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1. Tea as a Part of Temple Life 
In Chan and Zen Buddhist temples, tea is not merely a beverage—it is a form of meditation. 
First embraced during the Tang Dynasty, tea helped monks stay alert during long hours of 
zazen (seated meditation). More than that, it became part of their spiritual discipline. From 
preparing to sipping, each step is done mindfully. Monks often gathered in silence to share tea 
after morning meditation, turning the act into a sacred ritual of presence and simplicity. 
 
2. Buddhist Tea Ceremonies 
The Buddhist tea ceremony reflects the values of harmony, respect, purity, and tranquility. 
Every movement—boiling water, cleaning the bowl, offering the tea—is a form of mindfulness 
and reverence. Guests and hosts share not just tea, but a meditative space, where silence and 
simplicity become pathways to inner clarity. 
 
3. Exploring the famous phrase : Chan and Tea Are One Flavour 
The saying “茶禅一味” (“Chan and Tea Are One Flavour”) expresses the unity between spir-
itual practice and everyday life. In Chan Buddhism, preparing and drinking tea with full aware-
ness is seen as equal to formal meditation. The warmth of the cup, the scent of the leaves, and 
the act of sipping—all offer moments to dwell fully in the present. This phrase reminds us that 
enlightenment can be found in the most ordinary acts, when done with extraordinary attention. 
 
4. Tea as a Sign of Respect 
In Buddhist culture, tea is a silent but powerful gesture of humility and connection. Monks serve 
tea to their teachers as a sign of gratitude and readiness to learn. In families, younger genera-
tions serve tea to elders during ceremonies, expressing respect and familial duty. Offerings of 
tea are also placed before Buddha statues as a devotional act. Each cup, given or received, is 
a lesson in compassion, presence, and the beauty of small rituals. 
 
5. Buddhism and the Spread of Tea Culture 
Buddhist monks were instrumental in spreading tea across Asia. From China, tea traveled with 
monks to Japan, where Eisai brought both Zen teachings and tea seeds. In Tibet, tea adapt-
ed to the landscape as butter tea, sustaining monks through harsh conditions. As Buddhism 
spread along trade routes, it carried with it the spiritual use of tea—helping transform local tea 
traditions into mindful practices that endure today.



Monastic Origins 
Tea entered Chan monasteries during the Tang dynasty (7th–9th c.). Tang master 
Lu Yu’s Classic of Tea (茶经). framed tea as pure, simple, and perfectly suited to 
Chan discipline. Mountain temples on Tiantai, Wuyi, and Emei soon tended tea 
groves as part of spiritual cultivation. 
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Daily Rhythm of “Sitting Chan” (坐禅) 
Before dawn the board is struck; monks gather for zuò chán (seated meditation). 
When the session ends, kettles whisper at “蟹眼” (crab-eye boil). In silence they 
share a thin, bitter brew—no speech, only the sound of pouring water. The act 
turns ordinary refreshment into moving meditation. 

Mindfulness in Every Gesture 
Chan teaching insists that enlightenment is found in daily actions. Rinsing the cup, 
watching steam rise, feeling warmth through porcelain—each step anchors the 
mind in the present moment and makes “drinking tea” an exact parallel to “observ-
ing breath.” 

Tea as Offering and Impermanence 
A fresh bowl is placed on the altar each morning. The fragrant steam, gone in 
moments, mirrors the doctrine of impermanence (无常). The offering nurtures 
generosity: the best portion is given away, training monks to loosen attachment.
 

Cultivating the Tea Garden 
Tending temple tea bushes is considered xíng chán (行禅), walking meditation). 
Hoeing soil and pruning leaves unite body and mind with earth and season, turning 
agriculture itself into Dharma practice. 

Living Legacy 
Visit Hangzhou’s Jingci Temple or Fujian’s Wuyi Chan monasteries today and you’ll 
still be welcomed with a humble bowl of tea. The gesture invites lay visitors to slow 
their pulse, centre their breath, and glimpse how—within Han Buddhism—a single 
cup can nourish both body and awakening.
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From Monastery Hall to Tea Pavilion 
By the late Tang and early Song dynasties, Chan monks were formalising a quiet ritual known 
simply as chájì—“the tea rite.” Conducted after dawn meditation, it transformed a utilitarian drink 
into an embodied Dharma lesson. Monks gathered in a small pavilion adjoining the meditation hall; 
there, senior brethren led a sequence of precise, wordless actions whose purpose was to awaken 
mindfulness in motion. 
 
Four Pillars of the Rite 
Chan manuals outline four governing qualities—hé (harmony), jìng (purity), jìng (tranquillity), and 
jìng (respect). Harmony guides the host–guest relationship; purity is kept by cleansing the imple-
ments; tranquillity is maintained through silence; respect is shown in each bow and measured 
breath. These pillars mirror the Noble Eightfold Path, translating doctrine into lived experience. 
 
