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R. Aryeh Levin (1885-1969), known as “The Tzaddik of Jerusalem” for his acts of kindness, was once
walking through the streets of Jerusalem minutes before Shabbat when he was approached by a man
asking for directions to a certain hotel. Reb Aryeh would have normally jumped at the opportunity to
escort the man to the hotel, but he was concerned because the man was smoking a cigarette and being
that Shabbat was about to start, people seeing the two of them walking together while this man was
smoking on Shabbat may get the wrong impression about the importance of Shabbat. He wasn’t sure
what to do. Reb Aryeh’s solution to the dilemma didn’t involve pressuring the man to discard the
cigarette or offering to escort the man on condition that he would discard it. Rather, he walked with the
man and gently discussed with him the importance of Shabbat and that smoking is a violation of
Shabbat. By the time they reached the hotel, the man remarked that he is not an observant Jew and he is
normally very stubborn when people try to influence him. However, because of R. Aryeh’s kindness and
sensitivity, he pledged to never again smoke on Shabbat. A Tzaddik in our Time, pp. 294-295

Pressuring someone may be an effective way of getting someone to agree to something. When is it
ethical to use pressure? When is it effective? The following scenarios can teach us about this issue:

Let's look at the following scenarios:

Rina left her lunch at home. She knows that if she asks Michelle for half of her sandwich,
Michelle would give it to her because Michelle is the type of person that has difficulty saying
no to someone. Is there anything wrong with Rina asking for some of Michelle’s sandwich?

Tzvi is trying to organize a 9:00 minyan (prayer service) on Sunday mornings. He has asked a
few people who don’t normally attend services on Sunday morning to commit to coming and
hasn’t received much positive response. He feels that the only way he can get them to come is
by pressuring them or making them feel guilty. Should he use that approach?

Yisrael needs help moving a book shelf from one room to another. He asks his neighbor Chaim
to help and when Chaim says he is not interested, Yisrael is surprised. After all, Yisrael has
helped Chaim with these kinds of tasks on many occasions. What should Yisrael do? Is it
appropriate for Yisrael to guilt Chaim into helping by bring up Yisrael’s previous favors to him?

Let’s Examine the Sources

The discussion about pressuring someone to do something begins with a prohibition in the Torah:
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When we think about this prohibition known as “lo tachmod” we may think about feelings of jealousy or
desire. However, Rambam teaches us that one violates lo tachmod through a specific action:
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even if one gave the friend a lot of money, one violates a negative
prohibition as it states “you shall not covet ... ” One does not violate the
prohibition until one has procured the item that one coveted.
Rambam, Hilchot Gezeilah 1:9

Questions for the Table:

Why is using pressure to procure an item a form of coveting and prohibited? Does this mean that all
forms of applying pressure are prohibited?

Rabbeinu Yonah adds another dimension to the prohibition of lo tachmod:
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that the owner is giving it wholeheartedly without any misgivings.
Sha'arei Teshuva 3:43

Questions for the Table:

1) According to Rabbeinu Yonah, is the critical aspect of lo tachmod the person’s desire for the item, or is it

the taking of an item from someone who doesn’t really want to give it away? What would Rabbeinu Yonah
say in a case where the person didn’t really covet the item, but the owner felt pressured to give it away?

2) How would you apply Rabbeinu Yonah’s comments to case #12 Is there a way for Rina to determine if
Michelle would give away part of her sandwich wholeheartedly?

