Introducing Dr. John Lawrence Hoff

By Kirsten Rohde

Questions asked of our community members are often about John Hoff. Who is he? Why do you relate to him the way you do? What is his place in the community? I sense something more about him than is being talked about; I want to know more. 

Many individuals get to know John better working with him on personal growth issues or relational issues or talking with him about the community and its relevance in our lives, or working with him on a creative project. What people say over and over is that they just feel better after being with John. They can’t just pin this on a particular insight they have gained, or something tangible that can be described in words that would only fit a counseling experience, a teaching experience, or any friendship that they have known up till now. Some describe a sense of physical change in their bodies or their energy. They find their creativity is sparked; problems seem to melt away and are replaced with a sense of well-being, happiness and optimism. What is this about?

Some of us have been with John for 10, 20 or more years. When we put our heads together, we realize that the experiences described above are common to us all. We also know that at times we feel fearful, want to run away, wish we could go back to some earlier time before this inner change and challenging growth started happening. This fear can have something to do with how we see John, too. We find that the teachings that John provides, his own and those of many other teachers through the ages, help us understand the profound struggle that occurs when our egos are confronted with spirit within and in another human being. An important learning for many of us has been to see how John can “stand in” for our own inner spirit. John is essentially a Vedantist and reminds us that an individual must first find and accept his self before knowing the divine origin of this Self. Hindu tradition says it, “We discover that Atman is—because Atman is the word for the humanly formed self and Brahmin is the word for the Divine Self of Seed that is planted within the soul. When we are in a good relationship with our own spiritual selves, we notice we have a good feeling for John; when ego begins to raise doubts, fears, tries to re-assert itself as the one in control, we notice our relationship with John may deteriorate. We need to catch on by seeing our relationship with John as a message about our relationship with our own essential Self.

This is just one example of an understanding about how John functions in our lives. Yet as we developed some understanding, we had to come to terms with what this means about who John is. Reading about spiritual teachers and mystery schools that have existed over time, we recognized John. The experiences that students of spiritual teachings describe sound familiar to us. John is a spiritual teacher; in fact he is also named Spirit John. Describing John as a therapist, a minister, an administrator, does not alone capture what he is doing here. None of these “jobs,” all of which he does do, explain the teachings he brings us about such things as unconditional love and the power of forgiveness, teachings that turn into experiences in relationship with him and with each other. 

We have been at a juncture in our community that has to do with our relationship with John. In the absence of explaining how we understanding John, we have caused trouble and alienation from our own work and from John, pain for John and for us. Yet we are also aware that in this Western world, the idea of a spiritual teacher and of being students of a spiritual teacher, are looked upon with suspicion, criticism, ridicule, and fear. 

Karlfried Graf Durckheim is one author who has been helpful to us in our studies of spiritual teachers. In his book, The Call for the Master, he says the following: “A master may follow the example of countless masters before him in presenting his doctrine--may, for example, use formulas derived from a venerable tradition. But the way in which he passes it on is always his own--is the way in which it lives in him. Individual witness is the only way of communicating the universal… It is not what the master says, but what he is, that convinces.”

John has crafted a life that brings into being the products of his own creativity -- the Human Relations Laboratory, the Goodenough Community men’s and women’s work, pastoral counseling, deep transformational work described by others as work in the field of Transpersonal Psychology, work with human sexuality, and much more. So he is a particular individual who seems to be bringing Spirit present in a unique way. He has spent a lifetime studying the ways of other teachers and communities, including native peoples in the Yukon, Buddhism, esoteric Christianity, Hinduism, Vedanta, as well as studying extensively in the fields of psychology and western religion. His doctorate in theology, earned from Pacific School of Religion and the University of California at Berkeley (1966), places him historically and academically with other pioneers in the field of comparative religions and comparative methods of transformation or healing. Out of his studies and his experiments with different lifestyles has come his work, to help create community as a path for healing and social change. And he has devoted himself to living in community for more than 40 years. One thing we know that John is not is a yogi in an ashram. In other words, he has not chosen the path of living apart from the world. He has chosen the path of doing this work in the midst of daily life. This is a unique expression-- his own individual witness to mystery and “founding the life Divine.” (Sri Aurobindo)

John has chosen to teach his wisdom through offering a relationship with him. In this relationship he will go anywhere we are inside, without judgment, in order to help us find our Self, our Spirit being. This type of work is powerfully transformational, and by its very nature, it is open to misunderstanding. John has chosen the path of love, and shows us the healing that comes from expressing our love to each other fully, including in some relationships, sexual expression. Our community is designed to be a community that offers work in the intimate zone as a transformational method to achieve what our hearts yearn for. We learn how to offer deeply healing relationships to each other.

