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INTRODUCTION




The tragic tale of the brothers Cain and Abel comprises just sixteen verses of the
biblical book of Genesis. But those sixteen verses witness births, the taking on
of occupations, sacrificial offerings, and the first experience of death. An interweaving of
prose and poetry tells the story of the Torah’s original siblings, how the rejection of one
and the jealous anger that flowed from it resulted in the first murder. Before we can utter
the words ‘sibling rivalry,” the dynamic has risen to a pitch so feverish that it ends in
fratricide. Stunned both by its suddenness and the absence of explanation, we read with
bated breath to discover how the omniscient, omnipotent God reacts to the crime of
murder, to see if the perpetrator confesses and repents, and to gauge his response to the
punishment decreed against him.

Sixteen verses changed everything. But their striking brevity has left us with more
questions than answers. Were Cain and Abel twins? If the human race developed from
them, were there females born with them as well? What is the meaning, tone, and
intention of Eve’s cryptic explanation for Cain’s name? Why is there an etymology for
Cain’s name and none for Abel’s? What is the significance of their respective
occupations? Why was the offering of one accepted while that of the other was rejected?
What was Cain’s reason or motive for killing his brother? What did Cain say to his
brother before he killed him? Why did Cain answer God’s question with a question of his
own? What does it mean that the blood of Abel cried out to God and why is it written in
the Hebrew in the plural form? What is the nature of the curse of the ground levied by
God against Cain? Is Cain’s response one of repentance? Complaint? A plea bargain? If

no one else is in the world, of whom or what does Cain fear for his life? What is the mark




God places upon Cain, and what is its purpose? In sum, our challenge is to try to
understand the core natures of Cain and Abel from the perspective of the rabbis of the
Midrash.

Surely these questions have been asked by readers of the biblical text since its
redaction. The intrigue and curiosity that has endured through modern scholarship led me
to wonder how the rabbis of the Midrash answered those questions, and how, if at all, the
socio-historical context in which they lived affected the suppositions they put forth. Thus,
we will explore in the following essay the wide range of theories and interpretations
suggested by the writers of Midrash in their attempts to answer the questions above.

The process I followed began with the biblical text itself, a complete immersion
into those sixteen verses in order to know them inside and out, and to formulate our own
questions— regarding what is found in the text as well as what is conspicuously absent.
Once there was an established familiarity and comfort level with the original text, I studied
modern scholarship on Cain and Abel. Chronologically the primary sources for modern
biblical criticism I consulted were Umberto Cassuto, Gerhard von Rad, Robert Davidson,
Claus Westerman, Gordon Wenham, and Nahum Sarna. It is fascinating that not only are
the questions they raise inherently the same, but also that they draw us no closer to clear
answers to these questions. In fact, with the impressive scope of modern scholarship
providing yet greater possibilities, it would seem that we are actually farther from
consensus than were the rabbis of the Midrash.

Then I began to turn to the midrashim themselves. In reviewing those questions

articulated above, it became clear that we could attain an accurate understanding of the




rabbis’ answers to them by choosing select key verses from the biblical narrative. Asa
result, I chose not to focus on Genesis 4:5b, where, according to the JPS translation,
“Cain was much distressed and his face fell.” In 4:6-7, God warns Cain in poetic form
that, while sin waits at the door, the choice is entirely his whether he resists or succumbs
to it. From the suddenly artistic rendering and bizarre grammatical formulation of the
address, these two verses alone could be the subject of a lengthy essay. For our scope and
purposes here, we have chosen not to examine midrashim connected to these verses.

For the remaining verses in the section, we examined the rabbinic verse anthology,
Ha-Torah ha-Ketuvah ve-ha-Mesurah. This source lists by verse where and in which
compilations one can find midrashim that cite or deal with the particular verse. Having
gathered all potentially relevant midrashic traditions, [ then followed up with research in
more than thirty midrashic sources ranging from the Intertestamental Period to the
medieval anthologies to see how the rabbis over time answered the questions posed above,
and found that most of their answers fall into one of six broad categories, which are the
chapter headings for this essay.

