Where Is Your Brother?
What is our responsibility toward each other? Should we mind our own business, not care about what takes
place around us, and let everyone be accountable for his or her own life? Or do we have a God-given
responsibility to ensure the well-being of our loved ones and friends, and neighbors and our enemies, and
even our world? Our second question addresses this issue.
Excerpt from Questions God Asks Us, pg. 26
Read Genesis 4:1-16. Eve bears two sons, Cain and Abel. The brothers grow to become a shepherd and a
farmer, taking up the creational commands to have dominion over the animals and to cultivate the earth (1:28).
They bring offerings without any command to do so; the writer assumes that human beings worship and offer
sacrifices. No motive is given, but gratitude seems likely. Since the offering comes from the yield of their labors,
they are an extension of the two brothers. God clearly could accept both kinds of offerings; neither appears
inherently right or wrong.
It thus comes as some surprise that God accepts Abel’s offering but not Cain’s. We are not told how Cain
discovered that neither he nor his offering was accepted, and no rationale is given. John Goldingay explains that
“part of the story’s point” is that “God does not indicate what was wrong with Cain’s offering or what was good
about Abel’s. That is what raises questions for Cain and for us, who have similar experiences of not being able to
see why God blesses other people and not us.”
Terence Fretheim observes that Cain’s response and his downcast face reveal “more the idea of dejection than
anger….Cain must care about what God thinks of him and his sacrifice. But the basic issue becomes not that
Cain acts in a dejected fashion, but how he responds to God’s interaction with him about his dejection.” That
God responds at all reveals a deep concern for Cain, and God’s initial questions (v.6) show an insightful empathy
for his situation. These initial questions imply that a further response from Cain can put the situation right.
In addition, God’s word to Cain in 4:6-7 show a deep concern about Cain’s future and the two courses he can
take with his life. God gives a gift to Cain by name his feelings (v. 6) and pointing out the nature of his inner
struggle. Cain now knows that God understands him, and that God relates to people in the midst of such
struggles, but God will not force Cain to decide one way or the other.
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Cain does not attend well to God’s warning. When the brothers are in the field, Cain attacks his brother and kills
him. Once again, just as God did with Adam and Eve in the garden (3:9-13), God immediately questions Cain in
order to elicit introspection and a response: “Where is your brother?”
Rather than hiding from God, Cain takes the road of denial; even more, he turns the question back to God (“Am
I my brother’s keeper?”). God ignores the counter-question and offers a sharp reply that keeps the conversation
on course. Once again, God asks Cain a question, prompted by Abel’s blood crying out to God from the ground
(“What have you done?”). As a result of his actions, God condemns Cain to be a “restless wanderer,” rootless,
away from the supportive relationships of family. Cain pushes back, arguing that this punishment is too much
(4:13). In response, just as God did with Adam and Eve, God shows grace in the midst of punishment. The story
depicts not vengeance in the sense of revenge, but an effort to stop the cycle of violence. God puts a mark on
Cain to keep others from killing him. God will be Abel’s brother’s keeper. God’s mercy embraces the murderer.
Within this story we learn that God’s question — “Where is your brother?” — calls us to consider our God-given
responsibility to each other. God’s question goes to the very core of who we are. God asks this question to all of
us, and we are all invited to search our hearts for what these bonds of relatedness mean for the priorities we set
and the choices we make. In this context, we explore three responsibilities that the question calls us to
recognize.

Our Responsibility To Our Neighbors
First, this question invites us to recognize our responsibility toward our neighbors. God’s question opens
wide the lens of our hearts, of our connectedness, and of our responsibility to the many people around us.
These neighbors include our family, our friends, and colleagues, people who live next door, and those we
meet as we go about our daily lives. They are all part of the human family to which we belong and are all
connected. When God asks us, “Where is your brother?” these people should immediately come to mind.
Excerpt from Questions God Asks Us, pg. 27
Read 1 Corinthians 12:12-26. We are a family. Each member created in the image of God. Each special and
unique. Every member united with every other member in bonds of love, bonds of mutual obligation and
accountability, bonds that carry deep responsibility. Our family includes not only those who show up on our
personal family tree, but each and every other child of God.
No wonder Paul used family imagery throughout his letters to churches as a way of helping them connect and
helping them understand just how we are bound together. Paul urges the members to have the same care for
one another—for if one member suffers, all suffer together, and if one member is honored, all rejoice!
You may be thinking, surely my neighbors need to take responsibility for their own lives. Certainly they must.
We all need to take responsibility for our own lives. Think of the choices and decisions we make every day.
No one else can be held accountable for them, except us. Nevertheless, God’s questions seems to imply
that in certain respects we are accountable for what happens to those around us.
The fact is that our lives are bound up with each other’s. Whether we acknowledge it or not, our actions do
a ect those around us. God’s question to each one of us — “Where is your brother?” or “Where is your
sister?” — challenges us to recognize this fact.
Excerpt from Questions God Asks Us, pg. 28 29
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Our Responsibility Toward Our Enemies
Second, this question invites us to recognize our responsibility toward our enemies. But this recognition
will take place only if we are willing to see our enemies as our brothers and sisters. We live in a world filled with
violence and hatred and looking down upon each other. But when Christ came, he taught us how to be merciful,
how to look at people and recognize their dignity and worth as children of God made in God’s image.
Read 1 John 3:11-16. Abel had become Cain’s enemy, yet God’s question challenged Cain to see Abel as
his brother. The use of “brother” seven times in the story intensifies concern for that relationship. Cain and Abel
are not strangers; they grew up together and were exposed to the same family values over many years. Yet, even
such deep commonalities do not prevent hatred and violence. If sin can have this kind of effect on those who are
so close and who share so many common bonds, it presents a deep problem for all human beings. This is
especially true when we consider how the world teaches us to treat and relate to our enemies.
In the excerpt below, Hudson challenges us to consider the ways in which we see and act toward others,
especially if they are our enemies:
The story of Cain and Abel reminds us that when we have a mindset that sees each other as the enemy,
destruction follows. But when we choose to see our enemies as fellow human beings, the opposite can take
place. The way we choose to see others makes a huge di erence in the way we behave toward them,
especially if they are our enemies. We do not usually feel much responsibility toward those whom we
dislike or hate. However, if we make a deliberate choice to see someone as belonging to the same human
family as we do, we are more likely to treat them in a humane and respectful way….
Enemies are those toward whom we feel hostile and who sometimes feel hostile toward us. Often our
enemy can be within our own family, just like it was for Cain. Through the question, “Where is your
brother?” God invites us to recognize that we have a responsibility toward that person. We take our rst
step in choosing to acknowledge this when we begin to see our enemy as our brother or sister.
Excerpt from Questions God Asks Us, pg. 31
Imagine what the world would look like if followers of Jesus committed themselves to seeing all people as those
who are made in the image of God and belong to the same human family. Every act of mercy toward an
individual brother or sister is a starting point for wholesale kindness and compassion, woven into the fabric of
our communities, our world, reminding us of who we all are as beloved children of God.

