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Number One in the World (Part 1)

Once upon a time in ancient China, there was a general
who was known as a great strategist. When he was not busy
with the army, he liked to keep his mind sharp by playing
Xiang Qi, the Chinese form of chess, with friends and
commanders who served him.

The general was as good with Xiang Qi as he was on the
battlefield, and could usually defeat his opponents with ease.
Sometimes, he would play with fewer pieces, just to keep
things interesting.

One day, a command came from the emperor to defend
against an invading army of barbarians, so the general ordered
his army to march toward the border. He had been training
his soldiers for months, and now he was looking forward to
putting that training to good use.

The army passed through an area on its way to the border,
and the general recalled that there was a Xiang Qi player
nearby who was said to be excellent. Curious, he took a side
trip to pay this Xiang Qi player a visit, while the army camped
for the night.

The general located the player, and saw that he was a
scholar living in a modest home. As the general introduced
himself, he noticed a large plaque on one wall with the
inscription, “Number One in the World.” He pointed to it to
inquire politely.

“That plaque? It’s just something from a chess tournament,
where I luckily won a few more games than I lost.” The
scholar dismissed it with a wave of his hand. “It is nothing.”

This made the general more curious than ever to challenge
him. The fact that he left the plaque hanging on the wall made
it a bold claim, a claim that the general wished to test. His
challenge was quickly accepted by the scholar. They sat down
at the chess board and started the match.

As the game progressed, the general could tell that the
scholar was indeed a strong player, capable of seeing many
moves ahead. Nonetheless, the general found a weakness and
exploited it relentlessly. It was still a fairly close game, but in
the end, the general prevailed.

As the general was leaving, he pointed to the plaque and
said jokingly: “Perhaps that plaque should come down?”” The
scholar smiled, bid him farewell, and said nothing more.

When the general returned to camp, his commanders
eagerly asked: “How did it go, sir?”

“The man is an arrogant fool,” the general told them. “He

by Derek Lin

thought of himself as the best in the world, but I believe I have
given him something new to think about.”

He went on describe the game and the plaque for them.
When he was done, they all congratulated him: ““Sir, he should
save himself some time and just hand that plaque over to you!”

Days later, the army arrived at the border and engaged
the enemy. The barbarians had a much larger force than the
general expected, so he had to push his strategic skills to the
limit in commanding his soldiers. Eventually, he was able to
force a full retreat, defeating the enemy for the glory of the
emperor.

The general set up a division of troops to guard the border,
and took the rest of the army on a return march for home. As
they made their way back, they passed the same area as before,
close to the scholar’s residence. They camped for the night,
Just as before.

Now that he had no pressing duties, the general thought
it would be an great idea to visit the scholar for another
match, so he could relax a bit after all the tension and stress of
combat. He rode away from the camp and found the scholar
as before. Together, they sat down at the chess board for their
rematch.

This time, things went very differently. The scholar’s
style was still the same, but his play was flawless, without any
discernible weaknesses to exploit. The general attempted one
strategy after another. Each attempt was easily crushed by the
scholar. Soon, the general found himself totally decimated.

He sat back in complete disbelief: “How is this possible?
Why did you not play like this last time?”

“The situation has changed, general,” the scholar said. “The
last time you came by, the news had already reached us that
you were marching against the invaders at the border. With
so much at stake, I did not wish to win because it might have
blunted your edge and distracted you from your mission. Now
that the border is safe once again, I would of course honor our
game by playing with my best effort.”

The general seemed rather depressed when he got back to
camp. As before, his commanders asked: “How did it go, sir?”

“I have discovered that I am the arrogant fool,” he told
them. “I thought of myself as the best. Now, I see that I have
quite a few new things to think about.”

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