Shoyo Sensei’s Dharma Message:

Buddha-Dharma: Practice – 5

“The Fourfold Formula of Problem Solving”
Question (1):

In your last four sessions, you introduced to us various practical methods to deal with troubles and dangerous situations in our day-to-day lives. Did the Buddha teach them in a systematic manner?

Answer (1):

Yes, the Buddha taught these teachings as the “Fourfold Formula of Problem Solving.” When the Buddha suggested to us to “Live your life following Dharma,” it means “Live your life by utilizing the Fourfold Formula of Problem Solving.”  

Question (2):

What is “The Fourfold Formula of Problem Solving”? I have never heard such a term. 

Answer (2):

“The Fourfold Formula of Problem Solving” is the term that I created to teach Medical/Dental Ethics (Medical/Dental Decision-Making) at Kagoshima University Dental School in Japan.  To use the Buddha’s own term, it is “The Four Noble Truths.” My dental students were non-religious and were even disinterest in religion,  so I decided to use my term to teach the Buddha’s “The Four Noble Truths” so that they could feel more comfortable in learning and use them in their dental practices. “The Fourfold Formula of Problem Solving” (Or “The Noble Truths”) is indeed neither religious nor dogmatic at all. It can be used by anyone beyond their religious background.

Question (3):

Why the Buddha’s teachings in the medical world?

Answer (3):

The Buddha’s teachings start with the discovery of the problem (illness, DUKKHA). The Buddha’s teachings end with the solution of the problem. And this is exactly the same the methodology that medical professionals adopt.

For example, in dental field: Suppose when you are brushing your teeth in the morning, your gum begins to bleed. Bleeding in the gum is not normal.  The abnormal bleeding occurs due to its causes and conditions. You may want to change your teeth brush or the way you brush. Or, if the bleeding is very heavy, you may want to go to your dentist. After the examination, the dentist will find out whether or not the bleeding can be cured. When it is curable, she will give you a treatment to stop bleeding. (But, if not, she may say, “I am sorry. This gum illness cannot be cured. There is no treatment for that right now.”) These are the basic methods that medical professionals use in handling physical problems. 

“The Fourfold Formula of Problem Solving” (or The Four Noble Truths) is the Buddha’s original method. It did not start in medicine. Further, some scholars thinks that it was Buddhism that taught this method to Western medicine: at the time of the Alexander the Great, some Buddhist monks met Greek philosophers in Taxila, and taught the Four Noble Truths, which later became the basic formula in the Western medicine. 

Buddhism and medicine use the same methodology in dealing with the problem (sickness) and the cure of illness (health). Buddhism is one is for the mental sickness, and medicine is for the physical sickness. The Buddha was called “the King of Physicians.”

Question (4):

What did the Buddha say about the illness of the mind? Did he say it is curable? Or did he say it is incurable?

Answer (4):

The Buddha’s position is that mental sickness can be completely cured. Enlightenment is the completion of sickness of the mind. It is Satori. The Buddha is the one who proved it. There were many more others attained also the same health as the Buddha by using the same method that the Buddha used.  The method is “The Fourfold Formula of Problem Solving.”

50% of the Buddha’s teachings is all about problem (illness.): “There is suffering in life” or “Life is tough.” But this is only the half. The other rest 50% is all about the overcoming the problem, the health: “Suffering can be destroyed” or “Life can be easy.” We lose the whole sight of the Buddha-Dharma, if we don’t see the both sides. 

Question (5):

What is the “Fourfold Formula of Problem Solving”?

Answer (5):

It consists of the following four steps: (1) Discovery of the problem (Illness); (2) Analysis of the cause of the problem; (3) the overcoming the problem; and (4) The Prescription for the overcoming the problem. 
1.
The First Step:



Finding, analyzing, and understanding the problem fully.

2.
The Second Step:

Examining and recognizing causes of the problem.  The more you understand the problem, the more you see what causes it.

3.
The Third Step:



Defining the Possibility of a solution of the problem. Finding out if the problem can be solved or if there is a solution to it within the human reach.

