
By Chaya Silber

F E A T U R E
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Avi’s story:

I
t all began with my parents coming 
into my room and telling me to pack 
up my things. “You’re going away 
for a few weeks to a camp upstate.”  

“NO WAY!” I shot back. “I’m not 
going. And even if you drag me 
there in handcuffs, I’ll just run 
away.” 

At that point my father showed 
me a court order and told me I had no choice. 
It was the only way to keep me out of a juvenile 
detention center. 

I was trapped. 
Of course, back then I still believed that I hadn’t 

done anything wrong. True, I had taken my fa-
ther’s car out the night before, but he’d said it 
was okay as long as I was home by midnight. 
How was I supposed to know that a cop would 
decide to pull me over, insist that I was speeding, 
and make me take a sobriety test? I had no idea 
I’d be hauled into the station for fingerprinting, 
and my father would have to bail me out after I 
spent a miserable night behind bars. And it wasn’t 
the first time either. 

Rock climbing

My parents didn’t tell me exactly where we were heading 
but I could see that we were going north. I remember it was 
the middle of May, but it was very cold and rainy, and the 
atmosphere in the car was even chillier. My mother didn’t 
stop sniffling and my father was very quiet. his hands gripping 
the wheel tightly. I sat back in my seat, refusing to give my 
parents the satisfaction of seeing how angry I was.

The ride was endless. We finally reached our destination 
just as the sun was setting. It looked like an abandoned camp-
site in a clearing in the middle of the woods. We may have 
been in the mountains, but we were nowhere near Wood-
bourne or any other place I’d ever been to. I followed my 
parents to a small trailer where a man was sitting outside.

He was a bear of a man with a grizzled beard. He shook my 
hand, introduced himself as Steve, and told me to follow him. 
“This is where you’ll be sleeping,” he said, pointing to the 
forest. All I saw were tarps strung out between the trees with 
some boys in them. Was he kidding?

“For once, try to behave yourself,” my father said. “There’s 
no point in fighting because you’re not going to win. I’m sure 
this experience will teach you a lot, even if you don’t see it 
right now.”

My mother then threw her arms around my neck and cried. 
I felt sorry for her. She always had my back. It wasn’t her fault 
that I was a messed-up kid. My father shook my hand, angrily 
warned me that it was my last chance to stay out of jail, and 
then they drove away. 

So there I was, in the middle of the woods with this guy 
Steve and a few other boys including Moish, an oversized guy 
with a scowl to match; Ari, whom I wouldn’t want to meet in 
a dark alley; Yoely, who gave me a look of withering contempt; 
and Shaya and Mikey, two brothers who had been in foster 
care since they were five years old.

 Steve proceeded to give us a speech about how we were 
now a team responsible for each other, and that all privileges—
including the right to an insulated tent or extra snacks—had 
to be earned. “If one of you messes up, the entire team will 
be punished,” he said. “Wake up time is 6:00 a.m. You will 
get only one reminder before we leave you behind.”

When Moish muttered that he wasn’t going on any stupid 
hikes, Steve wasn’t fazed. “No problem,” he said. “Just remem-
ber that we’ll be hiking for three or four days—and there’s no 
cell phone service, so you’re on own here, buddy.”

That first night I thought I’d never fall asleep. I kept hearing 
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growling, but maybe I was only imagining 
it. I was wearing two pairs of socks, my old 
army boots, plus a North Face jacket and a 
sweater, but I was still shivering. The snoring 
of my new “teammates” also kept me awake. 
At 6:00 a.m., just minutes after I’d finally 
dozed off, an alarm sounded. A second later 
Steve pulled the tarp aside and barked, “Get 
up and get dressed!”

I decided not to push my luck on my first 
day. I would just bide my time until I could 
figure out how to escape. So I joined the 
others around a fire where they were cooking 
“breakfast”: oatmeal with raisins. The only 
guy who was still asleep was Yoely, who 
eventually sauntered out ten minutes later. 
Steve didn’t say a word about his being late, 
only announcing that our daily hike had now 
been extended from seven to nine miles—
most of which was uphill. It was my first 
introduction to collective punishment. It 
was a way to teach us that our actions 
impact the others around us.

