Bhante, I Have So Many Problems. 


In further response to a request for talks on the Four Noble Truths (cattàri ariyasaccàni), let us today look at the First Noble Truth, the Noble Truth of Suffering (dukkha§ ariyasacca§): but first some statistics. 

Once The Buddha took up a bit of soil onto His fingernail and asked:
 What do you think, bhikkhus, which is more: the little bit of soil on my fingernail or the great earth? (Venerable Sir, the great earth is more. Compared to the great earth the little bit of soil that the Blessed One has taken up onto His fingernail is incalculable, does not bear comparison, does not amount even to a fraction.) 

So too, bhikkhus, those beings are few who, when they pass away as human beings, are reborn among human beings. But those beings are more numerous who, when they pass away as human beings, are reborn in hell. And He explained it is the same with human beings who are reborn as animals and as ghosts. This The Buddha knew because He could see it. 

Have the statistics changed? Are the modern statistics more favourable? They are, alas, much less favourable, because the quality of human beings and their conduct deteriorates all the time. The Buddha saw it and explained it, and we may find corroborating evidence of it all day and everywhere, for example, in the newspaper, and on TV. 

But why are the statistics so? Why do human beings invariably end up in hell, as animals or as ghosts? It is, says The Buddha: Because, bhikkhus, they have not seen the Four Noble Truths. What four? The Noble Truth of Suffering, the Noble Truth of the Origin of Suffering, the Noble Truth of the Cessation of Suffering, and the Noble Truth of the Path to the Cessation of Suffering. 

Do you think you are outside the statistics? Do you think you are safe and sound, and need not bother about the Four Noble Truths? Please answer my question.

We always think statistics are about other people. If we did not think so, we would not behave the way we do, and the statistics would be quite different. But to think that everything is just fine is natural, because stupidity is natural. The Buddha explains this with the simile of the four types of fine thoroughbred horse.
 Such a horse is well bred, well trained, and of the best family: not a common, natural horse. The Buddha explains that the first type of fine thorough​bred horse is stirred to obedience and work merely by the seeing the shadow of the whip. But the second type of fine thoroughbred horse is stirred only when the whip touches his coat. The third type is stirred only when he feels the whip on his flesh, and the fourth type only when he is thrashed with the whip. Likewise, says The Buddha, the first type of fine well-bred person is stirred upon hearing that in such and such a place someone is afflicted or has died, and stops fooling around, and starts work on the Dhamma. But the second type of fine well-bred person is stirred only upon seeing someone who is afflicted or dead. The third type is stirred only when the afflicted or dead person is a relative or kinsman, and the fourth type only when he himself suffers serious and dreadful pains that drain his life away. 

Then there is the horse, of course, that is never stirred to obedience and action, no matter how much he is thrashed. The Buddha does not here mention such a horse, because it is not a fine thoroughbred. Likewise, the human being who does not learn no matter how much suffering he hears about, sees and himself experiences, cannot be called a fine well-bred person: such a person is what The Buddha calls a fool (bàla). The Buddha explains that the fool sees the young tender infant, lying face down, fouled in his own excrement and urine; the fool sees a man (or woman) at eighty, ninety, or a hundred years, aged, as crooked as a roof bracket, doubled up, supported by a walking stick, tottering, frail, youth gone, teeth broken, grey-haired, scanty-haired, bald, wrinkled, with limbs all blotchy; the fool sees a man (or woman) afflicted, suffering, and gravely ill, lying fouled in his own excrement and urine, lifted up by some and set down by others; the fool sees a man (or woman) one day dead, two days dead, three days dead, bloated, livid and oozing with matter, yet it does not occur to the fool to do good by body, speech and mind.

Nowadays, of course, with sensuality deified, this foolishness prevails so much more, because many realities are concealed: the sick are hidden away in hospital, the dead are given make-up and quickly burnt or hidden underground, and to speak of these things is said to be morbid. Parents are even told the realities of ageing, sickness and death are unhealthy for the child to know about, whereas fairytales, Walt Disney, and pop-songs are not, and the cultivation of physical vanity and conceit through competitive sports is positively encouraged: a national treasure.

