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[bookmark: _GoBack]I may not be Malinowski (1967), but after his private diary which he never intended for publication was published, I take it as a warning that one must be careful what one says in print, even privately.
The classes were stimulating, and I felt engaged throughout and especially curious what the other students said or didn’t say.  The lecturer had to work hard sometimes to get responses and I found it very helpful how she articulated the points.
The back drop for my approach to the field trip is a deep interest in all spiritual phenomena. Those living a religious life purport to base its principles upon spiritual values and religious communities ideally represent higher ideals than found in normal life and this fascinates me. (McKay 2015)
Sadly, living up to higher ideals is often not the case as the widespread scandals involving the Catholic Church in all manner of perversions reveal. (Mancini and Shields 2013) Nevertheless, many groups do try to live exemplary lives and at the heart of spiritual inspiration is the religious experience. (Court 2012)
How Skandavale community live together, what kind of example they set and the transformative power of religious practices were my points of interest entering Skandavale.  Their website speaks of lofty principles and high aims.  (Skandavale n.d.). 
I have visited Skandavale on a few occasions to take part in their Kali Pujas (worship of the deity Kali) and to get a sense of the place. I have no affiliation to them so was able, to some extent to look at what was going on there without too much prejudice.  Despite many conversations, I’m still a bit unclear about reflexive versus report journals. (Davies 1999)
What has interested me, is how the students of our class will react to this unfamiliar environment. For some, it was their first time in such a place, and many of them were apprehensive. Their concerns, seemed to be things like the food, switching off their phones and not being able to smoke. I was more interested to see if it would bring about a contemplation or change of their own values and perception of reality based on what they encountered.  (Grof 1989)
Ashrams are places I frequent often and I feel very at home. And even though, I want to understand the monks and nuns of Skandavale, it is no surprise when I asked them “what do you live for?” They all replied “God”. I would have liked to enquire more deeply what they meant but there was little opportunity in such a brief visit to do a proper ethnographic interview as outlined in The Ethnographic Interview. (Spradley 1979)
Prior to our visit I struggled to find an angle that would interest me. I wanted to do more than just complete the module and find something of value to learn and to say. I guess this is the process of evaluating anything, how to penetrate any situation effectively.  (Davies 1999)
I found Skandavale a peaceful place and the snow that fell on our first day, for most of us the only day, lent a spectacular and cold background to my experience. The fact that robins and wild rabbits came so close and the black cat was so friendly added to the sense that this is a good place. 
Brother Andy, gave us a brief introduction to community life, telling us about the guru, and different aspects of how they live together and their work. He answered some of our questions though it did not seem in any depth to me.  He at once fielded difficult questions in an open way whilst giving away little I thought.
Soon we were taken to our sleeping quarters, it was stunning to be so close to such a huge and gentle creature. All childhood excitement of sleepovers long gone with sleepless nights after sharing rooms with smelly socks and snores I dreaded sharing a room. Though the room exasperated my claustrophobia it turned out to be not so bad sharing with Malcolm who, unlike me had very few needs.
Despite my long lists of every conceivable requirement and an excess of hot water bottles, I still managed to forget a timepiece and both Malcolm and I were therefore reliant on others to wake us up at 4:30 AM. This was my only issue with not having a phone with me, otherwise I didn’t miss it at all. I can feel dreadful getting up that early and that morning was no exception. Reflecting now I realize the boundaries between being a pilgrim and an anthropologist “in the field”, (Amet 2003) was not so clear to me.
Soon I found myself sitting at the back of the temple on the men’s side behind the other students, taking in the altars, smell of incense, candles and getting swept up in the mood of devotion led by the singing the monks and nuns.  This was the first puja of the day and I was in pain but happy to be there.
