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 My first encounter with Buddhism came in 1971, at age 22, by way of a dating 
high school couple who worked for me.  They had a book called "Remember:  Be Here 
Now" by Baba Ram Dass (the former Dr. Richard Alpert — a cohort of Timothy Leary). 
 
 I kept pounding them with questions about Buddhism and they had a hard time 
explaining it, while I had a hard time metabolizing it.  So finally — they handed me the 
book and said "read it and see for yourself."  Reading that book was my first Buddhist 
eureka 'ahaaa' moment — that Oxherding Picture of first discovering the ox..  
Suddenly all sorts of things started to make sense, things that never made sense 
before — like biblical texts and the writings of saints and sages like Kahlil Gibran.. 
 
 Now fast forward to July 1982, when I read in the Syracuse Herald-Journal 
that a Tea Ceremony was going to be performed at a month-long Buddhist event at 
Cornell University in Ithaca, NY.  En route I couldn't find the address and then I had a 
flat tire..  But I finally made it to the scene and saw most of the tea ceremony.  It 
was like watching a ballet in super-slow-motion.  I'd never seen anything so fluid and 
serene in my entire life.  Everything was done in such a deliberate, serenely 
conscious manner.  It seemed surreal — magical. Like Tai Chi in super slow motion. 
 
 After the ceremony, everyone congregated in the kitchen and foyer for tea 
and juice.  Suddenly, I saw this guy about 10 feet from me who looked like a mixture 
of Al Pacino and Leonard Cohen.  As soon as his conversation with someone else 
was finished, I scooted over to him and asked, "Did anyone ever tell you you look like 
Leonard Cohen?"  He answered, "Yea, my mother."  Incredulous, I then asked, "Are you 
serious?"  It really was Leonard Cohen — my favorite folk music artist. 
 
 I was so 'gaga' about meeting Leonard Cohen that he empathized with my 
predicament and he 'took me under his wing' for the rest of the afternoon — 
which felt like a scene out of 'Alice & Wonderland.'  Here I was with Cohen, a Zen 
Master, a Tea Master — and there were Whirling Dervishes flying across a grassy 
knoll, dancing in the sunshine to the most beautiful music I've ever heard, by a wind & 
string  orchestral ensemble playing music of the gods — while we feasted on vegan 
shish-kabobs & falafels.  It was surreal beyond belief.  I was high as a kite — like I 
was swept-up and riding on the wind.  I kept pinching myself to see if it was real. 



 The tea ceremony was performed by Hisashi Yamada, a highly respected Tea 
Master at the Urasenke Chanoyu Center in the upper east-side of Manhattan. There 
they have the only authentic tea house in the U.S., transported from Japan and 
reassembled piece-by-piece inside this huge 3 or 4-story atrium, along with a 
beautiful, sprawling tea garden. 
 
 As the Cornell events were winding down, somehow, I was delegated the task 
of driving Hisashi Yamada to another location.  I don't remember how this came 
about, nor do I remember where it was I was taking him.  All I remember is that I 
felt profoundly honored that I was entrusted with this task. 
 
 As we drove, Hisashi Yamada began talking about becoming one with the task at 
hand, whatever that task may be.  He said we should not try to distance ourselves 
from the task we're engaged in — but should become one with the task.  When I 
heard this I indicated I understood and cited, as an example, the way I distanced 
myself from the task of cleaning the toilet.  When he heard this he stressed, "No, no 
— we must not distance ourselves from the task!" Then I said, "Oh, I agree."  Then he, again, 
exclaimed "No, no — we must not distance ourselves from the task!"  Each and every time I 
tried to express agreement he would again exclaim "No, no — we must not distance 
ourselves from the task!"  Then I finally realized what he was doing. 
 
 Hisashi Yamada was trying to push this message down, past the superficial 
linguistic level of verbal agreement — so it would "penetrate to the marrow of my bones" 
— as Shunryu Suzuki might have put it.  And he was right.  Because not long after, I 
found myself once again putting great distance between me and the task of 
cleaning the toilet. Hisashi Yamada knew me better than I did.  My next encounter, my 
final encounter with him, would demonstrate just how much better he knew me. 
  
 Fast forward to the Summer of 2006.  I was now an attorney for a law 
firm that had many cases in the five boroughs of New York City.  Upon getting this 
assignment, one of the first things I did was make an appointment to see Hisashi 
Yamada at the Urasenke Chanoyu Center. 
 
 I should state at the outset that whenever I crossed the GW bridge into NYC I 
tended to become a little hyperactive-neurotic.  The intensity of NYC itself, and its 
traffic 'seemed' to require that level of neurotic inflection.  So the contrast 
between this environment and that of the calm Chanoyu Center was extreme. 



 When I arrived there was an intercom system with a buzzer at the entrance.  
I pressed the buzzer and a woman's voice greeted me.  I stated that I had an 
appointment to see Hisashi Yamada and she then unlocked the door and I entered. 
 
 As I entered the front vestibule — there was Hisashi Yamada sitting there at a 
desk serenely — just exactly as he was in 1987 when I brought my friend to meet 
him and see the tea house.  It was as though he'd been sitting there for the past 20 
years.  Indeed — it was as though he'd been sitting there for eons, millennia — 
composed — serene — with Shunryu Suzuki's "Imperturbable Composure" filling all 
the space around him.  It was enough to settle me down fairly quickly — from a 
5,000 decibel neurosis to a one decibel serenity — in about 2 minutes flat. 
 
