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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
This study began as regular work within a local church and its community. It took its first form in
Sunday worship. Worship is where each week our lives and work are brought into intentional
interaction with our faith and with the Bible text that feeds our faith.

WORSHIP IS WHERE LIFE AND FAITH INTERACT
As Christians within our community, we ask questions of our faith and we bring our concerns with
us to Sunday worship in the hope that we will receive some kind of divine insight. This is faith’s
way in Christian congregations wherever they are located. This has been the life of faith for
peoples of faith throughout the centuries.
❑

Can our faith heritage offer resources for life in the world we encounter today?

❑

Are there life-enhancing points of connection between the issues we face and
the ancient texts of traditional faith?

The general answer to these questions is “yes”. We keep asking these
questions in worship looking for specific answers to the issues we are facing.
Engaging with the Bible can and does give us food for thought and resources
for living. Engaging with the Bible can be for us a conversation that includes
God, a conversation in which we get to hear God speaking to us.
So join us if you will on this journey that began in a particular district and worship place. It is a
place where we pit our lives against the biblical text that propels our faith, where we ask that text to
speak in God’s voice words of comfort and insight, courage and encouragement for our situation.
We are persistent in both wanting to deal with our concerns and in being convinced that the Bible
does have something to say. But we are also unsure of how we can know what it is saying, given
the differences it contains, in time and space, in culture, in knowledge, in way of life. We are not
experts in the field of biblical scholarship, but we need to have ways to draw on insights from
studies into the history, rhetoric, context and themes of the Bible’s many texts. Our local situation
with its distinctive concerns remains our primary focus, but the wider world of scholars promises
the benefit of greater breadth of perspective and depth of understanding.
Bible reading needs to be a form of Action-Reflection, starting with the practical life we are living,
reflecting on it, asking questions and getting information from elsewhere, then leading back to
action with a renewed sense of purpose.
But is there a problem here? This process calls for interaction between the University and the local
church, but is that feasible?
❑

What do biblical scholarship and a local congregation have to do with each
other?

❑

Don’t they live in different worlds?

The work of scholars can seem alien with its technical language and the precision of its arguments.
Abstract theory appears to be a million miles away off from the pressing concerns of daily
existence. The impression among many of the faithful of the church is that, even though these
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people may be experts in speaking about the Bible, what they are saying is simply irrelevant, at
which point the conversation closes (and shrewd clergy keep quiet about their academic interests).
What is more, even if preachers do mine the relevance within scholarly research, they may
question the value of presenting interpretations of texts so different from traditional understanding
that they cause uproar among faithful listeners. Perhaps there is a separate category called
‘simple faith’ or ‘practical faith’, with which scholarship has little contact. But to top it all, there is
this question: have local preachers any chance of keeping up with constantly changing biblical
research?
But even if we did not bother with the views of experts in the biblical field, major questions for
weekly worship would remain:
❑

What is the best way to interpret texts to be read in congregational worship?

❑

How does one decide?

❑

What counts as a reliable guide for faithful reading?

There is such an enormous choice of resources available, through church denominational
agencies, para-church groups, internet sites and book retailers, for example, that it is not clear how
one is to choose among these and choose well. Maybe it is a case of following instinct or
theological preference or what seems to suit one’s congregation.
As a person who was regularly leading Sunday worship, I have been concerned that it might be
simply my preferences, my theology that dictates the direction of biblical interpretation. Even the
possibility that it is the preferences or theology of us who gather, in our context, with our shared
interests and perspectives, alarms me.
How can we follow Christ when we are using ourselves as the guide?
So…
❑

What does one say week by week at church and say it with integrity?

❑

Where are we to find the best words to express insight and perspective,
comfort and challenge for the faithful followers of the Christian way who come
looking for something to help them?

For people at worship clearly seek some kind of signpost, or lighthouse, or even just a glimpse in
imagination of the hope their faith promises them.
So to this issue:
WHY USE THE OLD TESTAMENT IN CHRISTIAN WORSHIP?
I have heard both sides of the coin on this issue:
‘What we need is more attention given to the Old Testament readings in the lectionary’ and
‘There is too much emphasis on the Old Testament in the church nowadays’.
SOME RESPONSES:
1. Discoveries made in relation to the Old Testament in terms of how we read texts will be
relevant to whatever Bible, or part of the Bible, we read.
The Old Testament offers territory aplenty in which to hone our God-listening skills.
2. The Old Testament helps develop the discipline of respecting a text in its differences and its
difficulties.
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In contrast, the New Testament presents the core of the Christian faith by containing the stories
and proclamation of Christ that are agreed to be definitive and a point of common ground for all
who follow Christ. It can give the impression of immediate access to truth about Christ, without
a need to dig deeper. But that leaves out the crucial question of faith - who is this Christ for
those who read the text and for how they live their lives. With the New Testament, the
temptation for Christians is to read it too simply or too dogmatically.
With the Old Testament, there are other people who read the same or similar texts as their own
holy book. To expect an Old Testament text to speak transparently and definitively in Christian
terms amounts to disparaging the people who read it in a different way. The existence of
Judaism reminds us that the Bible is many books and these books contain the stories of
different peoples. There are many stories and many threads of stories, and they are so diverse
that they are sometimes conflicting.
When we read these texts we cannot expect them to speak without variation or ambiguity and
we would do well to approach the New Testament with similar openness and readiness to
grapple with the depths within the text and let ourselves be surprised by God.
3. Put simply, the God of the Old Testament is the God of Jesus Christ.
Its stories reveal the God Jesus pledged his life and loyalty to. He loved this God who is
presented through such a variety of threads of memory that they are sometimes at odds with
one another. Jesus could love and trust a God whose holiness means God is always one step
ahead of characterisation, who is slow to anger yet gets very fired up over injustice and
wrongdoing, who is filled with compassion yet ensures the consequences hit home to
wrongdoers. Following Jesus means we cannot gloss over these conflicting realities in his God.
Indeed the same ambiguities and conflicts are present in the New Testament God, the God
shown to us in the shape of Christ. The New Testament witness to the life of Jesus is also
multi-threaded and involves a compilation of diverse memories. Christian proclamation about
Jesus contains the same ambivalences: peace and justice, compassion and righteousness,
welcome and judgment. Christians can learn from the Old Testament how to hear God’s word
in the midst of the differing voices and perspectives contained also in the New Testament, and
therefore know Christ better.
So

keep it whole and keep it holy
The world we live is a world of many peoples, cultures, faiths, worldviews.
On the one side there is the trap of treating differences as cause to be at odds: ‘us’ and ‘them’,
each using the other to identify what they stand for and stand against. Such is a polarised society.
On the other side there is the trap of treating differences as reason to retreat into one’s own space,
with family or ‘like’ group, and having as little as possible to do with others. Such is a fragmented
society.
But we do not have to fall into these traps. Like the Bible, society contains different strands and
perspectives. Like the Bible, society can hold these together without losing strength. Indeed each
gains strength from the diversity. This is the “wholeness” of each, and the holiness of allowing the
whole to remain intact.
It is about being brave and engaging with it on its terms as well as our own – like any good
conversation between people who respect each other as is where is.

