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We often look to the ancient past to discover treasures 
from the lineages of traditional wisdom. Sophia 
Perennis is a vast reservoir, perhaps like a cave, that 
contains great wealth. We should go there, enter it. and 
take from it what we need in order to live our lives 
meaningfully in the contemporary world.  
 
Joseph Campbell, who has been for many of us a 
contemporary wisdom teacher, reminds us that not only 
do we have the past, but we also have the present 
moment (and the contemporaries of our day) which are 
resources from which we may draw wisdom. We 
ourselves, within our own depth and the immediacy of 
our own experience, are an additional resource—a 
wellspring—from which the wisdom that we need 
comes.  
 
What we need most is at hand, in this present moment. 
But in his wisdom, Joseph Campbell knows that this 
treasure often exists in areas we are afraid to explore, 
places, he says, like a “cave we fear to enter.” Perhaps 
in our dreams we have encountered just such a 
dangerous place, or a fearful and unknown depth that 
seems to lead us to dark places below the surface of 
things. We might also dream of it as a basement in a 
house we once inhabited but are now afraid to enter for 
fear for what we might find there. Maybe it is a 
forbidding place from our past.  
 
Joseph Campbell counsels bravery and courage to take 
the risk and make the visit. Why? Because he believes 
that in the darkness true treasure awaits us. 
 
 

Of course, because it is dark and we have not yet 
found it, we cannot imagine what that might be. But 
if we avoid the darkness, running away from that 
which we fear, then we will never plumb the depths 
we must explore to give meaning to our lives. 
Finding treasure there is not only a true test of 
courage, but it gives us the insight we deeply need to 
survive the vicissitudes of living in this chaotic 
world. The bravery that it takes to look where we 
fear is perhaps part of the wealth we gain along with 
other treasures of virtue and character.  
 
Could it be that this is the very reason we have come 
to live here in the land of “darkness and scattered 
light”—to find true treasure in the darkness? Could 
it be that the meaning of life is exactly this—finding 
treasure in dark places, in the places that scare us? 
The teachings in many sacred traditions believe this 
so. Pema Chödrön, the contemporary Tibetan nun 
has based much of her teaching on this principle. 
The Muslim mystic, Jalaludddin Rumi, taught that it 
was in the darkness that we would discover true 
light. Jewish mystics believed that it was our 
mission to go into the darkness of this world, find 
the scattered pieces of light, and reunite them to one 
another. Yeshua taught that those who endured 
persecution in this dark world would find 
blessedness and the Pearl of Great Price.   
 
No one can choose this path for us, but Joseph 
Campbell believes we can choose it for ourselves 
and bravely enter the caves we fear to find the 
treasure that awaits us there.  
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Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. Which dark places do you fear most?  Would you 

describe that fear like being in a dark cave? 

2. Besides fear, is there anything else that keeps you 
from exploring there? 

3. If you knew there was treasure to be found there, 
would that make it easier to visit a dark and 
unknown place? 

4. Have you ever encountered such a space in your 
dreams? If so, what was the imagery of the dream 
and what did you understand from it? Would you 
describe it as a nightmare? Why or why not? 

5. What treasure have you brought out from your 
visitations? How has it affected your life? 

6. Where do you think you should go next? Have you 
prayed for strength to go there? What has been 
your prayer? 

7. Look at the three images used for this Reflection. 
Each speaks to the cave and the treasure in it in a 
different way. Which one is most compelling for 
you? Why? 

8. What would you tell someone else who is afraid of 
some dark place within or without? How would you 
counsel them and prepare them to enter the cave? 
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Joseph Campbell (1904-1986) was a distinguished 
American scholar of world renown. His areas of study 

were comparative mythology, perennial wisdom, and the 
world’s great sacred religious symbols. His signature book 
perhaps was Hero With A Thousand Faces (1949) which 
has influenced much contemporary wisdom teaching. His 

numerous other texts, interview, videos and films are of 
immense importance to many serious students of the 

wisdom traditions.   
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T he cave  
you fear to enter 

contains the treasure 
you seek.  

 
 
 
 

—Joseph Campbell 
American suthor and scholar 

of comparative religion and mythology. 
1904-1987 
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