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This is a Reflexive journal accounting my time at Skanda Vale, an ashram dedicated to “The many names of God”. A predominantly Hindu community, our group stayed with them for twenty-eight hours, observing and interviewing them about their way of life. The aspects which I shall talk about are the rituals and symbolism, food and diet, animal welfare and day-to-day life in relation to the community of Skanda Vale. This journal will provide information of all of this in the forms of accounts and my own autoethnography where relevant.
The Puja is at the pinnacle of day to day life in Skanda Vale for everybody there. Led by the Monks and Nuns this ritual is performed six times daily and used for many interpretations depending on the individual according to Swami Suryananda. There are many different things that can happen in a puja, however there are some features that recur each time such as the fire, which, as I interpreted, was being blessed by the Gods at the front of the temple. Chanting in Sanskrit, the Monk or Nun leading the Puja will wave the fire around each shrine and at the end would come around those who have attended and allow them to wave the energy from the fire over themselves. This is one aspect that Swami Suryananda potentially could be referencing when asked about what the meaning of the different features that make up a puja.
There was one aspect of interest which I needed a better understanding of. At six o’clock on most days, there is a puja held in the Maha-Shatki Temple. A small room filled with elaborately decorated shrines and statues with a large shrine at the front, dedicated to the Hindu Goddess MahaKali. Within this puja were aspects I had seen in other pujas earlier that day in other temples. The Monk leading the puja would wave the fire other the shrines while everyone else would chant in Sanskrit. However eventually, the statue of Mahakali was revealed and the monk leading the service would perform the ritual at this part in this order:
Whilst still chanting, he would wave around the statue, what I can only describe as a bouquet of incense sticks. He then extinguished all but one which was planted to one side before the monk picked up a lime. He took a knife and cut the lime to halfway and waved it around the statue and then preceded to cut the lime completely in half. A heap of com com (a red powder originally made from pollen and symbolises purity according to Swami Suryananda (Suryananda, 2019)), is placed on the one half of the lime. The two halves are then rubbed together and set alight. The monk balances the burning limes in one hand and waves them around the statue, disposes of them and repeats this procedure a three times before moving onto a coconut. This part is similar however the top of the coconut is set on fire and waved around the statue first. It is then cut open and the milk is poured out. The monk again spreads com com around the inside, but interestingly a print of com com is also put on to four points of the edges. This part particularly caught my attention as it was an extremely specific thing to do. What did it mean? Was it to reference up, down, left, and right? Or north, south, east and west? The coconut was, again, set on fire and waved around the statue and the same happened to the second half.
When I finally managed to ask Swami Suryananda about this part of the puja, he said “all things that happen are there for a reason. For example, the part you are referring to can be seen as an offering or a sacrifice. Take somebody who has a loved one who is ill. Cutting through the lime can be interpreted as cutting though karma, burning the lime can then be the karma being incinerated” (Suryananda, 2019). This was interesting to me as it made me realise my ignorance to there only being one reason for all the features of a puja. As a multifaith community, it is a better explanation for the goings on in puja to be interpreted by the individual.
Vegetarianism is required to enter the Maha-Shatki temple and the Lord Murugan Temple (Skanda Vale, n.d.). Using interviews along with general observations I wanted to find out more about why this was so important. During the preparation to visit Skanda Vale I was informed that it was a requirement to be vegetarian for three days prior to the visit. At this point I conformed to this out of respect, however it questioned me as to why it was not good enough to be vegetarian whilst visiting, but to also have expelled all meat from the body. Again, in my time spent there, I learnt that everything has a different interpretation depending on the person as Swami Suryananda said in the interview (Suryananda, 2019). 
For his own interpretation, Swami Suryananda explained that you should follow the life of an animal who is slaughtered for commercial meat. You live your life in a field and one day you are carted onto a truck to be taken to a place to die. He explained that as animals have a great sense of smell, they can smell the fear of the animals with them as well as animals who were there before them and had suffered the fate that was awaiting the current herd. This creates a negative energy which stays within them. Swami Suryananda went on to say that fear adrenaline is released at this time and can be detected in the end product. To consume this would be to consume that negative energy and that fear adrenaline (Suryananda, 2019).
In an interview with a resident of Skanda Vale, I asked her a similar question, only this time regarding the relation vegetarian maintenance had with being present within the temple. She explained that the energy people feel when on the grounds of Skanda Vale is one of positivity. To consume meat would be to get rid of such an experience and create negative vibrations which would then be carried into the temple with you. To my unwitting thoughts, the interviewee went onto to link this to the reason women shouldn’t go in if they are menstruating. Due to the emotional effects that can happen as part of the menstrual cycle, negative feelings can cause negative vibrations. “Especially if you are sitting at the front of the temple as you set the tone for everybody who is behind you. That’s why I tend to sit at the back when I’m on my period. The others can see by my facial expressions that I’m not in the best of moods. This can taint to vibrations for anybody sitting behind me as they can see me and risk their prayers and energy being negatively affected” (Thomas, 2019).
