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The Importance of Education and Becoming a “Good Person”

b t8)E X By Bhikshu Heng Shun
Y4¥E 3% P3E  Translated into Chinese by Editorial Staff

The Venerable Master Hsuan Hua, who took establishing Buddhist
educational institutions as one of the major vows of his life, addressed
the students of Instilling Goodness Elementary School and Developing
Virtue Secondary School at the City of 10,000 Buddhas in August, 1983
as follows:

You are just like young trees growing taller day by day, and in the
future you will become pillars. That is, you are the future pillars of your
country. You should do great things and work for world peace and the
welfare of humankind. Since you are born in this country, you should
help manage and govern this country so that there will be no wars and
life will always be secure and peaceful. Then you should extend your
effort so that all the countries of this world will also have peace. That
is your duty.

Now is the time to build a solid foundation in order to save the
country and the people. First of all you must learn to be a good person.
This means learning from good people, not from bad ones. Who is
a good person? A person who has filial respect towards his parents at
home, respects his teachers at school, serves the people in society, and
works for the welfare of the people when serving in the government.
Those are the standards of a good person. Who is a bad person? A
person who is selfish and out for personal advantage, and who forgets
fairness and justice when he sees an opportunity to benefit himself.
Under the government of good people a nation will become affluent,
strong, and peaceful. But if managed by bad people, the nation will
collapse.

In this country, you are generally more conscious than others, since
you know about filial respect and how to work for and serve the
people. In the future, you can manage this country so that it is safe
and peaceful. Destroy all lethal weapons. It is said, "The horses are set
free on the south mountain, and weapons are stored in the warehouse."
Your responsibility is to dissolve the violent energy of wars in the world,
and to allow the people to live securely and happily, and be well fed and
well clothed. Then the world will be one of great harmony.”

With these teachings on education by the Venerable Master on my
mind, I listened to the recent speech by President Barack Obama to the
school children of the United States on September 8, 2009. The President
first mentioned the importance of taking responsibility for one’s own
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education:

“At the end of the day, we can have the most dedicated teachers,
the most supportive parents, the best schools in the world -- and
none of it will make a difference, none of it will matter unless all
of you fulfill your responsibilities, unless you show up to those
schools, unless you pay attention to those teachers, unless you
listen to your parents and grandparents and other adults and put
in the hard work it takes to succeed. That's what I want to focus
on today: the responsibility each of you has for your education.”

Another point the President made several times in his speech
was the value and importance of hard work in pursuing one’s
studies:

“The truth is, being successful is hard. You won't love every
subject that you study. You won't click with every teacher
that you have. Not every homework assignment will seem
completely relevant to your life right at this minute. And you
won't necessarily succeed at everything the first time you try...”

“No one's born being good at all things. You become good
at things through hard work. You're not a varsity athlete the
first time you play a new sport. You don't hit every note the
first time you sing a song. You've got to practice. The same
principle applies to your schoolwork. You might have to do a
math problem a few times before you get it right. You might
have to read something a few times before you understand it.
You definitely have to do a few drafts of a paper before it's good
enough to hand in.”

One part of the President’s speech echoed the beginning of the
Venerable Master’s talk noted above. The President said:

“And this isn't just important for your own life and your own
future. What you make of your education will decide nothing less
than the future of this country. The future of America depends
on you. What you're learning in school today will determine
whether we as a nation can meet our greatest challenges in the
future.”

The students received encouragement on being responsible,
working hard, and not giving up if they make mistakes or
sometimes fail. On the contrary, the President said that students
should learn from their failures:

“These people succeeded because they understood that you
can't let your failures define you -- you have to let your failures
teach you. You have to let them show you what to do differently
the next time. So if you get into trouble, that doesn't mean
you're a troublemaker, it means you need to try harder to act
right. If you get a bad grade, that doesn't mean you're stupid, it
just means you need to spend more time studying.”

The only thing lacking in the President’s speech was the
failure to mention the importance of being a good and
virtuous individual, who acts for the benefit of society without
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seeking for personal advantage i.e. fame, wealth, or power.
However, all in all it was a good speech that hopefully will
serve to encourage young people to see the importance of
education in making their lives and the lives of other people
better.

And near the end of his speech, the President did
mention the importance of having good mentors, echoing
the Venerable Master’s instructions on the importance of
“learning from good people.” The President said:

“Don't be afraid to ask questions. Don't be afraid to ask
for help when you need it. I do that every day. Asking for
help isn't a sign of weakness, it's a sign of strength because
it shows you have the courage to admit when you don't
know something. It also allows you to learn something new.
So find an adult that you trust -- a parent, a grandparent or
teacher, a coach or a counselor -- and ask them to help you
stay on track to meet your goals.”

This is certainly good advice for all of us.



