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See in your mind the flames of a long, long ago campfire.  See the faces of men, women, children, our ancient ancestors thousands and thousands of years ago sitting huddled around that campfire.  The fire crackles, sending sparks like tiny firecrackers to burst among the stars.  An owl calls out in the dark, and in the dark distance Mama Wolf howls, gathering her babies.  Yet as the fire crackles, and the owl calls, and Mama Wolf howls, our ancient ancestors hear not those sounds, but only the voice of the old one, the storyteller.

They were illiterate, those ancestors of ours.  They could depict events and experiences pictorially, with rudimentary drawings, but they had no knowledge of words written or words read.  They were ignorant of so much which you and I consider basic, but they were not intellectually flawed.  Wisely they listened with rapt attention to the storyteller’s voice, and to the wisdom in the Cain and Abel story, with its warning that there are consequences, dire consequences, should you spill the blood of your flesh and blood kin.  The blood, which our ancestors considered the essence of life, the life force, the blood itself would cry out from the ground, and the God of all life would hear that cry and condemn the killer.

They listened around that long, long ago campfire.  And the children who were there grew up and told the story to their children, who listened and later told the story to their children.  Neither written nor read, but in generation after generation the story was told.  Till there were written words, and the story was recorded, to be included in the Hebrew scriptures, later to be included in what you and I call The Bible.


The story of Cain and Abel:  is it factual, a record of a real event which really happened in the lives of two real brothers named Cain and Abel?  Perhaps, but probably not, yet whether fact or myth, it’s a true story, full of truth.  Is it a story we like to hear, enjoy reading, a story we’ll choose for an uplifting Monday morning meditation to begin a new week?  Probably not; many instead will skip over this story and remain little acquainted with it.  Oh, they’ll recognize the names Cain and Abel and associate those names with fratricide, with a sibling killing a sibling.  And the question – Am I my brother’s keeper? – has claimed a place in the ethics and moral stances of Christians, since Jesus himself addressed the gist of that question frequently, since Jesus himself answered that question Yes; yes we are our brothers’ and our sisters’ keepers.  Yes, we are to seek their welfare first and always, and, best as we are able, we are to protect them from harm.

But, though many may use that phrase – my brother’s keeper – lots of folks really don’t know where that phrase originated.  We haven’t much delved into the Cain and Abel story, probably because we don’t want to.  It’s a dark story, and it doesn’t have a happy ending, either.  And besides, we tell ourselves, there’s been enough said about sibling rivalry; some of us know more than we wish we knew from first hand experience.  So, we choose to leave this story pretty quickly and move on to something more pleasant.  And, more often than not, we leave this story comforting ourselves in the belief that it’s somebody else’s story anyway, not really our own.  We may have tensions with our own siblings, even fractured relationships, perhaps relationships dreadfully broken, but there’s been no sibling murdering sibling in our own family.


