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By Tobias Theodore Olds                                                     12/04/19 

Skanda Vale was an area that when heading towards for an extended stay. To get some idea of what Skanda Vale was about I looked at the Skanda Vale Pilgrim’s guide and from I understood, it was a spiritual centre, and that the monastic order and devotees who were the main inhabitants understood the main purpose of pilgrims who came would be to try and focus on developing their relationship with god. Further research into Skanda Vale shows that it had initially been set up by the figure Guru Sri Subramanium as a multi-faith Ashram. The communities goal remains “there are many religions, but only one God. All life emanates from, and merges into, an underlying principle of non-dual timeless consciousness, expressing itself throughout creation in a myriad of different names and forms” (Skanda Vale Ashram, FAQ).
With that in mind, my main preoccupation was with exploring the general conception and experiences of spirituality of the residents within Skanda Vale – the monks, nuns and devotees – and whether I could come away with a proper understanding about the contemplative aspects within a monastic lifestyle. 
[bookmark: _Hlk5989446]When I arrived at Skanda Vale, we were given information on the general schedule of Skanda Vale. There were six pujas celebrated throughout the day in the following routine; At 5:00 AM, there was the morning Lord Murugan Puja and then at 6:30 AM there was the morning Maha Shakti Puja (Olds, 2019 & Skanda Vale Ashram, Puja Times). At 8:00 AM then there was the Morning Meal and at 9:30 AM there was the Sri Ranganatha Temple Puja (Olds, 2019 & Skanda Vale Ashram, Puja Times). At 1:30 PM was the midday Lord Murugan Puja and then at 2:15 PM there was the Midday Meal (Olds, 2019 & Skanda Vale Ashram, Puja Times). From the end of midday meal, the residents (monks, nuns, devotees and pilgrims) are required to perform maintenance and service to the area of Skanda Vale (Olds, 2019 & Skanda Vale Ashram, Puja Times). At 6:00 PM, there was the evening Maha Shakti Puja, following that at 8:00 PM was the evening Meal and at 9:30 PM there was the evening Lord Murugan Puja (Olds, 2019 & Skanda Vale Ashram, Puja Times). 
One thing that I recorded being said was that what participating in the chanting during the Lord Murugan Puja would supposedly bring about would be a sense of joy, as negative energy was released (Olds, 2019). Skanda Vale has said that “over the years the power and energy in the temple” has been growing from when it was first established within a simple farmhouse in 1973 (Skanda Vale Ashram, Lord Murugan Temple). During the Pujas the monks and nuns would typically chant in what I believe was Hindi although in some services they would use English versions of Christian prayers such as the Lord’s Prayer and Hail Mary (Olds, 2019). This was a form of Bhakti Yoga that they carried out, which through devotion of chanting, allows people to collectively experience the blissful Oneness of the Self (Skanda Vale Ashram, Bhakti Yoga). The aim was learning to control the mind, turning it inward to enjoy the bliss of communion in the silence of the heart.  
During my time there, we also had to set ourselves to work on helping to maintain the area of Skanda Vale after lunch (this involved clearing out benches out of a warehouse and feeding animals and repainting over some rusting hand-rails on a path for us) (Olds, 2019). This is considered the practice of Karma Yoga or “selfless service” among the monastic order of Skanda Vale (Skanda Vale Ashram, Karma Yoga) and the notion is that it is performed as a heartfelt offering of love to the divine (Skanda Vale Ashram, Karma Yoga). There was a common belief of Karma within the community, meant as a universal law of cause and effect that all begins in the mind (Olds, 2019). Minds are constantly comparing, seeking and appraising all with the desire of some sort of completion and reward and final satisfaction (Skanda Vale Ashram, Karma Yoga). This desire creates attachment – and from that attachment comes suffering – we are disillusioned, confused, anxious and depressed (Skanda Vale Ashram, Karma Yoga). The Skanda Vale website states that one thing they believe the deity Krishna taught was that through offering actions and their fruits towards God is the real path to liberation and Karma Yoga came about from Yoga when deeds were turned into expressions of love towards God (Skanda Vale Ashram, Karma Yoga). 
Another observation to be made at Skanda Vale was the areas set aside for various animals that were on the premises of Skanda Vale. Most where kept in fields and pens, such as the poultry, donkeys and elephants. One of the monastic monks talked about how there was an ethic of non-violence in Skanda Vale and how they ensured that no harm was done to animals – deer that were limping for instance were not euthanised in contrast to how different organisations would manage things (Olds, 2019).   
