
 My teacher always says that our roles in this 
world—our opinions, beliefs, nationality, job, religion, 
etc.—are all “functions” with a small ‘f ’. No matter 
how big your function, it is always spelled with a small 
‘f ’. Whether your small-f function is as a janitor or as 
the mogul of a multi-billion dollar corporation, they 
both are small f ’s. Even if you write a small “f ” across 
an entire football field, it is still a small ‘f ’—though a 
“big small f ” as my teacher says. He jokes, “Bill Gates 
is a big small f; being a waiter is a small small f ”. Our 
functions are not who we are, but what we do. The 
more ingrained your opinions are, the more rigidly they 
define your separation and egotistic behavior.
 In order for your opinion to be right, others 
must be wrong. The feeling of being right lends a sense 
of superiority; and such emotions are all-too-often 
wrapped up with habits of resentment and complain-
ing. When complaining, you feel justified because 
some person or situation is not as you think it should 
be. Again, you are in the right—your ego the most 

There is an old Zen adage passed on to students like 
us: “Don’t seek the truth. Just let go of your hold on all 
opinions.” This means that we shouldn’t identify with 
our thoughts, emotions, roles or beliefs. All of the func-
tions of our lives are not who we are, in other words. 
When you let go of identification with the mind, or its 
contents, who you really are emerges on its own. Your 
True Self. Could anything be more poignant?
 Of course, all the spiritual books you read just 
offer more opinions—including these here—which is 
why it is important to remember that the moon can be 
“put in words” as they say, but those words are not the 
moon itself, merely the proverbial fingers that allude to 
it. For that reason, it is often helpful to utilize several 
analogies and metaphors to bring about awareness; for 
all that is needed to stop your identification with any of 
your thoughts, to “let go of your hold on opinions”, is 
an awareness of that attachment. Like a naughty child, 
the ego ceases its play as soon as parental awareness 
arrives. The very act of noticing is enough to catalyze a 
letting go.

Zen & Tea
  The Hut at the End of the Dewy Path

A few leaves of Zen, 
later steeped in the 
waters of Cha Dao…
trying to find that 
“one flavor”.

By Wu De



on a small rock that orbits some indistinct corner of 
infinite space? What could be more meaningless than to 
identify with such a process? Without the Foundation, 
all the small-f functions never satisfy, leading only to 
more dysfunction (also small ‘f ’), which incidentally is 
in itself neither positive or negative, but perhaps “en-
lightening” in the sense that more and more suffering 
may perhaps lead to awakening. You can ignore this ab-
surdity, shrugging it off for some other day; but it will 
catch up to you in the end. As it turns out, the news 
isn’t all bad; we all have a greater purpose: Awakening 
to the Foundation.
 The awakening, however, must happen now. 
There is no future, better you. That is a dream image 
made by the mind, and the comparison of what you are 
with the image of what you should be will only bring 
conflict and suffering. The desire to let go of opinions 
and become a fulfilled, happy you is just another role, 
another function. With awareness—right here and 
now—it, too, drops away. Honestly ask yourself what 
your purpose is? Is it really your job, a relationship, 
some opinions you’ve borrowed from books, lectures, 
sermons, etc.? Did you arise out of this world merely to 
express (or re-express) some opinions and then die?
 If you look with forthrightness, you’ll see that 
you are not the job you have, you are not the opinions 
or beliefs that were taught to you. Your job is what 
you do, not who you are. Your opinions are what you 
believe, not who you are. 
 Beyond that some people then identify them-
selves through a relationship to things and/or people. 
But does that work? Actually, our whole consumer 
economy is built upon the fact that identification with 
things is completely useless in the pursuit of “being 
yourself ”. Advertisement sells the idea that your iden-
tity will be enhanced by having some brand or product; 
that your experience of life will then be better—but it 
never is. This  leads you to then seek yet another prod-
uct, another brand—endlessly shopping for a life. Iden-
tifying with your material possessions never enhances 
the experience of life; nor does it bring about realization 
of who you are, leading only into the perpetual hamster 
wheel of running in place, chasing an illusion of happi-
ness that is just one more product around the corner.
 Similarly, no relationship with anyone else can 
ever really define you or make you more than what you 
are. When you identify yourself through a relationship, 
you are merely lost in another role, another function. 
How could you truly “be yourself ” in a relationship 
to someone else? In fact, even the idea of “being your-