For all communities tackling the realities of diversity and difference and
learning to live in multi-cultural respect for one another, the Bible is both a
minefield to tread carefully through and a treasure trove to mine.
And there is one text in particular that provides an ideal example: Genesis 4.
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CHAPTER 2
READING A TEXT FROM A LOCAL CONTEXT
Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying, “I have produced
a man with the help of the LORD.” Next she bore his brother Abel. Now Abel was a keeper
of sheep, and Cain a tiller of the ground. In the course of time Cain brought to the LORD an
offering of the fruit of the ground, and Abel for his part brought of the firstlings of his flock,
their fat portions. And 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. The LORD said
to Cain, “Why are you angry, and why has your countenance fallen? If you do well, will you
not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is lurking at the door; its desire is for you, but
you must master it.”
Cain said to his brother Abel, “Let us go out to the field. And when they were in the field,
Cain rose up against his brother Abel, and killed him. Then the LORD said to Cain, “Where is
your brother Abel?” He said, “I do not know; am I my brother’s keeper?” And the LORD
said, “What have you done? Listen; your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the
ground! And now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth to receive
your brother’s blood from your hand. When you till the ground, it will no longer yield to you
its strength; you will be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth.” Cain said to the LORD, “My
punishment is greater than I can bear! Today you have driven me away from the soil, and I
shall be hidden from your face; I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth, and anyone
who meets me may kill me.” Then the LORD said to him, “Not so! Whoever kills Cain will
suffer a sevenfold vengeance.” And the LORD put a mark on Cain, so that no one who came
upon him would kill him. Then Cain went away from the presence of the LORD, and settled in
the land of Nod, east of Eden.
Cain knew his wife, and she conceived and bore Enoch; and he built a city, and named it
Enoch after his son Enoch. To Enoch was born Irad; and Irad was the father of Mehujael, and
Mehujael the father of Methushael, and Methushael the father of Lamech. Lamech took two
wives; the name of the one was Adah, and the name of the other Zillah. Adah bore Jabal; he
was the ancestor of those who live in tents and have livestock. His brother’s name was Jubal;
he was the ancestor of all those who play the lyre and pipe. Zillah bore Tubal-cain, who make
all kinds of bronze and iron tools. The sister of Tubal-cain was Naamah.
Lamech said to his wives:
“Adah and Zillah, hear my voice;
you wives of Lamech, listen to what I say:
I have killed a man for wounding me,
a young man for striking me.
If Cain is avenged sevenfold,
truly Lamech seventy-sevenfold.”
Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son and named him Seth, for she said, “God has
appointed for me another child instead of Abel, because Cain killed him. To Seth also a son
was born, and he named him Enosh. At that time people began to invoke the name of the
LORD.1
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A READING OF GENESIS 4
By the end of Genesis 3 earth creature Adam and companion Eve have joined the real world.
It is the world as we know it, a mixture of blessing and curse:
Cursed in the experience of disruption to God’s original dream and continuing risk thereto:
relationships break, crops fail – as we soon find out - and violence terrorises.
Blessed in its potential for good inter-connected earth-based living because we are assured
that the God who dreams life into being continues to care.
It is clear then that we are not to wallow in the error of Eden. It is hard labour outside Eden,
for the human beings and for the land. But the first verse of Genesis 4 alerts us that the
original blessing of the life-giver. “Be fruitful and multiply” (Gen 1:28) still holds. Conception
and birth make their first appearance: two new lives, Cain and Abel.
In adulthood Cain and Abel represent two ancient - and modern - ways to live off the land:
Abel, the keeper of sheep, and Cain, the tiller of the soil; stock and crop; animals and plants.
In the course of time these two people naturally take a look at the results of their labours to
assess their achievements.
It seems it has not been an easy year (which year is?). We are not told the lambing
percentage but it was probably not a good one; we sense that the yields of grain and seed
are poor in quantity or quality or both, a hassle to harvest and hard grind to clean ready for
use as food or as next season’s seed. But in the nature of pastoral farming you can always
select out your best from the flock and be proud of it even in a poor season. You will be sure
to have some prime lambs. It is the overall picture rather than the specifics that is worse
than in the (perhaps mythical) good year. However, for the agriculturalist, with plant crops, it
shows up in the whole crop that then has to be assessed for use at a lesser grade.
“It’s not fair,” says Cain the agriculturalist. “Abel’s better off than I am.” (Doubtless if there
were a dairy farmer within range, that one might have been keeping very quiet about even
better fortunes!)
Now in a good year there would be no issue. When everyone is prospering, all can feel
positive and confident of their worth as a farmer. But in poorer years, envy, self-pity and selfdoubt are inclined to enter the scene – “sin is lurking at the door” (v.7). Congregation
members have told me how uneasy they can feel sitting in church next to someone whose
season has been very different from theirs. How they valued the struggles and differences
being acknowledged in church services, Harvest Festival often being as much Harvest
Lament as Harvest Celebration.
“Sin is lurking at the door.” “But you must master it” says the voice of wisdom (v.7). God is
trying to get Cain to face the reality of life outside Eden. He needs to focus on finding good
life where it can be found. He need to turn his efforts to recognising the blessings that do
exist instead of getting hung up on the problems.
But Cain cannot get the point. He reacts in what proves to be the way of least resistance,
then and now, by lashing out. When troubled it seems easiest to set oneself apart from the
world around but, by doing that, Cain then experiences everything he has separated himself
from as antagonistic towards him. Therefore all he can do is take a swing at the world that is
not pleasing him.
When God moves in to raise questions about the violent act that ensues, Cain dismisses
God’s first question with a bit of a joke: does my brother, a keeper of sheep, need a keeper?
In fact, this sums up his error of denying any connection between himself and his brother; he
is proving himself to be no brother to Abel.
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But there can be no escaping the consequences of such a disconnected, uncaring act. With
Abel’s blood is poured into it, the earth itself – the very topsoil that gives life – cries out
against the murder.
Cain’s act of violence is so contrary to God’s original vision of life as interconnected, as
giving and receiving from earth and from human companions, that Cain cannot now return to
normal life. Violence has knocked him out of the web so he becomes a placeless person, a
wanderer, with no roots and no base.
And yet God’s care continues. The mark of Cain is an ancient expression of God’s
commitment even to the vagrant, indeed to all outsiders of any society’s norms and systems.
There is therefore no need to fear what is perhaps the ultimate fear, namely the fear of being
totally alone, disconnected and unwanted.
Perhaps that was Cain’s problem: perhaps he feared rejection most of all. He thought he
had been rejected because his farming efforts were not as good as Abel’s, and he therefore
disposed of his competition. If only he had known what he found out when it was too late to
make a difference, after violence had taken over. If only he had known that he was not in
competition for God’s favour.
God would always be there for him because there really is no competition for God’s blessing.
❑

How do you respond to this reading of the text of Genesis 4?

Some might call it fanciful and perhaps the word ‘creative’ might more kindly apply, or ‘interesting’.
But it has to be granted that it is relevant. It relates to lived experience that can be vouched for: it
arose directly out of interaction between text and a specific context. The original context was a
harvest time in the early 2000s in Mid-Canterbury, New Zealand. It was the text for worship and in
the congregation were actual crop farmers sitting beside actual stock farmers, some who are both,
with farmers enjoying the boom in dairying also present. What is more, after a number of years of
poor returns, sheep and beef farmers were at last feeling good about themselves and their
prospects. Crop farmers, however, were battling through another difficult season, with anxiety over
getting crops in during the short spells of fine weather, dressing out the rubbish caused by disease
and weeds, and realising financial returns that would justify their efforts.
But is this a valid interpretation of an ancient text that has echoed with its warnings and wisdom, its
connotations and conflicts in the likely thousands of years since it was first shared as a tale?
Eccentric, interesting, but what do you think?
❑

Is it legitimate for us to tell the story this way?

❑

Is it true to the text?

HOW LITTLE THE TEXT SAYS
This calls for us to return to the ‘bare’ text and notice how little it says and how much we bring to it
from past interpretation and our own past experience of life.
It seems this text has been used to tell many ‘eccentric’ stories. As a drama in its own right it tells
of sex between two people, the birth of two sons, their action as adults of offering their respective
life and work to God, a good response for one and not the other, God’s advice for dealing with
negative reactions, Cain’s rejecting the advice and killing Abel, God’s accusation and remedy,
followed by the continuation of life in both constructive and destructive ways among Cain’s
descendants and a new start with a third son called Seth.
The text does not give reasons for the divine approval of Abel and disapproval of Cain for the
sacrifices they brought. It says nothing about one being a better than the other, their sacrifices or
their intentions being of different quality, nor that their occupations were the point of difference in
God’s favour.
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❑

What surprises you about this?

❑

What did you think the text said, but on reflection there is nothing to
indicate it does?

❑

How would you sum up now what the bare text tells us?

