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Of course, Global Tea Hut itself is also a marker of pass-
ing time for me. It is amazing to have these annual issues 
that have become traditions. I look forward to the food is-
sue to start the Western New Year and the Zen & Tea issue 
to start the Chinese New Year. They are amongst my favor-
ite issues to work on each year. It is great to return to these 
topics: food because it is celebratory and fun, and the Zen 
& Tea issue because it is deep and life-changing.

Obviously, you don’t have to be a Buddhist to drink tea. 
You don’t have to subscribe to any belief to read this issue 
either. In our annual Zen & Tea issue, we try to approach 
the relationship between Zen and Tea a bit more loosely 
and discuss anything meditation-related or other life les-
sons or insights we have had through our tea practice. That 
said, the relationship between Zen and Tea is ancient and 
deep. Any tea lineage with any kind of longevity will have, 
at some point, passed through the halls of Zen. It was for 
the most part through the Zen monastery that the main-
stream of China was introduced to tea in the Tang Dynasty 
(618–907). Prior to that, tea was mostly used by aborigi-
nal peoples in the southwest. Through Zen, tea spread to 
the nobles and common folk alike, becoming a mainstay of 
Chinese life. To this day, tea carries that heritage. And just 
about every tea drinker here is aware to some degree of the 
relationship between Zen and Tea. That said, we hope to 
explore this relationship in a broader sense, interpreting the 
word Zen (at least for the purpose of our exploration here) 
less as a type of Buddhism and more as a synonym for the 
“meditative mind,” which is what the word “Zen” literally 
means. 

I n February, it is chilly in Taiwan! Some of you would 
probably laugh at what we call “cold” here, but 
remember that the humidity is high and we don’t 
have central heat, nor insulation in our homes. We 

take weekly trips to the hot springs and make Chinese 
herbal soup once a week as well. Of course, warming herbs 
like ginger and certain teas also help. The winter is predom-
inantly water element. We are trying to nourish metal and 
control water in this time. We do this by drinking earth 
teas like shou and aged sheng puerh. While no tea is in 
production anyway, this is a great time to open our stash of 
old tea. Some red teas can help with this as well, especially 
in the morning, and aged oolongs can be metal as well. We 
have to be careful about over-nourishing the metal, though. 
Sometimes grief is a symptom of this. For that, we balance 
the metal with traditionally processed oolongs like the epic 
Cliff Trails, which is on the website now. The Old Way and 
Harmony are both great examples as well. Boiling our tea 
can also bring greater balance at this time of year, adding 
more heat that radiates from the core. A nice boiled tea ses-
sion can feel like a trip to the hot springs in that you feel 
warmed from the inside out.

This month is Chinese New Year for us. Happy Year of 
the Ox (Joyce’s birth cycle come round again). We hope it 
is a fruitful year for all of you, with great abundance, health 
and happiness. May you face your challenges with grace and 
your joys with celebration. Let us hope the collective adver-
sity of these times helps awaken a better future for us all. 

The holidays and turning of the seasons are a great op-
portunity for a Chajin to create or celebrate traditions. Tea 
ceremonies that align with Nature will allow you to be in 
tune with the times and seasons and also mark the passing 
of years in a powerful way. This is akin to the collective and 
personal family traditions we have in holidays like Chinese 
New Year or Christmas. As we take out the decorations, put 
calligraphy by our doors, eat certain foods and conduct our 
own personal rituals, we are connecting to Nature (spring 
and the beginning of the year) and also to the passage of 
time, marking another trip around the sun and seeing all 
the opportunities seized or missed this year. The Chinese 
New Year is a time for cleaning, inside and out. We clean 
our houses, get haircuts and new clothes. More importantly, 
we can take the opportunity to account for the way we are 
living.

I always take the time to take moral inventory. I try to 
do so each day (often forgetting), but do so even more pro-
nouncedly when another year passes and all the fireworks 
surround me. It is a great time to look into our mistakes, 
learn from them and make amends where we can. We can 
also look to our gratitude and make sure to honor all the 
blessings in our lives. I also like to make resolutions around 
this time, hoping to be a better man in the next year. This 
year, I am working towards softening, for example.

From the editor
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This month, we recommend reading or rereading 
all the amazing Zen & Tea issues. This is the fifth 
installment, after all. Each one focuses on differ-
ent aspects of a life of tea, and many contain some 
epic guides for organizing retreats with friends, 
conducting a self retreat for a day or more and 
even meditation instructions.

–Further Reading–

Wu De
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ver the course of this month, we are drinking 
a nice, rich shou brick from 2007 that we call 
“Stonehenge.” At this time of year, when things 

are cold, it is great to have a deep, dark and rich shou that 
you can steep in a pot or boil. We also love this tea as a 
base for blends. It is smooth and creamy, and very recep-
tive to the flavors, aromas and energy of other teas. This 
is the perfect water tea for a Five Element blend (take the 
boiled tea course if you want to learn more about making 
such blends. The February 2016 issue of Global Tea Hut 
also has a nice guide in it.) Before we talk about Stone-
henge specifically, we thought we could review four of 
the qualities particular to shou puerh. These often show 
up as literal categories to be scored in the blind reviews 
of shou puerh that we do for Chinese magazines here in 
Taiwan.

Shou puerh should be earthy, loamy and yet clean. It 
often tastes of mushrooms, wild forests, leather or tobac-
co, Chinese herbs or sandalwood if it is aged. The liquor 
should be clean, without any murkiness. The flavors 
should be pleasantly complex, full-bodied and long-last-
ing. Shou should be dark, rich and remind you of long 
hikes through an autumn forest, the leaves fermenting 
along the paths you tread. This is the most subjective 
of the criteria we use to evaluate shou, as flavor is often 
based on our memories and personal preferences.

Fine shou is thick. The best shou teas are creamy, 
milky and oily—coating the mouth and throat. In the 
first few steepings, you should be able to see the thick-
ness just by appearance alone. If you pass the liquor 
between two porcelain cups, you can see the thickness, 
as the tea clings to the sides of the cup and spreads like 
milk. “Viscosity” would be another way of saying this. 

Smoothness is the most important characteristic for 
evaluating any tea. Fine tea should be smooth in your 
mouth. It should roll back and go down smoothly, with-
out any pinch in the throat. The tea shouldn’t bite any-
where or leave an impression of roughness on the palate, 
tongue or throat. Try rolling the tea around your mouth 
to see if it stays together or comes apart in your mouth.

Mellowness has everything to do with the “piling fla-
vor (dui wei, 堆味).”  “Mellowness” is the opposite of this 
pondy, ammonia kind of flavor. Mellowness also means 
the shou is free of any off-putting flavors or sensations 
due to improper piling—musty, funky or fermentation 
flavors. A mellow shou is clean and billowy, like clouds 
in the mouth. It should be soft and subtle without any 
unnecessary or outlying flavors.

Stonehenge is a decent example in all these catego-
ries. Along with coming from clean raw materials with-
out agrochemicals, it scores pretty well in each of these 
categories. We would probably have it in the 80s (out of 
100) if it were in a review, which lands it in the “daily 
drinker” category soundly. Everyone needs steady, sure 
daily drinkers. And teas like this are better with age as 
well, so investing is always a good idea. Stonehenge was 
piled a bit on the heavy side, so it is not a great candi-
date for long-term storage. However, it will mellow out, 
which means that the piling flavors will decrease and the 
tea will become smoother and cleaner on the palate with 
a nicer aftertaste. It is worth storing for fifteen years or 
so (nothing will go wrong after that, it just will develop 
extremely slowly after that point.) 

Daily drinkers are always great for our tea education 
as well. Stonehenge can provide a very nice and solid 
baseline for evaluating shou puerh tea. It is clean, smooth 
and thick. These are all important when it comes to shou 
puerh. There are a lot of great shou teas out there, but 
this is a baseline to which you could compare other shou 
teas in terms of smoothness, thickness, mellowness and 
overall quality. 

Also, as we mentioned, Stonehenge is great for blend-
ing, and not just Five Element blends. We love taking a 
wonderful, smooth and thick daily drinker like this and 
adding a pinch of Greg’s Galactivation Serum, Shaman’s 
Drum or Bindbole. This preserves aged tea and spices 
this tea up very nicely. This is great for boiling as well. 
Stonehenge is very open and will fuse with any shou or 
aged sheng you add it to. It is also great with some dian 
hong teas as well if you want to get crazy…



Stonehenge (巨石陣)
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Brewing Tips
沖泡技巧 完成好茶

Ideally, our Tea of the Month should be brewed gongfu or as sidehandle bowl 
tea. It is also great boiled. Temperature will play a very important role in preparing 
this month’s tea well. Shou tea, black tea and aged sheng puerh are the kinds of tea that 
require the most heat, in fact. The leaves are crumpled from the aging and/or artificial fer-
mentation and the cells have all collapsed on themselves. We need a deep, penetrating heat 
to draw the essence from such leaves. Also, the liquor of such teas is complex and rich, and we 
therefore want the tea to be as full-bodied and deep as possible. The liquor should be black in the 
very center, moving into brown, then maroon and finally a golden ring around the edge of the cup 
or bowl. You should taste many flavors in these teas, from earthiness to Chinese herbs, sweetness to 
mustiness. 

Shou tea is much better appreciated dark and strong. This means you should use a few more leaves 
than you are used to, and/or steep the tea for longer. Shou puerh is nice when it is thick, dark and 
creamy. It should have the consistency of milk. Since this is a small can of tea, we recommend using 
longer steeping times, especially if you want to experiment with different brewing methods or cup sizes 
as we suggest below. You can oversteep shou, making it bitter or taking the piling flavors too strong, 
but it is much more forgiving than other kinds of tea—it is really easy to brew in every way, including 
amount. Temperature is the one exception. When it comes to shou, the hotter, the better. 

The ideal would be to use charcoal for this tea. Now is a great time to start your journey with charcoal, 
which means true fire, as opposed to just heat, if you have been thinking of lighting that fire. (There is a 
great charcoal guide in the boiled tea course!) If not charcoal, we find that gas or infrared are best when 
heat is paramount, as it is with this month’s tea. We have found that infrared stoves are the best option 
amongst the electrical choices. But nothing will ever substitute for real fire!

Since puerh enters the subtle body through the stomach and chest, shou puerh like this month’s tea is 
best enjoyed in larger cups or bowls. It is better to take big drinks. Oolong, on the other hand, is delicate 
and enters the subtle body upwards through the nasal cavity, so it is better to drink from small cups and 
take as small of sips as possible. This month’s tea, however, is for gulping. It is nice to have a big, full cup 
of piping, steaming hot shou puerh, especially if the weather is cooling down where you live. See if you 
can notice the difference. Experiment with taking small sips and larger gulps. Pay attention to how the 
energy (Qi) of this tea enters your subtle body through the stomach and chest if you can. If that is too 
subtle for you, pay attention to gross sensations like heat radiating out from the center of your body. 

Maybe you want to experiment with cup size for a gongfu brew of this month’s tea. Try drinking 
it in smaller and then in larger cups. Shou puerh like this only really shines when it is in larger, and 
ideally taller, cups. We want to take larger sips and the heat also concentrates in this way. If you have 
enough tea left over, you could even then switch to a sidehandle ceremony and see that the switch 
from larger gongfu cups to bowls is even better. Bigger is better when drinking shou puerh, espe-
cially when it is cold outside and so nice to have a ball of warmth held to your center.

Water: spring water or best bottled
Fire: coals, infrared or gas
Heat: hot, fish-eye, roughly 90–95°C
Brewing Methods: Gongfu, 
sidehandle or boiled
Steeping: Gongfu: longer, flash then growing 
(same for sidehandle)
Patience: twenty (gongfu)

Try using different sizes 
of cups for this tea. Then 
switch to bowls if you 
have enough tea left 
over. Also, try using a 
bit more tea or steep-
ing longer than you 
are used to.

Boiled TeaSidehandle Gongfu

Tea of  the Month
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T here are aspects of the begin-
ner’s mind that we celebrate as 
the pinnacle of wisdom, sug-

gesting that a return to that state is a 
kind of resolution in mastery. In fact, 
the Sanskrit word for wisdom, “pra-
jna,” can be translated as “beginner’s 
mind” (literally: pra = before and jna 
= knowledge). The mind we start out 
with is open, receptive and full of curi-
osity and wonder. We listen when we 
start our journey and don’t let know-
ing get in the way. We are humble and 
soft, and there is a purity untainted by 
any experience—positive or jaded neg-
atively. Like the child, the beginner’s 
eyes are wide open, and the heart is full 
of innocent receptivity, drinking all 
and everything in with awe. However, 
there is something to be said for the 
journey away from and then return-
ing to this state. The child is pure and 
untainted by knowing the answers and 
therefore dismissing new perspectives. 
She is awake, curious and humble, but 
only unconsciously so. The master, on 
the other hand, returns to this open 
state knowingly. Her not-knowing, 
open-hearted, receptive humility is 
chosen and therefore empowered by 
conscious awareness of the space into 
which truth flows—the space of an 
open heart-mind. The master is know-
ingly without knowledge, and not just 
aware of receptivity, but in love with 
it…

The ability to drink tea without any 
judgment or imposition is really a skill 
that one must master. It can be difficult 
to undo knowing, to not notice the de-
ficiencies in your own and others’ prac-
tice, so we must also practice unwind-
ing our practice—letting go of what we 
have learned. What results after having 
traversed the awe of a beginner, the 
skill and subtlety of lots of practice and 
then a return to the beginner’s mind 
is subtle and yet pronounced, opening 
gentle doors into the moment’s magic 
we wouldn’t have noticed before, let 
alone walked through. Without this, 
we won’t ever be able to show up ful-
ly as a guest, which is half of the art 
of being a Chajin. A person of tea 
knows how to set down their way of 
doing things and be a gracious guest, 
connecting to the heart and hospitali-
ty of their host without any judgment 
or snobbery. Condescension has no 
place in the world of tea. The great tea 
master Takeno Joo said, “Those who 
criticize others’ tea do not understand 
Cha Dao.” Indeed, this is the mind 
of one who has walked from the land 
of knowing nothing about tea to the 
distant land of knowing lots about tea 
and then back home to where he start-
ed. He knows that when you choose 
the beginner’s mind, you cannot ever 
stand in judgment of another’s tea. 
You have to take the stance of “I know 
as I am an expert” to judge, and that 

stance itself betrays a superficial under-
standing of tea. The one who has lived 
in harmony with Cha Dao, which is 
the essence of what a true Chajin is, 
would always choose connection over 
separation, hospitality over technique, 
heart over mind and experience over 
knowledge. And thus, she would never 
criticize her host.

