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Fan of The Buddha

Kunga Legpa

These days, if you come across someone, especially westerners, who told you
they are Buddhist, chances are they may not be what you think they are. They
may very well be exponent of what is now more popular known as Secular
Buddhist.

But of course, Buddhism being a de-centralised and tolerant religion, Buddhists
are generally happy that more people are calling themselves Buddhists. They
are not so particular and would seldom challenge or label those not sharing the
same belief system as heretics. Nevertheless, we should know the distinction
and not be too alarmed or antagonistic towards those so call ‘Buddhists’ who
do not share what we took for granted as cornerstone of Buddhist beliefs.

Here we share some of their idiosyncratic views which may be surprising for
Buddhists.

They do not believe that paying reverence to the Buddha image or image of
other Deities or Saints would bring about any benefit, purification of karma or
creating any merit. These are just superstitious practice of the East that help to
maintain the livelihood of the Sangha and temple. Spiritual blessing of statue
and amulet are definitely a ‘'no-no’.

They believe that the sole aim of the teachings of the Buddha is to alleviate
suffering in this life and it is done through meditation that brought about
mindfulness, equanimity and compassion.

They are more inclined toward the Pali Canon; most Mahayana Sutra and
Vajrayana Tantra are a ‘no-go’. But even then, not all the Pali Canon are
subscribed to. Any description of supernatural event or those dealing with past
life including that of the Gautama Buddha is taken with a pinch of salt.

They either do not believe in re-incarnation or hold an agnostic view, ie. they

reserve their doubt unless proven otherwise. This of course is grounded in
scientific thinking to : skepticism is admired.

JEEESZIE Ean Keng Si Digest
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But since they do not have believe in re-incarnation, the notion that some act
created in this life will bring forth benefits in the next life are also in contention.
Same goes for negative act.

They do not believe in the supra dimension of reality, including the six realms
of existence, because it is not proven and just an eastern belief system, except
for the animal realm which can be seen and touch. For some, Gautama Buddha
may not be in existence anymore since he has entered parinibbana and there is
definitely no pure realm. Praying to the Buddha or Bodhisattva is just a foolish
custom.

They do not subscribe to all meditation practices found in many Buddhist
schools but only a selected few. Vipassana is their favourite choice.

They may or may not feel any reverence towards the Sangha members; some
may even hold them in contempt.

Enlightenment is not possible, however put an end to suffering is.

So for them, taking refuge in the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha is lame since
the Buddha is no longer around. The Sangha is mostly a joke and only some
Dharma are relevant.

Although Secular Buddhist is a more commonly accepted term, | would hesitate
to label them as such. A more appropriate term to me would be “Fan of the
Buddha”.

So, should you encounter such alien Buddhist, be least alarmed or offended.
After all, they are just fans.

LAVENR IR, 1 S
| . | Y Y \ Y \

A,
!

/

. o




SEMEH | 8

Where the Cast and the West Meet

— An Interview With Dr Jeffrey Po

Buddhism is a path of practice and spiritual development leading to spiritual
experiences and finally insights into the true nature of reality and the
phenomenological world that we live in. This is in tandem with the spiritual
and philosophical traditions based upon the teachings of Gautama Buddha
some 2550 years ago.

Counselling and psychotherapy are scientific studies of the human mind and
behaviour in multifaceted disciplines that include human development, social
behaviour, cognition and so forth that had originated from the west over the
past 150 years.

Equipped with proficiency in skills and knowledge, counselling psychology
as well as great passion in Buddhism, Dr Po has marvelously integrated those
two genres — east and west — traditional eastern spiritual paths and western
scientific studies and researches - making meaningful and useful contributions
to the Buddhist world.

EKS Digest posed some questions to Dr Po and below are his responses :

What are your achievements in the secular
area of your life?

I'm a member of various associations, that
includes the American Board of Hypnotherapist,
American Association of Time-Line Therapy, a
Fellow and Diplomate, as well as being appointed
as the regional representative of the American
Board of Medical Psychotherapist (ABMP),
Honorary member of the Australian Counselling
Association (ACA), the American Psychological
Association (APA) and the Gerontological Society
of American (GSA).