Our Responsibility Toward The Wider World
Third, the question invites us to recognize our responsibility toward the wider world. We live under the
law of love expressed by Jesus’ Great Commandments, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, all
your soul, all your heart and all your strength.” And the second Great Commandment is this, “You shall love
your neighbor as yourself.”
Though we enjoy many freedoms in our country, and an even greater freedom as followers of Christ, we are
obligated by Jesus’s second Great Commandment to use our freedom for the benefit and good of others in the
world around us. For the Christian, freedom is to be used to serve others. As Paul wrote in Galatians 5:13, “For
you have been called to live in freedom, my brothers and sisters. But don’t use your freedom to satisfy your
sinful nature. Instead, use your freedom to serve one another in love.”
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Together we must engage and explore how this question invites us to recognize our responsibility to the world
around us. Hudson writes, “God continues to ask us this question. Few questions are more relevant against the
background of our traumatized society. Of all the horrible sins that plague our life together, the most deadly
is indifference. We do not want to get involved in the suffering that happens around us. We refuse to take
responsibility for the evil that takes place in our midst. However, this could change if we were willing to engage
God’s question.”

Answering God’s Question
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“Where is your brother?” “Where is your sister?” God has one human family to which we all belong. Few
questions help us reflect on this truth more than the question that God asked Cain. Will you hear God’s question
as a call to give thought to your responsibility toward others? Here are some suggestions:
1. Begin with the circle of your family, friends, and colleagues. While they are responsible for their own
choices, reflect on how you can contribute to their well-being. Be careful that your caring does not encourage
destructive behavior. Sometimes this can happen when a child or a parent struggles with some form of
addiction. Think carefully about how you try to help them. It may be important to let them experience
certain painful consequences of their actions in order to come to the point of realizing that they really have a
problem. Talk to God about these things, and discuss them with others whom you can trust, if you need to.
2. Now think of someone you consider to be an enemy. It may be someone in your own family, a neighbor
across the street, a colleague in the workplace, or someone you view as an oppressor or exploiter. Own your
feelings toward this person and offer him or her honestly to God. Ask God to help you begin choosing to see
this person in a new way. He or she is not all bad, and you are not all good. Pray that you may accept him or
her as your brother or sister in the human family. Look with the eyes of your heart at this person as someone
who has also been given breath by the same Creator who gave you breath. Let your behavior toward this
person be influenced by the new way you see him or her.
3. Lastly, you may want to reflect on your wider responsibility toward the world. Clearly you cannot take
responsibility for all the pain and suffering that permeates society today. But you can ask God, “Lord, who is
the suffering brother or sister that I need to recognize? To what human cry in my broader community must I
listen? Where are you calling me to respond to the human need around me? As people and places come to
your mind, speak to God about them.
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Portions of this section are excerpted from Questions God Asks Us, pg. 34-35
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Discussion
1. Are we responsible for our brothers and sisters? How do you work out the extent and limits of your
responsibility toward others? In other words, where do you draw the line on the limits of this responsibility?
2. Has there been a situation in your life when God pushed you to expand these limits of care and responsibility
for another person? What did you learn from that experience?
-

Alternatively, has there been a time in your life when someone else took a deep (and perhaps
unexpected) responsibility for your own well-being? What difference did that make in your life…and
what did it mean to you?

3. What is your reaction to the way that God interacts with Cain throughout the story in Genesis 4? What does
this say about God? What does God’s question (Where is your brother?) reveal about God’s expectation of
our responsibility toward others?
4. How should Jesus’ command to “love your neighbor as yourself” affect the way we treat and live among our
neighbors, enemies, and the wider world? Describe some ways that you have learned to live out this
command within these various relationships.
5. In what ways is God calling you to exercise responsibility toward others at the moment? How will you
answer God’s question in the week ahead? Pray that each person will give thought to their responsibility
toward others and commit themselves to honest and open dialogue with God about these people and
situations.
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