
 

Notes for November 19 

Module 10, Talk 5 

Intellect (Formation or Concept)  

 

You don’t have to believe everything you think. Complete slogan 

 

So – we are all confused here, and it doesn’t seem to help to repeat the story of how there is basic 

ground or space, sparks of energy appear, there is panic and something freezes. So we will not go 

there, at least today! It does not help because we are all straining to find something that happened 

in the past, something that might happen in the future, or some sort of extraordinary experience. 

But in fact, we are pointing to is something so close at hand and so ever present and ordinary that 

we miss it. So let’s relax and drop this for now.  

 

Instead, I would like to tell the story about a hijacking. You could call it a derailing, whatever, 

but I like this image. The hijacker is really quite deluded and thinks that he owns this plane. He 

has some feeling about the plane, some confused idea of what it is, he believes that he has built 

it, put fuel in it, is able to pilot in, and getting even more drunk and deluded, he starts to invent 

crazy ideas of where he is taking it to and why he is justified in doing this. Finally, he thinks that 

he has arrived somewhere which may be wonderful or terrible or boring, and believing this, he 

needs a new story because another hijacking needs to happen to continue the delusion. Or 

perhaps we wake up! 

 

When we seem not to be able to realize our own basic nature, many great teachers have 

suggested that we relax, and instead of banging our heads against a wall that we start to work 

with what we are experiencing right now. Sitting meditation is an excellent place to do this 

because when we are sitting, we constantly experience the arising of thoughts, and if one of the 

thoughts carries us away (This is the hijacking!), we will presently come back to our mind (This 

is our awareness or Buddha nature!) thanks to our good posture and our aspiration to follow the 

practice instruction. So what we learn, what we cannot avoid learning from meditation, is that 

thoughts occur, and we are not in control of what thought arises and when. Obviously, we carry 

our own individual suitcase of anxieties, fears, anticipated pleasures and pains, unresolved 

conflicts, regrets and fantasies, some very familiar and repetitive and some that may really 

surprise us. But what is it that triggers them? 

 

Unless we are really psychotic and believe that some alien being is injecting voices into our 

mind, we can acknowledge that something must be happening in the mind before it hits the 

surface where we either believe it or recognize that it as a thought. So this process of some 

mental events before the level of awareness is what we are describing as skanda. The text says 

that this happens very quickly, it only takes a moment. That does not mean that it takes no time. 

A moment is a time period that is too short for us to separate into smaller parts. So very rapidly, 

an assembly of components is being marshalled in order to have a thought. And this is what we 

are now discussing.  

 

It is important to understand that when we say that a thought is dualistic, we mean that that 

thought is about a relation between me and something that is not me. In terms of content, we 



have been given a list called the eight worldly concerns. They are dualistic because they both 

reside within mind. In a dream, the “me” and something chasing me must reside within mind. So 

the question is how, starting with the tiniest blip of something, does it quickly become a full 

blown thought?  

 

Skanda is translated as “heap” and the skandas are heaped on top of each other, that is, as a 

sequential of dressing up a delusion with all the outfits and props necessary to survive. There is 

no particular guarantee that meditation is going to enable us to slow down the mind and get to 

inspect the skanda process. But right now we can ask ourselves whether this story (about five 

skandas is consistent with a vast array of prejudiced and ignore behavior, questionable 

justifications, and massive amounts of self-deception, poor judgement, attempts to deceive and 

manipulate others that we see in ourselves, our relationships, our workplaces and in public 

politics.
1
 

 

Here goes:  

1. The first step in this dressing up process is form or duality. This is the most primitive sense 

of self as subject and something else as other. (Find good examples!)  

2. Attitude: This will develop into a desirable, hateful or indifferent other. (Example of a lover.) 

3. Prejudice/Reaction: Now we need to pull in all sorts of materials from our suitcase of 

examples and unfinished business. (Familiar patterns from the past color our developing 

perception.) (Example of lover again!) 

4. Formation: (Intellect, Concept) (Mental Formation). This is called samskara in Sanskrit. 

Gathering materials, preparing a case. Creating a story and justifications, excuses of all 

kinds. 