In 2009, | was awarded the “Educator of the Year” by the American Board
of Medical Psychotherapist (ABMP). In 2012, | founded the Association of

JEEESCIE Ean Keng Si Digest
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Psychotherapist and Counsellors (Singapore) — APACS and became its first
president.

| had also lectured in the various institutions of higher learning such as
Management Development Institute of Singapore (MDIS), Merlior (representing
the University of Central Queensland), Raffles College (representing University
Wales), and BMC college (representing University of Hertfordshire -UK).

What are your contributions in Buddhism?

My interest in Buddhism started about 25 years ago with the Buddhist Library
(Singapore) which is an extension of the Singapore Buddhist Research Society
(founded by Ven. Dr. Bellanwila Dhammaratana). | attended several Dhamma
courses and workshops organised by them and obtained my Diploma in Buddhist
studies awarded by YMBA of Colombo. That diploma covered the doctrinal and
psychological aspects of Buddhism. | also graduated with another Diploma in
Buddhist studies awarded by the Buddhist and Pali University (Colombo), that
covered the historical, social, and ecological aspects of Buddhism.

With the encouragement and guidance of Prof. Karunadasa, and in collaboration
with the World Buddhist University in Thailand, | organised and initiated the first
Diploma in Buddhist Studies when | was with the Buddhist Library in the 1980s.
| also designed and organised the introduction to Buddhist Psychology
“Abhidhamma” course in the early 1990’ for the Singapore Buddhist Library.
In 2008, together with the Singapore Buddhist Library, | organised the first
“Buddhism and Science” Symposium that was held at the Tai Pei Yuen Buddhist
temple and attracted some 200 delegates.

Besides that, | also give seminars and talks in various Buddhist temples and
organizations such as Uttamayamuni Buddhist Temple, Buddhist Fellowship,
Managala Vihara, Wat Anada and many more. In addition, | have been
contributing monthly articles to the Singapore “For You" Buddhist Magazine.

Can counselling be integrate with Buddhism?

Of course! One can find many of the Buddha’s discourses (sutta) relating to
the wholesome and/or unwholesome activities of human’s emotion, moral and
ethical behaviours. This fact is also recognised in the field of psychotherapy and
psychology. One has to remember that the mind and behaviour of a person are
interrelated and interconnected. This had also been the fundamental teachings
of Buddhism- the relationship of the mental and physical (nama -rupa) aspect of
the person. In this sense, one can find numerous discourses (sutta) in the various

JEEESTIE Ean Keng Si Digest
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Nikayas (Buddhists texts relating to those subjects). Today it is recognised that
many of our mental afflictions arise because of the unbalanced nature of the
mind and body. Hence people often get into situations of mental and emotional
anxieties, depression and anguish.

A common feature in today’s secular and material driven society is that people
tend to live in the past and project themselves into the future. The Buddha
instead, taught us to be in the present moment -time and space do not seem
to bear significant meanings in the Buddhist contact.

However it has to be emphasized that engaging the Buddha Dhamma in
counselling and psychotherapy, the therapist essentially delivers the therapy
based upon the actual Buddha Dhamma but not adopting the secular approach
—meaning his vision and mission are to restore Buddhists who may have strayed
away from the Buddhist path. In this respect, the therapist is actually using
Buddhist style therapy and counselling.

Which is more relevant - spiritual advice or psychological counselling?
In this aspect, both are relevant to establish therapeutic relationships with
clients. Nonetheless, it all depends upon the inclination of the client. Most
often in the secular counselling and psychotherapy direction, spiritual aspects
are often ignored as they fear that it may impinged on the religious belief and
values of the clients. Personally, for me, | use a mixture of both.

What are your challenges while working in this integration?

