
Discovering the Other—Understanding Ourselves 
 

Through the human exchange, difference becomes a blessing…We must learn the art of conversation, from 
which truth emerges not, as in Socratic dialogues, by the refutation of falsehood, but from the process of 
letting our world be enlarged by the presence of others who interpret reality in ways radically different from 
our own…We will make peace only when we learn that God loves difference and so, at last, must we.   
[The Dignity of Difference, Rabbi J. Sacks, pgs. 22-23] 

 

 
 

 
 

Key KOSHI: 
WHAT prompts the first human murder?  

WHAT does the Cain-Abel story teach us about the Other/Ourselves? 
 
P’SHAT…The Story that Unearths THE Question: WHAT Are We to Become 

4:1] Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she 
conceived and bore Cain saying, “I have gained a 
male child with the help of the Lord.” 2] She then 
bore his brother Abel. Abel became a keeper of 
sheep, and Cain became a tiller of the soil. 3] In 
the course of time, Cain brought an offering to the 
Lord from the fruit of the soil; 4] and Abel, for his 
part, brought the choicest of the firstlings of his 
flock. The Lord paid heed to Abel and his offering, 
5] but to Cain and his offering He paid no heed. 
Cain was much distressed and his face fell.  
6] And the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you 
distressed, And why is your face fallen? 7] Surely, 
if you do right, there is uplift. But if you do not do 
right sin couches at the door; its urge is toward 
you, yet you can be its master.” 8] Cain said to his 
brother Abel…and when they were in the field, 
Cain set upon his brother Abel and killed him. 9] 
The Lord said to Cain, “Where is your brother 
Abel?” And he said, “I do not know. Am I my 
brother’s keeper?” 10] Then He said, “What have 
you done? Hark, your brother’s blood cries out to 
Me from the ground!  

ֶלד  1 ַה֙ר ַוֵּת֣ ע ֶאת־ַחָּו֣ה ִאְׁשּ֑תֹו ַוַּת֨ ם ָיַד֖ ָאָד֔ ְוָה֣
ה:  יׁש ֶאת־ְיהָֹוֽ יִתי ִא֖ אֶמר ָקִנ֥ ֹ֕ ִין ַוּת ֶאת־ַק֔

ֶבל֙  2  ְיִהי־ֶה֨ ֶבל ַוֽ יו ֶאת־ָה֑ ֶדת ֶאת־ָאִח֖ ֶסף ָלֶל֔ ַוֹּת֣
ה:  ד ֲאָדָמֽ ִין ָהָי֖ה ֹעֵב֥ אן ְוַק֕ ֹ֔ ֵעה צ י  3ֹר֣ ַוְיִה֖

ה  ה ִמְנָח֖ ֲאָדָמ֛ י ָהֽ ִין ִמְּפִר֧ א ַק֜ ים ַוָּיֵב֨ ץ ָיִמ֑ ִמֵּק֣
ה:  יהָֹוֽ יא ַגם־֛הּוא ִמְּבֹכ֥רֹות   4ַלֽ ֶבל ֵהִב֥ ְוֶה֨

ׁשַ  ן ַוִּי֣ ֶחְלֵבֶה֑ ֶבל ְוֶאל־צֹא֖נֹו ּוֵמֽ ע ְיהָֹו֔ה ֶאל־ֶה֖
ה  5ִמְנָחֽתֹו:  א ָׁשָע֑ ֹ֣ ִין ְוֶאל־ִמְנָח֖תֹו ל ְוֶאל־ַק֥

 ִּיְּפ֖לּו ָּפָנֽיו:  ד ַוֽ ִי֙ן ְמֹא֔ ַחר ְלַק֨ ה  6ַוִּי֤ אֶמר ְיהָֹו֖ ֹ֥ ַוּי
ָּמה ָנְֽפ֥לּו ָפֶנֽי�:  � ְוָל֖ ָרה ָל֔ ָּמה ָח֣ ִין ָל֚ ֶאל־ָק֑

