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 n Zen, the words are hushed. They lead 
within, to the quiet places where the stories 
begin and end. Each teacher then is an art-

ist, expressing a life of devotion to such quiet wis-
dom. The poems, paintings and even the serving of 
tea are inspiration: first to the serene life of a quietist, 
withdrawn from the bustle of the world, wiped clean 
of its dust; and second, the work of the Zen master 
inspires us to look beyond that quiet life to the form-
less—the Tao which in rest upholds the universe, and 
in movement forms it.
 Sometimes retreat isn’t necessary. In a sud-
den flash, enlightening wisdom strikes and we find 
ourselves turned inside-out. We look on from the 
formless, mindless space. Such perspective is always 
dispassionate, ineffable and inconceivable—for as 
soon as the mind begins working again, and we try to 

describe the experience, it is lost. And though we try 
to stem our forgetfulness, the experience recedes like 
mists over a ridge.
 And so the lasting impressions we have of 
Zen are as a way of life. When the deeper grandeur 
isn’t upon us, we are left moving on through the 
much more plentiful ordinary moments of the day: 
the clacking of keys, ringing of plates, toil in the 
garden, morning tai chi and evening walks by the 
river. And that’s ok. We’ll surely have a much more 
intimate relationship with eternity soon enough.
 Striding into the tearoom, the lack of any-
thing inspires quiet. They say that this is the very 
hut in which the enlightened hermit taught the gods 
themselves. It is a hut of sorts. It has its own beau-
ty—of grass, wood and stone tempered but slightly 
by the hands of man. It is void, though the empti-
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ness compels the eyes to the only decoration: two 
flowers in a thin vase beneath an old, worn scroll. 
Like all Zen art, it’s also a testament of such a quiet, 
simple life, just as this room is. It reads: “An iron rod 
through the ten-thousand-league journey.”
 Do those old words resonate with you the 
way they do with me? The journey of ten-thousand 
leagues is our life. Though the path winds around 
bends, fords rivers and crosses mountains, there is an 
iron rod that passes through it all: Zen. 
 In mindfulness, we can travel this world. The 
iron rod is a self-imposed discipline, a mindset—a 
guide and a support that will never fail us. Without 
this, though all journeys end in the same formless-
ness, we find that certain parts of the trip become 
insurmountable. 
 The media would have us believe that the 
rich and famous live completely unobstructed lives, 
and the wealth, family or fame are the iron rod to 
guide us. People then stimulate pleasure when there 
is none, and run from anything that suggests pain—
trying in vain to mimic the lifestyle as seen in the 
advertisement the movie star posed for. Sadly, that 
rod only looks like iron on the outside, gilded as it 
were. It crumbles, however, the first time you lean on 
it. 
 Everyone faces challenges. We are all as fragile 
as reeds, blown over by any more than a mild breeze. 
A tiger has chased us over a ledge, where we luckily 
have found a vine to cling to and climb down. But 

halfway down we find that the tiger wasn’t alone, 
another one awaits our descent below: Clinging to a 
vine halfway between tigers is this life. 
 In many ways, tea is my iron rod—or an 
expression of it. I have other methods in my Way: of 
life, of discipline, of love and prayer. But this one is 
also useful. I find that it serves three main purposes: 
tea allows me to communicate my nonverbal wisdom 
to others. In this way, I can share a bit of what my 
life serves. The real seed has never been in books. It 
can be carried around that way, but never sprouted. 
It must be passed on from heart to heart, mind to 
mind. In that way, the real Zen is shared: through the 
eyes, through a touch or through a cup of tea.
 Then, my tea serves a second purpose when 
others aren’t around: it is a practice of mindfulness 
in action. I also practice stillness in Zazen. Stillness is 
best, however, when it can be within the center of ac-
tion. Real peace isn’t just the peace that comes when 
the outer world is quiet and peaceful, but the seren-
ity at the eye of the storm. If your peace and quiet is 
dependent upon the outer world, it is fragile—and 
a passing airplane will shatter it. The outer quiet is 
good, and seeking it out is skillful, as it reminds us of 
the internal equivalent, stillness. But once that still-
ness gains root in our life, we then learn that the iron 
rod is just as strong when the outer journey is noisy 
as when it is quiet. 
 In tea I find the means to develop and express 
this mindfulness. The movements of Japanese tea 

or Chinese Gong Fu tea are specific and controlled. 
This is to make sure that the teaware is protected—to 
prevent things from being dropped, spilled or bro-
ken. When you are using antique pots and cups, you 
must honor the fact that many people have preserved 
them until now in this very way. Sometimes, gestures 
are also symbolic of deeper things, like washing off 
the teaware which is a powerful gesture that we use to 
express the fact that in the tea space we are all monks 
and nuns, cleaned of the Dust of the World. These 
reminders are helpful indeed.
 Also, as I develop in tea, I find greater and 
greater sensitivity. I begin to recognize which cups 
produce finer tea. We learn these things to honor 
the tea. It was incredibly difficult to produce, taking 
many hours of toil—much blood and sweat, let alone 
the billions of years Nature herself spent forming that 
tree. The most suitable form of gratitude is to express 
the tea in its best possible form. The sensitivity that 
we develop is a movement towards subtlety, just as 
the whole path. And the heightened awareness I am 
developing in tea will translate to other areas of my 
life. Soon, I will see that all my actions, my livelihood 
and my diet—everything affects my tea. From the 
moment I awake until the moment I fall into sleep, I 
am preparing tea.

