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PRAYING ON THE HIGH HOLY DAYS – 
AN OPEN LETTER FROM RABBI JAN UHRBACH

We come to synagogue on the High Holy Days for many different reasons.  Some of us want to affirm our
Jewish identity, to feel part of Jewish community, to re-connect with tradition, to re-experience childhood
memories, or to feel close to parents and grandparents.  Some of us come seeking guidance, inspiration,
learning, comfort, challenge or spiritual nourishment.  Some of us come out of a sense of religious or familial
obligation, or guilt.  

Whatever the reason for our coming, what we’re asked to do when we arrive is pray.   And prayer is a problem.
It’s a problem generally, because prayer is rarely easy.  And it’s especially a problem on the High Holy Days –
because the services are so long, because the themes of the liturgy can be so challenging, and because many
of us simply don’t know how to engage.

I offer this letter as an attempt to help -- not with the technicalities of standing and sitting or the meaning of
specific prayers (our prayerbook, Machzor Lev Shalem, does a good job of that) --   but with how to engage,
find meaning, stay present.  Wherever you will be for the holidays (and I do hope you’ll join us at the
Conservative Synagogue of the Hamptons!), I hope you’ll find this helpful.  

SERVICES ARE LONG
Why are High Holiday services so long?  Some people say it’s because we have so much liturgy to get
through, and that’s partly true.  But there’s a much deeper, more important reason:  authentic prayer, especially
transformational prayer, takes time.  

Praying is more than merely reciting words; it’s about encountering aspects of ourselves we rarely if ever see,
shifting our perspective and seeing all things anew, awakening our spirits and sense of wonder.  Prayer is
about connection – with ourselves, with a community of other seekers, and with Someone or Something
beyond ourselves (God, Oneness, the Ground of Being, the All, Goodness, the Source of Life, Ultimate
Meaning, or whatever metaphor you choose for “that which is beyond me”). 

On the High Holidays in particular, our prayer has some additional goals.  We’re trying to  remove our
protective armor – ego, self-deception, rationalization, external and internal “makeup,” posturing – anything that
keeps us from seeing ourselves as we really are.  We’re trying to experience both our vulnerability, and the
true source of our strength.  And perhaps most importantly, we’re trying to get past our self-judgment and
locate a place of gentleness and tenderness – that place where we feel deeply loved and valued, and where
we feel most loving of others.  Even if just for a moment.

That’s the real reason services are long:  it’s because moments like that aren’t easy to come by, and they don’t
happen in a few minutes or even a couple of hours.    The truth is, we could get through the required liturgy in a
fraction of the time, but then very little would “get through” to us. We need time to focus, to get past our
resistances, to delve deeper, to connect.  In other words, services aren’t long because we have a lot of liturgy;
we have a lot of liturgy because we actually need a long service.

DEALING WITH BOREDOM
Few if any of us can stay fully focused and prayerful for the full length of a brief weekday service, much less
the lengthier davening (praying) on Rosh Hashanah or Yom Kippur.  Even those of us who love prayer find our
attention wandering, our energy flagging, our connection waning.  At some point, nearly all of us will feel bored.  
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That’s to be expected, and it’s actually part of the process.  Sometimes it’s due to physical, emotional or
spiritual fatigue.  Sometimes some part of the service just doesn’t speak to us.  Sometimes it’s due to a
misunderstanding of what prayer is, or not knowing how to engage with the service.  Often, though, feeling
disconnected is a form of resistance or fear; we get “bored” when we sense there’s something there (or in here)
we’d rather not face.  

One key to meaningful prayer is hanging in long enough to get past the boredom; that’s where the sweetest
fruit – the real meaning – is found.  Ideally, it does help to begin at the beginning and stay till the end,
experiencing the full arc of the service, with its warm-up and cool-down, and all the peaks and valleys in
between.  But if that’s too much for this year, think about stretching your time in shul by a half-hour or an hour
or so.   Most especially, when boredom strikes, think about employing a different engagement strategy, rather
than leaving, and see where it takes you.

