Asking Good Questions
Soul Gathering – 19 June 2009

How’s it going with our Pentecost “assignment” to “Be Neighborly” for the summer?
· Have you been trying?

· What kinds of challenges have you been running into?

· What means of engagement have you found to be most effective so far?

· Any good stories to share?

DISCUSSION

Assuming you are spending more time in conversation with others, it seemed wise to use this month’s Soul Gathering to talk about how to make the most of those opportunities.  So, I’ve prepared this evening to bring us into a dialogue about asking good questions (and “answering” good questions from others).

· In my experience, learning to ask good questions is one of the keys to developing deeper relationships, engaging in more meaningful conversation, and enacting real life change (both in myself and in others).

· My hope is that this will be a very practical discussion, not just meant to inspire you but to also equip you.

· I hope you’ll also participate in the dialogue, and help me to make this a better time of learning… (As such, I’ve built a lot of questions into my outline—which only makes sense, considering the subject of the evening!)
· My guess is that we’re probably all coming into this dialogue from different places.

· Some of us may feel genuinely lost and confused about how to meaningfully engage friends and acquaintances in conversation…
· Some of us may feel like we know what we’re doing—that we don’t have any problems asking (or answering) good questions, getting into conversations about the gospel, or things like that—but maybe not seeing the ultimate results for which we might really be hoping…

· Some of us may have really stumbled upon some significant “secrets” to good communication and asking good questions—and might be more qualified to teach on this subject than I am!

· So I want to tell you where I’m at, coming into this dialogue about asking good questions…
· But first, let me just start by asking you that question itself:

· Where are you at?

· How equipped do you feel for asking good questions and developing meaningful dialogues? 

· Which ways could you use improvement?
DISCUSSION

Well, as for myself, I’ll start my story at age 18, when I left my parents’ home for the first time and traveled to Bowling Green State University in northwest Ohio…

· Looking back on myself at that time of my life, well, I think one of the best descriptions that you could have used for me in those days was “socially awkward.”

· I didn’t really know how to make friends (it had somehow “just happened” during my school days).  Somehow I made it all the way to that point in life and I just didn’t know how to handle conversations.

· I’m still in contact with some of the people who knew me back then, and we will often laugh about how ridiculously awkward I was back then.

· I would be kind of shy and quiet in social situations.

· If anyone attempted to initiate conversation with me, I would only “hold the defensive position”—answering any questions that were asked of me with as few words as possible and hardly ever daring to ask even the most basic questions of the other person (which is, by the way, not a good way to develop meaningful communication!)

· The only way that the conversation would open up in any way was if you just so happened to hit upon one of the few subjects in which I felt more well-acquainted:  American sports, for example.  I could (and did) talk rather extensively, when I could talk about baseball, basketball, or American football.  But that was about it.
· Then God gave me the gift of my freshman-year roommate, Ben Medley.

Lessons from Ben Medley:
· Ben was the complete opposite of me—very outgoing, very much the “life of the party”… and totally masterful at initiating and maintaining conversation with anyone and everyone who came across his path.

· And since I was his roommate, I got to watch him and listen to him and learn from him…

· We’d just go to lunch in the cafeteria closest to our dorm, and we’d end up making a new friend there in the cafeteria—talking for hours at a time with someone we just met that afternoon…

· We’d be playing basketball at the Student Recreation Center, and we’d end up having long, drawn-out conversations about the most bizarre subjects—like the history of a little town called Carey, Ohio… or the current state of events regarding Mexican immigration to the United States…

· Ben was a master at conversations!  I always used to say that he could make friendly with anyone or anything—even a stray dog, or a scarecrow, or a rock!  And as I watched him, I realized that a lot of it had to do with the way that he asked questions.

Ben had an amazing way of asking questions that could draw a person out, induce hours of conversation, and make the other person in the conversation feel like the most fascinating person in the world.

