NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

‘This passage leaves us with a difficult
question: who is God?’

‘... The Lord had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering he had no
regard. So Cain was very angry, and his countenance fell. ...’
Genesis 4:1-16

W

ell known stories run the
risk of being routine. The
Cain and Abel story is no
exception. Centuries of
interpretation, from the New Testament
through to Calvin and beyond, has
described Cain as evil and Abel as a man
of faith. What do you remember from the
story? Probably this: Cain killed his brother
and when God asks him where his brother
is he pretends not to know and says: ‘Am I
my brother’s keeper?’
There is much to this story of two
brothers: Cain the firstborn, brought into
the world with the help of the Lord; and
Abel whose name is not explained but
which means fleeting breath, vapour,
nothingness. (What’s in a name, indeed!)
‘Am I my brother’s or sister’s keeper?’ is
of course an important question, but surely
we know the answer to that. The questions
this passage leaves us with are perhaps
more difficult to answer: who is God? Can
the one who calls us on a journey be trusted
to keep us safe?
This first encounter with God outside
of Eden may well leave us wondering,
for at the basis of Cain’s murderous deed
lies an arbitrary act of God. Both brothers
bring an offering. Both bring something
that is fitting for what they do – one is a
farmer, the other tends the flock. One’s gift
is accepted and the other’s is not. Where
some English translations seem to suggest
that Abel’s sacrifice is of higher quality, the
original text does not say so. Both brothers
could expect that their offering would be
accepted, but Abel finds favour and Cain is
snubbed. No wonder his face falls. Life is
unfair, God is arbitrary.

The Cain and Abel story introduces
a recurring theme in Genesis. The book
is peppered with stories where brothers
are left to wonder why the youngest
is favoured over them, why life takes
unexpected turns, why God disrupts,
disturbs and upsets the accepted order.
We know from all these stories that,
even if these actions cannot be explained,
God does not leave it there. There is always
a next. And so it is in this instance. First of
all, God gives Cain a choice. When faced
with the injustice done to him he can
either hold his head up, or he can give in

‘No wonder his face falls.
God is arbitrary’

to his rage and all-consuming anger. If he
does the latter, sin will lie in wait for him,
hungry like a lion. Sin is described as an
awesome, powerful force, yet God tells
Cain he can master it. At the beginning of
life outside the Garden of Eden, God offers
both challenge and hope. People are not
fallen or forever prey to original sin. They
can still make choices and are capable of
living faithfully. The seemingly arbitrary
God is willing to take the risk with us and
trust that we will do well.
We know the rest of the story: Cain does
not do well and murders his brother Abel.
But even then, God is there in surprising
ways, meeting Cain first of all with
judgment but then also with grace. He will
be a wanderer on the earth and the earth
will no longer yield its crop to him. When
the bond with the brother is broken, so is
the bond with the earth. It is then that Cain
seems to recognise both his guilt and his
vulnerability. He can be killed by anyone
he meets. And when he throws himself at
God’s mercy, God is there to protect him.
God stands up for the weaker brother,
whoever he is, and gives him a special mark
indicating his guilt and his security. Even
in the place of restlessness, the land of Nod,
thought to be beyond protection, God will
not let him go.
In the story of Cain and Abel we meet a
God who seems arbitrary and capricious,
but this God also offers hope and grace.
That means we can take a risk and set
out on the journey of faith with the
God of Israel, who keeps calling people
into community with him and with one
another. For the journey with God can
never be without the brother or the sister,
least of all those the world regards as
vapour, worth not very much, nothing.
When we keep them safe, we will live
faithfully east of Eden.
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Small group discussion questions
November 2016
Chapter & verse – Francis Brienen (page 18)
Read Genesis 4:1-16, followed by Francis Brienen’s article.

1. What, for you, are the most over familiar Bible stories? Is there any way to hear them afresh?
2. The first verse of the Bible passage suggests that Eve named her first son Cain because the
name sounds like the Hebrew word ‘produced’ (‘I have produced a man with the help of
the Lord.’) Francis notes in paragraph two what Abel’s name means. What do you think the
significance of the sons’ names is?
3. Francis suggests in paragraph three that ‘Am I my brother’s or sister’s keeper?’ is an
important but relatively easy question. Do you agree? What is the answer?
4. What does God do in the story of Cain and Abel that makes Francis call God ‘arbitrary’ in
paragraph four, and do agree with that description of God’s activity in the story?
5. Francis says in paragraph five that such arbitrariness is a theme in the book of Genesis. Can
you think of other examples?
6. God goes on to offer Cain ‘a challenge and a hope’ Francis says in paragraph six. What is
the challenge and what is the hope? And how might this apply to our own experience of
difficult times?
7. After Cain’s crime, Francis says, God meets him with ‘judgment and grace’. What form do
these take? Does this ring true from your own experience?
8. What conclusion does Francis draw from this story in the final paragraph? What has the
story said to you about your relationship with God and/or other people?
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For further reflection: ‘So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that
your brother or sister has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and
go; first be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift.’
Matthew 5:23-24
Prayer: Father, when life is arbitrary and unfair, when we cannot make sense of our
troubles, when hurt threatens to overwhelm us, grant us we pray the strength to persevere,
to rise above our anger and hurt, with grace and resilience and forgiveness. Amen
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