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Questions as Catalysts for The Hero’s Journey (Uhl Manuscript, Part 1, Essay 3) 
 

Nothing shapes our lives so much as the questions we ask, refuse 
to ask, or never dream of asking. Our minds, bodies, feelings, and 
relationships are literally informed by our questions.  –Sam Keeni 

 
The power of questions as a transformational tool extends far back into our history as 

human beings. For example, the renowned Greek thinker and teacher, Socrates, taught—not by 
giving lectures or writing books— but simply by asking questions. He used questions to help his 
students discover the ways in which their thinking was mistaken, narrow-minded, simplistic, and 
dogmatic, and, in so doing, he guided them to expand their minds and free themselves from 
crippling assumptions and limiting beliefs. This was a departure from traditional teaching 
methods, and it was frowned upon by the governing elites of the time. In fact, Socrates was 
charged with corrupting the minds of young people and eventually sentenced to death. The point: 
A willingness to deeply question everything with boldness and rigor is subversive and has the 
potential power to catalyze radical change within both individuals and societies.  

In the spirit of Socrates, heroes today also tend to have a rebellious streak, in so far as 
they are not afraid to scrutinize their own socially-conditioned beliefs (as illustrated in the 
previous essay), nor to call into question the policies and practices of governments and ruling 
elites.  

By way of example, consider this true story from author Katrina Shields, about a young 
Irish woman who worked as a clerk in a Dublin supermarket in the 1980s.ii At that time, 
Apartheid—the systematic political and economic discrimination by South Africa’s white 
minority against the black majority—was the law. The young Irish woman had read about 
Apartheid, and she had also heard the plea of black South Africans to boycott the “racist” fruit 
being exported from their country. So, she became curious and began asking questions about the 
origins of the different fruits in her supermarket and quickly discovered that her store was 
complicit in the buying and selling of “racist” fruit. This meant that as a cashier, she was literally 
the one completing these transactions. Rather than simply shrugging and letting it go, she chose 
to stand up and act against racism, even if this meant losing her job. So it was that one day when 
customers brought their groceries to her, she rang up everything except the fruit from South 
Africa. Not surprisingly, shoppers complained to the store manager, and the young woman was 
summarily fired.  

But the story didn’t end there. Soon, all the clerks in that grocery store were also refusing 
to sell the South African fruit, and this trend spread to other supermarkets in Dublin, as other 
clerks also refused to ring up the racist fruit. And what was the result of all this? Well, the 
possibility of imminent, large-scale supermarket shutdowns and extensive media coverage 
caused many supermarkets in Dublin to discontinue the sale of South African fruit, and the 
young woman was given her job back. 
  It is important to note that there was nothing particularly extraordinary about this 
woman. She had only a high school diploma, a fairly ordinary job, and no political experience. 
Certainly, it would have been very easy for her to remain quiet, rationalizing that she didn’t 
know enough about the issue and that her protest wouldn’t make any difference, anyway. But 
what she did have was the curiosity and courage to ask important questions, along with the 
gumption to speak truth to power, even at the risk of losing her job. That’s heroic!  
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Safe Versus Unsafe Questions: In the context of the Hero’s Journey, it is useful to make a 
distinction between unsafe questions—i.e., those that shake us up, inviting us into the realm of 
the Unknown—and safe questions—i.e., those that keep us securely cloistered in the backwaters 
of the Known. I think of safe questions as those “fill-in-the-blank,” “multiple-choice,” “true-
false” questions that often appear on school tests. Such questions don’t call for much active 
thinking; either you have memorized the answer, or you haven’t.    
 Unsafe questions, by contrast, don’t have a ready answer. These are questions that we 
could ponder all night and still be without a satisfying answer—questions with the power to 
crack us wide open. Here are some examples:    

� What secrets do you keep from yourself?  
� What is at the center of your life right now?   
� What makes your heart sing?  
� What door in your life are you afraid to open?  
� What does it mean for you to be fully human?  
� What breaks your heart about being alive in these times? 
� Who are you when nobody is looking?  

These are the kinds of questions that, provided we are open, have the power to stop us in our 
tracks. Because of their freshness, they can’t be answered by simply “playing a recording”—i.e., 
We cannot simply push “play” and access an automatic, scripted response.  

