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BUDDHISM

I am a Buddhist

PAUL SETO

| was born in Brisbane, Australia, into a Roman Catholic
family. (I have Japanese, Irish and English ancestry.) For
seventeen years | strove to be a good Catholic boy, until
the time of the Vietnam War. All the Christian religious
teaching | had received included as a central premise
the commandment: ‘Thou shall not kill.” | was therefore
confused when | learned that Australia had introduced
conscription for seventeen-year-old boys. This seemed to
me to be hypocrisy and made me question the religion |
had taken for granted. Eventually, | decided to explore my
Japanese heritage.

I had already become interested in the martial arts of
judo and karate. However, as | pursued my interest, | learnt
that karate means ‘empty hand’ and that judo means ‘the
gentle way’, that it is not violence and coercion that lead to
success, but rather becoming so developed and aware that
one cannot be hurt. However, much training is required to
remain focused and alert. There is a saying concerning
being attacked by a sword: ‘The beginner can only see
where the sword is, and cannot move. The master sees
everywhere that the sword is not, and quietly moves there.’

Later | discovered the calm, smiling, accepting faces of
the Buddha statues, which attracted me strongly. Here, in
front of them, was a place where | could sit and no one
was going to criticize me, where | could let my guard down
and just be a boy — relaxed and happy. Over the years
the Buddha faces became more real as | began to meet
Buddhist monks and nuns, people who could explain in
great detail why and how they looked so peaceful. In
essence, it was because they had given up worrying.

‘If something can be done, then do it. Do not worry. If
something cannot be done, then it cannot be done. Do
not worry."

This is one of the most valuable things | have discovered
as a Buddhist. It is always possible to do something useful
in every situation. No matter how difficult or impossible
something might seem, there is always an explanation and
always something to do next. For example, if | fail at a task
and feel awful, Buddhist teaching instructs me to examine
who | think | am. Am | just a collection of other people’s
judgments, good or bad? Or do | truly have a reality and
an essence that is already complete and whole, yet is at the
same time developing with everything, good or bad, that |
do? This deep understanding helps me to move forward in
life. If suddenly there is a mountain in front of me, either
literally or figuratively, | can either sit down defeated or
start climbing upwards step by step. It is only by climbing a
mountain that one becomes a good mountain climber. The
same is true of every human situation. | can only become a
more compassionate person by acting compassionately, a
good leader by leading well, a good follower by learning to
give loyalty to those who have been appointed to lead.

My Buddhist teacher tells me | must learn to love
problems like chocolate! He means that problems provide
opportunities to develop the wisdom to see the best way

forward in every situation. Although the experience of
happiness should be fully enjoyed, it is impermanent and
constantly changing — just like problems. Nothing lasts
forever.

After many years | have learnt that, if my heart and my
mind are truly in a compassionately wise state, the results
will usually be effective and useful to myself and other
people. To this end, | start each day with prayers and
readings from the Buddhist lineage that | follow (which
is the Tibetan Gelugpa lineage of His Holiness the Dalai
Lama). | try, as my teacher advises, to sit in formal
meditation for at least forty-five minutes a day. In this
way | can set my motivation and focus for the coming day,
which on a ‘normal’ day is full of competing demands on
my time, energy and attention. Although | have a formal
time of meditation, | seek to stay in a ‘meditative state of
mind” all day, which is the goal of all spiritual practice: to
live the faith in the ‘real world’ and thereby show that it is
alive and well.

In the evening | briefly review what has happened during
the day and determine to try to be even more mindful
during the following day. Also, | pray that the Buddhas and
gurus will watch over me throughout the night and teach
me in my dreams. This is a way of reaching through the
limited conceptual mind into the core being of who | really
am, and why | am really here, not the collection of public
facades that | have to wear for my various roles and
positions.

There are four special days of the Buddhist year on
which | fast: (1) Wesak, (2) the Descent to teach in this
world, (3) the day of the Buddha's first teaching (the Four
Noble Truths), and (4) Tibetan New Year. | also try to fast
on all full moon days (many Buddhists still use a lunar
calendar). During the two weeks when the moon is waning
| practise reducing my negative activities, and in the two
weeks of the waxing moon | practise developing my positive
qualities.

Over Christmas | often go on a retreat and fast for forty-
eight hours, drinking just a little fruit juice or black tea.

I find it relatively easy, especially if | do it in a Buddhist
centre, with no television, radio or music to distract me. |
am not a strict vegetarian, although some Buddhists are. As
one who follows a Tibetan tradition | am not required to
be. The Tibetans, because of their environment, are not
vegetarian: not many crops grow above the snow line, and
yak meat is very warming in a stew. That said, the overall
emphasis in Buddhism is always to try to reduce harm with
every thought, word and deed.

Every week | go to my local temple to hear my teacher
discuss his views on the scriptures and how to apply them
in modern life. This keeps me in touch with ‘real reality’,
rather than the reality of the newspapers and television.
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