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October is National Domestic Violence Awareness month. You might have 

noticed some houses of worship in the area lit up at night with purple lights. Purple 

represents peace, courage, survival, honor, healing, and dedication to ending 

domsetic violence. Long used as a symbol for women seeking justice, the color 

purple is a rallying color for all survivors of domestic violence to reclaim their 

power. 

Meanwhile, this very weekend is the one-year anniversary of the shooting at 

the Tree of Life - Or L’Simcha Congregation in Pittsburgh, which we just 

commemorated with a powerful responsive reading by Rabbi Noam Marans of 

AJC. 

The intersection of the issues of domestic violence and violent anti-Semitism 

made me wonder about how to combat hatred and violence in our time in general. 

When I thought about this, I realized that one of the best things we can do is to act 

within our own spheres of influence and power, in our local communities, and even 

within our families, friend groups, and communities. 

The topic of gun violence deserves a sermon for another time, but let me just 

note that Jewish tradition is at best ambivalent when it comes to the use of violence 
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and weapons such as guns, even in situations of self-defense. But like I said, let’s 

explore that another time. 

This morning, I’d like to think about combating the issue of violence in our 

society through a very specific method: creating a healthier masculinity. That is, 

finding happier and healthier ways to be a man.  

This matters to me not only because I am a man, but also because I have 

been told by doctors that, God willing, I will soon become a father to a baby boy. I 

want to raise a happy, healthy, kind, loving, respectful, and gentle child in a society 

that is likewise respectful and safe. And of course I want every person of any 

gender to live in a safe world. 

It sadly might not surprise you that the majority of acts of domestic violence 

are committed by men against women, and that the vast majority of mass shootings 

in the U.S. are committed by men. While it doesn’t shock me, it does deeply 

sadden me, especially because I am increasingly aware of the ways in which 

gender roles are constructed, taught, and reinforced by society. In other words, it 

doesn’t need to be this way. We can, and we must, reconstruct what it means to be 

a man. We can change things, and teach that being a man means being peaceful, 

loving, kind, gentle, feeling and expressing emotions, and more. 

This is in fact what this week’s Torah portion teaches us through the story of 

Cain and Abel. The story of Cain and Abel might be one of the most well-known 

stories in the Torah, and yet, we rarely fully understand its relevance. This story of 

sibling rivalry and jealousy is one of our foundational stories of humanity as a 

whole, and yet it’s also specifically a story about male violence and the absence of 

love and dignity between men. Reading it today, it’s obvious that its themes of 

male anger, violence, and competition are no less relevant. 
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The story of Cain and Abel is a story about men and masculinity, the 

newness of gendered humanity reflected in the emotional immaturity of Cain. It’s 

Cain’s silence, his lack of ability to express himself emotionally, which stands out 

so prominently in the story. When Cain offers his sacrifice to God, no words are 

exchanged. When God questions Cain on his sadness and shame, he gives no 

answer. It’s not until God questions Cain on his brother’s whereabouts that he’s 

able to express himself, and even then it’s with an “I don’t know” and a deflection 

of responsibility in the question “am I my brother’s keeper?” 

Cain’s silence is most jarring in verse 8 of Genesis Chapter 4, which reads: 

“And Cain said to Abel his brother… And when they were in the field, Cain rose 

up against his brother Abel and killed him”. What did Cain say? The Torah doesn’t 

say, but many Talmudic rabbis came up with their own answers.  

But what if the silence of the text was actual silence! You can almost picture 

Cain, after days of sulking and self-pity, with anger and resentment rising, 

confronting Abel, opening his mouth to speak and only fury coming out, unable to 

express his emotions except through the physicality of violence which claims his 

brother’s life. What if his silence was an inability to cope with his emotions in a 

healthier way? What if his silence was an inability to reach out and ask for help 

when he needed it? 

How does God respond in this moment? By trying to encourage 

self-reflection in Cain. When God asks “Where is your brother, Abel?”, Rashi 

teaches that “the Holy One tried to enter into friendly conversation with him, in the 

hopes that Cai would reflect and say, ‘I killed him, and I’m sorry.’” Cain does 

finally speak, but it’s absent the reflection that God was hoping to prompt. And 
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even if he had shown growth and remorse in this moment, it’s unfortunately too 

little, too late for Abel.  

If this was the only story the Torah told of masculinity, we might think that 

the Torah believes that this is the way of the world, an avoidable part of 

masculinity that maybe can be channeled into something positive or holy, but is 

essentially inseparable from the violent struggle for power that we see so often in 

the Torah and in our world. However, that’s not all that we find. 

The conclusion of the Book of Genesis teaches us that we are indeed our 

brothers’ keepers. The Book of Genesis concludes with the reunion of Joseph and 

his brothers, who famously decided to kill Joseph but then changed their minds and 

decided to make some money by selling him into slavery in Egypt. Joseph manages 

to break this cycle of male violence when his brothers come to him after he had 

become viceroy of Egypt. Joseph’s brothers don’t recognize him in his Egyptian 

garb, and he does test them to see if they’ve changed, framing the youngest 

brother, Benjamin, with theft. They have - they beg Joseph to take one of them 

instead of letting their youngest brother go to Egyptian prison. Overcome by 

emotion, Joseph cries and reveals his true identity, and the brothers are reconciled 

and are able to be together when their father Jacob dies. The message of the book 

of Genesis, then, is that we can and should choose to relate to each other with love, 

kindness, forgiveness, and optimism. We are all siblings, and we are all each 

others’ keepers. Including men. 

If we discuss these stories, and the issue of violent forms of masculinity with 

our families and friends, we can begin to change our ways. I know I’m preaching 

to the choir here as I can’t think of a kinder and gentler group of people of all 

genders than the people here at Or Atid. But we can spread our kindness to our 
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families, our friends, and our other communities. If we stop saying “boys will be 

boys” when we see boys fighting and start saying “no, don’t fight - boys are kind 

and peaceful;” if we say “good boys use their words to solve conflicts, not their 

fists,” then we can teach our children and ourselves to be better. If we teach boys to 

respect women and people of all genders, if we teach boys that they can get help 

and support when they feel sad, or angry, or jealous, or lonely, that they don’t need 

to lash out in anger, then we can reduce future potential acts of violence. Boys can 

be like Joseph instead of like Cain. 

It’s in these ways that we continue today to live out the aspirational arc of 

the Torah that began with strife in Cain and Abel, and that moves towards the 

brotherly love and support of Joseph and his brothers and, later, Moses and his 

siblings. In this way, we answer Cain’s question the way that he should have so 

long ago. We see that we can change what it means to be a brother, a man, a 

member of the human family. Shomeir ahị Anokhi . I am my brother’s guardian. All 

of us are each others’ keepers. Shabbat shalom. 