יב 7 א ֵתיִט֔ ֹ֣ ת ְוִא֙ם ל  ֲה֤לֹוא ִאם־ֵּתיִטי֙ב ְׂשֵא֔
ה  י֙� ְּתׁ֣שּוָק֔תֹו ְוַאָּת֖ ץ ְוֵאֶל֨ את ֹרֵב֑ ַתח ַחָּט֣ ַלֶּפ֖

יו  8ִּתְמָׁשל־ּֽבֹו:  ֶבל ָאִח֑ ִין ֶאל־ֶה֣ אֶמר ַק֖ ֹ֥ ַוּי
ֶבל  ִין ֶאל־ֶה֥ ה ַוָּי֥ ָקם ַק֛ ם ַּבָּׂשֶד֔ ְהיֹוָת֣  ְיִה֙י ִּבֽ ַוֽ

הּו:  יו ַוַּיַֽהְרֵגֽ י  9ָאִח֖ ִין ֵא֖ אֶמר ְיהָֹו֙ה ֶאל־ַק֔ ֹ֤ ַוּי
 ֹ֣ אֶמ֙ר ל ֹ֨ י� ַוּי ֶבל ָאִח֑ י ֶה֣ ר ָאִח֖ ְעִּתי ֲהֹׁשֵמ֥ א ָיַד֔

ִכי:  י�   10ָאֹנֽ י ָאִח֔ יָת ֚קֹול ְּדֵמ֣ ה ָעִׂש֑ אֶמר ֶמ֣ ֹ֖ ַוּי
ה:  ֲאָדָמֽ י ִמן־ָהֽ ים ֵאַל֖ ֲעִק֥ ה ָא֣רּור  11ֹצֽ ְוַעָּת֖

יָה  ה ֶאת־ִּפ֔ ְצָת֣ ר ָּפֽ ֲאָדָמ֙ה ֲאֶׁש֣ ָּתה ִמן־ָהֽ ָא֑
  :� י� ִמָּיֶדֽ י ָאִח֖ ַחת ֶאת־ְּדֵמ֥ ֲעֹב֙ד  12ָלַק֛ י ַתֽ ִּכ֤

 
Genesis 4:1-16 

 



11] Therefore, you shall be more cursed than the 
ground, which opened its mouth to receive your 
brother’s blood from your hand. 12] If you till the 
soil, it shall no longer yield its strength to you. You 
shall become a ceaseless wanderer on earth.” 
13] Cain said to the Lord, “my punishment is too 
great to bear! 14] Since you have banished me 
this day from the soil, and I must avoid Your 
presence and become a restless wanderer on 
earth—anyone who meets me may kill me!  
15] The Lord said to him, “I promise, if anyone kills 
Cain, sevenfold vengeance shall be taken on him.” 
And the Lord put a mark on Cain, lest anyone who 
met him should kill him. 16] Cain left the presence 
of the Lord and settled in the land of Nod, east of 
Eden. 

� ָנ֥ע ָוָנ֖ד ֶאת־ָה֣  ּה ָל֑ ף ֵּתת־ֹּכָח֖ א־ֹתֵס֥ ֹֽ ה ל ֲאָדָמ֔
ֶרץ:  ִין ֶאל־ְיהָֹו֑ה ָּג֥דֹול  13ִּתְהֶי֥ה ָבָאֽ אֶמר ַק֖ ֹ֥ ַוּי
י ִמְּנֽׂשֹוא:  י ַהּ֗יֹום ֵמַעל֙  14ֲעֹוִנ֖ ְׁשָּת ֹאִת֜ ֵה֩ן ֵּגַר֨

יִתי ָנ֤ע ָוָנ֙ד  ר ְוָהִי֜ ה ּוִמָּפֶנ֖י� ֶאָּסֵת֑ ֲאָדָמ֔ ְּפֵנ֣י ָהֽ
צְ  ֶרץ ְוָהָי֥ה ָכל־ֹמֽ ִני: ָּבָא֔ י ַיַֽהְרֵגֽ אֶמר ֣לֹו  15ִא֖ ֹ֧ ַוּי

