
Story Number 27

AGREEMENT AND DISAGREEMENT

After completing fourteen years’ unpaid service for Laban, Jacob had

eleven sons and a daughter, and decided that it was time to go home.

Now Laban had, it seems, been relatively poor when Jacob came, and

was now becoming rich as a result of Jacob’s hard work which God had

blessed. Jacob had been a very good, hard and honest worker of a type not

easily found, and Laban did not want to lose him. At the same time, Jacob

had arrived with only his stick, and after fourteen years’ hard work still

had no possessions to show for it. Two wives (with two extras) and twelve

children, but nothing to give them. A shepherd needs some sheep to start

off with, but here everything belonged to Laban.

So when Laban asked Jacob to stay and work for a wage, Jacob saw an

opportunity to set himself up independently with his own family. He made

a suggestion which Laban apparently agreed to, but after fourteen years

with Laban he still made the mistake of trusting him to keep an

agreement. He would stay and work for Laban under the following terms.

The sheep and goats would be separated. Jacob would have all those

which were spotted or streaked or coloured 1, and look after these and

some of Labans, while Laban would put the other set in charge of his

sons, at a distance of three days’ journey. Any new ones born in Jacob’s

set that were pure white would belong to Laban, but if spotted, streaked

or coloured they would belong to Jacob.

1. The exact details of streaked, spotted, coloured and so on are not too clear,
since Hebrew words are used whose meanings are controversial. All we can get
from the story, and all that is told here, is the general idea.
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There is some confusion in the story. It is difficult to see exactly what

happened, and there are often different interpretations, but the muddle and

confusion is inherent, and caused by Laban himself. He kept changing the

terms to try to swindle Jacob out of what he earned, but God blessed

Jacob and helped him. One day Laban would say that the agreement was

for Jacob to keep the streaked sheep only, so all the sheep gave birth to

streaked lambs. Laban did not like this, so he said it was a mistake, he

meant that Jacob was to keep the spotted ones, and God arranged that all

the sheep gave birth to spotted lambs. And so on. Laban kept changing the

wage agreement, but in spite of that he kept losing. Jacob meanwhile

worked day and night for six years, and Laban did not do badly out of it.

In fact, even without the wages that Jacob took, Laban became very rich.

So too did Jacob, who had flocks, camels, donkeys and slaves.

One day, Jacob overheard Laban’s sons talking, and saying that Jacob

had taken everything that belonged to their father. He then noticed that

Laban had stopped being so friendly to him. That night he had a dream in

which he saw a complete muddle of streaked, spotted and coloured sheep,

and God appeared and said to him ‘Never mind all that, it is about time

that you went home. Remember I promised to look after you.’

Next day Jacob sent for his wives, Leah and Rachel, Laban’s daughters,

and told them about the dream. He reminded them of how their father had

kept changing his wage to prevent his earning, and that if God had not

intervened to help him he would now have nothing. They backed him up,

their father had looked after neither their interests nor those of their

children. If Jacob wanted to go home, they were with him all the way.

Jacob waited for what he felt was the right opportunity. Whether he

was right in doing things this way or not we are not told, but it seems that

he was afraid to face Laban and have it all out with him. It was the sheep-

shearing season, and sheep shearing was not done just anywhere. A place

was chosen and the whole thing was made into a giant festival. Now the

place that Laban had chosen to do his sheep shearing was quite some
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distance from where Jacob was, and in the opposite direction to that which

Jacob would take going home. Laban was away, and Jacob took his wives

and children, his slaves, his animals and all his possessions – he was now

very rich indeed – and set out homeward.

Before they left, and without telling anyone and without Jacob’s

knowledge, Rachel stole her fathers idols, a set of small figurines. Why?

The Torah does not tell us, but historians claim that in those days

possession of the idols signified certain legal rights over the family and

possessions. Whatever the reason, it was a wrong thing to do, it later

caused trouble and could have caused far worse, and in the end she paid

a heavy penalty.

It took three days before Laban learned that Jacob had left, and he was

in the wrong direction. He immediately set out with his men to chase after

Jacob, and it was seven days before he caught up with him in Gilead in

Transjordan. On the way he noticed that his idols were missing, and

assumed that Jacob had stolen them. But God appeared to him in a dream

and warned him not to say anything to Jacob, good or bad, a warning that

he ignored.

After setting up camp opposite that of Jacob, he went and demanded an

explanation. ‘Why did you run away like that without saying anything? I

can understand that you felt homesick, but had you said so I could have

given you a farewell party with music and everything, and kissed my

daughters and grandchildren before they left. Finally, why did you steal

my gods? I could do you a lot of harm, only your God appeared to me in

the night and told me not to say a word to Jacob, good or bad!’

Jacob was not afraid to answer. ‘Had I told you, you would not have

let me take my wives and possessions. As for the gods, I know nothing.

Whoever took them will die!’ [A rash statement.] ‘Go ahead and search.’

Laban went into each of Jacob’s tents in turn, turning everything over

and making a complete mess everywhere, but could not find the idols.
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Rachel had covered them with a camel’s saddle and sat on it. When he

entered her tent she said she did not feel well and could not stand up.

Laban emerged from the search empty handed, to face Jacob’s anger.

Jacob’s chance had now come to have it out with Laban once and for

all. ‘You have messed up all my belogings, and what have you found that

is yours? Nothing! I have slaved for you for twenty years – fourteen years

for your daughters and six years for your sheep, I have suffered the

intense heat of the day and the intense cold of the night that did not allow

me to sleep. Unlike most shepherds, I have not brought you carcasses of

sheep killed by wild animals, but have compensated from my own. You

kept changing my salary. When I came you were poor, you had next to

nothing, and God has blessed you through me so that now you are rich.

And had God not helped me all along you would even now have sent me

away empty-handed. God saw all this and rebuked you last night!’

Laban had no conscience, he did not look down and say ‘Sorry!’ Quite

the reverse, he continued with arrogance. ‘Your wives are my daughters,

the children are mine, everything you have is really mine, but there is no

point in arguing about it. Let us make a treaty. We will set this place as

a boundary, and neither side, you or I, will cross the boundary to do harm

to the other. We will swear it on the gods.’

Jacob agreed, they all ate a meal together and swore an oath to each

other. Laban swore by the gods of his grandfather Nahor and the early

gods of Abraham, those of their father Terah. Jacob swore by the

‘Fear’ 2 of his father Isaac. Then they parted, Laban went back home,

while Jacob ....... well that is the next story.

Incidentally, Rachel a little later died in childbirth. Jacob, who suffered

from her loss, paid the penalty for his rash statement that whoever stole

Laban’s idols should die.

2. They spoke in Aramaic, in which there are two different words for a god,¼{ L0E$
and ¼0 K+Uz, the latter meaning ‘fear’ (Hebrew ¼' K+ K²), with a slight difference in
meaning. Laban used the first, Jacob used the second.
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