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Questions Rather Than Answers  [c. uhl]   
  

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 Keen1 

 
 When I (c.u.) ask students in my Freshmen Seminar, “What’s comes to mind when you 
hear the word ‘question?’” they frequently respond with words like “answer,” “exam,” “wrong” 
and “stress”. Strikingly, the word “question” is seldom associated with words like “open,” 
“curious,” “discovery” or “delight”.  
 Our attitudes toward questions, whether positive or negative or neutral, are often rooted 
in our childhood experiences. For example, if as a child, your questions were often ignored, or 
worse, ridiculed; or if your parents frequently reprimanded you for “asking too many questions,” 
today you may associate questions with fear and anxiety.  
 But consider that the more reluctant we are, both as individuals and as a society, to 
embrace and delight in questions of all sorts, the more we risk forfeiting opportunities for 
awakening. Indeed, open-ended, probing questions can be valuable triggers for new insights and 
discoveries. University professor Tobin Hart illustrates this with a story about a kid named 
“Gunner”. 
 As a bright but underachieving high school student growing up in New Jersey in the 
1950s, Gunner and his buddies were sometimes taken by bus to Princeton University to attend 
presentations by Albert Einstein and other distinguished physicists of the day. In the midst of a 
particularly confusing lecture, one of Gunner’s classmates asked the assembled scientists if they 
thoughts ghosts were real. Two physicists quickly dismissed the possibility on the grounds that 
there was no hard evidence for the existence of ghosts. That might have been the end of it, but J. 
Robert Oppenheimer, famous for his role in developing the atomic bomb, responded, “That’s a 
fascinating question. I accept the possibility of all things.” He went on to say that “it is necessary 
to find one’s own required evidence” before accepting or rejecting any possibility.  
 Hart relates: “For Gunner [who later became a college professor, himself] this was a 
revelation. Instead of closing down and accepting the world as fixed, Oppenheimer’s perspective 
opened it back up to mystery, to the possibility of all things...”2 A whole world of discovery lies 
latent within most questions. When we offer tidy, prepackaged answers to life’s questions, we 
flatten the world, crimping curiosity and forfeiting opportunities for discovery.  
 
 Might Answers be Overrated? Imagine, now, your response if I were to hold up a glass 
filled with a clear liquid and then ask you to tell me what was in the glass. It looks like water and 
after smelling it and touching it and tasting it, you declare that the liquid is, indeed, water. 
 But I frown and respond: “Water may be the correct label for this liquid, but this doesn’t 
tell me what it is. So, what’s this stuff that you are calling water?”  
 You reply, “Okay, it’s an atom of oxygen combined with two atoms of hydrogen.”  
 But I frown and respond: “All you have really given me are more words, more concepts, 
more labels. Look deeper.”  
 Your face clouds with perplexity as you try figure out what I want to hear. Seeing your 
mounting frustration, I ask you to consider that you will not know what water really is until you 
admit that all of your standard (conditioned) responses to my question separate you from the 
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possibility of discovering, for yourself, what’s in the glass. Only by admitting ignorance will you 
discover the truth of water for yourself.  

I grant you that our culture has conditioned us to believe that admitting ignorance is 
tantamount to revealing weakness, which we must never do. But could it be that all of those 
stock answers we learned in school deplete, in some measure, the world of its mystery? And that 
by admitting ignorance, we could actually achieve a deeper and more profound understanding of 
the world around us?  
 Go ahead and pour yourself a glass of water right now and devote ten minutes to 
exploring what’s really in that glass. Investigate with the innocence of a child, using all of your 
senses. Think of this as a training exercise for awakening. 
 
 Safe Versus Unsafe Questions? In the context of self-discovery and awakening, it is 
useful to make a distinction between unsafe questions—i.e., questions that shake us up, inviting 
us into unfamiliar realms—and safe questions—those that keep us securely ensconced in what is 
familiar. I think of safe questions as those fill-in-the-blank, multiple-choice or true-false 
questions that frequently show up on exams. They don’t call for much active thinking; either we 
have memorized the answer or we haven’t.    
 Unsafe questions, by contrast, don’t have ready answers. You can ponder them all night 
long and still not find a satisfactory response. Here are some examples:    

· What secrets do you keep from yourself?  
· What beliefs, values and longings are at the core of your life right now?   
· What makes your heart sing?  
· What door in your life are you afraid to open?  
· What would it mean for you to be fully and unapologetically yourself?  
· What breaks your heart about being alive in these times? 
· Who are you when nobody is looking?  

Questions like these cannot be answered by spewing out pre-packaged, scripted responses. As a 
result, many of us tend regard them as odd and even inappropriate. Indeed, in all my years of 
compulsory schooling, I don’t recall a teacher ever challenging me to consider that the best 
questions—i.e., the ones with the power to trigger awakenings—are ones that invite us to 
doggedly explore the recesses of our interior life. It wasn’t until college, when I encountered 
these words from Rainer Maria Rilke, that my own love of questions was reinforced:  

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.3    

Rilke knew that to actually live a question requires that we submit to the discomfort of not 
knowing. But consider: If we submit to culturally prescribed answers to the big questions of our 
lives, we will never set our own course. In contrast, when we embrace our lives as a journey 
toward awakening, we discover that it is powerful QUESTions that fuel our QUEST.  
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 Living Your Questions? Geniuses, from Plato and Socrates to Leonardo da Vinci and 
Einstein, have known that cultivating a questioning mind leads to self-knowledge and wisdom. I 
invite you to experience this insight by making a list of questions directed toward yourself. How 
many questions? If I suggested ten, your questions would very likely be the familiar ones that 
you have been asking yourself for years. So, to make this exercise worthwhile, I challenge you to 
come up with one-hundred questions.

