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What do you live for?  A Report on Visiting Skanda Vale 26th – 27th February 2018
This report covers a brief outline of the Skanda Vale Ashram and the large amount of work and duties carried out there and the interaction with the first-year anthropology students from Lampeter University.  Attention is given to how the work reflects the values of the monks and nuns and a brief commentary on the contrasting lives the students lead. 
The Skanda Vale ashram is tucked away in a little valley on the A485 Lampeter to Carmarthen road.  Many locals do not even know of its existence according to Kayleigh one our class who has grown up in the area.  It has been there since 1973 when its founder Guru Sri Subramanium, a Sri Lankan, moved his temple there from London. (Skandavale 2018)
Though they insist they are multi-faith, they call themselves swamis and their rituals are heavily influenced by the largest and oldest tradition on earth, Hinduism. (Klostermaier p.1) All three temples are dedicated to Hindu deities Lord Murugan, Maha Shakti (Kali) and Sri Ranganatha.  (Skanda Vale 2018)
Skanda Vale have all the hallmarks of a new religious movement (NRM). “The term new religious movement is used to cover a disparate collection of organisations, most of which emerged in their present form since the 1950s, and most of which offer some kind of answer to the questions of fundamental religious, spiritual or philosophical nature.”  (Barker 1989 P.9) It draws its members largely from European backgrounds. 
Jack David Eller has studied religion for over 30 years and teaches Anthropology at the Metropolitan State College of Denver.  His premise in approaching religion, is that an anthropological approach must be observable and does not seek to validate or invalidate any of it but aims to understand and explain it.  According to Eller “anthropology can best be thought of as the science of the diversity of humans, in their bodies and in their behaviour.” (2007 p.3)
Central to the study of Anthropology Eller argues is the “concept of culture” and studies the actual manifestation of the culture as lived by members of a society.  Anthropology then proceeds through “comparative or cross-cultural description”.  (2007 p.3) The Skanda Vale monks and nuns daily life is observable and to a lesser extent the students also.
The methodological approach will be to take a brief look at what the monks and nuns do practically and then ask a series of questions of the visiting students to ascertain their approach to life.  According to Spradley (1979 p.59), when asking questions “The three most important ethnographic elements are its explicit purpose, ethnographic explanations and ethnographic questions.”  The questions though brief cover these elements.

