfulness support towards distraction. Mindfulness training rests on 
the premise that practitioners can notice when attention is no longer with the chosen support and so 
return to a state of presence. Noticing distraction and coming back to being with the support is the 
essence of practice. It may well be that practice does not make perfect, but it does strengthen the 
innate capacity to be awake where we are rather than dreaming of another time and place.

So what is the value of learning to live in the here and now? When thinking about the dramas from the 
past or anticipating preferred futures, it is very easy to get lost in excessive involvement with hopes 
and fears. The repetition of our habitual tales, that may or may not be true, defines who we believe 
we are and the world we think we inhabit. Meditation is not a technique to prevent the arising of 
thoughts. Through the intention to become familiar with what is happening, as stories come and go 
they are simply witnessed; they lose their power to disturb and deceive. The mind remembers how 
to rest.

Resting cannot be brought about by force: the teaching of mindfulness offers an invitation to stay 
where we are and let go of the stories we tell ourselves. Just noticing habitual patterns as they 
arise establishes the conditions for them to subside naturally. There is no doubt this method settles 
the agitated mind, providing relief in troubled waters. However, we humans love stories and we 
are fascinated by travel: we may want a peaceful predictable life but we yearn for inspiration 
and adventure. Mindfulness enables practitioners to be more at ease with life and of course the 
importance of this benefit is appreciated. Nevertheless, if the injunction to “be here now” becomes 
a mindless mantra that is revered as the entire purpose of meditation, at some point it will conflict 
with a deeper imperative; the quest for meaning and purpose. 

CHAPTER 2
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Mindfulness is a way of learning to deal directly with life. During most mindfulness courses as well 
as instruction on formal meditation practices there will also be training in paying attention to what is 
happening during everyday activities. Meditation in this new reincarnation has already helped many 
people to cope with the pressures of present day society. Having made significant steps towards 
establishing its place in the world, mindfulness is now in a position to help bring about positive 
change. Originally secular mindfulness was conceived as an intervention to alleviate physical and 
mental suffering. More recently it has found employment in the enhancement of personal well-being 
and professional effectiveness. In other words, not only is mindfulness proving beneficial in clinical 
settings for the relief of human problems, it also has a role to play in the pursuit of human potential.  
This is what inspires our current adventure. “On such a full sea are we now afloat. And we must take 
the current when it serves, or lose our ventures” (Shakespeare, 1599, Julius Caesar, 4.iii).

Later in this chapter I will describe some key elements of the Mindfulness Association’s approach 
to training in Mindfulness-Compassion-Insight-Wisdom. We will explore in some detail the affinity 
it has with Joseph Campbell’s understanding of the Hero’s Journey and the wisdom it awakens in 
anyone who is ready to bring the universal imagery back to life. Before looking to where mindfulness 
might go next, it may be useful to reflect on how we came to be where we are now. 

DOING (ALMOST) NOTHING

Perhaps because mindfulness has been presented as philosophically neutral, there has been little 
resistance to its pervasive influence. Jon Kabat-Zinn describes mindfulness as “paying attention 
in a particular way; on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally” Kabat-Zinn, 1994, 
p.4).  The biggest obstacle to implementing this radical alternative to constant striving is not that 
it is difficult to do; if anything it is too simple. It feels counterintuitive to believe that resting will be 
helpful in dealing with the relentless demands of the 21st century and the complexity of our human 
condition. Baer (2003) and Shapiro et al. (2006) refer to an ever increasing body of research which 
affirms the life-changing impact of mindfulness. It seems that remarkable results are achieved when 
we allow things to be as they are. So is it even possible to do nothing; can we learn to rest without 
initiating yet more doing?

I particularly like this explanation of meditation:

Meditation is not a matter of trying to achieve ecstasy, spiritual bliss or tranquillity, 
nor is it attempting to be a better person. It is simply the creation of a space in 
which we are able to expose and undo our neurotic games, our self-deceptions, 
our hidden fears and hopes. We provide space through the simple discipline of 
doing nothing. Actually, doing nothing is very difficult. At first, we must begin 
by approximating doing nothing, and gradually our practice will develop. So 
meditation is a way of churning out the neuroses of mind and using them as part 
of our practice. Like manure we do not throw our neuroses away, but we spread 
them on our garden; they become part of our richness (Trungpa, 1976, p.2).

This was written by the influential Tibetan Buddhist teacher, Chogyam Trungpa. I was fortunate to 
be part of a generation of spiritual seekers whose lives were touched by the migration of Tibetan 
Buddhism to the West. We were inspired, but we certainly found it difficult to believe that meditation 
is not something special to be assimilated. I still find it amazing that advice coming from such 
charismatic teachers, representing an uncompromised lineage from an ancient culture, could be so 
pragmatic yet so appropriate for our well-intentioned if somewhat eccentric generation.  