The horses were stirred by the whip of their owner, and human beings by the whip of dukkha. Dukkha is the first Noble Truth, the Noble Truth of Suffering, and that is where it all starts. What is dukkha? The Buddha explains:
 birth is dukkha, ageing is dukkha, sickness is dukkha, death is dukkha; association with what one dislikes is dukkha, dissociation from what one likes is dukkha, not to get what one wants is dukkha: in short, the five aggregates of clinging are dukkha. 

The Pàëi Texts
 explain that the Noble Truth of Suffering is the first of the Four Noble Truths since it is easy to understand because of its grossness and because it is common to all beings.
One way to understand the nature of dukkha is to look at the two responses to dukkha. The Buddha explains: 
 When someone is overcome, and his mind is obsessed by dukkha, either he grieves and laments, and beating his breast, he weeps and becomes distraught, or else he undertakes a search externally [thinking]: `Who is there that knows one word, two words, for the cessation of suffering?' I say that suffering ripens either in confusion or in search. The first response is to indulge in dukkha (to make it bigger); the other is to try to do something about it (to make it smaller).

We have all seen this. When we or someone dear to us gets sick or dies, almost all of us become distraught. Parents get distraught when their children are sick, children when their parents are, husband when wife is, wife when husband is, friend when friend is, pupil when teacher is, and we get distraught at our own sickness. When the sickness is serious, the suffering is equally more serious, and when there is death, we may even get deranged. Many are the parents who never get over the death of a child, children who grieve year after year because a parent died, husband who grieves over his deceased wife etc. People start drinking because of such grief, they neglect their work and themselves, and the mental sickness leads eventually to physical sickness. It is a fact that some people develop, for example, cancer, Parkinson's disease or a heart problem at the time of grief, and some die of grief; even animals. 

With the modern, universal orthodoxy of sensuality, youth, bodily health and life, the confusion that arises at the experience of dukkha is so much the worse and so much less can be done about it. It is delusion of the deepest dye (confused thinking and confused values), and leads invariably to further confusion: delusion begets delusion.  

But, explained The Buddha, there are those who do not indulge in dukkha, and are not too confused, and who go looking for a solution. That too we have all seen, all over the world. Talk to any doctor and he will tell you how there will be the rare patient in hospital who starts thinking about life, and starts reading something other than the newspaper, starts talking about something other than Wimbledon. Unfortunately, this happens only rarely, and most people forget all about it when they recover: until next time. When the disease is fatal, or when people are on their deathbed, or when a loved one has died, this same constructive reaction will sometimes take place, and it is at such times that some people begin to meditate. Their dukkha makes way for the time that they claimed never to have. Even so, this response is very, very rare, as it is rooted in wisdom, which goes against nature: wisdom is unnatural.

The dukkha of sickness, ageing and death is clearly not difficult to understand. The dukkha of birth, however, is perhaps less commonly understood, or shall we say, accepted. There is not much awareness of how the gestation of the child is (for the mother and even more the child) fraught with immense dukkha. The Texts describe the excessive dukkha of the child in the womb and the torment of delivery. Look at the child that has just been delivered and see a face aggrieved, as you have never seen it before. But we do not look at the face, we look at `my son' and `my daughter' and `me', and pretend birth is a beautiful event, when everyone knows it is an ordeal of painful sights, painful sounds, pain​​ful odours, and painful touches, as is also ageing, sickness and death: the other highlights of life.

When the Texts explain the dukkha of abortion, they say the pain that arises in the baby through the cutting and rending in the place where the pain arises is not fit to be seen even by friends, intimates, and companions. It is in Man's ignorant nature to keep all these realities secret, but with the modern and universal deification of sensuality, to merely suggest that these realities exist has become tantamount to committing blasphemy: speakers of the truth must beware more than ever.   