In the first chapter, we will discuss the nature of the births of Cain and Abel. We
shall see the differing opinions over whether the brothers are twins or not, as well as the
notion that twin sisters were born with each. There are also varying ideas as to the
inherent nature of each character which were noticeable from the moment of their birth.
The end of the chapter deals with Eve’s enigmatic phrase uttered upon the birth of

Cain—what it means and how, if at all, it connects to the tale that follows.

! Aaron Hyman, Ha-Torah ha-Ketuvah ve-ha-Mesurah (Tel Aviv: Devir, 1979).




The second chapter focuses on the occupations of the brothers—Cain a farmer,
Abel a shepherd—to see what symbolism or significance the rabbis find in their respective
professions. Also adding to this discussion is whether or not they chose their occupational
paths or if they came to them by happenstance or some other route. Intimately connected
with their jobs are the offerings they bring to God, and we will explore the reasons given
for why Abel’s was accepted and Cain’s was rejected.

The murder of Abel itself is the topic of the third chapter. Before Cain rises up to
kill his brother, the biblical text states that something was said by him to Abel, but the text
never tells us exactly what. Here, the rabbis propose a myriad of theories about the
conversation and subsequent quarrel between them which ends in fratricide, which then
leads to the natural question of whether it was premeditated or an act of manslaughter.
They also discuss to a limited degree what the murder weapon was.

In the fourth and longest chapter, we explore the aftermath of murder. God
confronts Cain by first asking him where his brother is, and the rabbis take varying
approaches as to the significance of God’s question. We will see how they interpret the
blood crying out to God, and what exactly the curse of the ground means. We then
indulge in a lengthy discussion of Cain’s words, “Gadol avoni mineso,” translated in the
JPS Torah as, “My punishment is too great to bear,” the degree to which the utterance is
considered a sign of repentance, and if the punishment decreed by God provides any
insight into the debate over the meaning of the phrase. The end of the chapter focuses on
the rabbis’ perception of the final judgment of Cain, as a response to there being no report

of his death within the biblical text.
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The fifth chapter enters into the conversation among the rabbis as to the nature and
purpose of the mark placed upon Cain by God. Cain expresses a profound fear of being
killed in an act of revenge against him, but the text is unclear as to whom or what is the
source of his fear. God’s mark may be positive as a symbol of divine protection, negative
as some sort of label for his crime, or perhaps a measure of both. .

Our sixth and final chapter deals with the typological understanding of Cain and
Abel throughout the midrashim. As the first born humans, perhaps their symbolism carries
much deeper significance than might be discovered through a psychological investigation
of the individual characters. We will see the rabbis posit overarching, highly generalized
statements concerning the nature of their descendants and their responsibility for certain

indelible human characteristics.




CHAPTER 1I:

THE BIRTH OF CAIN AND ABEL




In analyzing the symbolic nature of Cain and Abel, it is natural to begin with an
exploration of the circumstances surrounding their birth. The paucity of detailed
information in the biblical text engenders several questions: Were Cain and Abel twins?
Were there other siblings born with them, either simuitaneously or afterwards? What are
the meanings of the names ‘Cain’ and ‘Abel’? What can we learn from the texts regarding
the nature of each character? And just what is the intention of Eve in uttering the cryptic
Hebrew phrase of Genesis 4:1, “Qaniti ish et Adonai,” translated in the JPS edition as, “I

have acquired a male child with the help of God”?

A. Twinning and Twin Sisters

The first of many major disagreements regarding Cain and Abel pertains to their
actual physical birth, In the Book of Jubilees, a pseudepigraphic work dating back to the
second century BCE and a seemingly proto-Rabbinic text, the brothers are not seen as
twins. The book is based on the biblical text, but often departs significantly from it,
written in the form of a first-person monologue of the angel of the ‘Divine Presence.’ It
serves to retell and historically date the stories of the biblical text through a counting
system where each jubilee consists of seven ‘weeks’ of years. Using this system, we read
in Chapter 4:1,

And in the third week in the second jubilee, {Eve] bore Cain.

And in the fourth she bore Abel. And in the fifth she bore 'Awan,

his daughter.

