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“We're not on our journey to save the world

but to save ourselves.
But in doing that you save the world.

The influence of a vital person vitalizes.”

~ Joseph Campbell
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Introduction
One of the most incredibly gifted philosophers of the 

twentieth century is Joseph Campbell. Campbell spent his 

life studying Native Americans and people of primitive 

cultures. His career culminated in teaching college 

literature and writing various books of critical acclaim. 

Much of Campbell’s writing centered on finding meaning in 

our lives. 

This guide shares some of his most well-known quotes and 

provides a discussion of what Campbell may have meant. 

Then, we’ll provide quick action tips for each quote to tell 

you how you can apply the saying to attain the life you’re 

meant to live. 

You have the power to enrich your existence, and taking 

heed of Campbell’s sage words will help you find it. Enlighten 

yourself in ways you may not have ever thought about. 

Discover the life that only you can live through Joseph 

Campbell’s wisdom.
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1. “The Privilege Of A 
Lifetime Is Being Who 

You Are.”
This rather heady quotation encourages you to examine the 

true meaning of the word “privilege.” A privilege is a special 

benefit that others may not be privy to. In life, you have 

likely earned or been given your own share of privileges. 

Examining the concept of privileges as it applies to you, 

consider some of the privileges you have. You may have 

been born into certain privileges, like being a member of a 

wealthy family or being born to parents who live in a 

beautiful seaside place, fascinating country setting, or 

bustling urban city. 

You probably earned some privileges, too, like driving 

privileges when you were 16 to 18 years of age and voting 

privileges because you obey the laws of the land. And if you 

really think about it, you’re likely enjoying many privileges 

right now.

In this quotation, Campbell seems to be saying that the single 

best privilege you can have, what he calls, “the privilege of a 

lifetime,” is the ability to be yourself. In essence, he’s 
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asserting that the most wonderful benefit you’ll ever 

possess in your life is being yourself, the person you’re 

meant to be.  

Apply these quick tips to make the most of this Joseph 

Campbell quote:

1. Ask yourself, “Who am I and who do I want to 

be?” Exploring these feelings that you have “deep-

down” is relevant to the rest of your life. What kind 

of person are you now? Into what kind of person do 

you wish to evolve?

2. Describe the roles you live. It may sound a little 

silly, but get out some paper and a pen. Then list all 

the roles you have in life. 

✴ Your list will likely include things like, mother, 

father, brother, sister, friend, volunteer, salesman, 

business owner, sports nut, runner, artist, jewelry 

maker, golfer, and whatever other roles are 

important in your life.
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3. Ponder whether or not you’re comfortable with 

each role. Perhaps you spend a lot of time as a 

secretary, but you don’t experience much joy with 

the work. Reflect on your level of comfort taking 

part in your various roles.

4. Spend some time thinking about what roles you’d 

like to add to your list. Without limiting your 

thoughts and ideas, quickly jot down what roles 

you’d like to be living, but aren’t. Are you surprised 

and a little excited about what you came up with? 

5. Make some of your desired roles happen. Now 

that you know who you really want to be, set out to 

make it so. Strive to be your own person.  

✴ Focus on expressing your own wants and 

interests through the life you live. 

✴ Decide to be whoever you want to be rather than 

just doing things as your parents wanted you to 

do or that you thought you were “supposed” to 

do. 

Recognize that the best thing about life is the chance to be 

whoever you are or want to be. Reach out and grab that 

opportunity each day. 
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2. “Follow Your Bliss 
And The Universe 
Will Open Doors 
Where There Were 

Only Walls.”
Campbell’s famous “follow your bliss” saying is often quoted 

and occasionally misattributed to others. When you think of 

the word, “bliss,” what do you think of?  

According to the Wordbook Dictionary, bliss is a “state of 

extreme happiness.” So, when you’re following your bliss, 

you’re going after whatever makes you happy. 

The second part of the quote - about the universe opening 

its doors - could mean that life truly opens up for you when 

you’re involved with things that bring you joy.

When you’re engaged in pursuits that you love to do, you’ll 

take more notice of your choices and be more willing to put 

your selected options into action. 
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If you think about a recent time when you were truly 

fascinated about something, you’ll see what Campbell was 

referring to in this quote. 