Then there is the dukkha described by The Buddha as association with what one dislikes. He explains:
 Whoever has unwanted, disliked, unpleasant sights, sounds, odours, flavours, touches or mental objects, or whoever associates with people who wish them ill, wish them harm, discomfort, and insecurity. That is called association with what one dislikes. 
This type of dukkha is merely the experience of unpleasant feeling (dukkha vedanà), and it takes place throughout our human day, from minute to minute, from second to second. But it is more complicated because it depends on our perception (sa¤¤à). Take, for example, the discomfort in our body that makes us shift our limbs all the time, or the sight of a rat dead in a trap, the sound of a child crying, the smell of insect-killer or the taste of coffee without sugar. We may say these things give rise to dukkha, but it depends. 

Some people shift their bodies all the time, which can be the symptom of a scattered mind or because they are attached to their body. Then look at bhikkhus who have practised meditation and restraint of the body and notice how some of them hardly ever move a limb. Their meditation has reduced attachment to the body. That is why the Texts say the function of bodily pain is to cause grief in the foolish. 

Then there is the housewife who set the trap for the rat: she will at first experience unpleasant feeling at the sight of the rat dead, but with further thought, further mental formations (saïkhàrà), it changes to pleasant feeling (sukha vedanà): `Got you!' She may also perceive the smell of insect killer as pleasant, because it means dead mosquitoes and cockroaches, her arch-enemies. And we have all seen how children can delight in making each other cry, and one of the many modern dogmas is to pontificate against sugar in one's coffee. Thus, `one man's meat is another man's poison',
 

This diversity in the experience of dukkha is found also in the dukkha The Buddha describes as dissociation from what one likes. It is simply the opposite of the previous. That was to be joined with what one does not like and this one is to be separated from what one does like: for example, the mother dropping her son off at school in the morning, and the son bored during the school holidays, missing all his friends from school that he used to play and talk with. A parking ticket is also such dukkha because we have to part from our precious money without getting any sensual pleasure in return, which is also why it is dukkha to pay taxes. And it is dukkha to get lost (to be dissociated with the familiar), to lose at gambling, to lose one's wallet, to lose one's temper and to be unable to find one's keys.

The Buddha explained dukkha also as not to get what one wants. He explains that it is to wish for something which cannot be obtained:
 In beings subject to ageing, sickness, death, sorrow, lamentation, suffering, grief and despair this wish arises: `Oh, that we were not subject to ageing, sickness, death, sorrow, lamentation, suffering, grief and despair, that we might not come to these things!' 

What one wants is what one hopes for or expects. Everyone hopes not to age, get sick, and die etc.; the father hopes his expectant wife will have a son, and his expectant wife hopes she will have a daughter, and they both expect the child will be a gorgeous angel who is very kind, very clever, very polite, and is never ever sick etc. Their disappointment begins with the harrowing experience of child-birth, and continues throughout the child's life, for the child is no less subject to ageing, sickness and death than they are; the old woman hopes the doctor will cure her of her dreadful arthritis, but the pain continues because it is a symptom of ageing; the doctor sees all his patients suffering and wish he could cure them all of every ailment, but it is a losing battle; now the farmer hopes it will rain, another time he hopes it will not, and the weather devas do as they like; we run to catch the bus but miss it; the dog hopes to get some food from the dinner table but is scolded. Our entire life and throughout every single day, from minute to minute, indeed, from second to second, we go from one hope and expectation to the next, and hardly ever are they fulfilled as we want them to be fulfilled. The pang of disappointment, gross and subtle, is dukkha. 

Looking back at The Buddha's analysis of dukkha, we may thus understand that dukkha is an inextricable part of human existence. That is why, when The Buddha explains that birth is dukkha, He means ultimately that simply having been reborn is dukkha. He explains:
 In whatever beings, of whatever group of beings, there is birth, coming-to-be, coming forth, the appearance of the aggregates, the acquisition of the sense-bases [eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind-base], that, bhik​khus, is called birth. Rebirth is dukkha, in whatever realm. When we are reborn in some of the higher deva-, and Brahma realms we experience only the most exquisite pleasant feelings all the time, but there is dukkha nonetheless, because our lifespan there will eventually come to an end, and who knows then where we may go?

