
Let’s Talk Tachlis  _______                                                                                                Vol. 4 issue 1  Shevat 5778 

 

 

 בס''ד

A Publication of Yeshiva Yesodei HaTorah 

General Studies Department  

Behind every story of success in 
learning, there are many long 
years of struggle. Every Talmid 
Chacham has, by definition, 
walked a long, tough road. For 
Rabbi Chaim Tzvi Kakon, deaf 
from birth, the challenge was 
greater than for most. When he 
was a teenager, success in learn-
ing seemed beyond his reach – 
until a couple of unexpected, dra-
matic events changed everything. 
Our Grade 8 students, listening 
very carefully and intently, had a 
chance to interview the Rosh Ye-
shiva of Toronto’s own Nefesh 
Dovid, the world’s only dedicated 
yeshiva for young men with hear-
ing loss. 
 
Transcribed by Eliyahu Kakon, 
Grade 8 
 
 
Where was the Rosh Yeshiva 
born? 
 
I was born in New York. I lived in 
Lakewood for three years. Then 
we moved to Los Angeles, where 
my father was a rebbe in Rav 
Simcha Wasserman’s yeshiva.  
 
What can the Rosh Yeshiva tell 
us about his parents? 
 
My father was born in Morocco 
and was very young when his 
father was niftar. When he was 
about 10 or 11, he went to Lon-
don with his two brothers, one 
older and one younger, to learn in 
Rav Moshe Schneider’s yeshiva. 
There were many boys who came 
from Morocco to learn in his ye-
shiva. Many times there was not 
enough food to eat, and Rebbet-
zin Szemiatacki used to take my 
father into her home and give him 
extra food when she could. She 
had a soft spot for my father. 
Years later, Hagaon Rav Aharon 
Kotler came to visit the yeshiva, 
and that year he took one talmid, 
my father, to Lakewood. That’s 
how he came to America. His two 
brothers, my uncles, are still sit-
ting and learning in Yerushalayim. 
They went from England back to 

Israel, but my father is the only 
one who went to America.   
                                                                         
My mother is an einekel of the 
Baal Shem Tov, through her fa-
ther. My grandfather’s father, who 
was known as the Brownsville 
Rebbe, was one of the earliest 
rebbes in America, and the son of 
the Yampoli Rebbe, Rav Eliezer 
Chaim Rabinowitz. My own 
grandfather was Rav Dovid 
Eliezer, so I got the other name, 
Chaim, from my great-great-great-
grandfather, the Yampoli Rebbe. 
My second name, Tzvi, I got from 
the other side, through my grand-
father’s maternal grandfather, my 
great-grandfather, Rav Naftali 
Tzvi Horowitz, an einekel of the 
Ropshitzer Rebbe. Rav Naftali 
Tzvi is buried right here in Toronto 
on Roselawn; there is a small 
ohel by the entrance to the Bais 
Hachaim. My mother grew up with 
deaf parents. Her father, when he 
was growing up, was the only one 
in his family who did not hear. He 
was the youngest child and very 

much loved by his father, the 
Brownsville Rebbe, who taught 
him at home.  
 
Was the Rosh Yeshiva born 
with hearing loss? Or was it the 
result of something that hap-
pened later? 
 
Yes, I was born with a hearing 
loss. My older brother also does 
not hear. He lives in Flatbush. I 
was born with a twin sister who 
hears, B”H. 
 
What were the Rosh Yeshiva’s 
experiences socially as a child? 
Was he lonely? 
 
Sometimes I felt lonely. It had to 
be expected due to the fact that I 
could not hear. I could not, or was 
not allowed, to be part of groups. 
But, Baruch Hashem, I had the 
zechus to know my grandfather. 
He lived near us wherever we 
went, so he was a very important 

role model. I also grew up with a 
brother who does not hear, so we 
had each other growing up, and 
you could say that was my sup-
port system. Another very im-
portant thing is that my parents 
always accepted me for who I 
was, and that was very crucial in 
giving me self esteem as a child. I 
just never gave much thought to 
the fact that it was supposed to be 
a negative thing to not hear!  
 