Let’s say you became interested in weight-lifting. You 

started going to the health club and learning more about it 

from your personal trainer. You read two books about it and 

even ordered a monthly magazine focused on weight-lifting. 

By going to the health club, you began meeting a lot of your 

health goals. Also, you discovered a whole new group of 

friends to hang out with who share the love of the sport. 

You have a new-found interest that brings you a lot of 

interest, joy, and companionship.

So, many possibilities and wonderful things that you hadn’t 

encountered in life before became available to you because 

you pursued something of interest.  

Your bliss doesn’t have to be only one thing, but it can be a 

collection of things you love to do. 

Put these strategies to work to follow your bliss and 

enjoy the wonders your life will offer:
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1. Make a Bliss List. List 5 things that make you happy. 

Do it quickly without worrying about what you’ll 

choose. 

✴ Perhaps your list will look something like this: 

spending time with my children, reading, meeting 

my financial goals, learning new things, and 

working with numbers. 

✴ Your Bliss List determines what paths you might 

want to follow in life.

2. Circle the items you have yet to pursue. Put your 

focus on the items on your Bliss List that you want 

to go after now. 

3. Schedule some time to follow your bliss. If you’re 

spending too much time doing things that lack an 

interest or happiness factor for you, you’re wasting 

precious moments. When will you go after your 

circled Bliss items? Mark it in your calendar now. 

4. Acknowledge apprehension and then proceed 

ahead. It’s normal to feel a certain amount of fear of 

the unknown whenever you’re about to introduce 

changes into your life. 
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✴ Tell yourself that if it’s really what you want to do, 

you deserve to follow your bliss, even if it means 

having to face your fears.

5. Open the doors. After you’re involved in doing 

what brings you joy, you’ll learn more and notice the 

opportunities related to your pursuit. 

✴ Take advantage of the chances to excel related to 

the sources of your joyful pastime.

6. Revel in your new-found happiness. It’s exciting to 

begin your own adventure doing something you’ve 

wanted to do for quite some time. 

✴ Allow yourself to fully experience the positive 

emotions that come from following through with 

your desires. You deserve it!

You can only imagine the wonders and riches that await you 

when you pursue the job, living situation, relationship, 

hobby, or education that will make you happy. Start 

following your bliss.
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3. “Life Is Without 
Meaning. You Bring 
The Meaning To It. 

The Meaning Of Life Is 
Whatever You 

Ascribe It To Be. Being 
Alive Is The Meaning.”

You might be seeking the meaning of your life or even 

asking yourself, “Why am I here?” or “What is my purpose?” 

This Joseph Campbell quote provides an excellent answer 

to these questions.

Campbell starts out this quote by stating that the concept 

of life, in and of itself, lacks a meaning. On its own, life is 

empty. It is nothing. Then, he goes on further to say that 

each individual, on their own, contributes the meaning to 

their own life. 

Campbell believed that each of us determines our own 

meaning by how we live our lives. The very fact that you’re 

alive gives your life meaning, according to Campbell. One 
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theory on the overall lesson in this quote is that only you 

bring meaning to your own life and you do it simply by living 

it. No one and nothing else can make your existence 

meaningful.

Consider these tips to benefit from this Joseph Campbell 

quote:

1. Give up struggling to figure out why you’re here. 

If you wonder about the purpose for your existence, 

let go of the incessant questioning. 

2. Accept that you’re deserving of life. Regardless of 

what’s happened in your past or the mistakes you’ve 

made, you deserve to be here, simply because you 

are here.

3. Make the connection between your desires and 

your life’s purpose. Let what you want in life drive 

you to “create” your purpose. The fruits of your labor 

are your purpose.

4. Decide to live a conscious, purposeful life. Stay 

aware of the time you have on this earth and how 

you’re spending it. When you do these things, you’ll 

be compelled to live an enriched and purposeful life.
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Rather than spending time questioning your life, focus on 

designing, constructing, and carrying out the very existence 

you yearn for. By doing these things, you give meaning to 

your own life.
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4. “When You Make 
The Sacrifice In 
Marriage, You're 

Sacrificing Not To 
Each Other But To 

Unity In A 
Relationship.”

