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Prologue
‘Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening’ (1 Sam. 3.9)

When the Lord first spoke to young Samuel, the young lad did not realize who was addressing him since ‘the word of the Lord was rare in those days, and there was no frequent vision’ (1 Sam. 3.1). Three times Samuel goes to old Eli, the priest of the sanctuary of Shiloh, asking what Eli wants until finally the priest names the one who addresses him: ‘Go, lie down; and if he calls you, you shall say, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening”’ (1 Sam. 3.9).

When he does so, the Lord responds: ‘Behold, I am about to do a thing in Israel, at which the two ears of every one who hears it will tingle’ (1 Sam. 3.11). The young lad receives a word which indeed sets his ears tingling, just as the disciples on the road to Emmaus will say to each other: ‘Did not our hearts burn with us, while he talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the Scriptures?’ (Lk. 24.32).

We too, especially in the secular West, live in an age when the Word of the Lord seems to be rare and ‘there is no frequent vision’. How are we, like Samuel, to learn to hear God speaking to us a word of hope and joy in these ancient texts of the Bible, words that will make our ears tingle? Some people dismiss them as the products of long-dead alien cultures which have nothing to do with us. As with the sacred texts of other religions, others hear them as celestial commandments demanding unthinking submission. How can we respond to them with all of our hearts and intelligence? In this time of uncertainty, when the way ahead is obscure, can we, like Samuel, say, ‘Speak Lord, for your servant is listening’? And how are we to make sense of the words that are given to us and receive their nourishment?


God’s Word does not address us through a celestial megaphone, demanding passive acquiescence. Revelation is God’s conversation with His people, through which we become the friends of God. The Second Vatican Council proclaimed that ‘by this revelation, the invisible God, from the fullness of His love, addresses men and women as His friends and lives among them, in order to invite them and receive into His own company’.1
 These words of the Lord befriend us. Words of friendship are more radically transformative than orders which demand submission. Even the commandments in Scripture can only be understood aright if we see them as spoken in friendship, forming us to encounter the one who said to the disciples, ‘I call you friends’ (Jn. 15.15).

Friendship is never one-way. It implies that words are given and received. So the Bible is filled with people responding to God’s Word with expressions of their own joy and sorrow, their hopes and fears, their uncertainties, puzzlement and anger. The Word became flesh in a person who sought conversation with everyone. From his childhood, questioning of the teachers in the Temple (Lk. 2.46), until he is silenced by death on the cross, he is engaged in endless dialogues, from gentle questions to those in need – ‘What can I do for you?’ – to fierce arguments with his opponents. On Easter day, the Risen Word rises and breaks the silence of the tomb with words addressed to his disciples in the garden. This conversation with God will never end until we are taken up into the eternal, loving conversation of the Trinity, the longed-for home which haunts the human heart.

We chose these 18 Biblical conversations between the Lord and humanity simply because we enjoyed them and not so as to expound any systematic theory about reading Scripture. To our surprise, we discovered that nearly all of the conversations revolved around questions, from the first conversation in the Bible, in which God asks Adam, ‘Where are you?’, to one of the last, in which the Risen Jesus asks, ‘Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?’ So we have called the book Questioning God, because in these conversations so often we find God both questioning and being questioned.

On the cover of this book is an image of the journey to Emmaus (Lk. 24.13–35), by Janet Brooks-Gerloff. After the Resurrection, two disciples flee Jerusalem. On the way they meet a stranger, the Risen Lord, whom they do not recognize, and who walks with them. The encounter is filled with questions. He asks them what they are talking about. They ask him, ‘Are you the only one visiting Jerusalem that does not know what [things] happened in it in these days?’ He responds by asking them, ‘Wasn’t it necessary that the Christ suffer these [things] and enter his glory?’ After he disappears from their sight, they ask each other: ‘Was not our heart aflame within us when he was speaking to us on the way, when he was opening for us the scriptures?’

Why all these questions? Questions, more than commandments, ignite a personal encounter. Indeed, Moses questions the Lord who is revealed in a burning bush. Job hears the terrifying words: ‘Gird up your loins like a man; I will question you and you shall declare to me!’ (Job 38.3). We shall grapple with some of God’s questions to humanity, but not so as to solve intellectual riddles; rather, it will be in the hope that they will open us to a deeper encounter with the Lord and educate us in the art of friendship, which often leads into the happy silence of companionship.

St Paul quotes Isaiah: ‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the human heart conceived, what God has prepared for those who love Him’ (1 Cor. 2.9). These questions, which God puts to us and we to God, take us to the edge of language, beyond what the human heart has conceived. This is why so often the Word of God is poetic, inviting us beyond what can be captured by literal statement. Christianity is not ‘a religion of the book’ but one of encounter with the Lord, and such a personal engagement with the Divine always escapes being fully captured in words.2
 Questions invite us to enter further into the mystery.

