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Cain said to his brother Abel, “Let us go out to the field.” And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his 
brother Abel, and killed him. 9 Then the LORD said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” He said, “I do not know; 

am I my brother’s keeper?” 
 

Since the nineteen fifties and sixties there has been a diligent pursuit of individualism that has 
somewhat characterized our country from the very beginning, and also the western world. It is 
a part of our nature, you might say. But while there has been a pursuit of individualism, there 
has also been a sense of responsibility that has been grafted on to this singular pursuit. When 
the balance is tilted to individualism society begins to divide itself towards the extremes of both 
those necessary ingredients that make for a vibrant culture. Today, during the reign of this 
invisible enemy, we see these divisions in striking contrast. We see it played out on television 
and in the “op ed” sections of our newspapers and magazines.  
 
As I witness this dance of our two national characteristics, it is my opinion that we have slipped 
more towards individualism, than the use of our freedom toward responsibility to society and 
others. Now, of course, this maybe because my own proclivity is more toward being “my 
brethren’s keeper”, than looking after number one.  But when I see people in the streets 
protesting the decisions of those that are trying to be responsible for others lives, I get worried 
that the balance between the two is being heavily weighted toward individualism. This inhibits 
any discussion of facts or common sense that could breath a more respectful air of decency 
among us. There may be a time to have a spirited debate, but this does not seem to be the 
time to enter protest or resistance.  
 
Christianity can be an instructive voice in this of conflict. In fact, philosophers and sociologists 
around the world have said that religion has much to teach us during this time. Jacques 
Derrida, a French philosopher has said, “Religion presumes access to the responsibility of a 
free self. . . Religion is responsibility or it is nothing at all.” He came to this conclusion, not 
through an analysis of all religion but from the head of Christianity---Jesus. He saw Jesus as a 
leader who took responsibility for the lives of others. The most dramatic image of this 
responsibility is the cross. This, he suggests, is the heart of all religious practice, whether it is 
performed as a Christian or a Buddhist.  
 
In like manner Paul shows this same responsibility for his church and all the Christians in the 
known world, at that time, when he says, “As it is written, “For your sake we are being killed all 
day long, we are accounted as sheep to be slaughtered.” He understands that responsibility is 
enduring hardship and frustration for the sake of the other, even at the price of our life. This is 
the heart of his Christian practice; he follows Jesus, even to the cross. This kind of 
responsibility is how the world is healed and brought together out of a love for the purposes of 
humanity. Even though there is a certain horror attached to this responsibility, giving your life 
to the other, there is a certain beauty that lives on for the world to mimic. I end this little 
meditation with a quote from Jan Patoka, a Czech Philosopher, “ Because of its foundation 
within the abyssal profundity of the soul, Christianity represents to this day the most powerful 
means----never yet superseded but not yet thought through either----by which mankind is able 
to struggle against his own decline.” 