Here, as opposed to the biblical text, it is abundantly clear that Cain and Abel are not




twins, and that there was a separate daughter.

We see similar interpretation in the works of Flavius Josephus, who lived in
Roman Palestine in the first century CE and composed “perhaps the most significant extra-
biblical writings of the first century.”? In his Antiquities of the Jews, Josephus informs us,

Adam and Eve had two sons; the elder of them was named
Cain...the younger was Abel... They had also daughters.’

While his delineation of an elder and a younger does not necessarily preclude that they are
twins, the fact that they are not explicitly presented as such illustrates Josephus’
conviction that they were not twins. If they had been and it had been important to the
story, Josephus would have told us so.

Another important pseudepigraphic work is the Life of Adam and Eve, composed
between the years of 100 BCE and 200 CE, with variations between in its Latin form as
Vita Adae et Evae and its Greek form as The Apocalypse of Moses. In Vita, Cain is born
in Chapter 21, and not until 23:1 do we read, “For Eve later conceived and bore a son,
whose name was Abel.” Once again, the text describes the births of Cain and Abel as two
separate incidents, rather than a birth of twins.

But this seems to be the minority opinion among the midrashim. Even the
Apocalypse of Moses, the co-eval work to Vita itself, disagrees. We read in 1:3, “Eve
conceived and bore two sons,” so that there is one conception and one birth, resulting in

twin boys. The Babylonian Talmud dives fully into the conversation in BT Yevamot 62a,

2 Whiston, William, trans, The Works of Josephus (Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson
Publishers, Inc., 1987) ix.

3 Book 1, Chapter 2, 52.
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where the Rabbis argue over the proper fulfillment of the commandment to “be fruitful and
multiply” from Genesis 1:28. Beit Hillel argues that a man fulfills the commandment by
producing a male and a female child, citing “male and female God created them” from
Genesis 1:27.* Beit Shammai refers to the birth of Cain and Abel, where the introduction
of their names is preceded by the Hebrew word ef. This proves that the commandment is
fulfilled by producing two males and two females, based on the fact that the inclusive

particle ‘et’ before each name implies that each was created with a twin sister. The rabbis

argue:

Rav Huna said: What is the rationale [behind the view]
that R. Nassan [stated] according to Beit Shammai? It is written,
V’ha-adam yada et Hava ishto va-tahar va-teled et Kayin...Vatosef
laledet et ahiv et Hevel, [Each occurrence of the Hebrew word et
alludes to a twin sister. Thus, Adam and Eve’s children were two
males and two females:] Abel and his [twin] sister, and Cain and
his [twin] sister. And it is written, [later, after Abel’s death, that
Eve gave birth to another son, Seth, and said:] “for God has
provided me with another child in place of Abel, for Cain has
killed him.” However, the Rabbis [say that Eve was not speaking in
reference to the mitzvah of procreation. Rather,] she was [simply]
expressing her gratitude [to God for providing her with another
child after she had lost one].

The view presented here is that there were two males and two females born to Adam and
Eve, the first people, so that this becomes the model for fulfilling the commandment. Beit

Shammai attempts to bolster its proof with the words uttered by Eve following the birth of

“In the interest of gender neutrality concerning God, all references to God as masculine
have either been edited or removed completely. This verse, for example, is translated in
most sources as, “male and female He created them.” In places where the original text
reads, “The Holy One, blessed be He,” the latter part has been omitted. Also, in editions
in which the translation of the biblical text appears in Old English, we have rendered it
here in modern idiomatic English.
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Seth in Genesis 4:25, whom we are told is provided by God “in place of Abel, for Cain
had killed him.” They interpret the verse to mean that Seth was a necessary replacement
because fulfillment of the commandment required two children of each gender. But the
Rabbis rule with Beit Hillel, who interpret the verse as Eve expressing gratitude to God,
rather than indicative of halakhah. While the schools disagree in the end over the halakhic
significance of the verse, the notion not only that Cain and Abel were twins, but that they
were born each with twin sisters of their own, seems to be the consensus among both
groups.

