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Getting to Know Myself and
Living in the Question Mark

S.Shiyamala

Who am I? What are my values? What kind of life do I
want to live? Am I living fully right now?

Existential questions like these are sometimes prompted
by major life events; the death of a parent, a traffic accident, being
diagnosed with a terminal illness, being caught up in a natural
disaster - and for people living in conflict regions, there are
tremendously difficulties which disrupt normal life patterns and
plans.

But do we have to wait until we reach such moments
before we take stock of our lives? Is it possible to adopt a more
conscious approach to living - right now - regardless of our
circumstances?

Many people use religious traditions and philosophical
frameworks in order to guide their lives in a positive and
meaningful way. There are benefits, like the sense of security
gained through belonging to a group which has common values
and goals - in other words having a collective identity. We may
also reduce the levels of uncertainty and anxiety in our lives,
through the feeling that we are contained in a religious structure
which meets our needs and yet simultaneously transcends our
individwal concerns - and opens up possibilities towards
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the'higher self' or the principle of interconnection described in
many traditions eg Indra's Net is a metaphor used in the Buddhist
Tradition which describes an enormous, richly jeweled net - in
which each jewel reflects all the other jewels.

On the other hand, religious and traditional structures
can perpetuate dogma - and uphold practices which oppress some
people, whilst giving others undue power. These structures can
also be used as an excuse, either consciously or unconsciously, to
remove or reduce the capacity to question our own experiences.
They can also cause suffering and be used to curtail human
growth and potential, at both an individual and collective level.
Gender inequality which creates a different set of expectations
and opportunities for men and women is one example where
'traditional values' are used to perpetuate suffering and stifle the
development of societies - in order to keep existing power
structures in place (the patriarchy).

As a Sri1 Lankan Tamil who was born in Jaffna, but went
to live in London at the age of 2, [ have had the privilege of being
conditioned through two cultures (London and Jaffna). At the
same time, this dual heritage has caused many internal conflicts
within me - having to navigate the culture, religion and tradition
of my parents and extended family which dominated my early
years - whilst also navigating London's culture - polar opposites
of'each other from a cultural perspective!

A by-product of this internal conflict has been a constant
questioning, which seems to fill my life with pleasure and
meaning. [ am choosing to rebalance the need for certainty and
security with the thrill of being able to question everything. [ am
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choosing to question power structures and hierarchies which
cause suffering to the majority and create privilege for the few.
For me this feels like a meaningful way of living. Questioning
allows me to contemplate reality beyond the responses I have
been conditioned to make by parents, teachers, religion, tradition
or society.

Coming to work in Sri Lanka for year has invigorated me
with a huge number of new questions about why things are the
way they are - as well as questions about how positive changes
can be made - whilst wondering how my actions, as someone
coming from 'the west', will not reproduce the oppression that I
observe, name and critique.

At the same time, I recognise that as a 'middle class'
Londoner my experience of hardship is very limited - and perhaps
that enables me to question in a way that is less possible for people
who grow up in authoritarian countries like Sri Lanka? I often find
myself wondering what type of outlook I would have developed if
my parents hadn't left Sri Lanka for the UK. Would I allow them to
make choices for me? Would I classify myself as a 'good person'
because I was 'religious' or because I spent a lot of time in the
home on domestic work? Would I be living my life worried about
what others thought about me and whether I was 'upholding' the
family name? Would I internalise the oppression that repeatedly
tells women that they are inferior to men and normalises domestic
violence?

Life's difficulties, which we all experience in some form
or another, regardless of our circumstances, may lead to soul
searching~questions about meaning and purpose, and how to
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utilise the time that is available to us. People like Viktor Frankl,
the Holocaust survivor, have demonstrated that our internal
resources such as courage and patience can be cultivated in even
the most brutal of conditions. At the same time, we have a
responsibility to deconstruct the social and political inequalities

~which keep people down - and find appropriate solutions. As
Gandhi teaches; inner and outer change is linked - if we want to
create better conditions in society, then we also have to create
better conditions within ourselves. A contemporary inspiration to
me is Lyda June Johnston, apeace maker from New Mexico who
calls for the return of guardianship of the Black Hills to the
Lakota, Nakota and Dakota nations - among many other
activities. Google her name!

Personally, I do not hold onto any particular religion or
tradition. I take inspiration from several sources. One of my core
values is to 'do no harm', which is very challenging in this
complex world, but I believe that every action in this direction
does make a difference. One of my core practices is civil
disobedience, which is needed in so many societies, not just the
two places I come from.