· He would look at a T-shirt that the other person was wearing and ask a question related to it:  “The Cincinnati Reds, huh?!  Now why would you like a team like that?!”
· Or if he learned one piece of information about the other person, he would figure out some way to relate that to something from his own life:  “You’re from Chicago, huh?  Now I’ve heard some people tell me that the best pizza in the world comes from Chicago—but I don’t know about that.  What do you think?”
· Even if he could only get a person to talk about one little (maybe really obscure) thing, he would milk that one thing for all it was worth: “You play the harmonica, huh?  Well, what do you think about Blues Traveler?  I heard that guy can’t play harmonica worth crap, but everyone else thinks he can; what’s your opinion?”
· Again, I really think it just came down to making the other person feel special and interesting and worth drawing out.  It was entering that other person’s world and crawling around inside it with them for awhile that made the conversation keep going.

· Eventually, I started trying some of Ben’s skills for myself—and I learned that they really worked!  Now I use them just about every Sunday, when I’m meeting new people at our worship gatherings. (
· But I’m curious:  What other skills have you observed (in yourself or in others), when it comes to asking good questions and developing deep dialogue?

DISCUSSION

Why do these things not come naturally to us?

· I was reading an article called “The Art of Powerful Questions” (http://www.theworldcafe.com/articles/aopq.pdf) that suggested that one reason may be that much of Western culture focuses on having the “right answer” rather than discovering the “right question.”

· Our educational system focuses more on memorization and repetition of facts than on the “art of seeking new possibilities.”  People who ask tough questions are often considered to be trouble-makers.

· We have all these quizzes, examinations, and aptitude tests that basically reinforce the value of correct answers. So it actually makes perfect sense that most of us are uncomfortable with creating the suggestion that we might not know something!
· On top of all this, we just keep so darn busy that we don’t usually get the opportunity to participate in long, drawn-out, reflective conversations where we can explore deep questions and creative possibilities…
Do you have any other ideas for why we may not naturally ask good questions (or know how to deal with other people who pose good questions to us)?

DISCUSSION
So, at any rate, I think we have to start by giving ourselves (and those around us) permission to ask good questions and not just jump into “answer mode.”

· We don’t have to fall into the classic role of “Christian Know-It-All!” (In fact, it’s much better if you can stay out of this role as much as possible!)
· We can let conversations about faith (or other things) be true dialogues (two-part conversations) and not just “Ask the expert” sessions (where we automatically presume ourselves to be the experts).

· We can respond to good questions with other questions—trying to get at the question behind the question.

Here’s a personal example:  Not too long ago, I was going somewhere with my kids in the bakfiets.  And as we were riding along, one of my kids asked a very interesting question:  “Dad, is it OK for a dolphin to touch your private parts?”
· Weird question, huh?  Kids ask weird questions all the time, and there’s a pretty decent possibility that there’s nothing really meaningful about this question.  But then again, maybe there is.

· So what are my possible responses?

· “No, of course not!”

· “What a silly question!  I don’t think you ever have to worry about a dolphin trying something like that (especially considering how much contact you actually have with dolphins!).”

· “What?!?  Where did that question come from?!?  What kind of perverted dolphins have you been hanging around with lately?!?”

· In the end, I felt a slight check in my spirit and decided to use the question to draw out more information.  I asked something like “That’s an interesting question?  What makes you wonder that?”
· And from that conversation, I learned about a time when another little kid had tried to sexually experiment with my child—and had become increasingly creative as their advances were denied.

· We’ve trained our children that their private parts are private.  “The only people allowed to touch you there are yourself, Mommy and Daddy, and the doctor (and even then, only if Mommy or Daddy is with you).”  And that if anyone else ever tries to touch their private parts, they are to respond by emphatically saying “NO!” and reporting the incident to us as soon as possible.