Learning is often difficult even 
for those who have perfect 
hearing. What were the extra 
challenges for the Rosh Yeshi-
va, and how did he overcome 
them? 
 
That is a good question. When I 
grew up I did not go to yeshiva. I 
went to public school, because, at 
that time, many yeshivos were not 
equipped to take in children who 
did not hear or who had special 
needs. I went to public school 
until I was about sixteen.  
Then it happened that I went to 
Toronto for a Shabbaton where 
there was a group of deaf kids. 
My grandfather went to help them, 
so I went along, with my brother, 
to be part of the experience. Over 
Shabbos I had the opportunity to 
meet with bochurim from Ner Yis-
roel, and we really hit it off. When 
I came home I realized that I 
could not stay in public school. I 
told my parents, “I need to go to 
yeshiva.” They supported the 
idea, but they said that since I had 
one more year at high school, I 
should finish. Then I could go to 
yeshiva, maybe in Israel, to help 
me learn. But I was not happy. 
Somehow, something told me, 
“No. It needs to be now – not in 
six months or a year, but right 
now.”  So I wrote a letter to my 
new friend, Reb Yossi 
Bienenstock from Toronto, who 
now lives in Israel, and I told him 
how I felt. One week later, I got a 
letter back, “Come to our yeshiva. 
We will help you.” So my father 
called and spoke with the Rosh 
Yeshiva, Rabbi Naftali Friedler 
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zt”l, whom he knew from his Lake-
wood days. Rabbi Friedler said to 
come for Shabbos and they would 
see.  
I went to Toronto for Shabbos and 
it was very nice. I have to tell you 
that at that time I did not know 
how to learn Gemara yet. And it 
wasn’t until many years later that I 
learned the story behind my ac-
ceptance to Ner Yisroel. When 
the Rosh Yeshiva was niftar, my 
parents went to pay a shiva call, 
and Rebbetzin Friedler told my 
parents that after I came for that 
Shabbos visit, the Rosh Yeshiva 
had a meeting with all the Reb-
beim and the staff. He asked 
them what they thought we should 
do about this boy (me). The con-
sensus was: “Well, he’s a very 
nice boy, but he doesn’t hear, so 
it doesn’t make sense. We can’t 
really help him, and it won’t work.” 
But it was the Rosh Yeshiva who 
banged on the desk and said, 
“No, we have to take him!” Later 
on, Rebbetzin Friedler told my 
wife that he pounded his fist on 
the table and said “I am not ask-
ing you, I am telling you!” It was 
because of him that I am sitting 
here and talking to you now.  
I came to Toronto for two years. I 
was supposed to be in Grade 12, 
but I sat in a Grade 9 class right in 
the front and it was my first time 
learning how to read a Gemara 
and trying to follow the rebbe. 
Right after Succos, I moved up to 
Grade 11, and it was very hard to 
follow the rebbe, but B”H I had 
very good friends who would sign 
to me with the ABC.  They tried to 
keep me involved for two years. 
Then I went to Ner Yisrael of Bal-
timore. I was connected with the 
Friedbergs from Toronto, because 
I became friendly with their sons, 
so it was because of them that I 
came to Baltimore. I remember 
that for the first few weeks there 
was no shiur – you were sup-
posed to be sitting and learning 
with a chavrusa for three hours. 
The problem was that I did not 
have a chavrusa, so I was sitting 
in the bais medrash all by myself 
trying to learn. Not only that, but 
when we had the shiur I sat in the 
front of the rebbe, Rabbi Shraga 
Neuberger, who spoke very rapid-
ly and also looked around a lot. 
So I was sitting but had no clue 
what was going on, and I could 
not even go to sleep because I 
was right in front of the rebbe! So 
for one hour every day for six 
weeks I was going through tor-