ֶׂשם  ם ַוָּי֨ ִים יָֻּק֑ ִין ִׁשְבָעַת֖ ג ַק֔ ְיהָֹו֗ה ָלֵכ֙ן ָּכל־ֹהֵר֣
י ַהּכֹות־ֹא֖תֹו ָּכל־ ִי֙ן ֔אֹות ְלִבְלִּת֥ ְיהָֹו֤ה ְלַק֨

ְצֽאֹו:  ִין ִמִּלְפֵנ֣י ְיהָֹו֑ה ַוֵּיֶׁ֥שב  16ֹמֽ ַוֵּיֵ֥צא ַק֖
ֶדן: ֶרץ־֖נֹוד ִקְדַמת־ֵעֽ  ְּבֶאֽ

 

 

  



REMEZ…An Interchange of Truths: The More Jewish—The More Human 
V.2 “She conceived & bore Cain…She then bore his brother Abel.  Abel became a keeper of sheep; Cain became a tiller of soil.” 

E.FOX… With the story of Cain & Abel, the narrative points both forward and backward.  For the first 
time, the major Genesis themes of struggle and sibling hatred, and discontinuity between the 
generations make their appearance…Once again, human beings are given a choice; once again ignoring 
the warning leads to death and estrangement from God…Although the story may well have originated as 
a tale of enmity between two ways of life—farmer & shepherd, it has obviously been transformed into 
something far more disturbing and universal. 
SARNA…The absence of the formula “she conceived and bore” in regards to her second son led 
to the tradition that Cain & Abel were twins. 

V.3-5 “In the course of time, Cain brought an offering to the Lord from the fruit of the ground, and Abel also brought of 
the firstlings of his flock. The Lord lifted up Abel and his offering; but as for Cain & his offering, He had no regard.” 

 RASHI… “Cain brought…”  From the worst.  There is a Midrash that says it was only flaxseed. [TANCHUMA] 
IBN EZRA…”Abel, for his part, brought the choicest of his flock” It seems we are being told this to 
imply that Cain did not bring the first fruits as his offering. 

ABARVANEL… “Cain brought an offering…” Not in thanks to God, but due to his rivalry with his brother. 
“Abel, for his part, brought the choicest…”  After they quarreled about whose profession God preferred…  

V.5/8 Cain was really upset…Cain said to his brother Abel…And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his brother able and killed him 

B’REISHIT RABBAH… Cain said to his brother Abel…What were they talking/arguing about? 
They said: Come, let us divide the world. One took the lands, the other took the movables.  One said: The land on 
which you stand is mine!  The other replied: The clothes you are wearing are mine! Take them off!  The other 
responded: Get off!  In the course of the argument, Cain rose up against his brother Abel and killed him! 
R' Joshua of Sakhnin said in the name of R’ Levi: Both took lands and both took movables.  So what were they 
disputing about?  One proclaimed: In my domain shall the Temple be built.  The other countered: In my domain shall 
the Temple be built!...In the course of this, Cain rose up…But R’ Yehuda bar Ami said: They were fighting over Eve. 
NECHAMA… The Midrash is undoubtedly stating a universal truth.  But does this emerge from the context?  
Admittedly, the Rabbis were not concerned here with the individual Cain & Abel, but with mankind in general.  
Since their aim was not explanatory, to clarify the plain sense of the text but rather to elicit a universal principle 
from it, they were not bound by the context in search for an answer… 
RASHI… He picked a fight w/ him to find a reason to kill him. There are midrashic explanations, but that’s the pshat! 
V.9 The Lord said to Cain: Where is your brother Abel?  And he said: I do not know. Am I my brother’s keeper? 
FOX… The text is punctuated by the use of “brother,” a meaningful 7 times, as well as by changing the 
connotation of the word “face.”  “Where is Abel, your brother?” brings to mind “Where are you?” [3:8] 
KIMCHI… Cain assumed it was an actual question and assumed he could lie! He went to do his work and I 
went to do mine. Am I supposed to follow him everywhere?  Note that in 3:9, Adam did not try to lie. 
He knew quite well that the Holy One knew all.  He hid only out of embarrassment. 
V.10-11 Then God said: What have you done? The voice of your brother’s blood cries out to Me from the ground. 
Therefore, you shall be more cursed than the ground, which opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood. 
B’REISHIT RABBAH… Said R’ Shimon bar Yochai: The very notion is unutterable! It may be compared to two 
athletes wrestling before the king. If the king desired, he could have separated them…One gained the upper hand 
and killed the other. The dying man cried out: Who will champion my cause against the king, for he did this! How 
could he not save me! That is the force of text: “The voice of your brother’s blood cries unto ME!” 
SARNA… Cain, tiller of the soil…stained the earth with his brother’s blood. How fitting, then, that the earth 
be the instrument of his punishment.  He must perforce become a vagrant and an outcast on the earth 
V.12 “If you till the soil, it will not yield its strength; you shall become a ceaseless wanderer on earth.”  
RAMBAN… This means his heart will give him no rest, for he can never settle down; he’ll be in external exile. 
V.13-14  “Cain said to the Lord, ‘My punishment/sin is too great to bear!...anyone who meets me may kill me!” 
SARNA…The spiritual ties that unite man to Maker are severely strained. Cain fears he can no longer 
receive God’s providential care. 
MUNK… Cain, deploring the harshness of his punishment, gives his reasoning…Cain realizes he has lost 
everything, all because of his crime. Why is he sorry?  It is not because he behaved improperly towards God 
and slew his brother. Its because he didn’t know, as a result, he’d be cursed with a life of wandering…  