HOW MUCH THE TEXT IS HEARD SAYING
Yet on close reading the text in its vocabulary and its narrative structure can be heard to speak a
great deal.
The Earth Creature (adam) and the Mother of all Living (chava) put their new knowledge into
action, and a child, or rather a “man” (ish), is born. The woman names him qayin, one she has
acquired or perhaps even created in cahoots with YHWH-God.
Soil (adamah) and YHWH create adam in Genesis 2; Woman (ishshah) and YHWH create ish in
Genesis 4.
By the end of the chapter she is giving birth for a third time, but her speech is much more subdued
with creative power all attributed to YHWH. Something seems to have happened in between. But
back with the joyful announcement of the first-born, we are then informed that she gives birth to a
second, “Cain’s brother” named hebel. Nothing more needs to be said for one whose name means
“a breath of air”, perhaps something, perhaps nothing, the source and sign of life but oh so
transient.
The legacy of the previous chapters is clearly shown in these blessings of continuing life but also in
the curse of the soil. The adamah proves not just hard labour but a face-collapsing disappointment
in what it produces. When things go wrong, even worse than they went wrong in the garden, and
murder happens, the soil gains a voice to make known the truth and shuts itself off entirely as a
source of livelihood for the one who was previously dependent upon it.
❑

What are the new insights for you here?

❑

What do they get you thinking about?

A TEXT THAT TRAVELS
These are some of the things the words of this text can stir in the minds of readers, particularly
readers long experienced in reading their Bibles. Beyond the immediate triggers from the text
itself, Genesis 4 has also held literary conversations with a wide range of other texts, in Hebrew
Scripture, the New Testament and Inter-testamental literature2. For example:

1. Finding livelihood from the soil will be the renewed task for Noah and his family after the Flood
(Genesis 8).

2. The theme of right action rather than sacrifice is a major theme through the Prophets (perhaps
betraying editorial hands on the Genesis text who were located in exilic and post-exilic Israel).

3. Editorial connections can be seen in theme of good counsel expressed in Genesis 4:7 and a
theme through the Wisdom literature, e.g. Proverbs. There could also be a new slant to
Qohelet’s life of acquiring knowledge only to reach ultimate absurdity (Ecclesiastes) in the
textual memory of Cain, the acquired one, and Abel, the whiff of air.

4. The book of Jubilees is another Jewish work, not included in the Apocrypha, which retells this
story as a lesson in God’s judgment.

5. The New Testament book of Hebrews sees faith as the core issue (11:4), and Abel’s death a
sacrifice that speaks, although Jesus’ blood speaks better (12:24).
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6. Matthew assumes righteousness in Abel (23:35).
7. Jude condemns Cain’s way as that of irrational animals, knowing by instinct and acting only for
gain (Jude 10-11).
This is indeed, as Judith McKinlay put it, “a text that has travelled”.3 At multiple times and places
the story of Cain and Abel has spoken and been spoken to. It travels and speaks whenever the
drama and genealogy it contains interact with a context that takes an interest in it. Whenever it
presents itself as a response to the issues that predominate in a particular time and place, it is read
for potential answers to pressing questions.
❑

Let the text of Genesis 4 sit for a moment right in the middle of your current
context:
o

What issues do you and the text have in common?

o

What new thoughts come to mind?
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CHAPTER 3
MANY DOORS FOR OPENING UP GOD’S WORD
It is time for a taste of the multiplicity of interpretations that Genesis 4 is open to. Throughout
history, this story has been read in ways that are many and varied. It is not that multiplicity has
been a problem. The biggest problems have come when a particular interpretation has presented
itself as the only right one.
It is a strength of a text like Genesis 4 that it is not limited to one lesson or one meaning only. And
it is an ideal text to demonstrate how variety naturally enters the scene. We can approach this text
from different directions: it all depends what aspects of life readers currently have on their minds.
We come with various, but not necessarily conflicting, interests and issues and it is as if we enter
the text through a different door depending on where we are coming from.

ISSUES WITH THE SACRIFICE
❑

Why did God disregard Cain’s sacrifice?

❑

What was the problem with it?

Perhaps there was something wrong with Cain or something right with Abel that needed showing
up.
But it could be the case that, just as the text makes no issue of the sacrifice, so it is of no concern
to the narrator. Perhaps it is a ‘narrative means’ to get to a real point of concern, namely, how to
respond to experiences like failure, rejection or feeling disadvantaged.
Yet many interpreters seem to have ignored how little the text says about the whys and wherefores
of the sacrifice and speculated on it at length. They may have noticed the narrative silence but felt
they had to listen more to the ‘noise’ in their own heads about God’s justice. “There had to be
reason, so let’s fill the narrative gap.”
It may be a plot mechanism, but it throws up its own issues. As a narrative means to a narrative
end it seems awfully risky to use God’s rejection of a sacrifice to make a point. Does the end
always justify the means for a narrator? Hinting at injustice on the part of a one of the key
characters – God – is very problematic.
SOME THEORIES ABOUT WHY CAIN’S CONTRIBUTION WAS REJECTED
▪

The phrase “in the course of time” (v.3) could suggest that Cain made his sacrifice when he got
round to it, with no urgency nor any sense of priority: Abel stands for virtue and Cain for vice
(Philo of Alexandria).

▪

“Some of the fruit of the ground” (v.3) is a phrase that contrasts with Abel’s “firstlings and fat
portions” (v.4), inferring that Cain only brought leftovers (Genesis Rabbah, written between 300
and 500 CE).

▪

It is faith that makes the difference for Abel (The Book of Hebrews).

▪

For the type of sacrifice involved (minha) the intentions of the one who offers it are paramount,
so there must have been something wrong with Cain’s intentions (Robert Daly).

▪

The blame rest squarely with Adam – the sin which Cain inherits - and the text is a lesson in
God’s judgment (John Calvin).
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▪

It is their occupations that are the problem: shepherds have a caring, kingly role, as “watchmen
of God’s creation”; agriculturalists get results by using the earth and exploiting it for their own
gain (Philo again, and Josephus).

▪

God likes the smell of meat best! (Saul Levin. Levin observes that God’s nose is a very
important feature in the Old Testament – note how Noah got a favourable response in Genesis
8:21 and that the phrase “slow to anger” is literally “long of nose” in Hebrew).

How do you respond to these interpretations?
❑

For example think about how would you use a term like “in the course of time”,
in relation to seasonal harvesting?

❑

Any other thoughts on the different interpretations, their connection or
otherwise to the original text and their relevance to contemporary rural
challenges and concerns?

In all, questioning the sacrifice means questioning the human beings involved, the merit of their
actions or the worth of their character. “Attempts to demonstrate the inferiority of Cain’s gift …
assume that divine acceptance will always be the product of human performance.”4
This leads us to the next section, the matter of Ethics.
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A DOOR TO ETHICS
Regardless of these debates about the sacrifice, Cain’s reaction – he is infuriated – gets the story
to a crucial point, which for a number of interpreters is an ethical point.
Let’s take a closer look.
1.

Genesis 4 connects with previous texts, particularly Genesis 2-3 but also Genesis 1, to
explore the question ‘what will life be like for these creatures God has called into being?’
“With the knowledge of good and evil, human beings have the capacity for either,”5 so the
stress is now on choice and decision.6 God confronts Cain about his relationship with his
brother Abel and the fact that Cain demonstrates, first in his response of anger, then in his act
of murder, that he does not behave as a brother should. Indeed Cain “is never called the
brother of Abel”, a point that is in stark contrast to Abel who is “invariably called the brother of
Cain.”7
God’s questioning invites Cain to face up to his responsibility for his violent act but it “also
conveys a sense of community.”8 God offers a lesson in human life as lived in watchfulness
with and for others.

2.

The first ethical lessons are, however, back at the moment of choice.
Cain stands on the threshold given to him by the knowledge of good and evil as he feels
anger rise up inside. He has a choice and God gives him advice to help him choose good
and not evil. Sin is like an animal lying in wait, perhaps a wild animal, perhaps a domestic
animal – a cat or a dog – “that lies in repose at the door of one’s dwelling.”9 Such an animal
can be a good companion but it is domesticated from the wild and control of it is continually
re-asserted and re-negotiated. You must find a way to deal with it, says God, deal with the
enemy inside you, rather than project it onto the other.
There’s an element of subjectivity in Cain. It’s hard to know exactly what’s going on inside
him. He’s made a spiritually expansive gesture, and then he’s rejected. He’s clearly just cast
completely into himself. It’s a maelstrom. And then God says something very interesting:
“The choice is yours.”… God is saying, “The blood is boiling in your veins. But if you get
outside it, get over it, look at it, see it, you can master it.” 10

Having cast out Cain’s parents “for fear that they’re becoming too Godlike in having eaten of
the Tree of Knowledge”, here “God seems to be saying to their son, ‘Be a little more
Godlike!’”11
3.

