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Gary Cohn grew up in a suburb of Cleveland in the 1970s. A generation later, he would have 

been diagnosed with dyslexia. Instead, it was just assumed that he was a terrible student who was 

actively trying to be disruptive and disobedient. Every day was a struggle as his parents took him 

from school to school, unsuccessfully trying to find something that would work. He somehow 

managed to graduate high school and even completed college. When he was 22 he took a job 

selling aluminum siding and window frames for US Steel in Cleveland.  

 

One day before Thanksgiving, while visiting the company’s sale’s office on Long Island, he 

convinced his manager to give him the day off. He ventured down to Wall Street. He had once 

interned at a brokerage firm and had become interested in trading. He headed to the commodities 

exchange with the fantasy that he could land a job. But as he recalls, “there’s nowhere to go. It’s 

all secure. So I go up to the observation deck and watch the guys and think, Can I talk to them? 

Then I walk down to the floor with the security gate, like someone’s going to let me in. Of 

course no one is. And then literally right after the market’s closed, I see this pretty well-dressed 

guy running off the floor, yelling to his clerk, ‘I’ve got to go, I’m running to LaGuardia, I’m late, 

I’ll call you when I get to the airport.’ I jump in the elevator and I say, “I hear you’re going to 

LaGuardia.’ He says, ‘Yeah.’ I say, ‘Can we share a cab?’ He says, ‘Sure.’ I think this is 

awesome. With Friday afternoon traffic, I can spend the next hour in the taxi getting a job.” 

 

As we head into the final chapters of the Torah, there’s a refrain that we find time and again. 

Moshe turns to his successor, Yehoshua, and gives him words of reassurance: 

 

ָהָאֶרץ ֲאֶׁשר נְִׁשַּבע יְהָוה - ָהָעם ַהּזֶה, ֶאל-ִּכי ַאָּתה ָּתבֹוא ֶאת-- יְִׂשָרֵאל ֲחזַק ֶוֱאָמץ- ֹוֻׁשַע, ַוּיֹאֶמר ֵאָליו ְלֵעינֵי ָכלַוּיְִקָרא מֶֹׁשה ִליה 
 .ַלֲאבָֹתם ָלֵתת ָלֶהם; ְוַאָּתה, ַּתנְִחיֶלּנָה אֹוָתם

 

Moshe calls to Yehoshua and tells him, in front of the entire nation: חזק ואמץ – be strong and 

courageous. And then in the next line: 

 

 ..א יְַרְּפ,, ְו.א יַַעזְֶבָּך; .א ִתיָרא, ְו.א ֵתָחת--ַויהָוה הּוא ַההֵֹל( ְלָפנֶי,, הּוא יְִהיֶה ִעָּמ( ח

Hashem will be with you. לא תירא ולא תחת – don’t be afraid; don’t be worried. 

 

And then a dozen more times, Moshe reassures him; Hashem reassures him and in the book of 

Yehoshua, even the people reassure him! “Don’t worry they, say, we’ll be good listeners,  רק חזק
 .just be strong and of good courage – ואמץ

 

And the question is why? Yehoshua is a great military leader; he’s been the disciple of Moshe 

for forty years; he’s been chosen by Hashem Himself. No one has doubted his ability nor has 

anyone threatened his leadership. He’s the unanimous choice. 

 

But if everyone is so confident he’ll be great, why all the insecurity? Why all the exaggerated 

reassurances? Why the constant need to offer him words of encouragement?  
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Allow me to share with you a suggestion put forth by friend and colleague, Rabbi Hayim Angel. 

We who know the conclusion of the story are actually at something of a disadvantage. Our 

picture of Yehoshua is colored by his many successes and a prophetic reign that was unrivaled in 

national unity and fealty to Hashem. We think of Yehoshua in terms of triumph and success.  

 

But, in truth, Yehoshua’s first forays into communal leadership leave us with a mixed 

impression. Yes, he’s successful in waging war against Amalek. But the first time he’s quoted in 

the Torah, he makes a mistake.  

 

When Moshe is on his way down from Har Sinai about to discover first-hand the sin of the 

Golden Half, he encounters Yehoshua who’s been waiting at the base of the mountain.  

 

ַוּיֹאֶמר, ֵאין קֹול ֲענֹות ְּגבּוָרה, ְוֵאין  יח.  מֶֹׁשה, קֹול ִמְלָחָמה, ַּבַּמֲחנֶה-קֹול ָהָעם, ְּבֵרעֹה; ַוּיֹאֶמר, ֶאל- ַוּיְִׁשַמע יְהֹוֻׁשַע ֶאת יז
 . קֹול, ֲענֹות ֲחלּוָׁשה; קֹול ַעּנֹות, ָאנִֹכי ׁשֵֹמעַ 

 

Yehoshua hears the commotion and interprets it to be the sound of war! But Moshe corrects him; 

these are neither the sounds of victory nor defeat – something much more tragic is happening. 