 After a few welcoming remarks, Hisashi Yamada directed his assistant, who 
always stood behind him and to his right, to show me the tea house and garden.  This 
did not take long, about 6 or 8 minutes, then we returned to the front foyer 
where Hisashi Yamada was, once again, sitting composed and looking straight ahead. 
 
 I thanked him for taking the time to see me and show me the tea house — and 
then a scroll caught my eye on the wall in front of us.  It had calligraphy running 
down the scroll. I admired it and asked him what the calligraphy meant.  He answered 
bluntly, saying — "Good Luck."  He said nothing more. 
 
 I don't think my facial expression showed any disappointment.. But there was a 
pregnant pause of about 6-8 seconds and here is what was running through my 
head  during that pause.  I have always had an 'issue' — a problem — with this "Good 
Luck" idea. 
 
 Since I first discovered Buddhism I've had a special appreciation for oriental 
art — in particular Buddhist and Taoist art from Japan and China.  And many of 
these art pieces had calligraphy written on them.  I had a brown bamboo stalk, about 
5 inches wide and 2½ feet long with calligraphy carved into it, running down the 
length of the halved stalk.  And every time I asked the artisans or gift-shop clerks 
what their items' calligraphy meant they would always answer "Good Luck." 
 
 So I began to believe these artisans were just placating Americans, who have a 
reputation for being materialistic, acquisitive and greedy — one of the wealthiest 
countries in the World — "wishing" for even more. 



 I even reached a point where I thought artisans were blanketing their art 
pieces with this "Good Luck" calligraphy — just to sell more stuff to Americans. 
 
 The other problem I had with "Good Luck" is that it seemed so superstitious —  
like "cross your fingers for good luck" — or like blowing on the dice before rolling them 
across the craps table — or like the Wishing Well concept for using superstition to 
generate and collect coin donations from people wishing for good luck.  So 
whenever I was told the calligraphy meant "Good Luck" — I was always disappointed 
— because I was hoping it had a deeper, more Zen-like meaning. 
 
 So here I am, in the presence of a Tea Master who I'm convinced has 
profound wisdom and insight — and he's saying the same thing I've been railing against 
for the past 40 + years.  Nevertheless — I don't think my facial expression 
revealed any disappointment on my part. 
 
 At the end of this pregnant 6 or 8 second pause I turned to Hisashi Yamada 
and I said, "My favorite calligraphy is the one in Shunryu Suzuki's book "Zen Mind, Beginner's 
Mind," — the calligraphy for "Beginner's Mind.."  No sooner did I get these words out of my 
mouth — when Hisashi Yamada immediately redirected my attention to his calligraphy 
scroll — saying "Well, actually, each moment is fortuitous — each moment is Good Luck."  The 
instant he said that — my head completely imploded. 
 
 In a blinding flash — 40 + years of erroneous assumptions were vaporized.  In 
a blinding instant — I came to realize how latent erroneous assumptions —  baggage in 
my head from the past — can lie beneath the surface of consciousness to distort, 
confuse and misdirect here-and-now perceptions. 
 
 Suddenly I realized — No artisan or gift shop clerk ever said that their 
calligraphy was projected into the future as a "wish."  None of them ever said that 
their calligraphy meant "Wishing you good luck."  They simply said it means "Good 
Luck."  There never was any valid coherent reason for me to have 'added' the 
assumption that it was a wish projected onto future events and outcomes. 
 
 When Hisashi Yamada said "Well, actually, each moment is fortuitous — each moment is 
Good Luck" — I broke out into this deep guttural laughter from deep in the hara and I 
said "That clarification makes all the difference in the World!"  I kept laughing and he sat 
there composed — a quiet serene gaze — and a subtle nod.  I will never forget it. 



 
 The amazing part is — He wasn't just seeing where I was coming from and then 
meeting me there.  He was actually getting there first — and then greeting me when 
I arrived..  That's what blew my mind.  Somehow he knew, from the outset, that I had 
a problem with "Good Luck" —  hence his deliberately blunt "Good Luck" answer 
 
 I had read about this kind of "ahaa" Zen eureka moment many times before in 
many Zen tales.  But that vicarious experience is dwarfed by the actual in-person 
in-real-time personal experience.  When it actually happened to me it was like a 
mammoth tsunami that, in a blinding instant, wiped-out all the clutter in my head leaving 
behind a clarity and serenity — as far as the eye can see. 
 
 A few days after this visit I did an Internet search of his name and I stumbled 
into an interview that he gave, where he was asked to talk about the close 
connection between the Tea Ceremony and Zen Buddhism.  Hisashi Yamada 
proceeded to acknowledge and summarize that connection — but concluded his 
remarks by saying — "Nevertheless, Zen is Zen and Tea is Tea."  I launched into another 
deep guttural laugh — because that's exactly what a Zen Master would also say.  It 
is these mind-boggling paradoxes that have always attracted me to Buddhism. 
 
 I have often pondered the irony of it all.  On one hand, Hisashi Yamada says 
"each moment is fortuitous — each moment is good luck."  And on the other hand I think 
about how fortunate I was to read about the tea ceremony in the newspaper — 
How fortunate I was to be the one to drive Hisashi Yamada from the Cornell event — 
How fortunate I was to get three private audiences with this astounding Tea Master 
— and how fortunate I was to be awake enough to stay in the moment long enough 
to experience such wisdom from this radiant cosmic Tea Master. 
 
 As an expression of my profound gratitude I want to thank Hisashi Yamada and 
the Urasenke Chanoyu Center for sharing this precious wisdom with the World.  
And this sincere 'thank you' would extend to Japan and its cultural program that 
brought the Urasenke Chanoyu Center and Hisashi Yamada to America. 
 
 
 

G. Bruce Ketcham 
 


