An Essential Exploration of Essence

Introduction
SkandaVale: A multi-faith Community
This Anthropological report is based on an overnight field trip that was undertaken in February 2018 at SkandaVale community. SkandaVale is nestled in 300 acres of woodlands in a peaceful Valley near Carmarthen in rural Mid Wales. It consists of 22 monks and nuns who live there permanently, having all taken vows of poverty, obedience and chastity, they devote their lives as an act of service and worship. As a whole, SkandaVale emphasise that they believe not in one particular ‘religion’ but the underlying Oneness of God within all religions, despite any surface-level diversity, and is therefore recognised as the ‘Community of the Many Names of God’. It praises itself as a multi-faith space for all people to live, work and worship together in harmony. Despite this, much of their daily life is influenced by Hindu and Yogic philosophies, such as participating in Pujas, believing in the Divine within everything and the force of subtle life energies (Feurnstein, 1998). This perhaps comes as no surprise as SkandaVale was founded in 1973 by the late Guru Sri Subramanium, a man that left his life in Sri Lanka in order to follow his visions of sharing yoga, meditation and a life of devotion here in the UK. Guru was successful in creating SkandaVale as a place of worship without asking people for money, it has been created solely on a voluntary basis and run by donations and offerings. Although Guru transitioned in 2010, the community still runs strong with around 90,000 pilgrims visiting annually, demonstrating the success of Gurus teachings in emphasising his followers to worship the Divine and not merely to stop at and worship him.  
My study interests during my time at SkandaVale were looking at the experience of receiving ‘Grace’ within service and rituals, and exploring the problems that arise in attempting to study religious and spiritual experiences as an ‘outsider coming in’. I chose these topics due to my interest in the Anthropology of religious experience and the frequent appearance of academic writings attempting to explain, fathom and describe the ‘unexplainable, unfathomable, and indescribable’. I find that in academia we are often so preoccupied with trying to ‘know’ the answers, in that we make sense of them by moulding them to fit our way of ‘knowing’, which is established in measurement, proof and empirical methods. We may therefore quickly dismiss or avoid a subject if we cannot measure and make sense of it. The purpose of my study therefore was an attempt to understand what it is that people experience through service and ritual, without trying to understand it solely from a rationalised view, which would then perhaps lose the essence of that which we are attempting to understand in the first place. 
Literature review
Below, scholar Idinopulos asks us to question and review the empirical approach when it comes to the study of faith and religious or spiritual experiences. 
“Just how are we to practice the ‘empirical approach’? One would have thought that if one really took an ‘empirical approach’ and made an effort to describe religion, the first thing one would do would be to take a long, careful look at the lives of religious people. And if one did that, one would soon discover that a religious life, filled with energy and faith, providing a vision for living and a will-to-live, is a whole life that cannot be reduced to functions. To put the matter differently, the authentic religious life is so filled with ‘nonobservables’ as to defeat any application of the so-called ‘empirical method.’ (Idinopulos, 1998)
Idinopulos implies that another method is needed in the study of faith and spiritual experiences, if we are to understand it for what it is, suggesting that intellectual knowledge may be limited in this field. His argument is that religious experience is an internal phenomena and we are focusing solely on the functions and externalised factors that arise from them. I argue that we are attempting to come close to the internalised spiritual or religious experience by examining the observable functions and external effects of faith, but again, does this tell us what faith actually is? What these people live for? The purpose behind my area of study and my question is, are we so caught up in acquiring useful information regarding what religious people do and what they believe, that we end up missing what we are actually looking for; which is the underlying force of experience that drives and motivates them to believe and act as they do (Idinopulos, 1998). Does there need to be more emphasis on qualitative research in order to examine forms of knowledge that might otherwise be unavailable and thereby gaining new insight? (McLeod, 2008).

Methodology
Undertaking ethnographic field work, I used a variety of methods to conduct my research such as participation, observation, communication, note-taking and reflexivity. The main method of my research was participant observation regarding going into the field and participating in the life of the community and recording my observed experiences. Thus giving a more holistic approach to the area of study with qualitative and quantitative data (Punch, 1998). I emphasise importance on qualitative research in regards to my study area, as described by (Mcleod, 2008) “The aim of qualitative research is to understand the social reality of individuals, groups and cultures as nearly as possible as its participants feel it or live it”. Participant observation allowed me to actively participate in Pujas and seva (service) and thus participating amongst the community and ideally as one of them (Coleman, 1990). Undertaking informal interviews with the participant’s permission to report my findings was also a large part of my study, for greater understanding of the way they view life. I found this to be valuable also as so much is exchanged through conversation, not merely words but perhaps most importantly the subtler truths that arise from facial expressions, vocal tones and uses of body language. Through the method of reflexivity it was important to be aware of my own biases and prejudices and what was likely to come more so from my perceptions rather than that of the community. However I did encounter some problems regarding my methodologies; I did not feel part of the community due to my short stay and also the sense that we were received as a school trip was strong. This highlights the problematic presence of the ‘other’ in Anthropology that enters into the field/community and doesn’t necessarily ‘blend in’. I feel that our presence as a class was largely felt in SkandaVale as we were not always viewed as Devotees or Pilgrims but more so taken on tour as an educational visit.  Another problem was that due to the short time frame I did not manage to speak with a variety of community members and therefore may not have the whole picture, as most of my communication was with Brother Andy. During participant observation undertaking a Puja, I witnessed a split in my experience from within. From wanting to fully give myself to the ritual experience and sing from my heart in order to attempt to understand what the community members were experiencing, in contrast to the wave of self-consciousness that arose from sitting in the vicinity of my fellow students who may have thought I was acting rather strange. Therefore I felt undertaking the fieldtrip with fellow students also interfered with my participant observation in some aspects as it kept me attached to my personal identity outside the fieldwork vicinity.