Utensils as Teaching Aids 
	 ~ Stone brazier: its rough surface recalls the “rough path” of training. 
	 ~ Qingbai porcelain bowl: thin yet strong, a lesson in emptiness and resilience. 
	 ~ Bamboo whisk (chá zhú) : eighty-one tines, echoing the Buddha’s 81,000 teachings. 
Handling each tool with deliberate slowness, the officiant demonstrates body-speech-mind align-
ment—exactly what seated meditation cultivates. 
 
Whisked Tea & One-Mindfulness 
In Song times, powdered tea was frothed into a jade-green foam. The host whisked until the sur-
face became a single, unbroken mirror. Disciples were reminded: “When mind is unified, bubbles 
cease to break.” Drinking the foam symbolised tasting undivided awareness—一味, “one flavour.” 
 
Communal Silence 
The ceremony is conducted without verbal dialogue. Instead, the soft clink of porcelain, the hiss 
of water at “crab-eye boil,” and the faint aroma of roasted leaves create a soundscape for insight. 
Guests bow before receiving the bowl, acknowledging inter-being: tea, host, and guest arise inter-
dependently. 
 
Legacy in Today’s Chan Communities 
Modern Chan monasteries in Mount Wutai and Hangzhou still hold weekly tea ceremonies open 
to lay visitors. While leaf tea has replaced powdered whisk-tea, the form endures: attentive cleans-
ing, mindful pouring, and silent appreciation. Participants report that a single bowl often conveys 
more teaching than hours of spoken lecture—a testament to Chan’s credo that truth is grasped 
not by words, but by direct, lived experience.



Origins of the Saying 
First recorded in Song-dynasty Chan circles, the phrase 茶禅一味 (chá chán yī wèi) asserts 
that the taste of tea and the “flavour” of Chan meditation are indistinguishable. Masters such 
as Yuanwu Keqin used it to remind disciples that awakening resides in everyday acts, not dis-
tant abstractions. 
 
Meaning in Chan Doctrine 
Chan rejects dualism: no gap between sacred and mundane. “One flavour” teaches that 
mindful tea-making equals seated meditation; both reveal the same emptiness and clarity. If 
you are fully present while whisking leaves, you are already tasting the Dharma. 
 
Embodied Practice 
1. Attention to Heat – sensing “crab-eye boil” anchors awareness in the body. 
2. Silent Whisking – merging breath with rhythm dissolves self/other.
3. Single Sip – feeling warmth travel down the throat becomes a direct koan: Where is separa-
tion? 
 
The Tea Bowl as Sutra 
Chan art likens the empty bowl to the Śūnyatā (emptiness) teaching: only when the vessel is 
void can it receive tea; only when the mind is unobstructed can it receive insight. 
 
Everyday Enlightenment 
Monks quote the maxim when novices ask, “How do I realise Buddha-nature?” The master 
replies, “Finish your tea.” The point: awakening is here and now, tasted in steam, aroma, and 
swallow—if mind and action are unified. 
 
Modern Resonance 
Contemporary Chan centres from Hangzhou to Los Angeles still hold “One-Flavour Tea Sits,” 
where laypeople learn that a single mindful cup can reveal the same truth as hours on the 
cushion—continuing a Han-Buddhist legacy where tea and enlightenment share one, insepa-
rable taste.
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Roots in Monastic Etiquette 
In Chan monasteries the simplest way to honour a senior monk is to pour tea for him. This 
practice—called jìng chá 敬茶 (“respectful tea”)—dates to the Tang–Song period. Kneeling 
slightly, the junior offers the bowl with both hands, wordlessly acknowledging the elder’s role 
as Dharma transmitter. 
 
Family & Lay Adaptations 
Buddhist values filtered into Han society; by the Ming dynasty, serving tea to parents or 
wedding guests had become standard etiquette. The act mirrors the Five Precepts of Bud-
dhism—especially reverence for life and cultivation of humility—turning a domestic ges-
ture into daily moral training. 
 
Tea Offerings to the Buddha 
Every dawn a novice places a fresh cup of tea before the main Buddha statue. Unlike in-
cense, tea is perishable; its rising steam and swift cooling embody anicca (impermanence). 
The offering cultivates generosity (dāna) and reminds practitioners to “give the best, expect 
nothing.” 
 
