Guided tea ceremony


You are waiting in a small building in the middle of a beautiful, serene garden in Japan.  You are observing a ceremonial silence, awaiting your walk through the garden.  You begin your walk through the garden, continuing the silence, contemplating the beauty surrounding you.  It is fall, and trees of red, orange yellow, purple and green have scattered their leaves as if it is confetti throughout the path to the tea house.  You see pine trees symbolizing longevity, bamboo representing strength and resilience and well placed stones representing a waterfall.  The host is introduced as she brings water to a stone basin alongside the garden path.  Here you wash your hands and mouth, purifying them for the ceremony to come.


You come upon the tea house, which is a small hut ten by ten constructed of bamboo, reeds and straw, symbolizing the temporary nature of life.  You enter the tea house through a small opening about 3 by 3 on your knees.  This is done to signify that all are equal upon entering the tea house, and humble all who enter.


You are now inside the tea house, which is dimly lit to stress the importance of calm.  You look to the side and see a rack where samurai swords are placed before continuing the ceremony.  Look around the room.  There is not a speck of dust to be seen, but a few things to look at.  You see a scroll on the wall with a poem in Japanese characters.  You also see a vase of flowers on a ledge elsewhere in the room, slightly off-center and very natural looking.  You see a pit with coals arranged meticulously heating the water for the ceremony in an iron kettle which is singing a soothing song.

The host carefully prepares the tea, grinding it, whisking it and adding necessary ingredients such as salt with a grace and elegance that has been meticulously rehearsed and choreographed.  All utensils are cleaned and no one speaks during this portion of the ceremony.  As the tea is being prepared, guests examine all utensils and items in the room, but not in detail.  This will be done after the ceremony.

The host bows to the guest of honor, (you) and offers you the first drink.  You turn the bowl slightly in respect for the host and take four sips before wiping the rim with a napkin and passing it onto the next guest in line.  There are typically no more than five persons at a tea ceremony.  After the first, thick tea has been tasted by all, there is a thinner tea prepared and this begins the end of the formal portion of the ceremony.  You ask the host’s permission to examine the utensils in detail, and each utensil is handled one by one by the guests, laid out on special fabric that everyone has brought, and commenting on the aesthetic qualities of all utensils and decorations in the room.  This includes the tea bowl itself, which represents intimacy and communication since it is touched with the lips and shared between all guests.  The bowl is held in the right hand and rotated with the left hand while it is examined by each guest. After everyone has finished talking, you leave the small hut on your knees through the door you entered.
