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 It has been interesting to read some of the comments and 

reflections that have been coming in these past few weeks on this 

month’s theme of unity.  I have been blessed with being able to 

bear witness to the insights of this congregation through our new 

community sermon writing program.  So many of you have 

submitted those inserts or emailed me directly.  Granted there are 

a few rebels out there.  You wouldn’t be Unitarian Universalists if 

there weren’t a few folks bucking authority.  So I get some 

responses that go all meta with these questions, “Why are you 

asking this question?”; “Are you really going to preach about 

this?”  Sometimes I have to just chuckle in recognition. 

 However most folks did actually engage the questions.  One 

that aroused quite a bit of response was the story of Cain and 

Abel.  It seems no matter how far we may run from our religious 

past, some stories stick with us.  That is one of them.  It is good to 

reflect on the stories of the past that shape us and our thinking.  

After all, in a week and a half we will be into the Days of Awe, 
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High Holidays of Judaism; a time meant for introspection and 

reflection. 

 I think one reason the Cain and Abel story resonates with us 

down through the ages is because it has such a universal theme.  

It is about siblings, the first siblings if we take the Bible on its own 

terms.  It is about a struggle for acceptance.  It is about jealousy 

and murder.  It is the original crime and punishment. 

 One of the first questions that arises is “Why did God play 

favorites among these brothers and their offerings?”  After all, it is 

Cain’s jealousy for his brother Abel that motivates the killing.  For 

a long time I thought that it was because God preferred animal 

offerings to crops, but this is not the case.  Leviticus describes 

crop offerings that are perfectly acceptable.  No I think the 

difference comes in a verse very early on.  The Bible says that 

“Cain brought to the LORD an offering of the fruit of the ground.”  

But then it describes Abel’s offering, “and Abel for his part brought 

of the firstlings of his flock, the fat portions.”  The first born of the 

flock goes to God.  Maybe Abel was a student of Steven Covey 

and the Seven Habits of Highly Effective People: Abel put first 

things first.  God gets the first born of the flock.  That is an act of 

faith but also trust.  In a bad year, who knows how many animals 

will be born?  There is a little risk involved there.  Furthermore the 

fat of the animal was the most highly prized.  In our culture we try 
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to avoid fat at all costs because it seems to be in everything we 

eat.  But in pastoral societies fat is a crucial part of the animal 

because they need the calories.  Abel gives the best part of his 

most prized animal.  By doing so he demonstrates faith, trust, 

devotion, and a generosity of spirit. 

 Cain doesn’t seem to have had that level of trust or 

generosity.  Maybe he held back the best parts for himself.  

Maybe he was playing it safe and storing some crops, and so he 

donated whatever was leftover rather than the first portion of the 

harvest.  In and of itself it isn’t the world’s greatest sin.  Heck in 

our culture we probably would call that wise investing!  But God is 

concerned.  Notice that God is not particularly angry in his first 

interaction with Cain.  He is more like a concerned parent or 

spiritual teacher.  God gives Cain some Yoda-esque advice, “You 

are at a crossroads.  The dark side wants you.  But you can 

master it.  If you do well, you will be accepted.”  This might be the 

clearest statement in the Bible of humanity’s free will. 

 So what happens next is all up to Cain.  God clearly will not 

coerce or predestine Cain’s decision.  Rabbi Ed Friedman, was a 

writer and researcher of family systems and dynamics, as well as 

a rabbi in the DC area.  He has written a great deal on how we act 

in families particularly under stress.  He says that when we are 

angry or anxious that we have two choices.  If we are a mature 
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person who has worked through some of our emotional issues, 

then when we are anxious we will turn inward.  We will look at 

ourselves and try to make sense of what we are feeling.  We will 

understand that the only person we have control of is ourselves.  

In any relationship we can only affect our own response.  The 

other choice available to us, is if we are not so emotionally 

mature, then we turn outward, instead of inward.  We look for 

someone to blame.  We create scapegoats.  We project our 

unresolved feelings; all those parts of ourselves that we don’t like 

and wish were not there; we ascribe those things to someone 

else.  This is where we get into blame, judgment, and criticism.  

And it was precisely this choice that God put to Cain.  Look inside 

yourself and master your feelings, or beware the dark side.  

Tragically, Cain chose the latter.  Rather than modeling himself on 

Abel’s spirit of generosity and trust in God, Cain decides maybe 

he won’t feel as bad compared to his little brother if his little 

brother isn’t around anymore.  So he takes Abel out to the field, 

Cain’s home turf if you will, and kills him.   

I believe that the story of Cain and Abel is a story about two 

competing understandings of what it means to be human.  Cain 

was what we might call a “radical individualist.”  This is a view of 

humanity that says I am me and you are you.  We might learn 

from each other, we might even like each other, but at the end of 
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the day, I am the most important person.  What matters most is 

what helps me out even if it is at your expense.  That is what 

makes this form of individualism radical or extreme.  It is a me-

first mentality.  And you can cite Nietzsche or Rand or Social 

Darwinism, but at the end of the day it is greed; greed at the 

expense of others. 

God asks Cain, “Where is your brother?”  And Cain gives the 

first recitation of the mantra shared by all radical individualists to 

come throughout history.  He says, “I don’t know.  Am I my 

brother’s keeper?”  Why should I care?  It’s all about me.  I am not 

connected to him or his business. 

Then we find out that God was asking a rhetorical question. 

He already knows what happened to Abel.  And here is where we 

get the opposing perspective from radical individualism.  This is 

the world view that says: we are all connected to each other and 

the earth in some way.  You see the ground where Abel’s blood 

was spilled cries out.  You didn’t kill him all by yourself in some 

field.  The whole of creation was witness to the first murder.  

