
Formal Meals

Every morning after practice and during multi-day retreats, we have formal meals. This is a style of eating that has been used in Buddhist temples in Korea and China for centuries. These meals are conducted in silence and follow a formal procedure for a couple of reasons. Firstly, this eliminates the need to communicate verbally, in order to maintain the silence that is kept during retreats to help us focus on our practice. Also, in former times it was not uncommon for monks to go blind in old age and the procedure helped these monks eat without assistance. Each person has a set of four bowls which are usually made in decreasing sizes so that they fit inside each other. The largest is called the Buddha bowl. Traditionally, only white rice is served in this bowl. At the beginning of the meal, water is served and used to rinse the bowls before the food is served. This water is kept in one of the bowls until the end of the meal, when it is used to rinse the bowls again. Then the water is poured into a bowl to be offered to the “hungry ghosts”—beings who live in one of the lower realms and have large stomachs but extremely thin throats. Care is taken to only offer clear water, as food crumbs will cause the hungry ghosts to choke. Cleaning the bowls after eating is included in the meal procedure. This is done with hot tea, which is then drunk along with any remain​ing food crumbs. Thus, no food, even the smallest crumb, is wasted.

Our four-bowl eating style is a modification of the form used in Korean monasteries. Originally, in Buddha’s time, there was only one bowl. The four bowls are symbolic of the four elements (earth, air, fire, and water) and also of Buddha, Dharma, Sangha and Mind. Eating meals together in silence is an important part of formal practice. Meals are always eaten in formal style during retreats, and the guiding teacher will determine which meals are eaten formally during non-retreat times.

When the dinner bell rings, it is time to go to the dining area. The food will already have been put out on the serving mats. Each person will have a set of bowls labeled and kept on a shelf near the dining area. Everyone gets their bowls, and sits in two rows facing each other, with a place for the Zen teacher at the head of the two rows. Usually dharma teachers and other senior students scatter themselves among the beginners to help the newer students with the form. The head dharma teacher sits at the head of the row on the teacher’s left.

Service always starts at the front, with the teacher being first. The emphasis is on together action. We all eat the same food, regardless of each person's likes or dislikes. Silence is kept not only by not talking, but by making an effort to use the utensils gently and quietly.

Form

· The order of the food on the serving mat is also the order of service. The teacher's place is at the head of the mat where the food is served. This place is reserved for the teacher whether or not they are present. Starting nearest the teacher:

· Water pitchers. During retreats, also put out orange or apple juice for people who are fasting.

· 2 condiment trays on front corners

· Grain

· Soup  (or milk or soy milk for breakfast)

· Salad (or fruit for breakfast)

· Tea

· Water collection bowls


All of the serving utensil handles are pointed away from the teacher, before and after serving.

· If 12 or more people are eating, there are at least two of everything served. If there are two servers, they both start at the front. Each person serves down the row until they meet at the back. Then they return to the front for the second pass. Anyone may get up to serve the food; also, they may be relieved by other people at any time.
· There should be a condiment tray for each six people present. If there are only two trays, start at the front with the teacher. If there are more, distribute the rest at equal intervals down the rows.

· Dinner bell (b8bH bH bH bH b8bH)

· Immediately get your bowls and take them to the dining room

· Lay out the square cloth your bowls are wrapped in, in front of your legs, lining it up with the other cloths in the row. Place the stack of four bowls in the lower left-hand corner of the cloth with the utensil handles at 3 o'clock in the upper right bowl. Fold the napkin and put it to the lower left corner of the cloth, on top of the utensil holder if there is one. Sit with hands in the Maha Mudra.

· Chugpi is hit three times. (The head dharma teacher hits the chugpi. If the head dharma teacher is not present, the next senior dharma teacher will hit it.)

· Do a sitting bow.

· Lay the bowls out on the square wrapping cloth in the following order, where A is the largest bowl and D is the smallest. The bowls are placed in the center of the mat and are always kept touching during the meal.
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· Utensils go in bowl C with their handles at 3 o'clock.