Personally, | do not find discomfort in western secular and eastern spiritual
disciplines and approaches in my effort to help those with mental health
afflictions. This is because during the case intake | will subtly explore their
religious belief and values; with that, I'm able to adjust and manoeuvre my
therapeutic deliveries. Of course, there
are some whereby | would need to
use totally western counselling and/or
psychotherapy modalities. But in my
experience, | have found that many
clients would prefer a more humanistic
approach rather than the structure
and organised western modalities. It
is fundamental to establish rapport,
trust, and honesty during the initial
settings, and to make the client feel

JEEESCIE Ean Keng Si Digest
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comfortable and at ease. Hence during the first initial encounter with new
clients, | do not usually engage myself with a specific western therapeutic
modality.

In the majority cases, | have found that employing a spiritual (not religious)
approach gels well with the humanistic approach.

What is your most interesting paranormal encounter?
On the topic of paranormal encounters, | can only recall one incident of astral
projection (out of body experience) in my early 20's.

Besides the above, | have little experience in this direction, however, throughout
my life, | have encountered some energetic forces that seemed to guide me in
my life journey. Those had come about as intuitive flashes of insights. | am not
able to describe exactly how they came about — they just happened. Having
said that, | was fortunate to have met psychics who have somehow observed
my energetic field (auras). Their remarks have been positive.

What is your advice to those who are keen to take up the field of
Buddhist Counselling & Psychotherapy?

There have been several workshops relating to Buddhist Counselling and
psychotherapy but they were merely for public information. A more formal and
structured course is the “Diploma in Buddhist Psychotherapy and Counselling
Course” by Dot Connections Growth Centre. In the year 2013, | was approached
by Venerable Ding Rong of the centre to design and launch the first Diploma
in Buddhist Psychotherapy and Counselling Course in Singapore. The course
focuses on the theoretical and practical training in counselling in therapeutic
skills based upon Buddhist precepts and tenets of the Lord Buddha Gautama.
This course was supported by the Austrian Counselling Association and the
Association of Psychotherapist and Counsellors (Singapore).

In 2019, together with a group of Buddhist seniors, we designed and
implemented a course titled “Introduction to Buddhist Fundamentals: for those
who have no or limited prior knowledge of Buddhist fundamentals.

For additional knowledge in the field of psychology counselling and
psychotherapy, one could also participate in my 14th lecture course on Buddhist
Psychology (Abhidamma) that | had delivered for several years in the Buddhist
Library. Further announcements will be made.

JEEESTIE Ean Keng Si Digest
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What books are your recommendations for those interested in Buddhist
Counselling and Psychotherapy?

The relevant sections of the Nikayas relating to the moral ethic and social
aspects of a person.

Besides that, | would also recommend
the four books that | had published. The
first book is “The Buddhist Companion”-
consisting of over 600 pages of the
fundamentals of early Buddhism. | wish
that this book could be placed in every
hotel room throughout the world. The
second book is the Buddhist Snippets
that shares my personal thoughts on
the Buddha Dhamma. The other book
is “Answers to Common Mental and
Health Issues”. This is a compilation
of Buddhist and secular perspectives
articles written for the “For You”
Buddhist magazine. The fourth book is
the “Meditative-Flow-Psychotherapy”-
Journey of Awakening and Healing.
Additionally there is a chapter that | had
contributed in the book “The Practice e JEFFREY G. T. PO
of Counselling and Clinical Supervision”
(Australia) edited by Prof. Nadine Pellin
and Dr Philip Armstrong.

MEDITATIVE
flow-PSYCHOTHERAPY

JOURNEY OF AWAKENING & HEALING

What is your future expectation?

| yearn that western scientific direction and philosophies can one day gel into
the eastern spiritual and philosophical path. | observed that since the 1960’,
that trend has started and hope that in the near future, my dreams will come
into fruition. Eastern religious, spiritual and philosophical thoughts emanate and
grow out from the human mind and so do western scientific and philosophical
thoughts and findings. It is only “seeing things from a different perspective”.
The Buddha Gautama in his first portion of the noble eightfold path urges
people to “see things as they truly are” (Yathabutha).

