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the art of asking questions: why don’t we ask good questions?

the big idea
Self-imposed barriers can hinder us from
asking good questions that open
opportunities for meaningful conversations.

ice breaker
Do you know someone who is a great
question-asker? What makes the person good
at it? What is it about their questions that you
most appreciate?

related Scripture
Be wise in the way you act toward
outsiders; make the most of every
opportunity. Let your conversation be
always full of grace, seasoned with salt, so
that you may know how to answer
everyone. Colossians 4:5-6 (NIV)

challenging wisdom
Judge a man by his questions rather than by
his answers.
– Voltaire
He explained to me with great insistence that
every question possessed a power that did
not lie in the answer.
– Elie Wiesel, Night

We don’t ask good questions...
out of fear
Imagine: You walk into your friend’s party and notice a neighbor, but
something seems different about her. As you walk toward her, she notices
you, and you say, “Hi, Ellie! How are you?” As expected, she says, “Fine.”
Then, not wasting your hunch, you ask, “How are you, really?”
Immediately, the emotions flow and she shares that she is getting a divorce.
Wow! You did not see that one coming. You were expecting to continue on
over to the dessert table and suddenly you are in an uncomfortable
conversation in an awkward setting. And then, as Ellie continues to unload
her story, she makes an offhand comment about God being too busy running
the universe to bother with her problems.
If you have ever had an experience like that, you may have become
reluctant to ask questions that venture deeper than a casual greeting. There
are risks. You may find yourself in a conversation that calls for more
relational investment than you had expected to give. You may feel illequipped to respond when your question opens up a distorted view of life or
God. You may fear stirring up issues without having solutions to offer. You
may also fear that the person will rebuff your effort—viewing your honest,
caring question as intrusive or impolite—and you’ll end up feeling
uncomfortable and awkward.
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discuss

What scares you the most about asking questions?

In what ways might anxiety prevent you from having better
spiritual conversations with someone who is seeking God?
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Another reason we may not ask questions is because we
anticipate a long-winded answer—and we don’t have time to
listen. We know that if we follow up with a response that delves
deeper such as, “Tell me more about that,” or “How did that
make you feel?” we’re going to have to be patient while they tell
us their story.
These are all real risks, but you don’t need to let fear of what
might happen control you. God could be opening up an
incredible connection that’s worth both the time and the potential
of being shut down or misunderstood. God could also be
providing an opportunity to extend the conversation.
When you realize that a question has stirred up emotion that
feels too weighty for the time that you have available, you could
look for a pause, affirm what the person just said, and then
communicate that you really want to talk more about this when
you have more time, or in a place where there aren’t so many
distractions, or after you have had a chance to think about it for a
while. And then, right there, suggest a few times and a place
where you really could engage better in this conversation.
But if you seem never to have margin in your life for important
conversations with people whom God has placed in your path,
it’s worth reviewing your pace of life and the price you are
paying for it. If busyness is a chronic pattern, you may ask God
to reveal how to slow down and what to cut out.
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discuss

Describe a conversation with someone who
seemed distracted or hurried, and how you felt.

Conversely, what was it like to talk with
someone who really took time with you?

We don’t ask good
questions…because of our
own agenda
The introduction to the website www.asktheatheist.com asks:
“Do you have a question for an atheist? Ever wonder what
atheists think about morality, faith, science, etc.? How do
atheists live their lives without a god? How do they know right
from wrong?”
The website also has a series of questions for atheists to ask
Christians, such as, Why is God such a huge proponent of
slavery? How do we explain the fact that Jesus has never
appeared to you? Why would Jesus want you to eat his body and
drink his blood?
Although it is interesting to note that atheists have a strategy of
asking Christians questions, another question worth pondering is
Do these questions have an agenda or do they show sincere
willingness to understand the life, worldview, perspective, and
beliefs of a Christian?
Frequently, the reason that we don’t ask good questions is that
we come into a conversation with an agenda. Though we may
start with a question, the interaction easily morphs into a onesided “proclamation.” We lose curiosity about the other person’s
story because we’re more concerned with telling them what
we’re thinking, or “proving” that we’re right and they’re wrong.
Worse, when we do stop talking, we may only be feigning
interest because we are “re-loading” for when they finish their
thought, so we can share our comeback. As Christians, how can
we avoid using loaded—or even combative or antagonistic—
questions as weapons for our agenda? How can our questions
flow from love and respect so that people feel safe and free to
express their perspective and wrestle with truth?
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discuss

Would people describe you as a person who
has an agenda when you talk to them? Explain
your answer.
What did they say or do to communicate their
interest?

Certainly, we as Christ-followers have a message to share. But
the Apostle Paul, in Colossians 4:5-6, counsels us to be wise in
the way we interact with outsiders, making the most of every
opportunity, and that our conversation should be always full of
grace, seasoned with salt. Salt makes food appealing; it causes
us to desire more. And asking good questions has the same effect
in a conversation.
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While it is important to be prepared to
give an answer for what we believe
(1 Peter 3:15), consider this: Giving an
answer means the other person asked a
question. If they asked a question, we
must have stopped talking. And if they
had enough curiosity to fill the silence
with their question, we must have done a
good job listening and letting them know
we are safe enough for them to share
their uncertainties.
A meaningful conversation begins with
listening and asking questions; then as
part of a normal relational dialogue, with
the other person’s prompting and pace,
we can share our own perspective with
gentleness and respect (1 Peter 3:15).
The bottom line is that we must make a
connection with people, not just relay
information. (A billboard can do that!) If
we want people to listen to us, we must
first listen to them—setting aside our
agenda so that our only agenda is love.
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discuss

