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The Waiting
Reading Group Questions and  

Topics for Discussion

 1. A theme in this novel is that our memories—good and bad—
shape us. Instead of trying to forget painful memories, the 
characters learn to embrace their past. But Cal reminds Ben, 
“This is a chapter. Not the whole book.” What is your response 
to that?

 2. With which character do you most closely identify? Why?

 3. Mary Ann wanted her family to see that her faith made a 
difference, even—no, especially—as she faced her death. In 
this scene, the family is drinking hot chocolate out on the 
front porch:

“Maggie, how do your hands feel right now, holding on 
to that warm mug after playing in the cold?”
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“Good.”
“Really good?”
She nodded.
“But after a while, that good feeling fades away.”
She nodded again.
“In heaven, that good feeling won’t go away. That 

warm, good feeling is like the presence of God, and it 
will last for all eternity.”

  How do Mary Ann’s words help you feel less fearful of 
death?

 4. After Cal is beaten by Jerry Gingerich in the Deep Woods, 
Bud (the English neighbor) wants to inform the police and 
press charges. Jorie refuses, saying it isn’t the Amish way. 
Who is right? Do you struggle with not fighting back?

 5. This novel is set in 1965 and attitudes reflect that ethos: the 
town’s reluctance to accept an African-American veterinar-
ian (a true event in the author’s childhood) is one example. 
Another is the kinds of therapy used by the Veterans Hospital 
to try to help Ben recover from combat trauma. Are we more 
enlightened or accepting now? Have things changed for the 
better?

 6. Ben told Jorie that he felt as if he was suffocating. What 
made him feel that way?

 7. After Ben tells Cal that he killed a sniper in Vietnam, these 
thoughts run through Cal’s mind:

Cal felt shock jolt through him, to think his brother—
for that matter, to think any Amish man—took the life 
of another . . . he felt sick with disgust. But he worked 
to keep his face empty of judgment. This was why his 
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people avoided war, for just such a thing as this. Who 
knew how he would have reacted, had he been in the 
same situation?

  Cal brings up two points of view before settling on the third. 
As you were reading, what were your reactions to his view-
points?

 8. What kind of a man is Ben? What do you see in his future? 
Do you think he will return to his Plain heritage?

 9. Throughout this novel, Cal and Jorie never said aloud that 
they loved each other. Did they need to? Cite examples from 
the book that show their feelings.

 10. What aspects of this novel particularly resonate with you?

 11. What did you learn about Amish life while reading this 
novel?
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