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Discover the Hero Within 
James Stratford1 

 

It is easy to see our lives as ordinary and to take life for granted. As life becomes 

more challenging it gets easier and easier to just see everything as being 

difficult, and hard. Life becomes full of demands – the need to pay bills and put 

food on the table, to keep the car running. The list seems to keep getting longer 

rather than shorter. As life becomes full of this stuff we start to lose sight of the 

magic. Often we start to lose sight of the dreams that we had for ourselves as 

children and young adults. The world transforms in our eyes as we start to see 

struggle and conflict everywhere. Everyone tells you how few jobs there are, or 

how difficult it is to succeed, and how risky and dangerous it is to even try in the 

first place. So we settle for the ordinary, we remain in the world we know, the 

world that is familiar. It may not be perfect but, being familiar, we can handle it, 

we can get by and that is enough. Or is it? 

When we read about the great heroes of myth and epic we have no 

difficulty recognising these heroes and the world they live in as extraordinary. 

We have no difficulty understanding the value of their mission. Of course, to a 

great extent, our appreciation of the hero and what it means to be heroic has 

been conditioned by the language and imagery that artists, poets, and teachers 

have used over thousands of years to represent them. We have all watched and 

listened to stories of heroes in history and myth, like the ancient mythical 

figures Hercules, Perseus, Jason, Odysseus, and characters known to us through 

film like Indiana Jones, Luke Skywalker, Dorothy, the heroes of Tolkein and 

countless others. Everyday the world of myth gives birth to scores of new 

heroes. 

For too many people though, the hero is always someone else. 

Sometimes, we are only able to see heroes in the past, with the benefit of 

hindsight. Often they are held up as idols to be worshipped. But the real power 

of myth, and the potency of the hero, lies in our willingness to see our own lives 

through the heroic lense; our willingness to see and embrace the heroic right 

                                            
1 Excerpt from Discover the Hero Within by James Stratford. Published in Spanish as 

Descubre a tu Heroe Interior, Aguilar Fontanar, 2009. 



 

 

2 

here and now, in us and the people around us. You and I can choose to see our 

lives as special, extraordinary and heroic. The hero’s journey is your journey – 

you are the hero if you decide to awaken and answer the call. 

When I decided to answer the call for myself, this was driven by an 

intense desire to become the hero, and a belief that I had that possibility within 

me. I did not know what this meant in terms of how to live in the world. I just 

knew that whatever I did, I wanted it to be great and to channel the creative 

spirit that has lifted humanity for thousands of years. I was driven by an intense 

desire to inspire and serve others. 

 

For many years I struggled to find my path. Over more than a decade I tried my 

hand at many different jobs, trying to find a means of expressing my calling 

through some form of work. I washed cars, cooked and made coffee, worked 

with stone, and applied my skills as an artist. After a couple of years of 

wandering I went back to university where I rediscovered myth. I can be very 

impatient, so I experienced a lot of frustration going from one way to the next. 

Much of the time this was because I failed to appreciate the value of where I was 

in the context of the journey. I was so desperate to get to the finish line, 

anything in between felt like a failure. I could not see that in trying this way and 

that, in every choice I was making, I was carving out my own path. This 

frustration, combined with high expectations, resulted in regular periods of 

anxiety and depression where I would just sink back from the world, ashamed of 

myself. The only version of myself I loved was one held out in the future, one 

that was successful, whatever that meant. I was unable to honour and love that 

present self that was doing its best to learn, and develop. For much of the time I 

felt as if I was constantly behind, rather than right where I needed to be. I was 

grasping for my future, not able to recognise the lessons of the present. Only 

after about 12 years did I really start to appreciate the essential nature of my 

own contribution through working with people and connecting with them 

through my writing and teaching. 

Over the years I did get glimpses, as each stage, each experience, 

provided a different form of expression that rang true to my heart. When I 

started to teach, I instantly enjoyed the opportunity to connect with and 
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nurture the development of others. Writing and publishing my views on modern 

conflicts, I saw that I was making a worthwhile contribution, just as I was in 

pursuing my creative work. Each I enjoyed on their own merits, but more and 

more I sought ways of pulling these different strands together, and fulfilling my 

calling – to call and empower others to take the hero’s journey. 

