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Riga’s K

By Andrea McDaniels

here are as many

opinions about

Hare Krishnas as

there are people

who walk by the doors of

theirtemple at 34 Kr. Barona

Streetin Riga. A peek atwhat

takes placebehind the doors.

however. affords the curious

achanceto hear the devotees
speak for themselves.

Step inside this nonde-
seript yellow building and
vou are immediately greeted
by a pervasive and exotic
scent of incense and curry.
Several fair-skinned youths
in Indian garb and one in a
warm-up suit lean in the
doorways with their eyes
closed or pace the floor mut-
tering the Hare Krishnaman-
tra, one hand concealed by a
cloth bag. A devotee in a
pink robe pulls his hand from

rishna

a.m.. with pravers and the-

Hare Krishna chant occupy-
ing thehours from4:30-7:00
a.m. Therest of the day. be-
fore bedtime at 9 p.m.. is
spent in lectures on Shrimad
Bhagavatam and other Veda
scriptures. in altar services
in front of Gawra-Nitaiicons.
andin thekitchen cooking or
on the street distributing
books to earn orie’s keep in
the temple. “Just as people
outside have their jobs, we
too must work hard for our
spiritual goals,” explains
Syamadasi. who has lived in
the temple for almost three
years.

“Peoplego throughaone
month trial period to see if
they can live this austere
life.” says Guruttama das. a
teacher at Riga’s temple. As
one of the first manifesta-
tions of glasnost. the sect
first appeared in Latvia in
the mid-1980s and was offi-
cially recognized in 1989. A

Temple Offers Fo

philosophy is that you are
not Your body. or any par-
ticular nationality. I'm part
of an entity that’s eternal.
andscparate from being Lat-
vian.” he explains. His
mother has resigned herself
to his decision to pursue life
in the temple. but his father
wishes hehad becomeadoc-
tor or lawyer. Parents archard
to please. he admits.
“Somepeople are put off
by the Indian appearance,”
Guruttama das says of the
devotees’ dress and hair. The
men shave their heads to
demonstrate the sect’s em-
phasis on detachment from
the body, as hair is associ-
atedwithvanity. Hejokingly
concedes that some “alter-
native types” may be im-
pelled by a “skinhead moti-
vation.” and view being
shorn as trendy or attractive.
All Hare Krishna women
cover themselves with a
headdress symbolizing chas-
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\U Hare Krishna female devotees. regardless of their marital status, wear a headdress

ymbolizing chastity.

the bag to expose a string of
beads which keeps track of
the repetition of the mantra.
Some ten lines long. it is
uttered 108 times for sixteen
rounds. aprocess whichtakes
approximately two hours.
“The mantra is the focus of
concentration.” the young,
man explains. "It is a good
way to pass the time. espe-
_cially in the early morning.”
The day begins at Riga’s
Har hna temple at 3:30

! tics. “The [Hare Krishnal

28-year-old Australian-born
[atvian. Guruttama das has
lived in Latvia on and off for
four years. Already inter-
ested in Yoga and Eastern
philosophy. he became a
Hare Krishna devotee ten
vears ago to escape what he
terms his émigréparents” na-
tionalism. He said that they
considered him “a traitor”™ if
hehad Australian girlfriends
or attended Australian par-

Pensioners have been waiting in line since 11 p.m. for a hot lunch. On this day. the

tity. but married women wear
awhite sari whileunmarried
womenwearorange. “[Chas-
tity] makes communal liv-
ing casier. The sex drive is
brought to acivilized level.”
says Guruttama das. " To live
in a community frec from
that is a great relief. Women
don’t have to worry about
being looked at. and the men
don’t have to show off.”
Worship in the temple is
ated. with the women
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100.000th meal provided by the Food For Life program will be served.
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Devotees worship Krishna through chanting and dancing in their
Sunday ritual at the temple.

sitting at the back oftheroom
50 as not to be a distraction
forthemen. “Somedevotees
criticize us on how we treat
women.” Guruttama das
comments. “They. see it as
sexist. but they can’t appre-
ciate the relationship be-
tween men and women until
they have lived a celibate
life and follow celibacy in
marriage.” Marrieddevotees
havesex only forprocreation,
at the time when a woman is
most fertile. he explains.

Devotees at the Riga
temple take classes in minis-
terial skills. scripture. his-
tory of world religion.
humanitarian work. music.
and English language.
Knowledge of English
allows devotees to partici-
pate in international activi-
ties oftheSociety for Krishna
Consciousness. They are
usually initiated after one
vear. and after further edu-
cation are advanced to the
level of Brahmin.

The temple teaches its
devotees self-sufficiency.
Guruttama das says. adding
that “wetry to instill in them
asenseofresponsibility.” He
admits that the temple does
attract quite a few frecload-
ers who expect the temple to
provide everything for them
for free. just as the state did
in communist times. Classes
cost 4000 Latvian rubles per
month. but devotees may
substitute the fee with labor
if they so chose. The jobs
include working in the
temple’s public vegetarian
restaurant. open noon to
6 p.m. every day except
Sunday. and assisting in the
Food for Life program. The
latter is the temple’s soup
kitchen which provides hot
meals to 700 pensioners and
invalids per day. according
to Guruttama das.

Thetempleis hometo 50
men and women between the
ages of 18-25. but at any
given time many are absent
as they are visiting other
temples. Devotees travel as
far as Belfastand Melbourne.
selling books to pay their
expenses while they learn to
orient themselves in unfa-

miliar surroundings as part
of their training for initia-
tion.

Worship. of the two
golden 30 centimeters-tall
Gaura-Nitai deity figures
takes place four times a day
in the altar room. According
to standard Hindu tradition.
the figures are bathed and
their costumes are changed
daily. As a visitor watches.
two women chant and one
waves asmall oil lamp under
the statues. “This is not idol
worship because we believe
that the form is the same as
God.” Guruttama das ex-
plains. “The figures repre-
sent an incarnation of God
which appeared in India 500
vears ago.” The worship
should occur eight times a
day. he adds. but the temple
does not yet have enough
qualified Brahmins to per-
form the ceremony.

Thealtar faces a life-size
statue of the seet’s founder.
A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami
Prabhupada. sitting cross
leeged in a large armchair.
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A hungry crowd lines

up outside of the Hare Krishna

This figure is also revered,
bathed. and dressed in fresh
silk robes several times a
week. “We can also worship
God through worship of the
spiritualmaster.” Guruttama
says. Prabhupada died in
1977. after creating a central
governing body in 1975
based in India to administer
his growing International
Society for Krishna Con-
SCIOUSNESS.

To some. the Hindu reli-
gion may seem out of place
in a Baltic country, with a
strong Christian traditionand
European_outlook. Gurut-
tamadas draws fromhis own
experience as a Latvian liv-
ing abroadto argue that Hare
Krishnas can adapt to any
country. “My family cel-
cbrated Jani [the Latvian
midsummer cclebration] in
Australia but it didn’t really
work. It’s winter there so it
gcts dark carly andyou don’t
feel like stayving up late.
Krishna Society offers some-
thing deeper. Its practices are
notboundtotimeorplace.™ ]
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soup kitchen on Kr. Barona Street.
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