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Please join me in prayer. 

“Who did this?” In my mind’s ear I can still hear my mother’s 
voice, asking—no demanding—that I and/or my brother take 
responsibility for whatever it was that I and/or he should not have 
done! Even if we both did whatever it was, I would sometimes 
blame my brother. After all, he was the unruly one, while I was the 
angel. So he was an easy target. Yes, like Adam and Eve, I’ve 
played the “Blame Game.” We all have. 

Some politicians are particularly adept at it. (Though I avoided 
them, I’m sure some of the political ads before the election played 
that game.) When do you recall a politician accepting 
responsibility for something inappropriate that they’d done? It’s 
rare. They usually only admit culpability when they evidence 
forces them to do so. 

Some politicians also play another, related game: the “It’s Not My 
Responsibility” or “It’s Not My Problem” game. Because they 
frequently cater to particular constituencies and interest groups—
those who voted for them and back them financially—their 
responsibility often doesn’t extend to the common good of all the 
citizens they’re elected to represent. This is especially true in a 
time of hyper-partisan politics. 

We, of course, are also guilty of playing that game ourselves at 
times. I think we most often play it with our money. We place 
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limits on our financial responsibility—opening our wallets and 
purses only to those in “our tribe,” the people we know best. I 
hope this is less true of Christians, but we’re probably still not as 
generous as we could be because we breathe the cultural air that 
says: “It’s not my problem.” 

Adam and Eve played the very first “Blame Game.” They started 
that one. What does Adam do? He blames Eve. What does Eve do? 
She blames the serpent. Neither is willing to accept responsibility. 
That’s one of the universal truths in this story and the power of 
stories like this in the Bible. 

Robert Klitzman, a professor of psychiatry at Columbia 
University, explains why we play the “Blame Game”: “People seek 
to fault others for problems because to hold ourselves accountable 
is too painful.”  It hurts us to accept responsibility for something 1

we know we shouldn’t have done. That’s why we’re reluctant to 
fess up. 

In his book, Lessons in Leadership, Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 
observes that the story of Adam and Eve is a prime example of, a 
Biblical poster child for the “failure of responsibility.”  2

Specifically, in the story “Adam and Eve deny personal 
responsibility.”  They basically say: “It wasn’t me. I didn’t do it. 3

It’s not my fault.” 

It’s what I sometimes did when my mom asked: “Who did this?” I 
would dodge personal responsibility and blame my brother 
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instead. Like our ancestors in the faith, Adam and Eve, we’ve all 
dodged personal responsibility it at times. 

Cain is the first to play the related game of “It’s Not My 
Responsibility” or “It’s Not My Problem.” He started that one. 
How so? In answer to God’s question about Abel, he responds: 
“Am I my brother’s keeper?” He’s unwilling to take responsibility 
for his own brother. 

In his book, Sacks says that the story of Cain and Abel is another 
prime example of, Biblical poster child for the “failure of 
responsibility.”  In the story of Cain and Abel, though, Cain 4

“denies moral responsibility.”  So, unlike Adam and Eve, Cain 5

doesn’t say: “It wasn’t me. It’s not my fault.” Rather, he “asks why 
he should be concerned with the welfare of anyone but himself.”  6

Cain’s denial of moral responsibility is exacerbated in our own 
culture of individualism, of “me, me, me.” It’s exacerbated at a 
time when community values and bonds are frayed. It’s 
exacerbated in our “dog eat dog” world where “only the strong 
survive.” 

Sacks also points to the “bystander effect” to help explain why we 
sometimes play the “It’s Not My Responsibility” game, why we—
like Cain—sometimes deny moral responsibility.  The “bystander 7

effect” is when the presence of other people discourages us from 
intervening in an emergency. Some social scientists attribute the 
effect to diffusion of responsibility: we’re less likely to intervene if 
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there are others present who seem like they will.  So, we’re less 8

likely to help people financially or otherwise if we think others 
will. We assume others will be our brother’s or sister’s keeper. 

But, as Christians, we know better. Both Cain’s denial of moral 
responsibility and Adam and Eve’s denial of personal 
responsibility are failures of responsibility. Both are negative 
examples—examples of what we’re not to do. (That’s some of the 
power of these two stories for us as Christians.) Because both 
answer the question “Who’s responsible?” with “Not me.” 

Sacks expresses our responsibility as God’s people well when he 
writes: “The responsible life is a life that responds.”  How will we 9

respond, then, when we are to blame? God calls us to do the right 
thing when we’ve done the wrong thing. God calls us to accept 
personal responsibility, even when it hurts us to do so, knowing 
that if others won’t forgive us God will. 

Sacks also observes that the Hebrew word for responsibility 
comes from another Hebrew word that means “other.”  Rather 10

than assume others will be our brother’s or sister’s keeper, we 
assume responsibility for them, for the “other.” It’s a moral 
responsibility enshrined in the Greatest Commandment “to love 
your neighbor as yourself,” and the parable of the good samaritan 
teaches us that our neighbor is anyone in need. 

Bethel AME Church in Boston believed God was calling them to 
address sexual violence.  So they started their Shatter the Silence 11
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ministry. It established policies and procedures to prevent and 
respond to sexual violence in their church. It’s also trained 
members how to listen to and respond to victims. And it helps 
educate their community about the pervasiveness of sexual 
violence. Bethel AME’s co-pastor Gloria White-Hammond says: 
“We’re going to do what it takes to be our sister’s keeper.” 

The candle on the communion table this morning is a reminder 
that as Christians we are to take responsibility, personal 
responsibility and moral responsibility; that we are to accept 
responsibility when we are to blame and that we are to be our 
brother’s and our sister’s keeper; because we believe that the 
Christian life is a responsible life, a life that responds to the other. 

Amen and amen.