Ritual Sequence in the Chan Hall 
	 1. Three Prostrations – align body, speech, mind. 
	 2. Wiping the Bowl – exterior purity reflects inner clarity. 
	 3. Pouring with the Left Hand – right hand steadies the lid, symbolising balanced 		
	      insight and compassion. 
	 4. Silent Presentation – eye-level offer, then lowering to the elder’s hands. 
Each micro-movement reinforces the principle that respect is realised through mindfulness 
in action, not through words. 
 
Iconography & Art 
Chan paintings often depict disciples serving tea to Bodhidharma. The teapot is oversized, 
drawing the viewer’s eye to the gesture rather than the figures—an artistic reminder that 
respect lies in the act itself. 
 
Contemporary Practice 
At modern Chan retreats, first-time participants learn to “offer tea down the line”: beginning 
with the teacher, moving to senior students, and ending with the self. The sequence teaches 
interdependence—there is no “me first” on the path to awakening. 
 
Take-away Insight 
In Han-Chinese Buddhism, a single cup of tea expresses deference, gratitude, and shared 
humanity. Whether poured for a master, a parent, or the Buddha, tea becomes the Dharma 
in motion—transforming courtesy into cultivation.
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From Mountain Hermitages to Imperial Capitals 
Tea first flourished around Chan monasteries on China’s mist-shrouded peaks. As eminent 
monks travelled to court to teach emperors or debate scholars, they carried with them 
dried tea cakes, new brewing methods, and the view that “a cup is a sutra in liquid form.” Im-
perial patronage followed: Tang and Song rulers endowed temple tea gardens and decreed 
“tribute teas,” turning monastic know-how into state prestige. 
 
Caravans, Pilgrims, and the Silk Road 
Chan pilgrims heading west to collect scriptures packed tea for stamina and ritual. Along 
the Silk Road they shared it with oasis communities and fellow travellers, demonstrating 
how leaf, water, and mindfulness could calm dust-laden minds. Caravanserais soon stocked 
bricks of compressed Chinese tea, linking Buddhism’s spiritual exchange with a burgeoning 
tea economy. 
 
Eastward to Japan—Seeds of Zen and Tea 
When the monk Yōsai (Eisai) returned from China in 1191, he brought not only Chan teach-
ings—soon called Zen—but also tea seeds from Tiantai and Wuyi. Planting them near 
Kyoto’s monasteries, he taught that tea “supports the Way and prolongs life.” Within a centu-
ry, Zen gardens, meditation halls, and tea pavilions were inseparable, and Japanese culture 
began refining its own Chan-inspired chadō (Way of Tea). 
 
North to the Tibetan Plateau 
Chan emissaries travelling through Sichuan shared brick tea with Tibetan monks facing 
thin air and harsh winters. Blended with yak butter and salt, tea became both sustenance 
and sacrament, offered to high lamas before scripture recitation. The Tea-Horse Road 
emerged, trading Chinese tea for Tibetan ponies—commerce powered by Buddhist ritual 
demand. 
 
Maritime Routes and the South China Sea 
Song-dynasty Chan communities in Fujian shipped tea cakes to Southeast Asian ports, 
where Chinese diaspora temples introduced tea rites at full-moon gatherings. Tea houses 
sprouted beside shrines, fusing mercantile life with Chan-style quietude; sipping became a 
form of lay practice amid bustling trade quarters. 
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In Han Buddhist monasteries, tea drinking is a form of meditation in action. Each leaf is treated 
with the same mindfulness one applies to the breath during zazen. Below you will find five classic 
Chinese teas, their flavour profiles, and a concise gongfu-style brewing guide that can be adapt-
ed to a simple teapot or gaiwan at home.

6. Tea Varieties & Preparation

1  Pu’er Tea (普洱) 
Profile – Earthy, mellow, sometimes woody or cam-
phor-like once aged. 
Water – 95 °C for sheng (raw); 100 °C for shou 
(ripe). 
Leaf‑to‑water ratio – 5–6 g per 100 mL. 
Steps: 
 1.  Warm cup & vessel. 
 2. Awaken the leaves: quick rinse (5 s) to “open” the 	
      tea. 
 3. First infusion 10–15 s; add 5 s to each subsequent 
      steep. 
 4. Enjoy up to 8–10 infusions, noting the meditative 
      shift from heavy to sweet aftertaste.

2  Green Tea (绿茶) 
Profile – Fresh, floral or chestnut; vibrant green 
liquor. 
Water – 80 °C ± 2 °C. 
Leaf‑to‑water ratio – 3 g per 150 mL. 
Steps: 
 1.  Pre‑heat glass or porcelain cup. 
 2. Add leaves first, then half‑fill with water; swirl 
      gently. 
 3. Top up after 30 s; total first steep ≈ 1 min. 
 4. Re‑steep twice, shortening time to preserve 
      sweetness.