This notion is also assumed later in Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer, a Narrative Midrash
composed in the land of Israel, dating back to the first half of the eighth century. In
Chapter 21, the text reads, “Rabbi Miasha said: Cain was born and his twin sister with
him.” It also appears in later sources, like Aggadat Bereshit, an aggadic homiletical
midrash from the tenth century. The introductory chapter of MS Oxford 2340 reads,
“Were not Cain and his sister and Abel and his sister born to him twenty-three years after
the creation of the world?”

Bereshit Rabbah, a watershed work of midrash compiled in the land of Israel and

dated to approximately the 5" century CE, starts with the notion introduced by the

Gerald Friedlander’s translation, (New York: Hermon Press, 1970, 152) takes into
account variant editions of the Hebrew text. His translation is based on an edition that
reads, ‘Cain was born, and his wife, his twin sister, with him’ but has a footnote that says,
““his wife”” does not occur in the first editions.” Our Hebrew text, based on the 1852
Warsaw edition does not have the corresponding words, so we have omitted them from
the translation. Unless otherwise noted, we have quoted from the Friedlander translation.

See also Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 4:1 and Yalkut Shim‘oni Part I, Remez 35.
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Babylonian Talmud and takes it a step further., Whereas the Talmud infers that a twin
sister is born with both Cain and Abel! because the word ef preceded their names, the
writers of Bereshit Rabbah deduce that Abel was born with fwo twin sisters because the
biblical text reads, “Vatosef laledet et ahiv, et Hevel” If the occurrence of ef implies a
twin sister, there are two instances of the word before Abel’s name is first mentioned. In
BR 22:2 we read,
R. Eleazar b. 'Azariah said: Three wonders were performed
on that day: on that very day they were created, on that very day
they cohabited, and on that very day they produced offspring.
R. Joshua b. Korhah said: Only two entered the bed, and seven left
it: Cain and his twin sister, Abel and his two twin sisters.”
The very next midrash in Bereshit Rabbah 22:3, explains how the Hebrew vatosef “implies
an additional birth, but not an additional pregnancy.”®
BR 61:4 expands on this idea: *
Bar Kappara said: The addition granted by the Holy One
exceeds the principal. Cain was the principal, yet since Abel is
recorded as an addition (vatosef), he was born together with two
twin sisters.
In this example, Bar Kappara supports his opinion with other examples where the addition

exceeds the principal, like in the case of Joseph and Benjamin, the latter of whom had ten

sons, and Er and Shelah, the latter of whom produced ten courts of law.

7 Midrash ha-Gadol to Genesis 4:2 changes Bereshit Rabbah 22:2 to fit the Talmudic
explanation of one twin each: ‘R. Judah b. Petirah says that on that day each was born
with one twin, two went into bed, six came out.’

8 See also Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer Chapter 21 and Yalkut Shim‘oni Part I, remez 35.
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B. The Meaning of Their Names

Next we turn to the nature of Cain and Abel at their birth, as well as the meaning
of each of their names. In Vita Adae et Evae 20-21, Eve experiences an extremely
difficult and painful pregnancy as she carries Cain in her womb. Since Adam is described
in the work as perfect in virtue and she is portrayed as “morally weak, but not wicked,”
we read of her saying to Adam:

“And now implore God for me to hear you and to have
regard for me and free me from my most awful pains.” And Adam
prayed to God for Eve. And behold, twelve angels and two
other divine beings came and stood to the right and to the left of
Eve. And Michael stood to the right and touched her from her face
to the breast and said to Eve, “Blessed are you, Eve, because of
Adam. Since his prayers and utterances are many, I am sent to you
that you might receive our help. Now rise and make ready to give
birth.” And she bore a son, and he was lustrous. And at once the
infant rose, ran, and brought in his hands a reed and gave it to his
mother. And his name was Cain.