time. But in a relational context,
questions that can be answered “yes” or
“no” or with a quick fact, tend to fall flat.
We have to shift gears when we’re
engaging in relational conversations—to
ask open-ended and exploratory
questions that cannot be answered in one
word, so we can draw people out and
encourage them to tell their stories.
Learning how to ask caring, nonthreatening questions based on heartfelt
curiosity is important in any relational
context, but it’s especially crucial in
discussions about God. One tip is to
focus on “what” and “how” questions.
You can also make a comment that acts
like a question. For example, “Your hat
looks like it has a story” is really an open
invitation for someone to tell you a story
that just may be important in that
person’s life.
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We can unintentionally back people into
a corner if we ask a question such as
“Why did you do that?” Our question
could be interpreted as “You shouldn’t
have done that!” To avoid this critical
edge, “Why” questions in particular
should come out of wondering, not out of
accusation. When all of our questions are
prompted by curiosity and genuine
interest, a person is likely to feel safe and
welcomed; not interrogated, accused, or
put on the defensive. No matter how our
questions start, a supportive, interested
tone may be the main “message” the
other person hears—rather than the
words we actually say.
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discuss

What keeps you from asking
questions when you engage in
conversations about God?

discuss

What are some great openended questions to ask
someone about God?

What open-ended question
might help in such situations?

What “religious billboard”
messages have you seen?

When discussing your faith
with an unbeliever, describe a
time you found yourself
communicating in a
“billboard” way—instead of
curiously listening and asking
good questions.

We don’t ask good
questions… out of
habit
In most conversations, people appreciate
short, to-the-point answers; that is
certainly true in the business world,
where many of us spend most of our
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“Why?” questions can be good openended question starters, but they need to
be handled with care. When high-tech or
high-risk enterprises such as the military,
a nuclear power plant, or NASA debrief
accidents, they use a systematic method
to drill down quickly and thoroughly to
the “root cause.” Trained professionals
are taught to do rigorous interviews, and
one approach encourages the interviewers to ask each person “Why?” five
times in the process. Such a barrage no
doubt starts to feel like a threat, as if a
lawyer is trying to catch you in a lie.
Mark Paradies, an expert in the field who
advocates a different approach, notes that
“The ‘Why’ question turns off the
‘remembering’ trail that we want the
brain to go down, and turns on the
‘justification’ trail.”

practice

Break into pairs.
• Person #1, ask Person #2
an open-ended question
based on something you
have observed about him or
her. Continue with followup questions coming from
genuine curiosity. For 3-4
minutes, see how well you
can create good questions.
• Then, Person #2, give
feedback about how well
Person #1 listened, and
about the questions. Which
were useful? Which fell flat?
Which seemed like an
interrogation? Which felt
nosey?
Switch roles and repeat the
exercise.
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Practice on Your Own

Getting the Big Idea

Keep a log this week of good
questions you hear (or come
up with yourself), or examples
of people not asking good
questions (including times
when you don’t). What factors
help people ask good
questions, and what seems to
be the reason for not-so-good
ones?

To “make the most of every opportunity,” we can develop intentional habits of
asking questions motivated by love and curiosity, not any personal agendas;
then our conversation will be appealing, like salt. Asking good questions can
be learned, can be practiced, and can be extremely rewarding.

Resources to Check Out
• The Art of Spiritual Listening by Alice Fryling (Shaw Books, 2003)
• Finding Common Ground: How to Communicate with Those Outside the

Christian Community...While We Still Can by Tim Downs (Moody Press, 1999)
• Quick-to-Listen Leaders by David Ping and Anne Clippard (Group Publishing,
2005)

Q Place Story
Dave and Janet were responding to an advertisement
for used bedroom furniture, and as the homeowner
opened the door, Dave noted that she looked very ill.
The hopelessness and despair that Dave sensed
caused him to feel compassion for her and
uneasiness in his spirit. All kinds of questions were
bouncing around in his head: Does she have a
church? Is she praying? Is anyone around her
ministering to her? Is she angry at God?
While discussing the furniture purchase, Dave was
completely distracted and could not stop thinking
about the woman's physical and spiritual condition,
wondering if she had a relationship with Jesus Christ.
During a brief price negotiation, Dave uncharacteristically agreed to a higher price than he originally
wanted to pay. He wrote the check, but he didn't ask
any questions. Dave left hastily to another personal
appointment, with a lingering disturbance in his gut.

He rationalized that he could pursue a meaningful
conversation with her when he returned to pick up
the furniture, even though his heart was urging him to
ask her about her condition.
After a few days, Dave went back to pick up the
bedroom set. He had often thought about the woman
since his initial visit, and he was prepared to talk
about Christ with her that day. But when he arrived,
the door was answered by an unfamiliar man. He
introduced himself as the son of the woman and
informed Dave that his mother had died a few days
before of cancer.
Dave left with his furniture but deeply regretted that
he had missed an opportunity to minister to this
woman, to love her, and maybe to be a part of God's
plan in her life—if he had just asked her a few
questions.

Getting Ready: Noticing, Praying, Listening
Getting Started: Asking Questions, Loving, Welcoming
Keeping It Going: Facilitating, Serving Together, Sharing
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Each module in the Arts series could be used:
1. By individuals who desire vibrant spiritual conversations with those around them
2. In a triad of facilitators getting ready to launch a Q Place
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Q Place empowers Christians
to engage in meaningful
conversations about God with
people who believe differently.
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