 The journey of the hero is the path to heightened consciousness and self-

awareness. It is not about achieving fame, wealth, or personal glory, though 

these may be achieved along the way. The path is not restricted to individuals of 

any particular culture, gender, occupation, or belief. It is open to all. Discovering 

the hero within you is about seeing the extraordinary in your life and living 

with this awareness. As the hero you empower yourself to express the creative 

forces of the universe through your everyday actions. By doing this, you inspire 

others, you live as an example of what is possible in life. 

Reading this book will help you both in the task of recognising the heroic 

potential of your life, and in learning how to navigate the path with the aid of 

the ancient wisdom of the Iliad. For this to take place, it is essential that as you 

read this book, you also take time to answer the questions along the way. This is 

necessary to move the knowledge you gain from the realm of learned knowledge 

and theory, to that of lived truth. It may take time to become accustomed to the 

types of questions you will be asked to answer. However, over time you will 

learn the value of just thinking about them and letting the answers arise 

spontaneously within and around you. Through reflection and writing, you will 

develop a voice for your innermost spirit. You can think of this as like tuning a 

channel on an old radio or TV. As you write and reflect, your tuning takes you 

closer to the pure signal, unobstructed by noise and interference from outside. 

When you ask questions of your self, know that the answers will arise. It 

may appear on a billboard that you drive past on the way to work. It may be in a 

conversation that you overhear in the street. This happened to me just recently. 

Two men were talking and for much of the time I could not understand what 

they were saying. I was doing my own thing, writing and thinking. But then as I 

put my book down in the clearest voice I heard the man say “you always do your 

best work when you’re happy”. I knew in a subtle way that this was a message I 
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could learn from.  Other times, you’ll find the answer in books, and magazines – 

random places, and at random times.  

 This is a journey that may start very quickly. But traveling the path takes 

time. It will develop over the coming weeks, 

months, and years. As this happens, you will 

also become clear about questions that you 

could not answer earlier. In a way, you are 

now just sketching in the outlines of a map of 

your life, building in details as you go along. 

Remember also, as your life is constantly changing and developing, there will be 

new elements to add to the map as you go on.  

I often like to use the analogy of the eagle’s wings. You are now in the 

process of growing these wings and learning to fly. As you learn to do this you 

will develop an enhanced perspective across your life. Like the eagle, seeing life 

from above you are still able to appreciate the details as if you were close-up, 

just as the eagle flying high in the sky can see the smallest animals and objects 

on land. We experience great suffering when we lack this perspective in the 

moment. Like a young eagle though, it takes time to develop the strength to fly, 

but the ability is held within us always, so that when the time comes you will be 

able to soar. 

 Too often, we fail to act and miss the most wonderful learning 

opportunities because we are afraid of making a mistake. We learn to believe 

that it is better not to try than to attempt and possibly fail. Maybe we do not 

want the embarrassment or we are afraid of what others may think of us. Over 

the years I have made countless ‘mistakes’. I have started projects only to 

discover that I have been completely ill-equipped to 

complete them, and I have taken myself into 

relationships (both personal and professional) that I 

have had to get out of. But you know what? I regret 

nothing, because I know that each misstep is a chance 

to learn more about myself and my world. Sometimes it is embarrassing to 

withdraw from a situation, but I would rather deal with the temporary 

disappointment of a few people, or tackle the challenge of getting a new job, 

Be ready and attentive to the 

moment and what it holds for 

you! 

Be willing to make 

many mistakes along 

the way. 
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partner, new career, etc. than remain unsatisfied, knowing that I had settled for 

something that did not allow my spirit to express itself. So embrace mistakes, 

learn from them and be grateful for them. Most of all expect them. 