Thus we see that the explanation for Cain’s name (Qayin) is that he immediately runs off
and brings a reed (Heb. ganeh) to his mother. When Abel is bom, as in the biblical text,
there is no explanation given for his name. In the Apocalypse of Moses, the two sons born
to Eve are “Diaphotos called Cain, and Amilabes called Abel.” While the text itself

provides no explanation for either name, the Charlesworth edition of the Old Testament

® Jacob Licht, “Book of the Life of Adam and Eve,” Encyclopedia Judaica, ed. Michael
Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik. Vol. 1, 2™ ed. (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007),
377-378.
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Pseudepigrapha posits its own conjectures. One suggestion is that the name Qayin is
linked to ‘Kaiwan,’ the Greek name for the planet Saturn, so named because of its shining,
lustrous quality. Another suggestion is that Diaphotos is related to the Greek word for
‘planter’ and that Amilabes may be related to a word meaning “keeper of sheep.”*°

Then there are the works of Philo Judaeus, Jewish exegete and philosopher of
tremendous significance for Jewish Hellenism and early Christianity who lived in
Alexandria from 20-50 CE. In his essay entitled The Sacrifices of Abel and Cain,"' Philo

444

explains how Cain means “‘possession,’ from his appearing [to himself] to possess all
things.” This links his name to the Hebrew root kuf-nun-hei, meaning ‘to acquire’ or
‘possess,” and eventually ‘buy’ in modern Hebrew. He has no concept of or appreciation
for a God who is the creator and owner of the whole world and everything in it; in his
narrow view, he assumes that all he has acquired is a result of his own actions. He is in
direct contrast to Abel, whose name means “referring to God,” as in, he credits God and
God alone for everything he has and everything he is. We will discuss this further in
Chapters 2, 3, and 6 of this essay.

Josephus also explains the etymology of Cain through the connection to the
Hebrew root for ‘possession.” But here, rather than look backward at what he feels he has

gained for himself in the past, Josephus explains that his name is reflective of a general

attitude of Cain, because Cain is “wholly intent upon obtaining.” Acquisition of as much

1° James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Apocalypse of Moses, (Garden City, New York:
Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1985): 267.

" The titles of the works of Philo are suggested in the Yonge translation used for
composition of this essay.
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as possible is the core of who Cain is, and this is very much in line with what we shall see
in discussing the murder of Abel as well as how the rabbis treat his character. On the
other hand, for Josephus, Abel’s name means ‘sorrow,’ as though his very moniker
foreshadows his untimely and horrific end.

Sefer ha-Yashar, an aggadic collection of the late 11* century, also explains in
1:13 that Cain’s name has to do with acquisition, but here it refers to Eve acquiring a son
of her own. This is clearly an explanation of Eve’s words, “Qaniti ish et Adonai,” where
the name Cain ‘implies acquiring a son with God’s help.” The name Abel (Hevel in
Hebrew) is defined as “‘nothing,” as if to say we came with nothing and we shall leave this
earth with nothing.’'> While a foreshadowing of events to come, like in Josephus, can be
deduced here, Sefer ha-Yashar seems to have a larger, perhaps grandiose message in
mind. This is very much in the same vein as Ecclesiastes 1:2 and throughout the book,
where the repetition of the same Hebrew word Aevel emphasizes the ephemeral nature of
life and the futility of amassing wealth and possessions as represented in the name of
Qayin. Seen in this light, Abel’s name is perhaps both a comment on the nature of Cain
and a linguistic intimation to the fate of Abel.

Midrash Aggadah, a 12% century European midrashic collection, connects the
name of Cain back to his mother, but more so than the notion of acquiring, it plays on
another possible definition of the same Hebrew root (ganah) that means ‘to create.” More

on this as well in the following section regarding Eve’s words of response. Like Sefer ha-

2 The translation of Sefer ha-Yashar we use here calls the characters ‘Kayin’ and ‘Hevel,’
which we have changed to English names for the sake of uniformity of the essay.
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Yashar, Midrash Aggadah defines Abel’s name to mean ‘nothing,’ but here the reason is
given, “because he was born for nothing, [meaning] that he had no descendants.”*

