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Cain and Abel
Kevyn Harris                                                                                                                            April 25th 2010
Genesis 4: 1-16

Readings 

2 Samuel 14: 1-12
Luke 15: 1-32

It must seem a little ironic we are dealing with the account of Cain and Abel today.  Isn’t this the sad story of human history; and not just the history of nations, but of communities and human relationships?  Are there not moments in our life when we have detested, resented, and even hated another?  And people who have gained some advantage we feel undeserved.  

The Elder brother of the parable is like this. 
He is like Cain, a man of the fields, and he approaches his father’s house and hears the sound of a party in full swing.  His worthless brother has arrived home after wasting his money in debauchery and now his father is honouring him.  He is furious and refuses his father’s invitation as Cain also refuses God’s.  

To understand a little what is going on we must get into the text itself.

Cain is the older brother and his name means “to get, to create”.  His name was given in praise to God.  Cain was celebrated and well thought of.  Cain is the sort of person life has favoured.  If there was a TV show it would be called “Everyone loves Cain”. 

Abel is the opposite.  Abel means “vapour, nothingness”.  The TV show would be called “Everyone hates Abel”. Abel was ignored and rejected while Cain is accepted and celebrated.  This not unusual in some families and even when we believe ourselves even-handed our children can still ask “who do you love the most?”  Ever had them ask?
But perhaps Abel was resigned to this situation and played along and did what many cultures demand: he honoured his parents and put it down to “God’s will” because God’s will is often blamed or claimed when we can’t influence our situation.
When we see it happening to someone we are tempted to ask why they put up with it.  And they just shrug their shoulders and, with a rueful smile, say that’s just the way it is.  How can they argue with life with what life has served them?  How do you say tell your parents they have missed the boat?  We have to leave that sort of thing to Parent’s Inc.
But Cain’s experience is a warning that no family, community, or nation is a closed systems.

Have you ever seen the plaque that used to hand on the dining room wall of many Christian homes?
“God is the unseen guest at every meal.  The silent listener to each conversation” - a reminder there is another player in human affairs.  Our families and communities are not closed to God, regardless of whether we call him Lord or not, whether we are believer or unbeliever.  He cannot be exiled or marginalised to the ghetto we call religion. In fact he is more active in everyday situations as Cain discovered. 
Perhaps Cain believed what so many find a comfortable belief:  that God will limit himself to Sunday and worship and leave the rest of their lives alone.  But he doesn’t do that.

And this leads to what happens next and it is only unexpected if you don’t know the God of the Bible. He shows that he is biased.  He is prejudiced say the prophets and Jesus.  He predisposed in favour of the humble, the weak and the marginalised.  He prefers the people everyone else overlooks.  He accepts Abel and rejects everyone else’s favourite.  
And he does this for without giving a reason.

Perhaps Cain had grown to believe his own press.  Perhaps in his heart he was proud and religiously proud at that.  “Of course God will accept my offering” he thinks.  “He should be pleased.  It must count for something that a busy, popular and successful guy like me takes time to come to church.  It does great things for his reputation when celebrities giving their testimonies”.  

But we are told nothing.  The Bible is silent on purpose because we are being pointed to two of the great mysteries the mystery of what we call providence and the mystery of God’s freedom.   
The mystery first of all of why one person prospers and another doesn’t. Why good things seem to happen to lousy people. Why some work hard and end up with little while others waste what little they have and end up striking lotto.  And there are no answers.
Secondly, the mystery of God’s freedom; to chose and reject something the Apostle Paul talks about in Romans.  How ironic one again that his examples include brothers:  Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau and extending out to God’s election of Israel and then his decision for the Gentiles.  All his choices are free choices and without them there is no Grace.
And did you notice who God “elects”, who he favoured?  He chose Isaac and not Ishmael; Jacob, not Esau, Joseph, not his older brothers.  Even the prodigal’s brother was the older sibling. 
God won’t keep his nose out of our business.  Our family, our Church, our community is his business and there is some mystery at work in human affairs we cannot seriously ignore.

And yet, isn’t it often unfair?  Life and God seem very unfair at times. Both brothers’ bring the best they have.  There is nothing in this story text that says Abel’s is better because it comes from his flocks and Cain’s is unacceptable because it came from the land. These arguments are well meant attempts to justify God.  
It’s all too easy for a Preacher to try and somehow justify God by showing Cain was a right sort of stinker and Abel was the all round good guy who lived in his shadow.  

And because we are offered no explanation we are left with the message that God is doing what God always does.  He measures and selects to his own measure and it is a mystery.  But why he does what he does is not.  His aim is to always make his love real in our lives.  He wants always to heal but sometimes that means surgery.  He wants to build but must first demolish and clear the junk away in our lives.  His rejection of Cain was not meant for Cain’s destruction but he had to deal with the rubbish in Cain’s heart.
Remember Cain man was his parent’s darling.  Culturally he was the heir, the object of respect and admiration.  When David’s father was asked to produce his son’s so that Samuel could discern the Lord’s choice for king, he didn’t start with the youngest, but the oldest.  And Samuel expected this, and so great was his cultural conditioning and natural wisdom, that when he saw Eliab he thought “surely the Lord’s anointed stands here before the Lord.”  In other words “I am so impressed with this young man God must be impressed with him too. 
There were things in Cain’s heart that needed dealing with.   God had got his goat because there was a goat to be got.

