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Everyone knows the story of Cain and Abel, the sons of Adam and Eve. 
Cain, the older brother, is a farmer. Abel is a shepherd. Inspired by the 

bounty of the good earth to worship its Maker, they both light on the idea of 
bringing offerings to God . . . but God rather arbitrarily looks with favor on 
Abel’s bloody sacrifice of the first-born of his flock and turns the divine nose 
up at Cain’s fruit basket. Irritated by his younger brother’s success—and who 
wouldn’t be?—Cain lures Abel to a deserted field and murders him, thereby 
becoming simultaneously the first murderer, the first fratricide and the 
patron saint of sibling rivalry.

God, of course, is intensely irritated with this first son of the second 
human generation and at once punishes Cain with a horrible life sentence: 
the earth he once tilled with great success will now refuse to yield its bounty 
and he will therefore end up wandering about in the world aimlessly and 
endlessly until, presumably, he dies broken, lonely, utterly bereft and totally 
friendless. When he complains that he’ll be a sitting duck for highwaymen 
and hooligans, God puts some sort of mysterious mark on him that is 
intended, although Scripture doesn’t specify precisely in what way, to protect 
Cain lest his roaming be cut short by some villain’s violent rage. It’s a simple 
story, easily and often told.

The only problem is that the story then goes off in an entirely different 
direction, one quite hard to square with what has come before. Cain, instead 
of taking up his cane and setting forth on the long journey to nowhere, set- 
des instead in the mysterious land of Nod. He marries—I’ll come back to the 
question of whom  he marries later—and produces a child, a son named 
Enoch. (There’s a more famous Enoch in Scripture mentioned just a chapter 
or two later, but this is a different person with different parents and, presum
ably, a different set of problems. Of Cain’s boy, we are told nothing at all 
other than that he eventually fathered a son named Irad.) Of Cain at Nod, 
we know just a bit more, how ever. He builds a city and names it after his son, 
then presumably lives out his days there as the mayor, or at least the found
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ing father, of Enochville. No wandering. No cursed soil. No need constantly 
to show his secret mark lest he be killed by criminals. (No need to pause here 
to ask who these would-be murderers might be since Scripture has only 
reported on the existence of four human beings in the world and one of 
them, Abel, is dead. I’ll get there.)

Everybody sort of glosses over the fact that the beginning and middle of 
the story don’t seem to match the end, but that’s because of the tendency— 
the almost universal tendency—to take Cain’s story as a kind of allegory 
about murder most foul and its awful consequences . . . and the fact that it is 
the first of all brothers who are perpetrator and victim only makes the story, 
if not really any more appalling, then at least a tad more piquant.

But what if the fact that the story’s two halves don’t quite fit is meant to 
point us to another story altogether, one (almost) hidden just behind the tale 
as told?

It’s worth noting before we go any further that the fact that the beginning 
and end of the story don’t quite match is only one of many different prob
lematic details in the story and that there are others as well. It is left entirely 
undisclosed, for example, why precisely it was that God didn’t accept Cain’s 
offering in the first place. Obviously, one can make up lots of reasons that 
sound plausible enough—Cain’s offering could possibly have been made up 
of blighted, rotting fruit, it might have been offered without a full heart . . . 
or for some ulterior motive or cynically—but none of these plausibilities is 
mentioned in the text and, in the end, the fact that no real reason is given is 
part of the story. It’s an easy point to miss, however.

And there’s also the fact that a few very important words are missing from 
the story. After God delivers this odd, almost contextless speech to Cain 
about how sin can always be overcome even if it is always crouching down by 
the front door waiting to be asked (or rather, let) in, the text begins “And 
Cain said to his brother Abel. . . then leaves off without saying what Cain 
actually said and starts again: “And it came to pass when they were in the 
field. . . . ” What field? Why were they there? Did Cain entice his brother to 
come out to the field with him precisely so that he could kill him there? Why 
couldn’t he kill him wherever it was they were? Were Adam and Eve around? 
Did Cain imagine he could hide his crime from his parents if he only had the 
good sense to commit it in the backyard instead of right there in the boys’ 
bedroom? Some ancient translators provided an end to the sentence that 
revealed what Cain said to his brother—usually something fairly innocuous 
like “Let’s go out to the field” or something like that—but that’s also miss
ing the point a bit: when Scripture leaves a hole like that in its narrative, it 
can never be plugged up lighdy as though the Scriptural storyteller may pos
sibly simply have forgotten to finish the sentence.