The further you go, the more “I 
don’t know” becomes a choice and 
a resting place. Simply put: if know-
ing gets in the way of connecting to 
the very tea before us (not the genre/
type/idea/conceptual category of tea), 
the guest or host or the moment itself, 
then we don’t really know tea at all—
what we know in that case is thoughts 
or ideas, words and concepts. In other 
words, if our knowledge stands be-
tween us and the moment, we end up 
having a relationship with that knowl-
edge, not the experience itself. Dis-
tracted by concepts about tea, we miss 
the tea. There is a difference between 
understanding tea and knowing about 
tea. And this is often part and parcel of 
the journey. One could look at Master 
Joo’s proverb from this perspective, un-
derstanding that criticizing others’ tea 
is something people who know about 
tea do, though not something any be-
ginner would ever do, and therefore 
not something any master would ever 
do either. The ones who think they 
are experts are often blinded by the 

Zen & Tea

茶人: Wu De (無的)

One Flavor



fact that they think they know, which 
means they slowly stop listening, learn-
ing and growing—until they have the 
breakthrough, and the adventure turns 
back homeward towards the beginner’s 
mind. The Old Man told us, after all, 
that the Dao is a returning—the Way 
is a circling back…

Alas, there is an absurdity in the 
discussion of this journey, captured 
with humor and grace in the old Zen 
adage the hippies often chanted: “First 
there is a mountain; then there is no 
mountain; then there is.” The moun-
tain at the end is exactly the same as the 
mountain was at the start of the jour-
ney, and yet separated by the abyss—
the never-ending “no mountain.” The 
great tea sage Baisao also alluded to 
this in a tea poem when he suggested 
that guests experience enlightenment 
drinking a bowl of tea, realizing “they 
are the same as before.” There is no way 
to write about this without lapsing into 
the kind of nonsense Zen is infamous 
for, but the journey from beginner to 
experienced Chajin will demonstrate 
this movement viscerally and perhaps 
we will find out that though the moun-
tain is exactly the same, we aren’t. 

Taking the trip is always different 
from reading about it. Your scenery, 
inner and outer, will unfold in ways 
different from mine, and my descrip-
tion may help guide some of your in-
sight, though never really capture the 

ways Tea unfolds Her leaves and steeps 
into your life. That said, I still want 
to discuss some of the ways that Tea 
has opened me up over the years and 
shown me that the mountain I saw at 
the beginning is the same as the one 
I see now, but wholly and completely 
different. Nothing has moved, but ev-
ery grain of sand is in a different place. 
And there is more to this than just a 
return to receptivity, humility and a 
consciously chosen stance of “I don’t 
know.” Those powers grow in me, 
bowl by bowl, but so does a deeper and 
more lasting experience of tea as tea. 
First there was the tea, then there was 
no tea and now there’s just tea. Let’s 
steep some and try to understand this 
journey a bit better in the hopes that 
we can grow together…

With or Without Tea
The great tea sage, and one of the 

constellations in the Chajin’s sky, Sen 
no Rikyu, left behind a life lived in a 
tea bowl, with endless precious and 
indescribable moments that one could 
only experience and never tell. There is 
poetry in imagining the times he lived, 
the paths he roamed, and sometimes 
through our bowls, we may peek down 
an imaginary garden roji and see the 
old master’s tea hut imbued with rus-
tic simplicity, or perhaps even glimpse 
his silhouette as he offers a bowl to his 

guest… Fortunately for us, he also left 
some words as signposts—deep Zen 
contemplations and sayings that cut to 
the core, reminding us of what is be-
yond theory. Amongst all the words at-
tributed to this great master, there are 
none more powerful than these:

Imagine your life without tea. If it is any 
different, you have yet to understand tea.

These words have haunted me for 
a lifetime. They echo in my bowls 
and cups and steam from my kettles. 
I whisk and boil them again and then 
once more. Each time they take me 
deeper and into different corridors of 
Cha Dao. Sometimes they leave me 
stranded… until I breathe and let go…

In some ways, if you step away 
from this old saying and look at it from 
a higher vantage, it also highlights the 
part of this whole discussion that can 
be frustrating for me, the author, and 
for you who read this: some things 
only make sense after you live through 
them. You cannot ever, even with a 
billion words, describe the flavor of a 
lychee to someone who has never had 
one. But once they have had one, then 
the words make sense—be they literal, 
like “musky,” or poetic, like “refreshing 
as a cool spring.” Similarly, this old 
phrase doesn’t mean much outside the 
context of a living practice, where Cha 
Dao becomes part of our daily lives. 

8

茶
禪
一
味

通
往
寧
靜
入
口



9/ Zen & Tea One Flavor

There is a real difference between 
theory and practice, even when it is 
theory of practice—a “how to” is not 
going to brew your tea, though you 
could watch/read it, absorb the theory 
and then put a kettle on and actual-
ly make some tea. Much of what was 
said in the description or demonstra-
tion won’t make sense until the bowl 
is in the hand. And this is much truer 
of the subjective flavors, aromas and 
sensations, of the tea as we drink it. 
But this old proverb goes beyond even 
the experience of drinking tea and the 
hard-to-describe flavors, aromas and 
sensations to the changes in our lives 
as we become Chajin. And that is 
only available after many turns of the 
earth, many times round the sun spent 
steeped in tea. Rikyu’s words come on 
deep and slow like the seasoning of a 
pot—noticeable only after thousands 
of kettles. As the water pours, the 
steam rises and the tea infuses, we walk 
around it making chaxi, collecting wa-
ter, adding leaves then cleaning out 
the spent ones over and over, learning 
about tea and ourselves... There really 
is so much life surrounding tea, from 
the food we eat, our community and 
friendship, our meditation, under-
standing of art and beauty, explora-
tion of Nature and its gifts, daily work 
cleaning and creating chaxi, the hospi-
tality of tea sessions, and so on and so 
forth… At some point, amidst living 
with these pots and leaves for some 
years, a discussion of this phrase starts 
to make sense—the absurdity clears 
up like a ruffled pond going calm and 
you start to see into and through your 
heart-mind to the place where Rikyu 
was pointing when he said: “Imag-
ine your life without tea. If it is any 
different, you have yet to understand 
tea.” And then, you start to understand 
tea…

There are so many wonderful ways 
of unpacking and exploring this say-
ing, which is, of course, what makes 
the old proverb so powerful, and why 
it has been preserved these centuries. 
Over and over, it steams over my pot, 
boat and cups and I see into different 
aspects of my life and tea through its 
lens. It also cuts strings, releases at-
tachments and dispels preconceptions, 
allowing me more freedom. Until you 
pour this old phrase over your own 
pots, however, it will remain absurd. 
In fact, I think that Rikyu’s proverb is 

a pretty decent gauge of our tea mer-
its thus far, as it will become a living 
and very real common sense the fur-
ther you travel, while floating in Zen 
wit at best and nonsense at worst be-
fore the many, many pots that lead 
to its porch... With that caveat out 
of the way, I thought I would discuss 
two prominent ways that this old wis-
dom has unfurled in my life, hoping 
that my experience, strength and hope 
might bring some insight and inspira-
tion to your tea journey.

Never Enough
Any ordinary day someone asked 

me to imagine my life without tea, 
like you, I would most likely protest. 
I wouldn’t want to even imagine that. 
That’s like imagining life without a 
loved one! But there is great depth in 
the exercise and it leads to so many in-
sights. As I said, we only have time for 
two… The first and more important 
realization that happens when I imag-
ine my life without tea occurs when 
the questions deepen, as they always 
should. The best questions always lead 
to more questions. On the surface, 
when I imagine my life without tea, I 
say that’s terrible. But the proverb then 
suggests if I am to understand tea, I 
must probe more deeply... What would 
be terrible? What would be missing? 
What is it that tea provides that I can-
not get anywhere else? And where did 
tea get those things from itself? These 
are all very powerful avenues of explo-
ration into understanding my mind, 
my life and my relationship to tea and 
to all things, in fact. And I hope that 
my discussion of some of the insights 
I have had wandering these paths will 
not in any way be a distraction or hin-
drance to your own exploration. You 
will have to ask these questions and 
more if you are to understand tea in a 
way that is no different whether it is in 
your life or not.

When I explore these questions 
more deeply, it becomes clear to me 
that all and everything tea teaches me 
are reminders. There are no lessons 
pointing at things outside of me that 
I need to go acquire and bring over 
here from over there in order to utilize 
them. Rather, tea reminds me of things 
I know but have forgotten (which hap-
pens often) or things that I have never 

known in this life per se, but that are so 
obvious that they were always staring 
at me even if I am noticing them for 
the first time.

What I seek in tea is connection, 
pleasure through my senses, nostal-
gia for another time or a dream time, 
peace and serenity, as well as insight. 
All of these things are within me and 
available through the same doors tea 
opened to receive them. All that tea 
has, She got from being receptive to 
the sun, moon, mountain and water. 
The pleasure at being alive is available 
in every heartbeat, the nostalgia I have 
for hospitality and loving-kindness is 
my own creation, and the peace is al-
ways in my breath if I let my thoughts 
be and enter its stream. 

Tea reminds me of what is import-
ant because I forget all too often. I am 
broken in this way. In the tea space, I 
can sit upright and be the man I long 
to become. I can speak and act nobly 
and with grace, truly feeling the con-
nection I have to others, myself and 
to Nature. But then I get up and my 
self-centered mind takes over and starts 
manipulating the world and others to 
look the way it thinks they should be, 
and things get lost in the theater of 
complicated plots, schemes and drama 
with others, the world, human poli-
tics, etc. I forget my heart. I forget the 
moment and my place in it. And the 
medicine tea offers me is also offered 
by the flowers, the trees, the water and 
by your smile. Every person I see, every 
moment in Nature is all the mountains 
and rivers speaking the dharma to me. 
The starlight chanted across aeons of 
abyss, more holy than even the Heart 
Sutra, fills every night and reminds 
me of the same truths Tea does. These 
truths are within every nucleus of ev-
ery atom that is me, as I am made up 
of the same stuff the stars, mountains 
and rivers are—the same stuff tea is 
made up of. 

Tea shakes me and asks me to wake 
up, recognizing that we both are part 
of everything. As much as I am an in-
dividual traveling through time and 
space, I am also the world experiencing 
itself as an individual traveling through 
time and space. These are both truths. 
And the spirit within me and the tea 
is beyond the actual leaf or the experi-
ence of sitting down to drink tea. It is 
a spirit of natural, easy interbeing and 
therefore connection. 
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You need a deep analogy to cap-
ture this insight and one with lots of 
emotion. For me, the best I can come 
up with now is marriage. You are mar-
ried and in love with your spouse day 
and night all the time, whether you 
remember that or not. Sometimes 
I forget and get angry and say or do 
hurtful things to Joyce, but then I re-
member how much I love her and am 
grateful for our marriage. I try then to 
come back to that state that already is 
our love and to make amends for my 
mistakes and do better at staying con-
nected to that. Sitting down for tea is 
analogous to the times we make love 
and are intimate. Overall, these will 
only make up a very small percentage 
of our time together in this life. And 
should something happen to us physi-
cally, like old age, and we can no longer 
be intimate physically, we will still be 
married—still in love. We don’t need 
that act to understand that truth and 
we shouldn’t look for that truth in the 
act of love-making. Rather, we should 
celebrate our love in our intimacy, not 
look for it there… In the same way, 
sitting and actually drinking tea isn’t 
the place to “find” your insight; it is 
the consummation and celebration of 
what already is, at least ideally. A life of 
tea is lived in and out of the tea room, 
in other words.

Far, far too often my mind looks at 
whatever I am experiencing and fills 
it with a sense of either “not this” or 
“what’s next?” There is an ingrained 
habit, a type of mind that resonates 
with a frequency of “not-here-not-
now.” This radio station constantly 
suggests that if I was there instead of 
here, something would happen; if it 
was not now, but later, then something 
would happen. The “something” that 
would happen is sometimes a very 
clear craving or vision of achieving 
some desired result, but much more 
often the not-here-not-now mind is 
suggesting that there and then “some-
thing” would happen. It is vague what 
that “something” is, in other words. 
The not-here-not-now mind isn’t usu-
ally fixated on some experience over 
there, but rather a mild to heavy dis-
satisfaction with this here and now, 
whatever this is. This mind isn’t really 
a mind even, it is often just a subtle 
frequency that underlies my experi-
ence, filling experience with a feeling 
(sometimes conscious, but more often 

subconscious) that if I only got away 
from here and finished this now and 
got to that future one, things would 
be better, bigger, more or, as I said, 
what is offered over there and then 
isn’t even conscious. In fact, as I said, I 
find personally that my version of the 
not-here-not-now mind is usually not 
excited about the pleasure, joy or satis-
faction it has projected over there and 
then, but rather is focused instead on 
the dissatisfaction of this moment here 
and now.

The truth is that every single mo-
ment, every here and every now, is a 
shelf full of things that are epic and 
things that aren’t. You can look around 
any place, anywhere and find things to 
satisfy you and fill you with joy and 
others to fill you with dissatisfaction. 
You can look at the tea setup and see 
the pieces you are missing and how 
the ones you have aren’t the quality 
you deserve and will get one day, or 
you can appreciate what you do have 
and sigh in gratitude. Of course, we 
all face very rare experiences that are 
very painful or very joyful in which the 
scale tips so heavily to one side that it 
is extremely hard to see the conditions 
of its opposite: in great pain, it is hard 
to see anything worth being grateful 
about, while in ecstasy it is equally 
hard to find any fault. However, the 
vast majority of our lives will be spent 
somewhere in the middle of these ex-
treme experiences—in the space where 
the choice is ours to look around the 
present moment and focus on all its 
faults or highlight all its joy, gratitude 
and abundance. 

This habit of tuning to the rhythm 
of not-here-not-now doesn’t stop be-
cause we start meditating or being 
more “spiritual.” In fact, it just turns 
to this new target and we start being 
dissatisfied with our progress and fo-
cused on what is over there and then 
when we have more tea, do more yoga 
or meditate more. We self-cultivate 
with more and more verve to get to 
that place over there and then, not re-
alizing that all our work is really and 
truly just to heal the not-here-not-now 
mind and wake up to the choice that 
we make in each moment to focus on 
what sucks about it or what is missing 
and see how full it is. No matter how 
far we journey, or how many lifetimes 
we meditate, whenever we do reach 
that distant and mystical “enlighten-

ment” experience it will always happen 
in a here and in a now. It will always be 
a here-now mind. And the not-here-
not-now mind will be what we are 
waking up from. There is no journey 
to get to here. And there is no amount 
of time we need to pass through to get 
to now. 

Tea is always here and now. She is 
that mind. And through tea, we realize 
that we are too. The not-here-not-now 
mind is just a tick, a habit—it is a de-
lusion and doesn’t represent the truth 
of who we are or of the reality of this 
universe unfolding. In present moment 
awareness, you don’t “need” tea to get 
anywhere. We are already here. We 
don’t need more, later, then, there—
bigger, better or more tea, more us or 
more experience. Now is already here. 
We drink tea because it helps drop the 
not-here-not-now mind and be pres-
ent. It helps us to see the gratitude and 
abundance all around this moment 
here and now. But we cannot do that 
if we turn tea itself into another thing 
we need to get to, another compulsion 
to take us away from here and now and 
fall back into the not-here-not-now 
mind frequency. 

If we need tea and our lives would 
be terrible without it, we have forgot-
ten the face of the Buddha. We have 
forgotten the moment. In that way, we 
can be drinking an excellent tea and 
even in the midst of its pleasurable, 
comfortable and peaceful embrace 
crave for a bigger jar of the tea we are 
currently drinking, or become dissatis-
fied with the tea we are drinking and 
its effects and wish we had better. We 
can look away from the moment and 
enter the stream of the not-here-not-
now mind and start looking for ways 
to get over there, or pass this now into 
some future. The tea itself becomes un-
satisfying and we reach for a device. Or 
perhaps we long for some other tea ex-
perience of the past, perhaps that epic 
first session we had when tea’s effect 
was stronger or that one time we drank 
next to a waterfall. The not-here-not-
now mind doesn’t care, so long as it 
isn’t this here and this now. 