 

The texts have a large catalogue of samskaras, 51 of them. The chapter in the book mentions 

some of them, but basically they are all things we can do with mind, good, bad and neutral, and 

then some more categories as well. The main point is how they are used. 

 

Eleven virtuous thoughts: Faith, awareness, discipline, equanimity, absence of passion, absence 

of anger, absence of ignorance, humbleness, tendency of nonviolence, tendency of energy or 

effort or bravery. 

Six egocentric thoughts: ignorance, passion, anger, pride, doubt, dogmatism. 

Four neutral thoughts: sleep or slothfulness, intellectual speculation, remorse, knowing. 

Here is one list of 51 samskaras: http://viewonbuddhism.org/mind.html. There are others. 

                                                      
1
 Buddhism also has a theory of valid perception that arose historically much later than the 

Abhidharma, the source of the teachings on the skandas. This theory is called pramana in 

Sanskrit. Pramana is taught in all the Tibetan schools in various ways. Once of its principal uses 

is as ground rules for debate, which is taught as a non-egocentric practice to sharpen intellect or 

understanding as wisdom.  

Interestingly, experimental psychology has also been investigating both valid perception and 

confused perception on its own terms using fast video and EEG as its instruments of 

investigation. If my understanding of these investigations is correct, direct (sensory) valid 

perception happens very quickly, and the confused skanda-like ego activity comes in after the 

fact with its biased memories and invented justifications.   

http://viewonbuddhism.org/mind.html


However, even virtuous thoughts can be used for egotistical purposes, which of course 

perpetuates samsara. We have often discussed these under the topic of psychological and 

spiritual materialism that is, using conventionally good thought and behavior for in self-

enhancing ways which can change very quickly when we do not get what we want. 

 

It is important to understand that samskara is the skanda which wastes the most amount of 

unnecessary energy. It is reaching into the murky clouded mind to concoct whatever story and 

justification is necessary in order to dress the self up in whatever way is needed. There is a lot of 

furniture to be moved around by the need to reinvent ourselves every moment. If we can see 

through the fourth skanda, formation or samskara, and do less of it, a lot of useless energy is 

saved. 

 

Before opening up to discussion, I want to leave you with: 

 You don’t have to believe everything that you think. 

This suggests that we can start to see through our skanda process. It does not mean that we can or 

should try to make the skandas disappear. However, if we practice with energy, discipline and 

curiosity, and with the aspiration to know our mind without grasping, we can start to lighten up 

and liberate ourselves from the grip of egocentric thought.  

 

Two weeks from today, Emily will be teaching the class on Meditation which will go further in 

bringing us down to earth. 

 

Discussion: 

 

 

Supplement: 

 

It may help to point out some passages in Glimpses of Abhidharma which are strung together like 

pearls. The passages selected here form a thread of Mahamudra view throughout the book, so 

they are worth pointing out. They also go along with my use of the image of a hijacking 

 

 

Page 10: The important point here is that because we take the mahamudra view, ignorance is not 

seen as just ignorance, but as holding the potential of wisdom. 

 

Page 28: Going beyond hope and fear, there is always the possibility of having enough bravery 

or daring to touch on our basic intelligence or Buddha Nature. 

 

Page 36: A student asks if awakened mind is actually doing all the work. Trungpa Rinpoche 

replies, “Exactly!” This inspires the image of a hijacker who has no ownership of the energy of 

the skandas. 

 

Page 50: Trungpa Rinpoche is asked to define “ego’s game.” The answer is very straightforward 

– it is to maintain the survival of the sense of “I am.”  

  



 

 

It might be useful to recall some of the words of the Sutra of the Heart of Transcendent 

Knowledge (Prajnaparamita), which is our chant book (on line). 

 

 

“O Shariputra, a son or daughter of noble family who wishes to practice  

the profound prajnaparamita should see in this way: seeing the five 

skandhas to be empty of nature. Form is emptiness; emptiness also is 

form. Emptiness is no other than form; form is no other than emptiness. 

In the same way, feeling, perception, formation, and consciousness are 

emptiness  …  Therefore, Shariputra, since the bodhisattvas have no 

attainment, they abide by means of prajnaparamita, since there is no 

obscuration of mind, there is no fear. They transcend falsity and attain 

complete nirvana.” 

          



 
 



 
 



 



 
 



 


