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Since my son, Benny started learning at Yeshiva Bnei Simcha nearly two years ago, I feel as if I've entered a new world.   For the first time, I am seeing my son blossom in front of my eyes.   The journey through his childhood was rough, and at times I truly felt despair.  Wasn't there anyone who could help us?  No professional, teacher or therapist could really offer us any concrete help.   A gentle and sweet child, he was the target of much cruel teasing.  Since he had learning difficulties in addition to his social challenges, he was put into classes with children who had various emotional problems.  The teachers would spend most of their time trying to keep the violence at bay, instead of actually teaching.   Many of these kids were not even interested in learning.   So Benny kind of drifted through his years at school, while the teasing increased.   Teachers could not really make heads or tails with Benny  - he didn't fit into any of the "special needs" classes and they really had no clue as to how to help him.  As a parent, I tried my best to help him get through those years of painful teasing and poor quality of education.

 
Flash-forward to Benny's 22nd year.    I saw the brochure for Yeshiva Bnei Simcha on the internet.   My heart skipped a beat when I read about their vision and mission statement for high-functioning special needs young men; I knew my prayers were being answered.   He started almost immediately.  After spending his first two weeks at yeshiva, Benny came home for his first Shabbos.   As I was dozing off at the Friday night after dinner I heard Benny whisper, "Mom?  Are you awake?  I want to talk."   My heart filled with joy.  You see, Benny was already communicating with me in a different way.  This was the first time that we had a real give-and-take conversation instead of his talking "at" me with his endless monologues.  We spoke for nearly two hours and I was astounded at how he was expressing himself.
 
Benny could never make eye contact for more than a split second all his life.  No matter how many tricks, games and reminders I created to try to get him to look me in the eye when he spoke, nothing would work.  I eventually began to think that this could never change.  Shortly after starting at Bnei Simcha, Benny was staring straight into my eyes, batting his gorgeous eyelashes and grinning a huge grin as he told me what he had learned that week.   You can't imagine how that felt!

 
Benny has been learning some very vital life and social skills that were sorely lacking.  He is learning how to be a mensch who can socially fit into this world and he is learning that he has a lot to contribute to this world.   He is learning that he is capable of change.   As he sees his own progress, this motivates him even more.   He has since become the junior dorm counselor and he is putting his new skills of communication and empathy towards others to work.  He knows that being responsible for the other students requires him to take action, solutions, and to communicate with both the students and the staff.

 
In the past, when Benny would come home from school, he would barely acknowledge anyone when coming into the house.   Now he comes in full of energy, with a big smile and a big hello, with hugs for everyone.   His sensitivity towards others is expressed when he offers to help me get ready for Shabbos and other household chores.  He graces our Shabbos table with a beautiful dvar Torah.  His part-time job in the afternoons further instills in him his duty to fulfill responsibilities and to be aware of his environment, as does his chesed work Friday afternoons in the local soup kitchen.  As his sense of self-worth grows, his self -confidence grows, and his determination to work on himself increases.   He is envisioning a future for himself, rich with friendships, a fulfilling job, marriage and continued growth.   B'ezrat Hashem, I envision this too.  

 
Benny is beginning to develop a circle of friends outside of the yeshiva as well.  Having friendships is a new aspect to Benny's life and the staff at Bnei Simcha are carefully and lovingly guiding him down this new path.   He is learning about loyalty to friends, through carrying out promises and through good communication skills.   Since Benny is so sweet and trusting, he can easily be the target of some unsavory characters.  Through the guidance at the yeshiva, he is learning how to discern a true friend from a dishonest one.
 
The staff members at Bnei Simcha are creative, innovative, loving, and devoted    In all my years if searching for professional help for Benny, I have never come across such devoted and talented people as the staff at Bnei Simcha.   I am truly grateful to Hashem for bringing these wonderful people into our lives.  Through their counseling sessions, rap sessions and Torah learning, the staff conveys the particular lesson that is important to each student.  As a result of this work,  Benny is becoming more aware of his environment, and  is learning that not only does the environment have an influence on him, but that he has an influence on his environment.  All of these things that come naturally to most people, must be learned with sure and steady baby steps by Benny. 

 
I know that there may be parents out there who are hoping and longing for a place like Bnei Simcha.  My prayer is that Benny, and the other young men that he is learning with, will continue growing and moving forward through their Torah learning and therapy, and that many other young men who need this special environment, will be able to join them in their growth.  
Barbra Wachspress