Joseph Campbell’s quotes on relationships are powerful 

and filled with knowledge about enriching your emotional 

connections. This particular quotation focuses on the 

importance of sacrifice in love relationships. To sacrifice is 

to give up something that you want. 

Campbell’s quote indicates sacrifice is sometimes necessary 

to sustain the peace and closeness in your marriage. 

Your self-deprival is more than an appeasement of your 

spouse. It is strengthening the foundation of your 

relationship. It is for the benefit of the “whole,” your unity.
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To gain clarity of this quote, think about a recent time when 

you wanted to do something different than what your 

partner wanted. 

Maybe you made plans to spend a Saturday with your 

friends, but your spouse felt you should spend the 

afternoon with him (or her) instead. You argued that you 

hadn’t seen your friends in over two months and that the 

two of you are together most evenings during the week 

anyway. 

Campbell’s quote would lead us to believe that if you would 

have spent the morning with your friends and then 

sacrificed your afternoon with them to be with your spouse, 

it would be wise to view that sacrifice as protecting the 

sanctity of your relationship rather than giving in to your 

spouse’s demands. 

If you can view your future sacrifices in your marriage in 

this way, you’ll feel surer about making those sacrifices, 

knowing that you’re preserving the closeness in and 

emotional quality of your marriage as a whole. 

Put these strategies to work in your marriage to enhance 

that unity:
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1. Examine your argumentative and disagreeable 

behaviors. Do you do everything you can to avoid 

arguments and unsavory disagreements? If not, 

explore within yourself the reasons for these 

unhelpful actions. 

✴ Admit to yourself what you see as the error of 

your own ways. 

✴ Change your behavior if you believe it will be 

helpful.

2. Know your priorities and live your life according 

to them. What are the top 5 most important things 

or people in your life? Those are your priorities. 

✴ When you establish your priorities, it makes 

sense to live your life according to them. 

✴ Making decisions is less painful and much easier 

when you take your priorities into account.

3. Listen. Your spouse is bound to tell you what they 

want and need from you. How often do they do that 

and do you listen? When they tell you their needs, 

are you paying close attention and working with 

them to ensure both your lives are happy? 
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4. Preserve the sanctity of your marriage through 

your everyday actions. When you keep the 

importance of your relationship in mind each day, 

you’ll enjoy the benefits of a coveted, well-cared-for 

union with your spouse. 

If your marriage is one of your priorities, then the sacrifices 

you make for it are worth whatever you gave up to 

strengthen the connection in your relationship.
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5. “The Big Question Is 
Whether You Are 

Going To Be Able To 
Say A Hearty Yes To 
Your Adventure.”

Do you follow the same routine, day after day? You get up in 

the morning, go to work, come home, take out the garbage, 

and go to bed. On the weekends, you see a few friends or 

spend time with family members. If so, you might feel like 

something is missing.

This Joseph Campbell quote charges us to view our lives as 

an incredible journey. He seems to want us to put our all into 

living our lives and even refers to life as an “adventure.” The 

quote implies that we don’t have to make our lives 

interesting, fun, and enriching, but that we are asked to—it’s 

“the big question,” according to Campbell. 

Furthermore, his use of the word, “hearty,” makes an 

interesting impact in the quote because Campbell’s 

implication is that you have a choice to fully embrace and 
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take a full-spirited involvement with life and to do 

everything possible to live your life to the fullest extent.

In a sense, this quote challenges you to go whole-hog into life 

and turn it into the biggest adventure you’ll ever know.

Use these methods to help you live your life to the 

fullest:

1. Recognize that you have choices about your life. 

Each day, you agree to live where you live, do the 

work you do, and have the types of relationships 

you have. You’re choosing even though you think 

you’re not. 

✴ Do you want to change your life and live your 

“adventure?” 

✴ Are you already living your adventure?

2. Delve into any reasons holding you back from 

saying, “yes” to your “adventure.” Are you afraid to 

go after what you want? Do you feel you’re not 

worthy of living the life you want? Do you think your 

personal history is holding your back? 
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3. Ask for support from close friends and family. If 

there are things you wish to do but are unsure how 

to go about them, let your partner and others close 

to you know that you yearn to do something and 

need support and ideas regarding how to do it.