It’s also worth saying out loud—if one may say such a thing at all, that 
is—that God’s speech is itself a bit problematic. There are these two sacri
fices. For reasons left unspecified, Abel’s is accepted and Cain’s rejected, 
whereupon we read that he—Cain—becomes (not unreasonably) enraged.
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God then delivers a highly obscure speech in seriously ambiguous Hebrew in 
which Cain is asked why he is having such a fit and if he doesn’t realize that if 
he does good, then he’ll be able to bear anything. If he fails to do good, 
however, sin will always be there at the door waiting to slither its way in 
towards the object of its unwholesome desire—presumably Cain himself— 
and even though he—Cain—will still be able to overcome the temptation to 
transgress, it’s obviously going to be a lot tougher sledding than avoiding the 
situation in the first place would have been.

What sin? Cain hasn’t sinned—at least not in any way Scripture reveals. 
Just to the contrary, he’s done his best to offer something to God. And what 
does he get in return? A lecture on how sin squats down at the entrance to 
people’s houses (or are we talking about their hearts rather than their 
homes—the text just says mentions an entrance of some sort) waiting to lure 
the innocent into its wily clutches. I’m not entirely sure what that’s supposed 
to mean to us, but neither am I at all sure what we’re supposed to imagine 
Cain himself would have made of such a strange sermon on the nature of sin. 
One way or the other, God finishes the speech—Scripture doesn’t say where 
this scene takes place, although it is presumably out of doors near where the 
two offerings were attempted—whereupon Cain calls out immediately after
wards to his brother and says something Scripture is (choose one: hesitant, 
embarrassed, ashamed, reticent, unwilling) to report . . . and the next thing 
you know, Abel is dead and his blood is seeping into the alluvial soil of the 
Iraqi delta.

And, finally, there is also a strange discrepancy between the story as told 
by its narrator and the detail of that same story as recounted by a character 
from  within that narrator’s narrative. After he kills his brother and hears his 
threefold punishment—that he is going to be even more cursed than the 
ground that soaked up his brother’s blood, that the land will never be boun
tiful for him no matter how much manure he spreads and that he is to wan
der the world forever—Cain, entirely logically, feels desolate and miserable. 
This is going to be more than I can take, he moans, then explains why, pre
cisely, he is feeling so low: he’s been kicked off the land (although that’s not 
quite what God said), he is going to have to hide from God’s face (although 
God certainly didn’t say that, whatever it means), he’s going to have to wan
der the earth (God did say that) and anyone who comes across him will thus 
be in a splendid position to kill him without further worry about any conse
quences (which God absolutely didn’t say.) So one might almost say that 
Cain has heard something slightly other than—something similar to, but not 
precisely identical to—what we readers have read that God said to him.

All of these points are important. None of them makes the story not about 
murder . . . but together they suggest that there is more here than a simple 
just-so story intended to demonstrate graphically to readers struggling with 
their own homicidal tendencies what, precisely, may happen to those who 
disobey God’s injunction not to kill wantonly or with malice.

Let’s start again. Adam and Eve are banished from the garden, then sent
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out into the world to till the soil and grow up. Scripture doesn’t say precisely 
where they go, but since God places a few cherubim and a magically rotating 
sword on the east side of Eden to keep the Adamses out, we can assume that 
Adam and Eve left the garden for points east.

Then, almost immediately after reporting that Adam and Eve were pitched 
out of the garden, Scripture mentions that Adam knows his wife and Eve, 
successfully known, conceives a child. (The child’s name, Cain, derives from 
her exclamation at the moment of parturition to the effect that she has, 
somehow, created a child with the help of God. What she thinks Adam had 
to do with it is left unexplored.)