If looks could kill, Yoely would have 
been felled on the spot.

I’d never been on a nine-mile hike 
before. The first two miles were sort of fun, 
just getting into a rhythm. But the rest of 
it was torture. My feet were soon covered 
in blisters, and every muscle was screaming 
in agony. There were very few breaks, 
mostly to make sure we drank enough 
water. 

At one point Ari sat on the ground and 
refused to take another step. Steve just gave 
him an ultimatum: he would cooperate, or 
all of us would have to walk another mile 
before sunset. Ari didn’t want to mess with 
us, so he stood up without another word.

We staggered into our campsite just after 
dark, more dead than alive. I wanted to 
collapse but there was no rest for the 
weary: if we wanted to eat we had to 
prepare dinner, which meant making a fire 
to cook our food. 

The following morning, no one over-
slept. Before we set out, we were treated 
to a crash course in wilderness survival. It 

Rabbi Shmuel Gluck

was actually kind of interesting, but I really 
hoped that I would never be dying of 
hunger to the point where I would have to 
trap an animal and eat it. 

On the fourth day, we went spelunking, 
which I learned means exploring an un-
derground cave. Before we climbed down 
our rope ladders, Steve explained the 
dangers of a sudden rainstorm, which 
could trap us in fast-moving water. We 
learned how to use a safety net and how 

to operate those lights on our helmets. It 
was exhausting and I had abrasions on my 
knees and elbows, but eventually we made 
it out the other side. 

That night Steve told us that if we kept 
up our winning streak, with no misbehav-
ior or acting out, we would be given a 
warmer, more insulated tarp. We would 
graduate to a real tent on week number 
three—if we made it that far.

We had to wash our clothes for Shabbos 

in the icy creek, wringing them out 
until our arms were sore. We spread 
our shirts out to dry. They were stiff 
as boards when we put them on in the 
most desolate place I’d ever seen. We 
also washed our dishes in the same 
creek with some soap, and cleaned up 
the campsite.

On Shabbos, there were no group 
activities. We had quiet time. 

Most of us were struggling to find 
our place, so it was each to his own. 
My father had brought my tefillin along 
and although I didn’t think I would 
ever wear them, a week into my stay 
I found myself reaching for them one 
morning. Winding the straps around 
my arm felt familiar and welcoming in 
this cold and hostile place. I was still 
furious at my parents for having 
dumped me there, but in an odd way, 
I felt free and light.

The first time we were allowed to 
make a phone call home from the 

trailer I declined. They had brought me here against my will, 
and nobody was going to force me to call. But I did miss home, 
just a little bit, so ten minutes before candlelighting the follow-
ing Shabbos I called. Just hearing my mother’’s voice made me 
sad but also comforted.

Then one day Shaya disappeared. 
Sometime in the afternoon, during another endless hike, we 

realized that he was gone. Mikey began to bawl; even though 
the two of them had been sniping at each other, they were actu-
ally very close. Steve stopped the hike and radioed for help. The 
cops showed up; they’re aware of the program and assist Steve. 
A search was begun. We stayed put in the meantime, watching 
the excitement and getting more anxious as time passed.

Shaya was found four hours later. He’d reached civilization 
and had hitchhiked to the next town. He was kept in the station 
overnight and brought back the next day. All of the wind had 
been let out of his sails. He was subdued and very depressed. 
We all were, realizing that we were totally stuck

“I just want to get out of here, man,” Shaya said to me.
“So do I,” I told him. “But it seems like the only way to beat 

’em is to join ’em.” That had become my attitude.
It took some time, but I began to get it. The things we do definitely 

affect other people, whether or not we realize it. One time Shaya 
forgot to hang up his leftover food after dinner, and we had a 

WE WOULD GRADUATE 
TO A REAL TENT ON WEEK 

NUMBER THREE—IF WE 
MADE IT THAT FAR.
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midnight visit from a grizzly and her cub. 
They scared us out of our wits and Shaya got 
stuck with “fire building” duty for three days. 
Later, after we were already in our upgraded 
tarps, it occurred to me that I really wasn’t 
so miserable after all. I’d lost a bit of blubber, 
my muscles had stopped complaining, and 
my feet had developed calluses and didn’t 
hurt me anymore.  