4. Just go for it. You’ve likely been in situations in the 

past, whether they were at work, playing sports, or 

in relationships, when you wanted something badly 

enough that you just “went for it.” 

✴ You can adapt this same determined attitude and 

create the life you want.

Focusing your efforts to chase after the life you desire can 

provide you with many rewarding experiences. Keep your 

head in the “game” of your life by remaining focused on 

living your most fantastic adventure ever.
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6. “It Is By Going 
Down Into The Abyss 
That We Recover The 

Treasures Of Life. 
Where You Stumble, 

There Lies Your 
Treasure.”

Joseph Campbell addressed many topics in his writings, 

speeches, and interviews. One subject he concentrated on 

was dealing with difficult challenges in life. This particular 

quote refers to a challenge as an “abyss.” This metaphor is 

perfect because your emotions really can drop you into a 

deep dark place, like an abyss, whenever you’re facing a 

major life difficulty. 

Campbell shares in this quote that he believes that the most 

salient, important gifts we get from life come out of the 

experience of a tough life trauma. According to Campbell, 

we somehow gain much more than we lose during a tragedy. 
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Campbell thought that tragedy and triumph are deeply 

connected and that, in essence, you’ll “recover” something 

beautiful and special from a challenge. If you’re having a 

rough time, you’ll also discover a “treasure.”

Incorporate these methods into your life to emerge 

triumphantly from difficult situations:

1. Accept that you’ll have tough times. The nature in 

life is that situations will occur that bring heartache 

and pain.

2. Allow yourself to feel the pain. As difficult as it 

may be, letting yourself think and feel whatever 

your thoughts and feelings are during a life crisis is 

necessary, and even useful. 

3. Recognize your “treasures.” Maybe you met and 

made a new friend at the hospital where your 

parent is dealing with serious illness or you learned 

something of value for the future from going 

through a personal tragedy and related suffering. 

✴ Try to remind yourself that, “Maybe something 

positive will come out of this.”
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4. Maintain hope. Faith and hope can get you through 

a lot of trials and tribulations. Even if you sometimes 

expect the worst, you can still hope for the best.

During life’s toughest times, Joseph Campbell believes you 

can discover some of life’s most precious gifts. Recognize 

that the paradox of tragedy is that it is often accompanied 

by triumph.
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7. “Opportunities To 
Find Deeper Powers 
Within Ourselves 

Come When Life Seems 
Most Challenging.”

One of the difficulties you’ll likely contend with from time to 

time is feeling like you have no control in certain situations. 

Yet, this quotation from Joseph Campbell brings the 

elements of power into a whole new perspective. 

In this quote, Campbell says that you’ll have chances to 

discover the power inside you at the times in life when 

you’re being challenged. He believed that the most difficult 

situations provide you with options to find your own 

enriched personal power. 

This explanation seems to negate itself because we tend to 

think of challenges as taking away options rather than 

increasing them. However, Campbell reminds us that other 

opportunities exist that we can profit from in new ways 

during those challenging times. 
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Had we not experienced a challenge, we would not have seen 

the new options that challenge provided. 

He seems to be reminding us to find the power to look for 

something deeper, something better, and something 

beyond the challenge itself. And during that act, we develop 

and wield a new power over our lives.  

Apply these tips to live a richer life after experiencing a 

challenge:

1. Resolve to find your personal power. During a life 

crisis, it can be difficult to find your way. But if you 

remind yourself that you’ll discover something to 

help you get through it, you are, in a sense, creating 

that power. When you take the bull by the horns, 

you prevail.

2. Recognize there are many ways to emerge from a 

crisis. Regardless of how you make your way 

through, know that you can be stronger and better 

than ever.

Although no one wants to go through a challenge, you can 

come out on the other side with a sense of strength and a 

promise to yourself to live your best life from that moment 

forward.
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8. “What Each Must Seek 
In His Life Never Was On 

Land Or Sea. It Is 
Something Out Of His 

Own Unique 
Potentiality For 

Experience, Something 
That Never Has Been 

And Never Could Have 
Been Experienced By 

Anyone Else.”
You may be living your life with the idea in mind that you’re 

looking for something and trying to seek out the “key” or 

purpose of your life. In this Joseph Campbell quote, he 

makes it clear that there’s no physical place on earth where 

you’ll find your “answer.”