· So this one time, another kid was playing over at our house, and they started off by suggesting that they play with each others’ private parts… (No!)… And then they tried suggesting that they pretend to be doctors, “because doctors can touch your private parts”… (But fortunately, again our kid said “No”)… And then the suggestion became that they could pretend to be dolphins, since dolphins can touch your private parts… (Fortunately, our kid said “No” a third time, and then eventually brought the matter up in discussion with me on the bakfiets that day).

· So when that original question was posed, it turned out to be a very strategic opportunity to reinforce the lessons that we’ve been trying to teach our children and make ourselves more aware of some of the pressures that our kids are facing.

· So you see, questions can be the doorway to more questions and good conversation.

The same is true about classic apologetics questions, like:  “Why would a good God allow innocent people to suffer?”  Or, “Why do bad things happen to good people?”

· These questions can often be more personal than philosophical.

· Maybe the person who’s asking the questions has experienced deep pain in his or her life?  Maybe she’s the “innocent people” that she’s asking about!  Or maybe it’s her Dad or her best friend… 

· Maybe the question “What does God really think of homosexuality?” really means, “I love my brother so much and I appreciate so many of the ways that he looks at the world and interacts with people… but what are we supposed to do with the sections of the Bible that seem to come into conflict with his homosexual feelings?”

· Maybe the question “Do you believe in predestination?” is really a question wondering how God could make a “deliberate plan” for that person’s dad to die at a young age and leave him without a father for most of his formative years.

· There’s a story behind just about every question.  You won’t ever know these things, though, unless you ask questions to draw the other person out.
Jesus was an incredible model of dealing with people in this way!  He asked powerful questions—and often in cases where you would think that a well-worded answer would be a whole lot more “appropriate” than a question.

· I’ve been reading through Luke lately, and I’ve been really amazed to see how many questions Jesus asked.

· A surprising percentage of the “red text” from Luke comes in the form of questions (take a look and you’ll see yourself, especially at the beginnings and endings of these red paragraphs).
· In fact, did you know that Jesus’ first words recorded are two questions right in a row? – Luke 2:49: “Why were you searching for me?  Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?”
· And, as I mentioned, there were moments when Jesus was asked a very strategic question:  something really significant that would have been the perfect opportunity for him to give the perfect answer to someone else’s question—but he chooses to respond with a question instead.
· He did this when the Pharisees started spreading negative misinformation (Luke 5:21-23, 7:39-44, 20:1-8).

· He asked questions when his disciples came to a crisis of faith (Luke 8:25).

· He asked questions when his very identity was at stake – Luke 9:18-20: “Once when Jesus was praying in private and his disciples were with him, he asked them, ‘Who do the crowds say I am?’ They replied, ‘Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, that one of the prophets of long ago has come back to life.’ ‘But what about you?’ he asked.  ‘Who do you say I am?’”
· He asked questions when people asked him, point-blank, for the means to salvation (Luke 10:25-28, 18:18-20)!
· He asked questions when it came time for him to drive home the true meaning of the crucifixion and resurrection – Luke 24:17-19: (After coming up to two of his disciples traveling on the road to Emmaus and listening in to their conversation for a bit) “He asked them, ‘What are you discussing together as you walk along?’  They stood still, their faces downcast.  One of them, named Cleopus asked him, ‘Are you only a visitor to Jerusalem and do not know the things that have happened there in these days?’ (And listen here to Jesus’ classic response, neither confirming nor denying his knowledge of the situation): ‘What things?’ he asked them.”
· Jesus understood that there is tremendous opportunity in asking questions—and even answering questions with questions!
If you enter into these types of dialogues (and I hope you will), dealing with deep questions openly, I would just encourage you to relax and respond to the questions wisely and patiently.

· Don’t make assumptions.

· Don’t jump to conclusions.

· Don’t freak out.

· Don’t answer questions that aren’t being asked yet.

· Just engage… Draw out… Be patient…

But how do we really do this?

· What separates a good question from a bad question?

· How can we turn a good question into a great question?

Figuring these things out may actually be more intuitive than you might think. For example, if you were an Olympic judge scoring the power of questions on a scale from one to ten (with ten being the highest), how would you rate the following queries?

