May You Live As Long As You Want
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A Talk by Steve Setera at the Buddha Hall of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on Febuary 22, 2024
Chinese Translated by Janet Lee

In 2009, I accompanied Ven Mahinda, a monk from
Malaysia, with Amanda and I attended a two-week
novitiate in Lumbini, Nepal. Lumbini is the birthplace of
the Buddha. This was an opportunity not to be missed.
At that time, I was a Technical Director in California
and resigned to go on this trip. This was one of the great
experiences among the many I have been blessed to have.

Because of that trip I have returned to India many times
to walk in the footsteps of the Buddha and to meditate in
the cave on Pragbodhi Hill where he meditated for quite a

long time before crossing the river to be enlightened under
the Bodhi tree.
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It was following that trip that I accompanied Ven Mahinda
to visit temples and monasteries in Oregon and California.
Since I am from Oregon and had lived in California, it was
my pleasure to arrange the trip for him. He pointed out
that there were two places that he had to see, Shasta Abbey
in Mt Shasta and the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas here
in Talmage. We were able to make the connections which
eventually led for me to move here in 2009 to be followed by
Amanda and Abigail in 2010.

We lived in a cottage until the fateful day of September
20, 2022. Living in this community has both its blessings
and challenges. The challenges eventually being the reasons
that we left and moved into Ukiah.

During the past few years my birth family along with
my wife and I have been blessed with many health issues.
Recently my younger sister was diagnosed with Parkinson’s
Disease. I say, “blessed” because each situation is humbling
causing my eyes to see and experience the difficulties and
tragedies that so many in the world are having to endure on
a daily basis, because every illness, every injury is a lesson on
impermanence.

September 20, 2022 is the day that changed my life in
many ways. That’s the day that my family and I were moving
from the cottage that we lived in since 2009 and moving
into Ukiah for various and inexplicable reasons. During the
morning when I carried a box to the truck we borrowed,
there was an odd feeling in my head. I walked into the home
and mentioned to Amanda that I think I just had a stroke.
Actually, I had no idea what a stroke felt like as had never had
one before.

That same night my right eye began to hurt and tear up. I
felt this was just a reaction to the eye examination I had the
previous day in San Francisco and didn’t think much about
it and went to bed. After sleeping a short time I woke from
a dream and said that I had to tell Abigail something. At
that time, I was unable to stand with weakness in my left
leg. At that point Amanda drove me to the Ukiah Valley
hospital. We told the MRI technician that I may have had a
stroke. After the MRI scan, he said, “You did not have one
stroke, you had two simultaneous lacuna ischemic strokes;
one affecting balance or mobility and the other your vision”.

I was immediately given Plavix to prevent blood clots as well
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as a 21-day prescription.

After a stroke, time is of the essence. The first 60 minutes
after a stroke is referred to as “The golden hour’ when there is
the greatest chance to restore blood flow and save threatened
tissue. We did not respond in that hour and if it had not been
for my dream of needing to wake up and speak to Abigail my
recovery would be much worse. That was the beginning of
my many months’ health journey.

In March 2023, a blood sample was drawn by the VA
(Veterans Administration) for tests. The blood work revealed
my PSA was at 13.51! The normal range is 4. Looking back
at my blood work in Aug 2022, my PSA was 10.20; already
on the high side. My new primary care physician was quick
to identify my problem. He ordered and scheduled an MRI
in May 2023, followed by a biopsy later that month.

The day after the biopsy, I was having some side effects
from the biopsy with my whole body shaking uncontrollably.
I went back to the ER in Ukiah but was discharged on the
same day as the doctors couldn’t find anything wrong, so we
left to Oregon the next day to attend my sister’s funeral who
had just passed away from her pancreatic cancer.

During the drive up to Oregon the ER doctor from Ukiah
Valley Adventists Hospital in Ukiah called advising me to
return to the hospital immediately as bacteria was found in
my blood. As we were already in Oregon, I chose to continue
the drive and was admitted to Providence Hospital in my
hometown. The ER doctor had me stay a night in the hospital
for thorough observation knowing that my condition could
be fatal.

While in that hospital I felt that my life’s journey just
completed a circle as I was born just five blocks away in a
nursing home seventy-nine years before. But my only wish at
that time was to be able to attend my sister’s funeral which
was the next day at 11 am.

It was fortunate that the ER doctor confirmed I was free
from the risk and was discharged early that morning so that I
could attend my sister’s funeral. When we arrived, I was able
to see my sister in peace just minutes before the casket was
closed prior to her funeral mass.

Two weeks later, I received the result from the biopsy test.
I was diagnosed with prostate cancer. This hit like a bomb

having just experienced my sister’s illness and her death from
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cancer.

My sister, Mary Lou was 3 2 years older than me so I
had known her all of my life. She and my eldest brother
who had died from a brain aneurysm while living in Texas
were my closest siblings. Life was handing out challenges.

After her funeral my wife, Amanda and I drove up to
Golden B.C. to volunteer and watch the preparations for
the Ksitigarbha Pavilion. The large granite statue was being
shipped from China to the port of Vancouver B.C. and was
to be placed on one of the highest spots in the property. It
has since been placed in its prestigious location.