Therefore, one way of looking at 
the “understanding tea” that Rikyu 
mentions is to look at “tea” in terms of 
how we relate to it, as opposed to the 
substance, the leaves. Rikyu wasn’t say-
ing that if you learn about agricultural 
science and gain an understanding of 
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tea processing that then you will know 
that your life would be the same with 
or without tea. He isn’t talking about 
that kind of understanding—he isn’t 
talking about knowledge. He is talking 
about understanding tea in terms of 
the self and our psychological patterns. 
Understanding Cha Dao, which is 
what Rikyu is discussing, means un-
derstanding that this practice reminds 
us to drop the not-here-not-now mind 
and rest in the present moment—to 
fill our bowls with here and now. Af-
ter all, tea is always here and now. It 
never leaves here-now, and, I believe, 
magically emits a somehow stronger 
frequency of here-now than other sub-
stances/experiences (at least to me). 
And here-now is where the whole Uni-
verse meets us; it is where everything is 
happening. Now is where it’s at! Here 
is the best time to be. 

It is through the truth of here-now 
tea, without a need for there, for lat-
er, for more or for less, that you realize 

you don’t need any tea. This moment 
cannot be more or less with or with-
out tea, you see. Rikyu’s words have 
steeped into all your cells, opening 
their truth to you—the truth that ev-
ery atom is here and now—and you no 
longer need the medicine, for you are 
healed. 

Extraordinary Ordinary
Sometimes I poetically muse that 

looking through Rikyu’s proverb in 
different ways is like seeing the world 
through the tea he served, like looking 
up from a bowl of hot matcha served 
by the master’s own hands and seeing 
that the world was the “same as be-
fore.”  I imagine that a flash of insight 
is like a glimpse through the eyes of 
one of his guests, walking back down 
the dewy path after an epic session 
with the old man… 

I think for so many of us, myself in-
cluded, our first experiences of tea cere-
mony are so profound. The flavors and 
aromas are exotic, the silence is deep, 
the insights profound and the psycho-
somatic changes are powerful. It may 
even feel like we’ve taken psychedelics, 
albeit without the intoxication factor: 
We see visions, are transported or at 
least experience an amplified peace, a 
quieting of the mind and all sorts of 
other wonders. So many of us came to 
understand very quickly why tea cere-
mony was used by monks and nuns for 
centuries and the positive effect that 
tea can have on our self-cultivation. It 
calms us, centers our hearts and bod-
ies and often provides otherworldly, 
“spiritual” perspective, all while be-
ing good for us! Of course, when we 
start learning tea ceremony ourselves, 
we also come to understand that the 
practice of the movements (in the 
proper order and timing) is as valuable 
to our self-cultivation as the leaf itself.  
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However, for the purposes of this arti-
cle, I want to focus on the former (the 
effects of tea drinking), as it relates spe-
cifically to Rikyu’s teaching that if our 
lives are any different without tea, we 
don’t yet understand tea.

When we start out, we drink tea to 
get somewhere. That often applies to 
individual sessions and to our practice 
in general. In terms of our practice, 
the “getting somewhere” relates to the 
issue we discussed in the previous sec-
tion, in which the not-here-not-now 
mind/frequency is affecting our tea 
practice, as it affects every area of our 
lives. Eventually, we have to realize that 
the not-here-not-now mind is itself 
the problem and drop our efforts alto-
gether and rest in the here-now mind. 
Freedom is always present, never in the 
future. There is nowhere to get and 
nothing to become. If whatever X we 
seek isn’t here, it isn’t anywhere and if it 
doesn’t exist now, it is not real.

In a session, “getting somewhere” 
means we travel through the tea (or 
have a desire to travel). We move from 
the cup or bowl outwards—into our 
minds, our imaginations, the sensa-
tions in our bodies, flavors, aromas 
and so on… There are so many jour-
neys to take. Tea is very exciting in 
the beginning for this very reason. We 
can immerse ourselves in the delicious 
flavors or drown in the pleasure of 
exquisite aromas. We can be uplifted 
and sit there holding our bowls as we 
roam the corridors of our visions, of-
ten Heavenly. We can also enter a deep 
serenity that resonates not just in our 
minds, but through the sensations of 
our bodies after we sit in quiet with a 
few bowls of tea. All of this is wonder-
ful, and a natural part of a tea journey 
(namely the beginning part). And yet, 
this also comes with a warning, for we 
can easily become attached to these ex-
periences. We can crave the escape we 
experienced in a particular session and 
then be disappointed when it doesn’t 
happen again. We can start chasing 
something through tea drinking. We 
can also use our tea sessions to run 
from ourselves, from our problems, 
etc.

We then start using tea to add 
something to our lives, in other words. 
We are seeking something from Her. 
In the same way that the not-here-
not-now mind is often not conscious 
or seeking any one thing in particular, 

but rather just a subtle frustration with 
whatever is—in the same way, our tea 
practice can become an itchy striving 
to get something, whether it be that 
perfect flavor, aroma or perhaps expe-
rience of peace we once had and wish 
to have again, or maybe even a fantasy 
of what could be attained. And this al-
ways comes at the expense of our pres-
ence. Its cost is always what is here and 
now before us. In this way, tea is always 
a means to an end and never enjoyed 
for its own sake. And that implies, as 
Rikyu says, that we have yet to under-
stand tea. 

If we allow Tea to work its medi-
cine, however, there is another way—a 
way that leads down Rikyu’s dewy path 
and to the small door you must crawl 
through to get into the subtle, simple 
room where his tea will remind you 
that you are the same as before. You 
see, tea moves in both directions, up 
and down, meaning that just as you 
can travel from the bowl outwards, 
you can travel from outwards to the 
bowl. Simply put: when we first start 
drinking tea, we are looking to get 
somewhere and have “cool” experi-
ences through tea, but as we progress 
we just drink tea. In other words, we 
start out trying to move from the bowl 
to the Universe, but eventually realize 
that bringing the Universe down into 
the bowl is even more rewarding. Tea 
is not a means to peace, pleasure or vi-
sion—it is a means to tea.

As you drink more tea over the 
years, the aromas, flavors and sensa-
tions become less exotic and you get 
used to them. You could, of course, 
get higher-quality and/or older teas 
and amplify the effect, but eventually 
this too will become boring, and then 
you will always be trying to get some-
where other than where you are, to 
be in a state other than this one. Like 
all things, we often look in the wrong 
places for the thing we seek, which 
was, after all, right in front of our fac-
es the whole time. We chase our own 
noses, in other words.

We look for magic outside our ex-
perience. We want to transcend our 
ordinary minds and day-to-day lives. 
Only riding on the roller coaster do 
our bodies awaken. We seek epic sun-
sets, jump from planes, travel to dis-
tant countries to have exotic experi-
ences, eat fancy and expensive meals, 
etc.—all to feel the magic of being 

alive. There is nothing wrong with 
great, extraordinary experiences. They 
are beautiful. Tea sessions that uplift 
and awaken us are wonderful. How-
ever, seeking magic in the exotic, the 
extraordinary can come at the expense 
of taking all the magic of the here-now 
for granted. The fact is that you do not 
have to add anything to the most ordi-
nary of moments to make it incredible; 
it already is. This moment is a mira-
cle. This very moment! An ordinary 
Tuesday with an ordinary, simple tea 
and no fancy sensations, deep peace or 
transcendent visions is still chock-full 
of miracles—endless magic. Examples 
of miracles, you ask? Well, we are, af-
ter all, sitting and having our ordinary 
Tuesday tea on a giant blue ball flying 
through space at thousands of kilome-
ters per hour. That’s a miracle. That 
ball and we are made of ancient star-
dust that somehow awoke, came alive 
and then learned to hand down its 
body and soul through countless gen-
erations of love, loss and adventure to 
get to here-now. That is another mira-
cle! And there is more… the wonders 
of vision, of sight and taste… How 
extraordinary would your ordinary 
Tuesday tea be to someone born blind 
or deaf? Nothing short of miraculous. 
You get the idea…

With more tea, we begin to realize 
how much we take for granted. How 
our life can become static white noise 
between epic moments—snapshots in 
a photo album. Highlights are great, 
but the pithy substance of a life lived is 
all the ordinary moments of every day. 
And if we ignore those, we miss out on 
the precious time we have here. Then 
life becomes a boring black-and-white 
channel that only very occasionally 
shows something in color, something 
worth remembering. But, in fact, the 
opposite is true. 

If you know any widows, or have 
lost a loved one yourself, then you 
know that it is never the big things you 
miss most. You don’t miss the trips to 
Fiji or the other epic moments. You 
miss the way she brushed her hair from 
her forehead, the way his dimples lit 
up when he smiled. We lost our dog 
Fiona this year, which was hard. When 
I think of her and cry or smile, I think 
of the way she sometimes licked my ear 
to wake me up or the funny wiggle she 
had to her walk due to a malformed 
hip. It is almost always the little stuff… 
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There is a wonderful saying in 
Zen (so many really), that seeing the 
extraordinary as extraordinary is ordi-
nary, but seeing the ordinary as extraor-
dinary is truly extraordinary. Like most 
of these deep riddle-like Zen proverbs, 
this one unpacks in layers. The easiest 
way of understanding it, which is relat-
ed to our discussion here, is that every-
one sees extraordinary events and con-
siders them “extraordinary,” so really 
that is ordinary—common, in other 
words. It is easy to see an extra-special 
sunset or experience epic, glorious tea 
sessions and see that as “extraordinary.” 
Everybody does that. It is ordinary to 
do that. What is truly unique, truly 
extraordinary, is to be able to see the 
most ordinary, mundane thing and 
recognize how extra special and mag-
ical it really is. 

When we begin to understand that 
the ordinary is extraordinary, we can 
learn to stop seeking something from 
tea and just drink tea. Just drinking 
tea is enough. There needn’t be any 
fireworks. It is enough to just be alive 
here and now and able to make tea. Al-
ways seeking more is part and parcel 
of the not-here-not-now mind, which 
is always asking “What else?” It always 
seeks to add or take away and is nev-
er satisfied with the ordinary. But af-
ter enough tea, there is a deeper place 
where tea is just tea and not a doorway 
to anything else. And the same is true 
of our practice and of our journey from 
birth to death. With some life wisdom, 
and maybe some tea sprinkled on top, 
we start to grow into the here and now 
and stop trying to get somewhere oth-
er than where we are.

They say that as an ordinary per-
son grows in wisdom and understand-
ing, she becomes a sage, but as a sage 
grows in wisdom and understand-
ing, she becomes an ordinary person. 
Our journey through tea parallels the 
weird, illogical Zen journey of seeing a 
mountain, then no mountain and then 
a mountain again, which we discussed 
at the beginning of this article. When 
you stop asking tea to do something for 
you—whether it be pleasure through 
the senses or spiritual empowerment—
you can just drink tea. You can return 
to the mountain as a mountain. And 
you will then realize that it is the same 
mountain as before, though every sin-
gle particle has shifted now. Similarly, 
the one who sees the magic in a simple 

cup of tea doesn’t need tea to see the 
magic. And that is the understanding 
that Rikyu suggests when he boldly 
professes that the true Chajin can live 
without tea. 

Then There is a Mountain
After we come full circle from try-

ing to use tea for something, be it sen-
sations, flavors or visions, we can just 
be as we always were. Then, we under-
stand tea. Then, we can truly serve tea. 
We always say that in our tradition we 
don’t learn to make tea, but rather to 
serve tea. Of course, this means learn-
ing the ceremonial methods of laying 
the coals, boiling the water and steep-
ing the tea, but it also means serving 
Tea, serving the spirit of the here-now, 
the spirit of the extraordinary ordi-
nary. It means awakening the magic 
and majesty in the act itself, not using 
the act to find those things in some so-
called “extraordinary” state of mind or 
being.

Many spiritual practices are seeking 
to slather a special sauce across the dish 
of ordinary life, so we make tea with 
some hyper-awareness sauce or grati-
tude sauce or even “extraordinary or-
dinary” sauce. If you take these teach-
ings and cook them into another sauce 
that you try really hard to pour all over 
your practice, you will have missed 
the point. Zen isn’t about making tea 
while you stay über-present or grate-
ful, or whatever—Zen is just drinking 
the tea. “That’s it?” you say. “That is 
easy…”

Maybe it is easy for you. I hope 
so. It has been a lifetime for me, and 
I still cannot do it… I still cannot 
imagine my life without tea, or at least 
not most times. Sometimes the light 
from Rikyu’s old hut shines through 
my modern tea hut and I do let go. I 
do understand. The more I drink, the 
more this happens… Let me leave you 
with another great story from Rikyu’s 
life that may shine some light on this 
as well…

A young man heard about Rikyu 
and loved tea so much that he left 
home and wandered the country for 
almost a year, slowly making his way 
to the old master’s school from the 
North where he hailed. He was so ear-
nest and full of tea spirit that Rikyu let 
him join the tea school. He gave him a 

room and clothes and put him to work 
gardening, learning about the care for 
the dewy path and the water used to 
clean one’s hands and face before en-
tering the tea room. After some years, 
he was allowed to start learning about 
the proper selection and care of the 
tea powder for ceremonies, as well as 
how to help prepare the meals served 
therein. Then some years after that, 
when his daily meditation practice was 
well-established, the man was allowed 
to start learning the ceremony itself…

…After a couple of years of that, 
the man was working with his old 
master in the garden one day and 
looked up from trimming the verd to 
ask Rikyu, “What is the essence of Cha 
Dao?” Rikyu smiled at the flowers he 
was caring for. “Master, I have been 
here for years. It is time I was initiated, 
no? I think I have earned the right to 
understand the true essence of tea.”

“Indeed,” replied Rikyu, setting 
down his scissors. “You have earned 
that.” The man set down his own 
shears and brushed off his hands, look-
ing at his teacher expectantly.

“The essence of Cha Dao is this…” 
Rikyu paused for effect, “Lay the coals, 
draw the water, boil the water and 
steep the tea.”

“What?” asked the man, as though 
he hadn’t heard.

“Lay the coals, draw the water, boil 
the water and steep the tea,” repeated 
the old man.

“That’s it!” exclaimed the man with 
furrowed brow. “That’s all there is to 
it… I could have learned that at home. 
There was no need to walk all the way 
across the kingdom and work so hard 
all these years. That is easy!”

Rikyu tsked: “The day you can do 
that, my friend, is the day I walk across 
the kingdom, put my head at your feet 
and call you master!”
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I f life were a song, this would be an 
excellent chorus to reflect on after 
each verse, be it a verse of pain 

and sorrow or joy and bliss. It’s such a 
beautiful desire to have unto ourselves 
and especially others, no matter what 
situation we find ourselves in. The 
whole world has been in a verse of great 
challenge this last year, and wishes like 
the one above can rock us into a com-
pletely different perspective, which is 
often necessary to rise up and meet 
the challenges we face in life. I find 
it particularly inspiring, so I wanted 
to share it with you and to further 
expand on it and other such passages 
as they relate to Tea and Zen. Further-
more, this particular passage points to 
a very special point of intersection that 
Tea also points to, which we will come 
to further on. It comes from a verse in 
the classic Indian text, The Way of the 
Bodhisattva (Bodhicaryavatara), com-
posed more than twelve centuries ago. 

