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Being formed into community—telling our stories into our fuller humanity 
Genesis 4:1-9 
 
 The answer is Yes. We are our brothers’ and our sisters’ keepers.  

 Of course, the answer to this question is a bit more complicated than a simple Yes. But 

Cain’s question is a good one. It’s a good one for us to ask. As we’re telling our stories into our 

fuller humanity, engaging this question leads us into that fuller humanity. 

 This story of the first murder is another difficult story. The Garden of Eden seems so far 

away, barely a memory. Hearing this story, knowing that the human impulse to murder has 

been a part of our humanity is disappointing and discouraging. How is it possible that 

human beings keep repeating this pattern? It would seem that, after a few millennia, we 

would figure it out and stop it.  

 We won’t figure it out this morning either…but I’m pretty sure that we must listen to this 

story. Listen to it for what it tells us about ourselves. Our instinctive response to this story 

might be, “I’d never kill anyone.” And so I think this story isn’t about me. And since it isn’t 

about me, it doesn’t have anything to teach me. But for the next few minutes, I want us to 

assume that we are Cain. That we are Abel. That they are our brothers. And we are their 

keepers…just as we are each other’s keepers. These first siblings aren’t just historical 

characters in a biblical story, but their story is part of our story. Because we share a common 

humanity, this story is our story. It reveals something about our humanity. Just as the story 

of Eve and Adam, the story of original sin and original shame, is part of our story.  

 Last Sunday we considered shame, the insidious lies that shame tells, the ways that shame 

isolates us from each other and from God. That it is our own shame, not God’s punishment, 

but our shame that drives us out of the Garden. And in this story of murder, we see the 

effects of shame when it is untended and unchecked.  
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 Let’s listen more closely to the story. Cain, the firstborn, is a farmer while Abel, the 

second-born is a shepherd. Their names and their occupations tell us something about these 

siblings. And they reveal for us something about being human. 

 We know that, especially in ancient contexts, the firstborn son had considerable 

privilege. Perhaps it’s his position as the firstborn that favored Cain and gave him the farm. 

As the farmer, Cain could stay in one place, sleep in the same bed every night, accumulate 

wealth and power in the community. While Abel, the shepherd, the younger son, went 

wherever his sheep needed to go to find pastures for grazing and streams for drinking. And 

slept under the stars at night. We could go on for a while, comparing and contrasting the 

work and the lives of these two brothers.  

 One more detail about the brothers and their occupations…their names. The Hebrew 

word cain is related to acquiring and creating, building and making things. Eve explains his 

name, saying “I have produced….” There isn’t an explanation for Abel’s name, but it means 

breath, something that’s elusive, fleeting, transitory.1 So not only are their occupations very 

different, so are their names—Cain is the doer, the maker; Abel is the be-er, the one who 

experiences. 

 In this old, old story, it seems likely that these two represent dimensions of our 

humanity. We are physical and creative creatures. We have within us the capacity to do 

things and make stuff. And we are spiritual and emotional being, with the ability to be in the 

world, feeling and experiencing life itself. We are beings who can imagine and invent and 

build. And we are beings whose hearts experience joy and delight, and with hearts that break 

with pain and grief. In Cain and Abel we see the wonder and complexity and fullness of our 

humanity. 

 
1 https://rabbidavidzaslow.com/whats-in-a-name-a-secret-about-cain-and-abel/ 
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 The story continues. Cain and Abel both brought an offering to Creator God. “And 

YHWH had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering GOD had no 

regard.” 

 This part of the story is particularly hard to understand. There’s no explanation given for 

why God recognizes one offering and doesn’t recognize the other. Without an explanation, 

God’s refusal to look at Cain’s offering seems unfair, perhaps even fickle. We could 

speculate and likely guess at some good reasons why God would look at the one offering 

and not the other. One that I find compelling is that God has a history of seeing the lesser, 

the vulnerable, the one without privilege or place. And so God might have looked at the 

offering of the younger son, the offering of a transient shepherd. 

 But God’s reason isn’t part of the story. So we could assume that it isn’t important. 

There must be other things to see and hear that matter more. Let’s return to the story. 

God’s gaze on Abel’s offering and the absence of God’s gaze on Cain’s offering, angers 

Cain. So God asks him, “Why are you angry, and why has your countenance fallen?”  

If this scene were being performed on stage, this would be the high point of the drama. 

What we see are two brothers, each with their offering. We can see them kneeling with their 

offerings. And their faces are lifted up, their eyes looking towards the heavens. They’re 

turning their countenance toward God. They are looking for God’s gaze. In their offerings, 

in their postures, in their faces turned up towards God, we see the relationship between 

creature and Creator. They are bringing gifts from creation to their Creator, as an expression 

of gratitude. And with their gifts, they are seeking a blessing. We see their longing for God’s 

gaze to fall on them. 

Their eyes are turned towards the Creator, the One who will receive their offerings. But 

God does not look at Cain’s offering. We watch Cain as he sees the Creator’s gaze rest on 
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Abel’s offering. And Cain cannot bear it. He drops his face so he doesn’t have to see God 

gaze on Abel’s offering. The face and eyes that were turned toward the heavens, have fallen. 