In addition to this | hope that the various Buddhist traditions currently existing
can come to some sort of universal collaboration and connectedness. While

JEEESZIE Ean Keng Si Digest
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it is true that Gautama Buddha discouraged central authority, varieties and
diversities can often lead to misrepresentation and misunderstanding. It is
encouraging to note that it took a Christian theosophist, Henry Steel Olcott to
unite the various Buddhist tradition by a Buddhist Flag that has been proudly
exhibited and displayed by the various Buddhist traditions today. More can be
done in this direction for those who are in influential positions within the various
Buddhist traditions. Perhaps the basic salutation to the Buddha, Dhamma and
Sangha recited in the original Pali language could be adopted as a standard
practice by the various Buddhist Traditions.

It is my personal belief in the concept of “Oneness” and although | accept
that in our normal everyday existence, “Dualism” plays essential and important
role in our life, ultimately all aberration of human thoughts originates from
one source and therefore, it would have to return to the same source, hence |
strongly believes that in the not too distant future western science and eastern
spiritual path will converge into one.

Editor's Note :

This 76-year-old wise man, who has survived many life-threatening medical
challenges, has been diligently sharing his life experiences endlessly - shining
lights on those living in darkness, and opening a path towards self-care and
balancing life. We wish him good health to continue and inspire more into this
journey of Buddhist counselling and psychotherapy.

JEEESZIE Ean Keng Si Digest
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Professional 'faurlsellirlg Service in
Metta 'fodge Pusat @uddly’sf]ollor

Metta Lodge Pusat Buddhist Johor

Metta Lodge Pusat Buddhist Johor started in early 80's by a group of English-
speaking enthusiastic Buddhists to create a place for their activities. Being the
first English speaking Theravada Buddhist centre in Johor Bahru (JB), it has
attracted a wide spectrum of Buddhists from all walks of life and has since
continued to thrive and flourish. After decades of locating in a small premises,
finally in 2013, we were allocated a plot of land in Johor Jaya with the intention
to build a 4-storey building with 30 thousand square feet, 10 times larger than
their previous premise.

Metta Lodge has achieved much in promoting goodwill and tolerance in
propagating the Buddha's Teachings. Its many activities include Dhamma talks,
Dhamma discussions, fellowship activities, Dhamma classes for children, youth
and adults, Buddhist Observances such as full and new moon services, Wesak
Day celebration, Sanghika Dana and many others. However, over the years,
we have received increasing requests, both from our members and the public,
for help when they are faced with life crisis. But we had limited resources
and knowledge to help. Hence the idea of providing professional counselling
was borne to cater to this increasing demand. Our wish was not answered
till late 2018. One of our senior members, Dr Wong Yin Onn met Bro Teo
Yew Thong, a retired Singaporean from Singapore Buddhist Fellowship, where
Dr Wong was a regular visitor and speaker. Bro Yew Thong was an engineer
turned counsellor. He had recently moved to JB to accommodate his wife's
employment in JB. He expressed his wish to volunteer as a pro bono counseller.
Dr Wong immediately seized this opportunity and proposed to the committee
and received overwhelming affirmation.

Immediately a plan was devised to include a dedicated room specially for
counselling service in our new building when it was ready in 2019. Our member,
Sis Kho Jit Keau, felt honoured when approached to be the coordinator. She
immediately accepted the task as she strongly believed that this was where she
could put Metta and Compassion into practice. She recalled that some of them
had to take leave to travel to Singapore to visit some Buddhist organizations
that provided counselling services to the public. This gave us a better idea on
how the services can better be managed. When setting up the room, we took
into the consideration privacy and safety by installing CCTV and sound proofing
JEEESZIE Ean Keng Si Digest
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the room. We tried our best to provide a comfortable and welcoming setting.

