
Wealth and Poverty in the U.S. 2020-2021
(Census Bureau statistics)

Distribution of Income (2020)

Median household income in U.S.: $67,500
Median household income in Massachusetts: $86,725

Household income by quintile:

Bottom quintile: up to $27,000
4th quintile: $27,000 – 52,000
3rd quintile: $52,00 – 85,000
2nd quintile: $85,000-141,000
Top quintile: $141,000 and above
Top 10%: $200,000 and above
Top 5%: $274,00 and above

Distribution of wealth

Household median net worth by quintile (2020)

Bottom quintile: $6,030
4th quintile: $43,760
3rd quintile: $104,700
2nd quintile: $201,800
Top quintile: $608,900

The minimum net worth of the top 1% of households is approximately $11 million.

Distribution of Household Wealth in the U.S. (2021):

Bottom 50% of households:  2.3%  ($3 trillion)
50-90% of households: 27.8% ($37 trillion)
90-99% of households: 37.7% ($50 trillion)
Top 1% of households: 32.3% ($43 trillion)

The wealthiest 10% of Americans owned about 89% of stocks and mutual funds held in the
U.S. as of the first quarter of 2021. The bottom 50% of U.S. households held around 0.5%.

Poverty Rates (2021)

The official U.S. poverty rate in 2020 was 11.4%, and there were 37.2 million people in
poverty.  Federal poverty threshold in 2021 - $26,500 for a four-person household.



Rabbinic Views on Wealth & Poverty

Who is wealthy?

1)  Ben Zoma said, “Who is rich? The one who is happy in their portion, as it is said, When
you eat the labor of your hands, happy you shall be, and it shall be well with you (Psalms
128:2). “Happy you shall be”—in this world—“And it shall be well with you”—in the world
to come. (Pirkei Avot 4:1)

יַעבן זומא אומר...איזהו עשיר השמח בחלקו. שנאמר: י� וְ֣טֹוב ָלֽ�יְִג֣ ְׁשֶר֗ ל ַא֝ י תֹאֵכ֑ ֶּפי� ִּכ֣ אשריך. בעולם.ַּכ֭
הזה. וטוב לך. לעולם הבא.

2)  Our rabbis taught: Who is rich? The one who has pleasure/comfort (nachat ruach) in
their wealth: this is according to Rabbi Meir.  Rabbi Tarfon said: The one who owns a
hundred vineyards, a hundred fields and a hundred servants working them.  Rabbi Akiba
said: the one who has a spouse beautiful in deeds.  Rabbi Yosi said: The one whose
bathroom is near their table. (Talmud, Shabbat 25b)

תנו רבנן: איזה עשיר? כל שיש לו נחת רוח בעשרו, דברי רבי מאיר. סימן מ"ט ק"ס. רבי טרפון אומר: כל שיש לו
מאה כרמים ומאה שדות, ומאה עבדים שעובדין בהן. רבי עקיבא אומר: כל שיש לו אשה נאה במעשים. רבי יוסי אומר:

כל שיש לו בית הכסא סמוך לשולחנו.

3)  Rabbi Meir said:  One should always teach their child a clean and easy trade, and request
compassion from the One to Whom all wealth and property belong, for neither poverty nor
wealth comes from one’s trade, rather from the One to whom wealth belongs, as it is
written: The silver is Mine and the gold is Mine, says YHVH of Hosts (Haggai 2:8).

ְוַהּנְָכִסיםֶׁשָהעֹוֶׁשרְלִמיַרֲחִמיםִויַבֵּקׁשְוַקָּלהנְִקּיָהאּוָּמנּותִלְבנֹוָאָדםיְַלֵּמדְלעֹוָלםאֹוֵמרֵמִאירַרִּבי
ְוִליַהֶּכֶסףִליֶׁשּנֱֶאַמרֶׁשּלֹוֶׁשָהעֹוֶׁשרְלִמיֶאָּלאָהאּוָּמנּותִמןֲעִׁשירּותְוֵאיןָהאּוָּמנּותִמןֲענִּיּותֶׁשֵאיןֶׁשּלֹו

ְצָבאֹות’הנְֻאםַהּזָָהב

Questions for reflection:

� In Texts #1 & 2, how do you understand each rabbi’s particular response to the
question “who is rich”?  Do any resonate with you?

In Text #3, what do you think of the idea that our relative level of wealth is not the
product of our labor or effort?

� Where do you consider yourself and your household, on the scale of wealth?  Is it
difficult to talk about, or acknowledge?

� What messages were you given about wealth, growing up?  Was it something
desirable?  Problematic?  Mysterious?



A Rabbinic Sociology and Theology of Poverty & Wealth

When you lend My people money, the poor person with you, you shall not be to him as a
creditor, you shall not charge him interest. (Ex. 22:24)

1)  An interpretation of “the poor person with you”: “The poor person is not ‘with you,’ but
with Me”…The ways of the Blessed Holy One are not like those of human beings.  When a
person is rich and has a poor relative, he does not acknowledge him; when he sees his poor
relation, he hides himself, being ashamed to speak to him, because he is poor…If one is
rich, however, all cleave to her and love her, as it says, But the rich has many friends
(Proverbs 14:20).  But the Blessed Holy One is not like this, for who are God’s people?—the
poor.  God sees a poor person and cleaves to her—for proof, see what is written: Thus says
YHVH, the heaven is My throne (Isaiah 67:1), and what does it say after this? But on this man
will I look, on the one who is poor and of downtrodden spirit… (Exodus Rabbah 31:13 c. 9th

century)

2)  Another interpretation of “the poor person with you”:  It is written, For God is judge,
putting one down, and lifting up another (Psalms 75:8). What is this world like?  Like a wheel
[of a well] in a garden; the clay vessel attached to it ascends full from below and descends
empty from above. Similarly not everyone who is rich today is rich tomorrow, and the one
who is poor today need not be so tomorrow. Why is this?  Because there is a rotating wheel
in the world…Happy is the one whose hand is stretched out to the poor, for see what it
says: The rich and the poor meet together—God  makes then all (Proverbs 22:2). God makes
them all—both the poor person who stretches out his hand, and the householder who
refuses to give him anything; the One who made this one rich will yet make him poor, and
the One who made this one poor will yet make him rich…Our teachers have said: if all
troubles were asseumbled on one side and poverty on the other, poverty would outweigh
them all. (Exodus Rabbah 31:14)

3)  Pause and consider that all the Holy One's creatures borrow one from the other. The day
borrows from the night and the night from the day, yet they do not strive with each other as
human beings do. The moon borrows from the stars and the stars from the moon; the light
borrows from the sun and the sun from the light; the heavens borrow from the earth and
the earth from the heavens; wisdom borrows from understanding and understanding from
wisdom; loving-kindness borrows from righteousness and righteousness from
loving-kindness; Torah borrows from mitzvahs and mitzvahs from Torah.

The Holy One's creatures borrow from each other and repay each other. It is only mortals
who borrow from their fellows, and then their fellows seek to swallow them with usurious
interest and cheating.   Moreover, the person who exacts interest says to the Holy One, "Why
do You not take payment from Your world in which Your creatures are--payment from the
earth, to which You give drink; payment from the flowers, which You make grow; payment
from the lights, which You cause to shine; payment from the soul, which You breathe into
them; payment from the body, which You preserve?"

The Holy One replies, "See how much I lend, yet take no interest, and how much the earth
lends and takes no interest. I take only the capital I lent, even as the earth takes her capital,
for Scripture declares, "The dust returns to the earth as it was, and the spirit returns unto God
who gave it " (Ecclesiastes 12:7).   (Exodus Rabbah 31:15)