In this article, I have collected se-
lect passages from Pema Chodron’s Be-
coming Bodhisattvas, her guidebook for 

compassionate action, which is a com-
mentary on The Way of the Bodhisattva. 
As a student myself, fumbling about 
on the path of Tea and Zen, my com-
mentary of her work is simply a stu-
dent’s take on certain passages as they 
relate to me and Tea. I chose passages 
that I found motivating, inspiring, and 
perspective-shifting. It is my hope that 
others like me may also find inspira-
tion and motivation in these selected 
passages, perhaps enough to even read 
Chodron’s book in its entirety, which is 
certainly worth a good study. The orig-
inal text itself is obviously worthy of 
contemplation and study as it is clear-
ly written in a particular order and as 
a guide for spiritual warriors seeking 
the alleviation of suffering for all be-
ings. Not to mention that such ancient 
wisdom has passed the tests of time, 
and it’s a miracle that we should come 
across it and benefit from its truth 
during our fleeting time on this earth. 
Not everyone is so fortunate. For this 
we must be grateful. 

This article is by no means an at-
tempt to summarize or comment on 

the entire Way of the Bodhisattva or 
even Pema Chodron’s book. How-
ever, I greatly appreciate Chodron’s 
simple commentary on such a rich, 
old and powerful text, making it un-
derstandable, accessible and applicable 
to anyone in modern times, and it is 
astonishingly applicable now as it was 
so many centuries ago. I only wish to 
do the same but on a smaller scale and 
with a little more focus on how they 
relate to Tea and meditation in my ex-
perience. 

And so, 
within the sight of all protectors,
I summon every being, 
calling them to Buddhahood—
And till that state is reached, 
to every earthly joy!
May gods and demigods, 
and all the rest, rejoice!

This is the verse that the opening 
quote is paraphrased from. It’s apt be-
cause we’re all on our own journeys  
through life and there are certainly 
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countless times when we are called to 
truly wake up, rest in our highest self 
and act from our heart for the good 
of others, if not for all beings. This is 
being “called to Buddhahood” and if 
you’ve even spent one breath’s amount 
of time there, it’s a powerful state to be 
in. Perhaps you’ve experienced it on the 
sports field when you’re “in the zone,” 
or when your child was born; maybe 
when you had to show up during an 
emergency, or just while sitting out-
side sipping a simple cup of tea. What 
that means specifically is unique to 
each individual. On the absolute lev-
el, this state is already reached, but for 
all practical purposes and on a relative 
level, we all have a lot of work to do 
to reach it, and part of being human 
is to always strive for that ideal state. 
And until that ultimate state is finally 
reached, the author is deeply wishing 
for all of us to be happy along the way, 
through life’s ebbs and flows, highs and 
lows. 

This is one reason of many why tea 
is abundant and why I love this verse. 
Tea is the point at which spiritual 

progress and worldly joy intersect. It is 
the ordinary treasure that accompanies 
us while reading the morning paper or 
awakens us to a deep sense of connec-
tion to Nature. It is the bridge between 
the mundane and the extraordinary, 
the meditation room and the world of 
dust. It is the nexus at which all of our 
senses are stimulated and at the same 
time our mind and heart are calmed. 
It would be easy enough to tailor this 
verse and wish that every cup of tea 
awaken you to your true nature, and 
until then, may it please all of your 
senses!

My body, thus, 
and all my goods besides,
And all my merits gained 
and to be gained,
I give them all away 
withholding nothing
To bring about the benefit of beings.

There’s not much point in culti-
vating anything, be it spiritual culti-
vation or carpentry skills, if we don’t 

put those skills to use to benefit others. 
A portion of our meditation is always 
dedicated to sharing any merits we 
may have gained during meditation 
with all beings. That way, we don’t for-
get what we’re doing, why and who it’s 
really for. Giving is certainly receiving 
in this sense, and if others benefit from 
what you give them, then it cycles back 
and we all benefit. This helps me to un-
derstand the above verse more clearly. 
Rather than viewing everything given 
away as a sacrifice, I recognize it as a 
form of service where I am actually in 
a very privileged position to be able to 
give away what I can.

My teacher has said countless 
times about this tea tradition, “This 
is a tradition of service.” We’re not 
just here to learn how to prepare tea, 
but how to serve tea. An entire arti-
cle could be dedicated to unpacking 
what it means to really serve tea. Ser-
vice is an act of giving away. We are, 
after all, not just serving people, but 
the awakening of tranquility and still-
ness that arises in people over a cup of 
tea. This is important to contemplate.  

18
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19/ A Cup of Motivation

This concept expands well beyond the 
tea table and steeps into a way of life, 
which is why it is called “Cha Dao.” 
This is a way of life through tea, and 
that includes all aspects of our lives. 
There is an affirmation that goes, 
“How you do anything is how you do 
everything.” Because this is a tradition 
of service through tea, that implies 
that how we wash the dishes, place our 
shoes, drive our cars, and any other so-
called mundane activity are connected 
to our tea service. When immersed in 
a way of life, giving is a constant op-
portunity even in the most unlikely of 
situations, because, as the affirmation 
goes, however you do it is how you 
serve and how you serve is how you 
give. So don’t underestimate the mind 
with which you perform the simplest 
of acts—they too become an act of 
giving in one way or another and it’s 
important to recognize this. 

Furthermore, at the tea table, we 
can ask ourselves, who is really being 
served? In the most obvious sense, the 
host serves the guest. But without the 
guest, how is the host able to practice 
serving tea? In a very direct way, the 
guest is serving the host the opportuni-
ty to serve tea. From both perspectives, 
the host and the guest are serving each 
other the space with which to expe-
rience an awaking to stillness. Again, 
things cycle back and everyone benefits 
from this kind of giving. 

Ultimately, we have to give it all 
away whether we want to or not. At 
the end of life, there is no holding on. 
Everything returns to the source, ei-
ther by choice or by the natural cycle 
of things. But it’s a very different end-
ing for the one who grasps until the 
bitter end and the one who makes a 
practice of giving. Giving is hardwired 
into both tea and meditation practic-
es. It’s certainly not always easy, and 
there are times when we simply won’t 
be ready to give what is asked of us. 
Those often mark significant periods in 
our life where we can’t move forward 
until the toll is paid, and big changes 
call for big tolls. Sometimes, if you’re 
willing to give it away, it’s not enough. 
Sometimes, it’s what you’re not willing 
to give up that is necessary to pay the 
toll. And only after we give it away do 
we realize the truth that we never ac-
tually owned it in the first place. This 
verse reminded me to ask myself, what 
personal cost am I willing to pay for 

the needs of other beings, and what do 
I personally even own? Strangely, if I 
never had anything to begin with, how 
can I give it away and why, then, is 
there so much resistance to the idea of 
giving away what isn’t ultimately mine? 

Today, indeed, I’m hale and hearty,
Have enough to eat, 
and am without affliction.
And yet this life is fleeting 
and deceptive.
This body is but briefly lent to me.

As I sit here and write this, I am 
in good health and very satisfied, all 
things considered. But I’m only recog-
nizing this fact in this moment because 
I’m writing about it. At most other 
times, this state of health and comfort 
goes unnoticed and I take it for grant-
ed. It usually requires the opposite ex-
perience to notice the situation I am 
in, meaning it requires sickness to re-
member my good health, hunger to re-
alize my fullness, cold weather to yearn 
for warmth. The problem isn’t desiring 
one situation over the other, but for-
getting that both sides are necessary to 
create the coin. 

It’s amazing to consider some of 
the negative feedback systems that we 
are conditioned to live by. How many 
green lights are we thankful for in a 
day? How many good drivers do we 
praise versus those we curse at? How 
much time do we recognize having in-
stead of never having enough? Where 
is our gratitude for that which we 
have? Why is this not commonplace? 
Why is it culturally acceptable to show 
anger towards inanimate objects (slam-
ming a door shut), but strange to show 
affection towards them (thanking your 
keys at the end of the day)? Consid-
er how often you have enough to eat 
and when you are in good health. In 
most cases, it’s far greater than the 
periods of starvation or affliction. Of 
course, this is all necessary in a sense. 
You can’t have black without white, the 
yang without the yin. They are interde-
pendent and one cannot exist without 
the other. The problem isn’t our condi-
tioned state to rest in criticism but to 
forget to balance that out with grati-
tude and acceptance. Life is deceptive, 
and paradoxical at times, and certainly 
fleeting. So it is worth it to counter 
this default habit of seeing one side of 

the coin more than the other because 
there truly isn’t much time. There are 
many ways to do this, and if I am to 
specifically speak about Tea or Zen as 
a means to an end, which is a limited 
view of them both, they certainly help 
me to break through life’s veil of de-
ception and awaken to gratitude and 
acceptance, if only for a brief moment, 
which is why these are daily practices. 
Today, indeed, I am hale and hearty!

All those who slight me to my face,
Or do me any other evil,
Even if they blame or slander me,
May they attain 
the fortune of enlightenment!

This was a very perspective-shifting 
verse for me! It’s bold and goes against 
the common reaction when someone 
does you harm, which is usually to 
retaliate in an attempt to protect the 
sense of self. When someone slanders 
me and my ego is threatened, I must 
admit, my first response is not to wish 
them the fortune of enlightenment. 
However, I can also admit that I want 
to instill this kind of response in my-
self. It’s such a radically different way 
of handling a situation, so it must re-
quire a radically different mindset. It 
must stem from a deep-seated sense of 
connection…

Tea is a medicine in the form of 
connection. It connects us to our-
selves, to others and to Nature. When 
something connects us, it often stems 
from a space of love. When something 
disconnects us, it stems from ego. This 
is the difference between responding 
out of love and reacting out of ego. 
A loving response is wise and under-
standing; an egoic reaction is selfish 
and lacking perspective. When I med-
itate and cultivate stillness in myself, 
I am preparing the fertile grounds for 
response. When I drink tea in ceremo-
ny, I can plant the seeds of response in 
that fertile soil. And when I live my 
daily life, I water as necessary and nur-
ture the sapling of response until it is 
firmly rooted in the Earth and can take 
care of itself as a mighty tree. It takes 
time, but it is certainly a tree I want to 
grow in the garden of my mind. And 
while I may not be at the point where 
my automatic response is wishing you 
enlightenment in a heated situation, a 
delayed response is important as well. 

Tea & Zen



Maybe an hour, a day, a week or more 
is necessary, depending on the situa-
tion, but any time is a good time to 
wish the fortune of enlightenment 
onto others and it helps to dissolve 
tensions that may have built up during 
a conflict. It requires love, understand-
ing, deep connection and ultimately 
forgiveness as well. Daily tea and med-
itation absolutely help me to rest in the 
space where I can forgive, make peace, 
learn important life lessons and move 
forward skillfully. 

Like the practice of sharing our 
merits in meditation, we also prac-
tice giving and asking for forgiveness. 
Forgiveness from anyone whom I may 
have harmed through any action of 
body, speech or mind, and forgiveness 
for anyone who may have harmed me 
through any action of body, speech 
or mind. We must ask for forgiveness 
from those we harm and grant full par-
don to those who harm us. It is simply 

the right thing to do. Without this dai-
ly practice of forgiveness, resentment 
and grudges can quickly burn bridges. 
With this practice, we build and main-
tain the bridges of connection that al-
low us to wish each other the greatest 
of fortunes, even in trying times. I have 
found that the tools cultivated through 
a daily practice of tea and Zen afford 
me the skills required to mend, build 
and maintain these kinds of bridges to 
the best of my ability. 

It is this kind of work, this kind of 
cultivation that the first verse is point-
ing to. Until these skills are developed, 
until these bridges are built, the author 
is wishes for us to rejoice in all of the 
earthly pleasures. And as we fall and 
tumble, make mistakes and misera-
bly fail, hurt ourselves and hurt oth-
ers along the way—even amidst all of 
that—we are wished to attain the for-
tune of enlightenment! Can you imag-

ine what it’s like to be able to do that, 
what kind of mindset that requires? I 
can, and I believe you can too, because 
we all have that potential within our-
selves, which is evident in the fact that 
we can imagine it. It requires a lot of 
understanding, wisdom, forgiveness 
and connection to do that out of hab-
it, and we can all work towards doing 
just that. It’s almost too obvious that 
this is the right thing to do, but life is 
strange and unpredictable, our karmas 
are old and complex, things are easier 
said than done, so oftentimes, we need 
a cup, or two, of motivation. May ev-
ery cup of tea awaken you to your true 
nature, and until then, may they be 
bliss to all of your senses!
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A n old Zen saying: “With 
no bird singing, the moun-
tain is yet more still.” Writ-

ing an article about Zen and Tea is a 
silly, futile endeavor and a perfect use 
of time. Nothing is to be gained by 
writing, and certainly not by reading 
it. What a waste, you might think to 
yourself. Pour a cup of tea slowly and 
enter Zen here, at the doorway of 
pointlessness. Right here, reading this 
useless article, you are smack dab in 
the center of the doorless zendo, the 
tips of your thumbs just barely touch-
ing in your lap, nowhere else to go. 
Zen enriches no one. It does not move 
you forward or elevate you. It settles 
you beyond the search for truth. It is 
waiting beyond your opinions about 
reality, about anything really. Western-
ers especially struggle with this trans- 
rational finger-pointing. I once read a 
book by Alan Watts called The Way of 
Zen and recall writing in the margin: 
“I don’t get it.” It was a wonderful and 
profound book on Zen. Sen no Rikyu, 
a 16th century teacher of Chanoyu, 

taught that if one’s life were any differ-
ent without tea, then they do not yet 
understand it. Tea is easier to approach. 
There’s stuff to do. One can study tea 
from so many different angles, appre-
ciate it in so many different ways. And 
for many, the study of tea can guide 
them up to the edge of Zen, where they 
might realize the indistinguishability 
of the two, along with everything else 
in the Universe. One can “study” Zen, 
but that’s mostly the study of aims and 
methods, history, culture, schools and 
people. It’s not really Zen. Zen is more 
interested in experience and insight 
than in intellectual understanding. 
To that end, Rikyu emphasized rustic 
simplicity, directness of approach and 
honesty of self. These are relatively easy 
ideas to talk about, yet extraordinarily 
difficult principles to embody in one’s 
tea practice and daily meanderings 
through life. Or maybe they aren’t. It’s 
hard to say. Let’s explore some tenets 
of Zen as they relate to tea, and per-
haps these insights will help us find the 
order and meaning in our tea life to 

which the words and actions of many 
Zen-trained people bear witness. 

The realities of life are most authen-
tically seen in everyday things and ac-
tions. There is an old tea saying that 
the two greatest passions of a tea-lover 
are: seasoning their teaware and repur-
posing non-tea items for tea ceremony. 
In the mad rush for stimulation that 
our dopamine-drip technological fren-
zy of a modern culture values, we lack 
the attention to care for humdrum ex-
periences and observations. The daily 
practice of tea works as an antidote to 
this limited and limiting way of life. 
After all, what could be more prosaic 
than a cup of tea? By incorporating 
elements of Nature and repurposing 
them for tea practice, we turn a daily 
walk through the woods into an op-
portunity for deeper observation. The 
twisted twig becomes an elegant tea 
pick, the mossy flat rock finds a new 
home as a tea table, the falling autumn 
leaves transform into scattered leaves 
across the tea stage—a reminder of the 
changing seasons and the imperma-

A Simple
Cup of  Zen

茶人: Colin Hudon (Qing Yu, 清愚)

“There exists an intertwining relationship between meditation, tea, 
and enlightenment. Tea cannot be described in words, but only tasted 
directly right here and now.” 

