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Bob’s Work Ethic: Simple, 
Practical, and Fair

We know Bob Olson was a big person 
so when he did any work, he’d always 
look at the big, overall picture fi rst.  
Then he would pay attention to all 
the details, and he would work on 
those details. Secondly, he was  a  very  
straightforward person. In whatever 
he did and thought, he always put 
the monastery as the priority. Also he 
always regarded the Dharma Masters 
as the owners of the monastery; the 
laypeople are just protectors of the 
monastery and follow Dharma Masters 
and respect them as well.

Thirdly, he was very generous and 
treated the workers very well. I very 
seldom saw him get mad or angry at 
any workers.  He always talked to them 
nicely and taught them whenever they 
wanted to learn. I learned from him 
during the fi ve to six years that I have 
worked with him.

I will share some principles that 
he followed. The fi rst one is simplicity. 
The workload of the Buildings and 
Grounds Department is far beyond 
what we can accomplish. For example, 
we may be able to complete ten 
projects in a year, but there are 30 
to 40 projects that need to be done. 
That’s why he always emphasized 
keeping things simple. If we keep 
everything simple, the construction 
and maintenance work will be easier. 
The second principle he always used is: 
be practical. The two aspects of being 
practical are, fi rst, he never asked for 
perfection, and second, he always tried 
his best to calculate the payback period 
for the work.  

Why do we not seek perfection or 
100%? To do so, we’d have to focus all 
our time and energy on one project. 

It’s even diffi cult to attain 99% because 
when we do construction work, it’s not 
him or me doing it, it’s the workers, 
and it’s unrealistic to expect them to do 
the job 99% perfect for our sakes.The 
wages we pay are lower than the market 
rate. It is not diffi cult for a worker to 
do a 60-70% job, and at the same time, 
the monastery saves a lot of money. 
Bob always encouraged the workers 
to improve their skills and effi ciency 
and work a little harder, so that their 
achievement would reach 80%. The 
pay was still the same for a job better 
done. The monastery saved money, and 
at the same time, the workers earned 
merit for their future.  

The other aspect of being practical 
was that he always calculated the 
payback period for every project. 
For example, in the area of energy 
conservation, he always paid attention 
to the electricity, gas, heat and water 
usage of the whole campus. If there was 
some idea that we could purchase some 
equipment to save energy, he always 
tried to calculate how long the payback 
period would be. If the payback period 
was within three years, he would move 
forward and try to get the work done. 
If the payback period was longer such 
as six to eight years, he would postpone 
the work and try to see if there were any 
other better options.

He was a very fair person in general 
and tried to be fair to people around 
him. He was fair not only with the 
workers, but also with the suppliers 
and subcontractors. He also tried to 
make things fair for the monastery. 
Usually when we do construction 
work, we need buy materials. We fi rst 
get a couple of quotes from different 

suppliers and then compare them. He 
always tried to keep it fair for all the 
competitors.

For example, one time we needed 
to buy window glass, and three different 
suppliers gave Bob their quotes. The 
smallest company gave the best price and 
provided the best quality of windows, so 
Bob decided to go with that company. 
Then the big company’s manager came 
to talk to Bob and said, “Come on, give 
us this job.” Bob countered, “Why?  
You’re the most expensive one.” Then 
the manager said, “No problem, I’ll give 
you a 10% discount on your lowest bid 
so you can get a 10% saving. Why not?  
Please give it to me.” Then Bob said, 
“No way! I have to be fair to everyone 
and I told you at the beginning that if 
you can give me the best price, then I 
can give you the job.” 

In his personal life, he also 
followed the principles of simplicity 
and practicality. His lifestyle was very 
simple: he came to the City of Ten 
Thousand Buddhas to work and then 
went back home to rest. He did it day 
in and day out, every week and every 
year. During the holidays he always 
visited his mother and spent some 
time with her and then came back to 
work.

Here is one example of his 
practicality. Most workers like big or 
new cars. Some workers will spend 
more than $20,000 on a new car. As 
for Bob, he was a big person but he 
drove a small car. His car was used and 
he bought it for about $2,000. Why 
did he choose a small car? Because it 
saves a lot of gas. That’s how practical 
he was in his daily life.
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Raised a Baptist, I was culturally very estranged from 
Buddhist practice. It took me a long time to change, 

and I am still not completely acclimated to it. 
Among the early dwellers of the City of Ten Thousand 

Buddhas (CTTB) besides me were: Craig (Gwo Sun 
Shr), Bob Olson, Lee Eagleson, Morris Kaplan. Heng 
Kuan and Heng Kung also came up and spent quite a bit 
of time  here. For a year or so, during that early period, 
there were two to three, never more than four people 
staying on the property.

I got interested in Buddhism because of my 
association with Steve Klarer (Guo Ning, Heng Jing 
in Paris. I was also a philosophy major at University of 
Washington in Seattle and spent some time studying 
Buddhism academically under Professor Edward Conze, 
who came down to Gold Mountain Monastery to meet 