· People get up to serve. During any service, one person may start, but someone else may get up and take that person's place serving, especially if the person serving is behind everyone else in the meal. Always use two hands for serving and receiving. Service is counterclockwise around the room, starting with the teacher. Food is served in the following order:

· Water pitcher (poured into bowl A). Receiver pours water through the bowls in the following order: A - B - D - C

· Rice or other starch - bowl A

· Soup, stew, vegetable - bowl B

· Salad or fruit - bowl D

· Condiment Trays

· The food goes around the room twice. During the service of anything, the receiver holds their bowl out with both hands. To indicate “enough,” the bowl is rotated back and forth. The first time each person takes a small amount. The second time each person takes as much as they require, taking into account how many people there are and how much food there is. You should eat all the food that you take. Do not place food in the bowls of people who are not at their seat. If the people serving do not get served during the two rounds, they should go to the center mat and take food for themselves. Remember, for health reasons you are not allowed to put food back.

· If you are being served and do not wish to take the food, hold your hands in hapchang.

· The condiment trays are started at the ends of the lines, so the people who are near them should use them first and then get up to help serve. This will allow the condiment trays to keep moving and speeds up service.

· Serving is finished when the food has gone around the room twice, the condiment trays have gone around twice, and everyone is seated.

· The chugpi is hit three times. Everyone does a sitting bow and starts eating. Eat as quietly as possible.

· If you finish eating early, you may use some of the clean water in your upper right bowl to do a preliminary wash of your other three bowls. When you are through eating, sit with your hands in the Maha Mudra.

· When 80% of the people are done eating, the chugpi is hit twice as a signal to pour tea. Service starts with the teacher and proceeds counterclockwise around the room.

· Everyone takes tea, and it is poured first into the lower left bowl (A). If bowl A is very messy and you want to use B or D so you can have extra tea for a second cleaning, that is OK.

· Using your finger or (quietly) your spoon, clean your bowls with the tea, going from bowl A to bowl B to bowl D. Drink the tea and food particles from bowl D.

· Take a small amount of clean water from bowl C and do one final rinse of bowls A, B, and D. After drinking this water, pour the clean water from bowl C into bowl A.

· Put your utensils in bowl A with handles at 3 o'clock. And Sit with your hands in the Maha Mudra.

· The chugpi is hit once.

· Remove your utensils from bowl A and dry them. Put them back in their sleeve, if you have one, and lay them to the left of bowl A.

· Pour the water from bowl A into bowl B and then into bowl D. Leaving the water in bowl D, dry the other three bowls, and stack bowls B and C into bowl A. Sit and wait.

· The first person done drying and stacking their bowls gets up, takes the large empty bowl using two hands, sits it to the right side of the teacher, and stands at hapchang. The teacher pours the clear water from bowl D into the collection bowl, and drinks the remaining water in bowl D and any food particles it may contain. The teacher then dries their bowl D with the towel and stacks it with the rest of the bowls. (The tradition of collecting only clear water in a common bowl not only helps us be mindful of wasting food, but also is said to save the hungry ghosts who live in kitchen drains from suffering. These beings are said to have throats as small as the eye of a needle but huge stomaches with insatiable appetites. Clear water saves them from the torture of having food caught in their throats. This story is symbolic of saving all beings from suffering.)

· The person with the collection bowl then places it between the cloths of the next two people, and proceeds around the room counterclockwise. The person to the left of the collection bowl pours the water from their bowl D into the collection bowl, followed by the person to the right of the collection bowl. Each person drinks the remaining water in their bowl D, and dries and stacks their bowl D with their towel and stacks it with the rest of their bowls. If someone is able to dry and wrap their bowls before the person carrying the water collection bowl gets all the way around the room, they may replace that person. It is the job of the collector to make sure that no one pours any scraps of food into the common bowl.

· When all the water is collected, the water bowl will be shown to the head dharma teacher or the person hitting the chugpi (if the head dharma teacher is missing). If the water is clear, the head dharma teacher will signal “OK” by raising the right index finger and the water bowl will be taken to the kitchen and poured out in three portions. If there are food particles in the water, the head dharma teacher has the option of re-distributing the water to everyone. 

· After the bowls and utensils are dry, the bowls are tied into the cloth by flipping two diagonal corners across the bowls and then tying the other two diagonal ends in a square knot. The utensils are placed back in their sleeve and are slipped under the knot laying across the bowls perpendicular to you. Put the napkin on top, with the side, not the corner, facing you. Place the bowls about a hand’s span in front of you, aligned with others in your row. Sit with your hands in the Maha Mudra.

· When everyone is finished, announcements are made.

· The chugpi is hit three times. Everyone does a sitting bow. Leaving your bowls in place, everyone gets up and returns the serving bowls and mat to the kitchen. They then come back, get their bowls, and return them to the shelf. 
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