Yehoshua has gotten it wrong. And as the calamity unfolds, he retreats into the background and 

we hear nothing from him throughout the ensuing chapters.   

 

The next time he appears is when Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the camp. Yehoshua 

takes great offense: 

 

ַוּיֹאֶמר לֹו מֶֹׁשה, ַהְמַקּנֵא ַאָּתה ִלי; ּוִמי יִֵּתן  כט.  ֲאדֹנִי מֶֹׁשה, ְּכָלֵאם  ַוּיֹאַמר:-- נּון, ְמָׁשֵרת מֶֹׁשה ִמְּבֻחָריו-ַוּיַַען יְהֹוֻׁשַע ִּבן כח
 .רּוחֹו, ֲעֵליֶהם- יִֵּתן יְהָוה ֶאת- ִּכי--ַעם יְהָוה, נְִביִאים- ָּכל

 

“Moshe, incarcerate them,” Yehoshua demands. “This is an affront to your authority. You have 

to lock them up!” 

 

But again Moshe corrects him. “It’s no problem,” he says. “Would that the camp was filled with 

prophets.” Once again, Yehoshua has gotten it wrong.  

 

And in the episode of the spies, while Yehoshua ultimately emerges on the side of right, two 

clues indicate something is amiss. First, Moshe goes out of his way to change his name from 

Hoshea to Yehoshua – a prayer that his disciple would maintain his integrity in the face of 

pressure. And second, when the time comes to contravene the report of the Meraglim, it’s Kalev 

who speaks first while Yehoshua remains silent.   

 

Seen through this lens, Yehoshua is a much more complex character than we normally make him 

out to be. So it’s little wonder that his succession of Moshe was attended by doubts and doubters. 

His record was filled with virtuous achievement, but also flaws and missteps.  

 

And yet when he does assume the mantle of leadership, the chapters and years that follow are 

among the most faultless in the history of the Jewish nation. He quickly earns the trust of the 

people and for an entire generation steers them clear of the snares and pitfalls that would plague 

them for years to come.  
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For in the end, what everyone had perceived as Yehoshua’s weakness turned out to be his 

greatest strength. Chazal compare Moshe to the sun. He illuminated the entire world; but 

inasmuch as he was so close to Hashem, he was never able to be close to the people. His face 

shone so brightly, the Torah, says, that he had to wear a kind of mask.  

 

Yehoshua was the moon. One couldn’t compare the stature of his prophecy to that of his teacher. 

But his being more human made him that much more relatable. The people rebelled constantly 

against Moshe, but never against Yehoshua. They saw in him a reflection of their own flaws and 

insecurities. As the Sfas Emes puts it so beautifully, unlike the sun which dominates the sky, the 

moon allows the stars to shine.  

 

The stranger Cohn had jumped into the cab with happened to be a big shot at one of Wall 

Street’s big brokerage firms. Cohn bluffed his way through the entire conversation, persuading 

the broker that he was an expert at options trading. He’d quickly earned himself and interview 

and by the following week, had a job on Wall Street. Today Gary Cohn in the president of 

Goldman Sachs.  

 

Malcolm Gladwell tells Cohn’s story in his book, David and Goliath, to make the case that what 

appears to be a weakness may in fact turn out to be a great strength. Cohn’s dyslexia forced him 

at a young age to grow accustomed to failure. He knew what it felt like and had cultivated a 

tolerance for it. So risk-taking came easily to him. As did bluffing. As Gladwell puts it, “If 

you’ve been pretending to be someone else your whole life, how hard is it to bluff your way 

through a one-hour cab ride to LaGuardia?” 

 

Today we’re blessed to be celebrating Elijah’s Bar Mitzvah. Thinking about Yehoshua – and 

thinking about Gary Cohn – reveals a message that’s relevant to us all – but particularly relevant 

to a young man poised to become a great leader. Just to be clear – Elijah: the message is not to 

try fail out of school and it’s wrong to lie on a job interview. [I can just see the Heschel 

Newspaper: Five days before Rosh Hashana Orthodox Rabbi advocates lying….] The point very 

simply is that sometimes the goal isn’t to overcome challenges, but to embrace them. Even if you 

haven’t faced too many of them yet, when they do come, you’ll be ready.  

 

It is just a few days before Rosh Hashana and we’re all in Teshuva mode – we’re all thinking 

about our own flaws and our own inadequacies. We know all about the ways we can be better 

Jews and better people. But sometimes it’s the deficit itself that we can transform into an 

advantage. It’s at just such a time that Moshe’s words to Yehoshua are so encouraging:  

 חזק ואמץ.

 

With a little strength and a little courage, there’s nothing to stop each of us from accomplishing 

great things in the year ahead.  

 

 


