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O N  CA I N  A N D  A B E L

[ O N  C A I N  A N D  A B E L . ]

ADMONITION ON THE BOOKS OF CAIN AND ABEL.

Ambrose, speaking at the very beginning of 
the book *On the Incarnation of the Lord* about 
two chamberlains of Gratian, men of the Arian 
sect, who had falsely promised to be present at 
his assembly but did not fulfill their pledged 
faith, professes that he is turning his discourse to 
the established history of Cain and Abel. "There
fore, while they, perhaps, are coming," he says, 
"let us turn aside to those farmers who have 
been set before us, one of whom, that is, Cain, 
etc." From these words, a not slight suspicion 
can be raised that the commentary on Cain and 
Abel was not published before those words were 
pronounced by Ambrose. And to this conjecture, 
perhaps some confirmation may seem to be 
added from the fact that the same faith, which 
the holy man explained to the Arians in the book 
*On the Incarnation*, is also greatly commended 
in the work we are dealing with, and in both, the 
same words of Genesis are explained in a not dis
similar manner. Since, however, the mentioned 
dispute *On the Incarnation of the Lord* was 
held scarcely before the year 382, as will be said in 
its place, one might perhaps gather from this that 
the treatise on Cain and Abel is to be attributed 
to the same time. Nevertheless, that we should 
consider this work to be older, as being nearly 
contemporary with the work *On Paradise*, we 
are led by its first words. For there the Holy 
Doctor says: "Concerning Paradise," he says, "we 
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have discussed in the preceding pages. . . . . . Now 
let us approach the following history and pursue 
in our work those things which are annexed 
according to the divine Scriptures." These words 
certainly allow no doubt that he subjoined this 
little work—which in two manuscripts is written 
after the book *On Paradise* and is inscribed as 
the *Second Book on Cain and Abel*—to that 
same book; which we would therefore believe to 
have been written around the year 375. Besides 
the conjectures proposed by us in the preceding 
admonition, the character of both works also 
points to this, which undoubtedly does not dis
play as much maturity as that of others, but in a 
certain way, to use Ambrose's word, "is youthful" 
(*juvenculescit*). Therefore, as for what he signi
fies in the place from the commentary *On the 
Incarnation of the Lord* praised above, that he is 
turning aside to Cain and Abel, we think it was 
said because perhaps the history of both broth
ers, the reading of which recurred in the Church 
at a certain time every year, had then been recited 
to the people.

What is treated in this work, both its inscrip
tion itself and what has been said by us above, 
sufficiently declare. As for what pertains to the 
method of treatment, he explains and illustrates 
his argument almost everywhere with mystical 
interpretations. He dwells especially on explain
ing the sacrifices of Cain and Abel, in which mat
ter he spends a much greater part of the entire 
commentary. Although, however, he is not as fre
quent here in attacking and refuting heretics as in 
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the book *On Paradise*, but indulges more freely 
in an oratorical style, he nevertheless occasion
ally insinuates certain dogmas of the Catholic 
faith, which he thought more useful for imbuing 
the minds of the faithful, with sufficient subtlety. 
Those things, however, which lead to the forma
tion of morals, he pursues more extensively and 
accurately.

Hence, indeed, it will seem to us that he who 
thinks this work was first delivered publicly and 
afterwards reduced into the form in which it is 
now held, has not acted rashly. Although it must 
not be concealed that this is more easily noticed 
in other Ambrosian works, in which the oratori
cal modes of speaking still exist.

