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Why I Am Writing This Book

Of all the conversations I will have to have with my child – about topics like sex, drugs, death, dying, rejection or terrorism – what I dread the most is the one where I have to explain that meat comes from animals. We love animals but, yes, we eat them.

There can be a lot of shame involved with being someone who truly loves animals yet still eats meat. I don’t see a lot of writing out there from animal-loving meat eaters, and I think shame is possibly a silencing force. Surely, if we really loved animals as much as we say we do, and if we really understood all the awful things that meat production does to the environment, then we would just stop eating meat, wouldn’t we?

But what happens if we try and try but fail and fail?

From birth, I’ve had difficulty digesting foods and especially proteins. My body has never been an ‘easy’ one. I was iron deficient as a baby, too sleepy to eat, and given supplements. (I still have problems with iron, no matter how many supplements I take, and now have intravenous top-ups.) Baby formula wasn’t right for me and so I refused to eat. My mother describes this as a terrifying time, one in which I grew thin and pale and was hospitalised for two weeks, where I was sedated and force-fed. Eventually, I was diagnosed with cow’s milk protein intolerance and put onto goat’s milk.

From age five, I began to tear ligaments in my ankle. From ten, I had terrible pain in my back that kept me from sleeping. At fifteen, sudden and severe sciatica struck, the cause of which no one could determine; a surgeon was consulted and there was a suggestion of cutting the sciatic nerve, which thankfully didn’t eventuate. I am now certain that was the very start of what was, twenty-five years later, diagnosed as ankylosing spondylitis (an autoimmune disease that attacks the spine). Through my twenties and thirties, I was variously diagnosed with no less than twelve different conditions, including chronic fatigue syndrome – none of them life-threatening but all of them enough to make things challenging.

From thirteen, I began to try in earnest to become vegetarian and continued in one form or another for almost twenty-five years, without success. It was never a matter of lack of willpower or ignorance to animal rights issues (trust me, I wish I had far less knowledge of the horrors) or a particular love of the taste of flesh, it was a simple yet frustratingly complicated misalignment between spirit and body. Vegetable protein alternatives – chickpeas, soy, lentils, most seeds and nuts, quinoa, many types of beans, almost all grains, amaranth, buckwheat, mushrooms – give me varying combinations of indigestion, reflux, headaches, eczema, joint pain and abdominal pain. My mind is willing, but my body is not. (As an aside, a lot of animal proteins have the same effect on me too, but there are a handful I can tolerate.)

As a meat eater who adores animals, I have found this a difficult place to be. So much literature defends meat eating or veganism in this polarising, angry debate, in the same way the breastfeeding versus formula-feeding of babies is headlined in the media specifically to generate ugly discourse. Ultimately, I’m not sure how helpful this approach is.

For example, I was so convinced I would be breastfeeding my baby that I didn’t even buy bottles while I was pregnant. I had bought into the literature that said ‘breast is best’ (and obviously if you really cared about your child then that was what you’d do, right?). Choice. That’s what I thought it was – you could choose to either breastfeed or formula feed. Never once did I read a story explaining that sometimes the choice is simply taken away from you. My baby and I left the hospital on the bottle and I was devastated because I was completely unprepared for this eventuality.

Likewise, I see the same kinds of discussions about vegetarian diets. It’s presented as a choice, a lifestyle you could simply opt into if only you cared enough.

For many people, it is. If you are a thriving vegetarian or vegan reading this book, I am deliriously happy for you. You’re living my dream. But I know I’m not alone in having a body that seems to need a certain amount of meat in order to function at its best and it’s taken me a long time to reconcile that, and longer still to be able to say it out loud.

From as far back as I can remember, I’ve had an intensely strong connection to animals. I have always seen them as just like people but in different bodies. I wanted to be a vet through my childhood until I hit Year 11 Physics, and it was blindingly clear that Physics and I were never going to get along. Without Physics, I wouldn’t be able to apply for the veterinary science university course. (Never mind that I was killing it in Biology, a life science you would think was far more compatible with veterinary studies than abstract maths, but there you go. I also now know that I could never have been a vet and dealt with the surgeries, euthanasia and animal cruelty they have to confront.)

I studied journalism and then completed a post-graduate degree in education, becoming a high school teacher, while still aiming for a career as a writer. I changed jobs many times and took up a second career as a corporate editor. I started an environmental committee while working at an international engineering firm. I studied natural medicine and turned my hand to working with animals in this field. I ran workshops teaching people how to help their animals with massage, nutrition, vibrational essences, energy healing and communication. In my spare time, I fundraised for animal charities. Then I started a horse rescue charity and ran that for three years up until my son was born and I was simultaneously offered my first contract for a novel, launching my new career as an author. Serving animals – whether my own animals at home, or through the charity, or through raising money for other animal charities, or donating to animal charities, or through healing modalities, or the scores of animals I’ve picked up off the sides of roads – has always been ‘my thing’.

