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Living with Lavan 

 
The unfulfilled blessings 

Yaacov, after twenty years, has left Lavan and 
prepares meet his brother Eisav. 

Our parsha begins with Yaacov's instructions to 
the messengers he sends to his brother 

ב ִעם  ֲעֹק֔ ה ָאַמ֙ר ַעְבְדךֹּ֣ ַיֹֽ ו ֹכֹּ֤ י ְלֵעָשָׂ֑ אֹדִנִ֖ אְמ֔רּון ַלֹֽ ה תֹֹֽ ן  ֹכֹּ֣ ָלָבֹּ֣
ר ַעד ֵאַחִ֖ ְרִתי ָוֹֽ ָתה ַג֔  1.ָעֹֽ

You will say to my master Eisav `Thus says your 

servant Yaacov -  I have stayed with Lavan, and 
been delayed till now. 

The expression "I have stayed with Lavan" is 
explained by Rashi in two ways . The first: 

I have not become an important figure, just a 
guest. You do not have to hate me because of our 
father's blessing "You will be an important figure 
to your brother" because it hasn’t happened 

In other words "staying" means being an 
unimportant guest. Yaacov knew that Eisav 

wanted to kill him because of the blessings, and 
so he stresses that they have not come true. 
Even so, Rashi adds another explanation. 

A pep talk for Eisav 

The second explanation Rashi brings is not 
defined as a midrash but as "another 
explanation" – a simple understanding of the 
text, that adds something needed when the first 
explanation isn’t complete 

Another explanation: "I have stayed" (גרתי) 

gematria is 613, in other words despite staying 
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with the evil Lavan, I still kept all the 613 mitzvot, 
not learning from his bad ways. 

This is a well-known explanation, but is it really 
the pshat, the simple understanding of the text? 
– gematrias are not simple ideas or plain reading 
. 

Another  problem with this explanation is that 
Rashi, in the first explanation, gave Eisav a 

calming message – that there is no reason to 
hate him as he hasn’t become an important 
person. The message according to the second 
lesson looks like a "mussar shmuz" about 
keeping the mitzos, how is it relevant to the 
conversation between the two brothers? 

If we remind ourselves of how Yitzchak's 
blessing of Eisav ends  

יד ...  ר ָתִר֔ ֹּ֣ ֲאש  ךְוָהָי֙ה ַכֹֽ ֹֽ ל ַצָּואר  ֹו ֵמַעָּ֥ ַרְקָתָּ֥ ֻעלִ֖  2.ּוָפֹֽ

and it will be, when you grieve [תריד], that you 
will break his yoke off your neck." 

Rashi explains 

 is an expression of pain, as in (Ps. 55:3):“I [ָתִריד]
will lament (ָאִריד) in my speech” ; i.e., when the 
Israelites will transgress the Torah, and you will 
have cause to grieve about the blessings that he 
took, “you will break his yoke,” etc. 

In other words, "I have stayed with Lavan" isn’t 
an apology but an expression of the truth "I 
haven’t become someone who doesn’t keep the 

mitzvot, You are going to meet the same Yaacov 
from 34 years ago – If you think you can break 
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the yoke from your neck, because I have 
transgressed , forget it! I still keep the mitzvot" 

This is a lovely understanding, but what has it to 
do with "staying with Lavan" 

Two different comforting messages 

Rashi doesn’t change the meaning of the word 
 staying , he explains what it means seeing גרתי 
our time on this world as temporary , what it 
means to be a guest – even if you are a 
millionaire like Yaakov about whom it is written  

ד  ד ְמֹאָׂ֑ יש ְמֹאֹּ֣ ץ ָהִאִ֖ ְַֽיִהיַוִיְפֹרָּ֥ ים  ַוֹֽ ֲעָבִד֔ אן ַר֔בֹות ּוְשָפחֹו֙ת ַוֹֽ ֹֹּ֣ לֹ֙ו צ
ים ֲחֹמִרֹֽ ים ַוֹֽ  3.ּוְגַמִלִ֖

And the man became exceedingly wealthy, and 
he had many animals, and maidservants and 
manservants, and camels and donkeys. 

According to this way of thinking, if you see all 
you have as temporary, then you can say "I 
stayed with Laven but still kept the mitzvot"  

The internal house of God 

This explains the end of the meeting between 

the brothers – when Yaacov leaves  Eisav we are 
told 

ת ַעל ה ֻסֹכ֔ הּ֙ו ָעָשֹּ֣ ִית ּוְלִמְקֵנֵ֨ ֹו ָבָׂ֑ ן לִ֖ ב  ָתה ַוִיָּ֥ ע ֻסֹכ֔ ֲעֹק֙ב ָנַסֹּ֣ ן  ְוַיֹֽ ֵכֵּ֛
א ֵשם ֹות ָקָרָּ֥ ֹום ֻסכֹֽ  4.ַהָמקִ֖

And Jacob traveled to Succoth and built himself 
a house, and for his cattle he made booths; 
therefore he named the place Succoth. 

The Alter Rebbe in Likutei Torah 5 explains that 
"built himself a house" means he made himself, 
his soul, a "house" , but for his worldly 

possessions he made sukkot, temporary houses. 
He knew that everything we have in this world is 
temporary, but for our souls and selves he built 
a permanent place. This house is what he saw in 
his dream 

י ִאם   ה ִכִּ֚ ין ז ֶ֗ ִים ֵאֹּ֣ ַער ַהָשָמֹֽ ִ֖ה ַשָּ֥ ים ְוז  ית ֱאֹלִה֔  6.ֵבֹּ֣

This is none other than the house of God, and this 
is the gate of heaven 

Yaacov says "I haven’t yet built God's house in 
Jerusalem, but I have built His house in my heart. 

I haven’t become an important person , not just 
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in your eyes but also in mine , I am still a guest 
here , so there is no chance of `when you grieve 
 `that you will break his yoke off your neck ,[תריד]

He sends Eisav a gift and tells him that the 
reason he took the blessings wasn’t for personal 
gain, but to be able to take the house he has 
built in his heart, and in the future build it in 
Jerusalem – not just for Yaacov , but for Eisav too  
 ִכי ֵביִתי ֵבית ְתִפָלה ִיָקֵרא ְלָכל ָהַעִמים7

 For my house will be a house of prayer for all 
nations.  
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