It must further be admitted that our Saint 
transferred very many things from Philo into his 
own work. Compare, if you have the time, what 
he says on these words of Genesis: *I have pos
sessed a man through God*, with that Jew's book 
*On the Cherubim*, and you will easily perceive 
that they were taken from there. Similarly also, 
from the middle of the first chapter of the first 
book to the eighth chapter of the second book, it 
is manifest that a not insignificant part is owed to 
the same author's book *On the Sacrifices of Abel 
and Cain*. Nevertheless, in the last three chapters 
of the second book, where Ambrose dispatches in 
a few words the remaining matters pertaining to 
that very history, he imitated exactly three pas
sages from the book entitled: *That the Worse is 
Accustomed to Plot against the Better*, in which 
the same matters are treated more extensively by 
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Philo. But both there and wherever he borrows 
anything from this author, he always uses the 
greatest liberty; so that, when it pleases him, 
he adds to Philo's sentiments, takes away from 
them, and sometimes also prefers contrary ones.

For the rest, we cannot bring ourselves to 
believe that the division of this work proceeded 
from Ambrose. We prefer to attribute it to some 
over-busy scholar, who, when he noticed that 
almost everything treated in two books by Philo 
was contained in this treatise, judged that it 
also should be divided into two parts: but he 
performed this so preposterously that he placed 
the beginning of the second book where not 
even a chapter ought to begin. Far more suitably 
would the second book take its beginning from 
that place where the holy man proceeds to act 
concerning the second fault of Cain's sacrifice. 
Since, however, that division, although absurd, 
has come down from the manuscripts of the most 
ancient age to the times of the editions, we also 
have decided that it must be retained, lest any 
confusion should arise in citations.

S T.  A M B R O S E ,  B I S H O P  O F  M I L A N :  T W O  
B O O K S  O N  C A I N  A N D  A B E L .

BOOK ONE.

CHAPTER ONE.

After a brief transition from the preceding 
book to this one, the birth of Cain and Abel 
is treated; and through them, as also through 
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Esau and Jacob, two opposing schools of men are 
shown to be prefigured.

1. Concerning Paradise, we have discussed in 
the preceding pages according to our capacity, as 
we were able, whatever the Lord inspired and our 
perception found, in which the fall of Adam and 
Eve was included. Now, since that fault did not 
stop with its authors, but, what is worse, found a 
worse heir, let us approach the following history, 
and pursue in our work those things which are 
annexed according to the divine Scriptures.

2. *And Adam knew Eve his wife, who con
ceived and bore Cain, and said: I have acquired a 
man through God* (Gen. 4:1). What we acquire, 
from what, and from whom, and through what 
we acquire it, is accustomed to be considered: 
from what, as if from matter; from whom, who 
is the author; through what, as if through some 
instrument. Does he say here: *I have acquired a 
man through God*, in such a way that you should 
understand God as an instrument? Certainly not: 
but that you should understand God as the 
author and worker. Whence he rather deferred 
to God, because he said: *I have acquired a man 
through God*, so that we also, when we acquire 
anything, or in all favorable events, ought to defer 
more to God than to arrogate it to ourselves.

3. *And she added to bear Abel* (Ibid. 2). 
When something is added, that which was before 
is taken away. And this is gathered from the 
portions of arithmetic, or from the thoughts of 
the soul: for when a number is added, another 
number is made, and the former is abolished; and 
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a new incoming thought excludes the former. 
Therefore, when Abel is added, Cain is taken 
away. Which is more fully perceived by the inter
pretation of the names. For Cain was so named 
as "acquisition," because he acquired all things 
for himself; Abel as one who referred all things to 
God with the pious attention of a devoted mind, 
arrogating nothing to himself, like the elder 
brother, but attributing entirely to the Creator 
what he had received from Him.

