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2 Samuel 11:26-12:13a
Psalm 78:23-29
John 6:24-35

Let your continual mercy, O Lord, cleanse and defend your Church; and, because it 

cannot continue in safety without your help, protect and govern it always by your good-

ness; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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SERMON

After Cain killed his brother, the Bible recounts possibly the most important question 

in the First Testament.

Then the LORD said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?”
“I don't know,” he replied. “Am I my brother's keeper?”

A very good case can be made, I think, that the remainder of the Bible, from that mo-

ment on, is commentary on Cain's question, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” 

People tend to answer Cain's great question, “No”. God tends to answer, “Yes”. God 

has the advantage here. God can hear the cries of the suffering. We can be awfully hard 

of hearing sometimes though, of course, we do wonderful things sometimes. We help 

support a missionary in Mexico. We donate food to CAReS. That's why I say people 

only “tend” to answer Cain's question with a “No”. Sometimes we do very well!

Despite our good efforts, though, we can be pretty clueless (and I'd suggest “deliber-

ately clueless”) to the suffering of our brothers. That cluelessness allows us to do things 

we would condemn if done by others. That is the point of our story from 2 Samuel to-

day. David thought Bathsheba was all that and more when he spied her bathing from his

rooftop, so first he impregnated her then he widowed her. He must have thought he had 

gotten away with it because the text tells us that after Uriah was out of the picture, 

David sent and brought her to his house, and she became his wife, and 
bore him a son.

Lose any romantic notions about this event. David was the king. If he named 

Bathsheba his wife, she had nothing to say about it. Bathsheba and her dead husband 

were just pawns in a game David was playing for his own amusement and satisfaction. 

He heard neither her husband’s death agonies nor her lamentations for her husband, but 

God heard, and sent Nathan to tell him that we are each given into the hands of our 

brothers and sisters, and are responsible for them. This is not a happy thought for many 

of us, so often we choose not to think about it. That's why I suggested that we are often 

1



deliberately clueless and why the Bible is such a long book — it’s not easy to get people

to focus on Cain’s question. It’s not even easy to get people to focus on the fact that we 

are all children of God and thus all brothers and sisters. We would much rather ignore 

the needs of our divine siblings and assuage our consciences with the idea that God will 

look after the poor and the lost. That's what makes our story from the Gospel so infuri-

ating if you will take the time to read it carefully and in light of Cain's question. 

Since I'm causing trouble here, I'd like to suggest that John's Gospel offers us a sur-

prising commentary on Cain's question. “Surprising” because we generally see only 

what we were taught to see in the multiplication of the loaves -- the message that God 

can do anything. There's value in that reading, but just for today, I want to give you an 

alternative reading, one that touches on Cain's question.

The Jews, for their whole history, have been a people apart. Their customs, their 

covenant with God, make it difficult to integrate both the covenant and the culture in 

which they live. Kashrut, the Jewish dietary laws, make it particularly difficult to assure

that ritually acceptable food will always be available. For this reason, Jews who were 

traveling carried kosher food with them. So it would have been with the 5,000 gathered 

to see Jesus perform miracles, just before our passage today.

The text goes on:

One of his disciples, Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, said to him, ‘There is
a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish. But what are they 
among so many people?’

Indeed! What are five barley loaves and two fish among so many people? That has to 

be the question each person in the crowd was asking themselves as they considered their

own store of kosher food – what is so little among so many? As the five loaves and two 

fish were distributed, I can imagine each person thinking, “If the little boy can share his 

food, I can share a little, too” and adding his mite to the store from his personal bag of 

food until there was plenty and to spare. “Am I my brother’s keeper?”, Cain asked. The 
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people on the grass replied, “Yes”. I’m often told that “Jesus did it all”. I don’t necessar-

ily disagree with the statement, but I find it difficult to embrace the idea that I therefore 

need do nothing. Remarkable things happen when we respond even to so small a gift as 

five loaves and two fish. All are fed. 

In our passage for today, Jesus brings his teaching to bear on Cain’s question.

The next day, when the people who remained after the feeding of the five 
thousand saw that neither Jesus nor his disciples were there, they them-
selves got into the boats and went to Capernaum looking for Jesus.