I feel deeply grateful that my life has been blessed through a connection with Tibetan Buddhism 
but I also appreciate the way in which secular mindfulness has helped me to hear what my Buddhist 
teachers were trying to tell me all along. This has been my path: your path may be different. However, 
as you turn your attention to the world within, you set out on a journey that is likely to have deeper 
implications. My wish is that mindfulness can become a guesthouse for travellers whatever their 
quest may be; a safe resting place open to any pilgrim who seeks shelter from the storm.
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MYTHOLOGY AND POETRY

If anyone in distress finds some benefit from a brief introduction to mindfulness, then surely no 
one could dispute that this has been worthwhile: but hopefully many of us will continue to practice 
with the aspiration to enrich our own lives and the lives of others. Could viewing this human life as a 
mythological journey prepare us to embrace the inevitable challenges that will be encountered on 
the way? What would it be like to regard our mindfulness practice as a lifelong quest?

In the Power of Myth, Joseph Campbell reflects on our need for myths and stories: 

Mythology is not a lie, mythology is poetry, it is metaphorical. It has been well said 
that mythology is the penultimate truth - penultimate because the ultimate cannot 
be put into words. It is beyond words. Beyond images, beyond that bounding rim 
of the Buddhist Wheel of Becoming. Mythology pitches the mind beyond that rim, 
to what can be known but not told (Campbell and Moyes, 1991, p.206).

We are invited to engage with mythology, poetry and metaphor as expressions of penultimate 
truth. Knowing about mindfulness is never enough and might sometimes be an obstacle; science 
can provide confidence in the purpose and benefits of practicing mindfulness yet the essence of 
meditation in all its many forms always has been and still remains the art of a beginner’s mind.

The well recognised connection between mindfulness and poetry is explored further in chapter 
six of this book. Poetry conveys subtle meaning in the teaching and practice of mindfulness: it 
touches the parts that concepts cannot reach. Similarly mythology can make a vital contribution 
as the emphasis of practice shifts beyond attending to immediate suffering with mindfulness and 
compassion towards exposing the underlying causes of suffering through insight on the quest for 
inner freedom. Without interference from an excess of thinking, stories are able to transmit wisdom 
and inspiration directly to the heart that understands the meaning beyond the sum of the words.

A PATH FOR OUR MINDFULNESS JOURNEY

My own meditation practice has been supported and guided for many years by the Buddhist view 
of the world. There is some debate as to whether Buddhism is a religion or merely a philosophy of 
mind. At this point I am more interested in the fact that the Buddha suggested there is a reliable path 
leading from confusion to clarity. It could be argued that ultimately the very notion of following a 
path is an illusion and perhaps a hindrance. However, in my experience, living within the metaphor 
of being on a journey has been extremely helpful. William Blake said: “If the fool would persist in his 
folly he would become wise” (Blake, 1976, p.45). Like the archetypal fool, when I set out on my search 
for wisdom it was not clear where I was going or how I might get there. The path of Buddhism has 
helped me commit to pursuing my folly when I might otherwise have completely lost my way or given 
up altogether.

Pause and Reflect

Heroes and Villains: 
Take a few moments to bring to mind some of the characters in your favourite books 
and films. Allow them to be alive in your inner world.
What do you admire about your heroes? What qualities and values do they represent 
that you may have or aspire to develop?
What do you dislike about the villains? What faults and mistakes do they embody that 
you wish to be free from?
How is the experience of reflecting on Heroes and Villains different from telling yourself 
how you should and should not act?
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Mindfulness is learning to discover where you are rather than worrying about where you have come 
from or where you are going. Yet in conversations between fellow practitioners and tutors, we often 
refer to being on a mindfulness journey. The metaphor resonates and so this question arises: is it 
possible to practice and teach mindfulness in a way which honours the present moment, provides 
a sense of direction to sustain the long term journey and still allows freedom for the immediacy of 
personal exploration? It occurs to me that we don’t need to invent such a path when one already 
exists. The Hero’s Journey is a universal narrative that transcends cultural norms and religious beliefs.  
Might this perspective on the human condition inform the search for purpose and meaning? Can it 
guide and support mindfulness practitioners on a path that continues beyond pathology towards 
potential? 

THE HERO’S JOURNEY  

TREASURE MAP 

The Hero with a Thousand Faces (Campbell, 2008) gathers together numerous tales of an adventure 
or quest that appears in myths, legends, parables, folklore and literature from countries all over 
the world and throughout the ages. In more recent times film makers have been influenced by 
Campbell’s work: the ancient principle of a Hero’s Journey continues to weave its magic and awaken 
our imagination. This story has no end. 

Campbell (2008) and others such as Vogler (2007) developed models of varying complexity to chart 
the territory that a hero passes through on his/her journey. There are many variations but the basic 
plot is quite simple: 

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 this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons 
on his fellow man (Campbell, 2003, p.xxiv).