With the hardware in place, a proper process was established to screen the
enquiries and coordination of appointments. In June 2019, we welcomed
our first client. On average, we received about 3 to 4 new clients per month
and a record of over 200 hours were clocked before the centre was forced to
close due to the Covid-19 pandemic in March 2020. Over the short 9 months
in operation, we received many new enquiries. Some were referred by their
doctors to our centre for counselling. Some displayed anxiety symptoms and
their doctors could not diagnose any biological cause for their symptoms and
referred them to our centre for anxiety counselling. In one case, the referral was
from a Chinese temple medium asking the devotees to seek counselling service
in our centre instead.

Sis Kho commented that being the coordinator, she had the opportunity to
meet, first-hand, people from different walks of life who face mental health
issues. Many of them were helpless and clueless to the resources available to
them and had the wrong perception about mental health too. On top of that,
the high counselling cost and the stigma of visiting a counsellor or psychiatrist
as well as their denial were other common factors preventing them from
seeking help and treatment. Nevertheless, it helped some of them to come
forward after learning that the service is free-of-charge and the assurance that
counselling was conducted in a conducive environment with privacy assured.

One of our members recalled her counselling journey in Metta Lodge after
suffering anxieties for ages. When she learned that counselling service was
available in Metta Lodge, she hesitated to make appointment. Finally, she
mustered up her courage and had her first appointment. “l am glad that | made
the right decision in coming forward as | really benefitted from the counselling
sessions.” She recounted her experience. “Some key takeaways were tools like
traffic lights. | used this tool to remind myself that there are events or incidents
in life that is beyond our control. Just like when we reach the traffic lights, we
cannot control the light to be green or red. Bro Yew Thong also used the two
arrows taught by the Buddha to help me understand the difference between
painful experience and suffering. When things happen beyond our control, we
are very much affected. That is the first arrow. When we react in negative ways
like thinking and worrying. That is the second arrow. We have no control over
the first arrow but the second arrow is self-inflicted which we can control.
Finally, the most helpful tool was the gratitude journal, where | trained my mind
to be positive.”

Sis Kho further mentioned that she felt contented when she received many such
positive feedback. She was happy to see the clients putting on their smiling
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faces again. She credited these successful cases to the clients’ willingness to
understand the real issues, that is, their own behaviour and the willingness
to re-learn and to manage their behavior and to pick up new skills to accept
changes.

Thanks to Bro Yew Thong’s bilingual proficiency and his local dialect skill, we
were able to extend this service to the Chinese speaking community too. JB
has a very large Chinese speaking community and about 50% of our cases
were Chinese speaking clients especially the elderly. Bro Yew Thong mentioned
that the oldest client was a 92-year old great grandmother who spoke only
Cantonese. She was brought in by her daughter who was our member. He
recalled he had to switch between Mandarin and “broken” Cantonese, thanks
to the Hong Kong drama that taught him the dialect in his childhood days.
Unfortunately, due to the pandemic and the MCO that started in March 2020,
she stopped coming and the last thing we learnt was that she had passed away
in September 2020 during the MCO lockdown. She had a hard time moving
on as she still held on to something. Bro Yew Thong had to work with her
daughter over the phone to soothe her during her final journey.

It is not uncommon for children to bring their parents for counselling. We had a
few such cases. But it is more common that parents want their childen to come
for counselling. However, the success rate for this is lower as Bro Yew Thong
believes that the problems faced by the children are usually systemic issues and
usually involve the parents’ behaviours.

One such example was Mr and Mrs Ong. They have been coming to the centre
for the last 3 years and both their teenage children were also in the youth group
since they were 13 years old. They were very concern with their daughter who
was displaying Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) behaviours. Eventually
they approached Bro Yew Thong to help counsel their daughter. Bro Yew Thong
felt that it was better to work on their parenting skills than trying to ‘fix’ the
child’s behaviour. They learnt what OCD is and the proper care and skills in
helping their daughter. They soon learnt to accept who she was and ‘let go’.
This included letting her make her own decision for her own education. Since
then, the parent-child relationship improved and her condition improved too.
“As parents, accepting the way our daughter is and her behaviour help her
in accepting herself. And that also resolves the strain between us”, Mrs Ong
mentioned. She was grateful that Metta Lodge provides such services and
wished that this service was available earlier. Sometime later, Mrs Ong also
brought her mother-in-law to see Bro Yew Thong. She had very good sessions
with him too.