Later, a second son is produced. Who is this mysterious second child? He 
doesn’t appear even one single time outside of the half-verse that tells of his 
birth and the few verses later on that tell of his career, his effort to worship 
God and his murder. His name means Nothing (or perhaps Breath), but Eve, 
whose explanation of Cain’s name Scripture can hardly wait to tell us, isn’t 
heard to explain even en passant why she gave her second son such a peculiar 
name. He was, however, well named: little Nothing says nothing at all, not 
one single word, in the entire story of his life and death. He doesn’t do much 
either, only offer some animals as sacrifices to God, then get himself killed by 
his brother as a result. Is he a real person? Hold that thought. . . .

Let’s go back to the beginning of the story (again!) and read a bit more 
carefully. Adam and Eve leave the garden for points east, then, presumably, 
settle into a homestead somewhere in Afghanistan and discover sex. Nine 
months later, little Cain is born. A short while after that—Scripture doesn’t 
say precisely how long, but the time passes between one verse and the next— 
we hear of Abel’s birth. Any number of ancient commentators, seeing a des
perate need for some girl children if the story is going to make much sense, 
simply dream them up—it being one thing (and plenty bad enough) for the 
Adamses’ boys to have to marry their sisters, but simply too much for Eve 
herself to be the only female in the world. But one principle of biblical inter
pretation I’ve learned to esteem above all else is to take Scripture seriously 
both in terms of what it says and , sometimes even more to the point, what it 
doesn’t say . . . and never, ever, to assume that an interpretation, especially 
one based on logic, simply cannot be true because Scripture could never, 
ever, have meant what it appears to be saying most clearly.

So there’s this big world out there east of Eden and there aren’t any peo
ple in it yet, just one single family. (Even Rashi writes that Cain was afraid of 
being killed by animals later on, not other people.) The garden itself may 
well have been a hothouse of tropical delight, but the rest of the world is just 
getting off the ground and the Adamses are in on the ground floor. Every
thing is new, pristine, shiny, unblemished. The world is not ju s t young, but 
virginal, untouched, unpolluted. Adam and Eve, created as adults, have never 
known adolescence. Adam’s bones never creaked with unexpected growth 
spurts. His chin didn’t suddenly start to spurt untimely peach fuzz. Eve’s 
hormones didn’t propel her from eight to eighteen in the space of the three
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or four weeks around her twelfth birthday. The two of them, therefore, must 
have been fairly odd birds: adults without belly buttons, without childhoods, 
without the kind of mature psyches shaped even years later by the tormented 
recollection of adolescence.

How they figured out sex, the Bible doesn’t say. But whether they took 
their lead from the animals or were just doing what came naturally, they got 
things organized soon enough for two boys to be born almost immediately: 
Cain and Abel, Older and Younger, Creation and Breath, Something and 
Nothing, Someone and No One.

As children, the boys wouldn’t have realized just how odd their world 
really must have been: one can only assume that the boys, like all children, 
would have focused so totally on their parents and on each other than it 
would only have dawned on them years later that it was a bit odd that no 
neighbors ever dropped by for tea. Ever. Or that there was a suspiciously 
odd lack of baby pictures of their parents in the family album. Or that no 
one ever seemed to mention grandparents, let alone invite them over for a 
meal or a birthday party. These, however, would be mere details, curious 
pieces of a larger puzzle the boys would only eventually be able to perceive, 
let alone solve.

And then adolescence. The best and worst part of everybody’s life. The 
tragedy of childhood’s end obscured by the unbridled hope for personal suc
cess that pushes everybody forward into years of endless self-analysis, almost 
unbearable self-doubt and merciless self-scrutiny. The boys’ growth would be 
speeded up now, their hormones racing, their thoughts (in that basketball 
hadn’t been invented yet) focused more or less solely on sex. It would be one 
thing, after all, for the boys to have to invent adolescence, but quite 
another—to put it almost absurdly mildly—for them to have to do so in a 
world without girls. (The Bible isn’t saying here that girls don’t have adoles
cences or that they aren’t just as complicated and difficult for girls as they are 
for boys. But this is a story specifically about two boys we’re reading, not a 
textbook about adolescence.)