He looks down, to his feet, to his surroundings. Like Adam and Eve who cannot bear the 

gaze of God on their shame, we can hardly bear to see God looking at someone else. We are 

so afraid that that there isn’t enough of God…and our longing for God’s gaze is so great, 

that when God looks at another, we fear that God’s gaze will never return to us. And in that 

fear, shame and anger and jealously and envy rise within us. 

Cain doesn’t answer God’s question, so God asks again, “Why are you burning with 

anger? And why is your face fallen?” Cain remains silent, refusing to engage God’s question. 

His face remains fallen. He has no regard for God.  

In God’s question we hear the suggestion that Cain doesn’t have a reason to be upset. 

Or, even if he has a reason to be upset, that he has choices to make about what to do with 

the emotion and energy of anger.  

Cain could have chosen to keep his eyes on God. Cain could have chosen to engage 

God’s questions. With his eyes on God, Cain could have examined his anger. He could have 

talked about it. He could have shouted and raged at God. Had he done so, he might have 

heard God’s compassion and empathy for the anger. Had he done so, he might have heard 

Creator’s assurance that God’s gaze would always return to Cain. Had he done so, Cain might 

have experienced…at the center of his being…that God loved him. That God would always 

love him. Whether he brought a good offering, or whether his offering failed, Cain would 

have heard Creator’s unconditional love. And, had Cain engaged the questions, he might also 

have heard Creator asking him some hard questions, questions that would have caused him 

to examine his heart, to examine his life.  
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But Cain didn’t answer God. Instead, he lets his anger rage. Because God didn’t look at 

his offering, Cain now refuses to look at God. Instead, he looks around and sees Abel. And 

to satisfy his anger, he kills Abel. 

This is the cycle that we humans get caught up in, again and again and again. Something 

happens to me and instead of taking responsibility for it, I blame someone else. And that 

becomes the story I tell. In this week’s Street Psalm, Kris Rocke writes, “We blame 

scapegoats for the things within ourselves that we don’t want to deal with. Can you see why 

scapegoats are so valuable to us? We use them to avoid the hard truths we can't bear to 

face.” Blaming others instead of taking responsibility for our own emotions and actions and 

experiences distorts our stories and deforms our humanity. But when we engage God’s 

questions, “Why are you angry? Why has your face fallen?” we begin to grow into the 

fullness of being human. And we tell new stories. 

 When we recognize Cain’s anger burning within us, we need Jesus. Of course we always 

need Jesus! But if we want to stop the vicious and endless cycle of blame and shame, if we 

want to reconcile and restore our relationships with our sisters and brothers—with all of our 

creature siblings—we must turn our gaze to Jesus. 

 Today is Christ the King Sunday. The kings of empire have the authority of their 

position to kill. To protect their positions and their territory, or to satisfy their anger, they 

kill. But in Jesus, we see a different kind of king. In the person of Jesus, we see what it looks 

to be our brother’s and our sister’s keepers, rather than their killers. So we watch Jesus move 

from place to place, from person to person. We watch him as he stops and gazes at Abel. 

And extends his hand to Abel—at the well, on a cot, in a crowd, at dinner, on the cross, in a 

locked room—Jesus reaches out, again and again to Abel, the scapegoat, to Abel the victim. 

And as the breath of life returns, Abel comes back to life.  
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 Jesus, the fully human one, shows us what it looks like to keep our gaze turned toward 

God, our Creator and to keep our gaze turned towards each other. Jesus is so secure in his 

identity as God’s beloved that he knows there is enough of God. Jesus knows—in his body 

and being—that when the gaze of God falls on one person, that it does not mean that Jesus 

himself is excluded. Jesus understands that when God favors the weak and wounded, God is 

not excluding the strong and healthy. As the strong and healthy and privileged person, because 

I am used to having things go the way I want and the way I plan, I am used to looking only 

at myself. When I am not being my sister’s and brother’s keeper, I don’t see that my power 

and privilege is built on their backs. So when God looks at Abel it will feel like exclusion, and 

absence. But for Abel, it will be the breath of life. And I, Cain, will never experience the 

fullness of life and humanity as long as Abel has no humanity or life. 

For Cain and Abel to live into the fullness of their lives and humanity, we must keep our 

eyes turned toward the heavens. We need to keep our eyes focused on our Creator, on Christ, 

our King and let the breath of the Holy Spirit fill us and breathe through us. Then when we 

are securely held in God’s gaze, then, we turn to look at Abel. And to look at Cain.  

In the Reign of Christ, we live in God’s gaze. In the Reign of Christ, it is the Spirit of 

God that gives Cain and Abel the power and capacity to live into their names and 

occupations. It is the Spirit of God that gives us the power and capacity to live into the 

fullness of our humanity. 

The end of this story is that within the Reign of Christ, Abel is resurrected and Cain is 

forgiven. And their relationship is reconciled and restored. This is our story. 

May we trust that there is enough of God. When our anger rises and our faces fall, may 

we listen for God’s questions and engage them. And may we always, return our gaze to God, 

our Creator, to Christ, our King, letting the Holy Spirit breathe life into us. 