 

The image of the mountains always speaks to me and it is one that I often use in 

my teaching. When I consciously started on my journey, I first went to Mount 

Everest. Going to Everest was a pilgrimage and my first step in looking for a 

teacher, someone who could guide me in the ways of the hero. For centuries, 

people have gone into the Himalayas for this purpose. Many still live there in 

monasteries and as hermits, living in the wild, desolate, and secluded 

mountains. I was looking for my own Obi Wan or Yoda! I did not climb Everest, 

but I spent over 30 days walking through the foothills to get there and back. 

Foothills in the Himalayas are really mountains in most peoples’ language. You 

can cover a couple of thousand metres in ascents and descents in a single day. 

What I didn’t realize is that the mountains themselves would be my teachers. 

I did find my teachers but not in the forms that I expected them. I had in 

my mind an image of a wise old man. Not altogether original, I know, but I didn’t 

invent the stereotype! Instead, I found the teachers in the mountains 

themselves and the people who lived amongst them. I watched and learned from 

the ways in which the locals lived and moved about. I learned what felt most 

useful at the time. These were principles of energy management, and even 

spirit. The first was a lesson on fuel. 

This was my first trip alone, and I loved having this freedom. It meant, 

for example, that I could choose what to have for breakfast. In Kathmandu I 

would have pancakes everyday. They were great and it was cold, but basically I 

just loved pancakes (I still do). When the trek started I would still have pancakes 

on most days. The problem was that pancakes aren’t great when you have to be 

active. It also got harder and harder to get them as we went into more remote 

and poorer villages. 

I remember one place where my guide tried to describe what a pancake 

was to the owner of this incredibly simple inn. Things weren’t helped by the fact 

that they didn’t have milk or eggs. I don’t think I knew this at the time, 

otherwise I would ordered something else. After a period of serious deliberating 
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and some serious cooking activity I was served a plate of burned gooey white 

sludge. If you can’t picture this, mix flour and water into a thick paste and just 

burn it on the stove. Then at another place in Namche Bazaar, this terrific and 

very proud inn owner wanted me to have his special ‘tourist’ pancake. I was 

pretty hungry so I ordered two. A while later, he happily brought out a plate 

with what were actually very big sponge cakes. We went to the same place on 

the way back as well and again he insisted on the special as I’d been so 

enthusiastic before. 

Well, after a couple of these experiences, I started to eat what my guide 

had for breakfast, which usually just consisted of some tea with two hard boiled 

eggs. A nice little hit of protein first thing in the morning. Most importantly, I 

was more comfortable for the morning walk, carrying the fuel that I needed 

rather than lots of bulk. The next lesson was on managing energy and walking 

the path. 

Coming from a relatively flat country like Australia, I’d never really had 

to move around mountains on a daily basis. I’d certainly never been anywhere 

where you might be walking up the same mountain for a whole day. At first I 

would start fast. I was fit and healthy, so I wanted to give it my best. I’d pretty 

soon leave my guide long behind, but then I would tire from the pace. My guide, 

Ilam, would suggest walking slower going uphill. Sure enough all the locals did 

this. It seemed really weird at first, but it worked. If there was a big uphill 

section, then we would walk incredibly slowly, just taking little steps, managing 

their energy. If we had walked fast, the ascent would become immensely 

challenging and would quickly drain most of our energy. By walking slowly, 

going uphill became relatively easy. Each single step was easy. Getting to the top 

would still be tiring, but we would still be in good shape. Fifteen years later, I 

learned that this was very similar to the idea of base training, where you 

maintain a level of exertion whereby the body is able to use oxygen to 

breakdown fats, rather than high intensity exercise which mainly draws on our 

smaller supplies of sugars which are useful for bursts of energy. 

On the ascents we would often be overtaken by more gung-ho trekkers. 

But then, on the descents, we would just fly down the tracks, jumping from rock 

to rock. The closest experience I’ve had that is anything like this is downhill 



 

 

7 

skiing. On some tracks the rocks were surrounded by ice, so you had to really 

concentrate – you had to be in the moment! On these runs we would overtake 

almost everybody and we would even use less energy than walking slowly 

downhill which requires constant breaking. At the core of the lesson was the 

importance of adapting our approach to the environment. Rather than trying to 

maintain a steady speed at all times we learned to adapt, and conserve energy. It 

was also about ‘going with the flow’ rather than fighting it.  