And here we come to the first point that the Bible makes clearly without 
stating at all (and then leaves for readers to pursue on their own and in the 
context of their own experience): that the world in which Cain and Abel 
grew up was totally girlless. Now it’s true that this girllessness is traditionally 
passed over as a kind of amusing detail that the story simply can’t  mean to be 
taken seriously, but I’m not at all so sure that it isn’t a profound part of the 
puzzle, perhaps even the key to understanding the story as Scripture hoped it 
would be understood . . .  at least on some level.

No doubt at their confused parents’ suggestion, the boys throw them
selves into their work. But, just as it never does, it doesn’t work. The boys try 
to lose themselves in their daily routines—Cain, as befits the elder child, fol
lows in his father’s footsteps and becomes a farmer, while Abel invents animal 
husbandry and becomes a shepherd—but their thoughts keep returning to 
the incredibly confusing matrix of objecdess sexual yearning (in a world with-
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out girls), utterly contextless sibling rivalry (in a world without friends) and 
riveting ambivalence about the place of Mother Eve herself in the course of 
what eventually must have been years and years of sexual daydreaming (in a 
world without Freudian therapists.) The tools of their trade are the same as 
any teenaged boy’s would be, but the knowledge that there are no girls in 
the world, that there is therefore no possibility at all of ever dealing with what 
eventually must be an incredible amount of pent-up (and never really totally 
released) sexual tension, that the specter of Mother (the world’s only female 
human being) will somehow always be floating over the whole situation, col
oring it with unwanted, slighdy sickening shading and coating it with dis
tinctly unsettling overtones . . .  it must, eventually, simply become too much 
to bear. Naturally enough, the older one would be the first to succumb.

He calls over his brother—just to sharpen the image, let’s imagine them as 
seventeen and sixteen—he calls Abel over and says something to him. And 
what does he say? Scripture—not accidentally, but purposefully, meaningfully, 
delicately—won’t say. Was it something about Mother? Or had the possibil
ity of the two boys knowing each other dawned on Cain for the first time 
that morning? Or perhaps did the implication of there being female animals 
in the pasture suddenly strike Cain as far more significant than he had previ
ously considered? It could be any of these—or something as benign as the 
insight that, in sexual matters, any company is better than none—but what
ever it was, the two of them headed off into the fields shortly thereafter far 
from prying, parental eyes. And shortly after that, Abel’s blood was calling 
out to God from the earth.

I suppose part of the unstated part of the story is also what Abel 
responded to whatever it is Scripture omits to tell us Cain said. Did he take 
his brother’s suggestion seriously, go along willingly, agree whole- or half
heartedly to give it a whirl? Cain’s response—violent, homicidal rage—sug
gests otherwise. Did he condemn his big brother’s proposal, whatever it was, 
as too vulgar to take seriously? Did he mock his brother’s suggestion as 
grotesque or abhorrent? Did he taunt his brother for failing to be sufficiently 
ashamed of his increasingly uncontrollable concupiscence? God’s response, 
after all, is not to indict Cain of Abel’s murder per se, but to ask him calmly, 
almost ambiguously, where Abel was. And Cain’s answer is equally ambigu
ous: How should I know where he is? Am I in charge? “Am I his guardian?” 
Is he my ward? Did I create this ridiculous situation? It was just a 
suggestion. . ..

This approach, slightly unsettling though it may be, could possibly solve a 
few issues I raised earlier. For one thing, it would explain why God lectures 
Cain about the innate ability of the human being to overcome sin even when 
it’s about to come through the front door long before Cain has done any
thing even remotely untoward to his brother. (God is always deemed in 
Scripture to be capable of looking into the human heart and see what might 
be lurking in its secret chambers.) For another, it would make the punish
ment God doles out a bit more logical: the punishment that the earth be no



longer fertile for Cain would match, more or less, his own inability to control 
his own sexuality.