The consequences of Cain’s action are an important ethical feature of this story.
A common approach is to interpret the consequences as punishment, meaning that the
outcome is a specific and targeted response by God to Cain’s behaviour. By passing
judgment on right and wrong, and exacting retribution from the wrongdoer, this is to be a
lesson for future reference. Boundaries of right and wrong are clearly drawn and God is
installed as humankind’s keeper and judge.

4.

There is no let off for Cain before this judge.
Lies do not work. Cain may think he exists as an autonomous individual (and that is why the
rejection hits so hard – the failure is all on his shoulders and he gets no consolation from the
success of his brother). But the connections hold beyond Cain and another voice, the soil,
speaks its part to God the creator and keeper of the connections.
Rhetoric doesn’t work either for Cain. The question ‘am I my brother’s keeper?’ is sharp and
petulant: the word ‘keeper’ is a stronger term than might be required for God’s purposes here,
and it enables Cain to use the classic ploy of overstating the case in order to deny all
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responsibility. A caring watchfulness, yes, but not the dependency-based custodial role he is
suggesting.
Maybe the extremes of the word ‘keeper’ continue to act as an escape route in relation to this
story as it is read in contemporary contexts. It can be argued that killing is unavoidable in the
context of war and that wars happen because we cannot be ‘keepers’ for all people,
especially not those who threaten our own safety. We rationalise harming others,
economically and socially, as an unavoidable consequence of needing to ‘keep’ ourselves
and our own but unable to look after everyone.
5.

But rather than seeing the consequences for Cain as intentional punishment they can be
seen as simply the logical outcome of Cain’s destructive act.
For example, “A man who cannot live in peace with his brother has no choice but to leave the
land”12 and “if he cannot ‘keep’ his brother, neither can he keep the land.”13 For Alan Boesak
the consequences for Cain are a lesson for all oppressors, that they “shall have no place on
God’s earth”, especially in the respect that it is a curse that “strikes at Cain’s very way of life,
bound up with the land…”14 The outcome of Cain’s deed is indicative of the way decisions for
evil often come back on the person who makes them, undermining the foundation of their
livelihood and value system.

6.

Genesis 4 presents lessons in social ethics.
This is a significant development from Genesis 1-3, and also a contrast to these chapters,
where the lessons concerned the relationship of individuals to God and to other human
individuals. As Walter Brueggemann puts it: “To live in God’s world on God’s terms is enough
of a problem (Genesis 2-3)… But to live with God’s other creatures, specifically human
creatures (the brother), is more of a dilemma.”15

7.

Living together in community has risks even before human beings start making choices.
Basic realities of life on earth, which make circumstances far from equal and fair for everyone
can put human beings on the back foot from the start. Good years and poor years for farming
just happen. The weather can be good for some and bad for others. Market prices are also
something of a lottery.
The narrator is highlighting the fact that “[i]nequality enters where there should be equality,”16
and ‘throwing up’ an example of inequality in order to point out its dangers, and then point
towards the best options. Learn from this, the narrator is saying: recognise the destructive in
life as it comes to you, and uncover the constructive even when life seems unfair.
Learn what is death-dealing and what is life-giving, and choose well.
❑

What do the words “punishment” and “consequences” conjure up for you?
What word would you use more often in discussions about right and wrong?

❑

Is God soft on Cain giving him consequences for action – alone and separated
from the earth – yet marked with God’s care and protection?

❑

Why not “proportional punishment” to deter potential killers in the future?
(Does this story suggest that with God you can get away with murder?17)
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A DOOR TO THEOLOGY
The questions at the end of the previous section invite us to consider this next route into the text to
find God’s word for us.
The assumption that there is a link between divine acceptance and human achievement ties in with
the fact that human beings are inclined to take an ethical, or generally functional, approach to
matters of success and failure. But biblical narratives do not always share this overriding concern
for human ways and means to do things right with God:
Attempts to demonstrate the inferiority of Cain’s gift … assume that divine acceptance will always be
the product of human performance… While this is often the case in biblical narratives, it is not always
so. The fundamental preference for the people of Israel, for example, is not based on human
performance, and Genesis 4 seems to be concerned precisely with the tension between an
ungrounded divine preference and the consequences for the rest of humanity who are not graced by
God’s favour.18

What is this story telling us about God?
❑

What do you think?

1.

This is the God we also meet in the prophetic literature of the Old Testament. God’s word to
the people of Israel tells them that it is not so much who you are, but how you related, to other
people, to the land, that matters. It is not status or wealth or age, but right relationships that
count, that is, not sacrifice but justice.19

2.

Perhaps this is a God who simply prefers the younger sibling, a consistent theme throughout
the book of Genesis and beyond. Abel, Seth, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph are all chosen by
God, or given a clear sense of God’s blessing, ahead of their older siblings.

3.

Another approach is to see this God as one who hears the cry of pain and listens to the
voices of struggle, the God who has a preferential option for the underdog.
Abel is not even called his mother’s son but only ever named as ‘Cain’s brother’ and his
name, hevel, means futility at worst, a breath of air at best. Yet this is the one preferred by
God when the two brothers line up with their sacrifices:
Abel’s name strongly suggests that in the eyes of other people he does not amount to much. Is
it more likely that Cain is envious not because Abel is more successful, but because Yahweh
looks at a blunderer like Abel while ignoring Cain? 20

This theme continues as God hears the cry that no one else will hear, namely, the cry of
blood in the ground in the seeming void of an open field.
And God proves consistent in hearing Cain’s cry of despair for his future21 and gives Cain a
mark that will give enough protection to enable his life to continue and indeed find a new path.
4.

Perhaps we meet a pacifist God in this text, who places a mark of protection on Cain, in order
to put a block on the cycle of vengeance.
Thompson contrasts the Genesis narrative on Cain and Abel with that of Jubilees. The
Genesis narrative is “unflinching”, he says, in its answer to the theological question it raises:
“Can one now abandon Cain the murderer and still hold to the divine command of freedom
that the story set out with equal logic against an innocent Cain?” God cares about Cain:
“Yahweh is mankind’s keeper, he is our keeper, and he accepts his role as Cain’s protector.
The story is pacifist.”22
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5.

But in the book of Jubilees the theological purpose is different. God in the Jubilees’ narrative
of Cain and Abel is a God of judgment. The one who is judged is therefore branded for life
and his descendants cursed for their moral failure.

6.

God in Genesis 4 will not be boxed into any rational system, just like the God encountered in
the Wisdom Literature (e.g. Job and Ecclesiastes).
How do we come to terms with the God who plays favourites…whose own preference turns
brother against brother…who is silent in the moment of violence…who just doesn’t give answers
to these deep questions?23

Perhaps the problem lies with Cain’s “inability to resign himself to Yahweh’s inscrutable
will.”24 The very assumption that there is or should be a rational system relating actions to
their consequences is what Ecclesiastes found to be as futile as ‘shepherding wind’. It is
only when one gets to that point of recognition, when “the belief in a grand causal order
collapses,”25 that reality is faced.
Reality is then given the respect it warrants and needs, if we are to live in life-affirming
interaction with it.26
7.

We also see a God who is the Creator, Sustainer and ‘Advocate’ for things and their
connectedness.
In Genesis 4 a process of alienation from the Earth begins to dominate human existence and
put life at risk. With toil and sweat it was possible to get livelihood from the soil in ancient
Palestine. But it needed constructive use of the knowledge of good and evil to determine
what was truly beneficial. Antagonism with one’s brother, with its worst-case scenario of
murder, is not beneficial. It involves human beings breaking the connectedness of God’s
creation and separate themselves off from others, God and earth included. Cain then takes
the process of alienation further:
Unable to make a living from the soil, Cain does something to emancipate himself from it: In a
conscious choice Cain frees himself from the existence of a vagrant and a wanderer by building
a city. He also frees himself from the burden of having to till the soil. City culture allows him to
become independent of the drudgery of the life of a peasant. 27

8.

