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PRACTICAL CAMPBELL 

This Flower of Creation: Joseph Campbell's Modern Mind 
 

We have to realize that the walls have lately been knocked from around all mythologies - every single 
one of them - by the findings and works of modern scientific discovery. The four ages, the four points 
of the compass, the four elements! What can those mean to man today, in light of what we are 
learning? Today, we have ninety-six elements, and the number is still growing. The old soul and the 
new universe – the old microcosm and the new macrocosm - do not match and the disproportion is 
about equivalent to that of four to ninety-six. No wonder if a lot of us are nervous! The little tower of 
Babel, which to some in its day seemed to be threatening God in his heaven, we see now surpassed 
many times in every major city of the world, and rockets fly where once the angels sang. One cannot 
tutoyer God anymore: the mystery is infinite, both without and within. That is the tt remendum 
that our modern mind - this flower of creation - has revealed for us to absorb, and it cannot be willed 
or walled away by any system of archaic feeling. It will not be screened from us, nor we protected, by 
any organization of archaic images. 

Joseph Campbell, "Renewal Myths and Rites," The Mythic Dimension: Selected Essays 1959 -1987, 
p.61 

 

Perhaps never before in the history of the human species have so many known so much and yet so 
violently shirked the call and claim, the unquestionable obligation, of the facts of life in this day and 
age.  

In a world where cracking the conundrums of the human genetic code is frequent news, nearly 
instantaneous global communication is widely available, and the senses of the body have been 
mechanically augmented to observe both the microcosmic, momentary creations occurring in particle 
colliders and the nascent dawning of new stars in far-flung nebulae, it would seem plausible to 
assume that the majority of the human population has acquiesced to the reality of Earth as a single 
village, one community, inextricably linked and interconnected. But the same news sources that 
acquaint the public consciousness with ever more complex understandings of the workings of our 
universe and our commonalities as people, also bear witness to the propagation and continuance of 
age-old divisions, prejudices, hatreds, suspicions, and fears - all evidence of the intractability of 
archaic feelings bound to organizations of archaic images. The modern mind may be adept at 
absorbing the glorious advances of scientific discovery but the modern heart and spirit seem bent on 
continually erecting boundaries differentiating "us" from "them," maintaining barriers built on 
outmoded, lingering perceptions. 

Yet Joseph Campbell, a man born near the turn of the last century, embraced humanity's inevitable 
free fall toward a new view of others synonymous with the unbounded horizon of a new universe. 
Throughout Campbell's long career as scholar, educator, author, and mythologist, his vision of 
contemporary life as a state of being in which the universal is inseparable from the personal and the 
personal inseparable from the universal unerringly guided his path through a rapidly changing 
present. Campbell faced the rush of modern life with characteristic aplomb, unabashed humor, and 
abiding love and compassion for humankind's frailties, failures, and flaws. 
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THE OLD SOUL AND THE NEW UNIVERSE 
 

Unfortunately, many of the new mystically motivated movements are reactionary against other 
peoples. We have this "Power" and that "Power" and the other "Power." These are delaying actions. 
People are afraid to move into the free fall of a totally new way of looking at others. So the new 
mythology to come must be a global mythology, and it's got to solve the problem of the in-group by 
showing that there's no out-group. 

Every single one of the old horizon-bound mythologies reserved love for the in-group, and aggression 
and denigration were reserved for the out-group. Now something's got to break that. And when we 
see that picture of our planet taken from the moon, the question arises: What are we going to do with 
our aggression? How is it going to be absorbed into love and transmuted from gross matter to gold? I 
think teaching "I-thou" relationships, rather than "I-it" relationships, which Buber spoke about, is the 
first step. The teaching of humanity rather than the teaching of in-group appreciations is what's 
important. 

...I see people pulling back into in-group associations. Just look all around you. This group, that 
group, the other: "We're It." And the challenge of the day of opening out to humanity is being 
ducked because it means giving up what we have and are sure of. We feel comfortable with our close 
friends, and uncomfortable with people who might have totally different thoughts. We are afraid to 
unshell. 

Joseph Campbell, An Open Life: Joseph Campbell In Conversation With Michael Toms, pp. 112, 
113 

 

The need for and advent of a new mythology that would effectively dismantle exclusionary group 
walls was a subject Campbell often addressed in his writings, lectures, and in interviews. His passion, 
his own personal bliss, begun in childhood, was the study and comparison of the mythologies, 
wisdom, lore, and beliefs of the Earth's peoples.  

Campbell seems to have been born unshelled. 

Beginning life as the eldest son in an Irish-American, Roman Catholic family, by age eleven, 
Campbell had absorbed enough of the extant knowledge of America's indigenous cultures to be 
granted access to the adult stacks of his hometown public library in New Rochelle, New York, in 
order to further his avocation. Mathematics, biology, and literature became Campbell's favored 
subjects in prep school and during his early college career. But it was reading Russian author Dmitri 
Merejkowski's novel, The Romance of Leonardo da Vinci, an examination of the famous artist's 
thoughts on spiritual life and aesthetics, that fired Campbell's own creative imagination and pointed 
toward the direction of his life's work.  

Two years later, a serendipitous meeting on the deck of an ocean liner and the gift of another book 
were the sparks, the incandescence of amor fati that Campbell described as "the opening up, and it 
was like a light going on."    