 I’d learned how to start a fire, build a 
shelter and forage for food. I could catch a 
fish for my dinner and cook it on an open 
flame. I did my own laundry and kept 
myself hydrated and warm. 

We did a lot of writing. I wrote in my 
journal every day, and we were made to  
write to our parents once a week. To be 
honest, I’d never thought of things from 
their perspective. Now that I wasn’t home, 
I was able to see things more objectively. I 
also read and reread the letters they sent 
me. 

Eventually we really did become a team 
working with each other, with Steve our 
undisputed leader. There were other people 
on the staff—a social worker, two therapists 
and a safety instructor—but Steve was king. 
He was honest to a fault, didn’t mince 
words, and most importantly,  taught us 
the meaning of trust and self-respect.

Today, when I read my early entries, 
dripping with hatred toward my parents 
and the world I am shocked, but glad that 
that angry kid is gone. 

I know that the tools I learned, both the 

hard skills (first aid, animal safety, wilder-
ness survival) and the soft skills (emotional 
regulation, temper control, responsibility 
to the group), helped me cope with the real 
world when I got home.

Why a Boot 
Camp

Rabbi Shmuel Gluck, the director of 
Areivim, an organization committed to the 
health, growth and stability of young 
people, was at a crossroads.

He’d spent most of his life counseling 
confused teens, families in crisis, couples 
who didn’t see eye to eye, and young men 
and women struggling to find their path.

He dedicated hours each day to answer-

Boot camp, or as it is also known, wilderness camp, is 
a highly controversial but potentially highly effective 
therapy that has been around for years. There are a variety 
of such camps, many of them based in Utah, Colorado and 
Arizona. These programs, which are geared to troubled 
teens who struggle with extreme behaviors and/or addic-
tion, are usually run by former military men. The culture 
is similar to that of the army, with intense hikes, hours of 
punishing exercise and severe consequences for infractions. 
These programs are often prohibitively expensive and last 
for months at a time. They keep troubled teens in a con-
trolled environment where they have no wiggle room, their 
usual triggers are absent, and their destructive behaviors 
and thought patterns are restructured.

Although these camps have turned around the lives of 
many troubled teens, critics are wary of the lack of regula-
tion, along with worrying allegations of abuse. For Jewish 
teens, the cultural and social differences between them 
and a typical troubled teen are vast. Many parents are wary 
of these programs—and for good reason. But where do 
you go when there’s no place to go?

The Village Leadership Expedition, or VLE, was first 
conceived five years ago under the guidance of the legend-
ary Rabbi Ronnie Greenwald. It began with a core group 
of six young men who, in the words of Rabbi Gluck “were 
completely out of control. They were punching holes in 
the wall, beating up family members, and were oblivious 
to threats of consequences.”

Located near the tiny community of Leeds, half an hour 
from Tannersville, New York, the VLE is as far from a 
“Breslov-style” retreat or “fun” experience as one can get. 
At the same time, it avoids the pitfalls and dangers of a 
non-Jewish military camp, as there is a rigorous system of 
accountability and parents are frequently updated on their 
child’s progress. 

Unlike the other programs, parental involvement plays 
a pivotal role in the VLE’s success. In fact, one non-nego-
tiable element is the mandatory letters between parents 
and children. In these heartfelt letters, the parents are 
instructed to describe the impact  the child’s destructive 
behavior has had the family unit, as well as their trust that 
their child will succeed.

The success of the boot camp model has been confirmed 
by numerous studies over the years. As Rabbi Gluck ex-
plains, it’s all about behavior modification to halt the 
momentum of destructive or addictive behavior and giving 
troubled young men a “reality check.”

