
Story Number 25

BEERSHEBA TO HARRAN

Jacob left his parents’ home in Beersheba and went to Harran, using the

same route that his grandfather Abraham had taken, but in the reverse

direction. He went north through Hebron, Ephrath (Bethlehem) and Bethel

(Luz) to Shechem (modern Nablus), turned right and down to the Jordan

which he crossed at the Adam (modern Damya) ford into Gilead, and then

up north-east to Harran. In those days, Aram (Syria) extended eastwards

to include northern Mesopotamia (modern Irak), and either this area (or

part of it) was known as Paddan of Aram 1, or Paddan was another name

for Harran.

Jacob apparently travelled on foot alone, unusual in those days when

a man would take a servant along with him. And although his father was

very rich, he did not take any presents with him to give to Laban, either

on his own behalf (in return for a wife) or from his parents, Laban’s sister

and brother-in-law, which is very surprising. He ran away in a hurry.

On reaching Luz one night he lay down on the ground to sleep, after

taking a large stone and using it as a pillow. His mind was troubled. All

his life he had relied on his father and his mother to teach him the ways

of God, but now his mother had persuaded him to deceive his father and

had got him into this mess. He had had to run away from home and in a

new environment had neither of them to show him the way. While asleep

he had a dream, in which he saw a ladder, or perhaps a staircase, that

stretched right up into the sky, and angels carrying God’s messages were

going up and down it. These were his father’s and his mother’s teachings

about God, but which was he to follow and where were they now?

1. Hebrew ¼3 Lz K² but ¼1L<F$ ¼3 Kz K² Padan of Aram, grammar confirmed by Onkelos.
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Then God himself appeared, stood next to him 2, and said ‘Don’t

worry, Jacob. From now on I will be with you, I will look after you, and

I will bring you back to this country, which I will give to your

descendants, who will spread in all directions, as I promised to Abraham

and to Isaac.’

On waking Jacob was frightened. He remembered the dream and said

‘This must be a holy place, God’s house, the gateway to Heaven’. So

when he got up in the morning he took the stone that he had used as a

pillow, set it up standing, and poured some oil (he had a little with him)

over it. He called the place Bethel (‘God’s House’), and made a vow that

if God would look after him, give him food and clothing, and bring him

home safely, he would give back a tenth of whatever God might give him.

Then he continued on his journey.

Arriving outside Harran he came across three flocks 3 standing near

a well with the shepherds standing by. He asked them if they knew Laban

son of Nahor 4 and if he was in good health. They told him that they

knew him, he was well, and his daughter Rachel would soon be along with

his flocks. It was early afternoon, and he asked them why they stood

around instead of giving the animals to drink and then taking them back

to pasture. They explained that the stone used as a lid to cover the well

was very large and heavy, so the shepherds would wait till all the local

shepherds arrived. Then they would all push together to move the stone,

give the animals to drink, and all together push it back again.

While Jacob was chatting with them, Laban’s daughter Rachel arrived

with his flocks. Seeing his mother’s niece with his mother’s brother’s

flocks, he alone pushed the stone out of the way and gave the animals to

drink. Then he kissed Rachel and started to cry. His emotion was great,

2. Or stood on the ladder. The Hebrew could mean either.

3. Sheep and goats together, for which there is no one word in English.

4. Actually the grandson, but Nahor was well-known in Harran.
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for the first time in his life he had left home and been entirely alone, and

now he met someone from his family. He told Rachel that he was the son

of her aunt, and she ran home and told her father.

Hearing the news, Laban ran out to Jacob, embraced and kissed him

and invited him home. Jacob then told Laban his whole story, and stayed

meanwhile.
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