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A Year in Review 

 

After we accepted the position at YIOP one year ago, I was often asked what my expectation was 

for myself and the congregation. While I never fully formed a concrete picture in my mind, I can 

safely say that I never imagined it would look like this. Although our first year here turned out to 

be both unprecedented and unexpected, perhaps we can reflect on and share some of what we've 

learned thus far. 

 

As we mentioned in Peshischa on the Parsha Thursday night, the Chiddushei HaRim explains 

that the Parah Adumah (Red Heifer) serves as an atonement for the Eigel Hazahav (Golden Calf) 

because it counteracts the lack of faith then with an act of complete faith now. Because it has no 

readily understood reason, the only motivation to fulfill the mitzvah is out of an absolute 

obedience to Hashem, and nothing else. For others, however, atonement for the Eigel HaZahav 

was not as easy as bringing a communal sacrifice. 

 

The Midrash Rabbah at the beginning of Parshat Tzav explains that Hashem wanted to erase 

Aharon from the Torah on account of his part in the Eigel. Moshe, in response to Hashem’s 

wish, pleads with Him on the basis of Aharon’s children. Making the case that his children's 

character alone vouches for Aharon’s standing, Moshe davened on his behalf, and Hashem 

listened. Hence, the Midrash explains, the pasuk which begins Parshat Tzav: “Tzav et Aharon, 

v’et banav...” (Vayikra 6:2), ‘Instruct Aharon, then his children’. We read about that dynamic 

with his children this week, as well, when Aharon passes on the Kehunah (Priesthood) to his 

son, Elazar (22:28). Aharon dies atop the mountain to the people’s disbelief and sorrow, 

mournful that they lost their -now- beloved leader (Rashi, 22:29). At this point, not only had 

Aharon achieved atonement through the nobility of his children, but the people as a whole had 

entirely bought into the Torah and the leadership he provided them. 

 

This argument of Moshe Rabbeinu, and the change of heart of the Jewish people, is echoed in a 

sentiment mentioned later in Chukat. The ambiguous, celebratory song exclaims: “The leaders 

dug a well, the volunteers of the nation mined it...” (21:18). Rashi explains that the “leaders” are 

Moshe and Aharon, but he doesn’t comment on whom “volunteers of the nation” refers to. The 

Sfas Emes (5638) explains that it simply means the common people of Israel, who took the 

guidance of Moshe and Aharon and “dug deeper”. For this reason, says the Sfas Emes, the song 

was sung by the Jewish people- “Az yashir Yisrael” (21:17), and not by Moshe, as it was in 

Beshalach (Shmot 15:1). This time, the focus was on the people, who’d committed to the 

teachings of Moshe and Aharon; who were credited with “mining” the well that was dug for 

them, but even deeper.  



 

In high school, I had the privilege of playing basketball under the guidance of a well-respected 

coach named Terry Truax, a former assistant to the legendary Dean Smith. I’ll never forget how 

he introduced himself to us, and the humility in which he described his approach to leadership: 

“A coach is only as good as his players play”. The concept applies in almost any industry, and I 

have surely felt it here, at the Young Israel of Oak Park. 

 

While I knew that when I got here I wanted to teach, I underestimated how much the 

congregation wanted to learn. Now, 12 months and hundreds of classes later, I feel bad that I 

can't allocate enough time to fulfilling other class requests. Our team is made up of dozens of 

committed “player” families. Our family is constructed of so many “volunteers” who care deeply 

for the growth of the Shul. Rikki and I have felt blessed by not only the warm welcomes, but 

even more so by the overwhelming enthusiasm and support for so many of the shul’s ongoing 

initiatives. Between the classes, social programs, youth events, and daily minyanim, I feel that 

the vision I laid out during my Shabbos Shuva drasha -of a shul which provides something 

meaningful for everyone- is truly a reality. Sure, we’ve had our setbacks, especially in the last few 

months, and we certainly have work to do on every front, but the amount we’ve already grown is 

encouraging, and humbling. 

 

Dealing with a pandemic was not part of the vision, but it certainly affirmed its foundation. 

Coming together in creative ways, we continued providing ongoing and added value in fostering 

religious growth. We never once missed a weekly class, and we even added new educational and 

davening opportunities. People have responded kindly to newer forms of supporting shul 

initiatives, and committees have worked diligently to try accommodating the new reality. We 

delivered care packages and goodies to people’s doorsteps to celebrate different occasions, and 

we’ve maintained a network of chessed and support to different members in need. As we began 

to open back up, people have respected the safety measures and have remained sensitive to 

those who cannot yet take the same steps. And we’ve even gained a handful of members through 

the ordeal! As the shul has stepped up, people have noticed, and they’ve chosen to join our 

special community. 

 

Looking back, of course I’d prefer a more “normal” first year. Through this process, however, 

I’ve gained an appreciation for our community. The true character of one's commitment really 

shows when you test its mettle, and  the people have responded with resilience. I’m proud of the 

commitment to growth that our shul has, and I’m excited for the next year, when we can build 

on our already-growing foundation. And I, too, look forward to growing as a Rav with you. As I 

said last year during Parshat Chukat, Aharon was punished for not correcting Moshe after 

hitting the rock the first time. I look forward to continuing my learning from your feedback too. 

 

Rikki and I thank the YIOP family for your ongoing support, positive enthusiasm, and 

constructive criticism during these past 12 months. We thank the Board for granting us our first 

vacation this week, and we look forward to starting our second year with a greater appreciation 

for what our community is capable of. Thank you, and Shabbat Shalom. 

 

Rabbi Katz 