4. There are, therefore, two schools (*sectae*) 
fighting against each other under the names of 
the two brothers, and contrary to each other. 
One which attributes everything to its own mind 
as to a principal, and as to a certain author of 
every thought, and sense, and motion; that is, 
which ascribes all inventions to human genius. 
The other which defers to God as to the worker 
and creator of all things, and subjects all things 
to His governance as to a parent and ruler. That 
former one is signified by Cain; this latter one 
is called Abel. One soul brings forth these two 
schools; and therefore they are considered sib
lings, because they are established in one womb: 
but they are contrary; because it is necessary 
that, when they have been brought forth with a 
certain birth of the soul, they should be divided 
and separated. For there cannot be one perpetual 
lodging for those who are fighting. Finally, when 
Rebecca was bringing forth the two natures of 
human genius, one of evil, the other of good, 
and felt them leaping within her womb (for Esau 
was a type of malice, and Jacob bore the figure 
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of goodness), wondering what that was, that she 
perceived a certain discord in the conceived off
spring, she consulted God, that He might reveal 
the passion and give a remedy. Therefore, to her 
prayer an answer was returned: *Two nations are 
in your womb, and two peoples shall go forth 
from your belly* (Gen. 25:23). But if you refer 
this to the soul, you will understand her to be 
the same mother of good and evil, because from 
the same source of the soul both flow; but this is 
accustomed to be of a sober and true judgment, 
so that, having repudiated the evil, it may nourish 
and confirm what is good. Before, therefore, it 
brings forth the good, that is, the reverence due to 
God, so that it may defer everything to Him and 
not prefer its own; when it has brought forth the 
confession which is deferred to God, it lays down 
the tumor of its heart. Therefore, God, by adding 
the good dogma of the soul, Abel, took away the 
wicked dogma, Cain.

C H A P T E R  I I .

That in Cain there is a figure of the Jews, in 
Abel of the Christians. On the occasion of the 
latter, certain things are added concerning the 
fathers, but especially concerning the burial of 
Isaac, through whom the incarnation of Christ 
is expressed, and of Moses, through whom the 
teaching of the same is expressed. Finally, the 
burials of Moses and Christ are compared with 
each other.

5. I, however, understand in this place accord
ing to the Scripture rather the mystery of the two 
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peoples, because God, by adding to His Church 
the faith of a pious people, took away the per
fidy of the prevaricating people, since the words 
themselves seem to signify this, as God says: 
*Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples 
shall go forth from your belly* (Gen. 25:23). This 
figure of the Synagogue and the Church preceded 
in these two brothers, Cain and Abel. By Cain 
is understood the parricidal people of the Jews, 
who pursued the blood of their Lord and Author 
and, so to speak, of their brother according to 
the birth of the Virgin Mary. By Abel, however, 
is understood the Christian adhering to God, as 
David also says: *But it is good for me to adhere 
to God* (Ps. 72:28); so that he might attach him
self to heavenly things and separate himself from 
earthly ones.

Elsewhere he says: *My soul has failed for 
your word* (Ps. 118:81); because he had placed his 
order and use of living not in earthly pleasures, 
but in the recognition of the Word. From which 
it is known that it was not written idly, but delib
erately and after consideration, what we read in 
the books of Kings: *And he was added to his 
fathers* (3 Kings 2:11 and 21). For it is given to be 
understood that he was like the fathers in faith. 
Whence it is clear that this refers not to the burial 
of the body, but to the fellowship of life.

6. Finally, concerning Isaac, it is thought to be 
written not cursorily (Gen. 35:29) that, seeking 
the appearance of this body which was attached 
to his soul, he was added to his kind (*genus*); 
because he adhered to the character of his father. 
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Beautifully, however, he says "to his kind," not 
"to his people," as elsewhere. For we read in other 
places that they were added to their people, but 
those were not as excellent: for he is more excel
lent who is like the few, and not like the many; 
there are more in the people than in the kind; and 
it is considered more excellent to be like the few 
than like the many. He, therefore, who was gen
erated by the promise of God, who was chosen 
for the sacrifice of proven piety, who was content 
with the society of one wife, that is, of wisdom 
alone, was to be asserted by the testimony of di
vine Scripture as an imitator of that sublime kind 
which is one and always consistent with itself, 
not an imitator of plebeian vileness. For where 
there is labor, doctrine, meditation, there is a 
common college with more people, and a certain 
popular fellowship. For many profit by hearing, 
whom he called "the people." But where, not 
by human tradition, but by ingenious gathering, 
discipline is perceived without the use of labor, 
there is the incorrupt sincerity of a sublime kind. 
And therefore Isaac is read to have been added 
to his kind rather than to his people, as a gift of 
God, so that you may recognize him as a diligent 
imitator of divine rather than human things.