One of the things I wanted to do while conducting fieldwork was to get people to share and describe their spiritual experiences as being a part of Skanda Vale. I was curious to investigate on how the spiritual experience of participating within the ritual Pujas had changed for the residents at Skanda Vale from when they first started participating to when it had become a steady routine over a longer duration of time. When I asked some of the residents such questions. Owen Hanner (2019) when asked responded that it resembles that of the leaves upon trees at spring. Initially there is plenty of sunlight, but the leaves are only able to take so much of its in. However, the more sunlight the leaves take in and the more they grow, the more sunlight they can take in. That what is was like at Skanda Vale. The longer you spend the more you can receive the energy within Skanda Vale.
Hannah Thompson (2019) responded that the energy of the Pujas took a while to exert themselves upon her as well. However, Thompson reported that her awareness of the “vibrations” within Skanda Vale eventually grew to a point where she could discuss how she was aware that her own vibrations would be impacting upon on the vibrations or mood of the animals she was caring for. Her own mood, and therefore “vibrations” were noticeably for her impacting over living being. Indeed, there was a common agreement it appeared among residents within Skanda Vale that the area itself. The monastic brother Swami Suryananda (2019) stated that at Skanda Vale “You feel sustained by an incredible manifestation of grace and energy” and that was something that people building a relationship with the divine would pick up upon.  
In another line of inquiry to get people to describe the spiritual experiences they had at Skanda Vale, I tried to identify the notion that God and ask people how he felt to them since serving within the community. When asked if they since spending a longer period at Skanda Vale had felt that God was a more active presence, there was differences and similarities in the responses. Thompson said that she didn’t have any sense of God before she came, but it grew on her as she spent time at Skanda Vale (2019). Hanner himself reported that he felt the above “to the extent that it simply hit’s you on the head” (Hanner, 2019).
Another monastic stated that he didn’t necessarily always feel god’s presence but did say that he felt that “God is a connection inside you. You find God within you and then you see God everywhere” (Olds, 2019). He also said God was “a feeling of being guided here”.  I has also inquired into how would someone who did not have the same feeling of God’s presence in their lives come across him while staying within Skanda Vale and one member of the monastic order said that to newcomers, they were simply told to open their hearts and forget their preconceived notion of God (Olds, 2019). 
In fact, the monastic brother then stated that the Guru Sru Subramanium had told them not to believe anything and that the entire point of coming and staying at the monastery was to experience it yourself, otherwise what was the point (Olds, 2019). There appears to be some paradox or contradiction here, however. Apart from the belief of Karma, there was however this belief or notion that everything is divine and the thing about humans is that they can realise that about themselves (Olds, 2019) and if a person doesn’t achieve this then they are born again.  It was not only the only cosmological belief shared. Brother Swami Suryananda stated during a discussion with us that the cosmic drama that existed  came from a source (as everything is cause and effect) – and that ultimately this cosmic drama was going to lead us back again to the source (although he was the only one to expose this viewpoint, and it may not reflect the monastic order as a whole) – very much keeping in line with the belief of karma (Olds, 2019). 
Another insight about the relationship between spirituality and the intellect was shared in my discussions with Owen Hanner. He reported that since staying longer at Skanda Vale he had learned that “the mind is a good servant, but a terrible master” (Hanner, 2019). He had in his own opinion come to believe that as a culture we’re too top heavy with our mind in going through life, and the mind can obscure the natural mode of being (Hanner 2019). He admitted to coming to Skanda Vale “full of questions, but they all just dissolved” as he spent more time worshipping there (Hanner, 2019). He told me that the “The Power (of Skanda Vale) here bypasses the mind and goes straight to the heart” (Hanner, 2019). In short, the feeling of the divine wasn’t something people worked out at all necessarily – it was something that people would come about by the way that they lived their lives. 
Another Monastic didn’t fully agree necessarily however; his own understanding was that what worked for people would be different and while some people may really feel things in the heart, it would also be the case that some people would be helped by intellectualising things (Olds, 2019). Spiritually during interviews with people within the monastic order I discovered that they adhered to the traditionally Franciscan vows of Poverty, Chastity and Obedience (though whether the Franciscans were the first to come up with these I am not sure) (Olds, 2019). They don’t ask for anything – they do not have any say in what foodstuffs get given to them (Olds, 2019). In an interview, Suryananda elaborated that obedience in this case meant being obedient to your divine conscience (Suryananda, 2019).
In conclusion, I would say that I understand from what I have understood from these people is that they want to not have their mental states contingent on the external factors, and instead focused more on trying to engage in mystical experiences with what they perceive as divine – and often they do feel changed despite things. The routine doesn’t necessarily tire them out or make them frustrated and bored – many find themselves quite fulfilled as a result. The founder originally wanted to gather around a few historical spiritual practices and beliefs that have been practiced by what they feel are devout believers and they wanted to agree on a path to god that wasn’t exclusive to any traditional faith group and many people find this compelling, particularly coming from modern western culture it could be argued. They are a community that is specifically founded by values and beliefs, not kinship ties and are highly devout as a result. 
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