DRASH…A Dialogue of Celebrating Difference: Listening for the Light 
Prof. LEON KASS …God does not begin with an accusation or an assertion, but like 
both a good teacher and a good investigator, with a question, and with a question that 
requires Cain to confront himself in his brotherliness….Cain denies knowledge of Abel’s 
whereabouts. Though an analytic philosopher or White House lawyer might try to argue 
that Cain’s speech was true—Cain, to protect himself, lies to God, but not to himself. 
Indeed, to keep the inquisitive voice from forcing him to fully confront the meaning of 
his deed, he answers the question with a question, no doubt tinged with indignation 
and even mocking: Why are you asking me?  

God is not deceived, but treats Cain’s question, with its blatant disregard for brother Abel’s 
whereabouts, as tantamount to a confession.  For to deny responsibility for your brother is, 
tacitly, to profess indifference to his fate….The enormity of his deed is now borne in on Cain. 
The manifest fragility of human life and, especially, the image of the screaming blood awakens 
Cain’s horror, and ours…Very likely, guilt wells up in response to the accusation implied by the 
screams, as does pity for his fallen brother.  Here, at last, the meaning of brotherhood is 
disclosed…The whole earth, polluted and stained with bloodshed, cries in anguish… 

The earth that supports life, now defiled by life’s wanton destruction—watered not by rain 
but by blood, shed by the farmer’s hand—becomes an alien place for the murderer. The 
world is arranged so that murder will not go unnoticed; it will also not go unanswered. The 
earth shall resist the murderer’s plow; nowhere on earth shall he find a comfortable place to 
settle, both because no one else will welcome him and because his conscience will give him 
no rest. A man who has once shed blood knows—as he could not know before—the deep 
truth of the human condition: he knows in his marrow that his own life hangs by a thread, 
that he lives,, as it were, by the grace of God…Cain is nonetheless thrown into despair. 

Cain, the farmer, the man who sought security in settlement and possession of a portion 
of the earth, feels utterly bereft at the prospect of wandering—of living an open life 
such as that of his brother, Abel. Cain fears for his life once he is forced to roam about 
among uncivilized men…God directly addresses Cain’s fear of violent death… 

The mark of Cain—wrongly regarded as the sign of murderous guilt—is, in fact, meant to 
protect Cain’s life in the wilderness…As a result of this solicitous speech, Cain may at this 
moment glimpse the difference between a god to whom one sacrifices vegetables and 
the God who takes notice of, and who is outraged by bloodshed. Moved more by dread 
than by reverence, Cain does not draw the most pious conclusion. “And Cain went out from 
the presence of the Lord, and dwelt in the land of Nod, on the east of Eden.”  Heading 
backward toward the garden, longing perhaps for its safety and comfort, Cain comes to 
the land of Nod—literally, the land of “wandering”—and he settles there! Though he is in 
the place of wanderers, Cain refuses to wander. He lacks trust—in nature, in God, and in 
his fellow human beings. He would rather rely on his wits and his own flesh and blood to 
sustain and defend him. These he trusts because only these he knows. 