“This is not a fun or exciting experience by any measure,” 
he says. “It’s very hard work, and the boys are miserable 
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ing  phones, helping with job and school 
placements, and diffusing tense situations.

But recently he’d been encountering a 
new phenomenon: the out-of-control 
young man who was lashing out. These 
guys had been bounced around from ye-
shivah to yeshivah and then from job to job, 
defying authority, at times stealing money 
from family, threatening violence when 
confronted, experimenting with illegal 
substances and being accountable to no 
one. 

For these young men, the community 
Rabbi Gluck had built from the ground up 
in Hillburn (see sidebar) wasn’t a solution.

Graying, soft-spoken and laid-back, 
Rabbi Gluck seems like the last person one 
would expect to be the driving force behind 
the first year-round wilderness/boot camp 
geared for Jewish boys.
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at first. We take them to a very rough place 
where there are are no basic amenities or 
even a place to sleep. Everything you need 
to survive has to come from your own 
efforts.

“Typically, a defiant young man has 
learned how to turn the system to his 
advantage. For example, if he has a clash 
with his mother, he runs to his father or 
to his therapist or mentor for validation, 
and vice versa. If he’s really pressed to the 
wall, he’ll disappear for a day or two, 
“crash” by his friends and get his parents 
so shaken up that they stop trying to dis-
cipline him. But in a boot camp environ-
ment, these behaviors  get you nowhere. 
The boys learn the concept of cause and 
effect, and that actions have conse-
quences.

“If you take food that doesn’t belong to 
you, you’ve just created an issue you need 
to solve on your own by taking responsi-
bility. Neglecting your duties or causing 
harm to another member of your team 
will create a mess that only you can fix.”

 Typically, such behaviors will cause the 
entire group to be penalized, which 
means that the young man needs to deal 
with the reactions of others and make 
things right again—because he has no 
other option. He’s miles away from civi-
lization and dependent on these team-
mates for his own survival. If he tries to 
escape, the local police will track them 
down and return them to the group. 

The program is carefully monitored, 
with multiple safety measures in place to 
prevent any opportunity for abuse.

The most important part of the program 
is the daily debrief/truth circle, which 
takes place early in the evening just before 
bedtime. As its name implies, the debrief/
truth circle is the moment of truth. It’s 
the place where the young men discuss 
the issues of the day, work out their dif-
ferences, discuss thoughts and/or frustra-
tions, and give each other feedback on 
how they are doing. 

A Wrenching 
Choice

When I ask about the parents and why 
they would send a child to a program such 
as this, Rabbi Gluck doesn’t mince words.

“It’s not a cheap program, and it’s pretty 

intense. It isn’t easy for parents to make this 
decision. By the time our program is recom-
mended they have tried virtually everything, 
and they still can’t keep their child under 
control. Sometimes the recommendation 
comes from a psychiatrist or the court.”

Of course, not every troubled young man 
needs such an extreme program, especially 
if disturbing or aggressive behavior is caught 

From darkness, emerging into light
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early. “I am in favor of the slow-bake ap-
proach,” Rabbi Gluck explains. “It’s much 
healthier to work with your child, teaching 
him that actions have consequences before 
things spiral out of control.”

Rabbi Gluck recommends that any parent 
who is unsure about the Torah’s approach 
to discipline learn Sefer Mishlei thoroughly. 
“Mishlei, written by the wisest of men, 
Shlomo Hamelech, teaches many of these 
core concepts, such as responsibility, cause 
and effect, and the importance of tough love, 
with the right hand drawing the child closer 
as the left hand puts him in his place.”

There is a fine line between giving your 
child space and holding him accountable for 
his actions, and it’s difficult to get it right. 
Parents often do their best, but their best is 
simply not good enough. 

In the usual scenario, a young man 
between the ages of 13 and 17 (the program 
doesn’t accept anyone over 18 because adults 
can leave of their own free will) is brought 
to the boot camp by a parent or social worker. 
In extreme situations, a “transport” company 
with security guards can be hired to bring a 
defiant teen from point A to point B, but that 
rarely occurs.

