Genesis 4:1-17 is the focus for this summary of two academic journal articles, together with my own fresh reflections. From the story of Cain and Abel, Greenberger’s[footnoteRef:1] traditional narrative textual analysis supports her professional medical interest into the relationship between Scripture and medical ethics within a Jewish environment, exploring here ‘the process and consequences of human mismanagement of unexpected rejection’[footnoteRef:2]. González[footnoteRef:3] contributes to ‘decentering’[footnoteRef:4] dominant traditional interpretations of scripture with a Christian semiotic analysis focusing on 4:4, Cain’s murder of Abel, through artists’ eyes.  [1:  Chaya Greenberger, ‘Cain and Abel: Mis(Managing) Rejection and Unmet Expectations’, Jewish Bible Quarterly 44, no. 2 (April 2016): 116–24.]  [2:  Greenberger, ' Cain and Abel', 116.]  [3:  Julián Andrés González Holguin, ‘Painted Eroticism: Sex and Death in Cain and Abel’s Story’, Biblical Interpretation 29, no. 1 (9 October 2020): 1–24, https://doi.org/10.1163/15685152-00284P01.]  [4:  González Holguin, ‘Painted Eroticism: Sex and Death in Cain and Abel’s Story’, 3.] 


Greenberger first studies how objective decision-making before the Fall (Genesis 3) moves into the novel, lived post-Eden experience of moral choices. God’s provision of opportunities to master one’s emotions, however, brings possibility of flawed moral decision-making, Cain, Adam and Eve’s firstborn son, being the first ‘challenged by this new reality’[footnoteRef:5]. Greenberger explores the contrasting nature of the brothers, commenting on naming, physique, roles and perceived status of the first-born. Nuances and emphasis of text point to Cain’s flawed reasoning that God values Abel over himself[footnoteRef:6], diverting personal responsibility for his actions away from himself and towards God. Greenberger seems to cast a medical professional’s eye over the text, questioning the absence of human support mechanisms. Adam and Eve struggling to cope with their new feelings and inability to provide necessary support[footnoteRef:7]arouse questions surrounding some modern parenting issues. Greenberger affirms God’s constancy of support as father and spiritual reflector/mentor, calling Cain to explore and understand the apparent rejection and then master his own emotions – as well as potential rejection of the invitation and resultant moral deterioration.  [5:  Greenberger, ‘Cain and Abel', 116.]  [6:  Greenberger, ‘Cain and Abel', 117.]  [7:  Greenberger, ‘Cain and Abel', 119.] 


Recognising the relationship between good moral choices, reward and the ability to do right places modern mental health approaches into a clear scriptural context. The lesson to be learnt is that ‘man after Eden is capable of and expected to behave morally’[footnoteRef:8]. God is gracious and loving, punishing Cain justly. Cain can develop a fresh self-worth, ‘not for what he owns, but for what he is’[footnoteRef:9].  [8:  Greenberger, ‘Cain and Abel', 119.]  [9:  Greenberger, ' Cain and Abel', 120.] 


God’s price, a constant reminder of the crime, is the protective mark of Cain, which ‘paradoxically uncovers his act for all to see and scorn’[footnoteRef:10]. The consequences of Cain’s act embed its immoral nature, which society will bear for ever. Through building a city in honour of his son, Cain begins restitution of himself by building a future for others, with a universal, timeless message.  [10:  Greenberger, ' Cain and Abel', 120.] 


All individuals encountering first-time serious confrontation between the avoidable conflict and moral choices that face Cain’s dilemma but all must find ways of resolving. Personal rejection blinds people to potential sources of support, including God. Hope and support from God are always present to enable amendment for wrong choices. Rebuilding one’s life for future positive outcomes is always possible, but, however hard we try, the future is beyond our personal control, as Lamlech’s crime (Gen. 4:19-24) illustrates. Society can only provide a framework and culture to enable good moral living and necessary support when people lapse. In the end, no-one is immune from a fall from grace; ‘ultimately, every individual stands alone in confronting his moral challenges’[footnoteRef:11], a theme picked up in the article by González. [11:  Greenberger, ‘Cain and Abel', 123.] 


Noting Renaissance interest in eroticism and death, González applies semiotic analysis to Genesis 4:1-17 through four carefully selected images of the crucial moment of Cain’s killing of Abel (4:4): Dürer (1511), Harmensz (c.1590), Crespi (c.1618) and Falguière (1876). After discussing the meaning of religion, González adopts Bataille’s definition: “the search for the lost intimacy”[footnoteRef:12]. Erotic activity is a way of attaining that intimacy. [12:  Georges Bataille, Theory of Religion (New York: Zone Books, 1989), 56.] 


