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A Taste of God: Pilgrims, Food and Reciprocity at Skanda Vale
“Food in India is never merely a material substance of ingestion, nor only a transactional commodity.  It is synonymous with life and all its goals, including the subtlest and the highest” R.S Khare (1992)


Introduction
The community at Skanda Vale self-identify as “a multi-faith monastic community” of 25 renunciates (Skanda Vale 2018).  Several scholars have attempted to define where they fit within religious belief, with Warrier (2009) posing the argument that the community has aligned itself with the Hindu community in recent years.  Defining their beliefs is beyond the scope of this report and “once we are liberated from the obsession with belief” (Harvey 2013:206) we are free to notice what people do.  Visiting Skanda Vale one cannot ignore how residents draw upon the religious traditions of their Tamil guru.  Residents practice Bhakti Yoga - worshipping Kali, Vishnu and Murugan (also known as Skanda).  Murugan “is the most beloved God of the Tamils” (Moreno 1992:127) and Skanda Vale in it’s beautiful, rural location meets many bench marks expected in a “Tirtha” or holy place transposed to the West (Eck 1998, Choudhury 1994).  Tirtha translates as “crossing place” or ford (Eck 1998:63), offering an intersection of the profane and the sacred to pilgrims.  With both summer and winter pilgrimages playing an important, emotional part of Tamil life (Moreno 1992:161), Skanda Vale provides both sanctuary and a powerful religious, focal point for the British Tamil community.  The Ashram receives 90,000 visitors each year, their numbers including members of the Tamil Community and local people, schools and charities.  Traditionally pilgrims donate food, money and other items to the temples.  After taking what the community needs to sustain itself, Skanda Vale donates 60,000 tons of Prasadam (gods leftovers) to food aid within both UK and International communities (Skanda Vale 2018).

Hertz (1997:49) cites Karp and Kendall (1982) “Field workers do not observe subjects behaving: they interpret human activity.”  “We may draw on the richness of our own 
experience, particularly if what we are studying we also have experienced” (Hertz 1997:xiii).  Growing up in a Krishna Conscious family practising Bhakti Yoga, I anticipated experiencing a sense of the familiar at Skanda Vale and hoped to work from a position of “usness” rather than “otherness” (Dyck 2000:48). Experiencing Skanda Vale as a pilgrim and drawing on embedded knowledge of Indian food practices, I focus this report on the complex relationship with food that residents and pilgrims share.  In the words of Counihan and Esterik (1997:1) “Food holds the key to any culture” and “is the “foundation of every economy.”

Literary Review 
I learned about “Religioning” (Harvey 2013) as an everyday way of life (Eller 2007) and researched ideas of Sacred Space and Pilgrimage (Smart 1997, Eck 1998, Choudhury 1994), considering Pilgrim Culture and the Pilgrim Relationship with food from a Tamil perspective as highlighted by Khare (1992).  I linked Skanda Vale’s food practices to the ancient Brahminic Gift Economy described by Maus (1954) whereby “a whole caste lives by gifts, pretends to refuse them …… and accepts only those which are offered spontaneously.”  Drawing on my embedded knowledge of the spiritually transformative nature of Gods Leftovers, I referred to Moreno’s(1992) detailed description of Murugan worship and the importance of Prasada to pilgrims in pursuit of Gods’ grace.  I also looked at the complexities of evolving and emerging traditions when “religioning elsewhere” (Harvey 2009), coming to the conclusion that food at Skanda Vale is a “place making practice” (Abbots 2017) for both the individual, emergent devotee and the community.

Methodology
Inspired by Bochner and Ellis (2016) and their advocacy of evocative “Showing not telling,” I was keen to experiment with an authethnographic style.  My data lacks ethnographic interview (Spradley 1979) and is based on my embodied, sensory experience.  The only voice I represent is my own, through participant observation and “go along” (Kusenbach 2003) experience.  Hindu worship is sensuous, “an occasion for awakening the senses” (Eck 1998:49). I researched Smell (Drobnick 2006) and Taste (Korsmeyer 2005) culture and found further inspiration in the rich sensory writing of Patel’s (1998) chapter in Reflexivity and Voice (Hertz 1997). I hoped to offer a brief glimpse into my sensory experience of Skanda Vale, seamlessly slipping citations into my text.

Ethics
I referred to the ASA Code of Ethics for Anthropological Research (1999) and concluded my brief time at Skanda Vale generated little ethical concern.  The voice and experience I represent is my own.  I maintain the anonymity of the community members and colleagues referred to in the report and a colleague sought and received verbal permission for the words and actions of community members to be shared and reproduced.