Rabbi Gluck adds, “Most of the time they 
arrive kicking and screaming. Sometimes 
they know where they’re headed, but they 
often have no idea. They suddenly find them-
selves without a safety net, financial resources 
or the ability to get around. They can act out 
all they want, but the sparks don’t ignite a 
fire. Their only hope lies in learning how to 
get along with each other and make their stay 
as comfortable as possible.”

Before they are accepted into the program, 
the young men must undergo a rigorous 
screening process, which includes a multi-
part assessment by a physician and a psy-
chiatrist. This is to ensure that the applicant 
is physically capable of participating and 
that there are no medical conditions that 
would make it dangerous.

Some medications, for example, can 
cause someone to dehydrate quickly or 
render him unable to complete the 
program. Young men with a mental illness 
such as schizophrenia or bipolar disorder 
are also unsuitable candidates, as their 
emotional state is too vulnerable. The boys 
must drink a certain amount of fluids as 

well as consume adequate nourishment.
But most importantly, the program is 

therapeutic, with several individual and 
group therapy sessions daily aside from 
the  group debriefing and regular journal-
ing, as the young men slowly gain in self-
awareness.

“Most young men stop fighting reality  
rather quickly because they realize it’s futile 
and start communicating, even if only in 
grunts or short bursts. These early attempts 
at communication and team-building may 
be raw, but as time goes on they are forced 
to reach out to others because there is no 
other choice. They learn through trial and 
error that cooperation can replace aggres-
sion, and the only way to achieve their goals 
is through negotiation.”

The boys are guided by a team of surviv-
alists headed by Steve Lewanick, who has 
years of experience; renowned psychiatrist 
Dr. Ronen Hizami; Avi Lehrer, a social 
worker; as well as a team of professionals 
certified by the American Mountain Guides 
Association.

 The program can accommodate up to 
nine young men at a time, and runs for 30 
to 60 days. It is open year-round, with 
winter participants donning special winter 
gear and taking shelter in yurts for their 
comfort and safety.  

The program is shomer Shabbos. But dav-
ening, both on Shabbos and during the 
week, isn’t mandatory. 

“I discussed this with Rav Shmuel Kame-
netzky,” Rabbi Gluck says. “I run everything 
either by him or his son, Rav Shalom. 
There’s an eiruv, the food is kosher and there 
are plenty of  sefarim. On the other hand, if 
they don’t want to wear a yarmulke, we 
don’t force them. A lot of these boys are 
angry because of that yarmulke. I can only 
do battle on a single front. If they don’t want 
to come to davening, they can use that time 
to write in their journals.

“Still, this is a program for frum boys. 
Sometimes the boys have issues that aren’t 
directly related to frumkeit. We once had a 

MOST YOUNG MEN STOP 
FIGHTING REALITY 

RATHER QUICKLY AND 
START COMMUNICATING, 
EVEN IF ONLY IN GRUNTS 

OR SHORT BURSTS.

kid who stole like crazy and had gotten 
thrown out of school because of it. But he 
was still frum,wanting to know what time  
zman krias Shema was.

“Sometimes a boy will call me up from 
there and ask me something like, ‘Can you 
bring up a Chasam Sofer on Chumash?’ They 
absorb the spirituality from the staff.”

For Rosh Hashanah, all of the boys were 
brought  to Monsey spend the Yom Tov 
there.

At the end of the program a special cer-
emony is held. Each participant describes 
what he was like before the program, the 
struggles he endured during his stay in the 
wilderness, what the experience taught him,  
and his goals going forward. 

Follow-up is as crucial—or even more 
important—than the program itself, as 
throwing a young graduate back into the 
same trigger-filled environment without 
discharge planning would most definitely 
undo much of his progress.

