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Being “Shalem” Necessitates  

Doing Things for the Greater Good  

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat VaYishlach, 5774 

 

 A phrase in this week’s Parasha that has always fascinated me appears at the beginning 

of Beraishit 33:18 : 

 

And Yaakov came “Shalem” (whole) to the city of Shechem, which is in the land 

of Canaan, when he came from Paddan-aram… 

 

While at the outset of his life, Yaakov is designated as “Tam” (simple): 

 

 Beraishit 25:27  

…and Yaakov was an “Ish Tam”, dwelling in tents,  

 

the later text that appears to deliberately contrast “Tam” with “Shalem” suggests that the latter 

is somehow a more significant achievement and reflects greater accomplishment with respect 

to the many components that make up one’s life. In the words of Rav in Shabbat 33b: 

 

Rav interpreted:  

Bodily whole [sound] (despite the threats posed by Lavan and Eisav), 

financially whole (even after having been cheated by Lavan and sending 

a tremendous tribute to Eisav),  

and whole in his learning (following spending so many years away from 

the home of Yitzchak and Rikva).1 

 

R. S.R. Hirsch develops Rav’s comment further:  

 

“Shalem”—in full, harmonious, undiminished completeness. Not only in 

material matters, but above all, in moral and spiritual matters, especially 

considering the dangers that beset a man to make the most strenuous efforts 

to secure material independence. “Shalem” is the expression of the most 

complete harmony, especially the complete agreement of external matters 

with internal ones. All true peace, worthy of the name “Shalom”, even of civil 

life, is not one made according to stereotyped external patterns, but must 

come out from inside, from the nature and ideal of the harmonious order of 

the matters of life.  

                                                           
1
 Beraishit Rabba 79:5 adds “whole with respect to his offspring” (after having worried that Eisav might 

murder at least part of his family).  
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Achieving a state of “Temimut” when you are young, free of financial and familial responsibility, 

is a great deal easier than being “Shalem” when you are older and have to juggle so many 

competing interests and concerns. And yet, at least for a short time, upon his return to 

Canaan—relatively soon afterwards, the troubles associated with Dina and Yosef do much to 

deprive Yaakov of this sense of “wholeness”—Yaakov was able to feel that all the elements of 

his life were completely integrated and complementary to one another. 

 

 Such an understanding of the beginning of 33:18 sheds particular light upon the end of 

verse, “And Yaakov came in peace to the city of Shechem, which is in the land of Canaan, when he came from Paddan-aram; 

‘VaYichan Et Penai HaIhr’ (and encamped before the city).   This final phrase  is interpreted by 

the Talmud—as opposed to standard traditional commentaries on the bible2—as describing 

actions on the part of Yaakov that could be construed as constituting an extension of the 

“Shleimut” mentioned in the beginning of the verse:   

 

Shabbat 33b 

                                                           
2
 It is remarkable to note that the traditional bible commentaries by and large do not reference the 

Talmud’s interpretation of this final phrase in 33:18. Aside from RaShBaM, Ibn Ezra, RaDaK and Sephorno 
not even mentioning the final phrase at all—probably they saw it as entirely prosaic, reflecting a 
geographic fact, i.e., where Yaakov encamped, rather than something conceptual, others offer a wide 
range of alternative understandings: 
 Geographical: Da’at Mikra—“Et Penai HaIhr” means the eastern side of the city. 

Practical:          Chizkuni—because Yaakov had acquired during his years with Lavan such 
extensive herds, he could not enter the city, but had to set up camp on its 
outskirts. 

Sociological:    Siftei Kohen—Yaakov did not want to live within the city because he feared that 
his family would be influenced by the values of its inhabitants. (The story of 
Dina lends support to such a view.) 

                          MaLBIM (converse of Siftei Kohen)—He did not live in the vicinity of Shechem as 
he had done in Sukkot, where he constructed structures to separate himself 
from the people of the land, but rather he wished to be in the midst of the 
people and established his dwelling place there.  

Ritualistic:       RaShI, Ba’alei Tosafot, Hadar Zekeinim—Since Yaakov reached the place as the sun 
was setting on Friday afternoon, he established the Techumin in terms of 
how far he could walk, not being able to enter the city, and in effect 
observing Shabbat.  

