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Last week in worship we watched quietly in the primordial Garden as our metaphorical distant cousins, Adam and Eve, discovered what it means to be human. The truths embedded in that old story teach us about living faithfully. The lesson continues in what happens next: Adam and Eve are forced from the Garden and sent into the land east of Eden. 

Genesis tells us that the first thing the two earthlings do, once they are outside the Garden, is procreate. “Adam knew his wife Eve,” the text says, “and she conceived and bore Cain… Next she bore his brother Abel” (Genesis 4:1-2)
It is a curious thing that there is no expression of human sexuality or, for that matter, love, while they are in the Garden. It is not until they have disobeyed God that the man and woman discover their bodies, and not until they are sent into exile that they come into full knowledge of one another. This little twist of the story led early church fathers – and they were men – to conclude that human sexuality must be associated with sin.  

We have been struggling ever since to come to an understanding of our sexuality that sees it as a good and Godly gift, a healthy part of human life. 

Apparently, Adam and Eve fall in love once they eat of the tree and are pushed out of the Garden.  Nothing like difficult circumstances to bring a couple together! Unfortunately, their love, and, especially, their love-making, comes to be viewed by the early Church as a lusty expression of our depraved human nature.  

Augustine, in particular, taught that in the act of creating and bearing children the original sin of the first human beings is passed on to all humankind. In the view of the 5th century Bishop of Hippo, the sin of Adam and Eve was to find pleasure in each other and not in God. It is only a short step from that view to see all sexuality in a negative light – and only a short step from there to a view of sin that focuses narrowly on sexual activity. 

I have never embraced the traditional teaching on original sin – that the disobedience of Adam and Eve in the Garden is passed on to us from our parents, and that we perpetuate it through our children. I do agree that we are all prone inevitably to sin; we violate the image of God in ourselves and in others and we distance ourselves from God and from others. But we do not live that way because of our long-ago ancestors; we must take responsibility ourselves.

The account of Cain and Abel offers a compelling lesson about what it means to fall short of God’s intentions for us, and it also exposes our human tendency to sin, but it has nothing to do with sex. (You may be relieved to know that I have now said all I am going to say about sex in this sermon!)

Somewhere outside the Garden the young family begins to take shape. The two sons assume different roles – Cain becomes a “tiller of the ground”; Abel, a “keeper of sheep.” One day farmer Cain and shepherd Abel make offerings to God. It is the first recorded act of worship in the Bible, and it does not end well. Cain presents the fruit of the harvest and Abel presents “firstlings of the flock.” What God does next in the story surprises us. For an unknown reason the offering of the younger brother Abel is acceptable to God, while that given by the older brother Cain is not. Scholars have speculated that perhaps God sensed a shadow in Cain’s heart and wanted him to do some penitential work first. Or that the offering of Abel was “off the top,” while Cain’s was of lower quality. 

In any case, Cain is not happy. Rejected by God, he becomes angry. God responds to Cain by telling him that he can always try again, that if he avoids giving in to the temptation that lurks close at hand, God will surely bless him, too. That does not appease Cain. He invites Abel out into the field, and when the two are alone, he kills his younger brother. Abel’s blood runs into the very field that Cain has been tilling. 

God comes looking for Abel and asks Cain about him. Cain is indignant. “Am I my brother’s keeper?” he says. But just as God knew in the Garden that the forbidden fruit had been eaten, so God knows that Abel’s blood has been shed. It cries out to God from the very ground itself. God is now roused to anger and vows to punish Cain severely. Cain protests and lays before the Almighty his argument for mercy. He knows that the punishment would mean that he is as good as dead.

The words of the psalmist come to mind as a way to express Cain’s response to God. “Will you be angry with me forever?” the psalmist asks. “Will you prolong your anger to all generations?” (Psalm 85:5)
God hears, and has compassion. God marks Cain for protection from those who might seek vengeance. The “mark of Cain” is a sign that God still loves him and will accompany him through life. Cain is then expelled from the land where his family lives and sent further east, to wander in the land of Nod. There he marries, has a son, and builds the first city.

There is a lot happening in this story! Sibling rivalry. Issues about birth order. Jealousy. Anger. Did you notice that the first biblical family is dysfunctional? The first city, established by the first murderer? The first violence in scripture, a result of religious dispute? It is no wonder this little narrative has given rise to so much interpretation. If the apple-eating is the first fall, this is clearly the second, and it is a lot uglier. In the Garden it is about how we get along with God; here it is about how we get along with each other – and we do not.

In her book, The Curse of Cain, Regina Schwartz declares that the story of the two brothers reveals the inevitably violent trajectory of monotheistic faith. The monotheism of Islam, Christianity, and Judaism, she says, is exclusive: one God, one people, one faith. No room for another. God only accepts the worship of Abel, and it drives Cain to murder. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997)
Other authors follow the same line and argue that biblical stories like Cain and Abel are evidence of the perverse nature of religion. Richard Dawkins says in his book, The God Delusion, “Faith is an evil precisely because it requires no justification and brooks no argument.” 

Thus, the reasoning goes, Cain’s murder of Abel is simply the first act in a long drama of violence perpetrated in the name of religion. 