In such transformational work, John has implored us to study the pitfalls of a community such as ours. Some of the content of John’s conversations with us comes out of his concern that we think for ourselves and engage, even contend, with him fully. He continues to disagree with any attempts on our part to hold him in awe, passively giving over our personal power to him. What he offers in fact is a path to personal empowerment, through allowing the voice inside that is spirit, to become the Voice that we listen to, that will Guide our lives. The very existence of our community, where we learn to work openly with each other, creates a healthy multi-relational environment. In this way, we have members in our community that espouse a variety of philosophies and beliefs -- each choosing that which seems to fit. We each have our favorite authors for example. Taking the time to study and inquire about issues and questions is one method that John encourages. One of John’s expressed frustrations has been that we are not being rigorous about pursuing intellectual understanding. He quotes Durckheim, “The necessity of doctrine is felt all the more keenly when the master is dealing with intelligent students who are not content merely to imitate and obey but want to think things through with him.” 
The covenant of our community contains the agreements that guide us in communal life. When we fail to hold to these agreements with each other and with John, we find ourselves in trouble. If we don’t talk openly about our troubles, the unspoken difficulties create the organization’s “shadow”. In our discussions about this powerful shadow, we know that being a strong Self, having a spiritual relationship with John and with each other keeps us from giving power to the shadow side. 

As Durckheim says, “We can find and accept outside masters only if, deep down in our true natures, we are masters ourselves and are starting to realize this. This is what one master meant when he answered the question ‘How does one become a master?’ by saying ‘Simply let him out.’ From the outset we are always ourselves; fundamentally, the person we seek to become. The inner urge that sets us seeking is itself the thing we are looking for.”

As we tell our community story, it would be important to share our experience of John as a devoted, warmly compassionate, patient teacher. He teaches a path to spiritual enlightenment for those who wish to take it. He teaches all of us methods to create an abundant life. His unconditional love of people of all types and walks of life is joined with his commitment to this dream of community as an essential ingredient to living in these times. Remembering that he holds a broad view of the world and of humanity on a journey that spans thousands of years makes it easy to understand his expression of urgency that we take action, organize, and form a community with common purposes, in service to others as well as serving as home for those who choose it for themselves.

Attached is John’s resume. John has always been on a spiritual search, receiving a Bachelor’s, Masters, and Doctorate in theology and teaching in the field for many years. He also spent many years working in the social service context. He has served communities as a minister. He was Regional Training Director of the National Training Labs, where he helped develop community based health systems in the Northwest. And he also completed the Community Mental Health Program at the UW, with an externship at the Pastoral Institute of Washington, becoming Director of Training there as a result. As part of formal education and in his own personal pursuit, he has studied and conversed with Paul Tillich, Carl Rogers, Alan Watts, and Virginia Satir, among others. While in Berkley, John studied with Tom Taam, a Buddhist Christian and pastor of the Chinese Methodist Church in Chinatown, San Francisco.

Another fact that’s not on John’s resume is his long time association with native peoples and his study of shamanic crafts. Raised for 7 years with natives in the Yukon, he left home at 16 to live among them for a while. He has studied with a number of medicine men, including Gary Hillaire and Beaver Chief, of the Lummi Tribe. 

After years of consulting and conducting workshops and conferences around the country, John found that his conscience and integrity required that he no longer simply teach by creating community “for a week or a weekend”, but that he teach from the way he lives by creating and living in an actual, living community. He settled in relative seclusion to work to empower and build a community, accepting no outside job or money. He chose to help people become conscious in learning to support their own community, and to see if it was possible to develop elements of a healing and transformational community including developing a counseling practice within the community. This shift in the focus of his lifeswork led him to resign from all professional organizations. Prior to his renunciation, he had served as an officer of several professional associations but ultimately determined that their purpose and their approaches to working with people were not those that he could espouse.
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