The interpretation of Midrash ha-Gadol, a 14® century Yemenite compilation of
rabbinic texts, continues the interpretive approach of Josephus, whereby the names given
to the characters serve to foreshadow the irrespective fates. In response to Genesis 4:1,
Cain is “named for his end, because in the end he was g ‘ayin, as nothingness.” Abel is
also named for his end, also nothingness, but there is an inherent difference in the Hebrew
words chosen. Ayin has more of a sense of purposelessness, of a void, like the rabbinic
concept of yesh me ‘ayin, that is to say, creatio ex nihilo, ‘something from nothing.’ In
this vein, his existence was one of such negative implications that the world would have
been a better place had Cain never existed. Abel’s name, Hevel, carries with it a powerful
image suggested by other translations—breath’ or ‘mist—of something that was there,
ephemerally in existence, yet is no more. The midrash continues, “The world was not built
from either of them,” meaning that between the murderer and the murdered, nothing

positive in the world ever came of them.

C. Eve’s Exclamation

Lastly, we turn to the enigmatic utterance of Eve, when she says, “Qaniti ish et

Adonai,” translated in the JPS edition as “T have gained a male child with the help of

13 Midrash Lekah Tov, Midrash Aggadah, Midrash ha-Gadol, Aggadat Shir haShirim, and
Bereshit Rabbati were all unavailable in English translation, so that when these works are
translated, they are my translations.
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God.” We have already seen the challenges encountered in defining the root of the verb
qaniti-whether having to do with ‘possess,’ ‘acquire,” or ‘create.” But each word in the
phrase causes tremendous difficulty for the reader. The second word, ish, means ‘man,’
raising the question of why Eve’s exclamation would use this word when a word referring
to a child; yeled, meaning ‘boy,” would seem to be much more logical. In fact, most
modern translations, unsure of the best way of translation, choose like JPS to render ish
as a ‘male child.’

Targum Onkelos, a 2™ century CE translation of the Tanakh into Aramaic,
translates this quotation from 4:1 as “qaniti guvra,” where guvra also represents the
deliberate choice of another word signifying ‘man,’ rather than ‘boy,’ i.e., “I have gained a
man.” Onkelos was likely a significant source for midrashim where this expression is
interpreted to mean that Eve feels she has acquired or gained power over her husband
with the birth of a child with him. Bereshit Rabbah 22:2 reads,

R. Isaac said: When a woman sees that she has children,
she exclaims, “Behold, my husband is now my possession.”

This becomes for the rabbis a satisfactory explanation for the use of the confusing word
ish, where a word signifying a child would be more palatable.'*

Another perspective on this phrase is that Eve is crying out to God in exuitation at
the miracle of birth. This appears to be the case in Targum Neofiti, another Aramaic
translation of the Tanakh, but dated by most contemporary scholars to approximately the

4" century CE. Rather than the active ganiti, Neofiti renders “Yityahev Ii”” which means,

4 See also Yalkut Shim‘oni Part I, remez 35.
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“I have been given.”"* The text also replaces the loaded word is# with bar, which is
Aramaic for ‘son,” a more logical choice considering the context,

Continuing in this vein, Midrash ha-Gadol, though unable to change the active verb
qaniti, also represents the feeling of celebration and gratitude towards God for the gift of
birth. It does so by providing a meaning of the literally untranslatable Hebrew word ez, a
task made almost impossibly more complicated by the fact that it is directly connected to
the name of God. The explanation assumes the definition of the verb as ‘I have acquired,’
as others have, and addresses the challenge by suggesting that e means » ’eit, as in ‘from,’
an emendation to the text proposed by many modern biblical scholars like Gerhard von
Rad, Claus Westerman, and Gordon Wenham.'® A later part of Bereshit Rabbah 22:2 tells
of the teaching of Nahum of Ginzo, that “every akh and rak is a limitation, while every ez
and gam is an extension.” Midrash Lekah Tov, a late 11® century work by Tobias ben
Eliezer of the Balkans, expands on the ef based on this teaching, explaining Eve’s words
to mean, “In the past, man was created from earth, and Eve was created from man, but

from this moment on, it is in our image and likeness.”"” At first satisfying, this explanation

15 Martin McNamara, trans., ed., Targum Neofiti 1. Genesis (Collegeville, Minnesota: The
Liturgical Press, 1987), 86. This translation, to which we refer throughout this essay,
translates, ‘I acquired a man with God,’ as seen elsewhere in relation to other Hebrew or
Aramaic texts. But here, we have chosen what seems to be a more appropriate rendering
of this verb in its hit ‘pa‘el, or reflexive sense, especially coupled with the prepositional
phrase /i, ‘to me.’