1. What time is it?

2. Did you take a shower?

3. What possibilities exist that we haven’t thought of yet?

4. What does it mean to be ethical?

I took those questions from the “Art of Powerful Questions” article that I mentioned previously, and it turns out that those same questions have been tested in several different cultures—with the results showing that no matter what the cultural differences, people quite consistently rate questions one and two as being less powerful, and questions three and four as being more powerful.  Powerful questions transcend many boundaries… This same article would say that a “powerful question” is one that:

· generates curiosity in the listener

· stimulates reflective conversation

· is thought-provoking

· surfaces underlying assumptions

· invites creativity and new possibilities

· generates energy and forward movement

· channels attention and focuses inquiry

· stays with participants

· touches a deep meaning

· evokes more questions

The authors of this article go on to suggest three dimensions to powerful questions:  construction, scope, and assumptions. And I thought that it could be especially useful to mention some of their thoughts about the Construction of a Question…
· This is talking about the specific way that a question is phrased:  Is it a yes/no question? Is it an either/or question? Which word does the question begin with? 

· Just for fun, try ranking these words from most powerful to least powerful:  Who? What? When? Where?  Which? Why? How?  (Just use your intuition.)
· When asked, most people rank these words from more powerful to less powerful as follows:
· Why?

· How?

· What?

· Who? / When? / Where?
· Which? / Yes/No Questions
So if we use words higher up on that scale, we can make our questions more powerful.  For example, consider the following sequence:

· Are you satisfied with our home group?

· When have you been most satisfied with our home group?

· What is it about our home group that you find most satisfying?

· Why might it be that that our home group has had its ups and downs?

As you move from the simple “yes/no” question at the beginning toward the “why” question at the end, you’ll notice that the questions tend to stimulate more and more reflective thinking and deeper levels of conversation.
· Warning:  You have to be careful when you use a “why” question.  If it’s not done well, it can easily bring about a defensive response.
· Example: “Why can’t you ever tell me exactly what you are thinking?” or “Why did you do it that way?” ( How is someone going to respond to a question like that (effectively backed into a corner)?  There’s almost no choice there but to go into defensive mode or try to rationalize some past decision.  True dialogue is effectively shut out.
· But on the other hand, when a “why” question stems from genuine curiosity, such as “I wonder why that happened?” then the inquiry has the potential to create useful insights…
· If you can start from a place of sympathy and respect for the other person, you’ll get a lot further…

So I’m curious:  Are there any examples, maybe, of situations from the past week, where you can look back now and realize a way that you might have been able to bring a conversation to the next level by re-phrasing your questions a little bit?

DISCUSSION

Here are some examples of situations or questions that you might encounter here in the city.  Let see if we can think together about how might we be able to ask good questions in these situations that could bring about deeper dialogue:

· “Someone just broke into my apartment and stole my laptop!  Have you seen anything suspicious lately?”

· “I’m sorry I haven’t been able to make it to home group lately.  I’ve just had too much going on.”

· “What do you think about all the renovations they’re doing there on the corner?”

·  “Why do we always start our church services and home group gatherings so late?”

· “Which way to Centraal Station / the Red Light District / the Vondelpark?” (Note: Not every question has to be an invitation to more questions!)

· Meeting someone for the first time (at church, in your neighborhood, wherever)—Say you’ve already asked their name, their home-town, and their occupation… Now what? (Maybe try this one in two-on-two settings—pairing up with someone here who you don’t know as well.  Report results back to the group).

INTERACTION

So that’s pretty much it for our discussion this evening.

· What are your most useful take-aways from this conversation?
· Are there any other questions?
DISCUSSION

I’d just like to finish with reminding you of the words of Romans 10:13-15 – “’Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’  How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in?  And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard?  And how can they hear without someone preaching to them (or engaging them in conversation)?  And how can they preach unless they are sent?  As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!’”
BENEDICTION and PRAYER
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