SOD…Courage & Vulnerability: The Open Questioning that Leads to Love 

Qur’an: “The Story of Cain and Abel”  Sura 5 

The Dinner Table 

27. And relate to them the story of the two sons of Adam with truth when they both offered 
an offering, but it was accepted from one of them and was not accepted from the other. He 
said: I will most certainly slay you. (The other) said: Allah only accepts from those who 
guard (against evil). 
28. If you will stretch forth your hand towards me to slay me, I am not one to stretch forth 
my hand towards you to slay you surely I fear Allah, the Lord of the worlds: 
29. Surely I wish that you should bear the sin committed against me and your own sin, and 
so you would be of the inmates of the fire, and this is the recompense of the unjust. 
30. Then his mind facilitated to him the slaying of his brother so he slew him; then he 
became one of the losers 
31. Then Allah sent a crow digging up the earth so that he might show him how he should 
cover the dead body of his brother. He said: Woe me! do I lack the strength that I should be 
like this crow and cover the dead body of my brother? So, he became of those who regret.  

Dr. MUBAASHIR UQDAH… From the moment he became a Muslim in 1977, he has been an avid 
student of Al-Islam and the commentary of Imam W. Deen Mohammed; Author of 8 books; Founder and Coordinator of the 
Northeast Muslim Network; Founder and Director of the IWDM Study Library; Founder of the Higher Voice Dawah Center; 
Contributor to the Muslim Weekly Nat’l Journal 
 

…The Generous Qur’an, Surah 5:27-32 and the King James Bible, Genesis Chapter 4:1-16, 
both describe the story of the two sons of Adam: Cain and Abel.  
The first thing to be clear about is that this story is a parable; the personages of Cain 
and Abel are not literally two individuals. Rather, they are personifications of something 
real and serious that happens amongst humanity. We are discussing a metaphor with a 
message, which contains insights and guidance. Students of Imam Mohammed should 
always seek to understand the meaning of scripture within the context of the real, 
natural world we are living in. 
 
The heart of this story revolves around the point that two brothers made a sacrifice to 
G-d, and one sacrifice was accepted and the other was rejected. What we need to know 
is why one was accepted and the other rejected.  Why did Allah approve of Abel’s 
sacrifice and reject Cain’s? On the way to answering this important question, we will 
share additional insights we have extracted from this story. 
Now there are some people who would say that the Qur’an already answers this 
question. In the first verse of the Qur’an’s version of this story (5:27), it is said that Allah 
accepts the sacrifice of the righteous. This implies that He did not accept Cain’s sacrifice, 
because Cain was unrighteous. Think about this. How was Cain unrighteous? What was 
wrong with Cain’s offering?  
 
Abel was a shepherd and he offered G-d the first born of his finest sheep. Why would G-
d accept lamb and reject vegetables?  Is there really something wrong with working the 
soil? Is there something offensive to Allah about the products that come out of the 
material earth? 



Clearly, Allah does not have a problem with the products of the soil, because it is He 
that created them and said that He made them for our sustenance out of His Mercy.  
So the problem is with how Cain made the offering. 
It’s not the product, but the intention behind giving the product or the quality of the 
preparation and delivery of the product. Something was wrong about it. 
An example would be a storeowner who knowingly sells you a bottle of milk two weeks 
past the expiration date. There is nothing wrong with milk, but this particular individual 
is trying to unload his faulty milk product onto you to keep from losing money. 
All Cain had to do for Allah to accept his offering was be righteous, to give his best. 
Apparently, he did not do his best. Offerings that are of poor quality, given with bad 
intentions, that exploit, etc., will not be accepted. 
While this is a reasonable conclusion to draw and is a lesson we can extract from this story, 
the Qur’an does not specify or give us any information about what made Cain’s offering 
unacceptable. This is why Imam Mohammed tells us that we often need to consult the 
scriptures before the Qur’an to understand better what the Qur’an is addressing.  
 