JEESCIE Ean Keng Si Digest
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Bro Yew Thong is very passionate about family therapy and in helping the
youth. A father of 2 adult girls himself, Bro Yew Thong is a strong advocate of
good parenting skill. He remarked that when his children were young, he had
a very tough time being a good father, a skill that was not taught to him. Once
he attended a talk by Dr Ang Beng Choo who remarked that most parents were
not equipped with the necessary parenting skills and most of the children’s
issues came from the parents. Realizing this, Bro Yew Thong made the effort
to learn effective parenting skill. Today, he has very cordial relationship with
his 2 girls. At the moment he is “locked down"” in JB while his 2 daughters are
working in Singapore. Both are longing for their father to return and in his last
2 short visits back to Singapore, they tried to make time to spend quality time
with him. Occasionally he conducts lessons to promote good parenting skill and
create awareness in mental wellness for our youth.

We also received a group of young adults in their 20s and 30s. Ms Xu is one
of them who is in her late 20s. She was recently married. She felt very stressful
trying to integrate into her new role as a wife. Besides feeling frustrated, she
also felt guilty about not being able to fit into her role and soon lost her purpose
in life. She had second thought about the marriage and was considering a
divorce while her mother tried to dissuade her. She came to see Bro Yew Thong
together with her mother after being recommended by friend. She did not
hesitate as she knew that she needed to resolve her problem and was willing to
try it out. She recalled crying in most sessions as she felt vulnerable and helpless
and was in a dilemma. Nevertheless, she was grateful that she took the first
step to come forward for counselling as she felt better with each session and
felt more real than before.

Counselling is no difference from the Buddha Dhamma. In fact, in our Buddhist
texts, we often see the Buddha providing counselling to some of his devotees.
The most famous case was Kisa Gotami who lost her only child and sought
Buddha’s help in bringing her child back to life. Instead of bringing her child
back to life, Buddha made her realized the truth and that death is natural.
Eventually she became a nun and soon attained Arahatship.

Very often, counselling is not about helping the person to solve the issue. Rather
it is to help the person to look from a different perspective and to change in
one’s perspective and thus one’s behaviour. In some cases, they may just need a
listening ear and someone whom they can speak to and empathize with them.

With a strong foundation in the Buddha Dhamma and as a professional
counsellor, Bro Yew Thong often integrates the Buddha Dhamma into his
counselling. He remarked that in fact, it is a lot easier to counsel someone with
Dhamma background as they just need a short revision or a clear explanation

JEESCIE Ean Keng Si Digest
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A Metta Lodge Pusat Buddhist moved to its A This 3400 sq ft Dhamma Hall at level 3 can

new 4-storey building in Johor Jaya in mid house more than 200 people
2019.

A A dedicated room was included in the new A Counselling session in progress
building for counselling service

of the Dhamma that they are already familiar with. The Noble Eightfold Path,
a path taught by the Buddha that lead us to the ultimate happiness, is often
neglected. Bro Yew Thong believes that as a Buddhist, practising the Noble
Eightfold path properly can help to resolve many of our relationship problems
and promote better mental wellness and hence lead us to a more fulfilling and
happy life. His greatest gain by helping others in his counselling work is that he
understands the Dhamma better and sees how the Dhamma can be applied in
real life. He is very grateful for the opportunity given by Metta Lodge and all
his clients. He believes that he is the one that benefited more from his clients.
Every case is a learning opportunity that broadens his perspective and deepens
his Dhamma. We wish him all the best in his Dhamma practice and hopefully
more people can benefit from his counselling service.

For more information on Metta Lodge activities, kindly refer to
https://www.facebook.com/MettaLodgePusatBuddhistJohor/

For information on the counselling service,
kindly contact Sis Kho at +6019-7767738
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