 
 
 

3.  Jasmine Tea (茉莉花茶) 
Profile – Green tea base scented with jasmine blos-
som; sweet floral nose. 
Water – 85 °C. 
Leaf‑to‑water ratio – 3 g per 150 mL. 
Steps: 
 1.  Rinse briefly (5 s) to remove surface dust. 
 2. First infusion 45 s; second 30 s; third 60 s. 
 3. Best enjoyed in a glazed gaiwan to amplify aroma.

4.  Red Tea (红茶, Hong Cha) 
Profile – Malty, honeyed, sometimes with dried‑fruit 
sweetness; reddish liquor. 
Water – 95 °C. 
Leaf‑to‑water ratio – 4 g per 150 mL. 
Steps: 
 1.  No rinse needed. 
 2. First infusion 20–25 s; add 10 s each round. 
 3. Accepts milk in Western style, but plain highlights 	
      qi‑warming quality.

5.  Black 茶 (黑茶, Hei Cha) 
Profile – Post‑fermented, earthy, sometimes smoky; 
thick mouthfeel. 
Water – 100 °C. 
Leaf‑to‑water ratio – 5 g per 120 mL. 
Steps: 
 1.  Rinse twice (5 s each) to remove surface mi-
crobes. 
 2. First infusion 15 s; extend gradually. 
 3. Up to 12 infusions; liquor grows increasingly sweet.



 
 
 

 

Han Buddhist monastics historically studied Bencao (Materia Medica) alongside med-
itation. Tea is seen as a gentle herb that harmonises qi rather than a mere beverage. 
Below you will find each of the five teas described in words instead of a chart to make 
the information read more like contemplative prose. 

1  Pu’er Tea (普洱) 
Pu’er is considered warm in nature, travelling mainly to the Spleen and Stomach meridians. It 
excels at dispersing food stagnation, gently warming the middle jiao, and supporting healthy 
cholesterol levels. Monks favour it in the depth of winter or after especially rich, oily meals 
when the digestive fire needs encouragement. 

2  Green Tea (绿茶) 
Green tea carries a cool energy that enters the Liver and Stomach. By clearing internal heat 
and generating body fluids it brightens the eyes, refreshes the mind, and calms irritability; 
modern science also celebrates its catechins for antioxidant protection. It is most welcome in 
spring and on humid summer afternoons, or whenever one feels overheated. 

3  Jasmine Tea (茉莉花茶) 
Jasmine tea—a green tea base scented with night‑blooming flowers—retains a mild warmth 
that rises through fragrance to the Lung and Heart. It eases stagnant qi, lifts the mood, harmo‑
nises digestion, and softens emotional tension. Early spring, when yang energy first ascends, 
is the season in which its gentle perfume feels most balancing. 

4  Red Tea (红茶, Hong Cha) 
Red tea (Hong Cha) is warmly invigorating. Entering the Heart and Lung, it moves blood, 
replenishes qi, and soothes cold extremities. Think of it as the quintessential companion for 
misty autumn mornings or damp, chilly days—and for constitutions that lean toward yang 
deficiency. 

5  Black 茶 (黑茶, Hei Cha) 
Black tea (Hei Cha), a post‑fermented cousin of Pu’er, is neutral‑to‑warm and links with the 
Spleen and Kidney channels. By transforming phlegm‑damp and nurturing the gut microbi‑
ome it assists weight management and relieves a sense of internal heaviness. It shines in late 
autumn and throughout winter, or whenever dampness predominates after heavy meals.

7. Traditional Chinese Medicine Links & Seasonal Guidance 



 
 
 8. Practical Tips for Everyday Use

Dosage
Two to four grams (about one teaspoon) per serving is ample for casual drinking; adjust accord-
ing to body type. 
 
Timing
Enjoy the liquor warm (around 40 °C) to protect stomach qi; if your constitution is cold, avoid 
iced tea. 
 
Mindfulness Cue
In Han temples the first sip precedes chanting: inhale the aroma, silently express gratitude, then 
swallow—making daily hydration another moment of Chan. 
 
Contra‑indications
Those with pronounced yin deficiency (night sweats, dry mouth) should limit very warm teas like 
ripe Pu’er, whereas hypertensive drinkers may find cooler green teas gentler. 
 
Storage
Keep green and jasmine teas in airtight containers away from light; allow Pu’er and Hei Cha gen-
tle airflow so they can age gracefully.
 

“A cup of tea, a moment of Chan.” Align flavour with season, choose preparation with 
care, and each brew becomes an extension of seated meditation.



Tea is not just a drink—it is a teacher

From temples to tea bowls, it embodies peace, awareness, 
and respect. Every cup offers a chance to pause, reflect, 
and connect—with ourselves and others.