Animal welfare plays a big part in life at Skanda Vale. Within the first hour of visiting, Brother Andrew took us on a tour of the animal sanctuary. The first field had deer in it. The one I observed was a stag with a limp and damaged antler. Brother Andrew explained how the leg had been broken but instead of putting him down, they healed the leg and give him pain killers so he can drink. He went on to say that it is against their beliefs to let an animal die an unnatural death. However, this explanation raised some questions. If you are to let a stag with a broken leg live out the rest of its natural life, it would starve to death because of the inability to bend down to eat food. Giving it pain killers to numb this pain is an unnatural way of preventing this. I didn’t question this to Brother Andrew, we had just arrived, and I wanted to respect his beliefs. Brother Andrew later explained that animals are treated the same as humans. When a human is in pain, they are given pain killers to ease their suffering. The same is done for any animal who is in pain. Later, I applied this thought to explanations as to why vegetarianism is so important at Skanda Vale.
Moving on, Brother Andrew took us to see the chickens, geese and turkeys. I learned that the way these chickens have ended up at Skanda Vale can happen in many ways. For example, going to auctions and bidding for animals to guarantee they aren’t put towards battery farming. I was told in the interview with the Skanda Vale resident that soon there will be a flock of chickens coming form a battery farm to stay with them. 
After seeing the donkeys and Shetland ponies in the stables, Brother Andrew showed us some more peculiar animals. These included white peacocks and elephants which were in my interest. Valli and Lakshmi are the two elephants living at Skanda Vale. We were told that Valli had been abandoned by his mother in Sri Lanka and was found living with some water buffalo. She was taken to the Pinnawala Elephant Orphanage who then donated her to Skanda Vale as a thank you for their services to Sri Lankans living in the UK. There are two lessons learned from animals; patience and mindfulness. The teaching of patience is incorporated with the concept of vibrations which everybody carries (this has been a continuing topic at Skanda Vale). Animals are sensitive and are always on alert in case of any danger. Therefore working with animals “teaches us to become much more aware of the vibrations we carry” (Skanda Vale n.d.). Mindfulness is seen when an animal is sick or injured. Due to the inconvenience it causes humans in relation to current affairs such as money and work, animals are much humbler and are less likely to wallow in self-pity. “It is very humbling and inspiring to nurse animals. Their lack of self-pity makes them incredibly resilient and free” (Skanda Vale n.d.).
Going on was I learnt from my time at Skanda Vale, the events that occur in day-to-day life are subjected to the things that need to be done. After lunch we spent the rest of the afternoon helping Sister Allie with work that needed to be done in preparation for the busy weekends. This is one flaw with our time spent there. We only stayed for 28 hours. This is not enough time to research and gather all the information, observations and participation to really help gain a more confident understanding of what life is like at Skanda Vale. Apparently, it is not unusual to have hundreds of people turn up. Unfortunately, we did not stay long enough to see this. Sister Allie explained to us that we needed to prepare a marquee for the upcoming events for the weekend. We spent the next approximate hour working together to move benches into a van and arranging the rest with tables for people to sit on. Eventually Sister Allie asked for volunteers to paint a fence at the Sri Ranganatha Temple. I put myself forward and found myself in peaceful harmony, watching the sun descend over the valley as I painted that fence in the quietness of the temple. All I could hear was the rustling trees, the birds singing and the water from the pond nearby. 
As mentioned before pujas happen about six times daily. If one was wanted attend all of them like we did, the schedule would have to work around them. It’s a long walk from the Sri Ranganatha Temple to the Maha-Shatki Temple, so when we were almost finished painting the fence and were told the six o’clock puja at the Maha-Shatki temple was to start in a few minutes, we were caught on our toes. A tiring sprint to run to eventual walk up to the place of the puja got me thinking about how much I was really experiencing the day to day life that Skanda Vale usually had. Before we started on that fence, it looked like nobody had restored it for a while. What we ended up doing was not something a resident of Skanda Vale would’ve done on the daily. This thought led me to remembering the Skanda Vale visitor who came up to the temple and silently prayed to the statues. This observation answered part of my question. Because of the religious aspect, prayer outside of service occurs among the people at Skanda Vale.
Later in the evening, in the interview with Swami Suryananda he spoke about spending time “just being”. “People are always wanting to be doing something. Sometimes it’s okay to just sit somewhere and be” (Suryananda, 2019).
To conclude, the main values of the community at Skanda Vale are peace, harmony and holiness. There is a great emphasis on retaining peace with nature and the surroundings and a great sense of community. There is also a clear openness to the way one would like to worship God, imploring that there is not one way to do this. All religions are welcome.
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