7. Blessed also is that mind which, transcend
ing species and the very kind (*genus*), deserves 
to hear what was said to Moses, when he was 
separated from the people: *But you, stand with 
me* (Deut. 5:31)! For just as in Isaac the type of 
the Lord's incarnation, transcending the custom 
of human generation, conquered those who came 
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before; so that in him there excelled not a vulgar 
and popular grace, but a special prerogative, as 
the reading teaches: *For the promises were spo
ken to Abraham and to his seed: he does not say 
"and to seeds" as of many, but as of one, that is, 
"to your seed," which is Christ* (Gal. 3:16): so also 
in Moses the figure of the future Teacher, who 
would teach the law, preach the Gospel, fulfill the 
Old Testament, establish the New, and give heav
enly food to the peoples, exceeded the dignity of 
the human condition to such an extent that he 
was endowed with the name of God, as we have 
written, the Lord saying: *I have placed you as 
a god to Pharaoh* (Exod. 7:1). For, a victor over 
all passions, and captured by no allurements of 
the world, who had obscured all this habitation 
according to the body with the purity of a heav
enly conversation, ruling the mind, subjecting 
the flesh, and chastising it with a certain royal 
authority, he was called by the name of God, into 
whose likeness he had formed himself by the 
abundance of perfect virtue.

8. And therefore we do not read of him as of 
the others, that he died by failing: but *he died 
through the word of God* (Deut. 34:5). For God 
neither suffers failing or diminution, nor receives 
addition. Whence the Scripture also added: *For 
no one knows his burial place even unto this 
day* (Ibid. 6), so that you should understand his 
translation rather than his destruction. For death 
is a certain separation of soul and body. He died, 
therefore, through the word of God, as the Scrip
ture says, not "according to the word"; so that you 

12



O N  CA I N  A N D  A B E L

may notice that a gift of grace was expressed, not 
a message of death, who was translated rather 
than left behind, whose burial no one knows. For 
who among earthly things could find the remains 
of him whom the Son of God showed in the 
Gospel to be with Him (Matt. 17:3)? Finally, Elijah 
also was seen at the same time, who was trans
lated in a chariot, and is not read to have been 
buried or dead (4 Kings 2:11)? For he lives who is 
with the Son of God. Moses, however, is read to be 
dead, but dead through the word of God, through 
which all things were made. For by the word of 
God the heavens were established. Through the 
word of God, therefore, there is not a lapse of 
work, but a firmament. He is not, therefore, found 
as if relapsed into the earth by the dissolution 
of the body, but as if endowed by the operation 
and gift of the heavenly Word; so that his flesh 
received rest rather than a tomb.

Well, however, is the distance maintained be
tween the Lord and the servant. So that you 
may understand the prerogative of the Lord and 
the grace of the servant, it is read of Moses that 
no one knows his burial: but of Christ, *His bur
ial was taken away from the earth* (Isa. 53:8); 
because the former, according to the mystery of 
the law, was awaiting redemption so that he 
might rise again: the latter, according to the gift 
of the Gospel, was not awaiting redemption, but 
was giving it. And therefore His burial was not 
ignored, but elevated, which the creature could 
not hold any longer; because through Him every 
creature hastened to be elevated from the ser
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vices of corruption. No one, therefore, knows the 
burial of Moses, because all knew his life: but we 
have seen the burial of Christ; yet now we know 
it no longer, we who have recognized His resur
rection. For His tomb ought to have been known, 
so that the resurrection might be manifested; and 
therefore in the Gospel (Matt. 27:60 et seq.) the 
tomb is described with the greatest expression: 
in the law it is not sought; because although the 
law announced His resurrection (Isa. 11:10), the 
sequence of the Gospel has most fully proved it 
to us.