And something else: God’s willingness to sentence the perpetrator to a 
dire punishment (because homicide is a heinous crime) and then forget 
about enforcing its awful terms (because, in the end, it was God—an inexpe
rienced, first-time parent—who created the world without giving sufficient 
thought to what it was going to be like to raise adolescent boys in a girlless 
world) suggests a certain unspoken willingness to accept responsibility for 
having brought matters to the specific head to which they eventually came.

And then there’s the issue of Cain’s spiritual life that keeps getting drawn 
into the picture. I’ve already mentioned that although the three-fold punish
ment God doles out is entirely clear enough—Cain will be cursed, the land he 
tries to till will grant him no yield and he’s going to have to wander the earth 
ceaselessly—Cain, when he repeats the terms of the punishment aloud, refers 
to the earth being barren and to the endless wandering more or less as heard, 
but interprets the part about being cursed as a sentence always to have to hide 
from God. The two Hebrew words involved— umipanekhah *essater—are clear 
enough in terms of their grammar and syntax, their thrust slighdy less so. One 
ancient translator simply took them to mean the opposite of what is written— 
that Cain is bemoaning the fact that one can’t ever successfully hide from 
God—but that’s not what the text says. Nor is it what it means to say, I don’t 
think. In their own way, these words are an invitation to moderns hoping to 
find in Scripture advice about their own spiritual lives: rather than being (or 
perhaps, solely being) a warning-story directed at potential murderers, the 
story of Cain is a story about hiding from God, a kind of cautionary tale about 
what happens to the spirit when sexual energy is used for any other purpose 
than to build a relationship of deep, abiding, selfless love. Read this way, 
Cain’s story is a parable about what must inevitable come to pass when frus
trated individuals permit themselves to indulge in sexual gratification outside 
the context of a mature, fully dialogic relationship. Through the medium of 
etiology and myth, Scripture warning us that sex, of all human drives, is the 
one capable of effecting the worst pain when it is used to subjugate rather 
than to achieve intimacy of the deepest and most compelling kind . . . and 
that this kind of abuse has spiritual, not merely societal, consequences. In 
other words, indulging in immoral behavior is the same as attempting to hide 
from God. In its own way, the Bible says as much.

In a certain sense, it is Abel who is the real mystery in all of this. Called 
Nothing for no stated reason, he lived admirably up to his name. He says 
nothing, not here and not anywhere in the whole Hebrew Bible. He does 
nothing except offer up some lambs to the Creator and then sit back to bask 
in the favor of the divine. He doesn’t interact (even slighdy) with his parents, 
doesn’t marry, doesn’t produce a line like his brothers Cain and Seth. (Seth is 
the son born to Adam and Eve after whatever happens to Abel happens.) To 
the ex ten t that he is portrayed as a real p erson , he must have had likes and 
dislikes and he must have looked one way or the other, but the biblical narra-
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tive awards him neither personality nor physical characteristic, neither moral 
strength nor spiritual weakness. In the end, he doesn’t really do much of any
thing other than be born, take up a trade, offer up some animals and get 
himself attacked by his older brother. His name means Nothing, but also 
Breath. Wind. Smoke. Air.

I wonder if he really existed at all . . . not in history (that’s a different 
question), but even within the story itself. . .  or is he a kind of smoky screen 
introduced into the narrative to hide someone else? Was it Eve whom Cain 
invited into that field? Perhaps we should stay with Eve for just a moment 
longer.

