
uncertainfate
ALANCLEMENTSwas one of the firstWesternersto tramas a BuddhistmonkinBurma,wherehe spent severalyears inpursuitof enlightenment.His monasticsearchwas interruptedby beingtwice orderedout of the countryby the militaryregime.Sincefinallyleavingthe monasticlife he hastravelledwidely,includingin Australia,teachingand conductingretreatsand promotinga formofspiritualactivism,puttingthe compassionofBuddhisminto practice.He was the first activistto witnessand documentthe genocideof ethnicminoritiesbyBurma�s militarydictatorshipand producedabook titled Burma:The NextKillingFields?In 1995 he madea risky returnto the countrywherehe co-authoredThe Voiceof Hope,aninspiringbookof conversationswith oppositionleaderandNobellaureateAungSan Suu Kyi.He first cameto the Rangoonmonasteryfromadark nightof the soul, fuelledby drugsand disillusion. In the monasteryhe finally, after someheavygoing, foundrefugeand a sense of joy andfuffilment.All that came to an abruptend whenhe was catapultedbackinto everydaylife by beingsuddenlyorderedout of the country.Determinednot to returnto the UnitedStates,he headedon a one-wayticketto Calcutta,equippedwith a beggingbowl, a sittingcloth, ashavingrazorand a passport.it wasaconsiderable shockto the system.�Eighteen hoursbeforeI was what felt like ahair�s breadthfrom enlightenment,�he writes inhis newbook Instinctfor Freedom:FindingLiberationThroughLiving(HodderHeadline$29.95). �And now I was walkinginto a city of 11millionpeople,dodgingrickshaws.�An encounterwith a leper and a childbeggarcarryinga dead infantin her arms put the certaintyof whathe had learntin the monasteryintosuddenconfusion.Whatwas the real meaningof all this seeminglyrandomsuffering?Whatresponsedid itrequire?Was life reallyjust a dream,as the sages taught,with the only salvationbeingto wakeup againand againuntil the last illusionof separateidentity of the self was removed?�In Calcutta,the questionreallyhit home:whatdoes reallymatterandwhy?�

Clementswas to comeup with some interesting
ideas in castingaroundwithinthe core of
Buddhistteaching,the Dharma,for an answerto
that question.
The traditionalteachingwas that the external

worldin whichsuch sufferingoccurredwas not
only inherentlyunsatisfactorybut a self-generated
illusion.The challengewas to cometo realisethis
state of affairsand start seeingthingsas they
reallyare � or as they aren�t.

�Li4e as it usuall is emptyof inherent
reality. . . Time,gender,nations,race, borders�
the cosmositself� do not exist, exceptas self-
generatedphantomsprojectedon to the sky of
one�s mind.�
Clementssays he believedthe theory,accepted

the fact thathe �couldn�t walkout of his own
movie�, that the best self is no-self,that even
beingan �authentic self� is to miss the point of it
all.
To embracethe �no self� and dissolveinto the

bliss of unionwith AbsoluteEmptinessrequired
a renouncingof desire.
But the questionfor Clementsbecame:is desire

a force that can only be controlledthroughrenun
ciation,throughrefusal?
The conclusionhe reachedwas that although

this mightsuit the monasticlife, it was not always
the best way to tacklethe realitiesof ordinary
life.
�No matterhowfar you go, out or in, sooneror

later you comebackto earth, to the body, to
desires,to fears, to yourhumanness.�

Ultimately,he decided,he had to acceptthat
Buddhism,despiteits brilliantanalysisof the
powerof sustainedawareness,its theoryof con
sciousnessand its understandingof meditation,
did not have all the answers. In fact, no systemof
belief or philosophydid.

�It is impossibleto have absolutetruths coming
fromthe biologicallydependent,myth-making
mammalsthat we are � just a few eonsup from
our single-cellancestors.�

The only answerwas that �we mustlive with
cosmicambiguitywhile searchingfor greater
truths�.
And to do that, he says, we do needto be con

stantlyawareof the fact that we are livingin a
worldwhereanythingcan happenand does.
�Every secondis a mysterioustwist of infinite
cosmicfate.�

And to copewith that you don�t need a faith
but a trust in �the deepestexperienceof being�,
the inwardvoice of the conscience.Andto learn
to inter-relatewith others,openingour eyes to the
realitiesof the sufferingsof othersand beingpre
pared to do somethingabout it.
Aboveall, there is �no indestructiblerealisation

to seek, no final solutionto existence,no goal of
life and no requiredinsightapartfromthe wis
domto be true to yourselfand respectfulof oth
ers�.

THEIslamicCouncilof WA will hold a public
lectureon commonmisconceptionsaboutIslam
at 7 o�clock tonightat the Universityof Western
Australia�s AlexanderTheatre.
The speakerwill be an Egyptian-born

CanadianIslamicexpert,YabyaAdd Ibrahim.
One of his claims to fame is to have niemorised
the wholeof the Quran,startingat the age of 16.
He beganlecturingat the majormosquesin
Torontowhenhe was 17 years old.
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