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“Difficult Questions” 
Genesis 4:1-16 

 
 
This morning we are going to talk about questions. Really hard questions. Some that may or may 
not have an answer; some that we live our lives by. Some of which we are afraid.  
 
I have had many questions in my mind over the last few weeks. The first came exactly three 
weeks ago during our neighbor’s meeting when, at the time, we were considering building a 
permanent home for Code Blue – the emergency, cold weather homeless shelter.  
 
When you are a preacher, you get accustomed to understanding life through the lens of Scripture 
and so, at that meeting, I kept hearing the voice of Cain asking God, “Am I my brother’s 
keeper?” 
 
You might remember that in the story of the Garden of Eden, we hear of the first sin– which is a 
sin against God. It is the sin of mistrust.  
 
God has created everything and called everything good. God has made people and placed them 
in a Garden where they have everything they could want or need. There is only one thing in the 
Garden that the people cannot touch – the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of Good and Evil.  
 
But, the serpent encourages Eve to try the fruit.  
 
Eve says, I cannot, or I will die.  
 
You will not die – the serpent says with his silver tongue.  
 
Eve is the first person who doubts the trustworthiness of God. Because of what someone else 
tells her.  
 
And then, as the story goes, Adam does so as well. And they are expelled from the Garden. 
 
And then, as the story goes, they have a child – Cain. And then, they have another child, Abel.  
 
And then, they grow into men.  
 
Cain grows jealous of Abel, for it seems that God favors him. And Cain kills his brother.  
 
This is the second sin – the sin of anger, jealousy, fear – the sins we commit against each other. 
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And then God shows up and wants to know where Abel is. And because he does not want to 
answer God, Cain, the clever fellow, answers a question with a question: “Am I my brother’s 
keeper?” 
 
God doesn’t answer, but everything that comes after this fourth chapter of the book of Genesis, 
the book of beginnings, attempts an answer. In fact, in some ways we could say that the whole of 
the biblical narrative seeks to answer this question that was meant to be an evasive tactic -- am I 
my brother’s keeper?   
 
Yes, Cain, yes. 
 
And more than that. Not only is the answer yes, but it is within our brother, our sister, our 
siblings, that we meet Christ.  
 
But most of the time -- We think it is not our question.  
 
Children at the border; the environmental crisis; hungry people in our own county; the homeless; 
the fearful; the angry and the despairing. Even our adversaries. 
 
Back to that meeting with our neighbors three weeks ago… 
 
We were talking about the homeless on our property, using our property and one of the people 
who owns a home near here said, “You are making this our problem. Why is this our problem?” 
 
Why is this – the homeless, the people who sleep outside on our lawn or curled up next to the 
Nolan house or hunkered down beside the sanctuary – why is this, why are they our problem? 
Our neighbors’ problem? 
 
And believe it or not, I can sympathize with that, especially after the stress and anxiety of the last 
few weeks. Heck – someone has had a huge sign on their garage with my name on it. Why have 
we, this church here, made this our problem? Because it has surely become a big problem over 
the last few weeks, a big problem that has been a big pain in the neck. Why is this our problem? 
 
But again, I hear Cain’s question to God – that question of evasiveness, “Am I my brother’s 
keeper?”  
 
What makes some of us answer yes and makes some of us answer no – and makes some of us not 
answer at all? 
 
And then, a few days after that meeting, I received an email that ended with a different question - 
a question that has been with me as I keep that question – “Am I my brother’s keeper”, with 
me…as I keep that question, why is this our problem, with me…  
 
And the question was: 
 
“Is your church prepared to be an object of hate in the community?” 
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I do not think this question was intended to be considered the way I am considering it, with 
theological seriousness. I think it may have been intended to function as a threat – from someone 
who doesn’t understand the power of the church and most certainly not the power of the Holy 
Spirit. From someone who does not understand that Jesus Christ himself was an object of hate.  
 
An object of hate, for caring for the least among us, for making this our problem? 
 
That is not a question I can answer – it’s a question we answer. Or maybe it is a question that 
does not have an answer – a question that just hangs there, like Cain’s, in front of God. 
 
Are we prepared to be an object of hate in the community? 
 
To which I like to ask another question: Is that the world we live in? Is that really our 
community? 
 
My mind has taken these questions – “am I my brother’s keeper?”, “why is this my problem?”, 
“is your church prepared to be an object of hate?”, “is that the world we live in?”– my mind has 
taken these questions and is now asking another perhaps, more helpful question for us to 
consider as a faith community, perhaps a question I will ask for the rest of my life. 
 
And here it is: 
 
How do we continue to spiritually form and sustain people who know that they are indeed to 
care for their siblings, who know that it is all of our problem, who know that living out our faith 
and the call of God might mean serious hardships and feelings of hatred against us? 
 
How do we continue to spiritually form people and sustain people in doing this work even when 
others are loudly asking that they do not do the work. Even when others, out of their own fear 
and privilege, are trying their best to ensure that we do not. Even when others in their deep fear, 
fear my friends, it’s all fear, even when others in their fear, make us think that for a moment, 
some of us are beloved children of God and some of us are not.  
 
How do we continue to form people who do not even ask, am I my brother keeper, because it is 
known and assumed and part of the fabric of who they are that they must care for their brothers 
and sisters and siblings? Who instead ask, “What can we do? What can we do to help?”  
 
People who know that we are all jumbled up together – angry neighbors, homeless drug addicts, 
you sitting there and me, up here– that we are all jumbled up together and held in the love of 
God.  
 
It has not been lost on me that two of people from our congregation who have been passionately 
involved in these issues related to homelessness in Saratoga over the last few weeks were both 
raised in this church. They were both baptized here decades ago. They have been formed with an 
identity that knows if you are a person of faith, you do things to serve others, even when it is 
difficult and there are no answers just more questions.  



	 4	

 
And so my friends we are walking through a land of questions right now. Important questions. 
Some that may or may not have an answer. Some that we live our lives by and some of which we 
are afraid.  
 
And sometimes the best answer to a question is silence, or a story, or a song, or poem. And so 
today I’m going to close by sharing with you the closest an answer to anything that I have gotten 
recently.  
 
A poem by Naomi Shihab Nye, born in the 1950s to a Palestinian father and an American 
mother, raised in both Palestine and Texas. She writes this poem, entitled Kindness: 
 
Before you know what kindness really is 
you must lose things, 
feel the future dissolve in a moment 
like salt in a weakened broth. 
What you held in your hand, 
what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 
how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness. 
How you ride and ride 
thinking the bus will never stop, 
the passengers eating maize and chicken 
will stare out the window forever. 

Before you learn the tender gravity of kindness, 
you must travel where the Indian in a white poncho 
lies dead by the side of the road. 
You must see how this could be you, 
how he too was someone 
who journeyed through the night with plans 
and the simple breath that kept him alive. 

Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 
you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing. 
You must wake up with sorrow. 
You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 
and you see the size of the cloth. 

Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore, 
only kindness that ties your shoes 
and sends you out into the day to mail letters and purchase bread, 
only kindness that raises its head 
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from the crowd of the world to say 
It is I you have been looking for, 
and then goes with you everywhere 
like a shadow or a friend. 

 
 