I also prepare tea, in its third use, as an offering on 
my altar. I do this to ensure that tea stays sacred in 
my life. I do this to cultivate humility. All the skills 
and sensitivity I developed cannot be self-serving. I 
cannot become a snob, and lose the ability to appre-
ciate the simplest tea in a cracked old bowl, processed 
and brewed without the slightest skill. I cannot afford 
to judge others, as I know how difficult the journey 
is. Instead, I would hope to use whatever energy I 
have to help them find the iron rod, a handrail, down 
their own path—for it is, after all, the same journey 
beneath the sun.
 It is important in Zen to learn, develop and 
strengthen while at the same time we need to occa-
sionally rinse off all that we’ve learned and start over 
again. The beginner’s mind is full of possibilities. It 
is open and willing to learn. The beginner listens. 
And ultimately, every situation we encounter—every 
person we meet is our master. 
 What a delight and honor it is, to learn from 
Adam. From the center of his own journey, just be-
ginning, he expresses the same age-old wisdom of the 
master. For the truth is one, though it crumbles into 
many words:



to learn more about the leaves in my cup. It should 
not surprise me that they are considered the same 
thing; not because it is a very Zen thing to say, but 
the fact that the more I learn about one, the better I 
understand the other, and the fact that in my mind I 
feel that one could not exist without the other.
 I encourage you to have a cup of tea, but do 
not meditate on the cup of tea, become the cup of 
tea, and your mind will be in a meditative state.

 

Zen and Tea, from a Novice Perspective

 Zen Buddhism has many Koans, or seeming-
ly cryptic stories, which are supposed to act as point-
ers to a deeper understanding of reality. One Koan 
which is probably more quoted in tea circles than any 
other, is attributed to Zhao Zhou:

“The Master questioned two new arrivals.  The 
Master asked the first one, “Have you been here 
before?” The monk said, “No, I haven’t.” The Master 
said, “Go have some tea.” The Master then asked the 
other monk, “Have you been here before?” The monk 
said, “Yes, I have.” The Master said, “Go have some 
tea.” The [head] monk asked, “Setting aside the fact 
that you told the one who’d never been here before to 
go have some tea, why did you tell the one who had 
been here before to go have some tea?” The Master 
said “Head monk!” The head monk said, “Yes?” The 
master said, “Go have some tea.” (Addiss 82)”

 The Master’s reply to each question seems to 
defy the logic of anyone but an avid tea enthusiast, 
and the answers make complete sense to anyone who 
has studied Korean tea culture and history. As in the 

Korean Way of Tea, it has been said that “Tea and 
Seon (Zen) have a single taste” (Anthony of Taize 
73).
 This article focuses on the relationship be-
tween Tea and Zen as seen by a person still relatively 
new to each. My exposure to Zen has been from an 
educational perspective, and I have no real experience 
in practicing Zen as a religion. With tea I have much 
more “experience” in the sense that I have been an 
avid tea drinker for several years, focusing on Asian 
tea and tea culture almost exclusively for the past 
two. But I still consider myself unexperienced in the 
wide world of Asian tea culture, as I have never stud-
ied under a tea master, and I am mostly self-taught, 
with the help of online resources such as this maga-
zine and well-known tea bloggers.
 But even from my novice understanding of 
each, I feel I can begin to appreciate the Korean state-
ment that Zen and Tea are one and the same. There 
are many aspects of Zen, but the reason meditation 
plays a key role is the emphasis Zen puts on viewing 
things as they are, and quieting your mind so you can 
take in the world around you with as unbiased a view 
as possible. But how does this relate to tea?

-The Leaf-

 Not only is the preparation and drinking of 
tea incredibly calming, but after the first cup I am 
transported to a mindset unlike any I knew prior to 
knowing tea. Not only am I drinking tea, or making 
tea, I am the tea, I am the kettle, and I am the teapot 
growing wiser with each steeping. It is almost as if 
the time I drink tea is my meditation time, the time 
when my mind goes quiet and I vanish into the task 
at hand.
 A rather interesting connection between tea 
and Zen comes from the fact that both have long-
standing traditions of inspiring art. Not only are the 
two one and the same but they have lead to many 
incredible poems as well as paintings, and the two 
come together from a rather functional standpoint in 
certain pieces of teaware.
 A very famous Zen piece of art recreated 
more times than I can possibly fathom, involves 
painting a circle with a brush. The reason why it is so 
famous, is that in Zen, it is felt that simply by view-
ing one circle you can get a feeling for the artist’s 
understanding of Zen. Similar things are said about 
tea, and I feel that is quite true: your inner self is 
poured out of the teapot along with the tea. Every 
little thought that went through your head came out 
in that cup of tea, as it influenced everything you did 
when creating that cup of tea.
 I guess it is an odd thing that I am really 
saying: When you share tea, you share yourself, but 
you also share “Zen” which may come as a slightly 
more quiet mind, or possibly something grander. I 
encourage you, next time you enjoy tea, to ponder 
the role Zen monks might have had in the creation of 
that tea. Go to China, in your imagination, think-
ing of how tea trees sprouted from Bodhidarma’s 
torn off eyelids, or even that the area your tea is from 
owes its fame as a tea producing region to an ancient 
Buddhist Monastery, which tended to its tiny little 
tea gardens and refined the practice for creating that 
very style of tea. Perhaps we all owe our cups to Zen 
monks, and should raise them accordingly.
 According to the Korean Way of Tea by Broth-
er Anthony of Taize and Hong Kyeong-Hee, the only 
reason a tea growing tradition survived in Korea after 
the primary religion shifted away from Buddhism, 
was due to Buddhist monks turned hermits (Anthony 
of Taize 89-100). And it is well known that tea found 
its way to Japan through Buddhist monks, and origi-
nally was only cultivated in Monastery gardens.
 I find it interesting that Zen played such an 
important role in the development and perseverance 
of tea, though my interest in Zen started with trying 
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