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Angels appear in lion’s dens, tombs and prison cells.
So why not the Emergency Trauma Department in Hackensack University

Medical Center in New Jersey?
“Sometimes I would say to my late husband, show me a sign,” said Carol

Alamia of Rochelle Park, New Jersey, who was a patient there recently. “Please
give me a sign.”

Then, during one of the darkest days in her life, she got it.
It wasn’t literally from an angel. Not unless an angel happens to be taking the

form of one uncommon young man — whose acts of kindness, in the dark days 

ABOVE: Carol Alamia holds an image of her husband, who died from COVID-19 in April.
TOP: The note Alamia received from Richie Clerge, an employee at Hackensack University
Medical Center, when she was a patient there earlier this month. 
KEVIN R. WEXLER/NORTHJERSEY.COM

A young clerk makes hope his mission
and inspires patient to hang on
Jim Beckerman NorthJersey.com | USA TODAY NETWORK – NEW JERSEY

See CARING, Page 5A

Richie
Clerge has
been
making life
better for
patients in
his depart-
ment. 
MICHAEL

KARAS/NORTH

JERSEY.COM

Intensive caring

ROCKLAND

MONDAY, MARCH 1, 2021 | LOHUD.COM PART OF THE USA TODAY NETWORK

QEAJAB-10841s(a)d)K)b)L

Volume 132 | No. 300
Home delivery pricing inside
Subscribe: 800-942-1010
©2021 $2.50
R

Voting rights before Supreme Court:
Justices to hear case Tuesday. 3A

Weather

High 51° ❚ Low 15°
Breezy, morning shower. Forecast, 2A

A productive day at the mall

Suffern wins both boys and girls Rockland Palisades Underground titles. Sports, 1B

295 ROUTE 304, BARDONIA, NY

845-624-7100
www.barryfixler.com

BARRY’S ESTATE JEWELRY
Specializing in

Fine Jewelry and Elegant Diamonds

Now
Open

(914) 265-1721
ASK ABOUT OUR LIFETIME WARRANTY!

Schedule your free design consultation today!

Love your kitchen with custom pull-out shelves for your existing cabinets.
Financing Available

50% OFF
INSTALLATION!*

*Limit one offer per household.
Must purchase 5+ Classic/Designer Shelves.

EXP 3/31/21.
LIC # CT0624564 | WC22211-H09 | Yonkers
5015 | Rockland H12089-04-00 | PC 6564

Use code: TJNA50%
when you call

Exp. 3/31/21

Get Organized
This New Year!
Everything
within reach
Our installs
are typically
1 day

AFTER

50% OFF
INSTALLATION!*

BEFORE

ADD 30-50%
MORE STORAGE IN
YOUR SPACE.

WP-GCI0590307-01

ORANGETOWN – New York’s 2022 budget book
describes an “innovative” change for Rockland Chil-
dren’s Psychiatric Center into a “voluntary-operated
center for children and youth.”

State offi�cials say the shift of services at RCPC
would enhance care for children and their families.
But a bipartisan group of lawmakers say it’s just a
fancy way of describing the shuttering of the only
such facility in the region.

And the timing, they say, couldn’t be worse. 
“Children across the state have been dealing with

the eff�ects of COVID-19 for a year, and the admini-
stration’s response is to make mental health services
more diffi�cult to obtain,” said Assemblywoman Ai-
leen Gunther, a registered nurse.

The Democrat chairs the Assembly Committee on
Mental Health and represents the 100th District,
which includes most of Sullivan County and a por-
tion of Orange County. “It makes no sense,” she said.

State Sen. Elijah Reichlin-Melnick’s Rockland-
based 38th District includes Orangetown, where
RCPC is located. He said OMH portrays a budget-cut-
ting plan as philosophical strategy on mental health 

Children’s
Psychiatric
Center may
be closing
Changes planned, but
specifi�cs remain elusive
Nancy Cutler Rockland/Westchester Journal News

USA TODAY NETWORK

New York is planning to shift the Rockland
Children’s Psychiatric Center in Orangetown into a
“voluntary-operated center for children and
youth,” according to the state budget proposal.
JOHN MEORE/THE JOURNAL NEWS

See CENTER, Page 6A

Elissa Berkowitz walked to synagogue with her par-
ents while growing up on Staten Island.

Her dream has been to do the same with her chil-
dren, raising them in the same Orthodox Jewish life-
style.