When they found him on the other side of the sea, they said to him, “Rab-
bi, when did you come here?” Jesus answered them, “Very truly, I tell 
you, you are looking for me, not because you saw signs, but because you 
ate your fill of the loaves. Do not work for the food that perishes, but for 
the food that endures for eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you.

It is in Jesus’ own words, “Very truly, I tell you, you are looking for me, not because 

you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves”, that I find the most convinc-

ing argument that the feeding of the five thousand was a teaching moment on Cain’s 

question. Jesus was correcting those in the crowd who saw Him only as a source of free 

artisan bread. “Don’t look to me to magically solve your problems,” Jesus is saying. 

“You saw what can be accomplished when we give God’s answer to Cain’s question. 

Embrace your brother, and your Father in heaven will assure that all are fed.”

Cain's question is still with us. There are still millions of Americans seeking work, 

but finding none. What is to be done about them divides our people. I’ve heard people 

characterize these Americans as just laying around collecting their unemployment and 

not even trying to find a job. Making this sort of argument is called a “straw man” argu-

ment by those of us in the arguing business. You offer up a negative stereotype that you 

know everyone would agree is a terrible person, then attach your enemy to the stereo-

type. The hope is that the people you are trying to convince will see the stereotype and 

not see the person. When we feel economically insecure and are frightened to reach out 
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to our brothers in need one of the ways we can make ourselves more comfortable is to 

make up a straw man. “Am I my brother’s keeper? No! Look at him sucking up unem-

ployment and not working! Not my responsibility.” Are we our unemployed brother’s 

keeper? Some say, “Yes”. Some say, “No”.

What of those in prison? Paul was in the clink a lot. So are an awful lot of Americans.

Under our current policies, a prisoner is released with the mark of Cain – a felony 

record. Those with the mark of Cain realistically don’t join the ranks of the employed. 

Those with the mark of Cain are also unqualified for government housing. With no 

money and no subsidized housing, just where do they live? How do they feed them-

selves? What are the chances that they will re-offend? Am I my brother’s keeper? Some 

say, “Yes”. Some say, “No”.

What of the working poor? A friend of ours is a restaurant server. Last week, I had 

lunch there. My tab was ten bucks. I tipped 20%, so she made two bucks. What is 

chump change to us is life to others. How many tables does she have to wait on to make

the ten bucks in tips I spent for lunch? Am I my brother’s keeper? Some say, “Yes”. 

Some say, “No”. 

I am convinced that Jesus, by his teaching at the feeding of the five thousand was 

saying, “Yes. To be responsible for your brother is my teaching. It is the Good News 

that if you trust me and reach out to your brothers and sisters, I will see that all are fed.”

 Sometimes, when I look at the suffering the world puts itself through, I get An-

drew-like and say “No matter how hard I try, I’m never going to make a difference. I 

have only five loaves and two fishes while millions suffer. What is so little among so 

many?” But is it really a question of not having the resources? The money is there. We 

all have a little bag of kosher food. All we need do is to embrace the right answer to 

Cain’s question.

AMEN
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BENEDICTION

I want to remind you of David's harsh judgment of the rich man who had slaugh-

tered the ewe lamb of the poor man.

Then David’s anger was greatly kindled against the man. He said to 
Nathan, “As the LORD lives, the man who has done this deserves to die; 
he shall restore the lamb fourfold, because he did this thing, and because 
he had no pity.”

“The man who has done this deserves to die." I am reminded of the famous words of

St. Basil of Caesarea1,

The bread that you store up belongs to the hungry; the coat 
that lies in your chest belongs to the naked; the gold that you 
have hidden in the ground belongs to the poor.

Jesus offered teaching, not suggestions.

1 Also called Saint Basil the Great (329 or 330 – January 1 or 2, 379), was the Greek bishop of Caesarea Mazaca in Cap-
padocia, Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey). He was an influential theologian who supported the Nicene Creed and op-
posed the heresies of the early Christian church. In addition to his work as a theologian, Basil was known for his care of
the poor and underprivileged.
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2015 J. Stewart Schneider
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