Figure 1: Key Stages of the Hero’s Journey
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1.  Departure: leaving the normal world and entering strange new territory.
2  Descent: encountering obstacles and receiving help. 
3.  Initiation: facing challenges and finding freedom. 
4.  Return: coming home and being able to help others.

Can we also understand this archetypal story of the Hero’s Journey as a guidebook, a treasure map 
for our own mission to discover human potential?  

THE STONE IN MY SHOE 

Albert Einstein reflects on the driving force behind human aspirations:

Everything that the human race has done and thought is concerned with the 
satisfaction of deeply felt needs and the assuagement of pain. One has to keep 
this constantly in mind if one wishes to understand spiritual movements and their 
development (Einstein, 2006, p.26).

The pursuit of happiness is normal and of course we all do our level best to avoid suffering. The 
tragedy is that we often pursue these objectives in ways that ironically deliver the opposite of what 
was intended. As Bob Dylan sings: “You can’t live by bread alone, you won’t be satisfied. You can’t 
roll away the stone if your hands are tied” (Dylan, 1994, p.693). There is no sustainable happiness in 
the mundane world and, although it may not have been apparent when setting out, the quest reveals 
a spiritual dimension. 

An underlying feeling of unease creates momentum. The contemporary Tibetan meditation master, 
Mingyur Rinpoche suggests: “the yearning for a state of complete, uninterrupted happiness pulls 
at us. In a sense, we’re homesick for our true nature” (Mingyur, 2007, p.55). The path that leads to 
freedom from suffering is not always easy but in my experience the diversions end up being more 
painful. I may ignore the stone in my shoe for a while, but it is always there unless I am fulfilling my 
potential. Once started the Hero’s Journey is almost inevitable. 

THE JOURNEY OF MY LIFE
As I describe a few pivotal moments from the story of my life, in the hope that it will inspire you to see 
the Hero’s Journey reflected in your life, I can still hear the reassuring voice on the radio from story 
time at primary school: “Are you sitting comfortably?…then I’ll begin”. 

DEPARTURE 

For no apparent reason I have always been practical and love making things. From an early age I 
wanted to be a joiner and work with wood, which did happen eventually, but before that I went to 
Warwick University to study literature. It was as if the world had woken up. Outrageous sounds of 
Hendrix, Grateful Dead and Captain Beefheart; songs brought back from the edge of space by Dylan, 
Cohen and Joni Mitchell; introduction to a world in and out of time by the genius of Shakespeare, Blake 
and Eliot; art forms that spoke to and for a crazy generation, optimistic sincere seekers of delight and 
truth. With perfect timing people, music and books came into our lives with messages from beyond. I 
always assumed that my journey would take me to India but somehow I ended up in Scotland.

Surprising as it may now seem, the world managed to function without Internet, email or Facebook. 
A friend of mine had been told (by none other than David Bowie) that in a place called Samye Ling in 
Scotland, there were: “some far out Tibetan dudes who really know where it’s at”. Following the call 
to adventure we headed North. He was right.
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DESCENT 

When I first moved into Samye Ling in the early 1970s, it was a small community very different from 
the large institution it is now. Akong Rinpoche, a Tibetan Lama who had escaped from Tibet, was the 
head of the community and under his guidance we were introduced to Buddhism and hard physical 
work. Community members were given jobs that matched their personal needs as well as serving 
the greater purpose. I certainly needed bringing down to earth after the heady days of university 
and one of my early jobs was looking after a small herd of dairy cows; feeding, milking, cleaning up 
a lot of shit.  

One day I was talking with Akong Rinpoche about his big dream to build the Samye Project and his 
aspiration that we would do the work ourselves. I had pretty much forgotten my childhood wish 
to be a woodworker but in that very moment I remembered it and said: “I always wanted to be a 
woodworker…. I’ll go away and learn joinery skills and then come back to help build the temple”.
Along with my friends who had also gone off to learn various building skills, I returned to Samye 
Ling ready for the adventure ahead of us. Over a ten-year period we built the main temple. It was 
a huge endeavour and we encountered many personal and practical challenges. We had spiritual 
guidance plus hands-on help from Akong Rinpoche, this remarkable Tibetan Lama, who was ready 
to do whatever was needed to help us wake up.  

 

INITIATION 

The most memorable explanation of initiation that I have heard didn’t come from my Buddhist 
teachers but from a woodwork guru. It was my first day at the training centre and one of the tutors, 
Reg Brown came over to my work bench. I remember his exact words: “You need to understand that 
learning a craft is like receiving an initiation. You can’t get it from a book, you can’t figure it out for 
yourself, you must receive it from someone else”. Having just left Samye Ling I was surprised to be 
hearing about this topic in a joinery workshop! Reg Brown continued: “Once you’ve received the 
initiation you know you are going to die, so you need to do two things with what you’ve been given.  
You need to add to the tradition and you need to pass it on to others”. This captures the essence of 
the initiation process; an introduction to an unfamiliar world by someone who can show us the ways 
of the new territory in which we find ourselves. 