We need each other’s help in listening, as the young lad Samuel needed old Eli. This is why we, Łukasz Popko and Timothy Radcliffe, decided that a good way to explore these Biblical conversations was in dialogue with each other. A fruitful conversation is more than the exchange of information or logical debate. It is an encounter of different imaginations. Of course, we share much. We are both Dominican friars who love the Scriptures, but much of the pleasure of our exchanges lies in our differences. Like Eli and Samuel, we are of different generations, Timothy in his seventies and Łukasz in his forties, not that that gives Timothy any claim to the wisdom of old Eli! Łukasz is Polish and Timothy is English. Łukasz is a Biblical scholar, teaching at the École Biblique in Jerusalem, whereas Timothy is an itinerant preacher based in Oxford. Similarity is needed for conversation to be possible, but also difference if it is to be exciting.

We have not chosen conversations that are necessarily among the most important in the Bible, just ones that appealed to us. Our aim is not to clarify their content and arrive at conclusions, summing up what they are all about. Rather, we wish to open up a little of their dynamism, of their play and performance, even, we hope, sharing a little of their fun! For the best conversations between friends often have a ludic dimension. We hope that they will provoke discussion rather than present analyses, further questions rather than conclusions. Each conversation is probably best read slowly, meditatively, as an invitation to the reader to join in the conversation. If one tries to read this book rapidly, one will get indigestion! As Wittgenstein advises his fellow philosophers, ‘Take your time!’3



At various points in the book we have inserted brief pauses, the occasional intermezzo. These are not summaries of what has gone before but are intended to slow the pace of reading, to help our readers digest the texts and reflect on how they might enter into conversation with them.

It is typically Dominican to believe that friendship with God is often refracted through the prism of friendship with each other. St Albert the Great, Aquinas’s master, wrote of the pleasure of seeking the truth together, ‘in dulcedine societatis quaerere veritatem’.4
 St Catherine of Siena declared that there was no greater joy than talking with one’s friends about God. This has been our joy, and we hope that we may share in it too.

Because of geographical separation, Timothy’s illness with cancer and the restrictions on travel imposed by COVID we have not often been able to sit down together and talk face to face. Even Zoom could not be an adequate substitute. So we have communicated largely through email. This was not ideal, but we hope that, despite this limitation, which will sometimes be evident, our conversations may stimulate or provoke your own discussions with friends and opponents, in discussion groups or in prayer with the Lord of the Word.

The translations which Łukasz has prepared do not aim at elegance and fluency. They keep as close as possible to the original Hebrew or Greek, suggesting the underlying word play, with its repetition and variation, evoking the gritty foreignness of the original texts. They may seem strange, but we hope that they will break that sense of the familiarity of the texts, so that they may address us freshly and even put us on the spot.

We also offer an image with every conversation. A conversation is an imaginative act through which one enters another’s view of the world, and is touched by their experience, their delight and sorrow. We hope these images may open a door into the encounter with God that is each conversation, perhaps sometimes more effectively than through the words which we, Łukasz and Timothy, exchange! Nearly all of these images show faces, faces formed in conversation with the One whose face became visible when the Word became flesh. In the image on the cover of this book, we do not see the faces of the two disciples walking with the Lord. If they were to turn around, maybe they would be ours or yours.

Łukasz Popko OP
Timothy Radcliffe OP
Jerusalem and Oxford
The Feast of the friends Sts Basil the Great and Gregory Nazianzen, 2023
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‘Where are you?’ (Gen. 3.8–20)

They heard the voice of YHWH God who was having a walk in the garden in the wind of the day. Then the man and his woman hid themselves from the face of YHWH God among the trees of the garden. And YHWH God called to the man, and said to him, –

‘Where are you?’

He said, –

‘Your voice I heard in the garden. Then I became afraid, because I was naked, and I hid myself.’

He said, –

‘Who told you that you were naked? Is it that from the tree of which I commanded you not to eat from it, you have eaten?’

The man said, –

‘The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me some from the tree, and I ate.’

Then YHWH God said to the woman, –

‘What is this that you have done?’

The woman said, –

‘The serpent deceived me, and I ate.’

Then YHWH God said to the serpent, –

‘Because you have done this, cursed are you among all animals and among all wild creatures; upon your belly you shall go and dust you shall eat all the days of your life. And enmity I will put between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed. He will crush your head, and you will crush his heel.’

To the woman He said, –


‘I will greatly multiply your toils and your pregnancy; in pain you will give birth to children, yet for your husband will be your desire, and he shall rule over you.’

And to the man He said, –

‘Because you have listened to the voice of your woman, and have eaten of the tree about which I commanded you, saying, “You shall not eat of it,” cursed is the soil because of you. In toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life. Thorns and thistles it shall grow for you. And you shall eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread until you return to the soil, for out of it you were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you shall return.’

The man named his wife Eve, because she was the mother of all living.

Łukasz: This is the first dialogue with God recorded in the Bible. Before then, God addressed some words to the man and woman, but we have never heard their answer nor did either of them pose a question. Before the Fall, what would one need to ask or explain? From this original human silence, we presume their tacit agreement and understanding. The unique context of the first exchange of humanity’s words with God reveals the paradoxical condition of any true dialogue: there is speech because there is distance between the speakers.

