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In Memory of Upasaka Guo Fa 
             (Bob Olson)

Editor’s Note: Upasaka Bob Olson 
(Guo Fa) took refuge with the Venerable 
Master over 40 years ago. (His short 
biography was published in issue #381 
of Vajra Bodhi Sea in 2002.) When he 
was only in his twenties, he visited the 
Buddhist Lecture Hall in San Francisco 
and started studying the Buddhadharma 
with the Master. He also supported the 
City of Ten Thousand Buddhas and 
other DRBA monasteries by undertaking 
numerous and diverse maintenance and 
construction projects. He upheld the Six 
Guidelines – no contention, no greed, 
no seeking, no selfi shness, no pursuit 
of personal advantage, and no lying, 
remained single, and led a very simple 
life. He worked quietly every day in the 
monastery for decades until May 13 
this year, when he passed away at the 
age of 65. After his body was cremated, 
sharira clusters were found. He was truly 
a laudable and exemplary Dharma-
protecting layperson.

LOYALLY PROTECTING THE DHARMA FOR 40 YEARS
(A TALK BY GUO SUN SHR ON MAY 18, 2008 AT THE BUDDHA HALL OF 

THE CITY OF TEN THOUSAND BUDDHAS)

We all want to cut off selfi sh love and desire. In order to do this, the Venerable 
Master taught us to do what others cannot do and to bear what others cannot 
bear. I think that Bob Olson took this practice to heart in the work he did for 
DRBA (Dharma Realm Buddhist Association).

I fi rst met Bob in 1974; he’d already been living and working in the Buddhist 
Association monasteries for six years. He was living in the fi rst Gold Mountain 
Monastery, the one on 15th street in the Mission District of San Francisco. The 
building they called Gold Mountain Monastery had been a three-story mattress 
factory; it was a brick building. It needed to be reinforced to meet earthquake 
standards. Bob worked on this job of reinforcing the building; he said it was 
just like building a metal building but it was much harder because there was an 
old building in the way. He worked on the reconstruction of Gold Mountain 
Monastery. He also worked at electrical jobs outside and donated the money he 
made to the Buddhist Association.  

When laypeople and monks were encouraged to fast, to create merit to 
establish CTTB, he fasted as well, working outside at electrical jobs even while he 
was fasting. Did he endure what others could not endure?

Bob did a great deal of work to improve the drainage in CTTB. He did 
concrete work and construction work, supervised the construction and did a great 
deal of work on the front gate, taught other workers useful skills, and did roofi ng, 
electrical work, plumbing, carpentry, and many other things too numerous to 
mention.

A few years ago when Bob was over 60 years old, there was a large leak in 
a pipe by the Ordination Hall. Bob dug out the earth around the pipe, but for 
some reason the pipe could not be shut off and the pipe was spewing out water 
creating a layer of mud about three feet above the pipe. Bob dove into the muddy 
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Ford backhoe for digging. Bob tried 
to use this backhoe for a while, but it 
became clear this old backhoe was not 
up to the task. A bigger JCB backhoe 
was rented. Now Bob despised the old 
Ford backhoe; I think he would have 
rather dug a hole with a shovel than 
use that old Ford backhoe. Over the 
two years of the project, Bob became 
very good at digging with the JCB 
backhoe. I think he grew to enjoy 
digging with the big backhoe and if 
there was anything he missed it was 
probably that he could no longer dig 
with it.

Now I will tell a humiliating story 
that happened to Bob. About ten 
years ago, the drainage system south 
of the houses in CTTB (near where 
the organic farm is now) failed. The 
land was very muddy and useless. Bob 
worked to restore the drainage in this 
area. This was not easy because if he 
drove the backhoe too far into the 
mud, it would get stuck. Now the 
backhoe has a big bucket and it can 
push this bucket into the ground, 
get a solid grip and pull itself out of 
the mud. However, one day Bob got 
stuck so badly he could not even pull 
the backhoe out of the mud with the 
bucket.