Data and Analysis
Food is the main commodity of pilgrim culture (Toomey 1992:117) with feeding and giving away food being more important than eating (Moreno 1992).  At Skanda Vale pilgrims line up, outside the temple, waiting to place their offerings on plastic trays, ready to serve the Gods. Everyday chat and laughter scattered amongst fragrant flowers, fruits and vegetables, incense, candles, yoghurt, ginger root, sacks of rice and pulses.  All arranged in aesthetically pleasing order, with the practicalities of transportation to the altar, mulled over.  I see an exchange of visible material goods in return for moral guidance and invisible spiritual merit.  Something which can also be seen in Christian monastic traditions (Smart 1997:104).  This is an essential part of the cycle of giving and receiving in a gift economy, promoting the “circulation of material goods” (Meigs 1997:102), needed by Skanda Vale to maintain its existence and carry out its Seva (service) - Food Distribution.  Prasada is sacred, a physical manifestation of divine mercy with the act of eating, becoming an act of honouring the Divine.  Vedic Culture tells us “every bit of food wasted in times of plenty will be lacking in times of need” (Dasa 1989:pp39-58).  At 
[bookmark: _Hlk513320188]Skanda Vale the clatter of metal plates, mingles with polite chat of the visiting pilgrims, tumbling into the dining room and forming an orderly queue, alongside paintings of Guru, smiling beatifically, the head of a devotee resting on his shoulder.  The unmistakeable aroma of basmati rice and freshly cooked dahl taunts, as the line extends well out of the door and into the sunny conservatory, housing mismatched garden furniture.  A raised voice carries over the crescendo of dining pilgrims.  “Please don’t take more than you need.  The food is blessed.  We don’t want any waste …….”  The sentence fades as the initial hush dissipates.

[bookmark: _Hlk513389044]The act of sharing food is an embodied, intimate act creating boundaries between those who are like us and those who are different (Harvey 2013 pp208- 213).  I notice a fellow pilgrim -a mother -catching sight of a family with small children.  She ushers them to the front of the queue, politely encouraging other pilgrims to give up their space to hungry children.  I notice a few community members and long-term pilgrims claim their places at a long rectangular table, under the window.  Most pilgrims avoid this table, juggling heaped plates and mugs of tea, searching amongst smaller round tables for friends or hunting for a gap.  None of the blue or brown robed priests are to be seen.  Understanding Indian food traditions, I am aware that typically priests and renunciates pay special attention to who they eat with.  “Eating is a liminal activity, occurring at the threshold between inside and outside the body.  As such it represents opportunity and danger” (Abbots 2017:15).  In Indian traditions, food absorbs the intrinsic properties, intentions and “essence” of transactors, even those one sits alongside, and suprasensual messages come from every meal (Khare 1992:38). It is unclear whether this is an enactment of a Brahminic food taboo or purely a practical arrangement, affording busy residents a private, more intimate space in their public lives.

“You are what you eat” is central to the Bhagavad Gita’s precepts.  Food as Gods leftovers conveys blessings, heals, uplifts and guides devotees towards spiritual experiences (Khare pp29-30).  At Skanda Vale the fresh coconut and coriander chutney is delicious, an explosion of flavour zinging on the tongue, cleansing the palate in preparation for the next mouthful of fragrant rice and spicy dahl. Cleansing the heart, mind and soul in preparation for latent spiritual growth, unlocked at places of pilgrimage and through association with the divine.  In the act of eating Prasad, each bite moving through the mouth and body, the pilgrim becomes an intersection of the mundane and the spiritual (Choudhury 1997).  Ingesting the essence of God, even one’s senses are surrendered (Khare 1992).  

Moreno (pp147-169) discusses his anthropological work amongst Tamil worshippers of Murugan and the spiritually restorative properties of the God’s food leftovers and washings.   He reveals the transformative power of Prasdada in remaking the body of the devotee in a process of becoming more Godlike.  Murugan is bathed with offerings - coconut water, ghee, curds, milk, honey, rosewater, sandalwood, tamarind and Vibuti (sacred ashes).  Following a puja, where the senses of devotees are awakened, through priestly chanting, burning of incense, ringing of bells and the use of lamps, devotees, “with all their senses open” receive the Grace of God, experiencing Murugan as food” through the potent exudations of his body, in a culmination of their pilgrimage.