–J.L. Walker, The Soul & Spirit of Tea



nence of all things, as well as a remind-
er of another Zen tenet, that every-
thing exists in relation to other things. 
We season our teaware through daily 
use and punctuate our daily practice 
with repurposed natural objects, thus 
we enter more deeply into a life of tea 
by being more attentive to the world 
around us. By bringing the subtle flair 
of Zen to our tea practice, we recog-
nize that the objects we use belong to 
our familiar Earth, our home. There’s 
no “out there,” or “that thing we use,” 
but rather the beautiful living objects 
that come and go from our lives. Many 
people treat tea and teaware as an ex-
ercise in hoarding and collecting. One 
seventeenth century venerable Zen 
master and poet named Basho poked 
fun at this human tendency in saying: 

If I could bundle
Fuji’s breezes back to town. 
What a souvenir!

Everything exists according to its 
own nature. Our individual percep-

tions of worth, size, beauty, correctness 
and value exist inside our heads, not 
outside them. A common reflection 
from the Tradition of the Hut is that 
if you take twenty grams of precious 
aged tea and twenty grams of common 
plantation tea and throw them in the 
forest, you get forty grams of dirt. How 
reliable are your perceptions, much 
less your opinions? In the world of tea, 
there’s a lot of hype about the age of a 
tea, the mystical misty mountain from 
whence it came, the sequestered holy 
tea monks who bequeathed the tea, 
the super sacred state of consciousness 
that one embodies in taking pictures 
of oneself for Instagram while drink-
ing said tea, and so on. Tea production 
requires hard work, as does the life 
of a monk, and both deserve respect. 
However, humans have a tendency to 
add a shiny veneer over everything, 
and in doing so, they lose the beautiful 
naturalness of the thing sans the spar-
kles and fireworks. In our voyeuristic 
culture, we’re often more concerned 
with how things appear than how they 

actually are. Great Zen art, including 
tea ceremony, celebrates the objects 
and people without all the pomp and 
circumstance. The great achievement 
of someone who has lived a long life 
of tea and Zen is that they are utter-
ly themselves, which in most cases is 
pretty contented and normal. Humans 
are always squirming about, attempt-
ing to be more than we are, while flow-
ers bloom calmly. 

There is no ego in the sense of an 
endlessly enduring, unchanging pri-
vate soul or personality that tempo-
rarily inhabits the body. The best tea 
sessions are not determined solely by 
the person hosting the ceremony and 
how well they “performed” the cer-
emony. It’s also not about the guests, 
nor the tea and teaware, the music 
and incense, the beautiful tea space, 
etc. There is an ineffable and myste-
rious element that sublimates a tea 
ceremony to a transcendent experi-
ence—found in the space between all 
of these elements, or perhaps within 
and around them at the same time.  
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23/ A Simple Cup of Zen

The dance of form and emptiness, the 
space given to each, and the going 
beyond identity and categorization—
these elements bring the ceremony 
together. The more a tea ceremony is 
about the brewer, the less room there 
is for the guest to experience the power 
of all the elements working together, 
the less room for the guest to be taken 
beyond their own identity by the beau-
ty of the moment. 

What are you? The you that is al-
ways the same is fictional. Fictional 
means “created.” The fictional you, 
who has a social security number, a 
driver’s license number, a credit card 
number from each of a dozen compa-
nies, and so on, does exist unchanged. 
This person’s name is on checks and ap-
plication forms and letters. This person 
exists in filing cabinets and computers. 
But the living you who signs the in-
come-tax form and the living you who 
signs a love letter are quite different. 
The person who signs an application 
for a social security number at sixteen 
is immeasurably different from the one 
who signs for social security payments 
at sixty-five. The goof at golf is the 
panther at ping-pong. 

As you sit here quietly, enjoy your 
quiet self, and hopefully a cup of tea. 
Forget your active self for a moment. 
Such forgetting is not a denial of real 
self. There is no real self to deny—a self 
that persists always in one pattern, one 
mood, one degree of intelligence, one 
turn of affection. The living you is al-
ways changing. Best to accept yourself 
as you are now. We are lifted in each 
moment by a different wave, blown 
by a wind from a different direction, 
charmed or threatened by a different 
coastline. We respond to the same 
stimuli in different ways from one day 
to the next. Two tea ceremonies with 
the same tea and wares are never the 
same. In fact, nothing is ever the same, 
not because of it, but because of you. 

Otsuji writes:
Into the cold night
I spoke aloud… But the voice was
No voice I knew. 

This could be quite startling to 
someone who believes that he is al-
ways the same person, and that his 
ego always speaks with the same voice. 
When brewing tea for another, it 

might be helpful to think, “life is brew-
ing tea for this dear friend.” The ego 
is stubborn—my status, my pride, my 
financial and occupational security, the 
appreciation of my virtues and talents 
by loved ones. The price we pay for the 
illusion of an unchanging soul or ego 
is our engagement in an unrelenting 
lawsuit with our environment. 

Tea can teach us to loosen up 
the burden of this lawsuit. The wa-
ter flows—sometimes serenely in 
wide, quiet places, sometimes dashed 
through rapids and battered on rocks. 
This flow pleases the artist, enrich-
es the farmer, fills the ocean and ris-
es as vapor over the surface of the 
Earth to fall as rain and snow, feeding 
the springs which fill the river which 
flows on. Is the water really the river, 
or the pleasure, or the enrichment, or 
the evaporation-precipitation cycle, or 
the element bringing these humble tea 
leaves to life? Not one of these because 
all. It flows. We live. 

Being a spectator while one is also 
a participant spoils one’s performance. 
One saying in Zen is, “When you 
eat, eat; when you sleep, sleep.” How 
many of us suffer indigestion after hur-
rying through a meal in order to get 
to the next activity? How often have 
we struggled to fall asleep, lying wide 
awake in bed for hours, ruminating on 
ideas, fears, hopes and worries? How 
many tennis matches have been lost by 
thinking about winning while return-
ing a serve? The disease of thinking 
about our actions while we are acting 
can be particularly venomous in Zen 
arts. The ink painting absorbs the ink 
at the moment the brushes touches 
the painting without the possibility of 
erasure. The flow of the tea ceremony 
is disrupted by an oversteeped bitter 
infusion, with all subsequent infusions 
lacking vigor and flavor. Thinking and 
acting must proceed without hesita-
tion, without second thought, without 
distraction. By being fully present unto 
the activity, there exists little room for 
contrivance, excess and distraction. 
The brewer is one with what they are 
doing, brewing with the entirety of 
their being. This attentiveness allows 
the brewer to avoid polluting the pu-
rity of an action with thoughts about 
how they are performing. For this 
reason, we call it a “tea practice” be-
cause without repeated attempts, it is 
extraordinarily difficult to maintain a 

single-pointed focus on the action. We 
are overly concerned with what and 
how we are doing what we’re doing, 
rather than being totally present to 
what we’re doing. In tai chi, qi gong or 
martial arts, we must develop muscle 
memory of a form, after many months 
or years of practice, before we can tap 
into the deeper subtle energetics of the 
movements. This is true too for tea cer-
emony. 

The long night:
The sound of the water
Says my thought. 
              —Gochiku

The water does not comment on 
the night or on itself. Its sounds are 
part of the night—and so is Gochiku. 

How one approaches their rela-
tionship to tea is entirely up to them, 
like all things, but I’d like to suggest 
that we experiment with bringing a bit 
more Zen to our Tea. Rather than fo-
cusing solely on the tea, teaware and 
the “doing” of tea, might we also al-
low more stillness, mind-expanding 
emptiness and reverberating silence to 
our practice? What would it mean to 
allow intuitive contact with Nature to 
pervade our tea sessions? What if we 
let go of the flow of words, the flow 
of inferences and judgments and spec-
ulations, and allow for an awareness 
that life is other than and sometimes 
quite different from what we say about 
it? Without a word, might we enjoy a 
simple cup of tea? 
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O ne of the greatest areas of 
exploration in my practice 
in recent months has been 

journeying through and examining 
the mind with which I complete a task 
or activity. I have come to understand 
with a greater degree of clarity that 
how I do anything is how I do every-
thing, and that the mind with which 
I do one task contributes to the con-
ditions of the mind that does the next 
task. Working with this has been fruit-
ful for me as I have a strongly rooted 
habit of viewing certain tasks as sep-
arate from everything else, little more 
than chores to complete so that I can 
move on to the next thing. There is 
not a feeling of doing it with all of my 
heart and mind, fully focused on the 
task at hand; rather, it is perceived as 
an obstacle to get to the next thing. It 

is a mind that views each task as sep-
arate, not influenced by the previous 
task or what comes after. 

This mind is particularly noticeable 
when I am doing tasks that externally 
appear unrelated to one another, or do 
not connect directly to what I consid-
er as enjoyable. These mundane tasks, 
like responding to emails, tracking lo-
gistics for shipping or analyzing data 
seem unrelated on the surface to my 
practice, to the quality of my tea and 
meditation, but in reality each one is 
connected and influences the others. It 
is a wonderful opportunity to practice 
doing each task with all of my heart, 
not for the sake of doing it to get to 
something else but purely for its own 
sake. I can then begin to carry forward 
that energy of presence into each mo-
ment, into all that I do. 

The other aspect of this mind that 
I have come to explore and examine 
more deeply in myself is that when I 
am doing something half-heartedly, 
I am creating the conditions for fur-
ther distractions and disturbances in 
the flow of my life. If I rush around 
all day from task to task, then how can 
I sit down to make tea when I reach 
that moment? Even though I spent the 
whole day trying to get things done 
so that I could get to the thing that 
I enjoy, whether that is drinking tea, 
reading or listening to jazz, I arrive 
at the moment distracted and adrift 
in the clouds. There is no energy of 
presence to honor the experience, as I 
carry with me the accumulated ener-
gy of all the previous tasks that I have 
done half-heartedly. It is incredibly 
challenging after spending the entire 

P lanting 
Seeds

茶人: Connor Goss



day caught adrift in distraction to then 
suddenly drop all of that and sit ful-
ly present and embodied for the thing 
that I had been trying to get to all day. 
All that is achieved is that I sabotage 
any of the countless opportunities that 
I am offered in a day to live rooted 
deeply in presence.

Planting Seeds
In each moment, I have the choice 

to plant either seeds that help to foster 
awakening and presence or seeds that 
push me further adrift on the oceans 
of desire and distraction. For much of 
my life, I have unconsciously planted 
and nurtured the conditions for the 
seeds that promote a distracted mind 
to grow abundantly. Every time that I 

rush through a task half-heartedly, not 
being present or fully aware of what I 
am doing and just doing it to get to 
the next thing, I am then sowing more 
seeds that foster a mind that is distract-
ed and pollutes whatever end result I 
achieve. As Robert Louis Stevenson 
so poignantly said: “Don’t judge each 
day by the harvest you reap but by the 
seeds that you plant.”

The times when I orient towards 
doing something well and wholeheart-
edly are the times when I sow seeds of 
presence and awakening. I find that af-
terwards there is a feeling of fulfillment 
and joy. It arises when I have complet-
ed something with all of my heart—all 
of my energy channeled into whatever 
it is that needs to be done. It could be 
anything from writing emails to serv-
ing tea. The content of the task is not 

as important as the mind with which 
I do the task. There is also a feeling of 
being able to let go fully of a task, as I 
have done it to the best of my abilities 
and can then comfortably move on. 
Whereas the times when I do things 
with a mind of just getting them done 
to then do something else leave me 
feeling as though some threads of the 
task linger afterwards and I uncon-
sciously carry that into the next thing. 
It is wonderful to rest in the evening 
after meditation knowing that I have 
lived with presence on that day, and 
to honestly know that I did everything 
with all of my heart. There is a real 
power in a rest that is earned, resulting 
in deeper relaxation. And earning rest 
isn’t always about achieving something 
extraordinary that day, but upon our 
orientation towards the things we did.
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27/ Planting Seeds

Through continuing to work with 
doing each task with all of my heart 
and mind, I have discovered a great 
ocean of benefits. This practice helps 
me cultivate a mind of presence—a 
mind that fosters calmness and tran-
quility. As I invite this mind that is un-
disturbed into my life more frequently, 
I am more present to everything that I 
am doing, offering greater joy in each 
small thing, which in turn inspires me 
to continue planting more seeds of 
presence. It transforms my tea as well. 
Throughout the last few months, my 
daily tea practice has been a wonder-
ful measure of how I am going about 
planting the right seeds with each 
task, each opportunity to sow awak-
ening into my day and mind. Sitting 
for tea each morning, I can see clear-
ly and directly the state of my mind. 
If I have had a period of being caught 
off balance, distracted and bumbling 
from one thing to the next without a 
moment of calmness to see things in 
a different light, then it echoes deeply 
when I sit for tea. The same goes for 
when I meditate. Both of these practic-
es allow me to see directly where I am 
at in working with uprooting the deep 
weeds of the mind that are distracted 
and desirous, that approach activities 
and tasks as obstacles and do things in 
a half-hearted fashion.

Sitting for tea inspires me to cul-
tivate more presence through doing 
everything with all of my heart as the 
rewards are boundless! The undis-
turbed, peaceful mind brews far differ-
ent tea from the mind that is caught in 
the crashing waves of distractions and 
desires. I have even tried drinking the 
same tea when in each of those minds 
and found the results to be powerfully 
revealing. The times when I am fully 
present and calm are rewarded by be-
ing able to experience the tea more 
deeply, bringing joy and tranquility 
that further inspires me to practice so 
that I can explore the subtle layers that 
cannot be accessed through a distract-
ed mind that is enamored of gross sen-
sations.

The mind that we cultivate on the 
meditation cushion or in the tea space 
can be carried into every moment of 
our lives. There are many layers to this 
that I am only beginning to explore as 
I journey further in my practice, being 
careful to plant the right seeds each 
day and nurture the conditions for the 
mind that is present and embodied to 
arise. It is work that will require tre-
mendous dedication, but now that I 
have begun to experience a mind root-
ed in tranquility, I am inspired greatly 
to renew my efforts, so that when the 
time comes I can serve tea to you with 
a calm heart.  

Calm Mind, Calm Bowl平靜心平靜碗
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I t is said that the last words the 
Buddha spoke were “be a lamp 
unto yourself.” Most of us live our 

ordinary lives outside of a Zen monas-
tery, perhaps far away from a teacher. 
Some of us don’t have a teacher. Per-
haps we realize that there is no person, 
place or substance that we can truly 
rely on for our liberation. What can we 
rely on in our quest to live a more bal-
anced, kind and compassionate human 
life? 

If we have practiced sitting medi-
tation before, chances are that we have 
realized that we are not in control of 
our minds. Our mind jumps from one 
place to the next, from one time pe-
riod to another and it is hardly ever 
truly still. How do we tame this mon-
key mind? Unfortunately, there is no 
manual with clear and concise steps 
that will bring you from utter suffering 
to complete liberation. Every moment 
is different. Every moment, the state 
of our mind is changing. We cannot 
come to an exam with all our answers 
already prepared in perfect order. We 
always have to sit down and read the 
questions in order to properly answer 
them. What is happening with the 
mind in this moment? And who is it 
that is asking this question? 