Data
During my time at SkandaVale it was clearly communicated that the monks and nuns were not there for the joy of it, nor were they there for the ritual or communal shared experiences (though beneficial and complimentary on their spiritual path). They were choosing to live in SkandaVale due to the ‘Grace’ they received from participating in a life of service. Brother Andy affirmed that they were not mad, they rationally knew the conditions they lived in were not least appealing, stating that if they didn’t receive Grace in return they wouldn’t be there. This demonstrates my point in that we often as Anthropologists look in details at what people do, how they perform rituals and the meanings that are behind them, and yet perhaps avoid the core of these phenomena’s, moving around the questioning of the Grace received, the very thing that motivates them. I find the exploration of this Grace that they speak of important, not to prove or disprove it for that would again be emphasising a more empirical approach, but rather an openness in attempting to understand and experience the quality of their experience, and thus truly understand what they live for. My argument therefore is that we need to clear about what it is we are trying to understand, and whether we are doing so superficially by only observing the observables. To illustrate the difference between participant and observer, Wilfred Cantwell Smith speaks of heaven and hell. “Heaven and Hell, to a believer, are stupendous places into one or another of which irretrievably he is about to step. To an observer they are items in the believer's mind. To the believer, they are parts of the universe; to the observer, they are parts of a religion" (Idinopulos, 1998). As anthropologists we are encouraged to be the participant and the observer which perhaps solves the dilemma that Smith discusses, however by knowing our duty of study as anthropologists we need to remain slightly objective, which leaves one feeling that theres one foot out, one foot in. As brother Andy and a sister emphasised the act of surrendering oneself to God, Pujas and often other spiritual experiences such as meditation and yoga, are often performed with the intention of giving oneself completely and losing oneself in the act. Are anthropologists truly participating as the rest of the community are, if we are unable to completely lose our anthropologists identity? (Maini, p28) demonstrates this by stating that “The mental attitude prevalent during spiritual exercises is one of absolute dependence upon God (Bhakti Yoga)”. Again, is this possible unless the participating anthropologist is one that has a belief or relationship with ‘God’? Assuming that the essence of ‘God’ is universal as SkandaVale believes it to be. Many times the word ‘energy’ made the appearance in conversations, especially regarding the exclusion of women into temples when menstruating. Brother Andy did not attempt to describe in -depth what their beliefs around energy was. He exclaimed that during Pujas, you receive a lot of energy that moves upwards and for him personally as he suffered with a bad temper, he had to be careful regarding this upward moving energy. I interpreted that Brother Andy did not describe this energetic force more in-depth as it was something rather difficult to describe rationally and known through experiencing. He emphasised several times that “there’s a difference between being told about a cup of tea and tasting it for yourself”. This adds to my argument about the importance and richness of experiential knowing and perhaps the difficulty in attempting to transmit that in intellectual knowledge. “One may find that to attempt to unravel what one has experienced, may be like describing a piece of music in writing “(Coleman & Watson, p51).





Reflections

My own experience of participating in the Pujas was interesting. At first I felt uncomfortable sitting there watching the members of the community and other pilgrims chanting, without feeling included in any way as I did not know the words or meanings, I also appreciated that perhaps I would not experience this energy if I was not chanting. Thankfully at a different Puja, Brother Andy shared out copies of the prayer books and we were all able to then fully participate and join in the chanting. However it is not merely reciting words that these people do, it is an act of devotion that allows them to experience the Grace that they speak of. My experiences highlighted the importance of ritual as an experience and not merely a re-inaction. For ritual is not only an act, but an experience, a feeling and an act of transformation (Coleman & Watson p45).The inability to transcend oneself fully when in the mind-frame of observing rather than devoting, suggests that one is in that case unable to fully experience that which the community members experience. I also state that opening oneself up to an authentic relationship or encounter with ‘God’ (if one hasn’t already) may not occur overnight and would need time, will and experience. Hence I argue that with more time in the community that my personal experiences would possibly adapt and change. 

Conclusion

To conclude this report, from the data that I collected in Skandavale, I argue that clarity is to be sought in our intention to study religious or spiritual experiences. Questioning, are we studying the external functions and beliefs that come from receiving these experiences, in an attempt to understand them? Or are we questioning what these spiritual experiences involve? And how and why they have such a strong impact on people’s lives? If the latter is the case, are we prepared to adapt our current empirical methods through the understanding that the rational intellect cannot grasp and fathom everything? As brother Andy said, the intellect can be a hindrance, this coming from a man that was a school teacher. However the question left is, how are we to do this? I hope that this will be something that is explored in the future. The purpose of my study here is neither to dismiss the importance of the intellect or empirical method for they have great value, but to question whether we can admit if other methods are needed when it comes to the study of that which is beyond the mental and cognitive. I enjoyed the fieldwork processes, exploring the different worlds of knowing in an attempt of understanding and uniting the intellectual knowledge with the wisdom and insight of spiritual receiving.   

Sian Davies 
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