 Figure 2: Samye Ling Temple during construction 1980’s. Photo © Samye Ling Archive
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RETURN 

During a period of semi-retirement from my business, I was fortunate to be able to help bring the 
final stage of Samye Project to completion. Before he died in 2013, Akong Rinpoche finally saw the 
realisation of his dream that started to come alive in the 1970s. Rather than rushing into another 
big project I decided to pause. I spent three months in retreat on Holy Isle. There was no particular 
agenda other than to take some time and space to connect with the Buddhist practices I had received. 
However, during that retreat, I began to reflect on how much meditation had helped throughout my 
life. It was time to pass on what I had understood.

Mindfulness is a very accessible way to make the benefits of meditation available, particularly when 
many people may have neither the time to engage in extensive study nor the inclination to adopt a 
religious view of life. I had already studied and practiced with Rob Nairn and helped to establish the 
Mindfulness Association, it seemed obvious that I was now in a good position to help others to bring 
meditation into their daily life through teaching mindfulness.

When teaching mindfulness I am happy if anyone experiences respite from suffering and perhaps 
glimpses of happiness that can be found by simply being present. I also see a need to offer support 
to practitioners who are ready to leave behind the secure prison of their own limitations. I hope that 
seeing mindfulness practice in the context of the Hero’s Journey will guide our search for freedom 
without prescribing what we may discover.

Figure 3: Samye Ling Temple as it is now. Photo © Samye Ling 2019



16

MINDFULNESS FOR LIFE

A VISION FOR MINDFUL LIVING

Rob Nairn envisaged an approach to training in mindfulness that integrates Mindfulness-
Compassion-Insight-Wisdom (for more information see link to Mindfulness Association website in 
Further Resources at the end of this chapter). This idea was developed and became an experiential 
training programme for the MSc Studies in Mindfulness Studies at the University of Aberdeen. The 
same training materials are presented in Mindfulness Association courses at weekends and week-
long retreats to groups throughout the UK and Europe. Shaped by the experience of tutors and 
participants, the training modules have evolved into their present form over a period of ten years.  
The emerging Mindfulness for Life initiative brings together practitioners who want to continue their 
mindfulness journey and find new ways to express their inner freedom through compassion in action. 

I find it helpful to summarise the training pathways as follows:

•  Mindfulness – Knowing what is happening when it is happening.
•  Compassion – Accepting what is happening when it is happening.
•  Insight – Recognising what is happening when it is happening.
•  Wisdom – Understanding what is happening when it is happening.

A WAY OF LIFE

It may be convenient to deliver mindfulness training as a standardised menu of products. However, 
I am concerned that the transformative power of meditation will be forgotten if short term 
“mindfulness based interventions” become the only option that is available. Everyone needs a break 
from a stressful life but package holidays are no substitute for a lifelong adventure accompanied by 
experienced fellow explorers. More than a New Year’s resolution – mindfulness is for life.

Later in this book you will read the stories of some Mindful Heroes who brought what they had 
discovered into a wide range of social and professional contexts. It is important to keep in mind that 

Figure 4: Key Elements of the Mindfulness Association’s Training 
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their primary ambition was not to find the shortest route to qualifying as a mindfulness teacher. With 
genuine commitment to study and practice, they first set out on a life-changing personal journey.  
Their experiences gave them the confidence, flexibility and creativity to find a way to use what they 
had learnt to help others. It seems to me that the path they walked has a significant connection with 
the Hero’s Journey and I want to share my personal reflections on this Journey of Mindful Heroes.

Figure 5: The Journey of Mindful Heroes

THE JOURNEY OF MINDFUL HEROES

STAGE1 – MINDFUL DEPARTURE 

What you know you can’t explain, but you feel it. You’ve felt it your entire life, that 
there’s something wrong with the world. You don’t know what it is, but it’s there, 
like a splinter in your mind, driving you mad (The Matrix, 1991).

Joseph Campbell remarked, “We must be willing to get rid of the life we’ve planned, so as to have 
the life that is waiting for us. The old skin has to be shed before the new one can come.” (Osbon, 
1991, p.18). In the “Departure” stage of the story, the hero lives in an ordinary world and receives 
some kind of call to embark on an adventure. The Hero’s Journey may begin with a crisis which 
disrupts the comfortable routines of life: or perhaps there is a yearning for a voyage of discovery 
born of dissatisfaction with the predictable everyday world. But the prospect of leaving home is still 
frightening and it may be tempting to play it safe and live with what we know rather than making a 
bold leap into the unknown. 

