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The Japanese Tea Ceremony:

A Remedy for Stress?


Last summer, a two-week, four-city tour of Japan presented me with many tourist sites, visits with major corporate heads, and a wealth of information about the country.  As one of the Keizai Koho Fellows for 2004, I was expected to develop an understanding of current conditions in Japan through the perspectives of the economy, education, and culture.  I did. Yet, there was one small cultural ritual that I found most impressive.  It was that of the Japanese Tea Ceremony, and the possibilities it might hold as a stress reliever for women in the western world.  


The ceremony was held in tearoom the Sasaoka lemoto Tei in Kyoto, the cultural capital of Japan.  At first glance, it might seem like a small gathering of flawlessly beautiful women, showcasing their grace and composure while enjoying a bowl of tea with friends.   But it is more complicated than that. The KK Fellows were divided into small groups.  By turn, each group was invited into the small room, where young Japanese women instructed us in the ancient art of preparing and serving a green tea called Matcha.  (I have since acquired a taste for its bitterness and an appreciation for its value as an antioxidant.)

In Japan, the tea drinking ceremony and the Buddhist beliefs developed alongside each other.  The ceremony, called Sado, involves a precise pattern of behavior designed to create a quiet interlude during which the host and guests strive for spiritual refreshment and harmony with the universe.  It is very much like the description that Kakuzo Okakura wrote in his Book of Tea in 1906.  In it, he stated, “Teaism is a cult founded on the adoration of the beautiful among the sordid facts of everyday existence.  It inculcates purity and harmony, the mystery of mutual charity, the romanticism of the social order.”  In other words, this interlude with tea can help an individual learn to live in the moment and enjoy the beauty of simple objects and imperfections of everyday life.

According to Okakura, the Tea Ceremony captures all the essential elements of Japanese philosophy and artistic beauty, weaving in four principals: harmony (with people and nature), respect (for others), purity (of heart and mind), and tranquility.


I was awed by the patience and gentle instruction of the women who taught us how to boil the water, stir in the tiny ceremonial spoon of tea, and whisk it with the Chasen.  I listened intently to their directions, all the while thinking of how I could import this ritual into my world.  My thoughts were that a ceremony like this could rescue me from the information-glutted, fast paced American society.  Right now, I don’t seem to have time for the simple pleasures of friendship.  I cannot remember the last time I sat and giggled with a friend over a cup of anything.  And, as a woman, I think the intimate moments of friendship are so important in helping us to feel connected in a very disconnected society.  We need to cry together, pray for each other, laugh together at life’s foibles, or just sit and watch the sunset.  A time of sharing tea would be a great way to facilitate the bonding of friendship and relieve some of life’s stresses.


Years ago, Time magazine called stress “The Epidemic of the Eighties,” and it is painfully obvious that it has progressively worsened in the past 20 years.  And one of the sad side effects is a feeling of social isolation and loneliness.  Contemporary stress tends to be more pervasive, persistent, and insidious because it stems more from psychological than from physical threats.  In the early days we had hostile confrontations with Native Americans, outlaws, landowners; today we get upset at work, at family members, at traffic problems, at our children.  Unfortunately our bodies still react with the same archaic fight or flight responses, which probably accounts for the escalating violence in our society.  Retreating to a secluded space and relaxing with a friend over a warm cup of tea would be a soothing diversion life’s daily dramas.  At least that’s the way I felt when I emerged from the teahouse.


The Japanese are certainly not the only culture where drinking tea holds an important role in the culture.  The Chinese, the British, the Nigerians, and many other cultures have developed a ritual around tea.  But the uniqueness of the Japanese ritual is outlined in their step-by-step, pristine procedure for drinking tea.  It is truly an expression of gratitude and modesty of the Japanese people.  Their ceremony consists of seven important steps, which have been drafted and circulated by the Ueda School in Hiroshima and several other publications.

Step 1.  When the tea is served, you should excuse yourself to the guest sitting next to you for drinking first by say, Osaki ni itadakimasu, or “Please allow me to drink ahead of you.”


Step 2. Pick up the tea bowl with your right hand and place it on the palm of your left.  Lightly hold the right rim of the bowl with your right hand.  Then bring the bowl up to eye level and make a small bow.  The bow is an expression of gratitude for being able to enjoy tea.


Step 3.  Lower your tea bowl to the height of your chest.  With the bowl still resting on your left palm, grasp the rim on the right side with your right thumb and forefinger and turn the bowl about the ninety clockwise.  Why is the bowl turned?  The bowl is turned to avoid drinking tea from the rim that was originally placed in front of you.  This is the side of the bowl that your host thinks especially beautiful and wishes you, as his guest, to appreciate.  It is important to make sure that the face of the rim that was placed before you now rests in a position parallel with your left side.


Step 4. Take a sip and then comment on how good it tastes by saying Kekko na fukukagendesu or “This tastes really good.”  It is the way to express appreciation to the host for making excellent tea for you.  Drink the remaining tea in several sips, but don’t put the bowl down on the tatami before you are finished drinking and don’t leave any tea in the bowl.  If you stop in the middle of drinking and put the bowl down, the tea will cool off and become unpalatable.  Also, leaving tea in the bowl implies that the taste is unsatisfactory.


Step 5.  When you have drunk to the last sip, keep the bowl in the palm of your left hand and wipe the rim of it lightly with the tips of your right thumb and forefinger.


Step 6.  Gaze at the bowl and appreciate its shape.  Turn the bowl ninety degrees clockwise so that the front of the bowl faces the host.


Step 7.  Use your right hand to put the bowl down gently.


The Japanese version of the Tea Ceremony is certainly appealing, but it may be a bit too formal for Americans.  I’m sure that between Step 4 and Step 5, my friend and I would hold an hour conversation about Denzel Washington’s latest movie or the return of pointed-toed high heels, but the ultimate effect would be the same – a period of escape and relaxation with a friend, a time to ease the mind and live in the moment.
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