This new start and the development of skills and crafts among Cain’s descendants can be
recognised as simply that: a new start.
Genesis 4 shows us a God who always has a new way forward, for whom “the process of life
is stronger than any of God’s other acts.”28 At the start of Genesis 4 we see this in the new
life born to Adam and Eve now they live outside the garden. At the end of Genesis 4, after
the tragedy of losing two sons, it is there again with the birth of Seth. And there is new life of
a kind for Cain and his descendants.

9.

There is also something new in human relationships with God.
However the link with God may have been understood before (whatever was involved in the
brothers’ act of bringing sacrifice to God, for example), human relating to God now has a
clear means for expression: At that time people began to invoke the name of the LORD.
(4.26)
❑

What are your thoughts on each or any of these concepts or ways of
seeing God?
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A DOOR TO SOCIOLOGY
What is reflected in social terms in the story of Cain and Abel?
The main focus in on Cain’s new option for human existence – city life – and the attitudes are
varied. City living means large numbers of people living in the same place without kinship bonds.
Now violence is harder to contain without close social and familial sanctions, unless it is by the
greater force of the ruling powers. Violence can surface also in the need for city dwellers to extract,
by force if necessary, their basic needs for living from the countryside around. But urban life is
also where human creativity begins to flourish with structured economic relationships enabling
craftspeople and artisans to find a niche and technology to be developed.
1.

This Genesis text presents us with the basic sociological issue of difference among people,
particularly in their mode of life and livelihood.
It seems also in the latter part, after the banishment of Cain, to have a specific concern with
how to relate to creativity, that is, to craft and technology. Paula McNutt offers a fascinating
perspective on the place of marginal types in human society, which is interesting from an
historical point of view but also poses questions relevant to contemporary societies.
Cain and his descendants are forerunners in the diversification of human society, “introducing
to humankind some of the primary elements of civilization.”29 But this initiative and innovation
has a mixed reception. By researching comparable stories from traditional African and Middle
Eastern societies McNutt identifies the “social marginality” among Cain and his descendants
with that experienced by smiths and artisans. The methods and creative abilities of these
people were beyond the ken of nomads and settled agriculturalists and seemed like magic to
them. Yet what they were able to do, and what they produced, were “economic and cultural
necessities”30 within a society that continued to function according to established patterns of
generations of pastoralists and gardeners.
The mark of Cain therefore reflects the sociological reality of the ‘stigma’ of people who were
“basically ‘sacred’ in the true, ambivalent sense of the word.”31

2.

❑

What are your attitudes to people who perform various roles within society?
What are the attitudes of the dominant culture in your context?

❑

What roles do we set apart, both in terms of looking up to them and looking
down on them, trusting and distrusting, treating with awe and viewing with
suspicion?

Other commentators have noticed an anti-civilisation tilt within the text.
Genesis shows up some level of tension, if not conflict, between the two ways of life,
agricultural and pastoral,32 the agricultural reflecting the more developed mode. For in the
mind of the narrator it is likely that Abel, the shepherd, had the advantage.33
The story shows us the pluses and minuses of civilisation in its early stages. There is a
positive, and potentially constructive, division of labour developing but there is a negative
aspect in terms of the rivalry that ensues and the conflict that rivalry produces.34 We get the
impression that there is an inbuilt tension in human existence, and it needs some kind of
social system or mechanism to alleviate it or to contain its more violent tendencies.
Perhaps the narrator gives the mechanism to achieve this in the last verse of Genesis 4: the
worship of the Lord.
❑

What are the systems or mechanisms against violence in contemporary
society? Are they effective?
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3.

Family life is another matter under consideration in this text.
What we encounter in the Cain and Abel narrative are sibling jealousies and favouritism.
Whether the favouritism is actual, or simply experienced as such because the reasons are not
understood, something happens that drives a wedge between the brothers. Parental
attitudes towards the first child or the younger child can be instinctive and difficult to modify.
Likewise, assumptions about the significance of one’s place as a child within the family can
also be ingrained and emotionally decisive.
Jealousy and the catch cry ‘that’s not fair!’ are deeper in our experience and memories than
we sometimes care to acknowledge.
Family tensions have similar issues to those of wider social interaction. They stem from the
tension between ‘same’ and ‘different’, with each of us being composed of the same basic
stuff and format, but each also being different from others.
❑

How do you acknowledge ‘sameness’ without treating it as ‘identical’ with
yourself in, for example, character and mindset?

❑

How is ‘difference’ recognised as different without then labelling it as ‘other’?
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A DOOR TO POLITICS
When we start arguing the pros and cons of different forms of human society and interaction –
rather than just describing them - and promoting a particular way as the best way, we move from
sociology to politics.
In the ancient Middle East there was a general sense of optimism about human ‘progress’ as many
Mesopotamian texts suggest. But some biblical texts give a very different impression, with the
history of human life unveiling instead “the inexorable advance of sin.”35
The political questions of the story of Genesis 4 relate to this contrasting perception: is there really
progress at this point or is sin marching on?
And for us who read it now:
❑

Are we on or off track in the way we organise our political life?

POLITICAL SYSTEMS IN ANCIENT ISRAEL
In early Israelite history a familial- and kinship-based Mode of Production structured social and
economic relationships. With time, a tributary- and monarchy-based Mode became dominant and
by the reign of Solomon it had become entrenched.36 Genesis 4 was likely put in written form
during the time of Solomon and there is a sense in which it is a product of the values of this time. It
is argued that, in these early chapters of Genesis, human origins are presented in a way that
shores up the new monarchy-based establishment.
Traditional familial relationships drew multiple generations of siblings together as kin and put
loyalty to this extended family ahead of all other loyalties. If these traditional extended kinship
bonds care are loosened, an alternative opens up – primary loyalty to monarch and state. With
that comes greater state control of people’s activities. The story of Cain and Abel is a lesson in the
dangers inherent in sibling relationships. By presenting these dangers as inherent or unavoidable,
the narrative can be seen to promote a policy of caution and even distrust among kin. This
interprets Genesis 4 as a royalist work composed during Solomon’s reign:
…the narrative’s dominant ideological concerns are those of the state, which needs to justify the
creation of large privately owned estates together with the dispossession of peasant farmers from their
inherited plots. The story legitimizes this process of dispossession by a new class of estate holders
under the protection of the monarchy.37

SYMPATHY FOR THE PASTORALIST
Abel may be the loser in the story, but the point for this political reading is to generate sympathy for
him as the victim. The story is to shift political sympathies away from the Cains of the time – those
continuing to work the land in small, family-based agricultural units – towards the Abels – the
owners of extensive pastoral territory, often resident in urban centres and functioning as absentee
landlords. Cain’s sacrifice parallels the way “the monarchy exacted tribute from village peasants” 38
– it is wanted but undervalued. It seems that what the agriculturalist brings is not what the
dominant ideology values. The pastoralist’s meat products are much better in the ruling viewpoint.
CONTEMPORARY POLITICS AND DEVALUED SACRIFICE
Contemporary farmers in Aotearoa New Zealand know what it feels like for one’s work to be
publicly underrated by the prevailing politics. Over the last three decades we have seen the
promotion of the ‘knowledge economy’ as the way of the future rather than land-based production,
decreasing direct government input into farm-focussed research, and an increasing challenge from
urban dwellers regarding methods of farming and even the ‘licence to operate’ that has in the past
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be taken as a given for those who wish to work the land. This can suggest that the ‘sacrifice’ of
farmers is being rejected. The politics of the story of Cain and Abel, in this reading, maintains that
only Abel’s work, only large property ownership and elite economic leadership, are the way of their
future. Cain’s life is outmoded, his production methods inefficient and the insistence of his kind to
continue in their way of life is a block to national and economic development. In our context, Abel’s
work is viewed as more damaging, but even Cain’s work of horticulture and crop growing is
criticised for excess water use and chemical inputs.
Contemporary farmers might well ask: How are people to live without primary products, i.e. food?
The Cains of Solomon’s world may have asked: how can everyone be fed without cereal and
vegetable crops? The Abels of our world may ask, and particularly in countries were pastoral
farming fits the land and the weather, how can we grow enough cereal and vegetable crops to
match the protein production of pasture and grazing animals?
POLITICS AND FOOD
This is itself a political issue: how city dwellers are to get what they need to live, and how all are to
be fed and not just the elite. When the descendants of Cain developed cities their food came from
the people who continued to sweat and toil with the land. It was the peasants who provided the
food and it has proved hard for cities throughout history to get what they need from struggling
peasants with appropriating by exploitative and even violent means.39
This suggests a world where human life is ruled by a politics of the powerful. It is not surprising
that, in the biblical narrative, this world turns out to be “ripe for the Flood.”40
❑

What are you thinking?