If we have observed our minds and 
bodies long enough, at some point 
we start to notice that even though 
the Buddha apparently said that we 
should be like a lamp unto ourselves, 
this lamp doesn’t shine independently 
from everything else. A candle flame 
needs candle wax and an absence of 
wind in order to burn, a fire needs 
wood from the forest in order to con-
tinue burning. Our own bodies need 
a constant supply of oxygen coming 
from the trees. If we look carefully 
around us and within, we soon come 
to the conclusion that we really cannot 
live separately from our surroundings, 
not even for a few minutes! Maybe you 
have already heard this many different 
times. And perhaps you feel, like me, 
that it is almost becoming a cliché. 
But do you actually live according to 
this insight from moment to moment? 
Stop for a moment, and ask yourself 
deeply: “What separates me from my 
environment?”

If we really realize that we are inher-
ently connected with the world around 
us, we naturally stop wishing to selfish-
ly better ourselves without regard for 
others. If we realize our fundamental 
entanglement with this world, it would 
be hard for us to isolate ourselves in 

some utopia to strive for some person-
al form of bliss and a fabricated sense 
of peace. And yet, if like me, you live 
in a relatively wealthy country, chances 
are that we have been doing this exact 
thing to some extent. It is easy to in-
tellectualize many of the lessons that 
are thrown at us within the world of 
Zen. But in which way have these les-
sons changed the way I go about my 
day-to-day life? How can I really live 
in harmony with my surroundings and 
all life on Earth? 

During a retreat we organized last 
August in the beautiful and magical 
forests and crags near Berdorf in Lux-
embourg, we had the opportunity to 
practice with this seeming paradox. 
We had the chance to be and practice 
by ourselves while at the same time 
relying on each other, nourishing our-
selves with wholesome food, wonder-
ful tea and being inspired by the beau-
ty of Nature.

This retreat was a “self-sit” course 
without a teacher, but with a sup-
portive schedule, tons of physical 
exercise in the form of hiking in Na-
ture, and peers to support us in our 
rhythm of practice. One of the most 
beautiful aspects of the retreat to 
me was that there were no “guests.”  

Zen & Hiking
Retreat

茶人: Jing Ren (淨仁)





We collectively conducted the retreat 
like a small orchestra of seven people 
working together to provide food, wa-
ter, a safe environment and, of course, 
lots of tea. Therefore, everybody par-
ticipated actively in living like a small 
harmonious tribe for a little while. 
This inspired me to truly live accord-
ing to the insight of inter-being during 
the days of the retreat. And the many 
hours spent in the beautifully complex 
Nature helped me to ingrain this in-
sight even deeper into my conscious-
ness. Emerging from this retreat, I felt 
more inspired than ever before to deep-
ly ponder the question of how I can 

actualize these insights into my day-
to-day life. Of course, these musings 
about our communal retreat wouldn’t 
be complete without some words from 
my companions as well, but first a little 
poetry.

Be a lamp onto yourself,
Let your wick be lighted.
A dim light filling the hut,
But just enough to see,
The curtain blocking the view.

Do you see what’s behind the curtain?
The window providing a view,
Of the mountain being lit,
By countless gentle streams of light,
Emitting from the windows,
Of little mountain huts. 

自
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Coen Holten
I like being outdoors. I like trees and woods, rocks and little water streams running downhill. Fresh air… And I like the 

silence and the sounds you can hear in the forest. I like walking. I like to reflect on things that are happening to me or did 
happen to me, because that frees me up. And I like the feeling of belonging to a group. To be accepted as I am, by people who 
appreciate each other for who they are. I am not much of a tea drinker. I don’t feel I have developed the senses to distinguish 
one tea from another. Nor do I have the capability or patience to learn that. But I still enjoy drinking tea when I am with 
friends who do. The retreat that we organized this year brought all of the things I mentioned above together. The tea ceremo-
nies in the woods and at our campsite amplified it all. Drinking the tea and tasting its natural flavors helped me ground and 
connect to the present moment. Managing to drink it at the right temperature and pace, and feeling part of this beautiful 
and mindful ritual gave me a sense of purpose in itself. I am really grateful I could join this wonderful week and company. 

Participant Experiences參加者的經驗

Oana Serbana

And there we were together, united by silence and tea. I had 
the instant feeling of going back to basics since the moment my 
tent was mounted on the warm ground. Something very primal was 
about to awaken, but I couldn’t yet grasp what was going on. 

It began with a strong desire to walk barefoot while touching 
the stones and the tree roots, and with the need to take care of my 
tribe—these people who joined the retreat became my tribe for the 
time being.

One day after some hours of hiking, we stopped to drink tea. 
The spot had an interesting vibe, with tall trees, cliffs and plenty 
of moss. The shou puerh was the perfect choice for that time and 
place. 

I took the first hot bowl, sipped and had the now-familiar sen-
sation that the shou goes first to my soul and only then to my belly. 
As I was drinking, a new sensation was rising. My lower dantian 
became warm and alive. It had an ancient energy, old and wise. But 
it was not mine only, it was an ever-flowing river shared with all the 
living beings, making me more and more aware of my body, of the 
ground and of the roots beneath me. 

Roots. They are hidden, muddy, slowly spreading deeper and 
deeper into the lightless soil. Even the most beautiful flower has 
roots. We don’t think of them, focusing on the bright colors and the 
nice smells. But without these ugly, unappealing parts, the flower 
would die. 

The shou was pointing to my roots and to the dark unaccepted 
aspects of myself, without which my existence as a human would 
not be possible. Was the darkness meant to be transformed, healed 
or even banished? No. The message was about acceptance and about 
embracing both dark and light without any hierarchy or judgment. 

Preparing our food, meditating, eating, being present, being lost 
in thoughts, practicing metta or using the toilet, all these were nec-
essary and of equal importance. And there we were together, united 
by silence and tea.
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Mattia Montalbano
Waking up, cold air, humid feet. The scent of humid musk blends with the earthy puerh aroma. Sitting on edgy rocks 

that feel more familiar than my plushy sofa. Walking down a path with a calm mind, embracing the light rain on my cheeks, 
together with the rest of our fellowship, admiring our egos loosening up day by day…

Living in Nature makes us more dependent on each other. The group was relying on every single member, and we were 
all relying on the group, like the organs in one body. I realized that I don’t often feel grateful for my organs even though they 
all do something unique and no other organ could replace them. It’s a perfect balance. Each of us gave the group a unique 
value that makes the idea of you/us/I fade in a natural way. I hope everyone can experience such a complete retreat. Simply 
getting lost (and back in control!) in Nature.

Mattias Terpstra

There are many beautiful stories I can share about this retreat. I could talk about conversing with a giant beech tree while 
serving tea. I could talk about being totally absorbed in the beauty of the sun coming through the trees in a canyon with 
water droplets falling off of branches, creating a magical color spectacle. Or I could talk about the joy of dancing at a small 
rave that was being set up next to the campsite. I could also talk about what this retreat has done for my schedule back home 
when I returned. But I want to tell you one personal story that felt like a kind of breakthrough for me. 

If I am somewhere where I can sense the danger of falling and dying from it, I get these images of how this might happen. 
For example, if there is a car or train coming past at high speed or if I am standing on the edge of a cliff, I can see the image 
of being hit or falling down. These images and the fear of dying do not generally hold me back from doing things or bother 
me very much, but they are there. 

On the fourth day of the retreat, I went to sit for meditation on a rock right at the edge of a cliff. As I began to install 
myself, the fear of falling became quite vivid and strong—strong enough that I ended up sitting a little further back, away 
from the edge. The idea of death stayed with me during the meditation, but it was not holding me in fear. I did feel the joy 
of living and being able to sit here in meditation.

The day after, we came to the same spot for a tea ceremony. After the ceremony, I went to the rock at the edge of the 
cliff from which I backed off the day before. I went there to look at this fear of dying again and try to breathe slowly and sit 
with it for a bit more. The fear became much more present. My muscles tensed, I got itches on my skin and a typical flight 
reaction in my mind. I guess a part of this fear is very natural, as you obviously need to be afraid of certain things in life to 
actually avoid falling off the cliff. What was interesting to me was that the fear reaction I felt was so similar to the fears I feel 
in social conflict or in unpredictable social situations. And looking at this social fear was one of the intentions I set at the 
start of the retreat!

On the way back, I came by a cliff next to a dried-up riverbed on which people had set up little stacks of river stones. 
There must have been hundreds of them! I went to set up a stack as well as a sort of offering to the rocks and the trees. Even 
though the fear of sitting on the cliff was still manifesting itself in the form of a very shaky hand, I still managed to stack the 
first five stones easily. But the last stone I couldn’t set properly without everything falling down. It felt like the fear of falling 
had mixed with the fear of the stack falling down. With the last stone in my hand, I meditated a little bit on the stone and 
on my fears. As I felt an instant release of the fear, I opened my eyes and set the stone down in a single movement on top 
of the stack. Magically, the stack didn’t fall over. It stayed perfectly still. I bowed to reinforce this offering. It felt like I left a 
little bit of this fear right there with this little stack of six stones.

While walking back, it felt as if something more should have been released. As I reached the forest edge, I wanted to 
thank the forest. I went to a rocky outcrop looking out over a small valley full of trees. I bowed to the trees in gratitude. But 
this was not enough. It was as if the trees whispered this to me. I felt my throat closing up, as I often feel when a social fear 
blocks me from acting or speaking. I felt I needed to scream out into the forest. This reinforced the social fear, as I was afraid 
people might hear me and what they might think of me. As this fear came over me, I started gathering the strength I felt 
with the stacking of the stones. Then I let out a loud and deep scream, which echoed through the forest. As the stones had 
done, this also released a part of this fear out of me. But this was not yet all, as I quickly left the scene to avoid being seen. 
Still, I felt a wave of joy washing over me as I faced the fear. Come at me, fear. I’ll eat you raw!

Later that day, I returned to the same spot where I had screamed out into the forest. I had felt earlier that this one scream 
released a part of the fear, but still some was leftover. I stood there on the rock and indeed I started looking around to see if 
I was alone or not. Then I let out a scream that was shallow and filled with the fear I still felt. I let the power of the forest fill 
me and let out three raw and deep screams from my very core. In between the screams I stood tall and strong. King of the 
forest, master of my own fears.

This was the final release that needed to be acted out. This feeling I wanted to cherish and keep with me outside of this 
forest—take it with me back home, to feel the strength of this forest and to give me power to not be held back by my fears 
from doing what needs to be done. The forest can teach us many things, we just need to listen more carefully to Her...

Tea & Zen







836

Zen Insights
from the

Community
禪
見
解



37/ Zen Insights from the Community

I t wasn’t so long ago that it would 
have seemed rather unlikely for 
me to write an article about Zen; 

to some extent it still is. Even less likely 
is that my day-to-day work, at least on 
the surface, doesn’t offer much peace 
and quiet and is certainly far removed 
from the misty mountains, green hill-
tops and peaceful temple dwellings tra-
ditionally associated with the Zen path 
of self-cultivation. But perhaps this is 
the very magic of this quirky branch 
of Buddhism and its seemingly coun-
terintuitive and contradictory nature. 

Not Quite an Immortal
Until recently, my life was lived 

wandering amongst the clouds, al-
though not quite like the old im-
mortals, but rather on an airplane 
amongst a million buttons, switches, 
lights, handles and levers mixed with 
the cacophony of dings, bells, engine 
noises and radio chatter that makes up 
my work environment. Even on good 
days, a few small issues can make it a 
busy, sometimes chaotic, workplace… 
Yes, I’m a pilot and this is what Zen 
and Tea have taught me about flying 
airplanes. 

An Unlikely Teacher
Some people “marry their work,” 

but for me, my job became my first 
Zen teacher. And just like the old 
tales about difficult and strict, some-
times even violent, Zen masters, flying 
taught me the hard way that a life in the 
sky, traveling and changing one’s body 
clock up to several times a month, isn’t 
healthy in the long run—whack! The 
sharp blow of the Zen master’s stick, if 
we continue the analogy. The respon-
sibility of 200+ souls on any given day 

resulted in the need to rapidly increase 
my sensitivity to the workings of my 
body and mind, tuning in to when it 
was working optimally and when (and 
why) it wasn’t. “Just taking a chill day” 
or “doing it casually” isn’t really an op-
tion in this line of work, which can be 
highly stressful but also, seen in the 
right light, a very powerful motivator 
for developing focus. Ultimately a state 
of flow and effortless concentration is 
not much different from the focus de-
veloped in meditation. On a good day, 
with the right colleagues, body and 
mind well rested and nourished with a 
healthy diet, movement and a thermos 
of Greg’s Galactivation Serum next to 
my seat, navigating the critical phases 
of flight (either leaving or approaching 
the ground) sometimes becomes an 
otherworldly experience of total ab-
sorption in the moment: a clear and 
razor-sharp focus, a kind of samādhi, a 
pilot’s samādhi. 

Serve Tea Like Your Life
 Depends on It

Now, before I make it look like I 
have any special talents or am a partic-
ularly good student, it just so happens 
that part of the skills that are essential 
to practicing Zen also happen to be 
an essential part of doing my job well. 
In fact, many jobs have this hidden 
perk. If one day your life or others’ 
lives depended on your tea, how well 
you preserved the heat within your 
teapot, the fluidity and grace of your 
movements and the patience of your 
leaves, my guess is that the quality of 
your tea, the power of your ceremony, 
your knowledge and skills would in-
crease exponentially; this is the magic 
of challenges and having a powerful 
motivator behind you. As often quot-

ed by Wu De; “A weed is a treasure…” 
and so, navigated skillfully, our chal-
lenges often become our biggest source 
of growth and wisdom—a quality of 
last year that many of you might have 
reflected on as we turned another page 
in our calendars. And, while being a 
strong motivator in and of itself, ad-
versity also becomes the ebb to our 
flow, the dim backdrop on which we 
see the sparkle of life and a reminder 
for us to cherish “Ichi-go ichi-e, 一期
一会” (one encounter, one chance), as 
we recognize the fragility and imper-
manence of our existence—a feeling I 
have never felt so vividly and been so 
humbled by as in the final moments of 
landing a 250-tonne aircraft. 

Dōgen Goes Flying
Another interesting way of look-

ing at the Zen of flying is through the 
three minds of Dōgen (1200–1253), 
the founder of the Sōtō school of Zen. 
He spoke of three kinds of mind-
set: Dai-shin (big-mind or magnani-
mous mind), Ro-shin (parental mind) 
and Ki-shin (joyful mind). And as 
I see them through the lens of my 
work, I invite you to see the way that 
each plays out in your own life too. 

Dai-shin (大心) is the “big mind” 
that doesn’t distinguish between good 
and bad. Bad weather, typhoons, de-
lays or technical defects, as a pilot you 
just get on with the job. Preferences 
and subjective opinions rarely change 
things and so you quickly learn to look 
at them without personal judgement 
and rather focus on what you can do, 
being pragmatic and calm rather than 
opinionated and emotional, complete-
ly at ease no matter what the flight 
throws at you. After all, Every Day is a 
Good Day, to go flying!

Dōgen Goes Flying
茶人: Katrine Friis Olsen, Denmark/Hong Kong

道元飛翔
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Ro-shin (老心) or “old mind” is the 
parental mind that shows compassion, 
not distinguishing between self and 
others. In an aircraft, we all become 
one—one life moving from A to B, our 
destiny joined together for this brief 
moment in time—and as a pilot you 
become its parent. Some of the best 
captains I’ve ever flown with would 
have this air of motherhood or father-
hood, a combination of warm parental 
concern and compassion, wisdom and 
ease from years of experience and the 
fiercely protective force that propels a 
parent to keep her children from harm 
and resolutely act when needed. 