“Growing up, it was beautiful to have a safe walk to
synagogue with my mother and father to pray and be
part of youth groups and a community,” the 33-year-

A dream law for some comes under fi�re

Elissa Berkowitz, and her children Zevi, 7, Tova, 5,
and Kovi, 2, play in their yard in Chestnut Ridge. The
Berkowitz family synagogue is in walking distance
of their home. TANIA SAVAYAN/THE JOURNAL NEWS

In Chestnut Ridge, residential
houses of worship face pushback

Steve Lieberman Rockland/Westchester Journal News

USA TODAY NETWORK

See WORSHIP, Page 8A
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old married mother of three said.
“I want that for my children,” she said.

“I was in shock how this will become a
reality for us.”

Berkowitz and her family live in
Chestnut Ridge, a Ramapo village in
which Orthodox Jewish families are buy-
ing older houses from empty nesters.

The Berkowitz family synagogue –
Congregation Torah Utfi�llah – bought
adjoining properties at 6 Weiss Terrace
and 8 Roxbury Court. It’s one of three
synagogues that have sought land-use
approvals since the village Board of
Trustees adopted a zoning law in Febru-
ary 2019 allowing residential houses of
worship.

The other two are Congregation Dex-
ter Park at 5 Samuel Road and Congrega-
tion Ohr Mordechai at 2 Madeline Ter-
race. In addition, two private schools
have applications before the village
Planning Board – Wellington Education-
al Campus on Red Schoolhouse Road and
Yeshiva Ohr Josef at 246-256 Ackertown
Road.

The house of worship law has allowed
people like Berkowitz to satisfy a dream
that at one time seemed unattainable.

The law also has raised tensions with
some neighbors, in a county that has of-
ten seen confl�icts stemming from mu-
nicipalities’ responses to growing Ortho-
dox and Hasidic Jewish populations,
which have sometimes required federal
and legal intervention. Opponents say
increasing the number of houses of wor-
ship will add to congestion, and the law
is facing challenges in state and federal
courts.

Jerry Liebelson, a Chestnut Ridge ac-
tivist, said the house of worship “law, in
the way it was written and with the fu-
ture disruption it will bring to neighbor-
hoods, has worsened the animosity and
division between the ultra-Orthodox/
Hasidic community and other resi-
dents.”

“Moreover,” he added, “the village is
doing nothing to enforce compliance but
is otherwise allowing many informal and
illegal places of worship to operate with-
out meeting any building or zoning re-
quirements at all.” 

Berkowitz, her husband, Matthew,
and their children – ages 7, 5, and 2 – and
other Torah Utfi�llah families now rent
space at 750 Chestnut Ridge Road.

“I can’t wait and will be very grateful
when we have the ribbon-cutting,” Ber-
kowitz said of the shul being approved
and built. “I have anxiety walking down
Chestnut Ridge Road with a stroller.”

Changing population spurs
conflicts

Chestnut Ridge Mayor Rosario “Sam”
Presti Jr. estimated the village is home to
more than 700 families, up from 300 to
400 when he took offi�ce in 2013.

“More young families – newly married
couples or couples with infants and
young children – are moving into the vil-
lage and renovating older homes,” Presti
said, adding “a majority of the families
are Orthodox.

Orthodox and Hasidic Jews popula-
tions have grown during the past two
decades across Ramapo. The migration
has come from New York City, New Jer-
sey, and overcrowded Monsey to Chest-
nut Ridge, Airmont, Spring Valley, Pomo-
na and other towns in Rockland.

But with their need for housing, pri-
vate schools and synagogues has come
frustration from non-Jewish and non-
religious residents. Many feel the reli-
gious community gets special consider-
ations and with their rising numbers,
and their bloc votes decide who runs the
town and village governments.

The tension and government re-
sponses led to federal intervention three
times in Airmont on the grounds of dis-
crimination. Other communities fear Re-
ligious Land Use And Institutionalized
Persons Act, or RLUIPA, lawsuits. which
have been used as a hammer against
municipal zoning laws and decisions.

Jerry Liebelson, a Chestnut Ridge ac-
tivist who puts out a newsletter, said, the
house of worship “law, in the way it was
written and with the future disruption it
will bring to neighborhoods, has wors-
ened the animosity and division be-
tween the ultra-Orthodox/Hasidic com-
munity and other residents.”

“Moreover, the village is doing noth-
ing to enforce compliance but is other-
wise allowing many informal and illegal
places of worship to operate without
meeting any building or zoning require-
ments at all,” he said.

Several controversial zoning issues
have involved the village, including a
structure pitched as a multiple-story
garage on Spring Hill Terrace that houses
a synagogue. And schools were opened
in the former Edwin Gould property. 