C H A P T E R  I I I .

That by Abel and Cain the process of human 
wisdom is designated, which was not found in 
Christ alone; that by the order in which both 
brothers are named, as well as by their duties, it 
is signified that Abel, although younger, is never
theless more excellent than his brother.

10. Therefore, to complete what we proposed: 
*She added*, it says, *to bring forth Abel*; that 
is, Eve, who had previously sinned grievously, 
brought forth from herself a better sentiment, so 
that she might abolish the error of the previous 
sentiment. I lie if this is not proved in all things. 
For we are born in such a way that first there 
is in us the weak sense of infancy, afterwards 
that of childhood, knowing only the care of the 
body, having no worship, no observance of divine 
things. Whence also the prophet, that he might 
prove the birth of Jesus Christ from a virgin by 
an evident novelty of nature, says: *Behold, a 
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Virgin shall conceive in her womb, and shall bear 
a son, and his name shall be called Emmanuel: 
butter and honey shall he eat, because before he 
knows evil or good: he will not believe in malice, 
that he may choose what is good* (Isa. 7:14 et 
seq.). And below: *Before the child knows how 
to call his father and mother, he shall receive the 
strength of Damascus and the spoils of Samaria 
against the king of the Assyrians* (Isa. 8:4). For 
He alone was one who was not captured by the 
vanity and carnal pride of this world; inasmuch 
as He humbled Himself, becoming obedient unto 
death, far unlike each one of us, because we are 
vainly extolled, puffed up by the mind of the 
flesh. Whence also no one is without sin, not even 
an infant of one day: but He committed no sin. 
And therefore in us Cain is born first, preferring 
himself: afterwards Abel is generated, in whom 
there is reverence for divinity. First, therefore, 
that which is evil creeps in, afterwards that which 
is good is recognized. But where there is good, 
there is justice; where there is justice, there is 
holiness, that is, Abel, who adheres to God.

11. *And Abel*, it says, *became a shepherd of 
sheep, but Cain worked the ground* (Gen. 4:2). It 
is not idle that although Cain was generated first, 
as the reading teaches, Abel is preferred in this 
place; nor is the order of names the same as the 
order of nature. What does the change of order 
mean; that he first mentioned the younger, where 
the state of life and the use of work are described? 
Let us examine the distance of duties, that we 
may gather the cause of the preference. To work 
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the ground is first in use, but lower in grace than 
to pasture sheep. For this is like a certain teacher 
and leader, and deservedly the elder began with 
older things, the younger preferred more recent 
things, which would germinate no thorns, no 
thistles, and would be subject to no sentence. 
Finally, Adam, guilty of sin, was dismissed from 
the paradise of pleasure, that he might work the 
ground. Correctly, therefore, where these broth
ers are born, the order of nature is also preserved 
in the proclamation: but where the discipline of 
living is expressed, the younger is preferred to 
the elder; because although younger in time, he 
is more excellent in virtue. For innocence is later 
in time than malice, and in a certain sense equal 
in age, but older in the nobility of merits. For old 
age is venerable, not hoary with years, but with 
morals. *And the age of old age*, it says, *is an im
maculate life* (Wis. 4:8). Where, therefore, gen
eration is expressed, let Cain come first: where 
the proclamation of disciplines occurs, let Abel 
run ahead. Who would deny that adolescence, 
and youth itself in its beginnings, boils with 
the allurements of various passions: but when a 
more mature age has succeeded, as if the tempest 
of adolescent lasciviousness has been dispersed, 
tranquility is poured back, and the ship of the 
weary soul is withdrawn into certain quiet ports? 
Thus the heavy movements of our adolescence 
are calmed by the faithful station of old age.

C H A P T E R  I V.
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That malice is prior in time, virtue in dignity: 
that this same thing is designated through Esau 
and Jacob, as also through two women of Scrip
ture; of whom one is the image of virtue, the other 
of pleasure. Finally, the arts of this latter one are 
described.