Note down any kind of question, from “What’s that spot on my toe?” or “How can I have 
more fun?” to “Who am I becoming?” Anything goes so long as your questions arise from within 
you. Give yourself  twenty minutes to create your entire list; write quickly, without filtering or 
judging. 
 When you are done, read what you’ve got, considering: 1-the patterns or unifying themes 
among your questions; 2-the things that your questions reveal about you; 3-the questions that 
surprise you the most; and 4-the steps you might take to “live” the questions that hold the most 
energy for you.iv  
 
 Awakening Your Curiosity:  Recent research reveals that people who are curious tend to 
orient their lives toward awakening and growth.v Furthermore, “they don’t shy away from 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”.vi  

What’s your deal? Are you fully exercising your innate curiosity? You could begin find 
out by taking a moment to list five things in the spaces below 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 you can't think of five right away, be patient. Our nature, as human beings, is to be curious; it 
is part of our birthright. Indeed, the cultivation of your innate curiosity is essential to discovering 
your life’s meaning and purpose. Absent curiosity, your life questions won’t have the power to 
draw you down into the rabbit hole of self-discovery.  

After you have five things, consider how they, either individually or collectively, might 
point toward your unique calling in life. For example, perhaps from an early age you have been 
fascinated by: 1-drums, 2-fire, 3-clouds, 4-magnets, and 5-eggs. Instead of dismissing these 
items as random categories, consider the possibility that, in some way, not yet clear to you, they 
could be pointing you toward your destiny. Does this possibility make you curious?    

 
 Self-Discovery—The Power of Why: When I meet young people who doubt that 
curiosity-driven questions can lead to self-discovery, I introduce them to an inquiry practice from 
author Derrick Jensen.vii It’s easy to do—you just have to persist in asking “Why?” For example, 
suppose a friend expresses a belief that you find perplexing. Normally, to maintain harmony, you 
might just let it pass. But because you really want to understand your friend, you say, “I’m really 
curious to know why you believe that?” You're not challenging her belief; you simply want to 
know how she has come to believe as she does. When she finishes talking, you are still curious 
and ask her to say more about why she has come to see it as she does. Now, imagine the 
conversation continuing, as you persist in asking why over and over again, inviting your friend to 
come to a deeper/fuller understanding of the events and factors that have shaped her belief.   
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To grasp the power of why in fomenting self-discovery, consider this hypothetical exchange 
between a college advisor and a student: 

Advisor: “How’s it going?”   
Student: “Okay.”  
Advisor: “Can you say more?”   
Student: (looking down) “Well, actually, things aren’t going so great. My grades have taken    
     a dive and I'm bored with my classes. The only thing I’m really enjoying is my social             

 life.” 
Advisor: “So, the only good thing for you about college right now is your social life?” 
Student: (uncomfortable at hearing his own words reflected back) “No, there's more to it  
      than that.” 
Advisor: “Okay. So, tell me, I’m curious: Why do you wish to remain in college?” 
Student: (looking down again) “I guess because this is where I’m supposed to be?” 
Advisor: “Really? Why do you believe that you're supposed to be in college?” 
Student: “Because my parents expected me to go to college.” 
Advisor: “I get it… but I’m still wondering 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, I get that… but I’m still a bit confused. Can you tell me why you think going  
     to college will make you successful, especially given that you are not having a successful   
     time while you are here.” 
Student: (a bit defensive) “Because getting a college degree will help guarantee that I make 

 a lot of money.”  
Advisor: “Thanks, I get that… And this makes me curious to know why you believe that 

 making a lot of money is the way to have a fulfilling life, and, also, why you believe that 
 you can’t make a decent salary unless you have a college degree?”   

Student: (exasperated) “You're making me a little crazy with all of your WHY questions.” 
Advisor: “Sorry, that’s really not my intention. I am honestly curious about what you're  
      going through. These questions are about you—your life. Why do you think you're  
      finding them so upsetting?” 
Student: “Because… because … I don’t like thinking about all this. Please stop.” 

 
 With each successive why question, the advisor was inviting the student to discover the 
assumptions that shaped his thinking about the meaning and purpose of his life, what it means to 
be successful, the legitimacy of his parents' authority in directing his life, and whether college is 
right for him at this time. Ultimately, the advisor was coaching the student to consider two paths: 
the known path—i.e., living up to societal expectations by shunning unsafe questions versus the 
more challenging path of grappling with unsafe questions,  seeing them as possible catalysts for 
awakening. I grant you that this sort of inquiry can be unsettling, and it is natural for the one 
being questioned to bristle. But bold, direct questions, even those that can’t be satisfactorily 
answered in the moment, can sometimes  take root in the mind and heart and yield insights that 
blossom into fruitful action.  
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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 Weingartnerviii 

 
 School culture often transmits the message that the student’s job is to learn the answers to 
their teacher’s questions; and that it’s not OK to be asking questions all the time… not OK to 
exercise our innate curiosity. Dumbed down in this way, it’s no wonder that so many of us 
believe that we have to rely on others to tell us who we are and why we are here. But consider 
this: If the person we have each been schooled to be is not the person that we have been born to 
be, then to become that person, we must be willing to question everything.  
 
 

***** 
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