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Ryokan, a Zen master, lived the simplest kind of life in a little hut at the foot of 

a mountain. One evening, a thief visited the hut only to discover there was nothing in 

it to steal. Ryokan returned and caught him. “You may have come a long way to visit 

me,” he told the prowler, “and you should not return empty-handed. Please take my 

clothes as a gift.” The thief was bewildered. He took the clothes and slunk away. 

Ryokan sat naked, watching the moon. “Poor fellow,” he mused, “I wish I could give 

him this beautiful moon.” 

“The Moon Cannot Be Stolen” by Paul Reps, in Zen Flesh, Zen Bones, 1957.   

A few weeks later, the thief was caught stealing rice in the city, and his clothing was examined, 

revealing it was the property of a Zen master. The thief confessed, was given 10 lashes and escorted 

to Ryokan, told to strip bare, fold his robes, and bow before the master, who said, “These clothes 

were my gift to you. But, truly, I wish I could give you the beautiful moon!” And with that the thief 

was released and sent running naked into the forest. 

The thief was oddly affected by his two encounters with the master and vowed to live similarly, 

alone in a small hut. He chose a secluded spot atop the nearby mountain, in clear sight of the moon.  

He hardly spoke to anyone, and five years had passed when, one evening while the Hermit was out 

gathering firewood, a young man came prowling around his hut. Observing this from behind a tree, 

the Hermit saw his own earlier life reflected there like the moon on a forest pond. He called gently, 

“Do not be afraid. Please do not run. Let me give you something to make your trip worthwhile.” He 

asked the man to sit for tea. As the Hermit placed a cup in the other man’s hands, the tea reflected 

the full moon shining through the pines overhead. “Look!” he said, “This tea will last only a minute. 

But inside the cup, the moon.” Then looking into the young man’s eyes, “Can you drink the moon?” 

The young man drank the tea and was so moved by it, he bowed low, and then ran down the 

mountain in the moonlight all the way back to his master, a rich man for whom he was scouting out 

mountain locations for a new mansion. He told the Rich Man that the mountaintop contained a 

secret worth more than the mountain itself, and saying no more than that, urged his master to go 

there with him at the next full moon. This they did. 

Arriving at the Hermit’s hut, the Scout bowed and asked, “Please prepare for my master the cup of 

tea you gave me one Moon ago.” The Hermit repeated what he had done before and again said, 

“Look! This tea will last only a minute. But inside the cup, the moon.” Then looking into the Rich 

Man’s eyes, “Can you drink the moon?” The Rich Man drank the tea and was so moved by it, he 

knelt to the ground and fell asleep there under the stars and moon.  

Returning home, the Rich Man resolved to build an excellent home for the Hermit. He visited him 

at each full moon, bringing clothing and food, then planks of wood, bricks and tiles, and then a 

caravan of artisans to build a fine home for the Hermit. For the first time in his life, the Hermit had 

a rainproof roof, a floor, walls with a door, and windows. And a real bed. 



The story of Moon Tea traveled like fire in a dry wood. Soon others made the pilgrimage to the 

mountain and reported being healed both physically and emotionally by their visits. They built a 

teahouse and then an inn for the pilgrims, and in time small houses and a marketplace grew. By the 

time he was 40, a village covered much of the mountain. His house had become a complex maze of 

beautiful, high-walled structures with windows at the top to allow the sunlight, moonlight, and fresh 

air in. He was known throughout the country as The Hermit of Moon Village.  

And one day, when the Hermit had grown old, a young boy came to him, saying he lived alone on 

the neighboring mountain, without parents, brother, or sisters. The Hermit invited the boy to live 

with him and be his grandchild. But he awoke in the night to the sound of the boy crying into his 

pillow. “I miss the woods,” he whimpered. “I miss the moon.”  

A tear filled the Hermit’s heart, and an ancient song, an aching, shivered in his voice, and his eyes 

moistened. “Me too,” he whispered, “Let’s take a walk outside.” Hand-in-hand, they walked through 

the long hallways, past the great dining hall, and the living room where the embers were falling 

asleep in the fireplace, past classrooms, kitchens, and store rooms, until they came to a large double 

door that opened onto the expansive view of the neighboring mountain. Dawn was rising, and 

floating just above the mountain, the warm ivory ball of the setting full moon.  

The boy ran out like a bird from its cage and then flew back to the arms of the Hermit, shouting, 

“Hurry up! The moon is flying over the mountain. We have to ride with it.” The Hermit filled with 

tears, and the boy said, “Oh, father, I see the moon swimming in your eyes!” The Hermit lowered 

his head, holding the boy’s hands as scenes passed through his mind of his long, extraordinary life, 

all that had passed, and all that was now, and what was yet to come. When at last he opened his eyes, 

he saw that his hands—no longer holding the boy—were folded together. The boy was gone.  

Yet, the setting moon still floated above the mountain, as if waiting. “I wish I could give you the 

beautiful moon,” he whispered, and at that, the moon face became the face of the boy. “Are you 

there?” he asked. The boy smiled, and his face became Ryokan’s. “Oh!” And Ryokan became his 

own face which then merged into the silent sphere of light floating in the sky.  

The moon in a great black cup of tea. 

 

Look! 
This tea will last only a minute 
But inside the cup, the moon… 

Can you drink the moon? 

  