If you are like many people today, you have likely been conditioned to shy away from 
such unsafe questions. Perhaps, growing up, you were told that such questions are rude or 
indelicate or confusing or intrusive. Implicit in such reprimands is the notion that questions 
without easy, safe answers are best avoided. Indeed, in all my years of schooling, I don’t ever 
recall a teacher suggesting to me that the best questions—the ones with the power to foment 
profound personal and cultural awakenings—might not have ready answers, much less easy 
answers. Rilke conveyed this priceless wisdom when he wrote the following in Letter to a Young 
Poet:   

I want to beg you, as much as I can … to be patient toward all that is 
unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves like 
locked rooms and like books that are written in a very foreign tongue. 
Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be given you because you 
would not be able to live them. And the point is to live everything. Live 
the questions now. Perhaps you will then, gradually, without noticing 
it, live along some distant day into the answer.iii    

Implicit in Rilke’s words is the idea that to actually live a question requires that we submit to the 
discomfort of not knowing. This takes courage, especially when we have been conditioned to 
seek comfort in knowing—in the Known. But consider: If we settle for superficial answers to the 
big questions rising out of our lives, we will never set our own life course. In contrast, if we 
embrace our lives as a Hero’s Journey, we may come to see that QUESTions can serve as 
powerful catalysts for our unique QUEST—i.e., catalysts for gradually discerning the true 
meaning and purpose of our lives.  
                   
 Could Answers be Overrated? Imagine if I were to set a glass of water before you and 
ask, “What’s in the glass?”  
 You look at the liquid, smell it, touch it, taste it, and then calmly pronounce, “It’s water.”  
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 This causes me to frown and I respond: “That may be the correct name, but this doesn’t 
tell me what it is. So try again, what’s this stuff that you are calling water?”  
 Unruffled, you reply, “OK, it’s an atom of oxygen combined with two atoms of 
hydrogen.”  
 I wave you off, saying, “All you have really given me are more words, more concepts, 
more labels. Look deeper.”  

You squirm in your chair as you try, silently, to figure out what you think I want to hear. 
Noting your mounting frustration, I ask you to consider that you will not know what water is 
until you admit that all your known responses to my question separate you from discovery. In 
other words, it is by admitting ignorance that you will open to a genuine encounter with water. I 
grant you that this idea of  “admitting ignorance” is decidedly countercultural. Indeed, in our 
culture we are often warned that professing ignorance is tantamount to revealing weakness, and 
this we must never do. But might it be that all those stock answers we learned in school actually 
deplete the world of its inherent mystery and that by admitting ignorance, you might actually 
arrive at deeper and more profound understandings?  

You can test this out right now by pouring yourself a glass of water and devoting three 
minutes to exploring what’s really in that glass. Investigate with the innocence of a child, using 
all of your senses. But perhaps you think you’re too busy or that you already know what you’re 
going to find? You don’t! And to be fair, I don’t either. Again: Admit ignorance and open to 
discovery!  

Pour that glass of water, sit with it for three minutes, and pay attention. This is essential 
training for engaging with life as a Hero’s Journey. 
 
 What Might Curiosity’s Role be in Leading a Heroic Life? Recent studies reveal that 
people who are curious tend to orient their lives toward discovery and growth, and so are 
predisposed to engage in novel activities.iv Other research reveals, “Curious people tend to be 
more self-aware. They don’t shy away from the tough questions…  Instead of sleepwalking 
through life or doing what’s expected, they are wondering how to get the most out of their days 
and the most of themselves”v 
 Curiosity, it seems, is an inborn catalyst, not just for learning in general, but for the 
Hero’s Journey in particular. However, unbridled curiosity is not very much encouraged, much 
less celebrated, in our culture. So, consider: Are you exercising your innate curiosity fully? You 
could begin to find out by taking a few minutes to simply list five things that you are deeply 
curious about:  

    I am deeply curious about ____________________________________.          
    I am deeply curious about ____________________________________.          
    I am deeply curious about ____________________________________.          
    I am deeply curious about ____________________________________.          
    I am deeply curious about ____________________________________.          

If nothing comes up right away, be patient. It’s not necessarily your fault if your curiosity has 
been dampened. But be assured that our nature as humans is to be curious; it is part of our 
birthright. And what’s more, the cultivation of our innate curiosity is essential for engaging in 
life as a Hero’s Journey. For without curiosity, we will lack the motivation to follow our 
questions down into the rabbit hole of self-discovery and transformation. So, after you have 
come up with five things that you are deeply curious about, consider how these things, either 
individually or collectively, might actually be pointing you toward your calling in life. For 
example, maybe, since an early age, you have been deeply curious and fascinated by 1-drums, 2-
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fire, 3-clouds, 4-magnets, and 5-eggs. Rather then dismissing these as random categories, what 
if, in some combination or other, these five things are somehow pointing you toward your 
destiny? Then again, maybe they’re not, but the possibility exists that they just might be more 
significant for you than you think. How significant? Well, how curious are you to find out? 
 