important aspect of the situation—while others or a 
situation are decidedly wrong. Through this separation, 
you identify with a strong opinion and all the negativity 
that results—surrendering to the forces of your ego.
 This, of course doesn’t mean that there are no 
truths, no facts. If a tree is 3 meters tall, it is 3 meters 
tall. The problem is that when someone says it is 12, I 
feel that “I am right. He is wrong”. Actually, it is not 
“I” who is right, but the fact: “3 meters”. There is a sub-
tle distinction between the truth of the fact itself, and 
the feeling of identification with that fact, claiming it as 
a part of my ego-sphere. Actually, the tree itself doesn’t 
care who believes it is 3 or 12 meters tall. Furthermore, 
the truth of its 3-meterness need not be defended or 
justified. It just is. I could state and even recognize that 
truth without the need to identify with it and call it 
“my fact”, so that I define myself through a correctness 
that really has nothing to do with who I am. Knowing 
or believing that the tree is 3m tall, or that 2+2=4 does 
not in any way enhance me or my experience in this 
life. And neither of those facts belong to me any more 
than they do to you.
 All kinds of people identify themselves through 
their opinions, beliefs or facts they’ve accumulated. No 
matter how correct your beliefs about things are, identi-
fying yourself with them will never bring about fulfill-
ment. You are not an agglomerate of opinions, which 
are necessarily changing all the time anyway since you 
otherwise would not grow; nor are you a role such as 
father, mother, janitor, writer, Christian or Buddhist. 
Neither are you the story you tell yourself and others of 
your past—lost moments that are often distorted by the 
passing of time and the warp and woof of memory.

So … I am not my opinions … I am not the story I tell 
others and myself … I am not a function or role … What, 
then, is left? 

 This is the process. In letting go of our opin-
ions, roles and functions—all our small f ’s—what 
emerges is our True Self. My teacher calls this “Founda-
tion, big ‘F’”.
 Why question the small f ’s at all, you might be 
wondering. If you get wrapped up in all the forms of 
small-f functions, the reality of Nature quickly reduces 
everything you are to absurdity. After all, what are you 
so attached to? In terms of Nature in its totality, what is 
your small-f ego? A small, miniscule being not even vis-
ible from any real cosmic distance, with a life so short 
and so fragile it would seem tragic, spending its time 



caught up in ideas about having no ideas, or opinions 
about letting go of opinions is just more of the same 
dysfunctional madness: identifying with that which is 
not our true selves. 
 There is a famous Zen story about an enlight-
ened master who answered every question by raising 
his index finger, suggesting all function, small-f, all 
pointing. No matter whether it was a monk or lay-
man, a profound or simple question, his answer was the 
same every time—raising a single finger in silence. One 
day, the old monk took a trip. His senior disciple had 
seen him answer in this way for so many years that he 
thought filling the old monk’s shoes would be an easy 
job indeed. And so, as the many laypeople and newer, 
novice monks came before him that day, he did just as 
the master did: raising his finger in silence. The next 
day when the master returned he called the disciple 
before him and asked how he had answered the stu-
dents’ questions while he had been gone. The disciple 
raised his finger. With a speed that betrayed his very old 

self ” can itself become another role, with thoughts and 
opinions. “I am going to be myself ”, you say. In fact, 
this role has recently become trendy, and all kinds of 
products and ideas are sold through it: spiritual aids, ex-
pensive retreats or seminars, jeans that come “pre-used” 
to look like they’ve been worn for years, etc.
 Just as you are probably wondering, I then 
asked my master if I should retire to a mountain and 
be a monk. In response, I got what I call the “silly 
smile”—the equivalent of the proverbial Zen slap. I 
then answered myself: “Of course, that would then just 
be another role, wouldn’t it?” Just let go of the opinions. 
Stop thinking of letting go, making opinions about 
letting go, developing beliefs and roles about letting 
go—all that is to “stink of Zen” as they say. When Zen 
becomes another opinion, which is to say when all these 
ideas I am discussing in this article become another 
“correct opinion”, you are just as caught up in the mind 
as someone rolling in what you might call more “banal” 
pursuits. These ideas are but the fingers, and getting 