Similarly, an interest in mindfulness may be precipitated by grief, concerns for the health of a loved 
one, personal illness, a dramatic shift in circumstances, a feeling of relentless pressure at work.  
Alternatively, when everything is going reasonably well, there may be an underlying feeling that 
something is wrong and there must surely be more to life than this. The characters in your favourite 
movies or storybooks needed guides and mentors to encourage them to heed the call to adventure 
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and face the challenges that lie ahead. How can we expect our exploration of the world within to be 
any different?

You probably already suspect that the truth is not “out there” and that problems cannot be resolved by 
attempting to manipulate the circumstances of your life to align with your preferences. However, it is 
still not easy to remember that the causes of happiness and suffering are to be found within; particularly 
in days like these when there is an onslaught of media messages assaulting your senses, persuading 
you to chase after the dazzling displays of useless information, products and services on offer. 

Unlike the mythical heroes of a less materialistic age, we may not have access to mysterious helpers 
with the wisdom to point us in the right direction. Therefore, I feel it is especially important that we 
do what we can to look after one another as we step out from the everyday world of mindless doing 
and place our trust in an alternative way of being.

Sometimes you may feel that the practice is not working, that your mind is more chaotic than you 
realised. Is mindfulness after all not the anaesthetic you had hoped for? On the Journey of Mindful 
Heroes we are not going shopping for the secret formula that is guaranteed to make our problems 
go away. We already have what we need but, as my granny used to say, “We can’t see for looking”.  
Are you ready to leave behind the weight of expectations? Rather than accumulating a new bag of 
tricks with which to play the same old game, when you cross the threshold into a new world, this call 
to adventure asks if you are willing to enter into a fresh new relationship with whatever may happen.  
“For we are a travelling light and we spark in the moment we’re in” (Greig, 2006, p.46).

STAGE 2 – COMPASSIONATE DESCENT 

When you put your hope in gods, your fear of demons worsens. Once you know 
the sacred nature of the world and beings, demons and gods have one taste 
(Patrul, 2017, p.85).

The “Descent” stage of the journey begins as the hero enters a world where different rules apply. In 
this fluid and ambiguous place it is hard to know who to trust; enemies may be helpers in disguise 
and friends may inadvertently divert you off course. The hero may well feel disorientated, insecure 
and probably inadequate for the trials ahead.

A disorderly confusing world may be revealed when you practice mindfulness and start to notice what 
is going on in your inner world. To witness chaos in the space created through the simple discipline of 
doing almost nothing can be a salutary and humbling experience. Sleeping demons of anxiety, guilt, 
shame and insecurity may be awakened. Your inner critic may offer plenty of unwelcome advice.  
Without self-compassion, inner conflict will always prevail and it will be more or less impossible to 
continue your journey. Acceptance is the key that opens the door to compassion.

Pause and Reflect

The Call to Adventure:
Why not give yourself some time to take a break. Sit still for a while and let the 
story of your life play out in your mind’s eye.
Can you remember how and why you started to take an interest in learning 
about mindfulness? 
What inspiration and assistance did you receive from friends, mentors, books, 
videos or unforeseen circumstances that appeared in your life?
How does it feel as you appreciate how events that you could never have imagined 
were able to unfold?
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If you accept whatever arises, your mindfulness practice can bring a sense of ease and genuine growth.  
Perhaps fear of demons is a tendency to suppress what feels unacceptable and hope in gods may be 
an impulse to fabricate preferred alternatives. Serving either of these insatiable tyrants is exhausting.  
Witnessing this endless struggle, how could anyone not be moved to compassion for our human 
condition? When I have compassion for myself then compassion for others flows without hesitation. 
Although I may not yet realise the sacred nature of the world and beings, through cultivating kindness 
and acceptance it is at least possible to find a less complicated way to meditate and live.

In many stories, the hero learns to face seemingly insurmountable obstacles. Each test is daunting 
but it develops courage and confidence in preparation for greater challenges. Your instincts tell you 
to avoid uncomfortable situations, to run away from problems. It feels scary to hold your ground. If 
you apply the practice of compassion to smaller issues first, your trust in the power of acceptance to 
generate change will grow stronger. 

Friends may offer you a way back to the comfort zone you left behind but are they really being 
compassionate? Could it be more beneficial when people you don’t like to be with show the path 
you need by directing attention towards your own limitations? How do you know who to trust? When 
you learn to take responsibility for your own journey, preference and aversion no longer rule your 
life. Compassionate connection becomes a reality: “Whatever obstacles arise, if you deal with them 
through kindness without trying to escape then you have real freedom” (Akong, undated).

Pause and Reflect

Facing the Situation:
Now may be a good time to rest, taking time out to be with the sensations in your 
body as breath comes and goes.
Are there any difficult situations in your life these days? I would be surprised if there are none!
Instead of trying to avoid or fix the problems, what would it be like for even a short time to 
allow everything to be just as it is?
If you could see yourself through the eyes of a kind and wise friend, how would you deal with 
these present obstacles?