ture. Just when I was about to 
give up, B”H, help arrived in the 
form of a very special man, Dr. 
Leonard Siger, PhD, a professor 
from Gallaudet University, the 
only university for deaf people in 
the world, located right nearby in 
Washington, DC. He was retired, 
he knew sign language and he 
was simply brilliant, a real genius. 
At that time he was interpreting 
the weekly shiur for several peo-
ple who did not hear from the 
Baltimore community, the famous 
Thursday night parsha shiur given 
by Rabbi Yissachar Frand. And 
that was my only time I would be 
able to benefit from a shiur. I used 
to be waiting for it all week.  Final-
ly someone said to me, “Ask him. 
Maybe he will come to the yeshi-
va to help you.”  
I asked, and he answered prompt-
ly, “Of course! I was waiting for 
you to ask.” So he would walk 
every day almost two hours (he 
didn’t drive) to give over the shiur 
and that is when things moved up 
for me. I was able to be part of the 
shiur. I had a chavrusa who would 
communicate with me in sign lan-
guage. Slowly, that’s how I started 
to learn. Dr. Siger was so brilliant 
and spoke many languages flu-
ently. He had a way of giving over 
the Gemara with its full flavour 
and deep meaning thus enabling 
me to really appreciate the depth 
of the learning.  
He passed away less than two 
years ago and I brought some of 
my talmidim to the levaya in Balti-
more.  
 
What did the Rosh Yeshiva 
want to be when he grew up? 
When I grew up I wanted to be an 
activist to help deaf people. I 
wanted to be a lawyer who spe-
cialized in criminal law, and I was 
doing very well in high school and 
was always on the dean’s list. But 
then I went to yeshiva. From there 
I realized I wanted to help people 
in a different way, so I became a 
social worker. Before I became a 
Rosh Yeshiva, I was a profession-
al social worker and sat on the 
board of mental health for the 
State of Maryland for a while. I 
went to school in Maryland and I 
worked for a few years but I knew 
that my heart was in chinuch. I 
saw too many kids with hearing 
loss suffering too much and falling 
behind with no pride in them-
selves or enjoyment in Torah.  
 
For those of us who don’t know 

much about hearing loss, can 
the Rosh Yeshiva help us un-
derstand some of the different 
types of hearing loss and some 
of the different challenges a 
boy in the yeshiva might face? 
 
The boys that come to the yeshi-
va have different types of hearing 
loss, ranging from very profound 
to so mild that one is unable to 
discern that there is a hearing 
loss! Now, with all the updated 
technology, with cochlear im-
plants and powerful hearing aids, 
this brings hearing to a whole new 
level, which is a remarkable thing. 
At the same time, no matter what, 
when Hashem gives us the koach 
of shmi’ah, hearing, mankind, 
through technology cannot copy 
exactly that. In other words, when 
you hear, you are able to do many 
things with it. You can tune out 
sounds – so if you are in a place 
with fifty bochurim also learning 
and it is quite noisy, you have the 
ability to tune out all that noise 
and only hear your chavrusa 
clearly. However, with an implant 
you hear absolutely everything, so 
it is very hard to be able to distin-
guish and hone in on just the per-
son next to you, and then it be-
comes very frustrating.  Trying to 
hear conversations at a chasunah 
is another example. That 
chasunah is what it is like for us 
every day, so we can’t learn in the 
bais medrash if we rely only on 
hearing. But in our yeshiva we 
use everything, our hearing as 
well as our eyes, too. In that way, 
we have more options, more skills 
and more tools with which to 
cope. That is one thing.  
Another challenge is that when a 
bochur goes back home and he’s 
not in the yeshiva and he is back 
in the community he can feel 
alone again at home or wherever 
he goes.  So one bochur asked 
me like this: “It’s very hard to keep 
Shabbos at home. Here, things 
are happening, but when I’m 
home, it’s only my family, and 
outside there is no connection 
with friends who do not hear.” So 
they can’t keep busy on Shabbos, 
especially in the summer on very 
long days. It was an interesting 
question that he asked me yester-
day while we were learning hil-
chos Shabbos and the importance 
of Shabbos. This is very hard - we 
deal with this every day. When we 
wake up in the morning, we put 
on our hearing aids or our im-
plants. We don’t hear anything at 
night. Then, we put them on and 
then we hear again. Sometimes 
our hearing aids break down or 
they need a new battery or some-
thing happens. Even now, recent-

ly, a bochur lost his cochlear im-
plant at the swimming pool and he 
has to get a new one. A new 
cochlear implant is not cheap. 
And so on.  
 