Knowing and loving animals as I do, I want to be vegetarian. It’s a great irony to me that I simply can’t be. A variety of doctors and naturopaths have told me this over the years, as well as my own body, which suffers pain, dizziness and fatigue every time I cut animal protein from my diet. I cannot digest enough of the vegetarian proteins, regardless of what I do with them – long soak them, long boil them, slow cook them, ferment them, sprout them, grind them, combine them, powder them, or take digestive enzymes with them. Problem after problem arises. The dietary intolerances I was born with simply multiplied over the years along with autoimmune conditions (and yes, I’ve tried all the gut-healing remedies – and still use them – and spent veritable house deposits on alternative therapies and ‘natural’ doctors who promised to heal me, without success). I’ve had to work hard to make peace with my body and find the best way to keep it functioning at optimal levels. It’s not that I don’t eat vegetarian food; I just can’t make it my primary source of protein. The reality is that this is the body I’ve been given in this lifetime. I can’t fight against it, not if I want to be an active member of society. I want to be of service; for that, I need a body that is capable of doing so.

Understanding this, finally, I began to ask myself more interesting questions. If I was born into a body that couldn’t cope with a non-animal diet, but my spirit really wanted it to, then this offered me an important journey of self-discovery (as well as years of frustration, guilt and turmoil). I started keeping a journal of my vegetarian wannabe woes to try to make sense of what was going on. Why was this conflict inside me? How could I reconcile it? I wrote and wrote and wrote until, eventually, I got my answer.

I had no idea.

With a heavy, grieving heart, I put that journal away and tried to tuck my guilty pain into places I didn’t have to look at it. Until one day, I began to find freedom from my dilemma, and I found it in the most unexpected place: Buddhism. Yes, that great philosophy of compassion, with its number-one precept being ‘do not kill’, actually set me free.

What? Aren’t all Buddhists vegetarians?

If like me you are a wannabe vegetarian, or perhaps a vegetarian who has recently found the need to temporarily eat meat (during pregnancy, for example), or find yourself hiding in the closet of shame in a room full of vegans because you love animals so much, then stay with me. There’s hope for you too.
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One

What I Love About Buddhism

I first came across Buddhism when I was fourteen, in Year 9 at St Benedict’s College, a Catholic girls’ school in Brisbane. We were reading about it in a history class and I can vividly recall sitting at my desk, staring at the pages of the open textbook, my heart beating with excitement. While both sides of my family’s backgrounds were Catholic and I’d been taught about Jesus and his teachings, my mother had branched out into New Age philosophies and she’d taught me about rebirth, past lives and karma. I knew I couldn’t talk about those things with my peers or, indeed, the nuns, so I never really felt like my spirituality fit neatly into either Catholicism or the New Age. In the pages of that history textbook, however, I found a simplicity of truth – kindness, compassion, service, meditation and non-violence – that resonated with me, an overwhelming feeling of I’m home. Buddhism seemed to bring together my Catholic and New Age instruction, and then added even more layers of wisdom. It was practical. It was relevant. It was less a feeling of finding Buddhism as much as it was one of rediscovering it, the sense that I should have been Buddhist all along. It was such a relief.

‘That’s it. I want to be a Buddhist!’ I declared to my mum that afternoon.

She nodded in support. ‘Yes, I can see that would be good for you.’

Despite this, it would take me many more years to start accessing Buddhist experiences. These were the days before the internet, so it wasn’t like I could simply research and learn online. Our school library was, unsurprisingly, not full of Buddhist scripture or teachings. There might have been a Christian church in every suburb, but that wasn’t the case for Buddhist monasteries or temples. Brisbane in 1990 didn’t have the level of multiculturalism that Sydney or Melbourne had. It would have been an exceptionally radical thing to declare to my Catholic teachers, school and friends that I was now a Buddhist. In short, I had no guidance and no real ability to independently seek it out.

In my mid-twenties, I started camping at the week-long Woodford Folk Festival north of Brisbane, a yearly festival of arts, music, cultures, the earth, new thinking and healing. The highlight of my time there every year was seeing the Tibetan Buddhist monks or nuns on site. I would sit in the hot, sweaty tents to listen to their chanting sessions and get up in the dark to climb the hill for their New Year’s Day dawn blessing for the coming year. I loved watching them walk through the festival in their maroon robes, slip-on shoes and shaved heads, their faces so serene, creating waves of peace just with their presence. I enjoyed observing them tap out their colourful sand mandalas – intricate artworks of balanced patterns and colours, representing the whole universe. The artworks were big pieces, ones in which these monastics sat down, cross-legged, bent over at the waist, their heads almost touching the floor, working on them for six days until complete.

