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The Greatest Master

Once upon a time in ancient China, the Emperor found himself
in need of spiritual guidance. There were three prominent teachers
of spirituality, so he summoned the senior disciples of all three to
appear before him. He explained his needs, and then asked: “What
can your master do, that makes him the greatest master of all?”’

The first disciple stepped forward: “Without a doubt, my
master is the greatest. He commands powerful qi that can strike
down his enemies or move objects — from a distance!”

The second disciple laughed: “That is nothing. My masters
mind is so powerful that he can see into the past, present and
future. With one look, he can tell you everything — including your
previous lives as well as your fate in this lifetime!”

The third disciple spoke quietly: “My master eats when he
eats, and sleeps when he sleeps.”

The Emperor considered for a moment, and then turned to the
first disciple: “Your master is adept at performing parlor tricks.
I may need him once in a while to entertain my guests here at the
palace.”

He turned to the second disciple: “Your master is adept
at speaking in generalities and letting people insert their own
meaning into his words. I may need him once in a while to impress
visiting dignitaries.”

To the third disciple, he said: “The eating and sleeping may
seem simple, but are actually quite difficult for me. During meals,
my mind dwells on the affairs of the state, and the food becomes
tasteless in my mouth. At night, I cannot stop worrying about
the empire and the people, so I toss and turn. Please deliver my
invitation to your master. He and I have much to discuss.”

The Tao

This story reveals a great truth. It tells us that the essence of
the Tao is not found in the impressive displays of power. Rather,
it lies hidden in simple daily activities that most people would
consider ordinary and unremarkable.

Even today, people still flock to the modern versions of the
first and second masters. They pay much attention to the quick fix,
the easy way to gain tremendous results, the “secrets” that give
them the edge over others. All the while, the real treasures of the
Tao slip through their fingers, unnoticed or ignored.

The first master’s expertise is the qi, which is often invoked
to make miraculous claims, not only for martial arts but also for
strength, healing, and protection from harm. Since the concept
of qi comes from the same cultural roots as the Tao, we tend to
associate them together. People who study the Tao may become
interested in the qi, and vice versa.

This story is not arguing against the above. Rather, it is
presenting the practical perspective of a Tao cultivator. In
that perspective, the qi practice is something that can be done
for health, not for supernatural manifestations. Therefore,
extraordinary claims about the qi must be backed by extraordinary
evidence. Lacking such evidence, claims like immortality or
incredible, instant healing using qi energy are nothing more than
urban legends, mass psychology, or scams. Like the Emperor, Tao
cultivators regard such claims as tricks or entertainment.

by Derek Lin

The second master’s expertise is something we also come
across quite frequently, from the daily horoscope to tarot cards and
many other forms of divination. There is a part of us that is drawn
to it, because we all live in an ever-changing world, and knowing
something about the uncertain future can give us a measure of
comfort. Many people use the I Ching as an oracle for exactly that
reason — they want to catch a glimpse of destiny.

The Emperor understood that fortune-telling consisted of
statements that were vague and general enough to apply to a wide
range of people. Similarly, modern cultivators of the Tao know
about cold reading, confirmation bias, selective thinking, and the
human vulnerabilities that can be exploited by swindlers. While
they may also consult the I Ching from time to time, their approach
is different. Rather than to predict the future or seck divine
guidance, they use the I Ching to help them better understand life
patterns, and to get a fresh take on the current situation.

The third master had the ultimate expertise, which may seem
like no expertise at all. There are no flashy displays or astonishing
revelations in going through one’s daily routines; there is only
the common experience of living life. Many people regard this as
uninteresting, and that is why they look to the modern equivalents
of the first two masters for excitement.

Tao cultivators, on the other hand, look through the appearance
of the ordinary world to perceive the extraordinary Tao beneath the
surface. They practice living in the moment no matter what they
are doing. For them, even something as mundane as having a meal
can be a most enjoyable experience. When they eat, they savor
every bite; when they are done eating, they feel gratitude for the
nourishment.

Tao cultivators come from all walks of life, but no matter what
they do for livelihood, they create a virtuous cycle for themselves.
They start a day in this cycle with an abundance of energy from
having rested fully, and they do their work with present-moment
awareness to create excellent results. When evening comes, they
are able to let go of work completely, because they know they have
done their best. At night, they drift easily into a peaceful sleep,
without any worries. When they wake up in the morning, they
are again able to take on the day with energy from having rested
fully... and the cycle continues.

As the Emperor remarked, living the Tao life like this is not as
easy it sounds. Tao cultivators measure their personal progress by
how much they are able to live up to the ideal. Those who can do
so consistently have mastered life in a real and meaningful way.
They may not be able to impress an audience with amazing feats,
but they can definitely experience the joy that comes from the true
mastery of life.

This is the mastery that the Emperor was looking for when
he felt the need for spiritual guidance. It is also what we all need,
living our modern lives in the here and now. The Emperor made a
wise choice in the third master. What about us? Which master will
we choose as the greatest master of all?

For more discussions on the Tao, please visit www. TrueTao.org!
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