Speaking of which, what are 
cochlear implants and how 
much do they help? 
 
It’s a marvellous thing. A micro-
chip is implanted and connected 
with a processor on the outside 
and the hearing is much deeper 
and clearer. Many people with an 
implant are able to speak on the 
phone.  They can hear many 
more sounds and it helps with 
speaking better because they 
have more hearing to work with. 
They keep working on improving 
the implant. At the end of the day, 
it is not a substitute for regular 
hearing and when the implant or 
aid comes off, the person is back 
to being someone who does not 
hear.  
 
When was Yeshivas Nefesh 
Dovid founded? 
 
Nefesh Dovid was founded about 
16 years ago. We had moved 
here to Toronto a year before 
that. Before coming to Toronto, 
we lived in Baltimore for 11 years, 
as I was learning in the kollel 
there for a few years and then 
went to school and worked in the 
mental health field. 
 
Whence does the yeshiva take 
its name? 
 
Right when we started the yeshi-
va we knew we needed a name 
which was taken from Perek 56 in 
Tehilim, “Ki hitzalta nafshi mi-
maves halo raglei midechi 
l’hishalech lifnei Elokim b’ohr ha-
chayim - You saved my soul from 
death, even my feet from stum-
bling to walk before Hashem in 
the light of life”. This is what a 
person with hearing loss feels: 
when he is alone, he is isolated 
and he is not always a part of 
things. When a person does not 
feel a part of things, of the com-
munity, he does not feel alive. So 
through the yeshiva and the net-
work that the yeshiva provides, he 
becomes alive, and he does not 
stumble like he used to — he is 
able to be part of the light of life. 
 
How is the learning set up? 
What does shiur look like at the 
yeshiva?  
 
We use speech and sign lan-
guage. Everybody is sitting 
around in a circle, so everybody 
can see each other, too (if a bo-

Rabbi Kakon (cont’d) 
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chur asks a question one would 
not see him if he were sitting a 
few seats down in the same 
row). When we learn Gemara we 
use the projector to show the 
Gemara on the screen so the 
boys see the daf simultaneously 
and we can point through the 
Gemara so everybody knows 
where we are holding. This way, 
things go much more smoothly 
and we are all on the same 
page, so to speak.   
People ask if it’s a good thing to 
use sign language or if it is better 
not to. So I think everyone 
should use sign language, spe-
cifically for learning Gemara, 
because it becomes visual and 
you see the concepts like a 
machlokes, Abaye (here) and 
Rava (there), we put them in 
their places and the whole thing 
literally becomes alive. Some-
times I go to a shiur and I have 
an interpreter – I have a very 
good friend, a dentist, Dr. Mitch-
ell Sutton, who is my personal 
interpreter, who tells me what the 
Rav is saying. And it’s interesting 
that when we do this other people 
come to me thanking me for bring-
ing the interpreter because they 
were able to follow the shiur better 
because they were looking at the 
interpreter, too, even though they 
could hear. They had a tremen-
dous benefit from seeing the shiur 
come alive through gestures. 
They also are much more focused 
and thus absorb the information 
better. 
 
Do all the talmidim at the yeshi-
va use sign language? And do 
they all use the same sign lan-
guage? 
 
When we are in the yeshiva to-
gether, we pretty much use the 
same language, which is the 
American version.  In some cas-
es, they had never used it before, 
or they came from Israel or 
France or South America where 
the language is very different. 
Here, when we say “father,” we 
motion (make your hand five with 
thumb out and tap thumb against 
top of forehead) and 
“mother” (same as above just tap 
thumb against chin) but in Israel 
they say “abba” and “ima”  which 
is moving the hand from cheek to 
cheek or forehead to chin, de-
pending on which. They are differ-
ent, but they’re similar in a way, 
so it’s not hard for a person who is 
already visual to pick up and learn 
the language and be part of the 
group.  
 