Fresh in my mind was a conversation the night before in which one of the young students, a woman of about 20 had shared what she described as an existential crisis being here.  She told us over a nice dinner of rice and dahl (breakfast, lunch and dinner 7 days a week apparently) that she had been in a Christian cult and was feeling confronted by being in Skandavale with all its rituals and religiosity.  (Grof 1989 p.31)
This was one of the most striking moments for me in the whole visit.  Both Kenny and I made light hearted comments suggesting that existential crisis is a good thing.  I’m not sure it was such a good idea to have said it to her.  “We cannot know when the sweeping forces of the unseen world will rewrite our convictions and forever alter the maps of our interior lives.” (Bridgers 2005)
As the mood increased in intensity during this early puja one of the monks signalled for us to stand.  One of our class mates, a big man and member of the rugby team, started to shake.  He was standing in front of me and his left leg began to tremble in a manner I have seen before and experienced during events such as this.  I said to him that it would be okay to sit down, which he did and promptly rolled onto his back looking disorientated.  Kneeling next to him, I stayed with him until someone bought a glass of water and he felt well enough to stand again.
As a few people witnessed the event it caused a small stir.  I suggested it was a religious experience, similar to Kundalini energy which lies dormant at the base of the spine (Grof 1989 p101).  This was largely dismissed with suggestions of  physical causes such as not having had breakfast and getting up so early. I did wonder how many people have breakfast at 4:30 AM or would pass out because it was so early, reason rarely comes into these kinds of experiences.
The other thing that really stood out for me was how during the pujas the men were served the holy flame first. In both the pujas that I attended and at other times when I had been there, this was been the case. At one point, I encouraged Kal to go before me but she refused. Seeing that only men could carry out certain tasks in leading the rituals and then those same men serving other men first, items which are for the spiritual benefit of the receiver led me to conclude that women are second place. I doubt whether they would agree with that conclusion.  In says in the Koran, “Men are in charge of women because Allah hath made the one of them excel the other” (Pickthall n.d. P.83).  I see no other reason that tradition and prejudice for Skandavale to take this position.
Despite their multi-faith credentials, much of their rituals and behaviour reflect strong Hindu influence. I suspect that when closely questioned any arguments in regard to the treatment of women do not stand up but I had no opportunity to do this or and not sure I would want to. Brother Andy offered little by way of any real explanation and suggested we asked the swamis. Considering, this is such a hot topic I would have thought that at least they would have an prepared answer.
The practical restrictions on women saddened me.  Kal pointed out how women who had travelled for many hours to attend worship were denied entry into the Kali puja because they had children with them. Other women denied entry because they were menstruating.  Even the hospice mostly run by the sisters is managed by one of the swamis. (Skandavale Hospice n.d.) 
My concern is the example they set is very unhelpful to society in general and the visitors, who often view swamis as spiritual authorities. I strongly suspect, that if Skandavale broke with the tradition and allowed women to be priests, to enter the temple while menstruating, and be given all the rights that men are privileged to, then donations from the Hindu community would cease.  
I had a genuine fondness for the swamis I’ve met, and a deep appreciation for the tremendous work they do, not least the hospice. So, I am ambiguous in my attitude towards them in general. I feel uplifted by their example and the spiritual practices.
They do a tremendous amount of work to keep the place running, looking after the rescue animals, (Warrier 2009) hosting thousands of pilgrims, donating 80 tons of food per year, not to mention the rigorous schedule of religious rituals. Personally, I am in awe of the work they do and find it tremendously inspiring.
The powerful mood and atmosphere that is created is certainly palpable and I found myself moved close to tears for no apparent reason. On the journey home another young student, spoke of experiencing energy rising from the floor and the young man who had fallen over was in the car spoke of the similarities in their experience. It’s hard to say what causes such phenomena but it’s not that uncommon and perhaps it can help bring about deep inner changes that I and others seek.  
In future I think it might be a good idea to discuss the possibility of such experiences before the trip as they can be very unsettling and one young man I met there spent 18 months deeply disturbed by what he referred to as “Kundalini awakening.”  “Kundalini is seen as a "coiled energy" at the base of the spine. Its release (which can be sudden or gradual) results in sudden spiritual awakening, sometimes with disruptive psychological and physical effects.”  (Taylor 2015)  
The overall experience was extremely positive for me if not contradictory. I found the monks to be very friendly and approachable and the nuns less so. The monks often appeared to have all the time in the world despite their busy schedule, I’d love to have that quality.
It was much easier for me to know what I thought rather than felt throughout and though I have much food for thought, I am still wondering if there is anything of value I can add to anthropology.   But as Anthropology is “considered as the science of humanity” (Eriksen and Nielsen 2001 p.1) then I don’t see anything more important than attempting to contribute meaningfully to this confusing mess the human world is in.
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