
THERE WILL BE BLOOD
Genesis 4:1-16

DEALING WITH OUR ANGER TOWARD GOD

I used to think that this story in Genesis 4 was about Cain and Abel. It is not. Very little is said about Abel and, as you heard when the text was read, he doesn’t say a thing. He is the second child of the family. He is a keeper of sheep. He offers his sacrifice to God. He goes outside to the field with his brother. And then Abel's blood flows over the sand. As we read this story, we realize there will be blood.

Did you see the movie this year, “There Will Be Blood”? Daniel Day-Lewis won an Oscar for his portrayal of Daniel Plainview—an oilman in California in the first part of the twentieth century. The Washington Post’s Ann Hornady names this movie a telling of the creation myth for the State of California.1 In the early part of the movie, men die in drilling mishaps, but their blood blends with the mud of the pit. Plainview’s greatest oil discovery occurs, however, when he sees oil (the blood of the earth) seeping up to ground level. And the movie ends with blood flowing over the lane of a bowling alley. Yes, there will be blood in the beginning story of the state of California and in the early story of the beginning of the first city on earth. 

Yes, there will be blood in Genesis 4. Cain’s name means “to get, to create,” but Abel’s name in Hebrew means “vapor, nothingness.” He comes and goes like a cloud. New Testament interpretation of Genesis 4 focuses on Abel, but this story does not emphasize the younger brother. This story is here to tell us about Cain and to help us see the Cain in each of us.

Please open your Bible to verse 4:  And the LORD had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering the LORD had no regard. (4:4b-5a). Why? Why is Cain's offering refused but Abel's offering accepted? Did Cain not bring the best for his offering? Did Cain give grudgingly and Abel give willingly? The story does not answer any of these questions. It is always dangerous to assume the motivations for why a person acts in a certain way, and it is dangerous for us to interject motivations of Cain into this story. Perhaps you’ve read this child’s letter to God: “Dear God, Maybe Cain and Abel would not kill each so much if they had their own rooms. It works with my brother. Love, Larry.” We don’t know if Cain and Abel had their separate rooms. Very simply, the story does not tell us why Cain's offering is not accepted and Abel's is.


I wonder how Cain knew that his offering was not acceptable to God. If their world is anything like ours, I doubt Cain saw a giant-screen, Super Bowl, slow motion replay of the worship experience with a neon light that flashed, "No good" "Cursed,” or "Offering rejected.” Do you think that Cain had some objective, for-sure sign that told him that his gift was not acceptable to God? I don’t! I think that Cain just felt that his offering was not acceptable to God. Cain is the first-born of the first parents, the favored child because of birth order, and yet, for some reason, he believes that the Lord does not accept his offerings and does not accept him.


At the beginning of this story is the equality of brothers. Both work for a living, although each fulfills a different type of labor. Both come to worship God. Both recognize the Giver in their gifts and therefore both are linked with the power who is the source of blessing. Both bring their best. Both have reason to anticipate acceptance. We hear no hint of rivalry or hostility. This is simply a family at worship.


What I have come to understand is that this basic conflict between these two brothers is not just a conflict between two brothers. They were getting along just fine until Cain becomes angry. And his anger begins when he thinks that God rejects his gift and accepts Abel's gift. This story is not just about the first murder. This story tells us that murder begins as anger, and not just anger in general but anger towards God. Yes, anger toward God. Cain is angry because he thinks that God blesses Abel and does not bless Cain. And Cain's anger toward God turns into anger toward his brother and culminates in murder.


Cain bumps up against this unexplainable decision of God. Cain feels that God chooses to accept one offering and to reject the other offering, and Cain becomes angry. When you and I bump up against this strange freedom of the God we love and worship, we, too, often become angry.


We want to ask, “Why?” For what reason am I here today as a pastor and father and husband and son? It is because of a decision by God. I could easily have been born in Baghdad, in the inner city of Washington DC, or in a ghetto in New York. But for some reason I cannot understand or explain, I was born to a loving family in Central Florida. There is a givenness to life that we cannot control. And this givenness rests completely on God and on God's free decision. I heard Walter Brueggemann say one time, “This God in the Bible may not be the God we want, but this is the God we have.” To paraphrase a former Secretary of Defense, “We don’t live our life with the God we want; we live our life with the God we have.” 


In our Christian experience you and I have a difficult time acknowledging that we are angry with this God who makes these decisions.  In my discussions with believers I recognize some anger with God that persons will not acknowledge. "Are you angry with God about this?" I ask. "Oh, no, I'm not angry with God. In fact, I know that I am not supposed to be angry with God," she answers.


