THE STORY OF THE SONS OF ADAM
IN SOME JEWISH AND ISLAMIC TEXTS
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Genesis 4

"Now the man knew his wife, Eve, and she
conceived and bore Cain, saying, “I have
gained a male child with the help of the
Lord.” “She then bore his brother, Abel. Abel
became a keeper of sheep, and Cain became a
tiller of the soil. *In the course of time, Cain
brought an offering to the Lord from the fruit
of the soil; “and Abel, for his part, brought
the choicest of the firstlings of his flock. The
Lord paid heed to Abel and his offering, *but
to Cain and his offering He paid no heed.
Cain was much distressed and his face fell.
®And the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you
distressed, and why is your face fallen?
"Surely, if you do right, there is uplift. But if
you do not do right sin crouches at the door;
its urge is toward you, yet you can be its
master.” *Cain said to his brother Abel...and
when they were in the field, Cain set upon his
brother Abel and killed him. *The Lord said
to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” And
he answered, “I do not know. Am I my
brother’s keeper?” '°Then He said, “What
have you done? Your brother’s blood cries
out to Me from the ground! ''Therefore, you
shall be more cursed than the ground, which
opened its mouth to receive your brother’s
blood from your hand. "If you till the soil, it
shall no longer yield its strength to you. You
shall become a ceaseless wanderer on earth.”
Cain said to the Lord, “My punishment is
too great to bear! '*Since You have banished
me this day from the soil, and I must avoid
Your presence and become a restless
wanderer on earth — anyone who meets me
may kill me!” “The Lord said to him, “I
promise, if anyone kills Cain, sevenfold
vengeance shall be taken on him.” And the
Lord put a mark on Cain, lest anyone who
met him should kill him. '°Cain left the
presence of the Lord and settled in the land of
Nod, east of Eden.
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Sura 5 (The Set Table)

*’Tell them the tale of the two sons of
Adam as it really was. Both presented an
offering. It was accepted from one of
them, but it was not accepted from the
other, who said, "I'm going to kill you!"
The former answered, "God only accepts
from the conscientious."

*Even if you stretch out your hand to kill
me, [ am not stretching out my hand to
kill you, for I fear God, the Lord of the
worlds. °T would rather you bring on my
sin as well as your sin, so you will be one
of those destined for the Fire, for that is
the reward of the unjust.

3But he did not hold back from killing
his brother. He murdered him and
became one of the lost. *'Then God sent a
raven to scratch up the ground to show
him how to hide his brother's naked
remains. He said: Woe is me! Am I not
able even to be like raven to hide the
naked corpse of my brother? So he
regretted [what he had done]. 3Because
of that, We decreed for the Children of
Israel that whoever kills a human being
for other than murder or corruption in the
earth, it shall be as if he had killed all
humankind, and whoever saves the life of
one, it shall be as if he had saved the life
of all humankind. Our messengers came
to them with proofs, but many of them
throughout the land are still excessive.
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Mishnah (dated ca. 200 CE).

Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5

We observe [from the story of] Cain who
killed his brother, "the bloods of your
brother call out." The word is in the
plural [to teach] his blood and the blood
of his descendants. Therefore Adam was
created alone, to teach you that anyone
who destroys one human soul [or, in
another reading, “one Israelite soul”] is
considered as if he destroyed an entire
world, and anyone who establishes one
human soul is as if he has saved an entire
world.
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Jewish Midrash (dated ca. 800 CE).

Pirkey deRabbi Eli‘ezer 21

The dog that would watch over Abel’s
flock guarded his corpse from all the
beasts of the field and from all the birds
of the heavens. Adam and his helpmate
were sitting and weeping and mourning
for him, and they did not know what to
do, for they were unaccustomed to burial.
A raven whose fellow-bird died said, “1
will teach this man what to do.” What did
he do? He took his fellow and dug in the
earth, covered him and buried him before
their eyes. Adam said, “T’ll do what this
raven did.” And he took the body of
Abel, dug in the earth and covered it. The
Holy One rewarded the ravens with a
good reward in this world. What good
reward did He give them? When they
bear their young and see that they are
white, they flee from them thinking that
they are the offspring of a serpent. The
Holy One then appoints for them gnats
and gives them their sustenance so they
eat, as it is said (Job 38:41) Who provides
for the raven its food? ...
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