❑

It feels like urban and rural people are talking past each other: how could
we start to have real conversations about shared concerns, e.g.
sustainability and environmental well-being, food security and just food.
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A DOOR THAT ASKS: “WHO’S IN CHARGE?”
The main problem we encounter at the conclusion of the Eden story concerns the extent to which God
will prefer freedom of will to obedience, and to what extent man [sic] in his turn will disrupt God’s
harmony.41

The first half of the quotation presents a major issue of human existence. It is the issue of power:
❑

Who is in control of the events of this narrative?

❑

Who is in charge of this world we live in?

GOD’S AMBIVALENCE ABOUT GIVING LIFE AND CREATIVITY
God seems to be in the business of giving in the early chapters of Genesis, but then something
happens that sees God acting to reclaim the gift, banishing the human couple from the garden
because of their disobedience, banishing Cain from the land because he killed his brother. God
seems to have some ambivalence about who owns life and who has the ability to create new
possibilities for life. God entrusts human beings with responsibility and gives them, through their
choices, their own creativity. Yet God also seems keen to stay in charge and therefore reclaims
authority when circumstances require it.
Contrast Eve’s joy-filled and confident naming of her child Cain at the start of Genesis 4 with her
response to the birth of Seth at the end. She seems to have learnt to be more modest in her
claims and go cautiously with the God with gives and takes life. God seems to have taken back
the right to control life-giving, just as in the mark of protection for Cain God takes back the right to
control death-dealing.
Creativity is certainly at stake, a point brought out by the meaning of names, Cain’s and Seth’s in
particular. The name Cain relates to the verbs ‘acquire’ and ‘gain’, and also to ‘create’. It is argued
that Cain’s creativity proves to be his downfall, or rather his presumptions about his own ability as
a “producer” and not just a “watchman of God’s creation.”42 Seth comes on the scene as a
contrast: his name suggests “an acknowledgement of the limitedness of human creativity vis-à-vis
God.”43
GOD GIVES FREEDOM FOR THE SAKE OF RESPONSIBILITY
Genesis 4 is clear in this respect, as can be observed by looking closely at the dialogue involving
the voice of God. God questions Cain to highlight his responsibility for his actions and response to
events in a way that respects his freedom to choose. Again, God is picking up from Genesis 3:
after the human couple eat the fruit of the forbidden tree, knowledge of good and evil is a ‘given’ of
human life. Humans live with choices for good or ill and the advice from God to Cain is to choose
responsibly.
It seems that God is trying to get these new human beings to exercise their knowledge of good and
evil.
Carrying through from chapter 3 God wants them to use their knowledge and freedom
constructively. And carrying through from Genesis 1 we could understand it as a matter of actually
being the image of God.
If ‘likeness to God’ means human beings ruling over the rest of creation, then that has been
debunked by the events and dialogue of Genesis 2-3. Perhaps likeness to God could have meant
immortality, but that was ruled out when the barrier was installed at the end of Genesis 3 to prevent
access to the Tree of Life. The meaning that now remains is that “the human can really be like
God only by acting rightly, by ruling over sin (cf. 4.7).”44
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The goal for Cain is therefore to be responsible in this way and overcome his frustration and the
temptation to do wrong. He does have the power to deal with it and God seems to be testing
human ability to its limits in order to release this power within him. Cain can be ‘in charge’ of
himself.
❑

How have you learned how to choose well?

❑

What have been the best lessons and who have been the best teachers?

AVOIDING RESPONSIBILITY
There are other power plays also at work.
God gives responsibility, but Cain balks at the hard task of being responsible. He shifts the onus
back to God, as the one in authority who is in charge of – and therefore responsible for –
proceedings.45 Faye Kellerman understands Cain’s question ‘am I my brother’s keeper?’ to reflect
just this issue of responsibility: Cain is saying to God “You create this whole world. You created
my parents. You created us. Who’s the real keeper around here?”46
But God wants Cain to graduate beyond this: like a teacher God is trying to find the best way to
educate this particular student. Brueggemann puts it in these terms: “By his seemingly capricious
rejection of Cain, Yahweh has created a crisis. He poses the crisis to Cain and insists that Cain
resolve it.”47
FACING REALITIES OF LIFE ON EARTH
Human beings need to face the realities of life outside Eden. The arable earth produces only with
hard toil and there will always be uneven results. Human beings cannot escape life with the soil –
there is no other life and livelihood for adamah, the creature of the soil - but neither can they cruise
along sure that every year will be a boom year.
Human beings today cannot escape life with the Earth – the planet and its tapping of the sun’s
energy is our sole resource base and it won’t keep on providing if we foul it up.
Uneven results for these early farmers suggest that equality is less the rule and more the exception
in normal human experience. If we keep wanting to get a reason for every instance of inequality,
we miss the point of dealing with it well or badly. Siblings and other family relationships are a
universal reminder of how basic and ordinary inequality is, and that it is in some measure
unavoidable. You are born who you are and where you are in the family, and that is that. ‘Face it,
deal with it or else live in isolation’ seems to be the message.
The best response to any crisis, like the crisis put in front of Cain, is to employ the knowledge
humans have of good and evil. The advice for constructive human living is to utilise the power,
exercise the creativity and claim the independence granted by the one who set the world in motion.
There is another piece of advice here: namely, that it is counter-productive to presume that, when
things are unequal, there will always be opposition and antagonism between the unequals. There
is much more to gain by being a responsible, creative and independent individual in constructive
relation with others, linking up in power and purpose with others involve. The image is of synergy,
with a policy of interacting rather than attacking.
❑

Can we therefore envisage that violence is not an essential or unavoidable
feature of human existence?

❑

What are the barriers to a policy of interacting rather than attacking (or
defending)?
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CHAPTER 4
CHOOSING THE BEST DOORS FOR HEARING GOD
CHOOSING BY ENGAGING
Multiple doors suggest options and options call for choices.
This fact about human living is a fact about biblical texts: ‘The choice is yours: choose well and
your face will be lifted up; choose badly and you can imagine the consequences.’
❑

How are we to choose well when it comes to making our way into the Bible?

❑

Are there criteria for making good choices?

For this too is part of our freedom and responsibility.
We are free to choose the doors we go through and the voices we listen to when we read the Bible
and responsible to use good process to do so.
We can allow the multiplicity to remain, not demanding the uniform kind of unity that claims there is
one right interpretation.
We select which aspect of the text in the Bible we give our attention to, which issue or issues we
make our topic for conversation in our attempt to hear God speak to us.
GOOD PROCESS
The focus is therefore on ‘good process’.
Experience tells us that a number of things contribute to good process and they include
transparency, agreed procedures, highlighting common ground, listening to marginal voices and
leaving room for counter viewpoints. It is also important to treat decisions as giving permission for
action while recognising that all decisions are open to reconsideration at a later time.
Most critical of all is self-awareness among those involved in the process, particularly among those
responsible for leading it.
KNOWING OUR ASSUMPTIONS
In making choices, including what aspects of a Bible text we are listening to, we need an acute
consciousness of who we are and where we are going.
From our experience of the past come the assumptions we carry with us - the preconceptions and
prejudices that instinctively frame our thinking. They frame our thinking so instinctively we don’t
recognise them as the frame, but think they are the picture.
KNOWING OUR EXPECTATIONS
From the other direction, our attitude to the future provides the space in our psyche where
expectations reside. This sets the agenda for what we expect of ourselves as well as what we
expect of others and the world in general, and what they expect of us.
Self-awareness of assumptions and expectations helps us recognise how we will subconsciously
see things and what seem important to us.
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KNOWING OUR ISSUES
We also learn much by noticing the things that take our attention and engage our efforts.
In particular, it pays to take note of what keeps coming into our consciousness, disturbing us or
breaking the flow of absorption in what we are doing. These are our issues, the problems, the
dilemmas, the questions that butt into our lives and keep concerning us. We may be inclined to
push them away because we cannot answer them, or because we know they are the very
questions that need to be asked to get to the roots of our problems and that feels too hard a way to
go.
As an example, primary questions that regularly come to mind for the writer of these studies are
the following.
Who is in charge?
What place has goodness in this world?
Who fits in this world?
‘Who is in charge?’ opens up questions about power and responsibility.
Who can do something constructive?

