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This is a training role; not only are you training, you are 

training others as well. Here are some notes about this 

role.  

Traditionally, the Tenzo is the second most important 

role in a monastery, right after the Abbot. That is because 

healthful, simple meals are essential for supporting strong 

practice and the hard work monks are doing. You will also 

be training meal leaders and cleanup crews.  

Menu planning 

The Tenzo is responsible for planning the menus for an 

intensive in collaboration with the teachers. All meals are 

vegetarian; they should take advantage of seasonal 

produce as much as possible. It is also important to 

balance proteins and carbohydrates at each meal.  

Breakfast is usually fairly consistent: hard boiled eggs, 

granola, fresh chopped fruit, yogurt, bread, peanut butter, 

butter, and jam. Coffee is served at the breakfast meal 

only.  

The midday meal is usually the main meal of the day. 

Sources of proteins include tofu, tempeh, seitan, eggs, 

peanut butter, and legumes. Prepared meat alternatives 

such as veggieburgers also are a source of protein. Any 

kind of vegetable is welcome. Usually grains such as 

brown rice or noodles are served. If the weather is warm, a 

salad may substitute for the vegetables or complement 

them. Again,hardboiled eggs, breads, peanut butter, honey, 

and jam are set out.  

Tea is served in mid-afternoon. If the weather is warm, 

the tea is iced tea, both herbal and green tea are made. 

Hot tea is available as usual on the tea table. Cookies and 

fruit are served. Leftovers not intended for the evening 

meal may be set out. Again,hardboiled eggs, breads, 

peanut butter, honey, and jam are set out. 

The evening meal is a light buffet that includes soup 

and salad, cheeses, and any leftovers not needed the 

following day. Again,hardboiled eggs, breads, peanut 

butter, honey, and jam are set out. 

The noon meal on the last day of an intensive is usually 

a bit more festive. The intensive will have ended officially 

before lunch.  

Dealing with special diets 

Before the intensive, you will have a list of participants 

that includes any special diet needs and contact 

information. If you have any questions about particular 

restrictions, please contact the participant directly. Part of 

the training the Tenzo does is teaching the meal cooks how 

to accommodate special needs. This can be built into the 

menu planning, so that shopping can provide appropriate 

foods. A common sensitivity is to gluten. Gluten is found in 

many different foods, including soy sauce. All menus need 

to be “gluten optional.” Wheat free breads are available 

and can be provided. Portions of meals can be set aside for 

those who have special needs, without the addition of 

problem ingredients. Please mark special meals so that 

others do not inadvertently take them. When there are 

severe restrictions, we ask participants to bring food that 

meets their needs; we may need to provide some 

preparation and storage of these.  

Scaling and shopping 

We use MacGourmet for menu planning. With 

experience, it becomes easier to scale recipes and create 

shopping lists that create the appropriate amount of food 

for an intensive. It is never perfect, but our goal is just the 

right amount: neither too little nor too much. This is a 

practice all its own. Keeping notes as the meals are 

prepared and eaten is essential so that we can continue to 

refine our measures. Once the recipes and the tea table 

needs have been taken into account, shopping lists can be 

prepared. Most likely several people will assist in the 

shopping, so you may want to prepare several lists so that 

they can be distributed to each shopper. Please ask 

shoppers to use care in selecting produce, avoiding old, 

moldy, bruised, or poor quality fruits and vegetables as 

much as possible. It is often possible to find excellent 

values on some items at Asian supermarkets. Rice, 

sesame seeds, soy sauce, and other staples are often 

more reasonable there. It is probably best to buy produce 

as close to the intensive location as possible. That way it 

can be put into storage directly.  



Equipment and utensils 

Consider the equipment and utensils that will be 

needed for the entire menu. List them on an inventory 

sheet so that we can arrange to transport them to the site, 

if the intensive is not at Appamada.This should include 

food storage containers, aluminum foil, parchment paper, 

and plastic storage bags. Don’t forget knives, cutting 

boards, and can openers.   

We will also sometimes need to include all of the 

plates, bowls, silverware, drinking glasses, and mugs that 

participants will need. 

Additionally, we will need to supply dishwashing liquid, 

sponges, scrubbers, paper towels, napkins, and drying 

cloths, as well as masking tape and marking pens. 

At the end of the intensive, this inventory sheet will be 

used for checking and packing up equipment to be 

returned. 

Before the intensive 

Arrange for assistance with shopping and transporting 

things to the intensive site. If possible, transportation and 

shopping should happen the day before the intensive. This 

will allow time to set up the kitchen and put away 

groceries and relax a bit. The head meal cooks should 

arrive early the following day to meet with you for 

orientation, planning, and training.  

Training 

In addition to reviewing the menus, showing the meal 

cooks where the food is stored and where the utensils are, 

there are some important guidelines to convey. There will 

also be signs in the kitchen to remind cooks and cleanup 

crews. Some things to cover: 

1. The orderly way to begin every cooking session: Put 

on an apron. Wash your hands with soap and warm 

water. Fill a sink with hot soapy water. Set out drying 

towels.  

2. Where the first aid kit and fire extinguisher are. 

3. How to operate the oven. 

4. How to use the timer.  

5. How to take care of a knife and the rules for knives: 

never leave a knife lying on the counter or cutting board. 

As soon as you are finished with it, wash it, dry it and 

put it away. Never drop a knife into the dishwater. Wash 

it, dry it, and put it away. This is an inviolate rule.  

6. Be especially mindful when walking with a knife. 

Hold it in front of you and pay strict attention. Warn 

others if you need to pass in close quarters.  

7. Follow the recipes exactly, unless you are missing 

some ingredient, in which case, make an appropriate 

substitution or leave it out.  

8. Make sure you accommodate any special needs in 

preparing the meal. Set aside portions for people with 

special needs and label them.  

9. Whenever possible, prep for the following meal.  

10.Serve up is 10 minutes before meal time. Close the 

kitchen door before you begin serve up. Except for 

casseroles, do not serve in the cooking pans; transfer 

food to serving dishes. After serving up the meal, return 

to the kitchen and bow to each other. Come to the 

zendo at once for the meal chant. Keep an eye on the 

portions during the meal and replenish serving dishes as 

needed.  

11. Make notes about food quantities after the meal. 

Scale following recipes accordingly, in consultation with 

the Tenzo. Any notes you can provide, right on the meal 

plan, will be useful in the future.  

12. Do not improvise. Follow the instructions carefully 

and mindfully, noticing your own judgments and 

reactions. If cooks have a question, they should consult 

the Tenzo.  