Political:           HaKetav VeHaKabbala—“Pnai HaIhr” is to be understood as the dignitaries of the 
city. Therefore “VaYechan” is interpreted as showing them favor, from the 
word “Chen”, in this case sending them gifts in order to ingratiate himself 
with them. (This parallels what he did to try to win over Eisav prior to their 
face-to-face meeting.) 

Spiritual:           HaEmek Davar—Yaakov wished to remain outside the city as his wont to be alone  
and not engaged with the local populace. See MaLBIM’s interpretation of 
Beraishit 32:25 in my essay on Parashat VaYetze at 
http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5774/Rabb
i_Presentations/VaYishlach-5774-Did-Yaakov-Go-Back-for-Nothing-
(new).pdf  

http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5774/Rabbi_Presentations/VaYishlach-5774-Did-Yaakov-Go-Back-for-Nothing-(new).pdf
http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5774/Rabbi_Presentations/VaYishlach-5774-Did-Yaakov-Go-Back-for-Nothing-(new).pdf
http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5774/Rabbi_Presentations/VaYishlach-5774-Did-Yaakov-Go-Back-for-Nothing-(new).pdf
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“VaYichan Et Penai HaIhr” (interpreting “VaYichan” as “being gracious; positively 

contributing”3 rather than “encamping”) 

Rav said: He “Tiken”4 (instituted) currency for them.    

Shmuel said: He “Tiken” markets for them. 

R. Yochanan said: He “Tiken” baths for them.5 6 7 

                                                           
3
 In Devarim 7:2, the root appears unambiguously as referring to doing good things for another: 

And when the LORD thy God shall Deliver them (the Seven Nations) up before thee, and thou 
shalt smite them; then thou shalt utterly destroy them; thou shalt make no covenant with them, 
“VeLo Tichanem” (nor show mercy unto them), 

which is then interpreted by Avoda Zora 20a: 
 It is taught in a Baraita: 

a) Do not allow them “Chania” (lit. encampment; a prohibition against allowing them to acquire 
land in Canaan) (in this interpretation, the two understands of “VaYichan” in Beraishit 
33:18 overlap);  

b) Another interpretation: Do not attribute to them “Chen” (do not admire them, hold them up 
as exemplary);  

c) Another interpretation: Do not impart free gifts upon them.  
4
 In addition to reading “VaYichan” as alluding to acting graciously, there are those who derive Yaakov’s 

three innovations from the following verse, i.e., 33:19 “VaYiken”   (rather than the obvious meaning, “He 
purchased”, one could read “He instituted” from the language of Takana [a piece of legislation]) the 
parcel of ground, where he had spread his tent, at the hand of the children of Chamor, Shechem's father, 
for a hundred pieces of money.”    
5
 MaHaRaL MiPrague, in his Chidushei Agaddeta on Shabbat 33b, categorizes these three areas as follows: 

Currency: The money that is utilized in a particular locale is not natural, but rather a social 
convention concerning which all the members of the society agree. And it is not 
limited to only currency, but anything that serves as social convention within the 
society at large. "דת נמוסית" 

Markets:   Since what is sold in the markets are natural necessities, such as food and other needs 
for survival, one could say that they are a natural requirement. On the other hand, the 
establishment of a particular day as “market day” (like Mondays and Thursdays in the 
Talmud) is a social convention. So markets are reflections of both societal concerns, 
i.e., natural necessity and social convention. דת קרוב אל הנמוס" "  

Baths:         Maintaining hygiene is totally a natural concern and promotes health and 
longevity. "דת טבעית לגמרי" 

6
 In a related  Talmudic passage, the story of R. Shimon bar Yochai’s critique of the Roman contributions 

to society appears: 
Shabbat 33b 
R. Yehuda commenced [the discussion] by observing, 'How fine are the works of this people!  
They have made streets, they have built bridges, they have erected baths.' R. Yose was silent. R. 
Shimon b. Yochai answered and said, 'All that they made they made for themselves; they built 
market-places, to set harlots in them; baths, to rejuvenate themselves; bridges, to levy tolls for 
them. 