Pressuring Others to Perform a Mitzvah

In our Shabbat Table Discussion entitled “Ahavat Yisrael,” we discussed the mitzvah to rebuke someone
who is doing something wrong and noted that the Talmud' states that one should be very persistent in
rebuking the transgressor, even to (at least) the point where the transgressor is agitated. It would seem
that pressuring someone to perform a mitzvah is not only permissible, it is a recommended method of
getting someone to perform it. Yet, we find that this is not always true:
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How do we know that if one sees one's friend doing something wrong that there is an obligation to rebuke? The verse

(Vayikra 19:17) states "you shall surely rebuke your friend." If the first attempt at rebuke didn't work, how do we know that
one must try again? The verse states "surely rebuke" [implying] that one must keep trying ... How far must one persist in
one's rebuke? Rav stated until [the transgressor is prepared to] hit [the rebukor]. Shmuel stated until [the transgressor is
prepared to] curse. R. Yochanan stated until [the transgressor is] agitated.



http://download.yutorah.org/shabbat-table/Shabbat_Table_Issue_12.pdf
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embarrass him/her]. It was taught: R. Tarfon said, "I wonder if there is anyone in
this generation who is receptive to rebuke” ... R. Elazar b. Azariah said "I wonder
if there is anyone in this generation who is capable of rebuking properly.”

Erchin 16b

Questions for the Table

1) Why do you think it was so difficult to rebuke effectively during the time of R. Tarfon and R. Elazar b.
Azariah? Do you think nowadays it is easier or harder?

2) What are the negative consequences of putting pressure on someone to perform a mitzvah? Are there
situations where someone can know in advance that there won’t be negative consequences?

3) In case #2, Tzvi is less interested in getting his friends to go to any minyan and more interested in
them going to his minyan. How does that fact impact his decision as to whether pressure or guilt are
appropriate?

Pressuring Someone to do You a Favor

It is not appropriate to pressure people into giving away something that they don’t want to give. What if
they are not being pressured into giving away something specific, but rather, their services or their time?
R. Yechiel M. Epstein (1829-1908) notes that when Rambam (mentioned earlier) uses the language
“any other item that can be acquired” in describing the prohibition of lo tachmod, it seems superfluous.
R. Epstein explains why Rambam adds that term:
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situation and limited it to something that can be acquired such
that when Reuven has it, Shimon doesn’t have it, to the exclusion
of techniques and skills which cannot be acquired [physically.]
Aruch HaShulchan, Choshen Mishpat 359:10

Questions for the Table:

1) Why do you think lo tachmod is limited to something that can only be in the physical possession of
the owner or the one who covets? How would you apply R. Epstein’s comments to pressuring someone
to provide a service that he/she doesn’t want to provide?

2) If there is no prohibition against coveting a skill or service, does that mean it is ethical to pressure

someone to do something they don’t want to do? What other prohibitions might be involved?

We have seen that pressuring someone to perform a mitzvah could theoretically be appropriate. The
reason why it shouldn’t be employed routinely is because, in most cases, it is not effective and can have
negative consequences.




Questions for the Table:

In case #3, can Yisrael justify using pressure because he is trying to convince Chaim to perform a mitzvah

(assuming he is sure that it would be effective)? Is there a difference between this case and an ordinary

case of trying to convince someone to perform a mitzvah?

R. Yosef Babad, Minchat Chinuch no. 240, notes that rebuking someone for something he/she did to you
is different than rebuke in general. When rebuking someone for a general mitzvah that he/she violated,
the importance of performing the neglected mitzvah overrides the risk of potentially embarrassing the
person or making the person feel uncomfortable. However, if one was the recipient of a wrongdoing, one
should consider forgiving the wrongdoer before engaging in an activity that might embarrass the
wrongdoer or make him/her feel uncomfortable.

Questions for the Table:

1) In case #3, do you think that Yisrael is trying to pressure Chaim because of Yisrael’s genuine interest
in making Chaim a kinder person or because Yisrael needs Chaim to help? Why is this question
important according to R. Babad?

2) Based on the comments of R. Epstein and R. Babad, what would you advise Yisrael to do?

When someone agrees to do something after being pressured, it often means that it is not being done
wholeheartedly. At times, the person being pressured may be appreciative for the extra motivation, but
many times, the person may resent the pressure or guilt. It also depends on the relationship. Parents are
expected to motivate their children and the methods they use are different than those one would use to
motivate a friend. In any relationship, from the prohibition of lo tachmod we learn that that there are
appropriate ways to ask others to do something for us and we should think carefully how to properly ask
for something.
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