Ah, but that’s to read the story literally, as only about physical murder, and it’s to read with a squinting focus only on one’s own immediate family.  Our ancient ancestors, maybe they couldn’t read or write, but they didn’t make that mistake.  They passed along the truth, that this story is about the whole human family.  And they passed along the awful truth that we brothers and sisters do murder each other, physically sometimes, but more often emotionally or spiritually.  And they passed along the awful truth that there are consequences, dire consequences, for what we do.
When we do not seek the well-being of a brother or sister but instead cause harm, our own well-being will suffer.  There are consequences, says that ancient storyteller, when we do physical violence to a brother or sister.  And, whispers the storyteller, there are consequences when the violence isn’t physical, when harm is inflicted by attitudes, by words, and by silence, apathy, passivity.  When anything we do, actively or passively, violates the integrity of a brother or sister, violates his or her God-created sacred status as beloved child of God, to be valued, respected and protected, when anything we do denies the worth of another human being, diminishing a person’s freedom, equality, dignity, it’s as if we spilled that person’s blood, the life force of a brother or sister.  And the blood of that sister or brother will cry out from the ground, says the storyteller, and there will be consequences in our own lives for what we have done.
What will the consequence be?  The storyteller says it outright, in fact, says it twice.  We hear it the first time in the story as Yahweh, the Lord God, says to Cain, “…you will be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth.”  And then, the storyteller says it a second time, in the last line of the story, telling us that Cain settled in the land of Nod.  Nod, that Hebrew word Nod:  it means “wandering.”  The consequence is wandering.  Do you hear the irony, the dreadful irony?
Cain, who once enjoyed the land, was secure on the land, benefiting from the land and its fruits, now will live on a land which is no land, in a place that is no place, in a somewhere that’s nowhere.  No longer grounded, as we would put it, no longer rooted, anchored, no longer belonging, he will wander, perhaps surrounded by other people, but ever wandering in existential loneliness.  Having disconnected his brother from the family, now he will live disconnected from family, from its warmth and welcome.  He will live, if you can call it living, in the land of wandering, with no sense ever of home, of being at home, not even inside his own skin.
Did God inflict that on Cain?  Well, the ancient storyteller put it like that, but I think that when we harm someone we turn ourselves into wanderers, disconnected in two ways.  First, to harm a brother or sister is to disconnect from ourselves, from our true selves that were created for the mutual love and care of family, our true selves created to be keepers of one another.  Doing violence to a brother or sister means that we’ve disconnected from our true self, and from that emerges the second disconnection, from family.  No longer do we fit within family life, no longer do we fit our own place in family; our violent false selves cannot belong.  Alienated from our true selves and thus from family life, we exist in the land of Nod, in the nowhere nothingness of wandering.

The story of Cain killing Abel:  it has no happy ending, neither for the dead Abel nor for Cain, who is as if dead, consigned to a nowhere place where there is nothing but wandering.  And, you know, there’s no way we can change that ancient storyteller’s tale.  No matter how many times we might re-run it, the story remains the same.  It’ll always have a bad ending.
The good news for us, however, is that we don’t have to re-run that bad-ending story over and over again in our own lives.  Jesus of Nazareth said it, said it over and over and over again, that by the power of God’s grace we wanderers can return to our true selves, that by the power of God’s grace we wanderers can belong within the family again, that by the power of God’s grace we wanderers can come home to warmth and welcome.  By the power of God’s grace-filled Spirit, hard hearts can grow soft, and minds can be changed, and homecoming not only can but will happen.

Sad to say, some continue to resist the Spirit, choose to remain nowhere wanderers.  But we don’t have to do that, don’t have to re-run the bad-ending story in our own living.  There’s abundant life to be lived, back in our true selves and back in the family.  Jesus of Nazareth preached that vision of us, a family together.  Martin Luther King, Jr. caught a glimpse of that vision.  “I have a dream,” he said, and look what’s happened since he invited us to live that dream.
Maybe we’re not all the way up to that mountain top, but haven’t we gone a long way?  Isn’t the dream turning into reality?  How many the people today who will not tolerate racism or a racist joke, will not tolerate sexism or a sexist joke, will not tolerate the arrogance of heterosexism or the fear-based hatred that spawns homophobia and homophobic jokes.  How many the people today whose hearts and minds have been changed, who instead of resisting the Spirit have soared into its grace, and have returned to their own belonging places within the human family.  We’ve come a long way; we’ve overcome much, thanks to the Spirit’s work, thanks to God’s powerful grace working through God-sent messengers, like Martin Luther King, Jr.
This day, let us give thanks for the life of Dr. King and for other messengers, who live with great courage and with great faithfulness, recalling us to our true selves as brothers and sisters, each others’ keepers.  This day, let us give thanks that stories with bad endings can be re-written, as hearts and minds open up to God’s Spirit and by God’s grace are transformed.  This day, let us sit around that campfire with our ancient brothers and sisters, and hear the storyteller’s tale, and know the truth about ourselves, but know, too, the truth about God’s grace, that stories with bad endings can become stories with good endings, we ourselves changed, thanks to the amazing grace of God.
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