STAGE 3 – INITIATION THROUGH INSIGHT 

In our being there is a primordial yes that is not our own; it is not at our own 
disposal; it is not accessible to our inspection and understanding…..Basically, 
however, my being is not an affirmation of a limited self, but the “yes” of Being 
itself, irrespective of my own choices (Merton, 2015, p.15-16).

The “Initiation” phase of the journey delivers the ultimate challenge. This is the big one: the innermost 
cave, the most intimidating enemy, the fiercest monster, the impossible feat of strength, skill and 
courage. The life of the hero and the fate of everything he or she holds dear is at stake. Failure is not 
an option, victory seems impossible. All that has been learnt until now with help from mentors and 
allies has prepared the hero for this. The final test must be faced alone. In order to accomplish what 
appears impossible you let go of everything you think you know. What you think you know defines 
who you think you are; who you think you are limits the possibility of what you think you can and 
cannot achieve: 

And what you do not know is the only thing you know
And what you own is what you do not own
And where you are is where you are not (Eliot, 2001, p.18).
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Pause and Reflect

Letting Go:
Take a few moments to be comfortable, turning your attention inwards, allowing 
yourself to reflect on what you have been reading.
Can you bring to mind times in your own life when faced with big challenges you 
have found a strength you didn’t know you had?
Have you ever discovered a solution to a problem or had a creative idea that 
as soon as it appeared seemed completely obvious?  
What happens when you stop being who you think you are supposed to be?

STAGE 4 - RETURN WITH WISDOM

The person who has found the way can pass on the gracious teachings to others;
Thus he aids himself and helps the others, too. To give is then the only thought 
remaining in his heart (Milarepa, 1999, p.79).

The hero who set out left behind the ordinary world, answering the call, looking beyond the 
boundaries of known experience for solutions to everyday problems. The territory was strange and 
the laws were often contrary to normal logic. Nevertheless, what the hero discovers will be of great 
value if it can be carried back into the world where the journey began. It may be fascinating to stay 
in that special world but the quest would be incomplete. The hero honours the initial inspiration for 
setting out on the journey; indeed as understanding increases the commitment to help others grows 

The battle seems to be with external forces, but an inner victory is achieved which can only be won by 
surrendering to a greater reality. Through initiation, the hero connects with the divine, experiencing 
a profound transformation. The reward turns out to be less than was anticipated yet more than could 
have been imagined. Eventually we all become ready to deal with what we fear most. There is no 
longer any need to avoid what might be lurking in the shadows and anything is now possible: “what 
looks large from a distance, close up ain’t never that big” (Dylan, 1994, p.680). 

If you are like me, the last thing you want to do is confront your hidden hopes and fears. When you 
do, you realise you are tired of carrying them, there is a palpable sense of relief when you finally set 
them free. Insight is that “Aha!” moment which cannot be planned. 

Once the mind sees clearly that it is creating suffering, its inherent wisdom lets go 
of the processing that creates it, just as we let go of a very hot object as soon as 
we register the pain it is causing (Teasdale, J.D. and Chaskalson, M., 2013, p.120).

You might have expected that following a moment of insight, you see what is going on and then you 
have to decide what to do. But it is not quite like that. When you recognise what is going on change 
follows naturally. Without deference to external authority or reference to philosophy, simply witnessing 
the complex self-perpetuating activity of mind provides conditions where insight reveals itself. 

In daily life and during meditation, are you sometimes aware of a sense of being on duty? A restless 
insecurity telling you it is not ok to let go, an insidious anxiety reminding you that the world will 
cease to function properly unless you maintain control. Off duty, at rest but still knowing, the mind 
is aware of its own superficial thinking as well as subtle attitudes and habitual patterns below the 
surface. Normal logic would suggest that letting go of striving might lead to stagnation and the hero 
might become ineffective. However, through initiation the hero gets out of his or her own way and 
steps into a greater way of being; extraordinary feats are accomplished with ease. When the tedious 
background noise of hopes and fears subsides we are already in tune with the primordial yes.
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stronger. Sometimes at the end of the story the hero returns to share a treasure that will benefit 
everyone: often the true reward is simply that the mundane world now appears transformed. 

Through training in insight you become aware of limiting habitual patterns which invariably reinforce 
feelings of isolation. When you expose these agendas and see how you have been arranging your life 
around unacknowledged insecurity, you will also recognise the alternative; living in connection with 
the world. Einstein expresses the possibility and value of seeing through the illusion of separation: 

A human being is a part of the whole called by us universe, a part limited in time and 
space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feeling as something separated 
from the rest, a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is a 
kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a 
few persons nearest to us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by 
widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole 
of nature in its beauty. (Einstein, 2005, p.206).