HOW TO ENGAGE
Of course, one way to engage is to pray the words on the page, in Hebrew or in English, either silently or
chanting along with the prayer leader and congregation.  Some people love to lose themselves in the liturgy,
chanting in a kind of meditative way.  Others like to focus on the meaning of the words, taking in the ideas and
themes expressed, sometimes also noting one’s own reactions to them, and/or thinking about the way the
words connect to our own lives.  Just remember that liturgy is poetry, not prose, and needn’t be taken literally
to be taken seriously.  

But keeping up with the congregation and praying the words on the page is by no means the only way.  Here
are some alternative paths to meaningful prayer, which you might try at different points throughout the day:

Choose one particular prayer and linger there.  Abraham Joshua Heschel compared the prayerbook to the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, with great masterpieces everywhere.  Just as some people go to the Met to spend
time with a single painting, or in one gallery, you may find that particular prayers speak especially powerfully to
you – every year or just this year.  If that’s the case, there’s no need to rush forward.  Stay with that prayer
(again, in Hebrew or in English) and allow it to resonate deeply within you.  Savor the sound and feel of the
words.  Explore the many possible meanings, and their connection to you.  What part of you does that prayer
express?  How does it challenge you?  What does it ask of you?  It needn’t even be a whole prayer, it might be
one line, or even just one word.

Pray in your own words.  The formal text of the prayerbook isn’t a substitute for expressing your own concerns,
needs, longings, regrets, gratitude, and praise.  Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav stressed the importance of pouring
out your heart to God as though you were speaking to your closest friend.  You should always feel free to put
down the book and say instead whatever’s on your mind or in your heart.  You can do it silently or quietly in the
company of the community, or go find a private place out on the lawn and say it right out loud!  And don’t worry
if you’re not sure who (if anyone) is listening; the important thing is to open your heart and see what’s there.

Read something else for a few minutes.  Our prayerbook, Machzor Lev Shalem, includes a wealth of
commentary, poetry, explanations and study materials.  If you find yourself distracted for a period of time, or
your prayer energy wanes, wander into the commentary.  Some people bring a book relating to the theme of
the High Holy Days, as additional inspiration.  If you do, choose something that will keep you in a reflective and
prayerful mindset – something that will focus you on inner work, not distract you from it, and help you
reconnect.

Meditate or sit in silence.  The liturgy on the page is not prayer, but only an aid to prayer.  Prayer happens not
on the page but in the heart, mind and soul, and not always in words.  Feel free to close the book, close your
eyes and open reflective space within.  If you already engage in a meditative practice, that may be an
important part of your prayer experience on the High Holy Days.  If you’re not a meditator, this can be a good
time to try.  

Sing.  Have you ever seen a group of kids un-self-consciously singing their hearts out and felt a twinge of
envy?  There’s no reason to feel envious – here’s your chance.  Singing – with words or just a wordless melody
– is one of the most powerful modes of prayer there is.  Singing does for the heart and soul what a good
massage does for the body – it loosens up places of pain and tension, realigns us to be more in tune with



ourselves, and releases toxins.  Singing has a way of bypassing some of our defenses, so we can encounter
parts of ourselves we rarely see – including our childlike side.  So just join in.  It doesn’t matter if you know the
tune or you don’t, if you can sing the words or just want to hum or chant the melody, if you stay on pitch or not.
The point is not to sing well, the point is to sing.  

Listen.  We hear a lot these days about “participatory” services, by which we usually mean lots of
congregational readings and singing.  That’s all great.  But the participation that really counts is inner
participation, inner engagement.  For some of us, that happens more through active listening than through
speaking or singing.  You may choose to simply listen for part of the service – perhaps closing your eyes –
letting the sounds of prayer wash over you:  melodies, words, mumblings, sighs, page rustlings.  Active
listening like that can take you out of your own concerns and connect you with something larger, in many ways
of the essence of prayer.  As you listen, allow yourself to feel part of the prayer community, uplifted and
embraced by the sounds of prayer.  Open your heart to the needs and concerns, joys and pains, fears and
gratitude being expressed by those around you; as you listen, you might try to hear the prayers of Jews praying
on these days all around the world, and throughout history.  Feel your heart swell to contain it all.  

May you be blessed with a moment of genuine prayer on these High Holy Days.
May your heart open, your soul soar, and your tears flow.

May you lose yourself and find yourself, heal and be healed.
And may you be renewed.

Shanah tovah umetukah,
With love, 
Rabbi Jan Uhrbach