16 See Gerhard von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary, trans. John H. Marks (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1972); Claus Westermann, Genesis, trans. John J. Scullion
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1984); Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis (Waco:
Word Books, 1987).

7 See also Yalkut Shim‘oni Part I, remez 35.
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upon second glance raises perhaps more questions than it answers. In one stream of
interpretation, it could be read as an appreciation of partnership, that it was done “with the
help of God” and thereby a greater number of participants than were involved in past
creations. On the other hand, it could also be read as a statement of incredible hubris,
either of equating herself with God because she and Adam can create as God does, or
worse, that she surpasses God in her ability to create life; that God has somehow been
rendered obsolete now that she and Adam have the creative power in their grasp.

Midrash Aggadah seems to understand the difficulty faced here, and goes further in
its reading of the text to explain that, though God alone had created Adam and then Eve,
now the creation of human life is a joint effort of God and humanity. The text reads,

The formation and limbs are from the coming together of
me and my husband, and the soul is from God.

The physical body of a human may be the direct result of the incredible procreative powers
of people, but the spark that makes them living, breathing beings comes only from God,
calling to mind the image of Ezekiel 37:1-3 and the valley of the bones.

A final, remarkably different explanation of the utterance of Eve is from Pirkei
d’Rabbi Eliezer. In Chapter 21, we are told that

(Sammael/Satan) riding on the serpent came to her, and
she conceived.”® And she saw his [Cain's] likeness that it was not

'8 Sammael is the incarnation of evil. The difficulty in translating this phrase is posed by
the presence of a verb meaning ‘riding on’ without explicit mention of someone or
something performing the action. For Friedlander, the context of the story combined with
this grammatical problem leads him to believe that Sammael or Satan is the implied subject
of the sentence despite its lack of explicit mention. In other places where this story is
adopted, like Yalkut Shim‘oni Part I, remez 35 and Midrash ha-Gadol to Genesis 4:1, the
Hebrew has been smoothed over so that the snake itself is the subject. But since the
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of the earthly beings, but of the heavenly beings, and she
prophesied: “I have gotten a man with God. "

Here, Eve believes she had given birth to an angel of God. This is very much in line with
the description presented in Vita Adae et Evae of a child born ‘lustrous’ and with
extraordinary talents right away. It also may have lent its meaning to the interpretation of
Midrash ha-Gadol, that the child Cain was ‘from God.” More significantly, the text from
Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer provides us with a pictorialization of Cain’s core as the literal

incarnation of evil and as well as an explanation for his killing of Abel.

serpent is the incarnation of Sammael , the effect of the story is the same,
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CHAPTER 2:

THEIR OCCUPATIONS AND OFFERINGS
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Now that we have explored the origins and names of Cain and Abel, we move into
an exploration of midrashic treatment of their occupations and offerings before God.
Genesis 4:2b tells us that, “Abel became a keeper of sheep, and Cain became a tiller of the
soil.” What is the significance of Abel being a shepherd? Why does it mean that Cainis a
farmer? Why did they gravitate to these professions? What were the offerings brought to
God by each, how were they brought, and what can they teach us about each character?
Why was one offering accepted and the other not? How did they know that their offering

was or was not accepted?

A. The Occupations

We begin with a discussion of the occupations of Cain and Abel, and first look at
the writings of Philo. From his philosophical perspective, it is significant that Cain works
with inanimate objects, the ground and its crops, because Cain displays no regard for
living things, as we can infer from the opposite statements regarding Abel which we will
mention later in this section. Representative of the type of person solely focused on the
here-and-now, Cain assumes credit for everything he has and does, as we saw in Philo’s
explanation in The Sacrifices of Abel and Cain that Cain’s name stems from “his
appearing to possess all things.” As a result, he views the soil he works as his, rather than
belonging to God. But Philo, unlike the writers of later midrashim which we wili explore,
has no fundamental issue with the occupation of farming. Philo’s understanding of the

biblical text is that Cain does not become a ‘farmer,’ but a ‘cultivator of the earth.” In his
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Treatise, The Worse Attacks the Better, he explains the difference:
For every farmer is an artist, because farming is an art.