As wisdom shows you limitless potential, compassion motivates you to do whatever you can to free 
yourself and others from suffering and the causes of suffering. It is as if the energy that was trapped in 
exclusively serving one self is now set free. You return from your journey wiser, more compassionate, 
ready to engage in meaningful activity. Not dreaming of escape, awake in the world. But old habits 
look for a new way to survive. It is easy to be drawn into playing the same game wearing different 
clothes. After a while you may find yourself settling into an amended version of the world you thought 
you had left behind for good. As TS Eliot reminds us: “the only wisdom we can hope to acquire is the 
wisdom of humility: humility is endless” (Eliot, 2001, p.16). The journey still continues. Circles within 
circles, slowly learning not to make a crisis out of a drama, growing in confidence that somehow the 
fool will always find the way home. From time to time, if we are fortunate, there will be that precious 
opportunity to help our fellow travellers.  And remember, it doesn’t have to be perfect: “If we waited 
till our dance was pure, who would get off their arse?” (Greig, 2006, p.125).

CIRCLES WITHIN CIRCLES

Stories have a coherent structure whereas there is always some mystery in the play of life. As the 
history of each individual unfolds, it is as if there are several interwoven narratives from which intricate 
patterns emerge, perhaps not recognisable except in moments of freedom from expectations. The 
perennial challenge is to somehow find the courage to accept myself as I am.

The cyclical form of the Hero’s Journey is perfectly conveyed by TS Eliot: “We shall not cease from 
exploration and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place 
for the first time” (Eliot, 2001, p.43). Interconnected journeys without beginning are endless circles; 
the play of years, weeks, days or timeless moments. One act approaches resolution, another one 
unfolds. New characters enter the stage, their voices echoes of an earlier scene. So it seems the play 
goes on until I am ready to sit so still that I can see what is really happening and I am silent enough 
to hear what I most need to learn. And so the story continues…

Pause and Reflect

Sharing Your Treasure:
It is easy to dwell on our faults and weaknesses so let’s do something different.  
Why not acknowledge your unique talents and strengths? What treasures have 
you discovered that could help others?
How can you translate what you have learnt into a language that can be heard and 
understood in the everyday world?
How will you be able to manifest your inner values as effective activity?
Don’t worry if you think you don’t know the right answer. Be willing to hear 
whatever response may arise in your heart.
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In the next chapter, Graeme Nixon will tell you about how an unexpected partnership between 
meditation practice and academic study has flourished. Indeed the initial idea of linking Mindfulness-
Compassion-Insight to the Hero’s Journey first came about when I was teaching with Graeme at 
Samye Ling on the MSc Studies in Mindfulness Studies at the University of Aberdeen. Some students 
had struggled to find secular sources to refer to in their insight assignments. We presented the 
Hero’s Journey to illustrate how once insight has been found within then it appears everywhere. 
 
“There’s a divinity that shapes our ends, rough-hew them how we will”. (Shakespeare, 1609, Hamlet, 
5.ii). We plant seeds but we cannot know how they will grow. The case studies in the following 
sections of this book are examples of the activity that flourished as Mindful Heroes made the journey 
their own. Their stories affirm the life changing impact of mindfulness practice. When set free the 
human spirit is generous; we naturally want to share the benefits we have discovered with others.  
However, there is a danger that after a brief excursion, you might consider that mindfulness training 
is completed when in reality the adventure has only just begun. If this happens you may return with 
some interesting souvenirs from an entertaining holiday. That is not enough: you and others deserve 
more.  

I hope you will choose to be a Mindful Hero: regarding your mindfulness practice as a lifelong series 
of courageous journeys into the unknown, may you reveal the ever present treasure that eliminates 
inner poverty.

FOLLOW YOUR BLISS 

IMPLICATIONS FOR STUDY, PRACTICE AND TEACHING

Figure 6: Mindfulness for Life group on top of Holy Island. Photo © Michael McTernan 2018
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ENTERING THE FIELD OF BLISS

Do you know that special feeling when out of nowhere a wonderful opportunity presents itself to 
you? When this happens my head may try to find excuses but my heart knows there is no choice.  
There is a sense of freedom as I let go of what I thought I wanted and act in alignment with my 
deeper purpose. There is a feeling of greatness and at the same time I am in awe of the mysterious 
interconnected forces at play. Probably this is what Joseph Campbell means by the directive to 
follow your bliss and the promise that:

If you do follow your bliss you put yourself on a kind of track that has been there 
all the while waiting for you, and the life you ought to be living is the one you are 
living. When you can see that, you begin to meet people who are in the field of 
your bliss, and they open doors to you. I say follow your bliss and don’t be afraid, 
and doors will open where you didn’t know they were going to be (Campbell and 
Moyes, 1991, p.120).

In writing this book with my fellow travellers, it feels like we have set out on an inspiring adventure 
that had been searching for us. The power of auspicious coincidence is showing itself to be alive and 
well in the 21st century as this project brings to life the Journey of Mindful Heroes. Universal patterns 
affirm individual aspirations: in the mirror of myth we recognise our own true face. 
I trust these stories we share will serve as a reminder of what you have always known and that you will 
choose to follow your bliss: now more than ever, our world needs mindful heroes. 