Who is in control?

‘What place has goodness in this world?’ asks for a appraisal of the world as it is: for example,
is it possible to say honestly to a newborn child “the facts are friendly,”48 or does evil rule with
goodness needed to counter it, or is the world itself neutral? This question also calls for a
decision on how to relate to the world - how and where to put goodness into practice.
‘Who fits in this world?’ lays bare issues of inclusion and exclusion, succeeding and failing.
Who is being hurt? Who is being left out by our economics or politics, or by social custom?
These are the questions that I, personally, cannot help carrying with me whenever I read the Bible.
They are present, consciously or unconsciously, as my contribution to every conversation, which
includes every time I engage with the Bible. If I am to have a real conversation and hear God
speak, I cannot hide myself and my interests behind a disguise of objective neutrality.
Engagement with a Bible text requires me to be a subject speaking to the text: it implicates me
together with my needs and preconceptions, or else it could not be engagement.
❑

What are your ‘big questions’?

❑

What issues or dilemmas keep butting in on your life?

❑

What ‘doors’ do your questions lead you towards?
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UNCOVERING AN ASSUMPTION
❑

God chose Abel over Cain: why?
Indeed, why choose?
favourably on Abel’s sacrifice and not Cain’s?

Why did God look

❑

Could God not have looked upon both?

❑

Before reading further, what are your thoughts on these questions?

It appears that only one can be acceptable and this conveys the assumption that God’s regard is
something to be given sparingly. Something here is presumed to be scarce and therefore must not
be wasted, namely, God’s favour, indeed God’s love.
COMPARING CAIN WITH ESAU
Just as Esau asks Isaac “Have you not reserved a blessing for me?” (Gen 27:36), so we might
imagine Cain asking God: ‘have you not kept any favour for me?’
Must there be only one who is blessed, one who is favoured? This “pernicious principle of
scarcity”, as Schwartz calls it, means there is competition not just to address the physical needs of
human life, but also to fill human emotional needs: “The logic of scarcity even governs love.”49
THE LOGIC OF SCARCITY
If Genesis 4 and Genesis 25-27 did not treat scarcity as a fundamental fact of human life, there
would seem to be no grounds for the rivalry contained in each story and no need for one to lose in
order for the other to gain. What is being assumed is that a particular human being will count for
something only at the expense of another or others. That is the logic of scarcity, a logic that makes
rivalry, and its corollary violence, inevitable.
This is a genuine and powerful strand of thought in the Bible. Scarcity is part of the reality of life
outside Eden. That is, life on planet Earth as we know it has no guarantee that everyone gets
equality of circumstances and opportunities. Such is life: we have to live with it. We are wise to
remember scarce times in the midst of plenty so that the balance doesn’t get thrown out, like it can
do when farmers indulge in over-expenditure in a boom year.
Another example of the folly of not seeing beyond the plenty of the moment happened when the
Israelites were in the wilderness post-Sinai. In the passage sometimes entitled “the graves of
craving”, they complained about lack of food, but when an abundance arrived they ate so much
that it poisoned them (Num 11:31-35).
The error lies not in claiming that scarcity is a fact of life, but in the assumption that scarcity rules.
Other threads within biblical texts speak of plenty. Indeed, it begins with the very first
commandment in the Bible: “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen 1:28). This alternate vision believes that
there is more than enough to go around.
It also believes that, like all good gifts, life and the supply of energy for living are not things to be
held onto but enjoyed and passed on.
SCARCITY AND PLENTY
The truth about scarcity and plenty is not an argument to be settled. The reality of life is both: both
in continual tension. For example:
A parent loves each child uniquely and distinctly for their own individual self, yet loves every child
they have borne or are responsible for.
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In good economic times, we need to remember the hard times to keep our perspective but we also
need to enjoy the good we are experiencing. In hard times, we need to remember the good times
and hold onto the hope based on what we or other have known that good times will return.
❑

What would be the implications of rewriting the story of Esau and Jacob, with a
blessing for both?

❑

What would be gained in the story of Genesis 4 if Cain’s offering had got the nod
as well? What would be lost?

BEYOND SCARCITY IN RELATION TO GOD
It is conceivable that God sees no threat in sharing creativity with humans, with Eve who brings
children to birth and with Cain and his descendants who develop culture and crafts in the context of
city life.
It is also conceivable that God could look more than one way and have regard for the sacrifice of
both brothers who come to offer their life and work.
As Schwartz argues, “this vision of plenty” is also in the Bible, “embedded” in it.50 It is a minority
report, drowned out or blended in by the dominant voice. Church tradition has tended to align itself
to the stronger voices of the text, entrenching the dominant strand that assumes scarcity and
expects the conflict of winners and losers. But the alternative is available in the Bible, and this is
where my theme of multiple doors into texts crucial.
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CONVERSING WITH THE BIBLE
We never come to the Bible as neutral observers, but always show up with questions, with our
concerns that are, like the tip of the iceberg, indicators of the mass that lurks within our sea of
living. We read with stuff on our minds – stuff that ‘sticks out’ because it disturbs us, like a tooth
that one is aware of only when it is sore, and then acutely aware of it.
And as we read the text with our concerns honestly in front of us, we listen for what it speaks back.
We are in conversation together: what is on our minds gets drawn into the conversation, just like it
does in a conversation with a good friend. We hear voices that address us, that is, voices that
respond to our questions, or voices that are comforting, wise in their advice, or suggestive of
change.
HEARING DIFFERENT VOICES
There are dominant voices within the text and sometimes these voices speak loudly and clearly to
our need, perhaps in terms of lifting our spirits and helping us see the future as open and cause for
hope.
Sometimes the clearest voices will be the Bible’s “counter-testimony” complaining about God or to
God, connecting with our need for lament or protest.
Sometimes our troubles will call out voices that have been hidden – the voices of people who are
at the edges of the main narrative, people on the margins. We may hear them in the undercurrents
carried in the text’s silences or faint whispers. They give hope simply in being there and helping us
find voice.
When we listen openly, receptively and with awareness of our self and our needs, we get a chance
to hear from the full range of testimony about God and ways that God can speak to us.
❑

How do these different voices relate to you?

❑

How can we enable the different voices to be heard, e.g. within a Bible study
group?

❑

What do we gain as people of faith studying the Bible together in giving
permission for the different interpretations that arise from these different
voices?