Cain was a man that wasn’t used to hearing “no”.  And when we are unused to be told no and too used to getting our own way we are likely to find God’s” no” hard to hear.  We become amazed and confused when he won’t play along, when he won’t indulge us; when he engineers the situation and we find ourselves the odd one out.  
“Oh woe is me” we think.  “Why did this happen to me?” And then we think we see the answer “Oh I see the problem.  It’s my brother or that sister.  That’s the cause of my misfortune.  That’s what’s making my life difficult – them!”
But maybe the unseen listener at each conversation has decided to play his hand and not because he hates us or enjoys our distress.  It is very likely the reason for our suffering is quite the opposite.  When he seeks fruit in our lives, he prunes us.  Those he loves he also disciplines.  None of it is for our destruction.  But to get our attention, to gain our ear he will disappoint our purposes and frustrate our hopes. 
That is what he does with Cain.

God said to Cain “Why are you angry?  Why is your face downcast?”  (Or why is your lip dragging on the ground like that of a spoilt child who didn’t get his way?)  “If you do what is right you will be accepted”.

These are the words of someone who cares and wants good things for him.  It is the voice of the prodigal’s father, begging his older brother to come inside and join the party.  He is asking Cain to rejoice in his brother’s blessing.  But no, Cain’s responses like the older brother in the parable.  He wasn’t honoured and missed out on first prize so there is no way he will rejoice when his brother does.  

And it is sobering stuff. 

This story must never be far from our minds because it means we cannot separate Sunday and Monday; our worship of God from our relationship with our brothers and sisters.  Would sometimes there was no brother or sister or fellow church member, just us, the only child with no competition and no need to be my brother’s keeper. Faith and God would be so much safer.   But the Lord’s dealing with us always includes other people.  The great challenge of being a disciple of Jesus is not in grappling with complex theology but the Lord’s dealing with us in the context of brothers and sisters. 
We can’t think for a moment therefore that our feelings of envy and suspicion and resentment are separate matters.  It’s not true we are ok with God when we try and suppress them behind niceties and smiles; thinking if we can hide our dislike and suspicion God will have no bone to pick with us.  
He does and he will. 
Oh yes, God is another player in the game of life and one who may not always be on our side.  He makes his own calls and faith makes life meaningful, but not always easy.  And it is our brother or our sister who, with God, provides us the greatest challenges always. 

God blessed Abel.  Not only because he loves to bless and recognise the people others neglect and disregard.  God always has all of us in his sights. He blessed Abel so he could provoke Cain.  Cain was in his sights.  He wanted Cain to be the man his promoters said he was. God wanted the son Cain could be but Cain could never be a better man when he hated someone God loved. 

And why is that father’s in Scripture often have two sons? 
Isn’t it a set up?  Doesn’t someone end up being unfavoured, the failure, not quite making the grade while the other is the star performer, the family success story? 
God knows our families and each relationship.  He knows we have favourites.  He sees our lack of impartiality, our acceptance of those who speak our language and see life our way.  He knows what we do in our hearts with those who don’t share our vision of the world, who speak another language, who follow another ideology.   And it grieves him like the Elder brother must have grieved his father when he could not share his Dad’s joy for one he loved and had come home. 
And they’re wrong when people say this is too much to ask, that they are prisoners of their genetics and upbringing.  Wasn’t that the very argument Cain could make?  Wasn’t he the offspring of moral and spiritual failures?  People may argue whether it is nature or nurture is to blame and both are powerful influences.  But Cain was not the slave of either.  Once he had heard God he was able to choose for the good.  There is nothing here about original sin.  There is nothing which says Cain had no choice but kill his brother.  We always have choice.  
Cain listened to his resentment. He closed his ears to God.  He had ignored Abel like everyone else but in doing ignored the one who has final say.  
Would that we saw the people no one sees.  When we see the brother or sister no one else sees we move beyond the misery and discord of the world.  We are not all to be the Wilberforce’s and Bill Hybels but we can walk through life with our fellow men and women.  The unnoticed and the loving will inherit the earth because they walk through it and suffer with it.  However, the conquerors are condemned to ruin.  Yes, perhaps they have their descendants as did Cain.  Perhaps they build cities and cultures.  Perhaps history remembers them and the Abel’s are left unknown.  But for all that they find no peace. 
A guy called Reinhold Schneider said that “the doers (the movers and shakers of this world) will never take heaven by force”.  
But if you and me and Cain could love the neighbour or the brother or the sister that we find so hard to love and who makes things hard for us we can overcome the misery of the world at that point.  But if we ignore them or try and hurry past and treat them as an inconvenience we will find ourselves running straight into the arms of God.  
And what can we say to him when he asks “where is Abel  your brother?”