Ki-shin (喜心) is the joyful mind 
that is grateful for what is, the joy of 
being of service without goal or aim. 
Just like meditation or preparing tea, 
flying is essentially an aimless activity 
for a pilot who ultimately flies back to 
where she started. Hence a pilot’s joy 
is not found in any progress, goal or 
gain, but simply in the joy of flying it-
self and the feeling of being of service 
to others, connecting families, friends 
and bringing people new adventures 
and joys in life.  

Brew Like You Fly, 
 Fly Like You Brew

All pilots must essentially be real-
ly peaceful, wise and “Zen”? Well, no. 
While most of us have developed great 
skills and experience over the years, 
we often have little idea of why we 
do what we do and why it works (our 
bosses prefer us to follow our manuals 
after all). Looking at my own journey, 
it certainly took a long detour to arrive 
at this point, to return to the begin-
ning and understand that so much of 
what I have learned, read and prac-
ticed with Tea, was already there in my 
flying. In Tibetan Buddhism, secret 
knowledge is sometimes described as 
“self-hidden,” self-hidden because the 
“hiding” isn’t physical like a locked-
away book or recipe, but rather hid-
den in the meaning and understand-
ing because of the reader’s inability to 
fully recognize its value (just like we 
might spend many lifetimes to recog-
nize our own inherent Buddha-Na-
ture). Similarly, although realized and 
practiced intuitively through my body,  

much of the wisdom I had gained 
through years of flying was somehow 
locked away intellectually, like an un-
translated script. Practicing Cha Dao, 
meditation and studying the cultural 
heritage and history of Tea, I inevitably 
“passed through the halls of Zen” too 
and found in it my “Rosetta Stone,” 
a translator to some of this hidden 
knowledge that had lain dormant in 
my flying. Helping me to understand 
the very essence of my work—why I 
love flying and what kind of pilot I 
want to become. Buried in Zen and 
Tea I found a personal “terma (hidden 
treasure)” that unlocked and illumi-
nated important parts of my life and 
bridged the two, the three and eventu-
ally the ten thousand other aspects of 
what makes up this entity I call “me.” 
And so, one might ask: “What is real-
ly the difference between brewing tea 
and flying airplanes?” To which I can 
now wholeheartedly say: “From a Zen 
mind, nothing much…” 

Reality Check
One thing is practicing the above 

when actually flying, but what hap-
pens when you suddenly don’t? At the 
time of writing (end of December), 
it’s been nine months since Covid-19 
clipped my wings. I would be lying if 
I said it’s been easy, that with all this 
practice and knowledge 2020 was a 
piece of cake—it wasn’t! But Zen and 
Tea have provided me a bigger toolbox 
in life, a brighter mirror in which to 
see where the dust lands. In Zen, life 
becomes a melting pot in which all 
life’s ingredients boil down to one fla-
vor: approaching all aspects with the 
same attitude, same dedication, same 
focus. And so, the essential part of my 
flying continued and flowed into oth-
er areas of my life: Dai-shin, nothing 
good, nothing bad, preparing tea like 
I fly; Ro-shin, serving tea like I serve 
every passenger; Ki-shin—the cloud 
soaring from Tea just as spectacular, 
perhaps now a little closer to the old 
immortals. 

Tea & Zen
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S ome time ago, I remember 
being told that anyone and 
everything can be your teacher. 

Upon sitting my first retreat, this aph-
orism became vividly alive as some of 
my greatest teachers that week were of 
the flying and six-legged variety.

In 2012, my partner and I flew to 
Taiwan to visit Wu De. To our surprise 
when we showed up Wu De gleeful-
ly explained how his home had been 
transformed into the Tea Sage Hut. We 
had lots of memorable adventures and 
got to help pack one of the very first 
issues of Global Tea Hut. Yet, one of 
the memories that stayed with me the 
most was how many mosquito bites 
I got in the thirty seconds between 
unloading our luggage from the car 

and entering the Hut. That evening I 
counted a full twenty-two bites! My 
entire body itched the rest of the visit as 
more accumulated each time I stepped 
outside. Falling asleep was challenging. 
The peppermint oil helped a little, but 
I managed to scratch to the point of 
bleeding in my sleep. The bites were so 
itchy and numerous that I doubted I 
would ever return to Taiwan and likely 
said as much out loud.

Now, I was always one of those 
people who was quick to exclaim how 
much mosquitoes loved me. My suf-
fering became a badge of honor. There 
was almost a sense of pride in the com-
plaints. Many a summer evening and 
Brooklyn backyard dinner were punc-
tuated by my cries of discomfort.

Six years later, I ended up back at 
the Hut for a ten-day course. I suffered 
slightly fewer bites this go around, 
but there were still enough to be dis-
traught. Daily meditation practice 
was not yet a part of my life, so sit-
ting zazen for an hour every morning 
and evening as part of the course was 
challenging. Sitting completely still is 
essential to zazen. When you are start-
ing out, the knee and back pain can 
be overwhelming alone. Plus, I had to 
grapple with skin crawling from itchy 
mosquito bites.

I won’t describe the experience in 
too much more detail as it is best for 
you to experience on your own if you 
haven’t already. However, I will say 
that as I continued to sit zazen daily at 

Photograph & Article by Erika Houle, USA

萬事萬物皆可為師
Teachers That Bite
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home with healed skin, the mosquitoes 
became a fond memory. They were 
no longer enemies, but had become 
teachers. I almost missed them—al-
most. They taught me that just because 
an itch arises you don’t have to scratch 
it. What an epic and unexpected life 
lesson.

Now, have you ever struggled to 
meditate daily? I certainly did before 
I met my mosquito teachers. In large 
part, it was difficult because I was al-
ways doing it for a reason like “to re-
lieve stress.” This meant that any time 
stress lessened it was easy to stop. One 
of the lessons in the ten-day course 
was that zazen and tea are ultimately 
aimless activities. The freedom in do-
ing something aimless when the ma-

jority of our society is geared toward 
productivity is certainly worth experi-
encing on the daily. You may just be 
surprised at the insights that arise from 
this space.

Let’s return briefly to the original 
maxim that everyone and anything in 
front of you is your teacher. Initially 
this was presented to a room full of 
fast-paced New Yorkers. The example 
given was that a person walking slowly 
on the sidewalk in front of you is your 
teacher. At the very least, they teach 
you patience and compassion. Thus, it 
is up to us to observe every moment of 
our lives to see what we can learn. The 
Universe is always communicating, 
but are we shutting up enough to hear 
it? Are we willing to let go of the limit-

ing storylines we tell about ourselves? I 
found staring at the floor on the daily 
to be the best way to find out.

If you aren’t yet meditating daily 
I recommend finding a group. Even 
when I could commit to sitting daily 
alone it eventually became apparent 
that the support of a group was a skill-
ful choice. Even the accountability of 
a virtual daily sit can be helpful. The 
upside of all this virtual connecting is 
that it melts the geographic barriers. 
So, if you are having trouble finding 
something close to you, just hit me up 
(or a number of other Global Tea Hut 
members) and I’m sure a solution will 
arise. IG: @mondundsonne
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I ’m sensitive and have a deep affin-
ity with tea, maybe. But tea is 
such a nuclear reactor in my life. 

So many precious insights. Teachings 
that I receive through my body. And 
suddenly, I understand something 
I’ve always heard but couldn’t quite 
catch its how-to. Those experiences 
are highly addictive. The more I have 
them, the more I crave tea. It becomes 
an obsession. I want more, and more. 
Some part of me doesn’t want to make 
the effort of being what Tea has shown 
me to be. Of working on becoming it.

When I receive those powerful 
gifts of wisdom from tea, it feels so 
much bigger than me. Yet, it is taught 
through a body experience. From 
within my body, I can “know” it is ac-
cessible to me. But how can I access it 
without tea?

 
How can I integrate Tea’s teachings?
How can I honor what Tea has given me?
Sometimes it feels like a mountain. How 
can I?
And Yet…

 
What I found is that if I give in to 

my tea craving for more of those ex-
periences, what happens is that I bury 
the last ones under the new ones. And 
their energy is lost.

Tea also teaches me restraint and 
self-discipline, so that I can keep the 
energy of the teaching longer and inte-
grate it deeper. Even though it is quite 
hard to put into action what tea has 
taught me, the effort feels like giving 
back to the Tea spirit. Good things 
come from work and dedication. Tea is 
showing me the way. I then must hon-
or the teacher and do what She said, 
even when it’s hard. I feel Her over my 
shoulder. In this work, I feel it gives me 
maturity in my practice. That’s where 
it meets Zen.

So, to end this article, I want to 
give you one example of this: Once, 
drinking a beautiful Eight Immortals 
Oolong, I felt my body, my mind and 
my emotions let go all together. And 
for the about two hours of my practice, 
as my mind was clear, I could replenish 
myself deeply, nourished by the silence 
of the void. There were huge snow-
flakes outside, swirling over the lake.

I was taught, long ago, that the five 
senses were a means of nourishment 
in alchemical practices. From what 
I’ve learned, the Qi that is received 
through the senses is a higher frequen-
cy, and very important to the alchemi-
cal work. That’s a beautiful theory and 
surely touching, but what does it mean 
to “feed” from the five senses? What 
does it mean that this “energy” is more 
potent?

Well, at that moment, it felt like a 
recharge of many nights’ sleep. I had 
been overworking for months and 
feeling like I had to take a long break 
but didn’t know how to fit it into my 
schedule. I felt my nervous system ir-
ritated from overwork. I could feel the 
early signs of a mild burnout, having 
passed through a big one years before. 
Usually, when I drink tea, there are 
great insights, and many thoughts re-
lated to them. It was my first time with 
tea that I experienced an absolute void 
in my whole being. Probably usual for 
many, but not for me. That was my tea 
teaching of the day.

Since I got used to giving time to 
each tea’s experience and allowing 
lessons to sink in before drinking an-
other one, I was left with some kind 
of space inside. And some kind of love 
for this space. I could feel my thoughts 
coming back. And I could feel my 
love for the void being stronger than 
them. Sometimes. Other times, they 
would completely invade me, as usual.  

But the line between the two inner 
states was much clearer.

All that was left to do was to take 
action at the very moment anytime I 
noticed—to take action from the love 
of silence. Taking action to choose this 
inner space over creative impulse. To 
choose surrender over control. That 
struggle (internal gongfu) is really not 
easy, and I fail often. But Tea showed 
me the way. And that Way had to be 
walked a bit before I would be given 
new horizons, new teachings. So I gave 
it a few days—too short, maybe. But 
that still gave me the time to start the 
inner work on this before Tea entered 
me and gave me more help and knowl-
edge. And, of course, the next tea prac-
tice was tainted by this teaching that I 
hadn’t had time to integrate. 

I know Tea is really changing me. 
I feel like it’s a partnership. She does a 
lot of work. And I have to do my part. 
To open. To become. To be.

Honoring Tea’s Teachings 
Before Passing on to the Next

茶人: Lydie Vachon, Canada

Tea & Zen



Zen, Tea & the Infinite
茶人: Bryan Whitener, USA

A gentle succession of pops and rumbles, 
the kettle awakens you from meditation. The sound warms the heart.
Outstretched hand rests upon the kettle, a building vibration signaling 
the exchange between water and fire. Change comes.
Steam rising softly, the sound of wind moving through trees, 
water changes state—are we ready to join?
Bowing from the heart, it begins.
Bowls turn towards the spirit and join the stage, 
ready to play their part in this symphony of time and space.
Calm, centered, the rinsing 
and washing away of everything but this moment.
Tea is brought to the heart, love and deep gratitude emanate 
for the countless hands along Her journey.
Washed and awakened, She is ready to share.
Boiling water fills the pot, a hand gently resting upon the lid, 
listening, ready to follow Her Path
Tea fragrance overtakes us as She flows from bowl to bowl. 
The soul smiles as guests receive an invitation to the Infinite.
Bowls rise and Tea shares Her song, as She drinks us, 
we return to the Infinite.

禪
茶
與
無
限

透
過
壺
我
們
找
到
宇
宙
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Zen & Tea artwork by Oana Serbana, featured on p. 32
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R egarding Zen and Tea, words 
are really capable of project-
ing the essence of either. It is 

impossible to give words to a tradition 
that is based on nonverbal commu-
nication. It is silly to try to show you 
what this journey has meant to me and 
my life. Lucky enough, I am a silly per-
son and as Wu De has said: “It is good 
to have some impossible standards.” 
This results in me trying to give you 
a small piece of the Zen I have gotten 
from Tea. Please note though that I 
am still very much a beginner in this 
practice and that my experiences are 
personal, so take what I say here as 
the perspective of a beginner who has 
been drinking tea for a while and not 
as something set in stone.

Now then, what Zen and Tea have 
brought me and how they have en-
riched my life would be a list fit for 
an extended edition of this magazine, 
so I will not list them here. I will go 
down the route of the magic number 
of three instead and show you three 
lessons that I have been gifted along 
this mist-covered road. Let us walk up 
the mountain towards a beautiful Zen 
temple together. But first, a short back-
ground of my relationship with Zen.

I started to get into meditation 
when an ex-Zen Buddhist monk came 
to our high school to tell us a little 
about Buddhism. After his presenta-
tion, I asked him about meditation, 
and he invited me to practice medi-
tation once every two weeks together 
and so I started my meditation jour-
ney. This brought me more peace 
and happiness, as I started to get into 
mindfulness and to see the wonders of 
being present onto this world and my 
life (even though I have a long way to 
go and I am only a beginner). When I 
later got my first Global Tea Hut mag-
azine in February 2016 entitled, “Zen 
& Tea,” I immediately knew that this 
Way of Tea was probably something 
for me. (This is therefore a reunion is-
sue!) 

First off then. Let us walk up the 
winding slope covered in mist and 
clouds. In the stillness of this moment, 
I have learned that I can help others. 
When stillness resides in your heart, 
you hear your own highest self a little 
more clearly. But sometimes, at least in 
my experience, you hear others as well. 
What I mean by this is that I have be-
come a better listener (once again, still 
a long way to go) since this Way of 
Tea dawned on me and that leads to 
me being there for my fellow human 
beings to a greater extent, listening to 
their needs and what I can do for them 
rather than seeking myself. As the Zen 
saying goes: “To find yourself is to lose 
yourself.” But I try to lean towards be-
ing more receptive and simply listen 
and not to try to be anyone’s savior as 
that easily leads to the “gung-ho” Tea 
Wu De has warned us about many 
times: putting yourself in front of Tea/
Zen/Dao.

Secondly, let us walk by a bamboo 
grove and rest there for a little while. 
And do you see? A small shrine dedi-
cated to Guanyin. I, like many others, 
have the Western perspective of filling 
and doing to the extent that there is 
no space in between, let alone for leav-
ing things unknown or having space 
for the Sacred. Letting go and sitting 
for zazen is creating, like Tea, a sacred 
space for me to be in rather than do-
ing anything particular. Tea has really 
helped me form and bring being into 
my everyday life. Before, it was kind 
of a roller coaster. Down in calming 
zazen and up in the world around me 
just like before and then down for za-
zen and then up in doing things until 
the Zen temple was in mist again and 
hard to find. Now, as it has been said 
many times, Tea has formed a bridge 
between my meditation cushion and 
my everyday life and I can say that this 
beautiful practice is a lot more a part 
of my everyday mind than before (even 
though, yes you guessed it, I still have a 
long way to go).