He said the village has allowed con-
struction at 1 Karow Court, even though
the site cannot meet the guidelines for a
neighborhood place of worship because
of the limited space for on-site parking. 

Liebelson said the concerns are about
the quality of life of residents, not reli-
gion. He said two of the proposed syna-
gogues would be located in the middle of
residential neighborhoods with 10,000-
square-foot buildings and large parking
lots.

“There will be daily/nightly activity
and traffi�c seven days a week in addition
to social hall events throughout the year
with many more people attending,” he
said. “The quality of life for non-Ortho-
dox residents in these neighborhoods

will be negatively and severely impact-
ed. It is a violation of the establishment
clause of the First Amendment of the
U.S. Constitution.”

Zoning law challenged

The zoning law is being challenged in
state and federal courts by a grassroots
group, Citizens United to Protect Our
Neighborhoods, known as CUPON. The
Chestnut Ridge branch’s legal actions
claim the law violated the federal rights
of residents and didn’t meet state envi-
ronmental laws.

The village also faces a separate fed-
eral religious discrimination lawsuit fi�led
by the Orthodox Jewish Coalition, which
suggested the house of worship zone.

CUPON, in a memo fi�led with the
village, claimed the approval applica-
tions for village conditional use permits
fi�led by Congregation Dexter Park and
Congregation Torah Utfi�llah violated
various aspects of the house of worship
zoning law.

Both congregations are seeking mul-
tiple variances from the zoning law – re-
quests CUPON’s planner argued that
amounts to legislation by variance and
counter to the purpose of the new zone.

Presti has defended the house of wor-
ship law, noting the village zoning crite-
ria of a minimum of fi�ve acres for a house
of worship would likely not meet consti-
tutional muster and RLUIPA. The 2000
land use act protects houses of worship
and other religious institutions from dis-
crimination in zoning.

Presti, an attorney and former plan-
ning board member, opined that those
residents who opposed the law prior to
2019 still do.

He said residents who need neighbor-
hood shuls are supportive at those land-
use meetings he’s attended. He said the
land-use boards are attempting to deal
with concerns like traffi�c, lighting, and
environmental issues.

Presti said if the inspectors determine
houses of worship require permits and
land use board approvals, the congrega-
tions are given an opportunity to com-
ply.

Quality of life debated

Presti succeeded the village’s fi�rst
mayor, Jerry Kobre, after residents
carved out the village from Ramapo in
1986. Presti said 10 to 20 years ago there
were three or four houses of worship. He
estimated twice as many today, with
others seeking approvals. Critics con-
tend at least a half-dozen synagogues
operate in residential areas without vil-
lage approvals.

Opponents of the law have voiced
concerns about congestion and a rise in
their taxes, claiming their quality of life
has been damaged. They have argued
the village lacks enforcement and al-
lowed a synagogue to masquerade as a
garage on Spring Hill Terrace.

CUPON issued an analysis about
RLUIPA and of the proposed law.

The house of worship law became an
issue in the 2019 election following the
zoning’s passage. Two board trustees
who supported the law comfortably won.

Berkowitz said the talk of the commu-
nity changing and decreasing property
values is false. She said they paid
$445,00 for their house in January 2016
and now it’s been re-appraised at close
to $600,000.

Berkowitz said she and her husband
came to Chestnut Ridge for the single-
family lifestyle with tree-lined streets
and backyards with room for a swing set
and a temporary pool.

She said she doesn’t favor houses of
worship too close together in a neighbor-
hood, though she notes many people
need to walk on the Friday-Saturday
night Sabbath. She said she and her hus-
band drive during the week and Sun-
days.

“I know some people have their con-
cerns and have some animosity,” Berko-
witz said. “We’re going through some
passive-aggressive anti-Semitism
through this process. Unfortunately, it’s
also coming from some non-religious
Jews.”

Steve Lieberman covers government,
breaking news, courts, police, and inves-
tigations. Reach him at slieberm@lo-
hud.com. Twitter: @lohudlegal. 

On Feb. 21, 2019, Chestnut Ridge Mayor Rosario Sam Presti listens to opponents protest a zoning law allowing residential houses of worship. The law was approved
that month. CARUCHA L. MEUSE/THE JOURNAL NEWS
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Elissa Berkowitz and her family live in Chestnut Ridge, a Ramapo village in which Orthodox Jewish families are buying older
houses from empty nesters. TANIA SAVAYAN/THE JOURNAL NEWS


