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The Gemara in Maseches Bava Kama (92a) cites a proverb that people would commonly say: בתר עניא אזלא עניותא – 
literally, “Poverty follows the poor.”  Rava asked Rabba bar Mari where there might be a source in Torah law for this 
saying, and Rabba cited a Mishna relevant to the procedure of bikkurim, the bringing of one’s first fruits to the Beis 
Ha’mikdash.  Wealthy people, the Mishna states, would bring their fruits in exquisite gold or silver baskets, whereas the 
poor brought theirs in simple baskets made from willows.  After the bikkurim were presented to the kohen, the gold and 
silver baskets were returned to the wealthy, whereas the simple baskets of the poor were kept by the kohen.  Thus, 
   ”.poverty follows the poor“ – בתר עניא אזל עניותא
 
This halacha seems very difficult to understand.  The poor farmer invested a great deal of time and effort into tilling his 
small piece of land, day in and day out, and then, after his trees produced fruit, he makes the long, arduous journey to 
Yerushalayim.  When he gets there, the kohen take not only his first fruits, but also the basket which he worked so hard 
to make in honor of the mitzva of bikkurim.  What is the reason for this halacha? 
 
My grandfather 1 זיע"א would often fondly cite the explanation given by our ancestor, the Meor Einayim 2.זיע"א  He 
understood the Gemara in the precise opposite manner.  If a poor person brings his bikkurim in a cheap, simple basket, 
this is because he cannot break free from his mental state of poverty.  He is entrenched in his state of financial distress, 
and cannot even consider the possibility of his situation improving.  This resembles the insight of my ancestor Rav Yisrael 
of Rizhin 3 זיע"א in explaining the Gemara’s comment (Berachos 17b) that each day a Heavenly Voice proclaims, “The 
entire world is fed on account of My son Chanina [ben Dosa], and for My son Chanina one kav of carobs suffices from 
one Erev Shabbos to the next.”  Rav Yisrael of Rizhin explained that Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa was the “pipeline” through 
which material blessing descended to the world4, but since Rabbi Chanina was content with so little food, just one kav of 
carobs throughout the week, material blessing came to the world in very small quantity, and the entire world was fed 
very limitedly.  The kohen would take the poor man’s bikkurim basket in order to divest him of his poverty, to take away 
his poverty mindset, so that the following year he would bring his bikkurim in gold and silver containers.  This is the 
meaning of אזלא עניותא – “the poverty would leave.”  The poor man’s poverty mindset was taken away, so that he 
would be able to attain wealth. 
 
The Gemara in Maseches Nedarim (41a) teaches, אין עני אלא בדעה – true poverty is poverty of the mind, a lack of 
knowledge of understanding.  As such, we may apply the rule of  עניותאבתר עניא אזל  to poverty of the mind.  Very often, 
poverty of the mind results from a person’s lack of preparation to receive a bounty of knowledge and understanding.  By 
opening the mind, one can become capable of achieving much more.   
 
The Arizal taught that the 24th chapter of Tehillim, לדוד מזמור לה' הארץ ומלואה (“The earth and its fill belong to G-d”), 
should be recited after ma’ariv on Rosh Hashanah, as this is the most auspicious time to pray for one’s livelihood, and 
reciting this chapter has the ability to bring down a bounty of material blessing.  Beyond our prayers for our actual 
livelihood, this is also an auspicious time to ask for wealth of the mind, that our minds and hearts be opened and drawn 
to the service of HKB”H.  Let us prepare ourselves in advance for this precious opportunity to ensure it is not wasted, 
Heaven forbid, so we can pray that we attain true “wealth” in Torah, אמן כן יהי רצון. 
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The Iron Yoke of Anxiety 
 
One of the curses which the Torah warns in Parshas Ki-Savo would befall Bnai Yisrael if they disobey HKB”H is 
subjugation to an enemy nation, and that ונתן עול ברזל על צוטאך – that nation will place an “iron yoke” upon Bnai 
Yisrael’s neck. 
 
The Talmud Yerushalmi (Shabbos 14:3) comments that the “iron yoke” mentioned here by the Torah refers to רעיון 
(“thought”).  The Pnai Moshe explains: 
 

המחשבה המועלת והדאגה אשר אדם משים אל לבו הרבה...שהוא דומה לעול ברזל הנתון על הצואר ואי אפשר לו לפנות זו היא 
 אנה ואנה. כך הוא שמשתקע ברעיונו אינו יודע היכן לפנות.

 
This is harmful thoughts and worry which a person puts in his heart excessively…which resembles an iron yoke that is 
placed on the neck and one cannot turn one way or the other.  Similarly, one who is entrenched in his [negative] thoughts 
does not know where to turn. 
 
Indeed, this is an especially harsh illness – when a person brings upon himself all kinds of thoughts and ideas, thinking 
that others think negatively of him or plotting against him.  This is a dreadful curse, weighing upon a person like a heavy, 
iron yoke which he cannot remove.   
 
The Pnai Menachem 5 זיע"א told me on several occasions that he very often had people come to him thinking that the 
Rebbe was angry at them because they felt he did not respond to them with his usual warm demeanor, or because 
when they came before him to receive a greeting he glanced over to the person behind them.  He said that he needed to 
speak to each and every one of them to eliminate these fears from their hearts, and he could have had many extra hours 
for his busy schedule if he did not have to spend time allaying their concerns.   
 
The effective strategy for avoiding רעיון is alluded to in the Gemara (Bava Basra 10a), which comments, אור , ברזל קשה

 fire softens hard iron.  If one suffers, Heaven forbid, from this terrible curse of the “iron yoke” of anxiety, and – מפעפעו
cannot find a way to remove this “yoke,” then he should increase the אור – the light and warmth in his home, conduct all 
his affairs in a warm, loving manner, give of himself to others, illuminate and provide warmth through a kind word to 
every person with whom he speaks, find all the fine qualities in his family members and peers, and give them generous 
praise in their presence.  One can thereby remove the harsh “iron yoke” from his neck, and serve HKB”H with joy and 
fervor throughout his life, אמן כן יהי רצון. 
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