Golden B.C. was declared by Master Hua to be the
CTTB for Canada in the future. There are few volunteers
at Golden, but the transformation is moving ahead. The
temple is situated in a valley surrounded by the Canadian
Rockies overlooking the Columbia River with the Kicking
Horse River adjoining.

We also drove over to Calgary to visit the Avatamsaka
Monastery. This was our first visit since we volunteered and
participated in making Buddha statues for the new Buddha
Hall. The newly remodeled Buddha Hall is very elaborate
and is situated in a grand location in downtown Calgary on

the banks of the Bow River.

Visiting both Golden and Calgary was truly healing.

Something I needed.
My sister’s illness and death coupled with my strokes

and cancer deeply affected me, much more than I realized.

There was no getting back to normal; life had handed out
a new normal. Unfortunately, others did not understand
that. To them I fortunately looked normal so in their minds
everything was normal. My body may have looked the
same, but that was far from the truth. Even today when I
have tried to explain to others my different outlook on life
and death many disagree with me. I understand that they
have no idea how I have been affected, but to disagree with
me is meaningless. My comment to others telling me that
I needed to get back to normal has been, “normal is what
caused all this. No thank you.”

The reason that I stress monitoring your cancer condition
is one day I asked Dr Heng Bing Wang the connection
between my strokes and the cancer. He replied the “The

cancer caused your stokes as the blood gets thick and sticky.”
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Yes, I will probably not die from the cancer, but the strokes have
been life changers. One of the life changers is not being ashamed
to say “no” when asked to do a project as my energy level has taken
a big blow. Actually, this gives others in CTTB the opportunity to
participate in helping the monastics. Prior to moving out almost
without fail whenever I walked across the campus, I would be
asked to help on some sort of project, which I was happy to do.
I've never felt comfortable saying no.

Being a hospice volunteer exposes you to the passing of many
people. In 2023, my sister died in May, Dr Vera, founder of
Hospice of Ukiah died in June. Ocean Epstein, who with her
husband Ron were quite instrumental in us being in CT'TB, and
Ukiah died on September 6 with DM Hsien, to whom we were
quite close, died later that month on the 25®. There is death all
around every day and sometimes it seems to be concentrated on
us.

I've mentioned before that I grew up in cemeteries with a large
city one being close to my birth home in Oregon City, it was a
playground for us. During my school years almost every weekend,
we worked with my father who was a part-time caretaker for a
Catholic cemetery. So I have been around death and burials for
a large portion of my life. Maybe it was preparation for me to
eventually get involved in Hospice care, which I did after moving
to CTTB from Malaysia in 2009.

Over the years I've had several Hospice clients for different
lengths of time. The shortest one was just a one-day visit with the
longest being my latest client. We've been together for about four
years with him now progressing to the point where Hospice put
him on hold. He has been under Dr Wang’s care and his cancer
is now in remission. He gleefully gave me his ‘Survivor’ banner
from The American Cancer Society. I told him that I wanted
a shirt that reads, Survivor: Two Strokes and Cancer. My new,
current client has had prostate cancer for twenty-seven years.

My new, current Hospice client also has prostate cancer which
has metastasized to his skull and he has ended further treatment
due to the bad side effects with no gains on his cancer. This is
similar to my sister’s experience as she was suffering from ongoing
chemotherapy without making any improvement in her cancer.
When her treatment ceased, she and the doctor agreed as no
progress was made on dealing with the cancer. That was when she
called and told me, “I am terminal”. My heart sank. What do you

say to someone that you've known all your life when surprisingly
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being told that?

The care for my cancer has been the 6 weeks of radiation.
Treatment for the strokes has been and continues to be
physical therapy.

To be placed under Hospice Care your physician must
declare that you only have 6 months or less to live. Fortunately,
I was never placed under Hospice care. My involvement with
Hospice continues to be on the caregiving side, not care-
receiving.

Most Hospice patients become more open to expressing
their opinions and less concerned about the status of others
although not intending to offend anyone. For me, with the
strokes and cancer, I felt like it became more obvious how
short life is. Impermanence was raising its head. There is no
turning back to the normal that others want. There is a new
normal.

Hospice of Ukiah was founded by Dr. Vera as a volunteer
organization serving those in the final stages of their life.
During the training sessions, people being cared for would
often be invited to discuss their experiences. It was during
one of these round tables talks that one of the men told the
new volunteers that, “Your job is to help us die”. That sums
it all up.

Helping someone die requires a complete letting go, and
a shifting of mindset. What matters to me, the caregiver,
means nothing. Everything is about the person going through
their transition. There is no arguing. I have been asked by
people from CTTB if I tried to convert the clients to become
Buddhists. Answers to that is a flat, “no,” as it is necessary
to not increase their insecurity or fear. Whatever religion
they are, I become. If they ask questions about Buddhism,
I answer their questions to the best of my ability but not
encouraging them to change.

Regardless of the type of cancer, symptoms like fatigue,
loss of appetite, and shortness of breath may indicate that
you are nearing the end of your journey. This can be a difficult
time with the final stages of cancer or any other terminal
illness being distressing for you and your loved ones.

So often a typical greeting is wishing someone to have a
long life. My wish for everyone is “May you live as long as
you want.” A good goal is to be healthy, healthy, dead. &
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