Her place in the scheme of things is, after all, not that easy to describe. 
Although she is depicted as his wife and as the mother of his sons, she could 
also be described as a kind of sister to Adam and even possibly as his daugh
ter. As a result, although she is unambiguously presented as Cain’s mother, 
she could also be considered his half-sister (in that they share a common 
father, although in entirely different senses of the term) and his aunt (in that 
she could also be described as his father’s sister.) In a world of forbidden 
fruit, who knows which apple the first of all adolescents would pick? For that 
matter, we might even ask if Cain himself truly exists within the story: his line 
is so suspiciously similar to Adam’s that there are two identical names and 
another three highly similar ones out of only half a dozen or so generations 
in the parallel passages that detail their progeny . . . which is fairly odd for 
two parallel lists of the same man’s descendants through his two surviving 
sons. So perhaps we can wonder if Cain is merely Adam written dark and if it 
was possibly Adam himself who called Abel out to the field. But we are going 
too far from the story Scripture actually tells, which is neither about Adam 
nor Eve, but about their two sons, Cain and Abel.

Even in the context of the tale as it actually is told, I think the plot can be 
interpreted as having more to do with sex than murder, about coming to 
terms with the awful truth about sexual passion: that it is neither good nor 
bad, but neutral. That it is nothing but an opportunity to come closer to 
God or to distance oneself from God in accordance with the wishes of the 
specific individual involved. The story may be a tale o f murder, but it is sexual 
energy that drives it forward to its horrific denouement.

Let’s assume that what was wrong in those days wasn’t that Cain was bad 
and Abel, good, but that there was no context at all for healthy sexuality. 
The concept of being male adolescents in a totally girlless world is too pecu
liar to imagine . . . but what was lacking back then, the Bible suggests 
obliquely, wasn’t this or that thing, but a reasonable context for either boy, 
or for both of them, to become men. To become mature sexual beings. In a 
world without girls, in a nightmare where every woman (and there’s only 
one) is your mother, in a closed society that fails to present even the remotest 
possibility of finding an appropriate partner—in such a place, Scripture is 
teaching, there was also no possibility of worshiping God . . . which is why 
the words umipanekhah \essater are as chilling as they are: Cain is acknowl
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edging a great truth when he utters them as he admits, to us and to himself, 
that God can either be hid from or sought . . . but not ignored or 
sidestepped . . . and that sexuality is the great gateway to passion, to love and  
to worship. That is what the story says, after all: that because he had no rea
sonable possibility to marry—and the sexual politics of Scripture make it 
impossible to imagine that entering into an incestuous, homosexual relation
ship with Abel could have been entertained even briefly as a reasonable alter
native—Cain was doomed to spend his life apart from God. And that, finally, 
is what this odd story is about. . . and why its meaning for moderns is as real 
and profound as it was for the ancients.

In the end, God signals a sense of tacit, perhaps even unwitting complicity 
in the whole horrible episode—if an omniscient God can be still all-powerful 
enough to act unwittingly, that is—by going suspiciously easy on old Cain 
. . . but whether we are intended to take Cain’s deed as prompted by mur
derous rage fuelled by envy or by shame at having succumbed to the blind
ing, unyielding hormonal lust of the terminally randy teenager, the message 
for us all is quite the same: grow up or face immeasurable sadness and 
unrestorable loss. Become a lover of God by becoming a lover on earth . . . 
in a relationship that celebrates human sexuality at the same time it accepts 
the limits inherent in mature, dialogic love. Treat your sexuality as potential 
rather than burden, as a gift of inestimable value rather than as a contest or a 
challenge or a battle. Use your innate, God-given ability to yearn totally for 
your lover as a key to open the gate to God . . .  or, to switch metaphors, as a 
path to travel on towards God with every step you take.

Cain lived in an impossible world not due to any fault of his own, but he 
still had to pay the price for his misdeed. And so, for me at least, the lesson 
that comes of contemplating Cain’s story is that sexual energy can be used 
for noble or hideously ignoble ends. There is, however, also something deep 
to learn from the fact that the mark God placed on Cain “so that none who 
meet him kill him” is entirely superfluous in that, with all respect to Rashi 
and his wild animals, there are no other people in the world to do him ill. In 
the end, I think we are intended to intuit that it is only Cain himself who will 
see the mark . . . and then, only if he can find a mirror. And so the story 
leaves us with a potent truth: that the only exile that matters is the one from 
oneself, from one’s own heart, from friendship, from love, from the God in 
Whose image each of us, somehow, is made and Whose image we therefore 
all bear whether we wish to or not.