A parallel discussion appears in the beginning of Avoda Zora, with this time, God Himself Rejecting Roman 
claims of having enhanced general society by their innovations: 

Avoda Zora 2b 
Thereupon the Kingdom of Edom  will enter first before Him...     
The Holy One, blessed be He, will then Say to them: 'Wherewith have you occupied yourselves?' 
They will reply: 'O Lord of the Universe, we have established many market-places, we have 
erected many baths, we have accumulated much gold and silver, and all this we did only for the 
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 Talmud Yerushalmi clearly understands Yaakov’s actions not as evidence of personal 

piety, but rather as precedent-setting for his offspring down through the ages: 

 

Yerushalmi Shevi’it 9:1 

What did he (Yaakov) do? He made booths and sold in a marketplace. From here 

(we derive) that we must make (social) improvements as did our founding 

fathers.8  

 

R. Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen Kook,9 probably due in large part to his formative role in the 

founding and development of the Jewish state, interpreted these three contributions to society 

attributed to Yaakov as being intended to draw people together and help them bond with one 

another:  

 

The strengthening of good ethics that are complementary to Divine 

Righteousness, and the strengthening of the power of the society is achieved by 

making constant the interactions among an individual and his fellow man, so 

that each will value his fellow man’s existence in the world and that person’s 

needs.  Viewing this from an external perspective as something that is limiting 

                                                                                                                                                                             
sake of Israel, that they might [have leisure] for occupying themselves with the study of the 
Torah.' 
 The Holy One, blessed be He, will Say in reply: 'You foolish ones among peoples, all that which 
you have done, you have only done to satisfy your own desires. You have established 
marketplaces to place courtesans therein; baths, to revel in them; [as to the distribution of] silver 
and gold, that is Mine, as it is written: (Chagai 2:8) “Mine is the silver and Mine is the gold, Saith 
the Lord of Hosts”… 
They will then depart crushed in spirit. 

Similar and even identical contributions are attributed to Yaakov and Rome (the spiritual descendants of 
Eisav). Perhaps what is implied is that however something may appear externally, very different 
motivations can underlie it depending upon who creates it and why. While the Talmudic passages 
describing Rome could be viewed as essentially polemical in nature, nevertheless why someone innovates 
a particular social practice could be subject to different understandings and interpretations. 
7
 The Talmud offers an example of a Tanna who decides that out of a sense of appreciation, he had to 

“give back” something to society—in this particular case specifically Jewish society. 
Shabbat 33b-34a 
Since a miracle has occurred, said he (R. Shimon bar Yochai), let me go and amend something…  
Is there ought that requires amending? he asked. There is a place of doubtful uncleanness, he 
was informed, and priests have the trouble of going round it. Said he: Does any man know that 
there was a presumption of cleanness here? A certain old man replied, “Here [R. Yochanan] b. 
Zakkai cut down lupines of terumah.” So he did likewise. Wherever it (the ground] was hard he 
declared it clean, while wherever it was loose he, marked it out.  Said a certain old man. The son 
of Yochai has purified a cemetery!... 

8
 See my article “A Religious Context for Jewish Political Activity” at 

http://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/1997-a-religious-context-for-jewish-political-
activity.pdf for additional aspects of this theme. 
9
 Ein Ayah on Shabbat 33b, #285. 

http://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/1997-a-religious-context-for-jewish-political-activity.pdf
http://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/1997-a-religious-context-for-jewish-political-activity.pdf
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to one’s own space and the accessibility of one’s own needs, which in truth is a 

false outlook which generates hatred, competitiveness and covetousness 

between individuals and countries (should be avoided). An inner perspective 

teaches us that when there are more people, it becomes that much more 

possible for one individual to help the next by exchanging abilities whereby each 

one can use and benefit from whatever the other brings into existence. And the 

more this truism is perceived and made obvious, the more will be expanded 

love and brotherhood within human society, that from it will extend the most 

exalted good that is worthy to exist within the world… (R. Kook goes on to state 

that currency, markets and public hygiene are all reflections of the ideal 

interactive society.) 

 

If we accept the Talmud’s interpretation of “VaYichan” in Beraishit 33:18, it becomes 

appropriate to wonder what motivated Yaakov to make these contributions to society? Tora 

Temima (as well as HaKetav VeHaKabbala explain that doing such things on behalf of a place 

from which you have benefited constitutes an expression of “Hakarat HaTov” (recognition of the 

good [that one has received]): 

 

Tora Temima #13 

And the general matter of the Tikunim comes about from a 

feeling of thankfulness and acknowledgement of kindness that 

was extended by that place that extended itself to him and 

accepted him as a citizen of the land…10 

 

Such an approach would suggest not only that Jews who have found refuge and success living in 

the United States should not only feel grateful, but should take on the responsibility to actively 

participate in the quality of life and its improvement where they have taken up residence.  