12. Do not, therefore, doubt, warned by such 
examples of nature, that malice precedes in time, 
but is youthful in weakness. Malice has the 
stipend of age: but virtue has the prerogative of 
glory, by which for the most part the unjust yields 
to the just. A witness of this matter is the faith
ful divine Scripture, which teaches that Esau, a 
man surnamed for folly, yielded his birthright pa
tiently to his brother Jacob; so that he said: *What 
good is this birthright to me?* (Gen. 25:32). But 
those things which the former postponed, the 
man surnamed for exercise sought to merit. Does 
it not seem to you that Esau, as if defeated 
in a contest and considering himself unequal 
through the weakness of his own mind, yielded 
the crown to the victor, whom he saw was not 
bent by any allurements of passions, whose dust 
he himself could not endure? *What good to me*, 
he says, *is the birthright?* For among the cow
ardly there are no insignia of virtue; among the 
wise they are held first; for the studies of virtue 
are certain instruments. Thus, just as a warrior 
cannot be without arms, so neither can virtue be 
without exercise. Whence also the Lord says in 
the Gospel: *From the days of John the Baptist the 
kingdom of heaven suffers violence, and those 
using violence take it by force* (Matt. 11:12). And 
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elsewhere: *Seek the kingdom of God, and behold 
all things are ready for you* (Matt. 6:33). Rewards 
are promised not to those sleeping, nor to those 
idling, but to those watching and laboring: and 
the wage is prepared for labor, which although it 
may not be sweet for grace, nevertheless is fruit
ful for reward.

13. The word of the law teaches this, as we find 
written: *If a man*, it says, *has two wives, one 
of them loved and the other hated, and both the 
loved and the hated have borne him sons, and the 
son of the hated woman is the firstborn; on the 
day he leaves his sons as heirs of his substance, he 
cannot give the birthright to the son of the loved 
woman, omitting the son of the hated one: but 
he shall recognize the firstborn son of the hated 
woman to give him a portion of all that is found 
with him; for he is the beginning of his sons, 
and to him the firstfruits are due* (Deut. 21:15 et 
seq.). What deep secrets of mysteries lie hidden 
in the letters! Recognize, O soul, your offspring, 
and seek the mystery of that hated woman. You 
will find these things within you, if you seek. 
Recall your thoughts, reread your senses, and you 
will recognize to whom the firstfruits are due. 
For two women cohabit with each one of us, 
dissenting with enmities and discords, filling the 
house of our soul as if with certain contentions 
of jealousy. One of them is for our sweetness 
and love, a charming conciliatrix of grace, who 
is called pleasure (*voluptas*). This one we con
sider a companion and a domestic: that other one 
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we believe to be harsh, rough, wild, whose name 
is virtue.

