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Chapter 5: Gongye Chang

(17) The Master said, “Yan Pingzhong knows the art of cultivating
friendship. He maintains respectful relations with his friends

even after a long time.”
[ Venerable Master’s Commentary ]

One person in this dialogue is called Yan Pingzhong, and the other
is Zang Wenzhong. Which Zhong (fi) it is and whether you fancy (
1) one or the other depends on their conduct and actions. [Editor’s
Note: In this case, both {ft and ' are pronounced as zhong. The next
passage in this chapter mentions a person named Zang Wenzhong
whose conduct is poles apart from that of the Yan Pingzhong
discussed here. This remark makes use of the homophones {1 andt
to inject some humor.] This assistant lecturer of ours! Guo Pu, you
have to pluck up your courage. Don't be afraid! Relax and express
yourself freely. Do not worry about giving the wrong explanation.
Just explain the text in a way that you think is accurate. Even if it is

wrong, it doesn’t matter. You are a bit ‘lacking’ whereas Guo Jing is
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a bit ‘excessive’. Both of you are on extreme ends. If you could take
a step forward and she a step back, then both of you would be on
the Middle Path. She explains a bit too much, but you explain a bit
too little. You have some understanding of the text, but you do not
explain what you know completely. For example, when you introduce
a character in a story, you must shed some light on his background. In
which period did he live? What were his surname and given names?
Explain all these details very clearly so that your audience will know
this character better. In this way, they will find it easier to understand
the text. Later, when it is their turn to speak, they can expand on your
explanation. All you need to do is to say what you know! This will help
boost their morale a bit.

In fact, Guo Pu is a very knowledgeable person. She knows Sanskrit,
Chinese, English and even Spanish? Ah, she understands many different
languages. [Editor’s Note: Dharma Master Heng Hsien, an American
nun, knows eight languages.] Such a talent is very rare indeed! Now,
over here, it seems that the thing she dreads the most is explaining
Chinese antithetical couplets. Is that right? (Dharma Master Heng
Hsien replies, “Yes!”)

The moment she explains Chinese couplets, she becomes a bit
flustered. Why? It is because she has nothing to refer to beforehand.
Everything comes suddenly just like a surprise attack, so she can’t ward
off the blows. You can rest assured that it is no big deal! If there are
any written characters that you do not recognize or understand, you
can always ask other people. Just call one of them to help you explain.
There is nothing to worry about. Here, we are all friends and fellow
students; everyone is equal. It does not matter if anyone explains the
text incorrectly, so long as it is not intentional. It is because the power
of your wisdom is only at this level now that you cannot attain a state
that is too lofty. That is perfectly alright. We are all here to investigate
knowledge.

The Master said. Confucius spoke about this person, Yan
Pingzhong (also known as Yan Ying), who was adept in managing
state affairs. Why was he good in this field? It was because he was
not arrogant and had a good grasp of public sentiments. In short, he
understood both the leadership and the rank-and-file very well. Where
his superior was concerned, he understood the state ruler’s way of
thinking; but, this does not mean that, he was an opportunistic fellow.
By knowing how the state ruler formed his ideas and opinions, he was
able to convince him to readily accept good advice. He understood
the feelings of ordinary people, and was able to relieve their sufferings.
Therefore, he was a very worthy and virtuous senior official.

Yan Ying possessed exceptional wisdom and, unlike most people,
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could adapt himself to circumstances and act accordingly. Besides, he was
good at debate. Once, he was dispatched as an envoy to the State of Chu.
As he was short in stature, his host opened a small side door for him to
enter the city while the main gate usually used for this purpose remained
shut. At this, he stood there and refused to enter. The Chu officials asked
him, “Why won’t you go in?” He retorted, “That door of yours is meant
for dogs! Since I am not serving as an envoy to the State of Dogs, why
should I enter?” In the end, the people of Chu had no choice but to open
the main gate for him.

Knows the art of cultivating friendships. When it came to interacting
with others, Yan Ying was a good mixer. This is not to say that he employed
all sorts of tricks while socializing with people and enjoying their company.
On the basis of genuine sincerity, he was kind and generous to everyone
and always acted in good faith. He maintains respectful relations with
his friends even after a long time. With people whom he knew, the longer
the friendship, the better he treated them. This is called ‘not forgetting old
friends’. It was not in his nature to dislike the old and delight in the new.
In other words, he was a steadfast friend from beginning to end, not a half-
hearted friend. Whether you are dealing with people, matters or whatever,
you must have a sense of responsibility and be respectful and cautious. If
you adopt a respectful attitude towards people and matters, it means you

are steadfast from beginning to end. That is the meaning of this line.

[Editor’s Note:
name, Ying, and he was styled Zhong. He was also called Yan Zhong. As

Yan Pingzhong — His surname was Yan, his given

his posthumous title was Ping, later generations mostly referred to him as
Pingzhong. Another frequent term of address was Yanzi or Master Yan.
A native of the State of Qi during the Spring and Autumn Period, he
was the son of Yan Ruo, a senior minister of Qi. In the twenty-sixth year
of Duke Ling’s reign, Yan Ruo died of illness and Yan Ying succeeded
him as senior minister. In an official career spanning the reigns of three
rulers (Duke Ling, Duke Zhuang and Duke Jing), he assisted with the
administration of state affairs for more than fifty years. During the reign
of Duke Jing of Qi in particular, he was appointed to the post of prime
minister, which carried a heavy responsibility. Though a senior minister,
he lived a simple and frugal life. When attending to affairs at court, he was
courteous to men of virtue and humble towards the rank-and-file officers.
Domestically, he assisted the ruler in governing the state well; externally,
he adhered to the principles of conducting foreign relations. In the role
of an envoy, he deflected insults and safeguarded the dignity of his native
State of Qi, which gained fame among the feudal principalities.]

s0To be continued
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