We can go on and on and on and on discussing the different types of dukkha, but the Texts explain: It is impossible to tell it [all] without remainder, showing each kind of dukkha, even [if one tried to do so] for many aeons, so the Blessed One said: In short, the five aggregates of clinging are dukkha. The five aggregates of clinging (pa¤cupàdànakkhandhà) are matter (råpa), feeling (vedanà), perception (sa¤¤à), formations (saïkhàrà), and consciousness (vi¤¤àõa): without the five aggregates of clinging, dukkha would not exist, and with the five aggregates of clinging, it is impossible that dukkha does not exist.    

Birth, ageing, sickness, death, association with what one dislikes, dissociation from what one likes, and not to get what one wants we can all understand, but very few of us understand the term five aggregates of clinging (pa¤cupàdànakkhandhà). (Most of us experience dukkha at the sound of terms like `the five aggregates of clinging'.)

The five aggregates are five aspects of existence. The Buddha describes life from many aspects: it depends on whom He is talking to and why. Thus, for example, He describes life as the six bases: the eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind; He describes it as the twelve bases: the eye and sights, the ear and sounds, the nose and odours, the tongue and flavours, and the mind and mental objects; He describes life as the five aggregates, and describes life as just two things: mind and matter (nàma-råpa) (nàma  =  the four aggregates: feeling, perception, mental formations and consciousness, and råpa = the first aggregate, matter). The Buddha also describes life as one thing only: dukkha.

But what is an aggregate? In Pàëi it is khandha, which can be translated as group, body, whole, collection, category or aggregate. But why are the aggregates called aggregates? A bhikkhu asked this very question, and The Buddha explained that each aggregate is called an aggregate because each aggregate is an aggregate of eleven aggregates. He explained, for example:
 Whatever kind of matter (råpa) there is, whether past, future, or present; internal or external; gross or subtle; inferior or superior; far or near: this is called the matter aggregate (råpakkhandho).

Whatever kind of matter is, explains The Buddha:
 the four great elements (mahàbhutà) and matter derived from the four great elements. The four great elements are earth-, water-, fire- and air-element, and matter derived from them is, for example, colour, odour, flavour, and sound. That aggregate is then itself aggregated into eleven aggregates: for example, past, future or present matter can be matter of past lives, of this life and of future lives, or of this second, the second before and the second after; internal or external matter can be one's own matter, the matter of other beings and inanimate things, or one's own matter of this life, and one's own matter of other lives: inferior or superior matter can be matter in the different planes of existence (increasingly gross as we go down; increasingly subtle as we go up) etc. And there are also these aggregates of eleven aggregates of feeling, perception, mental formations, and consciousnesses. 

We see thus that The Buddha's perspective is not the short-sighted, blinkered perspective of one aspect in one period in one world cycle, one world etc. His perspective is the infinite perspective of the Dhamma, which is existence in its entirety: all aspects of infinite time and infinite space in all its densities. 

Almost none of this can be seen with the material eye, of course, which is one reason why the range of modern science (which depends on material technology) is so negligible, and their understanding superficial and distorted. But, depending on the power of mental technology (concentration and insight), we can all see it with the eye of wisdom. A Buddha's such eye is uniquely powerful, which is why, when He for example explains how the fool goes to hell, He can say:
 Bhikkhus, I tell you this not as something I heard from another recluse or Brahmin; I tell you this as something I have actually known, seen, and discovered by myself. 

But what is the difference between the five aggregates (pa¤cakkhandhà) and the five aggregates of clinging (pa¤cupàdànak​khandhà)? The difference is point-of-view. To speak of the five aggregates of clinging is to speak of them as things that can be clung to (upàdàniya).
 But what does it mean that the five aggregates are clung to? It means unenlightened ignorant beings cling to them as happiness, security etc. The Buddha explains that such aggregates are with taints (sàsava): tainted with the taint of sensuality (kàmàsava), the taint of existence (bhavàsava) and above all the taint of ignorance (avijjàsava). 