The moments of deepest unity, communion, between persons – in human relationships, as well as with God – are woven with silence. The presence and immediacy are felt, experienced, expressed, lived in mind and body, through looks and gestures and through all that we are. The deepest communion is beyond words. This is how all of us begin, in wordless communication with our mothers, fathers and carers – before and beyond language.

In the Book of Genesis, the Divine capacity of speech serves to name, create, order and rule the world. First by God, and it is later shared with the man. This naming precedes conversation. What could Adam and Eve talk about before the Fall? They still were naked and without shame, in full transparency. There was nothing to hide, nothing to disagree about, nothing to attack and nothing to defend. There must have been some blessed silence before distrust crept into Paradise. We long for that silence and sometimes we get a glimpse of it.

When the deceived discover the existence of lies and the victims discover violence, their peaceful and friendly garden, which is their world, becomes immediately a very different place. Not all voices are benevolent. Not all words are what they seem to be. This first dialogue with God is born out of confusion and fearful silence, heavy with incertitude, newborn guilt and the hint of death in the long shadows of the afternoon. A known friendly voice became a potentially dangerous voice.

Timothy: I love what you say, Łukasz, about that initial silence between Adam and Eve when no words were needed, that unbroken communion that we first had with our mothers before we talked. I wonder whether you would agree that we move from an original silence, a communion untroubled by shame or blame, through words, years of conversation, sometimes muddled and difficult, towards a new silence which is much deeper, a sort of sharing in the infinite silence of God, a communion beyond all imagination, sharing in the unspeakable simplicity of the Divine life. Tradition has it that at the end of his life St John the evangelist said less and less until all that he would say in his sermons was: ‘Love one another.’ But he had to go through the years of complex theological reflection – writing, thinking, praying – before that simplicity could be attained.

St John of the Cross said: ‘The Father spoke one Word, which was His Son, and this Word He always speaks in eternal silence, and in silence it must be heard by the soul.’1
 So we move from the simplicity of an initial almost naive human silence, in which words are not needed, through all the complex, knotty interactions of human beings to attain, with the grace of God, the untroubled calm of the Divine silence, what St Catherine of Siena called ‘the pacific Ocean’ and ‘the boundless Ocean’.2
 In between times, we can fall – our fall! – into the false simplicity of unreflective sound bites, simplistic slogans that reject all nuance. These blunt words are not part of any journey towards understanding.

Becoming truly simple is a hard slog! So Revelation, that long dialogue between God and humanity, leads us into a friendship in which words are no longer needed, and simplicity is a Divine gift.

Łukasz: One of my Dominican friends is a composer, and with complete frankness he told me once that he is not yet good enough to compose simple music. I bet it is true also about our homilies, PhDs and dialogues! God is simple and asks simple questions.

I translated His question as ‘Where are you?’ In Hebrew, it is in the singular, ‘Where art thou?’ I love that introduction. It breaks this fearsome silence wonderfully. God gives Adam and Eve, the hiding couple, their freedom to step out and answer. He is not seeking them as one would hunt for an animal or worse for a lost object. This question gives them back their – so easily forgotten – Divine capacity of speech.

It is a terrible bother to prepare for difficult dialogues. Sometimes we spend half of the night pondering and wondering what the best opening sentence would be. ‘Where are you?’ is a great opening question. It is not an accusation in disguise of a rhetorical question like ‘What have you done?’ or ‘Who has done it?’ or, even worse, ‘Where is my apple?!’ From the very beginning, it is all about the man and woman and not about the fruit.

So let us ask our forgotten friends, our apparent enemies and angry siblings: ‘Where are you now?’ and let those addressed react, reflect and answer. In a complex situation – and which one is not complex after the Fall? – the interlocutor needs some space and a question to help to make sense of his or her world. The answer of the Man was partial, biased and still confused, and yet by speaking he begins to reconstruct the world that has been just shattered. With this dialogue, the slow recreation of the broken world is beginning. In her drawing Adam, the artist makes us see the Man incomplete, headless, as if the bright ideas of God and the matter of this earth have not matched yet. Maybe the author thought about the act of creation from Genesis 3. I think that it could also reflect Adam after the Fall: disintegrated, alone, sitting in the dirt. The humans needed another creation, another creative word.

The delicacy of God’s first question makes me think about the timing. Was God waiting for Adam and Eve to get ready before he asked? They have just invented clothing, have had some time to get dressed – and how odd must that have been! Did they even have words for shame and lost dignity? Their Creator did not appear impromptu. He let the couple raise their defences, mend a bit the collapsed world, feel safer. Love is patient, isn’t it?

Timothy: Yes, Łukasz, it is marvellous that this first conversation between God and humanity begins with this gentle question, ‘Where are you?’, inviting Adam to come out of hiding. Already we are pointed to the last conversation of the disciple with the Risen Lord in the
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