To that end, Rabbi Gluck has created the 
Hillburn community (see sidebar), which 
functions in part as a step-down program 
for graduates of the VLE. In Hillburn, a 
small town in Rockland County, New York, 
they can enjoy the warmth of a frum com-
munity where not only are the behaviors 
they learned reinforced but where they are 
gainfully employed. Many of the VLE 
graduates remain in Hillburn for a while 
until they are healthy enough to move on 
with their lives. They are always welcome 
to settle in the community, and ten young 
families have chosen to do just that. 

Avi, the young man whose personal story  
is recounted at the beginning of this article, 
is one such successful graduate. He also 
spent several months in Hillburn. Today, 
he is happily married and the father of two 
young children, and is committed to re-
turning the favor by mentoring troubled 
young men and helping them find clarity 
and trust.

Those days in the woods seem to have 
had the desired effect.

Dinettes
Spelunking
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A street in Hillburn, New York

Living  R�msI n a wide-ranging and honest con-
versation laced with dry humor 
and a rare understanding of the ad-
olescent brain, Rabbi Gluck took 

me back to the early days of Areivim, 
sharing the vision and the setbacks, and 
how sometimes “your teen at risk needs 
more than just a compliment and a slice 
of pizza.”

Rabbi Gluck was born and raised in 
Kew Gardens, the youngest child of Reb 
Hershel and Malka Gluck. Hershel 
arrived in New York before the war, 
while Malka was a Holocaust survivor. 
As he relates, his parents were simple, 
hard-working people who raised their 
children with old-fashioned values: a 
strong work ethic, responsibility to 
family, integrity,  and a strong connection 
to the Ribono Shel Olam. 

“I married my wife, Ruchy [née Klein-
man; her father was a Munkatcher chasid 
from Williamsburg] 38 years ago. When 
we moved to Monsey it was  small 
village, much like Hillburn is today.

“After learning in kollel for a few 
months, I decided to go into business. 
My wife, who is a real Yiddishe mama, 
stopped working before our oldest child 
was born, and dedicated her life to 
raising our kids. I needed parnasah, so I 
went into real estate and mortgages. I 
was successful at first, but the company 
eventually started to lose money.”

After a couple of years and a few bad 
business deals, the young Rabbi Gluck 
realized that it was time to do something 
else.  

Just Like  
 Family

“I was living off Old Nyack Turnpike 
and South Madison. Rav Chaim Nit-
zlich’s yeshivah, Yeshiva Or Hatorah, 
which is still in existence, was occupying 
an ancient shul on Old Nyack Turnpike. 
Since I lived nearby, I would learn there 
during night seder. A short time later I 
was asked to give a shiur on the daf to a 
group of balebatim. We were learning 
Maseches Yevamos, which deals with the 
complicated laws of yibum and chalitzah. 
Many of the men were tired after a long 
day and would nod off during the shiur. 
To keep things interesting, I would vary 
the ways  that the husbands of the child-
less women mentioned in the Gemara 
had died: getting trapped inside a 
cement mixer, being poisoned, or some-
times it was a hit job. I did whatever it 
took, using examples that kept the par-

ticipants awake and alert.”
The shiur was so popular that Rabbi 

Nitzlich soon asked the young man to 
become a rebbe at the yeshivah, which he 
did for the next seven years. “I loved 
what I was doing. I really connected with 
the boys and I’m still very close with 
Rabbi Nitzlich, but eventually it was 
time to move on. There was only one 
problem: since I’d taught in his yeshivah, 
which was designed boys who needed 
chizuk, other yeshivos were wary of hiring 
me.”

In the meantime, Rabbi Gluck had 
begun unofficially mentoring boys who 
had dropped through the cracks. As he 
put it, “I would take any kid who, if left 
to his own devices, wouldn’t become a 
healthy adult, able to commit to mar-
riage and raising a family.” 

That is how Areivim, located in the 
Gluck home on Briarcliff Road in 
Monsey, was born in 2000. Rabbi Gluck 
was soon inundated with talmidim. 
Eventually, around seven years ago, 
Areivim moved into a vacant shul on 29 
West Maple Avenue, formerly the Kol 
Yaakov Torah Center. The baal teshuvah 
movement was still going strong, and 
young unaffiliated men were flocking in 
droves to Aish HaTorah and Ohr So-
mayach, but just as many young men 
who were born and raised in frum 
homes were leaving the system. There 
were numerous programs for them, but 
Areivim was different. 