Campbell reminds us that each of our life experiences is 

completely unique and that even though there’s potential 
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there, we must each find our own way. Each of us is 

different and unique, just like a snowflake. 

Although there have been millions born before us and 

millions will be born after us, it’s up to each individual to 

discover their own sense of self and live their own life.

To increase your self-understanding and go after the life 

you deserve, put these suggestions into action:

1. Acknowledge that you’re unique. No one else is 

exactly like you. You’re it. No one can live the life that 

you can. Then, relish in this idea for a bit. You’re 

pretty special.

2. Realize a physical location doesn’t hold any power. 

Regardless of where you live, you can express your 

unique sense of self and tap into your potential there.

3. Know that even if you model after others, your 

experience is still your own. Although you may 

follow in the footsteps of someone you respect, what 

you experience belongs only to you. 

Your uniqueness ensures that your purpose and life depends 

singularly on you and what you do with the days you have 

here on earth. You’re an original and that’s a wonderful thing 

to know.
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9. “We Must Let Go Of 
The Life We Have 

Planned, So As To 
Accept The One That 

Is Waiting For Us.”
Clearly one of the most profound quotations by Joseph 

Campbell, this saying reminds us that our life doesn’t always 

go the way we hoped for or expected it to. Tragedies and 

detours occur. 

Maybe you lost someone you could barely fathom losing. Or 

perhaps you thought you’d eventually complete college, but 

something always stopped you. 

Campbell advises that while you’re focusing on the life you 

had hoped for, your life, here and now, is passing you by. 

Campbell’s suggestion is to simply accept what’s in front of 

you right now and put your heart and soul into the life that’s 

waiting for you. This may mean leaving the past behind.

For example, maybe you experienced a great tragedy by 

losing a child or spouse. Have you stayed in the pain of 

LEARNING FROM A SAGE: 9 LIFE LESSONS FROM JOSEPH CAMPBELL

29



those losses and spent many precious moments wondering 

“what if” that person would have lived and wishing they 

had?

Yet when you look around you, you have a life full of close 

friends and people who love you and maybe even other 

children that might feel a bit slighted by what they feel is 

the loss of your focus and attention over these recent years. 

They may be waiting for you and needing you now. 

Your current life is, in essence, living and breathing all around 

you. Avoid letting yourself live in the past when your 

present life is right there waiting for you.

Follow through with these suggestions today to live the 

life that’s waiting for you:

1. Complete a self-inventory of your overall 

thoughts about your life. Sit down and go through 

what you truly think about your life and how you 

really feel about it. Do you wish things would have 

gone differently? Do you live with the weight of old 

regrets? 

✴ Get in touch with how you feel about your 

existence.
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2. Let go. Release old, unnecessary negativity and 

feelings. Something in your past might have gone 

wrong. You might have made mistakes that brought 

unimaginably painful consequences to you at the 

time. 

✴ Make the decision to put away the unhelpful 

thoughts and feelings for good. 

✴ Write them all in a list and then tear it up, burn it, 

or even bury the list if you prefer. 

✴ Tell yourself, “This is it. I’m done hurting about 

these things.”

3. Start anew. What if you were to really plug in to the 

life you have right now? Adopt an inspiring mantra. 

For example, “I have this life and I’m going to live it 

to the fullest in every way I can.” Go forth with 

renewed interest, plans, and gusto. Give this life 

your best effort!

If you believe you’ve put your life on hold for a lot of 

different reasons that you’re unable to change, re-commit 

to yourself and your current existence. Some great things 

will happen.

LEARNING FROM A SAGE: 9 LIFE LESSONS FROM JOSEPH CAMPBELL

31



Summary
We can learn from the wisdom and knowledge of the sages 

that have shared their messages with the world. Joseph 

Campbell is one such teacher. Each of these quotes provides 

a valuable life lesson that you can benefit from.

For your best results, start applying these strategies to your 

life today. 

Yes, it will take some effort. In fact, it might become the 

most monumental endeavor you’ve ever set out to 

accomplish. But it will be filled with treasures and triumphs 

you can only dream about now. 

A fulfilling life is waiting and it’s yours for the taking!
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