What does that mean? Let us again take as example matter (råpa), the matter aggregate of clinging (råpåpàdànakkhandha). There is råpa that is our body, and råpa that is outside our body: internal and external. Our body is possessed of life, which means it is animate, although, for example, the excrement and urine that we all carry around is inanimate. The råpa outside our body is the animate bodies of other beings, and inanimate råpa such as plants, water, air, stones, glass, plastic and indeed, the planet earth itself, and the infinite universe. It is all the aggregate of råpa, and we cling to it as something that is delightful (the taint of sensuality), something that is everlasting (the taint of existence; viz. the fool we mentioned before who is blind to ageing, sickness and death), and we cling to it as something that is ours, something that is us (the taint of ignorance, which is also the cause for the other two taints).

We think our material body is beautiful, but even modern science knows now that it is true when the Texts say the body is a myriad of worms.
 Modern science confirms that our skin, even in the womb is a myriad of worms, and inside the body there are myriads of myriads. And the bones, flesh, sinews, intestines, blood, phlegm, spit, snot, and sweat; the excrement and urine that we all carry around all the time: is that beautiful? Take it all away, and what is left? Nothing, except space. That is how we may understand that to think the body is beautiful is to look at a phantom.

The fact that the body is all the time changing is also known now by modern science. Yet, we perceive it as permanent. And most of us cannot help thinking that our body is our self: the sporty, young man thinks his young and healthy body is his and is him, and the frail old man thinks his ageing and ailing body is his and is him. We also think this of the bodies of people who are dear to us: parents about their children's bodies, the children about their parents' bodies, the husband about his wife's body, she about his etc. But because of our innate stupidity, we do not realize that we think like this: we take this delusion for granted and do not for a moment question the truth of it. Modern science has a good idea about the realities of the body, but all they can do with that knowledge is delight over their ingenuity: which is the aggregate of feeling tainted with sensuality and ignorance.

To cling to the body and other råpa in this way is natural, because to see things as they really are requires wisdom. And it is likewise natural to cling in this way to feelings, perceptions, mental formations and consciousnesses. They are mind (nàma), and we see them as delightful, as permanent, and as belonging to us; we see them as self, our own and those of others. And wanting råpa to be always and forever beautiful is merely to say that whenever we see, hear, smell, taste and feel something (which is all råpa), we want only beautiful feelings, beautiful perceptions, beautiful mental formations, and beautiful consciousnesses to arise: we want always and forever beautiful nàma.

If nàma-råpa were indeed ours, and therefore under our control, everything would be fine. We could simply decide: `I want my material body and property, my feelings, perceptions, mental formations and consciousnesses to be always and forever beautiful.' We behave as if we could control things like that, yet the body goes the way of all flesh (gets old, sick and dies) regardless of our wishes, regardless of our many efforts to keep it young, healthy, beautiful and alive forever, and the world goes the way it wants to go too: we experience unbeautiful sights, sounds, odours, flavours and touches all the time. Nonetheless, because of our innate stupidity, we cling to the five aggregates as our source of happiness (we cling to them as permanent, happiness and self) and because they go the way they want to (are impermanent, are therefore dukkha, and therefore never ours), our life is nothing but liking and disliking (feelings, perceptions, mental formations and consciousnesses changing all the time), and that is not happiness, but dukkha. 

Once, challenging The Buddha, a young ascetic called Saccaka maintained the five aggregates are self.
 So The Buddha asked him if he could himself decide how his five aggregates should be and not be. Saccaka had to admit he could not: he had to admit that the five aggregates are impermanent and subject to change regardless of what we want. Then The Buddha asked: Is what is impermanent dukkha or happiness? (Dukkha. Master Gotama.) Is what is impermanent, dukkha and subject to change fit to be regarded as: `This is mine, this I am, this is my self?' (No, Master Gotama.) Then The Buddha asked: When one adheres to dukkha, resorts to dukkha, holds to dukkha, and regards what is dukkha as: `This is mine, this I am, this is my self', could one ever fully understand suffering oneself or abide with suffering utterly destroyed? (How could one, Master Gotama?) In other words, so long as there is ignorance, so long are there the taints, so long are the aggregates clung to, so long is there dukkha, and so long can dukkha not be understood. Ignorance is the mother of dukkha as ignorance is the mother of rebirth.