BEYOND RIVALRY FOR TRUTH
The problem is that, as long as we hold on to the expectation that there is just one right
interpretation, we continue with the idea of winners and losers and with the conflict of rivalry.
The expectation of a single truth keeps us debating which voices in the Bible are the right and
legitimate ones. It might be argued, for example, that the dominant voice of the powerful is
wrong and that the truth about God will come when we hear the voices of the victims. ‘Raise up
the victims: put down the oppressors.’ But then victims would be encouraged to turn the hurt
and anger from their own suffering on others and become the new oppressors. The oppressors
would become the new victims. Whether covert or open, violence will remain the policy so long
as it is assumed that only one way can be right. What is happening is that we are treating the
truth itself as a scarce commodity, to be possessed by only one story, one persepctive, one
school of thought.
❑

Imagine you are telling someone what you believe about an important matter and
they say to you: “That may well, but the truth looks different from here”. How
does their view affect yours?
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CHAPTER 5
RIVALRY: SEEDS OF CONFLICT ANCIENT AND
MODERN
As soon as they get these two names [Cain and Abel], we see that one is going to be the victim and
the other’s going to be something else. And as soon as they choose their professions, or are
assigned to them, we think of that line of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s … “The cowboys and the
farmers can be friends” – which means, we know, they’re not going to be.51

SIMILAR BUT NOT THE SAME
The rivalry between two people or two groups who are similar but not exactly the same is so
familiar it is a fact of life. It can be good fun, for example, on the sports-field. But it can be
dangerous when the rivalry factor becomes the central focus. When differences between rivals
predominate, they mask the similarities and connections.
Rivalry puts the fundamental interconnection and interdependence of living things under stress.
Being similar creates its own pressure, namely the pressure to distinguish oneself from others are
alike in order to stand out in some way and avoid being confused with them. With things that are
markedly different, the need to stand out is not so great. It is the more closely related who are
more likely to view each other as rivals for attention and distinction.
ATTITUDES TO OCCUPATIONS ANCIENT AND MODERN
The drama of Genesis 4 brings to attention rivalry not just between siblings but between different
occupations. It was apparently part of ancient Middle Eastern culture by the time of recording this
text, to look more favourably upon those who worked with stock as opposed to those who worked
the soil. The possession of animals was a visible sign of economic status, and if you had no
animals, you were probably too poor to acquire any.
The Jesus we meet in the Gospels incorporated both agricultural and pastoral types in his stories.
It is interesting however that the title “the Good Shepherd” has a significant place in church
doctrine and liturgy, but “the Good Sower” did not.
Rivalry drove relationships among the colonisers in North America (as the song from musical show
“Oklahoma” indicates), as it did in Aotearoa New Zealand (the landed gentry on large holdings,
small farmers accepting whatever blocks of land were given them). Rivalry continues in New
Zealand farming, not as a major cause for concern, but as a subtle undercurrent along with an
unofficial pecking order among the different sections (as experienced in Federated Farmers). It
simply needs to be taken into consideration.
This situation is not confined to farming. Every occupation and profession could tell its own story
of pecking orders and degrees of misunderstanding or very cautious respect. Healthy competition
is one way of describing this rivalry: a spirit of competition is a significant motivating factor in many
areas of human endeavour, and it can be a very enjoyable aspect of striving to do well and achieve
higher goals.
‘Friendly rivalry’ - whether it is between neighbouring farmers watching each other’s paddocks,
lawyers in a court of law, mothers comparing notes on their babies’ development, golfers out on
the course, or a myriad of other possible examples - is not an oxymoron, but an honest and
graphic description of a significant motivating factor.
❑

What are your examples of ‘friendly rivalry’? Have you experienced when it
becomes no longer friendly and respect gives way to disdain?
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FOCUSING ON DIFFERENCE
It is not the competitive element itself that is the problem when rivalry becomes deep-rooted and
destructiveness takes over. It is the priority given to ‘difference’.
When differences matter more than anything else, points of commonality become secondary and
even non-existent in considering how to behave towards the rival. The rival becomes other.
Combine this ‘othering’ with the belief that there is only so much to go around – goods, land,
money, women, (men,) etc. – and the result is a recipe for all kinds of rivalries including those
currently bringing fear to New Zealand society and terror to international relations.
From the perspective of plenty – or even that that of sufficiency – strong and diverse ethnic
identities would be celebrated as cultural flourishing.
From the perspective of scarcity an acute awareness of difference gives rise to tribalism and
conflict.
What is needed is for us to recognise that scarcity and plenty are dual facts of life and cultural
differences need carry no threat to the territory or freedom of one’s own kind.
FEAR OF THE OTHER
In an environment in which scarcity is the dominant fact, jobs, wealth, and the right to be heard are
all contested. Fear becomes more prevalent, e.g. fear of immigrants, fear of a social underclass,
and, more generally, fear of the other.
With immigration comes difference in religion. Rivalry in religion, whether combined with ethnic
differences or standing on its own, is perhaps the most perplexing and fearful of all, and with
regard to it Christians cannot escape some sense of shame:
Abraham came to be remembered as father not only of the ancient Hebrews, but also of Christians
and Muslims. It could have been one community. Sadly enough, these [memories] …succumbed to
competition for the status of the true children of Abraham, to the scarcity principle. The myth of
common humankind – the sons of Adam – splintered all too quickly into the terrors of Cain and Abel
and their legacy of ethnic, national and religious hatred.52
❑

In what ways has this impacted on society and politics in your context?

RIVALRY WITHIN CHRISTIANITY
Such rivalry is not only inter-religious, but also intra-religious.
Sects and denominations have a long history within Christianity and more recently alignments have
formed within traditional denominations in terms of specific doctrinal tenets and associated moral
and political convictions. The identity of the group is cast in terms of statements of faith,
discernible in relation to specific beliefs or practices.
Boundary lines are drawn, sometimes explicitly, often implicitly through a shared assumption that
only people like us belong with us. It can be possible to visit a particular congregation and quite
quickly identify, by verbal or body language, along with how the liturgy is organised and who does
what, the type of theology the congregation adheres to.
One may also pick up a clear message that, to belong here, you need to be people like us.
❑

Is this something you can relate to?
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REVISIONING OUR INTERACTION
When rivalry rules between groups that are similar but not the same, e.g. Christian denominations
or strands within denominations, exhorting us to cooperate has limited effect.
Exhortations do not address the fear that drives the rivalry. They may provoke guilt or shame at
the realisation that we are being rivals when we should not be, but guilt and shame are unlikely to
be leading operatives in achieving change in the situation.
We may be ashamed of what we are doing but we believe we have no option if we are to survive.
Cooperation asks us to share. Cooperation gives away too much. It asks us to give up our rivalry
and we cannot to that when the truth is at stake.
But a rethink is needed.
We need to re-vision what happens when individuals and groups who are similar but not the same
interact. We need to go to the roots of our rivalry and dig out the assumption that it is either them
or us.
Scarcity may be a fact of life at times but scarcity does not rule.
Human experience continues to supply strong evidence that scarcity and plenty are both facts of
life on planet Earth. The relationship between these two facts is pivotal to determining how human
beings relate to one another and to the planet itself.
For things can look quite different when we keep scarcity and plenty both in the picture:
The vision of plenty encourages us not to hold on so tightly to what we have and what we
know for sure, but to dare to try things out.
The reminder of scarcity keeps our feet on the ground.
Scarcity and plenty are like two outer reaches of a pendulum swing.
Seen together and mutually interacting, we gain perspective that enables us to have a constructive
and creative understanding of life in all its ups and downs. We can therefore see options for
constructive and creative ways of dealing with the downs, and doing so without being driven by the
fear that drives rivalry.
AN ALTERNATIVE TO RIVALRY: TELLING ONE’S STORY
Imagine visiting a congregation at worship and not experiencing a strong message of assertion and
demarcation like that mentioned above. It can happen if and when the manner and the language
indicate that these people are telling their story of faith and expressing their hopes and fears before
God.
Rather than making universal claims to establish the right to the scare territory called true faith,
such worship would be offering a perspective with an implicit invitation to take a look for onself.
Such an approach presumes that there is room in the church, as in life generally, for a diversity of
viewpoints.
And with room there is a greater willingness to listen in to what is different, and perhaps be
changed by it. It is sad that rivalry is thriving within Western Christianity, but perhaps not surprising
when, surrounded by a feeling of inevitable decline, with resources of people and finances
shrinking year by year, scarcity is taken as a fact and we are rivals for survival.
For the identity of one person or group need not be threatened by the existence of another person
or group. Rivalry need not arise because, on the broad perspective of life’s ups and downs, there
is room enough for both. Cooperation need not lead to capitulation, nor is competition the only
way to stand one’s ground. ‘Alongside’ is an option for seeing oneself in relation to the other,
combining the energies of the two rather than pitting them one against the other.
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❑

If scarcity and plenty are both facts of life, what ‘plenty’ is going unnoticed within
your church life?

❑

When you think about what is distinctive about your church, what do you have
that is ‘more than enough’ to share?

❑

Practise telling your story of faith as your story, that is, ‘this is how it is for me’.
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