We are a yeshiva for boys with 
hearing loss, but everyone has 

different levels and abilities and 
ways of communication so we are 
dealing with that. 
 
Has the Rosh Yeshiva invented 
any signs for Gemara, since 
we’re guessing that American 
Sign Language doesn’t have a 
word for, say, yeush shelo 
medaas? 
 
Yes, we have to. Basically, it’s 
really about explaining the con-
cepts, so once we know what the 
concept is, we can then make a 
sign that visualizes this concept in 
the most concise way possible. 
Dr. Siger was the one who paved 
the way for this and made this 
possible.  
 
Are there any advantages in 
learning for those who have 
hearing loss? 
 
For sure. And even for those who  
hear, like I said before, they 
should learn sign language. Also, 
when Klal Yisrael was by Har Si-
nai, it says in the pasuk, “V’chol 
ha’am roim es hakolos.” What 
does that mean that they saw the 
sounds? We could learn from this 
that it is not enough of an impact 
just to hear the sounds of the sho-
far; we actually need to be able to 
visualize the sounds and take 
them to heart. 
 
How can we best interact with 
and be sensitive to people we 
meet who have hearing loss? 
 
I would say: not to assume any-
thing but to approach the person 

in a matter-of- fact manner and 
ask how he prefers to communi-
cate or what is the best way to 
speak with him. Does he want to 
sign or for you to speak slower or 
just enunciate clearly? Sometimes 
a person thinks, “Oh, he can’t 
hear me therefore I’m not going to 
use my voice when talking to 
him.” And sometimes it can be 
more difficult or even embarrass-
ing for a person to lip read if one 
talks without using his voice. The 
bottom line is to just be yourself 
and speak normally and see how 
things go.  
 
Why is it important to make a 
yeshiva like Nefesh Dovid?  
 
Nefesh Dovid is mamash the only 
yeshiva for hearing challenged 
bochurim in the whole world, so 
this is an opportunity for any boy 
who would not otherwise be able 
to learn or really keep up in yeshi-
va. There will always be a place 
for him right here at Nefesh Dovid. 
Today in daf yomi, Gemara Ma-
kos, daf yud, says that if a person 
goes to galus and if he needs his 
rebbe, his rebbe goes there with 
him. Even if there is a yeshiva 
there anyway, if this person needs 
his rebbe, the rebbe has to join 
him in galus.   
This is the only yeshiva where a 
boy with hearing loss can connect 
with a rebbe who is also the same 
way. So now this boy does not 
have any excuses such as, “I 
don’t hear, so that’s why I don’t 
get up in the morning.” Or, “I am 
feeling very sorry for myself,” or, 

“Nobody likes me.” I say to the 
boys, “Look at me. You could do 
the same thing with your own 
kochos, in your own special way.”  
Also, there are many boys that 
don’t hear who have managed at 
a regular yeshiva, in terms of 
learning, but they want to come 
here to Nefesh Dovid anyway. 
Besides trying to keep up with 
everyone, they are also struggling 
with their own identity: “Do I have 
the status of a regular hearing 
person or not?” However, in our 
yeshiva we don’t need to talk 
about it. We’re a yeshiva that em-
braces the boys and completely 
accepts them for who they are 
and this results in the boys being 
able to cope and deal with every-
thing.   
 
The beauty of the yeshiva is that 
we are located on the premises of 
the Yeshiva Gedolah and have 
been made to feel welcome all 
these years by Rav Brodsky and 
the hanhalah. It gives our bo-
churim a real sense of being in a 
yeshiva atmosphere and, besides 
daily interactions throughout the 
day with the bochurim of the me-
sivta, there are several opportuni-
ties for them to learn together 
b’chavrusa. There is even a sign 
language session that enables the 
bochurim of the mesivta to pick up 
on sign language and become 
potential interpreters for shiurim in 
the community at large, a real 
need for those of us who would 
love to participate along with the 
others.  
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