Then there was the spirit. The locals had a very calm and reverential 

attitude towards the mountains, and this spirit infuses the whole experience. 

Whether you are making the small steps on the big ascent, or the flying leaps 

down the mountain, when the core is cool and calm, you have peace and joy can 

just flow.  

The trek was a perfect living metaphor for the journey. What was clear 

was that ups and downs, both big and small, are all part of the journey on your 

way to the top and even after you have reached the top (whatever that is for 

you), the ups and downs continue as the path twists and winds on and on. The 

summit is not the end. After the summit there is the challenge of the return. I 

want to stress this now, because it is so easy when we are viewing things from a 

distance to just see the smooth road. So I want to reiterate what I said earlier, 

and that is that as you contemplate the journey expect challenges, expect to 

draw on every ounce of your mental, spiritual, and even physical resources – 

more so than you have ever imagined. Expect to fail many times, but know that 

you will succeed. Know that everyday you continue to walk the path, becoming 

more awake to your own divine nature. You are already successful. 

Walking through the foothills, you rarely ever see the point you are 

headed for on your day’s walk, let alone the ultimate goal. Everest certainly was 

not visible for most of the journey. And even when you are close, frequently the 

view of the mountain is obscured by other mountains that are between you and 

it. It may sound simplistic to point this out, but the lesson is important – just 

because you cannot see the end, it does not mean that you are on the wrong 

path, and it does not mean that the goal you are aiming for is not available or 

within reach. You can literally be just around the corner from your greatest goal 

and not be aware of it. Do not always believe what your eyes tell you. This is why 
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you need to walk with a map, or a guide to keep you on the right track – 

someone who can tell you just how close you actually are even when you find it 

difficult to believe them. All this will become clear to you in due course. It will 

become apparent that while there is a grand narrative in your life, there are also 

many small ones as well. Indeed the progress we make in learning how to 

succeed at each of our smaller journeys plays the leading role in creating the 

outcomes in our grand life story. 
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The Journey Begins 
 

Beginning the journey of transformation (or, rather, learning to recognise the 

nature of the path you are already traveling) requires awakening to the fact that 

you are the hero in your own life story. In the simplest possible terms, your life 

is about you. 

The beginning always takes different external forms. You might be 

responding to an external challenge like the need to start a new life, start a 

career or build a business. Or you may be awaking to a desire to contribute in 

some way, as a teacher, parent, artist, builder, writer, performer, or scientist, or 

in any other way that you can imagine. You may be inspired to fight for a 

worthy cause or you may recognise your hunger for deeper levels of attainment 

and personal spiritual growth. At its heart, each journey starts with a desire to 

go beyond the limits of your present situation and, in the process, to create a 

greater version of your self, a version that allows your soul to sing through your 

every word and action and to resonate at the core of your innermost being. 

What separates the hero from the rest of society is their decision to 

accept this challenge. Every hero knows they must rise to the occasion. The hero 

says ‘Yes’, usually without knowing how they will achieve what 

they set out to do. The hero says ‘Yes’ knowing that they do not 

have many resources. The hero says ‘Yes’ when others say it 

cannot be done. The ‘how’ comes later. There is a lovely moment 

in Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings: Fellowship of the Ring when the fellowship is 

first assembled, when amidst the clamour of the leaders arguing, Frodo comes 

forward to offer to take the ring to Mordor, even after he has heard just how 

difficult a task it will be. Each member of the fellowship admits that their 

challenge is more than likely going to be in vain. Nonetheless, they know they 

have no choice but to accept the challenge. Their heroism requires them to take 

the journey. 