How Might You Use Questions to Foment Self-Discovery?: When I encounter young 
people who are dubious about the power of curiosity-driven questions to lead to discovery, 
insight, and personal transformation, I like to introduce them to an inquiry practice from author 
Derrick Jensen.vi It’s easy to do; you just have to persist in asking “Why?” For example, suppose 
that a friend expresses a belief that you find perplexing. Normally, to maintain harmony, you 
might just let it slide. But this time, you really want to understand your friend and so you respond 
with, “I’m really curious to know why you believe that?” It is not that you are challenging the 
veracity of your friend’s belief. Instead, you are genuinely curious about how your friend has 
come to believe as she does. When she explains, you carefully take in her words and, now in a 
state of deepened curiosity, you respond with, “This is so interesting to me. Can you say more 
about why you have come to see it as you do?” Then, imagine this going on for several rounds—
you, genuine in your curiosity, and your friend, noting your sincerity, taking the opportunity to 
explore, probably for the first time, the events and influences that have shaped her stated belief.   

As a way of underscoring the power of this simple practice, take in this exchange 
between a college advisor and a student: 

Advisor: “How’s it going?”   
Student:  “OK.”  
Advisor:  “Can you say more?”   
Student: (looking down) “Well, actually, things aren’t going so great. My grades have taken a            

dive, and I am mostly bored by my classes. The only thing that I’m enjoying is my social    
life.” 

   Advisor: “So, it sounds like the only good thing about college right now is your social life?” 
   Student: (uncomfortable at hearing his own words reflected back) “No, there is more to it than  
      that.” 
   Advisor: “Oh, good. So, tell me, I’m curious: Why else are you still sticking it out in college?” 
   Student: (looking down again) “I guess because this is where I’m supposed to be?” 
   Advisor:  “Really. Why do you believe that are you supposed to be here?” 
   Student: “Because my parents expect me to go to college.” 
   Advisor: “I get it. This leaves me curious to know Why you believe that you have to do what  
        you parents expect you to do?” 
   Student: (a bit shocked by the question) “Because they are my parents… Because  
      they would be upset if I dropped out.” 
   Advisor: “If you don’t mind, please help me to understand: Why would they be upset?” 
   Student: “Because they want me to be successful.” 
   Advisor: “OK, but I’m still curious to know Why you think that going to college will make     
      you successful, especially if you are not having a successful time while you are here?” 
   Student: (a bit defensive) “Because getting a college degree will guarantee that I get a good- 
      paying job.” 

Advisor: “OK, I hear that. And yet I am curious to know Why you believe that making a lot of  
   money is the way to have a fulfilling life; and, while you are at it: Why do you think that you  
   can’t make a decent salary absent a college degree?”   
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   Student: (exasperated) “I don’t mean to be rude, but you are driving me a bit crazy with all   
      these WHY questions.” 

Advisor: “Sorry, that’s really not my intention. I am honestly curious about what you are going  
   through. These questions are about you—your life! Why do you think you are finding them  
   so upsetting?” 
Student: “Because… because… because… I don’t like thinking about all of this. Please let’s 
stop.” 

 
Notice that with each successive Why question, this advisor is pushing the student to 

uncover assumptions underlying his thinking around: i) the meaning and purpose of his life, ii) 
what it means to be successful, iii) the legitimacy of his parent’s authority in directing his life, 
and iv) the appropriateness of college for him at this time. Being on the receiving end of this sort 
of inquiry is understandably unsettling, and it is natural for the one being questioned to bristle. 
But often such bold, direct questions—even when they can’t be satisfactorily answered in the 
moment—take root in the mind and heart of the recipient, and with time, who knows, they just 
might yield insights that blossom into fruitful action.  

In sum, the advisor in this example is prompting the student to consider two paths: One is 
the known path of living in accordance with societal expectations by shunning unsafe questions. 
The other is the more challenging path of grappling with unsafe questions—seeing them as 
essential catalysts for living an examined life. 

Wrap-Up  

Once you have learned how to ask questions—relevant and appropriate and 
substantial questions—you have learned how to learn and no one can keep 
you from learning whatever you want or need to know.    
                                                  –Neil Postman and Charles Weingartnervii 

The Hero’s Journey is seeded by questions. It begins when the hero-in-waiting begins to 
realize that she has unwittingly inherited a boatload of beliefs, behaviors, and attitudes that shape 
and limit her perception of herself and the world. It is through this act of questioning cultural 
givens that she takes the first steps away from what is known, prescribed, and comfortable in her 
life.  

But why would anyone want to do this? After all, isn’t it home that has molded us into the 
person that we currently are? Yes! And, this is the very reason for leaving the Known behind. 
Indeed, an underlying premise of the Hero’s Journey is that the person we have been conditioned 
to be is not the person who we were been born to be, and to become that person, we must first 
leave home.  
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