4.
The Fourth Step:


The way of eliminating the cause of the problem. If there is a solution to the problem, then, how do we solve it?
“The Fourfold Formula of Problem Solving” is the application of the Law of Causal Conditionality to our day-to-day problems: Worry or anxiety in your work situation; Painful relationships among family members or co-workers, etc. When these problems are discovered and their causes are discovered, and when causes for the problem are reduced, then, the problem naturally become weaker and smaller. Using the Formula is the key for healthy and happy life.

The basic stance of Buddha-Dharma is: “Howmuchever a sick body we may have, we can still be positive and happy.  Howmuchever a healthy body we may have, we can still be negative and unhappy.” 

It is amazing that the Buddha used the term “health” not in the sense of the body, but in the sense of the mind in 2500 years ago when the study of human mind was virtually unknown.  His teachings transcended the time. Even we, who live in the 21st century, often think “health” as physical health and forget the dynamic power of mental health.

Question (6):

How important is the teaching of the “The Four Noble Truths” (“Fourfold Formula of Problem Solving”)?

Answer (6):

“The Four Noble Truths” are the first teaching that the Buddha taught after he became the Buddha. The Buddha often stated, “I teach only one thing, that is, the Four Noble Truths.” He declared that he became the Buddha only after he fully understood and realized the Four Noble Truths. 

In the Buddhist tradition, wisdom, knowledge and information are appreciated far beyond compared to any other religions in the world.  In such a tradition, “Ignorance” means “not knowing the Four Noble Truths.” “Wisdom” is equal to “having the knowledge of the Four Noble Truths.”

In this regard, one can safely conclude that Buddha-Dharma is all about “The Four Noble Truths.”

Question (7):

“The Four Noble Truths” sound so very important. Why don’t we hear more about it in our Jodo Shinshu tradition?

Answer (7):

I have heard many Jodo Shinshu followers say as follows: “The Four Noble Truths are not the profound, deep and important teachings.”  “The Four Noble Truths are the elementary teaching of General Buddhism, but not of Jodo Shinshu.” “Do I know the Four Noble Truths? Of course, I do. I learned it at the Dharma School. It is only for the beginners and children.” “It is not for a person like me who  have been listening to Jodo Shinshu teachings for years.” “For me, most important issues are: What I want to know is: What is Amida Buddha? Where is the Pure Land? What does reborn in the Pure Land? What is the Hongan? How can we obtain Shinjin? The Four Noble Truths are nothing to do with them.”

These responses may be the end-result of the sad fact that the Four Noble Truths have not been emphasized enough in Jodo Shinsu. Or, if they were taught, perhaps not correctly.  c

My idea is that “The Fourfold Formula” ARE the core teaching for Jodo Shinshu followers. I understand that Shinran Shonin’s fundamental approach to life is to discover the true nature of oneself by thoroughly, honestly and directly observing one’s own ego and desire. He called this experience “Meeting with the Amida’s Primal Vow.” If so, the method of “The Four Noble Truths” is the process of seeing Amida’s Primal Vow. 

“The Fourfold Formula of Problem Solving” is a lifetime’s reflection for us, Jodo Shinshu followers. It requires us an ongoing attitude of vigilance and provides the context for a lifetime of examination. As long as we live, we keep using it.

Question (8):

Why the Buddha called it “The Four Noble Truths” instead of “Four Truths”? Is the “bleeding from the gum,” for example, is “Noble”?

Answer (8):

Your question is so appropriate and important that I will answer in my next class.

 “The Fourfold Formula of Problem Solving” continues.
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Meditation Service  8:30am

Beginning on January 8th, we will hold a Meditation Service beginning at 8:30am before our Dharma Family Service.  In today’s hectic life, people are increasingly seeking methods and opportunities to calm their minds and harmonize their lives.

It is wonderful to know that more and more of our Jodo Shinshu temples are offering meditation services. Meditation is not a self-power practice designed to lead us to Enlightenment. Meditation is Action of Buddha-Dharma. It gives us the Calmness of the mind. It enables us to be in touch with the Buddha-dharma.  It is an opportunity to reflect on the Compassion and Wisdom that embraces us and to realize greater Tranquility and Happiness in our lives.  

Please join us.