 Daoists love metaphors of water: soft and pli-
ant, it is the strongest force on earth, seeking the lowest 
it finds the highest, etc. Here we could apply this to 
the idea that the current of the river then flows through 
all your functions, lending them its strength. When 
you find your True Self, you can fulfill all your func-
tions much better, because when you identified with 
them you were always a bit too deluded by your own 
thoughts to see the situation as it really was, and the 
solution as it really needed to be.
 The first step on any path is always one of 
recognition. Diagnosing the problem is the first step 
in treating it. Just by recognizing the times when you 
are identifying with your mind, your opinions or any 
of your functions is a freedom in itself. Try it and see. 
It doesn’t matter what you think of these words or 
the concepts they represent. This isn’t meant to be an 
argument, just an insight offered freely. And the insight 
is more of a question really—the oldest one there is: 
“Who am I?”
 

Poured into the cup
 In tea, it is also important that we not identify 
with any opinions or—worse yet—material possessions, 
recognizing that like anything our tea is just another 
finger pointing. Being a tea lover won’t ever bring you 
any real fulfillment of yourself, as it is just a role. You 
cannot successfully identify yourself with your hobbies 
anymore than you can with your job, your opinions, 
religion, etc. This doesn’t mean that you need to stop 
calling yourself a “tea person (Chajin)”, as it is not the 
word that is the issue, but the dysfunctional habit itself. 
There is a tradition amongst some Hindus and Bud-
dhists of not using the dirty word “I” and saying “one”, 
“oneself ” or “one’s” instead; but switching words is for 
the most part useless, because an “ego by any other 
name would still stink as sour”. You can be just as at-
tached to the word “one” as you can to the word “I”. St. 
John of the Cross often commented that several of the 
monks in the monastery where he lived were more at-
tached to their single possession—a rosary—than many 
kings were to all the treasures in their palace.
 Being a tea lover is a role, a function (small ‘f ’) 
like any other. And it can be Founded or not. You can, 
in other words, identify yourself with it, furthering the 
habits of delusion and egocentric ways of life, or recog-
nize it as a role you sometimes play and participate fully 
as your True Self, which is to truly honor and respect it. 
That is Cha Dao.

age, the master drew a knife and in a silver flash sliced 
the disciple’s index finger clean off. At first, the disciple 
screamed and grabbed his bloody stump; but in doing 
so he glanced down at the severed digit, no longer a 
part of “himself ”, glanced back up at the kind old eyes, 
and in that moment achieved enlightenment himself. It 
was never in the finger, you see.
 Like the body, far too much thinking happens 
of its own for us to really, honestly identify our true 
selves therein. We don’t fully indentify with our bod-
ies—as is apparent in our language, in which we speak 
of the body as belonging to us, as something we “have”. 
We don’t beat our own hearts or control our own diges-
tions. These things happen of themselves. In fact, this is 
a blessing for if we had to consciously control the body’s 
trillions of daily processes, we’d have time for nothing 
else. In the same way, so much of our thinking just hap-
pens of itself—so very little is conscious. The stream of 
thoughts just rolls by like a river. Many people are com-
pletely possessed by their minds, completely identifying 
themselves with their thoughts and the resulting emo-
tions. Because of that, they can’t authentically relate to 
others or themselves, for they are too much entangled 
in their thoughts to be in the present moment at all. Or 
perhaps they play roles, wrapped up in their functions 
they also do not behave genuinely, but rather as some-
one in that role is expected to. Alienated from others 
and from themselves, the whole world seems to be an 
“existential dilemma”—confusion and suffering. The 
severity of the ego depends on the individual of course, 
and plenty of us experience moments of freedom all the 
time: moments of purity, free from mind or identifica-
tion with anything, when our true nature shines. You 
can describe this in many ways: Love, God, Buddha 
Nature, an expression of the Dao, etc.
 Through the ordinary present moment we can 
drop the mind, all our small-f functions and find the 
big-F Foundation. The curious thing is that once you 
have experienced your True Self, awareness awakened—
even briefly—you don’t lose all the small-f functions, 
but rather develop a true honor and respect for them. 
 It is a paradox when written in words, but true 
nonetheless: once you’ve let go of the identification 
with any of your functions they do not disappear, but 
rather transform. You can still perform all your roles, 
express opinions and ideas. It is the need to identify 
yourself through them that is no longer there; and as a 
result, even your small-f functions are now Founded, 
which means that they achieve their function all the 
more successfully, inspirationally and even beautifully.