At Skanda Vale, pilgrims glimpse Sri Murugan over the backs of monks preparing for puja - the ritual act of exchange and communion invoking mutual interdependence between pilgrim and divine (Bell 1997:109).   Male pilgrims - those who have not consumed meat or alcohol in the last 3 days are invited to assist with carrying in offerings.  After the puja, priests move silently through the thin grey light of dawn and the assembled crowd, huddling in blankets, as mantras play over loudspeakers.  Pilgrims are encouraged to partake of Murugans’ leftovers.  First the inviting heat of the ghee lamp taken from palm to forehead.  Then the dusty grey Vibuti ash and skin staining red pollen clumsily applied to the brow.  Finally, the washings and bodily exudations of Murugan - sticky, sweet white liquid poured into the palm of our right hands, dripping down chin and wrist as we sip.  I wonder if more seasoned pilgrims are less clumsy, deftly drinking every drop without waste.  Honey, yoghurt, rose water and a hint of sandalwood, maybe the musky taste of camphor on my tongue.  Tiny lumps of cold, congealed ghee, linger in the mouth, caught on early morning taste buds, reluctantly swallowed down.  A taste of God moving through our bodies.  Murugan is the essence of sweetness.  Contact with his embodiment heals - removing ills and misfortune, restoring greatness and goodness, lost through human action.   Humans feeding the Gods and being fed in return.  A food transaction.  Ingesting divine leftovers, pilgrims offer themselves up, positioning themselves in intimate devotion and subordination. (Morenopp147-169).

Back at campus fellow anthropologists express surprise at having been referred to as devotees by a Swami at Skanda Vale.  Experience of Bhakti Yoga means I am conscious that in the eyes of the brethren, we are all unwitting devotees, on the path to the divine.  The taste of God transforming us, opening our hearts and minds to spiritual growth. “The gift itself constitutes an irrevocable link” (Maus 1954:57).  We have gited offerings to Murugan and in return received his washings.  Should it take a lifetime or several, our journey has unknowingly  begun.  The Brethren know their role as mediator in the transaction between pilgrim and divine is has been fulfilled. 

[bookmark: _Hlk513628699]“Religion is a performance, something that people do” (Harvey 2013:208).  Kumar (2009:pp257-272) highlights the complexities of “religioning elsewhere,”  describing the process of hybridization and the adaptation of cultures transposed to different parts of the world.  The residents of Skanda Vale, who describe themselves as “non-orthodox” and “surprising to Hindus” are in the process of negotiating their emergent “religioning” and the position of their community within their locale and the wider world.  Following the physical loss of their Guru, food provides an anchor to his Tamil Brahmin traditions and legacy.  Food is observably a “place making practice” for the renunciates of Skanda Vale (Abbots 2017:59), with some Brahminic traditions being upheld, others discarded, in a hybridization of culture.  Prasada firmly anchors Skanda Vale as a Tirtha as well as the role of the Brethren as mediators to the Divine within the Tamil community.  The material and spiritual transformative powers of Prasada builds both the body and spirit of devotees, creating and sustaining physical and spiritual pathways and positions within their community.   Food as a part of a gift economy (Maus 1954), sustains the community economically, offering its members the freedom to pursue the grace of god - incorporating notions of service, role, identity, belonging and status.

Conclusion
Religion is a performance of interspecies relationality which includes the Divine (Harvey 2017: 210).  At Skanda Vale the transaction of food, rooted in ancient Brahminic traditions is key to understanding those relationships and the way in which each individual and the community as a whole,  manage to position themselves in the wider world.  I have presented my observational data referred to a range of anthropological literature and provided momentary glimpses of life and “Religioning (Harvey 2017) through food at Skanda Vale.
References

Abbots, E J. (2017) The Agency of Eating, Bloomsbury: London and New York

ASA Ethics, (2014), Association of Social of the UK and Commonwealth Anthropologists available online @ https://www.theasa.org/ethics/guidelines.shtml [accessed 5 May 2018]

Bell C, (1997) Ritual Perspectives and Dimensions, Oxford University Press: New York Oxford

Bochner, Arthur P (2016), Evocative Autoethnography Writing Lives and Telling Stories, Routledge: New York Oxon 

Brooker Charles R, (1989), A unique conjuncture: The incorporation of Iskcon in Vrindaban In Bromley D.G and Shinn Larry D. (1989), Krishna Consciousness in the West, Associated University press: Cranbury, Canada and London

Choudhury A. R (1994), Hinduism In: Holm J with Bowler J ed. 1994 Sacred Place. London: Pinter, ch. 3

Counihan C. and Esterik van P (1997), Food Culture a Reader, Routledge: New York and London

[bookmark: _Hlk513634099]Dasa, K & Dasi K.  (1983) The Higher Taste, The Bhaktivedanta Book Trust: Germany