It is undeniable that religion has visited terrible things on others, usually those of other religions. But it is also true that the worst atrocities in history have occurred in nations with explicitly atheist ideologies, notably China and the USSR. The 20th century will forever be remembered as the time when Cain burst back onto the scene, whether in the guise of religion or not. 

It is a mistake to dismiss the account of Cain and Abel as not having relevance for us today, or as offering evidence of the dark side of religion. There is wisdom in these old stories, wisdom about what it means to be human not necessarily religious; wisdom about what living faithfully looks like in our time. 

From Cain and Abel we learn at least three things about human beings and the way we are.

First, the two sons of Adam and Eve teach us that we are all kin. Cain and Abel and their parents, before the incident in the field, represent the whole human family in all times and in all places. We are descended from common ancestors. We all share the same human needs and hopes, fears and temptations. We live faithfully when we see each human being as sister or brother. 

In a culture that values the individual as much as ours does and is as suspicious of strangers as ours is, we have forgotten our oneness with the whole human family. Instead we expend enormous energy on differentiating ourselves from the other, because the other cannot be trusted or valued or listened to. We look out for our own; others can fend for themselves. The Church is often among the worst offenders.

It does not have to be that way. Faithful living begins at the intersection of my life and the life of another – especially a stranger – whom I see as part of the family. 

When I visit a Spanish-speaking church, even if for the first time, I am always welcomed as everyone’s hermano, or brother, as if it were a family reunion every time the church gathers. The same is true in African-American communities of faith. When I enter our partner congregation Kwanzaa in north Minneapolis, church members greet me as “Brother Tim.” No one has ever called me that at Westminster! Maybe it takes generations of living on the underside of history to awaken in us the awareness that we all belong to each other. Cain knew that at one time, but he lost the memory of his kinship.

Second, Cain and Abel teach us that we can see ourselves either as living in a world of abundance or in a world of scarcity. Cain clearly thinks there is only so much divine love to go around. Either you win or you lose. Life is a competition, and the next time Cain will not be left out. In his way of living you have to get all you can, while you can, because you may only get one chance.  So he removes his competition, his own brother.

In contrast, faithful living starts with an assumption that there is always enough to go around, or as our children’s nursery school director liked to say, “There’s always enough to share” – even when things are in short supply. Imagine a foreign policy that began with an assumption of abundance, an underlying ethic of generosity. Imagine a world that could face the limits of it resources and learn to share them equitably. Imagine a family that lived in such a way with their neighbors and among themselves. Abel’s blood would not have been spilled in that field.

Third, Cain and Abel teach us that we all have within us the capacity for violence. We are all capable of doing evil. Cain’s anger at God rises so fiercely in him that he cannot control it. It turns him into a different person. His rage blinds him and he does something he would never have thought possible.

There is a lot of anger around these days. We see it on the road and in political discourse, on the Internet and at school – and almost everywhere we look. Some of it leads to violence. We often think that only those we oppose are capable of aggression, only the enemy does evil. But the story of Cain and his brother Abel teaches us that each one of us has within us the capacity for losing control, for allowing irrational anger to take over and guide our actions. In my years of ministry there have been times when I have come face to face with Cain-like anger and abuse in a family where I never would have thought it possible. 

Living faithfully means acknowledging those impulses in ourselves and in our communities, and in our nation, and resisting them, and seeking help where we need it. 

The two brothers Cain and Abel inhabit a story told long ago by the Hebrew people as a way to convey what faithful living looks like. The account is not meant to be history; but it is meant to remind us in our time that we belong to each other, we are family; that life can be lived with an attitude of abundance and a willingness to share; and, that we all have within us the capacity for angry violence that needs to be, and can be, resisted.  

Thanks be to God.

Amen.
Pastoral Prayer - Annika Lister Stroope

Creator God, morning has broken and we are bathed in a light and a beauty of your creation. We thank you for your glorious works and for our capacity not only to enjoy them but to be good stewards of them. Grant us the patience and wisdom to recognize this Sabbath, to keep it holy and to take a time of rest. Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.
As the seasons turn we are reflective of what the passing seasons have taught us, and what we might discern from your Word for how we might enter each new season of our lives. We are created in your image of creativity, love, compassion, and forgiveness, and yet we allow seasons of anger to become lifetimes. We pray for understanding and faith when it is most simple to abandon both. Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.
Keep our minds open to fresh perspective, gracious God. Keep our hearts open to sentiments that may be painful but ultimately healing, loving Lord. Keep our eyes open to suffering and poverty, that we might show not only charity but compassion. Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.
God, you are here, and each precious member of your creation is loved by you beyond all comprehension. All, all, all are loved beyond all measure by you dear Lord, and we seek to know only some small part of that way of being. As we grow is that love, we pray for those whom we know seek healing: Elizabeth Young as she recovers from surgery.

Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.
We pray to go forth from our time of worship to daily living toward all as your beloved children. May Christ’s compassion be our guide, and may we pray as one voice the prayer of our Lord Jesus: Our Father…..

“Cain and Abel and the Way We Are”
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