wanting you’re really identifying with, and therefore 
getting one piece of teaware or kind of tea only then 
leads to wanting another, endlessly without any real 
gratification.
 My master always limits us, saying we should 
never have more tea or teaware than we are capable 
of truly appreciating. The love of objects is something 
sorely missing from the modern world, as the distorted 
and false notion that the material universe is somehow 
composed of lifeless, inert and stupid matter has taken 
possession of our collective consciousness. Long ago, 
people everywhere recognized the life and power within 
objects, and respected them accordingly. Artists have 
always seen this and captured it, painting the spirit of 
something as quotidian as a bowl or even a chair for all 
to see, inspiring us to respect our surroundings. Our 
sciences are also slowly returning to the truth that en-
ergy, connection and life breathe through everything in 
the world.

 As Cha Dao also involves material things, tea 
and teaware, you must be careful lest it also become 
the same bottomless bucket of trying to fulfill your-
self through identification with things. You can’t really 
distinguish yourself through the things you own. Most 
people realize this at some point in their life—in the 
very least near their death when it becomes clear that 
all that they’ve ever “owned” was merely borrowed and 
they will eventually let go of it. This is, in fact, one of 
the greatest lessons antique teaware can teach us, having 
traveled through the lives of so many Chajin on its way 
to you—who will then pass it on one day to continue 
its journey into other lives. Rather than collecting a 
bunch of tea and teaware, continuing the same crazy 
consumerism and the need to want more and more—
rather than running around the hamster wheel in the 
name of teaware instead of clothes or electronics, why 
not learn to love and appreciate the tea and teaware you 
already have? As we discussed briefly above, it is the 



 Don’t get wrapped up in the black hole of tea 
collecting, whether of things or information. Instead, 
allow your tea drinking to be this very moment as it is. 
 If you drink in this way, tea will truly fulfill 
you; truly make you happier and healthier, as it shows 
the Way to your True Self. It is not the “Cha” in “Cha 
Dao” that lends tea the grace to transcend the mundane 
world, helping us to awaken to our true purpose for be-
ing here, it is instead the “Dao”. And it is in your next 
sip, as you relax and let go of the mind. Your real self 
is then steeped, poured and drunk, perhaps outdoors 
at night—with a big, bright reflection of the full moon 
hovering poignantly in the center of your now-full, 
now-empty tea cup.

 In respecting your surroundings and the objects 
in your life, you learn to stop identifying with them, 
stop calling them “mine” and learn to honor them as 
beings in their own right—not lesser, not stupid and 
definitely not “inert”. Every pot and kettle you “possess” 
has its own birth, life and death. It joins your journey 
as an independent friend, casually traveling the same 
road as you for some time. This is a much more healthy 
perspective.
 In the end, collecting all the best teaware on 
earth won’t improve the way you experience life or tea. 
Neither will collecting, affirming or identifying with 
any opinions about tea, tea history, preparation meth-
odology, etc. In its most beautiful form, tea is the same 
as the master’s old, withered finger: raised as a reminder 
to drop all our opinions, let go of the mind and be 
ourselves in Presence. The Leaf