Dasa, A. (1989) The Hare Krishna Book of Vegetarian Cooking, The Bhaktivedanta Book Trust: Los Angeles London Paris Bombay Sidney


Dyck N, Home Field Advantage?  (2000) Exploring the Social Construction of Children’s Sports In Amit V 2000 Constructing the Field, Routledge: London and New York. ch. 3

Eck D, L. (1998), Seeing the Divine Image in India, Colombia University press: New York Chichester, West Sussex

Eller, J D. (2007), Introducing Anthropology of Religion, Routledge: New York and London

Harvey, G. (2013), Food, Sex and Strangers Understanding Religion as Everyday Life, Acumen Publishing: Durham Bristol

Harvey G (2009) Religion in Focus: New Approaches to Traditionand Contemporary Practices, 

Kumar, Pratap P. (2009), Hindus In Harvey G (2009) Religion in Focus: New Approaches to Traditionand Contemporary Practices,

 Kusenbach, M (2003), Street Phenomenology The go-along as ethnographic research tool, Sage Publications online @ https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/68893/mod_resource/content/1/Kusenbach_STreet%20Phenomenology.pdf [accessed online 17 April 2018]

Moreno M (1992), Pancamirtam: Gods Washings as Food In: Khare R.S ed. 1992 The Eternal Food. Albany: State University of New York Press

Hertz, R. Introduction: Reflexivity and Voice, (1997) In Hertz R 1997 Reflexivity and Voice, Sage Publications: London New Delhi

[bookmark: _Hlk513636809]Khare R.S. (1992), Food with Saints: An aspect of of Hiindu Gastrosemantics In Khare R.s. (1992), The Eternal Food Gastronomic Ideas and Experiences of Hindus and Buddhists, State University of New York Press: New York

Meigs, A (1997), Food as a Cultural Construction In Counihan C and Esterik van P. (1997) Food and Culture A Reader, Routledge: New York and London

Korsmeyer C. (2005), The Taste Culture Reader Experiencing Food and Drink, Berg: Oxford New York

Maus M, (1954), The Gift, The Free Press: Glencoe Illinois

Patel, G. (1997) Gender and Voice, Signature and Audience in North Indian Lyric Traditions IN Hertz, R Reflexivity and Voice, Sage Publications: London New Dehli 

Skanda Vale Website (2018) available @ https://www.skandavale.org/ [accessed 5 May 2018]

Smart, N. (1997), Dimensions of the Sacred An Anatomy of the World’s Beliefs, Fontana Press: London

Spradley, James P. (1979), IN Govier, E Skills for the Field/Intro to Fieldwork Lecture 3 available online @ https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/144187/mod_resource/content/1/Anthropological%20Fieldwork%20Lecture%203.pdf [accessed online 17 April 2018]

Toomey P, M (1992), Mountain of Food, Mountain of Love: Ritual Inversion in the Annakuta Feast of Mount Govardhan in In Khare R.s. (1992), The Eternal Food Gastronomic Ideas and Experiences of Hindus and Buddhists, State University of New York Press: New York

Warrier M (2009) The Temple Bull Controversy at Skanda Vale and the Construction of Hindu Identity in Britain available online @ https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/68884/mod_resource/content/0/Warrier_2009.pdf [accessed 5 May2018]
 




[bookmark: _GoBack]Bibliography

Black, K (2018), Skanda Vale 2018 – Reflexive Journal available online @ [accessed 4th May 2018)

Behar, R. (1996), The Vulnerable Observer Anthropology that Breaks your Heart, Beacon Press: Boston

Caplan P & Karim WJ ed. 1993 Gendered Fields Women, Men & Ethnography, Routledge: London and New York

Cremo Michael A and Goswami M, (1995), Divine Nature A spiritual perspective on the Environmental Crisis, Bhaktivedanta Book Trust: Bombay Los Angeles Stockholm Sydney

Douglas M (1970), Natural Symbols Explorations in Cosmology, Routledge Press: London and New York

Drobnick, J. (2006), The Smell Culture Reader, Berg: Oxford

Fowler, J.W. (1995), Stages of Faith The psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning, HarperSanFranciso: New York

Okely, J. (2012), Anthropological Practice: Fieldwork and the Ethnographic Method, Oxford: Berg Publishers.

Paden, W E.,(1988), Religious Worlds, Beacon Press: Boston Mass 

Turner, V. (1969), Liminality and Communitas, in The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti Structure, Aldine Publishing: Chicago available online @ https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/76589/mod_resource/content/1/Victor%20Turner%20Liminality%20and%20Communitas_2.pdf [accessed 17 April 2018]




















Word Count:  2187	 pg. 2
