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Shmulik Ben Shalom, 100 families followed him to the Negev

The man who is largely responsible for the transformation in the social fabric of Yerucham is Shmulik Ben Shalom, the antithesis of the hero. He is pale, wears glasses, speaks so quickly and quietly that he swallows his words, and easily admits that he is not charismatic. Despite all this, he has succeeded in attracting hundreds of young, idealistic people to the desert over the last two decades. They first came as part of Nahal garinim (core groups) that he formed among religious Zionist youth, and afterwards he attracted them to study in the top-notch Hesder yeshiva he established. These enterprises led to a change in the image of Yerucham from a God-forsaken town whose inhabitants were dumped there in the middle of the night, to a vibrant community in which educated young people have chosen to live and establish their growing families. These 'immigrants' produced teachers, social workers, physicians, scientists, lawyers and psychologists who have all left their imprint on the town. 
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Shmulik Ben Shalom, 50, has a convoluted family history that points to the complexity of the man himself. He is a scion to two Admorim (Chassidic rabbis): his father, Israel Friedman Ben Shalom is the grandson of the Admor (or Rebbe) of Bohush; his mother, Tzippora, is the daughter of the Admor of Vizhnitz. His parents came to Israel after the Second World War, married and joined a group of survivors who established Kibbutz Reshafim of (the anti-religious) Hashomer Hatza'ir. Their four sons were born in the kibbutz. Later on, they returned to religion and left Reshafim for the religious kibbutz of Saad in the Negev. Today, three of the brothers are religious and one is secular. One of them established a beis medrash (seminary of Jewish studies) for religious and secular youth, and two founded urban kibbutzim in Jerusalem.

Shmulik Ben Shalom served in the army as part of a paratrooper reconnaissance unit.  Afterwards he helped found a youth 
group in the development towns in the Negev (South), with the hope that these successful youths would then return to their homes as youth leaders and spearhead social changes in their communities. However, it turned out that the successful ones did not want to return to the development towns and instead left for greener pasture elsewhere. That was when Ben Shalom developed the idea of importing a cadre of idealistic youths into the towns; the first garin went to Yerucham in 1983. Later on it became harder to recruit boys for these garinim and there were evidences of a trend towards secularization in the group. This spurred Ben Shalom to his next step: the establishment of the Hesder Yeshiva in 1993. Today the highly regarded Hesder yeshiva boasts 240 students. Ben Shalom also initiated a two-year Sherut Leumi (National Service) program for girls, to educate them towards the settlement enterprise. Today in Yerucham there are about 30 families of the garinim and about 70 families of yeshiva graduates. Another 30 families live in Netivot as part of a similar project.

Ben Shalom is convinced that the historical mistakes of the development towns can only be corrected by education and inculcating settlement values. The fact is, he says, that all the money that the government poured into the towns as incentives was not successful in bringing motivated people to settle in the area. "We, on the other hand, attempt to bring people here on the basis of ideology. True, it's fun to take trips abroad and eat in exclusive restaurants, but we say that it's even more rewarding to be a pioneer, to raise children and make the world a better place. There is much greater quality of life when you follow a goal and an ideology  than  just sinking into individualism, competitiveness and money-making. A society that instills mores of chessed (good deeds) and sense of purpose, is a healthier society. "

Fifteen years ago, Ben Shalom says, a physician from Soroka received a prize from the president as an expression of esteem for the volunteer work as performed by him and other colleagues who slept in Yerucham at night to be on duty as physicians. Today, Yerucham boasts four physicians (both men and women) who moved to the town in their youth and studied medicine afterwards. Until a few years ago, most of the teachers were bussed in from outside and had little contact with the town beyond their official teaching hours. Today, about 90% of the teachers are residents of Yerucham, with the involvement and commitment that goes along with that. 

Ben Shalom's enterprise also contributes to employment in Yerucham. The Hesder yeshiva and the "B'yachad" Medrasha (Jewish post high-school academy)—two institutions that Ben Shalom created—employ about 60 workers, making Ben Shalom the fourth-largest employer among the town's residents. Thousands of youths arrive every year to the Medrasha for seminars on social inequalities, social justice, the value of settlement in the development towns, as well as field trips and lectures on the regional areas.

Ben Shalom does not only espouse his principles in public--he carries out these principles in his own private life. He established the Medrasha with the money he received when he left the kibbutz (Saad) and proposed that all the workers receive the same salary, including himself as director. The proposal was ultimately shelved due to objections of the workers, but his salary is still negligible in relation to his endeavors: he is the director of two Hesder yeshivot (the second is in Netivot), two Medrashot on Judaism (the second is also in Netivot), a Medrasha in Netivot for girls who completed their Sherut Leumi; and two Torani garinim. He is also in the process of establishing a high school yeshiva in Yerucham; he teaches seven classes a week, serves as chairman of the National Association of Medrashot; and sits on the directorate of the Association of Hesder Yeshivot. He is the father of nine and leads an almost spartan life; he eats meat only on Shabbatot and has never been abroad.

Ben Shalom is convinced that religious education is better than secular. The (secular) high school in Yerucham succeeded in raising the percentage of high school students who receive a Bagrut certificate to 70%, but Ben Shalom feels that that is not enough. "They organize a learning marathon before the test, entice the youth to come with all kinds of special prizes, teach the correct answers by rote and hope that the students don't forget before the big test," Ben Shalom explains. In contrast, the religious girls from Yerucham study in high school in the Ulpana in Dimona, and are considered to be all-around excellent students. Next year, the yeshiva high school which is expected to open in Yerucham will be open to students coming from outside Yerucham as well as locals; this will be the first time that high school students will come to the town from outside, instead of the traditional exodus of Yeruchamites to "better" schools elsewhere.

Ben Shalom is convinced that education is the key to solving the problems of the town. "It will not help to throw more money here; there has not been a program that was not tried already. The problem lies in motivation," explains Ben Shalom. "The children have no motivation because they have no role models to emulate; their only heroes are footballs players or singers. Only strong, ideological people can create motivation here."

When he says "strong, ideological people," Ben Shalom means "religious people."  He talks with great zeal about the superiority of religious values and the future of Israeli society. "Those pioneers who came to Palestine before the creation of the State were extremely committed and willing to risk their lives for the Jewish people and the creation of the Jewish state. This was a unique phenomenon in the entire world, but it was not repeated," says Ben Shalom. "Today [in Israel] there is no longer the concept of values without religion; religion seems to have a preservative element. For example, the secular garinim in the development towns did not endure, only the religious ones."

Ben Shalom feels that it is in the development towns that members of the right and left elements in Israeli politics can find common ground, in uniting for social reform. "If we succeed in directing the national religious sector towards the development towns, this will bring about a true social-political revolution."
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