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There is an old joke out there about a Sunday School teacher—or maybe a preacher doing the 

Time with the Children—giving the children a little lesson about being industrious and prepared, 

and she said to the children, I’m going to describe something, and I want you to raise your hand 

when you know what it is.”  The children were excited to show her what they knew and leaned 

forward eagerly. “I’m thinking of something that lives in trees and eats nuts …” No hands went 

up. “It can be gray or brown and it has a long bushy tail …” The children looked around the 

room at each other, but still no one raised a hand. “It chatters and sometimes it flips its tail when 

it’s excited …”   Finally, one little boy shyly raised his hand, and the teacher breathed a sigh of 

relief and said, “Oh, good. What do you think it is?”  “Well,” said the boy, “it sure sounds like a 

squirrel to me, but I know the answer’s got to be Jesus!” 

 

Jesus may be the answer for Sunday School children, and lots of other people, but if one really 

looks at the Gospels and the ministry of Jesus, we might say instead that Jesus is the question. 

 

Jesus asks a lot of questions. 

 

In fact, asking questions is central to Jesus’s life and the way he teaches and interacts with 

everyone he meets. Jesus is not the Answer Man. He doesn’t offer tips living in a nice easy top 

ten list like some sort of spiritual Dear Abby. Instead, he’s more of the Great Questioner. In fact, 

Jesus asks many more questions than he is asked. People who like to count things like this have 

figured that, throughout the four Gospels, Jesus asks 307 different questions. In contrast, he is 

asked only 183 questions.1 

 

More remarkably, he directly answers only a small handful of the questions he’s asked. 

Depending on how one counts, Jesus answer a mere three, or as many as eight of those 183 

questions. However you look at it, it’s a decidedly small number. Jesus definitely prefers to ask 

questions rather than to provide direct answers.2 

 

It makes sense that Jesus would ask questions. Asking questions is a time-honored practice for 

everyone from educators to therapists. The teachers out there know this. Good questions produce 

good results. Questions can help check for the effectiveness of your lessons—or they can open 

up space for creativity and exploration. 

 

Questions can be closed-ended or open-ended, and different types of questions will elicit 

different responses. A closed-ended question implies that there is a preferred answer … a right 

answer. How many planets are in the solar system? Well, that might actually be an open-ended 
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question. How many moons orbit the planet Mars? The answer is two. How do I look in this 

outfit? If you know what’s good for your relationship, you know this is a closed-ended question, 

and the answer is always, “You look wonderful.” 

 

Open-ended questions are different. Open-ended questions have no one correct or implied 

answer. Each person might answer an open-ended question differently, based on their 

knowledge, experience, and context. The answer to an open-ended question can change over 

time. It can expand our thinking. It can send us in a new direction. Where shall we go on 

vacation this year? What would happen if California seceded from the Union? What should I do 

with my time after I retire? 

 

Open-ended questions can make us uncomfortable. They often have no easy answer. An 

unanswered question produces anxiety—a sense of discomfort and disruption. But in the space 

that opens in our unease, new creative possibilities can emerge. I have a friend who says that for 

her, open-ended questions don’t even have to be answered for them to have an effect on her. 

Merely having asked the question puts her into that creative space of the possible.  

 

Such probing, open-ended questions are very much like the other favorite teaching tool of Jesus: 

the parable. Like a good parable, a probing question communicates indirectly; the person who 

hears a parable or a good question must listen carefully, and has to do the work him or herself to 

figure out the answer.3 

 

Sometimes a question can be both closed- and open-ended, depending on the context. The 

question we’re considering today, “What are you looking for?” is one of those that can be either 

straightforward or profound. When I’m standing in the cat food aisle in Pet Food Express, and 

the sales associate says, “what are you looking for?” I can say, “my cat has an allergy to chicken, 

and I’m looking for a canned food without any chicken products.” The salesperson can easily 

help me, and I can find exactly what I’m looking for. 

 

But other times, that same question feels indefinite. Do you ever go to the refrigerator, thinking 

you’d like something, and you pull open the door, and then just stand there? Maybe the yogurt… 

no, that’s not quite it. The guacamole? No, that was a little too spicy. Let’s see, there was that 

fried rice take-out, but I think that’s been in here a couple days too long. And you stand there 

until you hear your dad’s voice in your head: “Close the door! You’re letting all the cold air 

out!” 

 

So you close the door. And you hear Bono singing in your head, “I still haven’t found what I’m 

looking for.” 

 

Jesus is asking us, “What are you looking for?” What are you looking for? I can be glib and 

answer that question… I’m looking for the perfect handbag. You know, one that’s not too big 

nor too small. I can put everything I need in it, and it doesn’t get too heavy. It has lots of pockets, 

but not so many that I can’t find my stuff, and it absolutely has to have a leash for my keys so 

they don’t get lost in the bottom of the bag, and it has to have an adjustable strap, because fixed 

straps are always too long on me. 
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But if I’m honest with myself, I know that what I’m looking for isn’t the perfect handbag. And if 

I allow this question to sit inside me and linger, unanswered, it opens up a sense of longing, of 

yearning. And it’s so acute this time of year, isn’t it? It’s as though there is “an unquenchable 

longing that stands at the center of the [holiday] season.”4 I feel that longing when I think of 

Christmas. And it’s not so much that I am longing for the ideal Christmas of my memory, 

because it seems there was always a sense of longing in every Christmas I have experienced. 

 

If you ask me to reconstruct a Christmas from memory, I would be able to smell the scent of pine 

from the tree in my grandparents’ house, set up with little bubble lights in front of the window 

that looks out over the desert, and feel the heat from the fire in the fireplace that heated up the 

whole ground floor of the house. And Grandpa is there, taking Super 8 movies and playing the 

organ and singing Christmas carols. And everyone is there—my parents, and my brother, and my 

aunts and uncles, and all my cousins. And even Mike is there, who never met my grandparents, 

and my cousins’ children, who never knew their great-grandmother. And my own granny, who 

died when I was eight, is there, too, crocheting slippers for her great-great-grandchildren.  

 

In this Christmas, the “Christmas of my longing, all the broken and scattered pieces of life are 

gathered up and put together in ways that were never possible in any ‘real’ Christmas. This is 

something more than nostalgia, and more profound as well, because what we long for is not 

merely a Christmas from our past, but a gathering up of our past, present, and future into a 

harmony that is not achieved in the days of our lives.”5 

 

What we are longing for is “to have the broken and scattered pieces brought together in ways 

that we are unable to do.”6 Our longing, is, I believe, a longing for God—a yearning for a 

homecoming, not just to be home with loved ones, all those saints of our lives, past and present, 

but to find a home with God.  

 

“As a deer longs for flowing streams,” the psalmist proclaims, “so my soul longs for you, O God. 

/ My soul thirsts for God, / for the living God.”7 St. Augustine said it, too, that our hearts are 

restless until they find rest in God. And the philosopher Blaise Pascal said that there is in each of 

us an infinite abyss that can only be filled with God. 

 

Once I step away from the refrigerator and close the door, I know that anything I try to fit into 

that infinite abyss—whether it’s the elusive just-right snack, or even the perfect handbag—if it is 

not God, it will leave empty corners in my life that will continue to echo and ache. 

 

Jesus asks, at various times in his ministry, “What are you looking for?” Perhaps, for Jesus, this 

is the question. Perhaps it is, for us, too. Amen. 
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