[ aspire to 'live in the question mark' - to interrogate my
own experience and the situations I find myself in with non
judgement, curiosity and compassion. An exciting dnd sometimes
daunting challenge. I find the following quote helpful...

“I beg you, to have patience with everything unresolved
in your heart and to try to love the questions themselves as if they
were locked rooms or books written in a very foreignJanguage.
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Don't search for the answers, which could not be given to you
now, because you would not be able to live them. And the point is
to live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps then,
someday far in the future, you will gradually, without even
noticing it, live your way into the answer.”

— Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters to a Young Poet
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Parenting Skills and the
Psychosocial Environment

-the 5 most important things you can do for your child

Name: Caroline Belaunde Brynsrud

Age: 21

Home Country: Norway

Occupation: Student at the University of
Oslo (Masters in Educational Sciences)

Occupation in Jaffna: Internship at
HUDEC Caritas, teaching English at St
Martin's seminary

According to many studies, the latest one carried out by
psychologists at Michigan State University in America, the
quality of parenting skills have a great impact on the psychosocial
environment in a home. The psychosocial environment refers to
the culture between people in a determined space- how do they
treat each other? How do they feel around each other? Do they
feel safe and relaxed in each other's company?

If parenting skills are crucial for the well being of all
family members, both children and p'arents, we should ask
ourselves the following question: What are the most important
parenting skills adults should have?
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Be a parent, notaboss.
The first thing all parents should do is understand what
being a parent really means. It does not mean being a boss, or a

director or an employer. Your duties as a parent are the following:
to love them, to guide them, and to make them trust you.

Being a parent also means being a friend to your child.
Make them feel that they can come to you with out resuvation
Establish a relationship based on respect, not fear. These are not
the same thing. If your children fear you, they will not trust you.

Solve problems through Communication, not violence.
Teach your children to solve problems through speaking,
not through hitting. If you think violence solves problems, you are

wrong. The proof is in your own country- did the war solve any
problems? No, it simply created new ones.

By hitting your children, you are confusing them. They
will think it is fine to hit the people they love. Later in life they
might hit their spouses or their own children. Love is never
synonymous to violence. By hitting them, you are also telling
them that people with power can treat others in any way they like,
which isnot true.

Children who are beaten will never learn to do the right
thing-out of good judgment. They will only learn to do the right
thing out of fear.

Be arole model.
It is a fact that children copy adults. We can for instance
see it through the games they play- they pretend to be a family and
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play the “mum, dad and child” game. Therefore, be the person

you would want your child to become. If you are lazy and watch

TV all day, your children will do the same. If you don't help those
around you, you children won't either. If you are kind to others, if
you work hard and if you have ambitions, your children will too.
_ They will copy both your good behavior and your bad behavior.
So think about how you act around your children. Your actions
speak louder than your words.

Spend time with your children
Time makes things grow. If you put money in the bank, its

value will increase over time. If you spend time with your
children, they will become better people. By spending time with
your children, you are showing them that you care about them. It
1s your job as a parent to show them that you love them and that
their wellbeing is important to you. Showing love requires more

than just giving them food. Ask them how they are, take interest

in their lives. Ask them what they learned at school today, ask
them who their friends are, ask them if they are happy. Take an
hour of your day to play with them or to teach them something
new. Read books with them, sing with them, or paint with them.
Ask them to join you in the kitchen so they can learn how to cook.
Show them that they are worth your time, and they will do the
same for you when you grow old and need to be looked after. You
can't expect your children to make time for later you if you don't
make time for them now.

Teach vour children responsibility

Asaparent, you are here to teach your children how to live
their own life. This means teaching them responsibility and self
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reliance. In the same way young birds leave their nests, your
children will leave their home and be a part of a society. Your job
is to prepare them for this and to give them the skills they need to
succeed in the world. As they are growing up, teach them how to
make dinner, wash clothes and manage money. Children need to
learn how to do things on their own. By giving your children
freedom, they will develop abilities such as decision making and
problem solving. By giving them freedom, they will discover
more about the world they live in, and they will learn to not be
afraid of new things.

As a parent, you can guide your child and give them
advice. But in the end, they are the ones who have to make their
own choices, because they are the ones who will live with those
choices. Let the younger children chose what games they want to
play. Let the older children decide what they want to study at
university, and later, who they want to marry.
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