Pause and Reflect

Your mission, should you choose to accept it…..
This chapter comes to an end but before you move on it might be worthwhile to pause 
for a minute or two. Allow yourself some space and see clearly where you are now.
Do you perhaps have a sense of the next episode of your story being whispered in your ear?
Maybe it is more like a loud banging at your door that is calling you to action?
This journey is endless: are you ready?
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FURTHER RESOURCES

AKONG: A REMARKABLE LIFE. Film. Directed by Chico Dall’Inha. UK: AMP & HKT, 2017.  
A film about the life of Akong Rinpoche, founder of Samye Ling.  
He was my hero: a friend, mentor and teacher for more than 40 years.
FINDING JOE. Film.  Directed by Patrick Takaya Solomon. USA, 2011. A truly inspirational 
film, Finding Joe is a great introduction to the work of Joseph Campbell. 
THE MINDFULNESS ASSOCIATION. 
Website http://www.mindfulnessassociation.net/ Information about the founder Rob 
Nairn and his publications plus current training programmes. 
VIN HARRIS. LinkedIn page https://www.linkedin.com/in/vin-harris-806aa912/ 
My contact details, information about my current projects, some guided practices, 
links to my podcasts and other interesting and inspirational content.

REFERENCES

AKONG, R., (undated). Quotes. Available: http://www.samyeling.org/quotes/ 
BAER, R. A., (2003). Mindfulness Training as a Clinical Intervention: A Conceptual and 
Empirical Review. Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice, 10, pp. 125-143.
BLAKE, W., (1976). Poems and Prophesies. London: Dent.
CAMPBELL, C. and MOYES, B., (1991). The Power of Myth. New York: Anchor Books.
CAMPBELL, J., (2003). The Hero’s Journey, Joseph Campbell on His Life and Work. 
Novato, California: New World Library.
CAMPBELL, J., (2008). The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Novato, California: New World 
Library
DYLAN, B., (1994). Bob Dylan Lyrics 1962-1985. London: Harper Collins.
EINSTEIN A., (2005), The New Quotable Einstein (collected and edited by Alice 
Calaprice). Princeton, New Jersey: Princetown University Press.
EINSTEIN, A., (2006). The World As I See It. New York: Citadel Press.
ELIOT, T.S., (2001). Four Quartets. London: Faber & Faber.
GREIG, A., (2006). This Life, This Life. New and Selected Poems 1970-2006.  
Northumberland: Bloodaxe.
KABAT-ZINN, J., (1994). Wherever You Go There You Are. Mindfulness Meditation for 
Everyday Life. Great Britain: Piatkus Books.
McTERNAN, M., (2018). Holy Island photo taken by Michael McTernan.
MERTON, T., (2005). The Pocket Thomas Merton. (edited by M. Inchausti). Boston and 
London: New Seeds.
MILAREPA, (1999). The Hundred Thousand Songs of Milarepa. (translated by G.C.C 
Chang). Boston and London: Shambhala.
MINGYUR, Y., (2007). The Joy of Living, Unlocking the Secret & Science of Happiness. 
New York: Harmony Books.
OSBON, D.K., (1991). Reflections on the Art of Living, A Joseph Campbell Companion. 
New York: Harper Collins.
PATRUL, R., (2017). Enlightened Vagabond, The life and Teachings of Patrul Rinpoche.  
(Collected and translated by M. Ricard). Boulder: Shambhala.
SAMYE LING,. (undated) Photo by kind permission of Samye Ling Archive.
SHAKESPEARE, W., (1599). Cited from (1980). The Complete Works of Shakespeare, The 
Alexander Text. London and Glasgow: Collins
SHAKESPEARE, W., (1609). Cited from (1980). The Complete Works of Shakespeare, The 
Alexander Text. London and Glasgow: Collins
SHAPIRO, S. L., CARLSON, L. E., ASTIN, J. A. and FREEDMAN, D., (2006). Mechanisms of 
Mindfulness. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 62 (3), pp. 373-386.
TEASDALE, J.D. and CHASKALSON, M., (2013). How does mindfulness transform 
suffering? II: the transformation of Dukkha. Mindfulness, Diverse Perspectives on its 
Meaning, Origins and Applications. (edited by Williams, J.M.G. and Kabat-Zinn, J.). 
London and New York: Routledge.
THE MATRIX. Film. Directed by The Wachowskis. USA: Warner Brothers, 1999.
TRUNGPA, C., (1976). The Myth of Freedom and the Way of Meditation. Boston, 
Massachusetts: Shambhala.
VOGLER, C., (2007). The Writer’s Journey: Mythic Structure for Writers, Third Edition. 
California: Michael Wiese Productions.




