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CHAPTER EIGHT:
THE Four NoBLE TRUTHS

#53TPR Revised version
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Commentary by the Venerable Master Hua

Translated by the International Translation Institute

The Four Noble Truths is the Dharma which the Buddha explained to the
five bhikshus when he first accomplished the Way. Within the Four Noble
Truths are included all dharmas. It’s sad to say however, that there are
people who claim to understand the Buddhadharma and yet who question
whether there really are Four Noble Truths. How pathetic! Not only do
they not know if the Four Noble Truths exist or not, they do not even
know if there exists a term called the “five skandhas,” yet they still travel
everywhere lecturing on Buddhism. What do you think? Wouldn't you
say that is pitiful?

The Four Noble Truths are as follows:

*The Truth of Suffering;

*The Truth of the Cause of Suffering;

*The Truth of the Cessation of Suffering;

*The Truth of the Way to Cessation of Suffering.

It was first proclaimed by the Buddha at Deer Park to take across the
five bhikshus. The Buddha first told them,

*This is suffering and its nature is oppressive (it oppresses people to the
point that they cannot endure both in mind and body).

*This is the cause of suffering, and its nature incurs (suffering).

*This is the cessation of suffering, which the nature may attain.

*This is the way to the cessation of suffering, which can be practiced
by the nature.

He further instructed them,

*This is suffering; you should understand it.
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*This is the cause of suffering; you should cut it off.
*This is the cessation of suffering; you should realize it.
*This is the way to the cessation of suffering; you should practice it.

He then proclaimed,

*This is suffering; I have understood it and no longer need to understand
it.

*This is the cause of suffering; I have cut it off and no longer need to cut
it off.

*This is the cessation of suffering; I have realized it and no longer need to
realize it.

*This is the way to the cessation of suffering; I have practiced it and no
longer need to practice it.

This is known as the three turnings of the wheel of Dharma. Upon hearing
what the Buddha had proclaimed, Venerable Ajnatakaundinya immediately
awakened and realized the fruition of sage.

At that time, Shakyamuni Buddha took a handful of leaves and a few blades
of grass, and asked all his disciples, “Which is more — the grass and leaves in
my hand or those on the earth? ” His disciples answered, “Of course there is
much more on the earth than in your hand! There is so much that it is beyond
counting! Those in your hand are so few in comparison with those on the earth
—basically there is no comparison!” Then the Buddha said, “The Dharma that
I have already spoken is comparable to the leaves and grass in my hand, and the
Dharma that I have not spoken is comparable to all the rest of leaves and grass
in the entire world. There is that much Dharma that I have not yet spoken.”

At that time Manjushri Bodhisattva asked, “Is all the Dharma which the
Buddha hasn’t spoken included within the Four Noble Truths? If it is included,
then the Buddha has already spoken it. If it is not included, then there needs
to be a Fifth Noble Truth.” Then the Buddha said, “The Four Noble Truths
include all dharmas, but there are still many principles within the Four Noble
Truths that I haven’t explained yet—as many as the grass and leaves on the entire
earth.” And so, the Buddhadharma is inconceivable, for though the Buddha had
spoken the Four Noble Truths, he only spoke a small part.

The Saha World is a conglomeration of myriads of sufferings. There is
no way to know how many there really are. They are limitless and boundless.
Because of a single thought of ignorance, people of the world become confused.
Because they are confused, they keep turning on the wheel of the Six Paths.
People are born and then die, die and then are born, revolving on the wheel of
transmigration endlessly without ever able to get out of it. Defiled, they take
suffering to be happiness, enjoying themselves to the point of not wanting to
return, just like water that flows out and is unable to return to its source. How
many kinds of suffering are there? Basically there are boundless and limitless
kinds of sufferings, and according to Roll 44 of the Yogacara Shastra, there are
110 in total.

The first suffering is the suffering of being compelled by one’s karma and
floating adrift. This kind of compelling force of karma does not discriminate.

That means that one has no control over one’s own karma or destiny, not knowing
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where one will end up. It is like bobbing up and down in the great sea
without knowing where one will drift to. Such aimless drifting is a kind of
suffering. It’s not just one living being who endures this kind of suffering
but all sentient beings. Every single one of them floats adrift in this sea of
karma, suddenly up and suddenly down, suddenly east and suddenly west.
That is how living beings wander ceaselessly in all ten directions — the
four cardinal directions, the four intermediate directions, the zenith, and
the nadir. In this kind of drifting, it is not that they can go wherever they
want to; they have no control over their destinies but are driven by their
karmic forces. Thus they go east and west. It is difficult to put an end to
this kind of suffering!

The second type is called the two sufferings. One is the suffering of
desire [while the other is the suffering of delusion]. Desire is the root
of all sufferings. Those who are greedy to be rich have a desire for wealth.
Those who are greedy for sex or beauty have a desire for sex or beauty.
Those who are greedy for high positions have a desire for high positions.
Those who are greedy for fame have a desire for fame. Those who are
greedy to be leaders have the desire to be leaders — craving for anything
in the world is just desire. If one craves good food, then one has desire for
food; if one craves nice clothing, one has desire for clothing; if one craves
sleep, one has desire for sleep. These various thoughts of desire make one
upside-down and muddled.

For example, why do some people become bandits? It’s because of
their desire. When they cannot have their desire fulfilled, they just go
right ahead and do things that break the law of the land. They can’t fulfill
it and so they have to break the law. Why do some people like to take
intoxicants? It’s because of their desire. Why do people not follow the
rules? It’s because of their desire. Why do people misunderstand the term
“freedom”? It is because they take things that cannot lead them to freedom
to be things that can. It’s all because of desire. Desire is the very root of all
suffering. Why does desire arise? It is because of ignorance—as it is said,
“with an unawakened thought, the three subtle aspects of delusion sprout
forth; relying upon conditions of states, they develop into coarse grades
of delusion.” After that it turns into desire. Once there is desire, then one
goes out to do all kinds of muddled things. So having desire leads to the
gravest suffering.

Once there is desire, love arises. For instance, affection between men
and women is a form of desire. Sages cut off this desire. By cutting off
this desire, they have no greed. Why does greed arise? It’s just because
of desire. As soon as one has desire, then greed never stops. No matter
what one is greedy for, it is all desire. Seeking to consume alcohol is a
desire. Secking to eat fine food or nutritious food is a desire. These are all
desires. One thinks that being able to do all of these things is “freedom,”
but actually, one is being controlled by these desires to the point of being
muddled-headed and upside-down.

s07To be continued
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