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I’m sure it’s no surprise to anyone here:  people hate to wait in lines.  They hate 
to wait even if they’re not in lines.   
 
A few weeks ago, there was a story in the New York Times entitled, “Why 
Waiting is Torture,” (August 19, 2012) that talked about why we hate waiting as 
much as we do. 
 
What is it about waiting that makes it so, well, tortuous?  
 
The answer is not having anything to do.  It isn’t the time that you have to spend 
waiting – it’s that there’s nothing to do in that time. 
 
A few years ago, executives at a Houston airport faced a troubling customer-
relations issue.  Passengers were complaining about the long waits at baggage 
claim.  In response, the executives increased the number of baggage handlers.  
The plan worked.  The average wait fell to eight minutes.  Not bad. Actually, it 
was a fantastic response on the part of management. But the complaints 
persisted. 
 
Puzzled, the executives undertook a more careful analysis.  They discovered that 
at this airport it took passengers only approximately one minute to walk from their 
arrival gates to the baggage claim area, and then they waited, on average, seven 
more minutes to get their bags.   
 
So the executives decided on a new approach:  instead of trying to reduce the 
total time it took to get the bags off the planes and onto the conveyor belts – 
which didn’t seem feasible -- they simply moved the arrival gates away from the 
main terminal and rerouted the bags to the outermost carousel.  Passengers now 
had to walk six times longer to get their bags.  Once they got to the carousel, 
there was much less of a wait. The total time from leaving the plane to walking off 
with one’s bags hadn’t changed.  But the complaints disappeared.   
 
What do we learn from this, and what lessons can this teach us on the High 
Holidays?   
 
First of all, I think it can teach us something important about High Holiday 
services.  Why do people find High Holiday services so tedious?  People may 
tell you – or you may tell them – that it’s because they’re so long.   
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But that’s not it.  Many experiences in which we willingly participate take a lot 
longer, and people don’t complain about them.  It isn’t how long services are, it’s 
that there doesn’t seem to be anything to do during them. 
 
The Cantor is chanting along, or the rabbi is speaking, or – more likely – the 
person next to you is speaking.  And it just seems like you’re waiting for 
something to happen – and it never does.  And so you leave, thinking, “Why did I 
put myself through that?” or “I’m glad the High Holidays come only once a year.” 
 
What can make the High Holiday experience draining, discouraging -- even 
tortuous -- is the sense that there’s nothing to do. 
 
What can we do about that?  It is simple: it’s to recognize that there is a lot we 
can do; there is a lot we should do while we’re here.  Praying together is—or 
should be -- very, very different from waiting. 
 
The notion that there is nothing to do arises out of a misunderstanding 
concerning what we are here to accomplish.   
 
This is not a performance.  We are not here to be entertained.  A service is 
ritual theatre, but it is one in which each and every one of us is a vital actor.  One 
does not “attend” services – or one shouldn’t “attend” services; instead, one 
should participate in them.   
 
Each and every one of us, by being here, is making a statement.  We want to be 
part of a group, a group that davens together on the High Holidays, a group that, 
together, wrestles with the existential challenges of living in the world, in this 
crazy mixed-up, sometimes dangerous and sometimes confusing 21st century 
world, as human beings, and as Jews. 
 
We make that statement not by being observers, but by being participants.  
 
Now, admittedly, this isn’t always easy.  We may not have the greatest facility 
with Hebrew or with the distinctive High Holiday melodies.  We may not 
understand the organization or the choreography of the service.  But we can try 
to increase our knowledge.  After all, our new mahzorim are designed with that in 
mind. And we can try to use that knowledge to achieve what our tradition urges 
us to achieve, which is to commune with the words on these pages.  To do that, 
we have to open up our books and read. 
 
I’m inviting each and every one of us to try to use our time together to gain in 
understanding.  We should leave every service knowing a little bit more than we 
did when we entered.  That puts a great deal of the responsibility for getting 
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something out of a service on our own shoulders, not on anybody else’s -- but 
frankly, that’s where it belongs.   
 
Prayer, in our tradition, is not simply the recitation of “bakashot,” of petitions—
much less listening to someone else recite them.  That’s a very limited, frankly 
foreign, understanding of prayer.  Prayer, instead, is an opportunity for us 
together to develop our empathy for suffering in the world, to develop our awe of 
and appreciation for the wonders of creation, to try to feel more a part of our 
community, and to figure out how we’re supposed to act, and what we need to do 
that we’re not already doing. We can only engage in that process if we open our 
minds and our hearts and our eyes and our mouths, and seek to express 
ourselves through the medium of prayer. 
 
I admit that this may seem a formidable challenge – but it sure beats twiddling 
our thumbs, checking our watches, and wondering when it’s all going to be over! 
 
We will not be moved by every prayer experience, but we should be touched.  To 
help allow that to happen, we have to open ourselves up to that happening.  That 
takes effort, but it’s worth it.  
 
That’s one lesson we can learn from that story in the paper.  Being in shul 
shouldn’t be like waiting in line.  There are things to be done, and we should do 
them. 
 
This leads to a second lesson, a more general lesson about life.  Realizing 
how much we detest waiting is a good thing.  It’s a good thing to reflect on, in 
particular, on the High Holidays.  For it reminds us that life is short. We don’t 
want to waste time -- we shouldn’t waste time -- because time is the only thing 
we have, and we have less and less of it every day.  And so this should motivate 
us to contemplate how we are using our precious time here on earth.  Are we just 
biding our time? Are we just entertaining ourselves?  Are we just playing games, 
wiling away the hours?   
 
That’s not good!  Sitting in shul should lead us to the conviction that we should 
indeed try to do something. So many things need our attention!  Poverty is still 
widespread; illness continues to strike down people; injustice remains an ugly 
reality.  We should channel the impatience we feel when we’re waiting into a 
resolve to make the best use of our time to try to improve the world that’s been 
handed down to us, and to leave a better, safer, freer one to the next generation.   
 
Let me conclude by saying what we’re not going to do.  We’re not going to 
rearrange the path you have to follow when you enter this room.  We’re not going 
to create a path around the perimeter, so that it takes you a whole lot longer to 
get to your seat, so you can then look at your watch and say, “Oh, I have less 
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time than I thought before the end of services!”  Instead, let’s hope that our liturgy 
can stimulate us to want to spend even more time than the amount of time we’ve 
allotted to learn more, to grow more, and to do more. 
 
May the coming year be a sweet one for you and your family – and may you not 
spend too much of it waiting!    
 
Shanah Tovah! 