Now when a big heavy piece of 
equipment gets stuck in the mud, 
something has to be done right away. 
But the weight of the backhoe will 
cause it sink further and further into 
the mud everyday. If the mud is deep 
enough, the backhoe can entirely 
disappear under the mud.

He needed help; I came to help 
with the old Ford backhoe that he 
despised. He told me that the old Ford 
backhoe was weak and useless. “If the 
big backhoe could not pull itself out of 

the mud, then how can a little backhoe 
do the job?” I ran a cable from the little 
Ford backhoe to the big JCB backhoe. 
Now it is true that the little Ford 
backhoe was not very strong but it was 
on solid ground. I pulled once and got 
the big backhoe out a little ways but it 
was still stuck. I pulled again and this 
time the pull enabled Bob to drive out 
of the mud. 

Bob also put a lot of work into 
restoring and improving our water 
system. The valves were old; many 
valves would not open or would not 
shut. They were stuck; they were 
useless. Bob dug up and replaced these 
valves, and the new valves worked 
very well. You could open them in a 
matter of seconds. It is just because the 
new valves were so good that Bob got 
thoroughly soaked one very hot day in 
August. We had just fi nished putting in 
the fi rst of the new valves at a hydrant. 
I was standing at the valve, but Bob 
was standing in front of the hydrant. I 
told Bob, “This new valve is so good,  
I think I can turn it on so fast that you 
won’t be able to get out of the way in 
time.” Bob looked at me and said, 
“I dare you to do it, go ahead. Turn 
on the valve as fast as you can.” This 
was eight years ago, and Bob was still 
pretty fast. There was no way I could 
have turned on that valve fast enough 
to get Bob wet, not without some help 
anyway. Help came from John Scroggs; 
he came driving down the road in his 
car, and he leaned out his window and 
asked Bob a question.  Bob turned his 
head to answer him. Well, Bob did 
dare me to turn on the valve as fast as 
I could, didn’t he? He got pretty wet 
before I realized what happened. We 
all had a good laugh over this.

Perhaps you may have heard Bob 

hole with a pipe repair clamp. He kept 
holding his breath and going back into 
the mud until he put the repair clamp 
on the pipe. He did not complain but 
was cheerful the whole time.

Bob did other diffi cult jobs as 
well; he frequently dug up sewer lines 
that were blocking the routes. A pit 
had to be made around the old sewer 
pipe, and a section of sewer line had 
to be cut out and replaced with a new 
section. When the old section was cut 
out, all the backed up sewage fl owed 
into the pit. The new section had to be 
put in right away. Bob did this repair 
many times. Bob also worked in the 
freezing cold and rain when the CTTB 
electrical system failed. Sometimes 
many days of work during bad weather 
were required to restore power.

Bob did not wait for someone 
to tell him what needed to be done. 
When he fi rst came to CTTB in 1976, 
he saw serious problems; the water 
system was out of control, and there 
were leaks all over the property. Bob 
tracked down and repaired the water 
leaks. The electrical system was out of 
control; the state hospital put in huge 
transformers. These huge transformers 
were far in excess of what the City 
of Ten Thousand Buddhas needed. 
These transformers used a great deal 
of electricity just sitting there. Bob 
put in small transformers to cut down 
our electric bill. Before this year, Bob 
was still repairing the electrical system 
and fi nding and repairing leaks in the 
water system.

In 1996, the City of Ten Thousand 
Buddhas needed new sewer facilities. 
Bob worked for two years to complete 
these facilities. Now when the project 
started, many trenches need to be dug 
for new sewer lines. CTTB had an old 



AUGUST  2008  VAJRA BODHI SEA        

Bodhi Field

37

Bob Olson

described as gruff; I don’t think he 
would have denied this. He spoke his 
mind, but he didn’t insult people. If he 
spoke sharply it was to say something 
like this, “I strongly disagree with 
you; I don’t think what you’re doing 
is in the best interest of the Buddhist 
Association.

Bob Olson
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To be continued
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