The Buddha explains this when He explains dependent origination (paticca samuppàda):
 Bhik​khus, with ignorance as condition, kammic formations [come to be]; with kammic formations as condition, consciousness; with consciousness as condition, mind and matter; with mind and matter as condition, the six bases; with the six bases as condition, contact; with contact as condition, feeling; with feeling as condition, craving; with craving as condition clinging; with clinging as condition, existence; with existence as condition, rebirth; with rebirth as condition, ageing and death, sorrow, lamentation, dukkha, grief and despair come to be. Such is the origin of this whole mass of dukkha. This is the Dhamma as it is discovered and understood by an arahant and Buddha. 
Dependent origination is an analysis of sa§sàra. It begins: with 
ignorance as condition. Ignorance is the condition for dukkha. Without ignorance, no dukkha. How to destroy ignorance? Understand the Four Noble Truths. To understand the Four Noble Truths is to put an end to ignorance, which is to put an end to rebirth. How to understand the Four Noble Truths? Understand first the First Noble Truth, the Noble Truth of Suffering. In fact, absolute understanding of the First Noble Truth is the same as to understand all four Noble Truths. The Buddha explains:
 Bhikkhus, one who sees dukkha sees also the origin of dukkha, sees also the cessation of dukkha, sees also the path leading to the cessation of dukkha.
If someone comes and says: `Bhante, I have so many problems. Please advise', what is the answer? `Your problems you have because you have been reborn, and they will only stop when you stop getting reborn. That is the First Noble Truth, the Second Noble Truth, the Third Noble Truth and the Fourth Noble Truth in a nutshell. That is the teaching of all Buddhas: nothing more and nothing less. All Buddhas advise you to stop getting reborn, which you can only do by becoming an arahant, so what do you expect me to advise you to do? Advise you to pursue existence and rebirth?' 

The Buddha explains that existence (bhava) is the condition for rebirth (jàti). Please allow me therefore to close with The Buddha's very seldom quoted verdict on existence:
 Bhikkhus, just as even a tiny bit of excrement stinks, so do I not commend existence even for a moment, not even for as long as a snap of the fingers. 

Why is this, The Buddha's verdict, seldom quoted? Because of clinging to the five aggregates, clinging to ignorance, clinging to dukkha: not understanding the First Noble Truth; not being a fine thoroughbred Buddhist. Thank you.
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� S.V.XII.xi.1`Manussa Cuti Niraya Sutta' (`Human Rebirth in Hell Sutta') (ibid.2 `as Animal', 3 `as Ghost')


� A.IV.III.ii.3 `Patoda Sutta' (`Whip Sutta')


� M.III.iii.10 `Devadåta Sutta' (`Deva Messengers Sutta')


� S.V.XII.ii.1 `Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta' (`Dhamma-Wheel Rolling Sutta')


� All references to `The Texts' are here to Vis.XVI (`Description of the Truths')


� A.VI.vi.9 `Nibbhedika Sutta' (`Penetrating Sutta')


� D.II.9 `Mahàsatipaññhàna Sutta' (`Great Mindfulness-Foundation Sutta')


� English saying, with `meat' meaning `food'.


� D.II.9 `Mahàsatipaññhàna Sutta' (`Great Mindfulness-Foundation Sutta')


� ibid.


� M.III.i.9 `Mahà Puõõama-Sutta' (`Great Fullmoon-Night Sutta')


� M.I.iv.3 `Mahàgopàlaka Sutta' (`Great Cowherd Sutta')


� M.III.iii.10 `Devadåta Sutta' (`Deva Messengers Sutta')


� S.III.I.v.6 `Khandha Sutta' (`Aggregate Sutta')


� Vis.VIII.25 `Anussati Kammaññhàna Niddesa' (`Recollection Meditation Subject Description')


� M.I.iv.5 `Cålasaccaka Sutta' (`Small Saccaka Sutta')


� S.II.I.I.1 `Pañicca Samuppàda' (`Dependent Origination')


� S.V.XII.iii.10 `Gavampati Sutta' (`Gavampati Sutta')


� A.I.XVI.iii `Ekadhamma Pàëi: Tatiya Vaggo' (`One Thing Text: Third Chapter')
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