But any of the common people are cultivators of the earth, giving

their service to provide themselves with necessaries, without any

skill. These men, then, as they have no superintendent in all that

they do, do much harm; and whatever they do well they do by

chance, and not in accordance with reason. But the works of

Jfarmers, which are performed according to knowledge, are all of

them, of necessity, useful.

For Philo, what distinguishes between these categories of men is having a ‘superintendent’
of some sort, the acknowledgment of something larger than the self whose forces are at
work, namely God. The fact that Cain has no regard for or recognition of God places him
in the category of ‘cultivator of the earth’ and makes a concrete statement about the
godless nature at the core of Cain. In section 112, Philo sums up, “Very clearly therefore
is the good man thus shown to be a farmer, and the bad man to be only a cultivator of the
land.”

Abel, on the other hand, works with living things, because working with and for
the common good of all of God’s creatures is a more direct way to commune with God
and show appreciation for everything God has bestowed. The value of the shepherd lies in
his ability to effect change, both externally upon the world and internally upon himself.
Externally, the shepherd brings comfort to creatures, both through his individual actions
and by gathering them into flocks with others of its kind. Furthermore, Philo sees
shepherding as a natural precursor to kingship, where the goal ideally is to control and

channel the populace towards the greatest good. In his Treatise Sacrifices 46, Abel is

linked with Jacob, another shepherd and another younger twin, when he writes,




Accordingly, Jacob, the practicer of contemplation,
conceiving this to be an employment most closely akin to virtue,
endured ‘to be the shepherd of the flocks of Laban’ (Gen 30:36),
a man wholly devoted to colors and to forms, and in sort, to
lifeless substances.

Where Abel is connected to Jacob, Cain is connected to the wicked Laban, in that both
were consumed by “lifeless substances.”

But the merits of the shepherd are also based on his internal power, by which he
controls his more base and animal instincts in efforts to attain the ultimate perfection of
the soul. In Sacrifices 44-45, Philo speaks to the reader pedagogically:

...and we must always attend to the sovereign powers
before those who are ruled over by them, and to the indigenous and
native sciences before those which are strangers. The mind bearing
this rejects pleasure, and attaches itself to virtue, perceiving its
genuine, and unallayed, and very divine beauty. Then it becomes a
shepherd of sheep, being the charioteer and pilot of the irrational
Jaculties which exist in the soul, ‘not permitting them to be borne
about at random and in an inconsistent manner, without any
superintendent or guide’ (Num 27:17); that they may not fall into a
sort of orphan state, destitute of guardians and protectors, owing to
their want of any allies, in which case they would perish without any
saving hand 1o restrain them.

For Philo then, the shepherd is undoubtedly the highest level of occupation reachable by
humanity.

In Vita Adae et Evae, the occupations undertaken by Cain and Abel are not so
heavily imbued with philosophical or theological significance. In 23:2-4, we read:

And Eve said to Adam, “My lord, while I was sleeping I saw
a vision—as if the blood of our son Abel was in the hand of Cain
(who was) gulping it down in his mouth. That is why I am sad.”
And Adam said, “God forbid that Cain would kill Abel! But let us
separate them from each other and make separate places for them.”
And they made Cain a farmer and Abel a shepherd, that in this way
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they might be separated from each other.”

The story calls to mind the Greek story of Qedipus Rex who, in his desperate attempt to
avoid a foretold disaster, acted in a manner which only ensured its occurrence. Here, the
brothers are given separate occupations by their parents in the hopes that physical
separation will prevent the horrible act from occurring. In the end, though we are never
specifically informed as to why Cain murdered Abel, it occurs immediately following the
above verses, so that the separation was wholly ineffective. But the fact that the
assignment of occupations was a means of separation implies that the specific occupations
were considered by the writers to be diametrically opposite. Furthermore, the
ineffectiveness of the<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>