And thirdly, let us walk towards the 
river. Do you think we can buy some 
water anywhere? I have reflected upon 
the saying that “Zen is a stall selling 
water next to a river.” This lesson in 
particular is something that Tea has 
shown me. And part of this lesson I 
think is that Zen is the here and now 
and not something over there some-
where, just like Tea is here and now. 
It is not the tea that is on its way to 
me, or the tea that I had yesterday, or 
the super exclusive tea, or the tea I will 
drink when I have gotten more into 
tea, etc. It is this tea, right here, right 
now! Same with Zen; it is not after ten 
hours of meditation or ten years of 
meditation that I finally will be what-
ever I have projected myself to be. It 
is this meditation, right here and now 
and I will sit as valiantly as Bodhidhar-
ma! What I am trying to say is that I 
often miss the point. And often miss 
the valuable lesson right in front of my 
eyes. The river is flowing right next to 
us! Drink, my friend, drink! The water 
here is clear and unpolluted. Free from 
toxins and the chemicals of man…

Lastly, let us walk back to the road. 
On the way back, I will tell you that 
these are all teachings I try to live by. 
And I fail daily. But as Wu De has said: 
999 times falling down is a thousand 
opportunities to get up. And I will 
keep getting up and falling down and 
getting up again, right here, in this mo-
ment, as often as I possibly can. Let us 
meet here again sometime. Maybe for 
a bowl of tea. Perhaps then, this non-
sense will make sense… Until then, let 
us fall and get up again as often as we 
can! 

999 Fails 
茶人: Frederik Wallin, Sweden 

九百九十九失敗

46



47/ Zen Insights from the Community

M r. Duffy lived a short dis-
tance from his body.” 
With that simple state-

ment, James Joyce, in his masterpiece 
Ulysses, succinctly describes a man who 
struggles with being embodied, a man 
not fully present in his body or in the 
moment. This is a statement I can eas-
ily relate to in my life, having lived for 
many years “a short distance from [my] 
body.” Luckily for me I discovered the 
practices of tai chi, Zen and Tea. They 
all have helped me to fully arrive in my 
body, to be more intimate with life.

My journey to this point has tak-
en decades. Toward the end of high 
school, I was playing for the last time 
in my piano teacher’s annual student 
recital. My fellow students and I sat in 
a row in the audience waiting for our 
turn to play. Being the most senior stu-
dent, I was the final performer. After 
the recital, I was talking to another stu-
dent who had sat a couple seats away 
from me. She asked me how nervous 
I had been. “Not very,” I said. “Real-
ly?” she replied. “Because you looked 
extremely nervous.” 

I was surprised by this. I had not 
been conscious of much nervousness. 
I’m sure she was right, but I hadn’t 
noticed what must have been shal-
low breathing, fidgeting, cracking of 
knuckles, and other telltale signs of 
nerves I likely displayed. I had very 
poor awareness of my body, my bodi-
ly sensations and my emotions, living 
primarily in my head. I felt like Luke 
Skywalker, guilty of Zen master Yoda’s 
accusation of not paying attention: 
“Never his mind on where he was, 
what he was doing.”

Things started changing years lat-
er when I discovered the practice of 
taijiquan (tai chi). Learning to gently 
move my limbs, to relax my muscles, 
to breathe into my dantian, all of this 
helped. And yet after a few years of 
practice, I felt I was still missing some-

thing. I felt I was performing tai chi 
mechanically and analytically, think-
ing about it too much rather than 
feeling into the form. Or sometimes 
not thinking about it at all, my mind 
a million miles away as my body per-
formed the routine in a rote manner. 
The peace of mind I had hoped would 
come as a result was still nowhere to be 
found as my monkey mind continued 
to run rampant.

I decided to give meditation a try 
at a local Zen center with which I was 
familiar. I thought zazen would be 
a useful tool to help with my tai chi. 
Little did I know it would become the 
bedrock of my life and would infuse 
itself into every aspect of my being. 
Finally, I had found the way directly 
into my body and into the present mo-
ment. Embodiment. Through round 
after round of zazen, I learned to pay 
attention, to cultivate a focused mind, 
to quiet the stream of thoughts that 
flowed through my head and to savor 
the present moment, all of which are 
vital aspects of tea ceremony.

In his “Vow for Awakening,” a 
chant often recited at Zen centers, Da 
Hui tells us, “This very body, the body 
of Buddha.” We do not separate from 
our bodies in order to reach enlight-
enment. It is with this very body, with 
its pains, its problems, its idiosyncra-
sies and its ultimate failing that we re-
alize the way. And it is with this very 
body that we serve tea. When the mind 
starts quieting down, we come face to 
face with this body, and when we be-
come one with the physical body, our 
mind quiets down.

Through my burgeoning Zen 
practice, I began to understand my 
physical being in ways I never had, or 
rarely had, primarily by experiencing 
it directly rather than thinking about 
it. I got in touch with the direct and 
subtle sensations moment by moment. 
This allowed me to finally land in my 

body, to not live a short distance away. 
Naturally this enhanced my tai chi and 
it has certainly played a crucial role in 
my ongoing tea practice. Through za-
zen, one can get to a place where the 
eyes see and the ears hear. When that 
happens, the tea serves me.

Wu De, in talking about the ben-
efits of seed plantings versus cuttings, 
often discusses how a seed grows the 
all-important taproot, reaching down 
deep into the earth for its nutrients 
and sustenance. A cutting, on the oth-
er hand, grows shallow roots, keeping 
close to the surface. Zen practice al-
lows us to grow a taproot allowing our 
whole being to be fed by the wisdom 
of the earth, to be supported in our life 
and in our tea.

When serving tea, we should use 
our whole body, and if we are not 
well-rooted and present in our body, 
our guests will feel it. In tai chi, one 
of the basic practices is that if I want 
to push with my right hand, I need to 
root firmly with the left foot. Qi then 
rises from that foot, crosses over and 
is expressed through the hand. The 
same is true in tea ceremony. Like a 
tea tree grown from a seed, we should 
be well-rooted, tapping in to the deep 
reserves of the earth so that Qi is ex-
pressed through our fingers as we pour 
the water into the pot and as we serve 
the bowls to our guests.

Another essential quality of tea 
ceremony is illustrated in Case 42 of 
the Denkoroku, the Transmission of the 
Lamp. Master Kuanxi asked monk 
Ryozan while pointing to his raksu 
(a garment worn by monks signifying 
their commitment to the Buddhist 
path), “What is under this?” Ryozan 
was speechless. Master Kuanxi said 
to Ryozan, “You ask me this.” Ryozan 
asked him, “What is under this?” 
Master Kuanxi answered, “Intimacy.” 
When we are more embodied, our ca-
pacity for intimacy grows. If I am in 

Embodied Zen, Embodied Tea
茶人: Greg Fellman, USA

體現禪意的茶

“
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my head and my head is taking me 
miles away, I can’t very well feel inti-
mate with whomever or whatever I am 
with at that moment.

It is always remarkable to me after 
attending sesshin, a weeklong medita-
tion retreat, how intimate I feel with 
all those I have sat with despite the 
fact that we have remained in silence 
the entire time. One might think con-
versation is needed to foster intima-
cy, but having had these experiences, 
I know that silence and presence are 
truly prerequisites. It is an intimacy 
beyond words, and it is the same sense 
of intimacy that can occur during tea 
ceremony. When we sit quietly, fully 
embodied, and brew the tea and serve 
the tea with an open heart, this fosters 

intimacy, both with the tea and with 
each other. When we look our guest in 
the eye and smile with our whole being 
as we offer them a bowl, that moment 
is true Zen-infused intimacy.

Last February, I had the chance to 
attend Wu De’s Tea and Meditation 
retreat at Esalen Institute, just before 
everything started shutting down due 
to the pandemic. There we learned 
and practiced the leaves in a bowl cer-
emony. One day we broke into small 
groups to practice the ceremony, and 
my group had the good fortune of 
having Wu De supervise us. After I 
finished my ceremony, he kindly com-
plimented it, saying I must have been 
practicing prior to the retreat. The 
truth was, although I had done other 

tea ceremonies before, that was the 
first leaves in a bowl ceremony I had 
performed. Any grace demonstrated 
by me in that ceremony that led to his 
praise was really just the essence of Zen 
and tai chi flowing through me.

I know I have much to learn. There 
still are many times when my monkey 
mind takes me far away from my body. 
But with my commitment to Zen, tai 
chi, and a daily tea practice, my pres-
ence and my stability in embodiment 
grows. Zen is my heart, tai chi my 
movement and tea my offering.
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I remember we drank a Five Element blend one day at the 
Center. I also remember having some casual alone time with 
Wu De later. He showed me a prototype of a zisha clay pot with 
light-colored spots on it. This was to become the Starry Sky 
teapot that I would get from them years later. The enthusiasm 
with which he described the pot and the masters who created it 
comes back to me every time I use it.

Nearly sixty issues of Global Tea Hut later and I continue 
to consider myself a student of tea through this amazing com-
munity. I have even started growing my own tea plants. I live in 
the Pacific Northwest of the United States, which isn’t exactly 
a climate that matches southeast Asia, but I’ve made it work. 
I follow the principles of “living tea” with my plants, which 
includes using seed-propagation, growing in a naturally bio-
diverse environment and of course no chemicals of any kind.

The Tea Sage Hut has closed, but the new Center will be 
called “Light Meets Life.” I often visualize myself there sharing 
tea with all of you. When I said goodbye to Wu De all those 
years ago, I told him I’d see him next at Light Meets Life. I 
consider it a personal goal of mine to make this Center real 
someday so we can all come together and practice Cha Dao in 
person again. 

I see that a lot of us have similar paths in our tea journeys. 
Often, we start casually drinking mass-market tea and 
progress to better quality tea and more advanced brewing 

methods. But if you are holding this magazine, maybe for the 
first time, then you probably share a deeper path, like the one 
that brought me here.

My tea journey can be divided into two phases, which I call 
“pre-enlightenment” and “post-enlightenment.” My enlighten-
ment came with an awareness of the practice of Cha Dao that 
culminated in a visit to Taiwan to study tea on a much deeper 
level.  My “pre-enlightenment” phase spanned twenty years. 
Tea came into my life when I was in college. I started buying 
loose leaf tea and got my very first teapot, which I still have. I 
bought oolongs, red and green teas mostly. I was totally on my 
own. I didn’t know a single other person who enjoyed actual 
tea (not herbal) on the level of taking the time to brew loose 
leaf in a pot, and this was the case for most of those twenty 
years. I kept growing in my tea exploration and knowledge, 
but in total isolation, not realizing there was this world of Cha 
Dao out there. I did read some tea books, but they were most-
ly dry, uninspiring looks at tea types and regions. However, I 
always felt in my heart that there was something more to this 
tea thing. Something yet undefined. I keep practicing brewing 
methods and refining my taste for different types of teas from 
an “epicurean” perspective. But I also noticed how the process 
of brewing and drinking the tea made me mindful and present. 
It was a seed that kept growing inside me year after year.

I had no definition around this feeling until one day in 
2015, I saw a video of Wu De talking about tea. What was 
this happy-looking guy talking about? Tea as a spiritual prac-
tice? Drinking tea in silence? This was the first drop of rain 
that began to awaken that seed of enlightenment within me. I 
subscribed to the Global Tea Hut magazine and when my first 
issue and tea arrived, I devoured every word. For the first time, 
I realized there were other tea lovers like me who feel that tea is 
more than a beverage, and is something that can be a founda-
tional part of one’s life. 

I saw that Global Tea Hut had a Center in Taiwan called the 
Tea Sage Hut which welcomed Chajin from around the world. 
Amazingly, the stars aligned and I was able to travel there for a 
visit. There I got to sit and drink tea with Wu De and the other 
students. This was my peak moment of transition to tea en-
lightenment: sitting in silence drinking tea with the utmost of 
focus while watching the skillful, fluid movements of brewing 
and serving tea. It was a profound moment that changed my 
life in many ways. This cherished space in my life with tea at the 
center expanded tenfold.

49/ TeaWayfarer

茶人: Cary Noel, USA

Each month, we introduce one of the Global Tea Hut members to you in order to help you get to know more people 
in this growing international community. It’s also to pay homage to the many manifestations that all this wonder-
ful spirit and Tea are becoming as the Tea is drunk and becomes human. The energy of Tea fuels some great work 
in this world, and we are so honored to share glimpses of such beautiful people and their Tea. This month, we would 
like to introduce Cary Noel.

TeaWayfarer



Do I allow the changes in the world around 
me to knock me off balance? I am calm. 
As the sky, the clouds swirl around and 
through my wide-open being.

February Affirmation

Center News

Before the global pandemic hit, we launched 
a list of people serving tea around the world. They re-
main on the website, though many aren’t gathering for 
tea ceremonies anymore. We have thought about this 
in relation to the importance of community, or even 
sangha, as many have suggested in their articles for 
this issue. The virtual tea sessions discussed in previ-
ous issues inspired us to at least reach out here and see 
if we can somehow adapt this section of the website to 
virtual gatherings. Any ideas?

This year, both of our issues so far have includ-
ed the community more than any other issues thus 
far. All of the participants who contributed recipes 
last month or articles this month received tea for their 
work. We did this to encourage more of you to write. As 
we move into the more themed issues of the rest of the 
year, there is still an opportunity for you to contribute 
your writing, poetry or even art in the Voices from the 
Hut section of the magazine. If you are lurking waiting 
for an invitation, here it is: tea for writing!

Amazing teas continue to roll in from friends. 
We have a glorious Taiwanese oolong called “Cliff 
Trails,” which is amongst the best we have ever had. It 
is also very unique.

We plan to host two more online courses in the 
next year, one on the “Seven Genres of Tea” and a spe-
cial long, deep-dive course into puerh tea. These will 
be nerdy courses to learn lots of information about the 
teas we love, hopefully increasing appreciation.

We are now offering the discourses from ten-
day courses at the Tea Sage Hut. If you took a retreat, 
this is the perfect chance to review or to have your own 
self-retreat. www.teahutcourses.com

We got a call back from the people who are 
selling the property we showed you in our latest 
video. We had made an offer we thought was fair 
and they kind of shrugged it off, countering way 
too high. So we started looking elsewhere. After 
a couple of months, they called and asked if we 
could negotiate again. We will see!

We hope you stay excited for Light Meets 
Life. We want to involve you in the planning 
of what we hope you feel is your Center. The 
more form Light Meets Life takes, the more real 
it becomes. Please contact us with ideas about 
what you envision for the property and for the 
experience at ten-day courses. Perhaps you have 
an idea for a type of course you would like to 
see when we open. Please share your ideas with 
us. We hope to create a whole new calendar and 
curriculum for Light Meets Life. And it is your 
Center, after all!

We continue to offer day visits should any 
of you find yourself in Taiwan. As restrictions 
lift, Taiwan may be a safe destination for those 
of you looking to travel this year. Stay safe and 
sound, with our prayers.

Inside the Hut
Coming Soon to Global Tea Hut Magazine

Incense & Tea Yixing Masters

Making of BowlsTea Stories
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I am calm



The most meditative tea magazine in the world!  
Sharing rare organic teas, a magazine full of tea his-
tory, lore, translations, processing techniques and 
heritage, as well as the spiritual aspects of Cha Dao. 
And through it all, we make friends with fellow tea 
lovers from around the world.

www.globalteahut.org
Tea & Tao Magazine
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