I was always deeply moved by the dissolution ceremony at the end, in which the entire masterpiece was swept away by a dry paint brush, gathered into a glass vase and poured into the lake. It was the concept of impermanence in action that affected me – art as a spiritual act and meditation process that exists in the making, not the keeping. It’s a lesson I still try to hold at the forefront of my work as a writer, that the honour in what I do is in the creation of a story, not in the attachment to the publication or its (externally judged) ‘success’. It’s not an easy thing to do, especially when ‘success’ is attached to financial security and paying the mortgage, but I keep improving.

In 2008 I went to see a Buddhist Lama (a high-ranking monk) who travelled up from Victoria every now and then to offer healing sessions. I remember his beautiful, loving compassion as he lay his hands on me. I remember crying. I remember him telling me that it was very important that I stop being so hard on myself, to be gentle with myself, to love myself. To be compassionate with myself. I had by then been diagnosed with chronic fatigue syndrome and knew the truth in what he said because if there was one thing that condition had done for me it was to start breaking down my self-criticism and perfectionist tendencies. It had begun to teach me to let go of many things in my life – career goals, high expectations, a regular income, and a whole range of belief systems about healing and what I ‘should’ be doing – simply because I had to.

Over many years, I collected books on Buddhism. I saw His Holiness the Dalai Lama speak at Australia Zoo one year and felt nothing but love for him – for his lack of ego, his huge heart, the radiant glow that seemed to emanate from him. I wanted to be just like him. The moment Hubby and I achieved our dream of moving to the Sunshine Coast in 2012, I visited a local Buddhist centre, and now I regularly attend courses up there to continue my education.

Even though I wanted to be able to call myself a Buddhist, I never thought I could because, despite my best efforts, I couldn’t give up eating meat. That belief changed at the beginning of 2018.

My golden retriever Daisy (and first ‘baby’) was one day seemingly perfectly healthy, eleven years old but still acting like a puppy, and the next day struck down by seizures that rolled on and on, just minutes apart. She spent two nights and two days in emergency, confounding the specialists who couldn’t work out what was triggering these seizures in an otherwise healthy, young-looking dog, only to be finally diagnosed with multiple tumours in her liver and spleen, which were triggering her heart into massive arrhythmias and then seizures. I brought her home, expecting we’d have a bit of time to write out a bucket list and nurture her last days, but in the middle of the night wave after wave of seizures struck and went on for hours. The vet came to our house the next morning and we let her go, sitting in our garden where she so loved to dig.

It broke me. It was grief such as I’d never experienced before. I say that, acknowledging that I have been fortunate in life so far and have not lost my spouse, a parent, my sister or, God forbid, my child; but the day Daisy died I lost my best friend. The hole she left behind was enormous and I was floundering.

I turned back to Buddhism, reading everything I could get my hands on and attending seminars. Then I started an online group to share knowledge and resources for raising families with a Buddhist mindset, and began to run monthly gatherings for those who could make it. It was Buddhism that pulled me through this difficult time. Along the way, and quite by accident, I discovered wisdom that also helped me with my decades-old issue of how to reconcile meat eating with my desire to be vegetarian. Buddhism was the gift that kept on giving.
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While Buddhism becomes a religion for some people, it is first and foremost a philosophy and practice, and in that sense anyone can be a Buddhist and benefit from the practices regardless of their religious persuasion.

My experience of Buddhism is one of non-judgement. The path of the Buddhist is to relieve one’s own suffering (from disturbing emotions) and regain mental equilibrium, and then by extension to alleviate others’ suffering so that they may also regain equilibrium. Non-judgement applies to the self first, then to others.

Even when it comes to the law of karma – that what you do comes back to you, whether ‘good’ or ‘bad’ – which in Western society can be interpreted as something vengeful, Buddhists don’t attach judgements to people’s actions. You are responsible for your thoughts and actions and you can choose to do whatever you like. That’s between you and your karma. Buddhism meets you wherever you’re at, right now.

At its core, Buddhism says you already have everything inside you in order to be a peaceful, happy, loving human being. Isn’t that beautiful? You’re okay, right now! At the same time, it acknowledges that life is hard – forget the rainbow-coloured fairy dust, life hurts – and it gives you the tools you need in order to master your own emotions and experience of the world to relieve your suffering and find peace. It is flexible – it understands that life is quintessentially not black and white, and that wisdom is needed at every stage. It encourages you to question teachings, not to accept them at face value but to delve into them deeply until you are completely satisfied they are correct. If something doesn’t resonate with you, you can leave it aside. The Buddhist community is not interested in converting you. They are the epitome of living by example. If you are attracted to what they teach and what they do, if their authenticity inspires you, you may naturally want to follow them. If not, so be it. A Buddhist knows that the only person they can change is themself and is therefore primarily concerned with developing their own peaceful mind and compassionate heart, not in changing others.
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