 

                                                           
10

 Tora Temima then directs the reader to his commentary on Beraishit 2:15 
And the LORD God Took the man, and Put him into the Garden of Eden to dress it and to keep it.  

Avot D’Rabbi Natan, Chapt. 11 
It was taught in a Baraita: R. Shimon ben Elazar said, “Great is work because even Adam 
did not eat anything until he performed work, as it is said “…and Put him into the 
Garden of Eden to dress it and to keep it” immediately followed by (Beraishit 2:16) “And 
the LORD God Commanded the man, saying: 'Of every tree of the garden thou mayest 
freely eat.” 
 Tora Temima #37 

It is a hint to all inhabitants of the world that it is not proper to benefit from 
the world without bringing to it in return some benefit for the civilizing of the 
world and its long-term survival… 
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R. Elimelech Bar Shaul,11 in his work on Parashat HaShavua entitled Min HaBe’er,12 takes 

this theme a very significant step further.  He suggests that in addition to the need to express 

one’s thankfulness for a place having warmly accepted a foreigner and his family, there is an 

unconditional13 obligation to engage in such activities because of a different consideration.   

 

Man who was Created in the Image and Likeness of the Divine, is expected to 

walk in the Ways of the Holy One, Blessed Be He, and to emulate Him in terms 

of His Actions… 

There is an obligation upon every human being to engage in making the 

civilization of the world better, without any conditions or reasons. Just as God 

Renews each day the Act of Creation, so is man obligated to be a partner in this 

enterprise to the best of his ability, and to add improvements to the Creation as 

well as the structure of human society and culture… 

 

Therefore it could be concluded that true Shleimut with respect to the essential nature of man 

would be manifested in the degree that he manages to emulate HaShem’s Example, and 

Yaakov’s being “Shalem” would have led directly to his seeking ways to make life better for his 

city as well as for himself and his family.  
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  ומחבר  רחובות( היה רבה של תשכ"ה י' בחשוון) 9111 באוקטובר 91 -( תרע"ג) 9191) אלימלך בר שאול רבה 

ראי"ה . התקרב לישיבת חברוןוב ישיבת עץ חיים. למד בקריית משה. גדל בשכונת חב"דיתלמשפחה  ירושליםנולד ב
לקבוצה  מוסר. בתקופה מסוימת מסר שיחות ישיבת מרכז הרבשערך ב סעודה שלישיתלהשתתף ב ונהג קוק

כפי שהיה נהוג  יידישדווקא ולא ב עבריתשהייתה מעוניינת לשמוע שיעורים ושיחות מוסר ב ישיבת חברוןמתלמידי 
שם אז. רוחה של ישיבת חברון ניכרת בספריו ויש ממאמריו המהווים, במידה רבה, עיבודים של שיחות הסבא 

 .מאיר חדש, ששמע, כנראה, מהרב נתן צבי פינקלמסלבודקה, רבי 
, שהפכה מאוחר ישיבת קלצקללמד ב רחובותובשנת תש"ט עבר ל שדה יעקבבשנת תש"ג נבחר להיות הרב של 

 ידיו בישיבת חברון.. לרחובות הגיעו עמו גם כמה מתלמישיבת הדרוםיותר ל
, שבתבשנת תשי"א נבחר לרבה הראשי של רחובות. פעל לחיזוק היהדות בעיר, ובפרט שמירתה הציבורית של ה

להפוך למרכז רוחני הכולל ספריה יצר סביבו חוג של זוגות צעירים ויזם את הקמתו של בניין הרבנות, שאותו שאף 
וך של הרבנות הראשית ובישיבת הדרום. כיהן כחבר בוועדה לענייני חינ ישיבת כרם ביבנהתורנית עשירה. לימד ב

 החינוך העצמאיובמקביל בחבר הנאמנים של  חבר הרבנים של הפועל המזרחיועסק רבות בענייני חינוך. היה חבר ב
 ...אנציקלופדיה התלמודית. נמנה עם הכותבים בהתייעצו בו רבות הקיבוץ הדתי. אנשי  אגודת ישראלשל 

12
 Moreshet, Tel-Aviv, 5725. 

13
 HaKarat HaTov assumes that one has benefited from his surroundings, but also implies that if one feels 

that he has not gained anything from where he finds himself, he would not have to try to contribute to his 
environment and surroundings.  
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