In a conversation with Stuart Brown, Campbell details these pivotal events: 

On the return trip from Europe, in 1924, there were three dark young men seated in steamer chairs 
on the deck. I noticed that there was a young woman who knew them. I had never seen such people 
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before because we never saw Hindus over here at that time. Never. They all ended up in England; they 
never got to the United States. 

It happened that one of them was Jiddu Krishnamurti, and the others were his brother Nityananda 
and his secretary at the time, Rajagopal. This was my introduction to the world of India. And the 
young woman who introduced me gave me Edwin Arnold's The Light of Asia, which is the life of the 
Buddha from the sutras.  

When I went to Europe as a student of literature, philology, romance literature, and then to Germany 
and started my Sanskrit, there was all this stuff again. I really got into it in those years. But it started 
with what I learned from that little book about the Buddha.  

Strange, just a little touch like that and everything changes. 

Joseph Campbell, The Hero's Journey: Joseph Campbell On His Life and Work, p.29 

 

The little touch that changed everything for Campbell directly led to his fascination with the art, 
writings, and ideas of many of the great minds of his time as well as the wisdom of most of the 
world's sages, through the ages. His drive to absorb the flowering tremendum revealed by the modern 
mind became an intricate, international dance in which language, myth, image, and thought from the 
planet's many cultures partnered the potential of the spirit in bowing not to ethnic or local 
differences but rather in following the steps of the eternal, universal patterns common to each life --- 
the humanity endemic to the experience of being human. 

 

THE RULE OF LIFE 
 

MICHAEL TOMS: The challenge for the present and the future is to try to build bridges even 
though that may be difficult. 

JOSEPH CAMPBELL: Yes. The big challenge, however, is education – an inner education so that the 
person identifies himself with humanity rather than with the in-group. Now that isn't easy, because 
"humanity" is a vague concept, and the in-group is what you're experiencing, and love and anxieties 
come from person-to-person relationships. I think the actual transfer of people from round about is 
good. In a New York subway, you see every race in the world! Except now, each of those races is 
asking for its own in-group advantages over the others. 

MICHAEL TOMS: Do you see hope in any of the movements that have emerged over the last few 
decades? 

JOSEPH CAMPBELL: Yes, I do. On my lecture tours, I've met beautiful people who hold out great 
hope and expectation. You see, when the world seems to be falling apart, stick to your own trajectory; 
hang onto your own ideals and find kindred spirits. That's the rule of life. And it's that life that 
survives the megadeath. 

Campbell, An Open Life, p. 113 

 

Campbell's own inner education continued throughout his life and he returned, full circle, in his last 
years to great spiritual texts - such as the Purå£as and the Bhagavad Gætå - that had inspired him as a 
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young man, advising that in old age, "in your free time, you go back to what fed you most in your 
youth and childhood." The sources of spiritual sustenance that nourished young Joseph Campbell 
were readily shared in the feast of knowledge he offered his students and readers. His early 
understanding of the "I-Thou" sacredness of the entire planet and the brotherhood of all beings 
intrinsic to many Native American wisdom traditions shaped the mind that was capable of finding 
corresponding reflections of these precepts in the tenets of the world's religions, literature, and 
philosophies. 

There is little doubt that Campbell followed his rule of life, finding kindred spirits wherever he 
turned, whether in the millions of pages he read, in the people he met on his personal and 
professional travels, or through the enduring relationships he cherished with family, friends, 
colleagues, and admirers. His exhortations to "stick to your own trajectory" and "hang onto your own 
ideals" have encouraged generations of creative artists to tread the often lonely road of self-expression 
and served to confirm for countless men and women that being out of step with societal or cultural 
consensus may be a noble and necessary way of life.  

Still, for Campbell, simply seeking the society of a like-minded group of companions with whom to 
shelter from the tumble of the times was not the equivalent of identifying with one's own humanity 
or manifesting a new way of looking at others. Discussing the image of Earth photographed from the 
barren surface of the moon with author Richard Beban, Campbell made clear that more than a 
commonality of thought would be required for the genesis and success of any new, global mythology. 

 

RICHARD BEBAN: Is that the dominant mythological image now, the idea that we can see the earth 
from the moon? We have these photographs of our beautiful globe hovering there in outer space. 

JOSEPH CAMPBELL: Yes, but it's not working except in pictures. A mythology doesn't come from 
the head; a mythology comes from the heart. 

RICHARD BEBAN: But there's something so beautiful about finally seeing it... 

JOSEPH CAMPBELL: Yeah, but how do you feel about people? Not how do you think about people. 
But what is the feeling system? A mythology comes from the feeling and an experience --- not from 
thinking. The difference between an ideology and a mythology is the difference between the ego and 
the self; ideology comes from the thinking system and mythology comes from being. 

Campbell, The Hero's Journey, p. 228 

 

As human beings, we are mysteries inhabiting a mystery. We are wonders capable of creating marvels 
every moment we live. We have investigated the physical laws of our universe and found a 
consistency that allows construction of an international space station and yet our collective 
diplomatic organizations fail at stopping mass murders for want of agreement on what to name such 
horrors. We now know much about our own solar system - that it exists as part of one of millions, 
perhaps billions, of galaxies lighting the vast, borderless reaches of space - and yet we know so little of 
one another that it is still possible for us to loathe and vilify our own kind.   

For Joseph Campbell, the divine radiance shone through every life and the illuminating awe of 
mystery was as close as the next person he encountered. Through experience and education, he 
understood that all measures of distance can be conquered and millennia of misery made to crumble 
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by the briefest journey, traversing the scant inches separating heart from mind. 