It is common to think of the hero nowadays as someone who sacrifices 

him or her self for a greater good. But the hero can also be motivated just by the 

desire to live in a way that is in closer alignment with their deepest values and 

beliefs. When I first started getting interested in myth, and began to appreciate 

Follow your bliss 
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its power, I saw Joseph Campbell interviewed by Bill Moyers in the PBS series 

The Power of Myth. Campbell had a great saying, which I have carried in my heart 

ever since: “follow your bliss.” The words are so simple, but they speak to the 

essence of the challenge of living. At the time, I had great respect for the 

journey that I wanted to take myself, and I was trying to find my own path but it 

was another 15 years before I really started to understand what Campbell was 

saying. 

 At times, the path of bliss, or fulfillment, is straightforward. We see what 

we want to do, what really excites and inspires us, and if there is nothing in the 

way, we will just do it. Some people know from a very early age what they want 

to devote their life to. At other times though, the path is more challenging and 

difficult to find. To choose bliss sometimes requires making tough choices. 

Sometimes it requires us to let go of old reliable facets of our life. More often 

than not, we have to make a courageous choice in the face of uncertainty and 

reason. We find our bliss when we follow what feels right rather than what we 

think we ‘should’ or should not do. 
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Time to Think and Write 
 

Start your own quest journal. Keep this handy as you work through this book, 

and carry it with you so you can record your thoughts, feeling, ideas and dreams 

on a more regular basis, every day and even several times a day during some 

periods of intense development. Remember, there is no substitute for actually 

working through the questions in this book and the questions that your own 

mind will start to throw up in addition to these. The act of writing will assist you 

in creating the necessary cognitive shifts that will clarify your thinking. It is the 

first step in making your journey real and turning your conscious mind into a 

powerful ally rather than a limiting factor in the mix.  

Avoid making the mistake of just keeping notes on scrap paper. What 

message are you giving yourself if you do not treat your own work with the 

seriousness it demands? Keeping a journal is also great because when you go 

over it, and I encourage you to do so from time to time, you will be able to see 

your progression more clearly. In time, when you look back you will see goals 

that you have fulfilled and exceeded. You will see old ways of thinking that you 

have overcome, and you will see persistent and vital threads in your thinking 

that help you define yourself as a unique and special person. 

So there are a few questions that you need to think about before you 

continue along this path: 



 

 

12 

Motivation and Commitment 
 

What is motivating you to take your life’s journey to another level? 

 

Thinking about this is important for creating some powerful energy behind your 

mission. 

 

Think of some ways that you can remind yourself of your motivation. You could 

start by making a written statement of your motivations. This might be 

something you want to put up in different places around the house, at the office, 

or even in the car.  

 

How do you think you will benefit from taking the journey? 

 

How will this benefit others? 

  

How committed are you to living your life with the utmost integrity? Rate yourself on a 

scale of 1-10. 

 

Are you ready to embrace uncertainty and to see change as an opportunity for 

development and growth? 

 

To make the best progress what are you prepared to leave behind? What old beliefs, 

assumptions about yourself, the world etc? What has been holding you back? 
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Take Account of Your Resources 
 

It is important to know what support and resources you have access to. We must 

take the steps ourselves, but we do not have to walk alone. Indeed there are few 

who succeed in isolation.  

 

Who are your supporters? Which people in your life will fully support your efforts and 

celebrate your successes?  

 

If there are people who you want to bring onto your team who are they? What will they 

bring to your mission, and what will their presence mean to you? What do you expect 

from them?  

 

What are your strengths and gifts, and which of these do you enjoy using most? 
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Moving Through Fear 
 

Know your fears as best you can. You have to be totally honest with yourself. We 

will deal with these more in due course, but it is useful to start developing more 

awareness of them and the way in which they influence the choices you make. 

The path of fear, or the path that is determined by decisions inspired by fear, 

will lead you away from the hero’s path (to use a Star Wars reference – this is 

the Dark Side!) 

 

What are you afraid of? 

 

How do these fears serve you or do they hold you back? 

 

Imagine living without fear, how would your life be different? 