Rabbi Gluck spent endless hours 
helping not just young men but their 
families, never taking a penny for his 
efforts. The tuition was minimal and a 
small fee was charged for room and 
board, but it was never about making a 
profit.

Eight years ago, Rabbi Gluck and his 
wife faced one of the most painful chal-
lenges a parent can possibly experience. 
They lost their beloved son Moishy, 
who was niftar at the age of 22 after suf-
fering a seizure. 

When I asked him how the tragedy 
impacted his life’s mission, Rabbi Gluck 
said, “People think I’m not an emo-
tional guy but I am. It’s just that I 
always try to consider if a strong emo-
tional response is the way to go. A lot of 
mentors get burned out very quickly, so 

I try not to go there. But not a day goes 
by when I don’t think of Moishy.”

Two of Rabbi Gluck’s married sons 
and both sons-in-law are either learning 
or are klei kodesh, and one child has 
entered the corporate world. His son 
Yossy lives on the outskirts of Lake-
wood, where he owns a small farm with 
sheep, goats and quail, and when 
needed, makes them available in his 
work with teenagers. 

A gifted writer with a knack for un-
derstanding the human psyche, Rabbi 
Gluck writes a weekly email that offers 
a broad perspective on human relation-
ships. The column, which is also pub-
lished in the Monsey View, is based 
primarily on the Malbim, Pele Yo’eitz, 
Akeidas Yitzchak and Chochmah 
Umussar, who “understand human 
nature better than anyone.”

Throughout the years, Rabbi Gluck 
has forged connections with the most 
prominent names in kiruv kerovim, and 
has turned hundreds of families 
around. 

He spends hours on the phone every 
day, counseling families in crisis, 
helping to get a young man or woman 
into yeshivah, school or college, and 
dealing with complicated issues from 
shalom bayis to substance abuse. Aside 
from the boys enrolled in his program, 
who only pay for room and board, he 
doesn’t charge a dime. This isn’t a job or 
a career, he says. It’s a calling. 
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F ive years ago, Rabbi Gluck estab-
lished a kehillah of his married 
alumni in which he now lives 
year-round. A few weeks ago, in-

trigued by what I’d heard about it, I 
decided to check it out. We drove west on 
Route 59, passing the heart of Suffern and 
heading to nearby Hillburn, an idyllic 
village of nearly 1,000 people nestled in 
the Ramapo Mountains.

We showed up at Rabbi Gluck’s home 
on a blazing summer day. Despite the 
heat, Rabbi Gluck was waiting on his spa-
cious back porch, his unofficial center of 
operations. Having read his weekly inspi-
rational emails for years, I was expecting 
to see a super-charged dynamo. Instead, 
to my surprise, Rabbi Gluck is easygoing 
and relaxed, with the warmest smile—
hardly the image I’d expected. He looked 
like a benevolent zaidy. 

After a short conversation, Rabbi Gluck 
gave me a tour of the community of ten 
families and nearly a dozen young men.

“I realized that the community was 
mentoring kids in order to make them 
healthy enough to fail at marriage. What 
do I mean? Let’s say you take an angry, re-
bellious kid and try to build him up a 
little. You shower him with compliments, 
boost his ego andtell him how great he is. 
Now his anger melts away and he 

Building a 
Community 
from 
Scratch
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meant well but was clueless about social 
mores and norms.

 “We aren’t focused on bringing many 
more families to Hillburn, althought it’s 
certainly beautiful,” he tells me, pointing 
to the scenic Ramapo Mountains in the 
background and acres of grass surround-
ing the village. “Our goal is to work with 
a small number of young men and bring 
out their true potential.”