The Skanda Vale residents have so far hosted 90,000 pilgrims, which means huge amounts of cleaning, cooking and taking care of visitor’s needs.  They lead several daily pujas (ritual workshop) 7 days per week in the temples each day starting at 5am and the upkeep of the flowers and cleaning of the temples alone from what we saw is a huge task.  (Skanda Vale 2018)
They pass on an impressive 80 tonnes of donated food to charities each year, which means this tiny group are shipping out about 1.5 tonnes of food per week, moved by hand into their van and delivered.  With looking after rescued animals (an elephant they built a whole enclosure for), running a charity shop, a hospice, building projects and numerous other tasks associated with maintaining and running a busy ashram, it is fair to say they are fully engaged in their service work full time.  They receive no remuneration. (Skanda Vale 2018)
[bookmark: _GoBack]Considering that Religious life is full of observances, do’s and don’ts and vows, it can stand in stark contrast to mainstream life as lived in this part of the world. In secular life, apart from the rule of law, and some underlying culturally accepted norms people are mostly left to live as they please. The founder of ISKON (Hare Krishnas) in the UK said “we are so full of miseries because we have identified with the material world…..the human form of life is meant for God realization.” (Prabhupada 2015 p.310)
From the outset, there was always going to be a culture shock as first-year anthropology students entered, many for the first time, a monastic religious institution that practices in the far eastern tradition of deity worship in a rich colourful and diverse manner. “As we are increasing faced with a global culture, anthropology takes on an even greater responsibility to foster respect for differences…”.  (Peters-Golden 1994 p.x)
The classroom situation in which we attended prior to the visit to Skanda Vale revealed little of the lives of the individual students.  Many of them, mostly in their 20s live on campus and are full time students which says something but nothing of the ethics and values they live by or how they spend their time outside of the classroom.
The role of an anthropologist is to study “Humanity, how that species have evolved and adapted to its world…origination, structure and expression of human culture…examining the various aspects of the relationships and processes of that are carried on in the course of social life” (Ingold 1994 back cover) The particular focus of each student however may well be very different and it could be argued that it is a job rather than a life style choice.
Once we arrived, and although it is a tiny glimpse into their lives, I decided to ask some of the students (and our lecturer) questions that might reveal something of the core of their lives (see chart below). The questions were deliberately asked in such a way as to give no time for preparation.  This is a slight divergence from Spradley’s method of gaining rapport first. (1979)
The reason for this is to consider and perhaps even in some very small way compare, the difference between what those dedicated to the ideals of this new religious movement and first-year anthropology students live for and consider most important in life.  It is a lead into a possibly larger research project later on.
In Skanda Vale, their website states that the monks and nuns live by their life time vows in the same lineage as St Frances, poverty, chastity and obedience (Franciscans 2014) as well as karma yoga, bhakti yoga and ahimsa. (Skandavale 2018).  Karma yoga, bhakti yoga and ahimsa mean service, devotion, and nonviolence and with the vows they take, there is a clear indication of what sort of behaviour to expect from them when visiting.  In so far as it was possible to tell in our brief encounter their behaviour reflected their principles.
For the monks (no nuns were available to ask), only the first question “what do you live for?” was posited and their short answers were quick and to the point, effectively saying the same thing, “service to God”.  As the trip was so short there was no time or opportunity to question them further or do a full ethnographic interview as I would have liked.  (Spradley 1979) 
I have lived in and visited many communities of all kinds and was impressed by the noticeable lack of tension between them as they went about their work and during the worship.  This is despite the huge work load they do and carry with a lightness in their attitude that I found humbling.  When asked who organizes it all Swami Govinda simply said that God does it all. While we were helping move about half a van load of donated food that arrived in the temple area, Swami Govinda smilingly answered all our questions as if he had all the time in the world.
It was an opportunity to get to know the class a bit more and I was surprised to find out some of the rich lives many of the young people had already led.  A few had experienced religious communities and what are sometimes referred to as cults, now known as New Religious Movements. (Barker 1989)  Weaving into our short trip I asked the students the questions at random times usually catching them off guard which none seemed to mind. There were for me some surprising answers such as with Kal, who grew up on the fringe of Hare Krishna community, and has had a stable marriage and raised five children for the last 20 years. 
Catching her just after one of the pujas with only one shoe on, her answer to my question “what do you live for?” was “I don’t know.”  Sometime after the trip she answered all 3 questions more fully which is in the chart below.  Another young student stated that before a bout of depression accumulation of experience was her interest and after the depression, inner and outer peace (world peace) was now her focus.  “A depression well spent” I said to her to the surprise (perhaps shock) of some.
	Student / Lecturer
	What do you live for?
	What do you long for?
	What is most important to you?

	Bori
	Inner and outer peace
	
	

	Kal
	I don’t know – later she said growth and learning
	Belonging 
	Family

	Flavia
	To be happy
	
	

	Eloise 
	Creativity
	Peace
	Love

	Malcolm
	Connection
Later he said
No thing
Nothing

	Intimacy

No thing
Nothing
	Love/community

Union

	Emma
	Travel
	Freedom
	People

	Sian
	Connection 
	Belonging
	Awareness

	Kai
	Better myself
	Prestige
	Endurance

	Kayleigh
	Adventure
	Experience
	Family

	April
	Friends
	Emotional and mental stability
	Friends and loved ones

	Elli
	To make people feel good
	Peace of mind to help others
	Having the capacity to make a difference

	Sam
	I guess I live for family and friends because if I didn’t live they would be upset
	To feel as though I genuinely belong and fit.  Whether that is my own home, occupation etc
	Being as true to myself, my views and my beliefs as possible and not forcing myself to be something I am not.

	Cameron
	Self- Knowledge / Awakening / Service
	Capacity to act freely
	Service and surrender to the process of Divine Evolution


From my own brief experience and the very existence of the ashram itself leads me to conclude that the resident monks and nuns of Skanda Vale are carrying out their duties of service, worship and non-violence.  The vows of obedience (to what?), poverty (living off donations) and chastity are harder to observe in action though in the absence of contradictory information it can be assumed they are, at least to some extent lived and much of their lives are transparent.  The answers given by the three monks when I asked what they live for, provided little in the way of understanding without going into greater depth.
As for the students we can see there are some common threads and some diversity as you might expect.  Some answers are also hard to comprehend without further investigation, such as Malcolm who said “no thing and nothing”.  In fact, all answers give but the faintest insight into the lives of the students, though family and friends were a strong theme.
What can be said though, is that the motivation and lives lived are very different for the residents of Skanda Vale ashram and the students.  I would like to carry out a further study on the implications of such difference, but it is beyond the remit of this report. 
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