 

Our fears can be easy to define. For example, I still have some fear of big spiders 

and the dark. But they can also be more abstract. The thing that frightens me 

most is not living a full and rich life. 
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The Power of Love 
 

The opposite of fear is love. This is so incredibly powerful it is impossible to fully 

express. The great thing, however, is that when you act from a place of love 

there is no room for fear. Love can overcome fear. This is a powerful thing to 

remember next time you are approaching a fearful situation. The classic 

example is public speaking, which apparently many people fear more than 

death itself. When you are approaching the stage, or just thinking about the 

event, start focusing on loving thoughts, things like how much you are looking 

forward to sharing your ideas with these people, or how much you are looking 

forward to creating a meaningful connection with this group. At this conscious 

level we are able to start moving beyond the fearful limitations that the ego 

often wants to uphold. 

 

Who and what do you love most intensely?  

 

When you think about that how does it make you feel? 

 

How do you express your love? 
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Inspirations 
 

Sources of inspiration are all around us. Growing up, our families provide 

powerful models, both for what we want to become, and sometimes what we 

want to do differently. You do not need to look for one person who embodies 

everything for you. In fact, I would advise against that. No one is perfect, after 

all. I used to go through and list the particular qualities in people around me 

that I admired. I still do this actually. I have not yet had the opportunity to work 

with young teenagers other than in family and the occasional academic 

situation. Recently, I started up a conversation with a guy that was coaching a 

group of young men who were playing football on the beach. This was a group of 

kids from a mixture of socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds. Hearing him 

talk about these kids, I was filled with great respect for this man. 

You might not agree with or admire everything about these people but 

that does not matter. For example, I always admired my mother’s independent 

spirit and courage, and I always respected and am inspired by my grandmother’s 

passion for learning and her open mind. Identifying these traits in others is a 

powerful way of cultivating respect and honouring those around you. Indeed, 

when you look with an open heart everyone has some trait which can be 

admired and honoured. Remember, you do not have to love every part of them. 

For example, I might admire someone’s courage but I may not agree with the 

way in which it is used. 

 

Going through and taking stock of these questions is very important as a way of 

preparing yourself for your journey. See it as if you are packing your bags, 

getting ready to go on a great and exciting adventure. 

 

Think about the people that have inspired you to take the leap. Maybe it is someone close 

to you, but it could be anyone. 

 

What do they stand for? What is it that you admire about them that makes them stand 

apart from the crowd? 
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If you can, talk to them about their lives, or read about them. Find out about 

their journey. 

 

What did they come up against and how did they meet these challenges? 

 

While unique for each of us, the way of the hero has been traveled for thousands 

of years, and that knowledge and experience is available to you and me right 

now.  
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Learn to Honour Your Efforts 
 

The key is positive reinforcement. If you want someone to do more of something 

you reward them when they do it. Right? The same if someone makes the 

decision not to do something destructive. You would reward that also. Yes? 

Well, the same goes for you.  

Once you have finished these exercises, I encourage you to take some 

time to acknowledge and reward yourself for what you have done and for what 

you are about to do. Maybe this is something you can share with a close friend. 

Many do not even contemplate taking this path, for one reason or another. 

Many are afraid and would prefer the security and familiarity that comes with 

what they are accustomed to. Many live unhappy lives, and experience regular 

suffering but remain because the pain they experience is predictable or comes 

with some form of pay-off, often as simple as not taking the risk of actively 

creating a better life.  

You, however, are already starting to appreciate the very idea that your 

life is an extraordinary and precious thing. Living the way of the hero is to pay 

homage to this, and to make your own life a beautiful living work of prayer to 

the universe. To live the way of the hero is also to live in a way that will inspire 

others to pursue their own dreams. To follow your bliss is to lead by living 

example. 

 

Now it is time to bring to our adventure the aid of Homer. The great poet will be 

our guide, and the Iliad will be our map as we make this journey together. Are 

you ready to begin? Are you ready to embrace the opportunity to share in the 

wisdom of the Iliad? Are you ready to cast yourself as the hero of your own great 

epic, the story of your soul’s adventure? Then let us proceed to the beginning of 

the journey of Achilles, one of the greatest of the ancient heroes. It is time to 

hear the call to action. 