Scripture gives little contextual support about character or setting, which, González argues, gives free rein to the artist. His first section considers ‘Abel’s Death[footnoteRef:13]: Erotic Ambiguity’[footnoteRef:14] seen through 15th/16th century artists’ eyes. Each artist invites viewers to share his own visualisations, evoking deep, inner responses within artist and viewer. Traditional objective interpretation of sibling envy and rivalry moves from coldness to intense subjective ambiguity within the Cain/Abel sibling relationship.  [13:  Here and below my emphasis]  [14:  González Holguin, ‘Painted Eroticism: Sex and Death in Cain and Abel’s Story’, 9.] 


González suggests the minute subtle nuances of hand and body position, facial expression and general demeanour imply ‘masochism, eroticism and submission to violence, a perverse enjoyment in punishment and pain’[footnoteRef:15], an erotic/homoerotic view of Abel’s sibling relationship with Cain. However, González fails to provide meaning for the retreating figure in Harmensz’s imagery. [15:  González Holguin, ‘Painted Eroticism: Sex and Death in Cain and Abel’s Story’, 18.] 


In Falguière’s painting, González’s second section, ‘Cain’s Life: Awareness of Death’[footnoteRef:16], Abel’s death becomes humanity’s reminder of the fragility of life. The absence of narrative context ‘illustrates that the naked bodies are for the spectator’s pleasure’[footnoteRef:17]. Abel reflects ‘virginity and vulnerability of a teenage woman’[footnoteRef:18]. Within Genesis 4:11a, González sees carrying Abel’s body as the mark of Cain, demonstrating ‘his humanity by the awareness of carrying Abel’s death’[footnoteRef:19].  [16:  González Holguin, ‘Painted Eroticism: Sex and Death in Cain and Abel’s Story’, 18]  [17:  González Holguin, ‘Painted Eroticism: Sex and Death in Cain and Abel’s Story’, 18.]  [18:  González Holguin, ‘Painted Eroticism: Sex and Death in Cain and Abel’s Story’, 19.]  [19:  González Holguin, ‘Painted Eroticism: Sex and Death in Cain and Abel’s Story’, 20.] 


González asserts that all are potential killers, open to the potential dangers of our desires that may bring death and alienation from society and work’[footnoteRef:20]. Genesis 4 places humanity permanently under the curse of death implicit in the fragile interactions of life. He accuses Christian traditionalism of a ‘fantasy of eradicating pain, fear, and death by the glorification of Abel’[footnoteRef:21]. He suggests our difficulty in the twenty-first century is ‘to admit the vulnerability of life and the certainty that death encompasses it’[footnoteRef:22]. González finally challenges students to ‘transcend obsolete and oppressive forms of reading’[footnoteRef:23] and search for new meaning. [20:  González Holguin, ‘Painted Eroticism: Sex and Death in Cain and Abel’s Story’, 22.]  [21:  González Holguin, ‘Painted Eroticism: Sex and Death in Cain and Abel’s Story’, 23.]  [22:  González Holguin, ‘Painted Eroticism: Sex and Death in Cain and Abel’s Story’, 23.]  [23:  González Holguin, ‘Painted Eroticism: Sex and Death in Cain and Abel’s Story’, 24.] 


The articles address a text I often glossed over. I quickly realised connections between the narrator’s scriptural accounting for the roots of human moral decision-making and modern mental health concerns, highlighted especially in these Covid times. In researching for her own medical teaching context, Greenberger’s concise and purposeful analysis and conclusions, rooted in clear textual analysis, have enhanced my own pastoral and spiritual support resources.

Semiosis is new to me. I am cautious of uncritical use of its selective subjectivity. González’s article reads purely like a theological educator’s illustration of semiotic analysis but does cause me to dig deeper into my emotional response to the text. I question my personal discomfort at his seemingly deliberately provocative choice of images. Yet, unexpectedly, I ignore this discomfort and warm to the positive potential of discovering nuances proffered by others to add a selectively subjective edge to my analyses. González’s declared educational mission[footnoteRef:24] refocuses me: ‘to be a responsible reader means to become self-conscious about what we do when we read texts and look at images, recognizing that our gaze upon them informs our gaze upon each other and the world’[footnoteRef:25]. [24:  ‘Dr. Julián Andrés González Holguín’, Church Divinity School of the Pacific, accessed 17 June 2021, https://cdsp.edu/faculty/julian-gonzalez/.]  [25:  González Holguin, ‘Painted Eroticism: Sex and Death in Cain and Abel’s Story’, 24.] 
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