Everything, the birds and the trees and the entire world, mourns 

Abel’s death at his brother’s hand.  This wasn’t just a dispute 

between separate discrete beings—Abel’s death touched 

everything.  He was part and parcel of the universe itself.  So 

much so that even the stones cry out where his blood fell. 
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What’s interesting is that even in doling out Cain’s 

punishment, we see these two worldviews come into play.  God is 

so wonderfully creative here.  “You want to be a radical 

individualist, Cain?  Guess what—you got it.  No community will 

accept you no matter where you go.  Even the ground won’t yield 

you fruit.  You shall be alienated from the entire web of existence; 

human and otherwise.”  Cain, ever the individualist, asks for his 

own death.  But that would make God an individualist too and 

defeat the point.  No dice.  I will mark you so that people know 

who you are and you will be in exile.  Poetic justice perhaps for 

someone who separated themselves so radically from the rest of 

humanity and creation that he thought it acceptable to kill his own 

brother.  One can imagine that the one thing Cain craves in exile 

is connection with something or someone. 

Sadly, Cain’s radical individualism is all too common in our 

Western Capitalist society.  I am sure I don’t need to provide you 

with a list of examples and grievances that stem from rampant 

greed at the individual or corporate level.  Instead what we need a 

way of understanding ourselves that is different from radical 

individualism.  Desmond Tutu describes a South African term 

called “Ubuntu.”  He writes,  

“One of the sayings in our country is Ubuntu – the essence 

of being human.  Ubuntu speaks particularly about the fact that 
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you can’t exist as a human being in isolation.  It speaks to our 

interconnectedness.  You can’t be human all by yourself, and 

when you have this quality – Ubuntu – you are known for your 

generosity.  We think of ourselves far too frequently as just 

individuals, separated from one another, whereas you are 

connected and what you do affects the whole world.  When you 

do well, it spreads out; it is for all of humanity.  To me, Ubuntu is 

the acceptance of others as parts of the sum total of each of us.” 

Ubuntu is generosity of spirit.  It is radical hospitality.  It is 

authentic acceptance and welcoming.  To be clear, individualism 

at some level is true.  You are you, and I am me, and not to sound 

like a pop psychology cliché, but that’s okay.  The problem comes 

in when we take it too far.  The problem comes when we are so 

enamored with our differences that we fail to recognize that there 

are at least as many ways in which we are interrelated.  You and I 

are not like grains of sand on the beach; next to each other but 

wholly separate.  Rather your being and mine is more fluid than 

that.  What you say to me affects me deeply. What I do to and for 

you affects you deeply.  According to Ubuntu, that is what it 

means to be human.  We are not separate and isolated grains of 

sand on the beach.  We are more like drops of water in the ocean, 

sometimes part of separate identifiable wave, but never separate 

from the whole. 
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So what does this mean for us?  How do we act out of this 

Ubuntu perspective instead of radical individualism?  Well Abel 

may be something of an example with his offering.  He was 

generous.  He gave the best of himself first.  The fat of the first 

born of his flock; have it.  Why keep it just for myself?  Generosity 

is a sign of Ubuntu.  Not merely of our material possessions, but a 

generosity and concern for others too.  They are, after all, part of 

that sum total of ourselves.   

Some of you shared some powerful stories with me this 

month about unity.  One was about a woman whose husband left 

her a few years back.  There she was her marriage over, not 

knowing what to do and where to turn.  People from this 

congregation rallied around her.  They showed up and helped out; 

they responded to suffering when they saw it.  Ladies from this 

church surrounded her with love, they lifted her up, and helped 

her put her life back together.  Yes, it’s a different life than the one 

she had before.  But it is blessed now with friends who are more 

like family.  That was her experience of unity.  When I read that 

story, part of me thought, “You know I don’t even need to preach 

this Sunday because some folks already know what Ubuntu 

means.  They may not have a word for it, but that is how you live 

it out.” 
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My friends, there are stones that cry out all around us.  Any 

time a brother or sister spills blood or there is suffering 

somewhere; stones cry out.  All of creation is affected.  We need 

to soften our hearts, and sharpen our ears so that we can hear 

them better.  There are stones that cry out in the Middle East, in 

the Ukraine, in Ferguson Missouri, and right here in Wilmington 

whenever someone is shot and killed in our city.  But there is 

good news.  Unlike Cain, we are not in exile.  We are not 

alienated from communities of caring individuals; people who 

know and live Ubuntu.  We are together.  We understand our 

unity as a congregation and as a wider community.  We can 

respond to tragedy with Ubuntu – a generosity of spirit that 

recognizes and treats people as our brothers and sisters no 

matter how different they may seem.  If we were but a mere 

collection of radical individualists then we would give up.  No one 

person could do much in the face of unspeakable violence and 

evil.  But together in a spirit of generous brotherhood and 

sisterhood, all manner of things are possible. 

Dear friends we are all interconnected.  You can call it what 

you want: a spirit of community, a common humanity, Buddha-

nature, or being a child of God.  Whatever the name for it is, the 

point is the same: that we are interrelated beings and the 

suffering of one will reach out and affect us all at some level.  If 
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we are to practice a spirit of Ubuntu, then we need to do two 

things.  The first is to listen to the stones that cry out and bear 

witness to the suffering of our fellow human beings.  And 

secondly, to respond to those cries by showing up with a helping 

hand and generous spirit of acceptance.  We might imagine doing 

that at some grand scale; nationally or internationally or just here 

in town.  Or we can show up in a very personal way for each other 

whenever we hear of another who is hurting.  But let us not be 

fooled by outward appearances or superficial differences between 

them and us.  As the Bible said, if we master this, then how could 

it not be acceptable in the eyes of God?  May our work and our 

lives always be a blessing to others.  Amen and Blessed Be. 