Thus, let’s turn to the Bible; it contains more details about this story than the Qur’an. 
Let’s first address the most basic and obvious lesson of this story: Do not become 
envious of your brother or sister because they receive more blessings or admiration 
than you do. The Bible tells us that Abel is the second son of Adam and Eve. Cain, the 
first son, was a tiller of the soil and Abel was a shepherd of sheep. It says that Abel 
made an offering to G-d by giving Him the first born of his flock of sheep, and G-d 
accepted the offering. 
 
Cain also made an offering of some crops that he had grown, but G-d did not accept his 
offering. Cain was distraught about this. G-d asked him why he was upset and reminded 
him that if he does good, his offering would be accepted also. But G-d also warns him 
to be careful (of envy and jealousy), because if he does not do right, sin is at his door 
and all around him. But Cain already had envy and jealousy of his brother in his heart 
and did not take heed of G-d’s Warning. His envy drove him to kill his brother, and this 
led to his punishment. 
 
This is the obvious lesson – do not become envious or jealous of each other, because if 
you do it will lead you to bad behavior that harms others and ultimately harms yourself 
as well. Isn’t this how envy and jealousy work? A person becomes envious or jealous 
because they want to protect some self-interest.  That envy drives him to try and 
discredit another, so that it will be “proven” that he is really the one who deserves the 
admiration. But in his zeal to discredit the other, others see him for what he really is. 
Thus, he destroys his own reputation, his own self. 
 
All societies face this problem, including our community, where one member or group 
of members become envious or jealous of another member or group of members who 
might get the recognition for something for which they want to be exalted. 
They will hold back support or encouragement or the help that could lead to success, so 
they can have time to try and bring about the success. The result is that the whole 
group loses because the success is not achieved due to a lack of unity and cooperation. 
Cain and Abel are family. For one to kill the other is the same as killing his own self. 



While this might be the most obvious message we learn from the story of Cain and 
Abel, Imam Warithud-Deen Mohammed peered deeply into this story and extracted 
additional understanding. 
 
Imam Mohammed explained that the names “Cain” and “Abel” are a play on the words 
“Cane and Able.” The Imam said, “The righteous are able and they have the ability to 
give life to the world. However, Cain’s name suggests death.” This play on words gives 
us two additional insights from this potent story. 
 
The Imam explained that the righteous, those people who are right-minded according 
to the way of G-d, have the ability (they are able) and the desire to give life and help to 
the world. While those who walk with a “cane” have a weakness; they are impaired,… 
they are not in their natural healthy state. They have a weakness and their weakness 
allows corruption and wickedness to enter their hearts and minds. The weakness leads 
to the death and destruction of their own abilities, and possibly to the abilities of others, 
preventing them from bringing about life and life-giving circumstances. It was Cain’s 
weakness of character that allowed him to develop and harbor the emotions that led 
him to kill Abel. 
 
A person can have a great ability to serve G-d and the world, but if weakness creeps 
into their heart and mind, it can lead them to take actions which destroy their own 
ability, their ability to help others, and maybe even cause the destruction of the ability 
of others. Haven’t we seen in a masjid, in the behavior of our government official, the 
Democrats and Republicans, where for personal gain and ambitions or other reasons, 
people undermine each other and hold back support to good people in order to keep 
them from accomplishing things? 
 
Our own weaknesses will cause us to mess up. A weak spirit will cause us to give up.  
A misguided spirit will cause us to go astray. An evil spirit will cause us to be destructive. 
By spirit, we mean emotions. Weak emotions, misguided emotions, evil emotions cause 
us to be in a state of weakness and deformity, which is rejected by G-d.  
We may offer our nonsense to others and they may applaud us for it or excuse our 
behavior, but Allah knows all…Allah will reject it. Our foolishness and low-down behavior 
won't be accepted…And we will suffer the fate of Cain. 
 

  