What do you and I do with anger? Well, we turn our anger either toward others or toward ourselves. Our anger toward others comes out in all sorts of violent acts toward brothers and sisters. Or we become depressed, which psychologists tell us is anger turned in upon ourselves. 


I have come to realize that this story of Cain and his murderous act names our anger toward the givenness of life. God has made some choices about our birth, about the blessings we receive, about who our parents are, and we have had no choice in these decisions. They are givens. Some aspects of our life are brute facts that we cannot change. We did not have a choice in these given facts of our lives. 
LIVING WITH OUR CHOICES


But the story of Cain does not end there with the choices of God. Cain has a choice, too. Look with me at verse 6. Yahweh already knows the answers to the questions in v. 6: “Why are you angry and why has your face fallen into your chest?”  The Lord already knows that Cain is angry because he feels that Yahweh has not accepted his offering. But verse 7 gives Cain a clear choice: "If you do well, will you not be accepted? If you do not do well, sin is lurking at the door; its desire is for you, but you must master it."

As my counselor wife often reminds me, feelings are not good or bad. Feelings just are. Yahweh knows the feelings of Cain, just as Yahweh our God knows your feelings and my feelings. Yet we have a choice about what we do with these feelings. We can choose to deal with our anger about some of the givenness of life. We can choose to face our anger for the lack of blessing in our life. We can choose to rise up above despair and hopelessness. The good news is that we can choose to do well with our anger. 

Or we can choose not to do well. Sin is crouching at the door like a hungry lion, ready to devour us if we step outside on our own. This story emphasizes that sin is not just about individual moral choices. In the Book of Beginnings, evil is a strong force beyond individual evil acts. Evil desires to master us so that God cannot master us.

The dramatic point of this story comes after Cain has somehow sensed Yahweh giving him the challenge to do well. I can imagine Cain standing with his hand upon the door, realizing that sin, like a lion, is crouching just on the other side. Cain pauses for a moment, remembers how angry he is because he believes his offering and his very life have been rejected by God. And Cain forces open the door, steps outside, and says, "Hey, Abel, let's go out to the field."  There will be blood. And his brother’s blood cries out from the ground and to the Lord. The first murder comes out of the free choice of dealing with his anger toward God. 

Of course, in fear of what will happen to him at the hands of others, Cain cries out to the same Lord with whom he is angry. So do we all! “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” (4:13-14). Cain the murderer fears he himself will be murdered. And the Lord says, “Not so!”  (4:15a). The Lord puts some sort of mark or tatoo on Cain. It’s the mark of Cain. It’s not the mark of original sin. It’s not the sign, “Murderer!” The mark of Cain is a seal of protection: “Whoever kills Cain will suffer a sevenfold vengeance.”(4:15b). 
 “Where is your brother Abel?” the Lord asks Cain earlier in the story. Cain responds, "I do not know; am I my brother’s keeper?” (4:9). Cain refuses to be Abel’s keeper, but the Lord promises to be Abel’s brother’s keeper. God’s mercy embraces not only the murdered but also the murderer. Even when we are angry with the Lord, the Lord is not angry with us.

And Cain, the restless wanderer, settles in the land of “Wander,” which is the meaning of the name “Nod.” Nod is east of Eden and far from the garden of beginnings. The Garden of Eden is not Las Vegas because what happens in the Garden with Adam and Eve does not stay in the garden. East of Eden the sons and daughters of God’s first children build cities and begin to live in communities. And, as the story of Genesis tells us and as world history tells us, there will be blood.


And troops travel today to that same land between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, just east of Eden. That land is now called “Iraq.”  A line is drawn in the sand. Missiles of death fly east and west, north and south. And one soldier overcomes another soldier as they struggle in the sand and raises the knife of death. Here we are on Memorial Day weekend remembering all the Abels whose blood cries out to the Lord from the ground where they died in battle. And all of this hell on earth happens because we feel, we feel, that God has not accepted us. This story tells us that family arguments, civil strife and international wars begin not because of the action of another but begin because of what is going on in me.

Friends, the only hope I have today is that Cain is wrong, that the Cain in each of us is wrong. Although we may feel that the Lord does not accept us, the Good News expressed to us through Jesus Christ is that no matter how we feel, no matter how angry we are at God for our situation in life, the Lord does accept our offering and does accept us--white and black, male and female, American and Iraqi, freedom fighter and terrorist, Christian and Muslim. For while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us--for you, for me, and for the Cain in each of us.  If we do not do well as individuals and as a nation, there will be blood. 
1 Ann Hornaday, 'Blood,' Tapping A Real Gusher: Epic Tale Drills Into America's Enterprising Spirit, Hitting Black Gold, Washington Post, Friday, January 4, 2008.
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