Later on, Cain gets married. The famous question everybody asks (“to 
whom?”) is not addressed in Scripture because it has no importance. The 
story, as I read it, is precisely about trying to grow up in an impossible world, 
but, when the lesson is over and the great pageant of antediluvian history 
recommences, the specifics of Cain’s story are forgotten, a silent choir of 
nameless men and  women—the citizens of Enochville and the villains who 
haunt their highways, the tent-dwellers and the herdsmen, the musicians and 
the coppersmiths—appears from the wings, and human history, satisfactorily
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recommenced, progresses effortlessly forward from generation to generation 
in the orderly series of untroubled “begats” one would naturally expect to 
characterize a world made by God and populated, somehow, both by men 
and women.

NOTES
Details of the story of Cain and Abel are found in the Book of Genesis as follow: Cain and 

Abel were brothers: 4:1-2; Cain is a farmer: 4:2; Abel becomes a shepherd: ibid.; the brothers 
make offerings to God: 4:3^1; God favors Abel’s offering, but not Cain’s: 4:4-5; Cain lures 
Abel to a field and kills him: 4:8; Cain’s punishment: 4:11-12; Cain settles in the land of Nod: 
4:16; Cain marries and fathers a son: 4:17; Cain builds a city and names it after his son: ibid. 
Adam was made “of the dust of the earth”: Genesis 2:7. Eve was made of one of Adam’s ribs: 
Genesis 2:22. The etymological explanation of Cain’s name: Genesis 4:1, translated here in 
light of the use of the verb kanah at Genesis 14:19 and 22, Deuteronomy 32:6, Psalms 78:54 
and 139:13 or Proverbs 8:22. The unfinished sentence “And Cain said to his brother Abel”: 
Genesis 4:8. The Hebrew terms used to denote God’s pleasure in Abel’s sacrifice and displea
sure with Cain’s are forms of the verb shacah, used with the preposition *el only here and at Isa
iah 17:8, but cf. the use of the term with the preposition cal at Isaiah 17:7 and 31:1. God’s 
remark about sin crouching at the door is found at Genesis 4:6-7. Cain’s response to being 
cursed by God is given at Genesis 4:13. The reference to Eden being “in the east” (Hebrew: 
mikkedem) is at Genesis 2:8 and the reference to the cherubim and the floating sword guarding 
the way back in on the east side of the garden is at Genesis 3:24. Kohelet refers to everything in 
the world as some variety of hevel at Ecclesiastes 1:2 and 14, 2:11 and 17 and 12:8, then 
repeats the idea using the same word another thirty times or so throughout the course of his 
book. Rashi’s suggestion that Cain was afraid of being killed by wild animals, not people, is in 
his comment to Genesis 4:15, s.v. davar aher. God’s question to Cain about his brother’s 
whereabouts and Cain’s answer: Genesis 4:9. God can look straight into the heart: 1 Samuel 
16:7. The words umipanekhah ’essater: Genesis 4:14. The ancient translator to took them to 
mean that one may never successfully hide from God is the author of the Targum Onkelos as 
printed in the standard rabbinic Bible. The names of Cain’s descendants: Genesis 4:17-22. 
Adam’s line through his third son, Seth: Genesis 5:1-32. The names Lamech and Enoch appear 
on both lists. Four other pairs appear to consist of variations on the same name: Cain and 
Kenan, Irad and Jered, Mehujael and Mehalalel, and Methusael and Methuselah. For a handy 
survey of ancient authors who solved the question of whom Cain married simply by asserting 
that Adam and Eve had daughters as well as sons, see James L. Kugel’s book, The Bible As I t  
Was (Cambridge, MA, 1997), pp. 87-88. God puts a sign on Cain so that none who come 
across him will kill him: Genesis 4:15.

Martin S. Cohen is the rabbi of Congregation Eilat in Mission Viejo, CA, and the chairman of the 
editorial board of this journal. This is the third in an ongoing series of essays about despised biblical 
characters.


