
The Gemara in Shabbos, 88A, states: “'They stood under the mountain.' Rav Avdimi bar Chama said, this 

teaches us that at Har Sinai, Hashem placed a mountain over the Jewish People’s heads like a barrel, and said 

if you accept the Torah, good, but if not, you will be buried right here. Rav Acha bar Yakov said, because they 

were forced they were given a defense for not keeping the Torah. Rava said, nevertheless, the Jewish people 

accepted the Torah again in the days of Achashverosh.” 

Tosfos is bothered by the need for Hashem to force the Jewish People to accept the Torah. The Jewish people 

had already accepted the Torah willingly by saying “נעשה ונשמע”? Tosfos answers, that perhaps they would 

retract their acceptance of the Torah out of fear, upon seeing the ‘great fire’ at Har sinai. This experience 

was so overwhelming that it caused their souls to leave them, which resulted in Hashem needing to revive 

them. In order to counter this fear, Hashem created another counter-fear to assist in maintaining the Jewish 

People’s initial acceptance of the Torah. By placing a mountain over their heads, He ensured that they 

wouldn’t renege on their commitment.

Based on Tosfos’ explanation, Rav Acha Bar Yakov’s statement seems puzzling. 

According to Tosfos, the Jewish People accepted the Torah willingly with love 

when they said,  “נעשה ונשמע”, an acceptance that they never retracted. The ‘force’ 

was only to maintain their commitment. That being the case, the defense proposed 

by Rav Acha Bar Yakov would seem to be an invalid excuse, as their original 

passionate acceptance was still upheld. So why does Rav Acha Bar Yakov consider 

this a valid defense for not keeping the Torah?

This question can be answered through understanding the impact that pressure 

has on our psyche. When a person is told he must do something because otherwise 

he will face death, it creates a tremendous pressure. This pressure, instead of 

motivating commitment, can at times undermine it by overwhelming the person, until he is incapable of 

acting. This idea can be applied to our Gemara as well. It is true that the Jewish People were fully committed 

to keeping the Torah willingly, and out of love, however once they felt that not keeping it meant death, 

even though it was only a reinforcement of their initial heartfelt acceptance, they were overwhelmed with a 

paralyzing feeling of pressure.

We can glean some significant life applications from the outcome of this Gemara. It is of the utmost importance 

that we are so careful when it comes to teaching our children and our students. Often times, our children 

and students start off accepting the Torah with love, solely desiring to be committed to all of the nuances 

of Halacha. As they continue to develop and grow they become more prone to the damaging influences of 

society that threaten their commitment to Torah. In an effort to curtail this, we often threaten them, that 

any involvement in such behaviors will be met with severe consequences. It is clear from the Gemara that 

such threats can unfortunately result in the opposite of their intended effect. Instead of helping them to 

maintain their commitment to Torah, the threats can actually cause a intense feeling of pressure, that  could 

undermine their commitment to Torah. 

"Pressure can 
overwhelm the 
person, until he 
is incapable of 

acting"
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