Today Areivim, led by Rabbi Shmuel 
Gluck with the assistance of Rabbi Avi 
Lehrer and Rabbi Yehuda Friedland, its 
executive director, has undergone a com-
plete transformation. Although he contin-
ues to help with placement, counseling 
and crisis intervention, Rabbi Gluck’s 
primary focus is now on his flourishing 
community. 

One of the boys works as an electrician. 
Another is a contractor. One does credit 
repair while another drives for a car 
service. A couple of them are in college. 
His married talmidim, who are living in 
Hillburn with their families, work during 
the day or own their own businesses.

“This place isn’t too popular because it’s 
very boring,” he says with deadpan 
humor. “I don’t take the boys bowling or 
treat them to concerts. Most of the boys 
who join my community are already tired 
of partying. They’re looking to settle 

down but they need guidance. I’ll accept 
any boy who wants to join the commu-
nity regardless of his level of observance, 
but there are certain rules.

“One: You have to function for at least 
eight hours a day. ‘Functioning’ is 
defined as either having a job, going to 
college or taking classes online.

“Two: Our premises are holy. If you do 
something I don’t approve of and you do 
it in one of my houses, you’re out. 

“Three: You can’t introduce anyone to 
negative behaviors. 

“Four, which is the most important: 
You have to be normal.”

Rabbi Gluck must have sensed my 
confusion, because he quickly explained 
himself. 

“‘Normal’ is a relative term, so here’s 
what I mean: Any behavior that you 
can’t get away with in the real world 
because your wife or boss won’t over-
look it can’t be done here. For example, 
if you’re listening to something while 
your roommate is trying to sleep and 
you take out your ear buds and wake 
him up, that’s not okay. Using bad lan-
guage or not showing up to work are 
also not okay.”

Indeed, Rabbi Shmuel Gluck has 
never been one to turn down a chal-
lenge. l 

becomes a sweet, easygoing person. But 
he’s still very self-absorbed, has a warped 
sense of responsibility, and has no motiva-
tion to get up in the morning. Eventually 
he goes to Eretz Yisrael, where he 
manages not to get into trouble, and then 
he comes back home and starts shid-
duchim.”

The charismatic young man begins to 
date, eventually finding his bashert and 
getting married.

The only problem is that the issues that 
prevented him from succeeding in yeshi-
vah haven’t gone away; they were only 
pushed to the side. Once the allure of the 
new marriage wears off, the true chal-
lenges begin.

“Typically, they come to me when 
they’re expecting their third kid and the 
wives have had it. Tthey can’t deal with 
their husband’s selfish behavior anymore 
and are threatening to leave.”

What if, mused Rabbi Gluck, the issues 
that are the cause of so much turbulence 
could be tackled head-on when the young 
man is still single? What if he could be 
taught menchlichkeit, the basics of a com-
mitted marriage and a focused life?

Rabbi Gluck, who enjoys a close kesher 
with Rav Shmuel Kamenetsky, needed to 
make a decision. Should he focus on 
trying to help as many young men as he 

could, or should he work intensively with 
a select few? Or as he expressed it, 
“Should I work on making 100 boys less 
unhealthy, or ten boys healthy?” 

The answer, Rav Shmuel said, was the 
latter. Although reaching large numbers 
of young men is certainly impressive, 
working one on one with them and teach-
ing them skills to enable them to function 
in the real world is where the true chal-
lenge lies. 

“After consultation with gedolim and 
much reflection, I sold my house in 
Monsey and bought a few houses in Hill-
burn for a fraction of the cost,” he shared. 
“I’d always had a dream of creating my 
own community where my talmidim 
would raise their children and where I 
could continue to mentor young men 
who could become productive members 
of society. It was time to realize this 
dream.”

Areivim moved to Hillburn exactly 
three years ago after Sukkos, with a 
nucleus of ten families and six young men 
who moved into one of Rabbi Gluck’s 
homes. The new location meant that 
Areivim was more isolated but also more 
potent, as those who chose to join the 
community needed to abide by its rules.

The Areivim residence program was 
focused on the type of young man who 


