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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY
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Yan Ying

— An Outstanding Statesman
Who Helped Rule the Country
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Lectured by Venerable Master Hsuan Hua on May 14, 1988
English translation by MTT (Malaysian Translation Team)
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Yan Ying (578 - 500 B.C.E.) was born in state of Qi during the Spring Autumn
period. His courtesy name was Zhong. Yan was wise, witty, erudite, eloquent
and had immense understanding of knowledge of both past and present. He
was a capable prime minister to Duke Jing of Qi. He was so frugal that he
only allowed himself one serving of meat per meal and his wife never wore
fine silk clothes.

When he visited the state of Chu as an ambassador, he was treated as
a highly honored guest. During the welcoming banquet, the king of Chu
intentionally brought in someone who was wrongly arrested for theft. He
claimed that the person was a Qi citizen. The king of Chu teased Yan saying,
“Are Qi people fond of stealing?” Yan replied, “I heard that clementines are
called clementines if they are grown south of the Huai River, but called Zhi if
they are grown north of the Huai River. Their leaves look alike but their tastes
differ because of the water and soil conditions, i.e., depending on where they
are grown.” The king of Chu had this coming!

The servant who drove Yan’s magnificent four-horse cart was full of
pride and joy, and had an air of superiority. The servant’s wife noticed this,
regarded his attitude as shameful, and said to him, “Yan is only six [Chinese]
feet tall, but he is the prime minister and has a friendly disposition; when one
sees him, one gives rise to reverence. By contrast, you are eight feet tall, but
only a servant and a driver, yet so arrogant. I beg to leave you!” The servant
thus transformed himself, and became very humble, modest, and cautious.
He also started to immerse himself in studies. He later became a high official.
This was all attributed to his worthy wife.

Commentary:

Today we will talk about Yan Ying, who was rather short at six [Chinese] feet
(4 feet 7 inches,) as the average height at that time was seven to eight [Chinese]
feet (5 feet 4 inches to 6 feet 1 inches.) Those with such short heights were often
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nicknamed “hunchback.” He may appear short but he had great wisdom.
As the saying goes, “Short in stature, but learned and benefiting the
country; big in size, but hollow inside and of little use.”

Yan was from the state of Qi during the Spring and Autumn Era
of China. His family name was Yan, first name Ying, with the courtesy
name of Zhong and was thus also known as Yan Zhong. He was by
nature very intelligent and quick to fathom. He was erudite and had
broad knowledge spanning from the ancient times. He was also eloquent
and had profound understanding in the methods of governing the
country. In international relations, his diplomatic skills were equally
excellent. Thus he was skilled in both internal as well as external affairs of
government. Therefore, when he was the prime minister, he was able to
assist Duke Jing of Qi to govern the country well, gaining the respect of
the people and drawing others to the Qi.

Yan was frugal and never had more than one serving of meat for a
meal while his wife never wore fine silk clothes.

At that time, he often visited other states for diplomatic affairs.
Since he was very short, the people of the state of Chu (currently Hunan
province) looked down upon him and wanted to humiliate him. How did
they try to humiliate him? When he arrived at the city, the king of Chu
ordered the entry guard to open the tiny side door beside the main gate
for him, implying that he only deserving of the side door because of his
height. Under such circumstances, most people would just tolerate the
slight, blaming themselves for being born short and just walk through.

Yan, however, refused to use the side door. When asked by the guards,
“Why are you not coming in?” He countered, “This tiny door is meant
for dogs. I am a human, visiting a big country. I should walk through
the main gate. I only take the side door when visiting small countries or
countries of dogs!” Thus, the King of Chu ordered the main gate to be
opened. Since he was a prime minister of a country, the main gate should
be used to welcome him.

Nowadays, we use the red carpet to welcome people. In the ancient
times, even though they did not use airplanes or laid out the red carpet
to welcome visitors after they arrived, they still hosted the welcoming
ceremony at the main gate. But the state of Chu used a very casual
welcoming ceremony to humiliate him. Yan, however, did not submit to
such humiliation. He succeeded in compelling them to open the main
gate for him.

This event may seem trivial, but it concerned the status and dignity
of both countries. Since he represented his country, it was his duty to
uncompromisingly safeguard the dignity of his king wherever he was

sent.
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5 To be continued
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