14. That one, therefore, bold with a meretri
cious movement, with a gait softened by delights, 
with nodding eyes, and casting nets with playing 
eyelids, with which she captures the precious 
souls of young men (for the eye of a harlot [Prov. 
7:10 et seq.] is the snare of a sinner), addresses 
with gracious words whomever she sees passing 
by in the corner of the crossing of her house 
with a doubtful sense, making the hearts of 
young men fly, restless at home, wandering in the 
streets, prodigal with kisses, cheap in shame, rich 
in clothing, painted on the cheeks. For because 
she cannot have the true beauty of nature, she 
pampers the appearance, not the truth, with the 
adulterous dyes of affected beauty. Girded with 
a company of vices and surrounded by a certain 
chorus of wickednesses, the leader of crimes, she 
attacks the wall of the human mind with such 
machines of words: *I have a peace offering, 
today I pay my vows: for this reason I have come 
out to meet you, desiring to find your face.* I 
have woven my bed with cords, and spread it 
with tapestries from Egypt. I have sprinkled my 
bed with saffron, and my house with cinnamon. 
Come, let us enjoy friendship until the morning: 
come, and let us struggle with desire (Prov. 7:14 
et seq.). For we see this image of the fornica
tress expressed through the mouth of Solomon. 
For what is so meretricious as secular pleasure, 
which enters through the window of its house, 
playing the first temptations before the eyes; 
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and it penetrates quickly if you, looking out into 
the street, that is, into the public ways of those 
passing by, do not intend the gaze of your mind 
on the internal mysteries of the law. She indeed 
is the one who weaves with stronger bonds as 
if a certain couch of our associated community, 
so that he who reclines himself may be bound; 
and she covers the bed of her body with a veil 
of disgraceful fraud, weaving the absence of the 
husband, that is, the neglect of the law, to solicit 
the minds of young men. For the law is absent to 
those sinning, for if it were present, one would 
not transgress; and therefore she says: *For my 
husband is not at home: he has gone a very long 
way, having taken a bag of money in his hand* 
(Ibid., 19, 20). What shall I say this is, unless per
haps because the rich think there is nothing that 
does not yield to their money, and they wish the 
law to be venal for their own sake? Pleasure scat
ters its odors, because it does not have the odor 
of Christ; it shows treasures, promises kingdoms, 
pledges continuous loves, promises unexplored 
intercourses, disciplines without a pedagogue, 
discourses without a monitor, a life without 
anxiety, soft sleep, insatiable desire. *Seducing 
him*, it says, *with much flattery of words, and 
binding him with the snares of her lips, she 
drew him even to her house.* But he, following 
her, is circumvented (Ibid., 21). The hall was 
shining, splendid with royal luxury and carved 
walls, and the floors swam, moist with wine. 
The ground was fragrant with ointment, covered 
with the bones of fish, and slippery with flowers 
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already withering. There was the tumult of those 
feasting, the clamor of those contending, the 
slaughter of those litigating, the concert of those 
dining, the noise of those dancing, the laughter 
of those laughing, the applause of those behav
ing lasciviously, all things confused, nothing 
according to the order of nature. Shorn dancing 
girls, and boys with curling hair, the indigestion 
of those feasting, the belching of those eating, 
the thirst of those drunk, yesterday's hangover, 
today's intoxication, the cups of those drinking 
filled with vomit with a greater odor of drunken
ness than if only fresh wines were fragrant. She 
herself, standing in the midst: *Drink*, she says, 
*and be inebriated, that each one may fall and 
not rise again.* He is first with me who is the 
most lost of all. He is mine who is not his own. 
He is more pleasing to me who is more wicked to 
himself. The golden cup of Babylon is in my hand, 
inebriating all the earth; all nations have drunk 
of my wine. Whoever, therefore, is more foolish, 
let him turn aside to me; and to those lacking 
wisdom I command, saying: *Use hidden breads 
with sweetness, and drink stolen water more 
sweetly.* *Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we 
die.* *Our life shall pass away like the traces of a 
cloud, and shall be dispersed like a mist* (Prov. 
9:17). *Come, therefore, let us enjoy the goods 
that are, and let us use the creature quickly as in 
youth.* *Let us fill ourselves with precious wine 
and ointments, and let not the flower of the time 
pass us by.* *Let us crown ourselves with roses 
before they wither.* *Let there be no meadow 
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which our luxury does not pass through: every
where let us leave signs of joy* (Wis. 2:8 et seq.). 
All these things are left behind; no one shall carry 
anything with him, except what he has perceived 
by the pleasure of the body. Finally, I have estab
lished that Philosophy; nor is there another more 
true, except that which asserts that good which is 
sweet and pleasant. Therefore, believe either the 
Philosophy or the wisdom of Solomon.

C H A P T E R  V.

To the one solicited by pleasure, virtue coun
sels healthier things; she teaches how to resist 
diabolical temptations, and from whom even 
temporal things are to be sought, and how harm
ful those are to the wicked; she invites to the 
banquet of wisdom, and reveals how its drunken
ness differs from vinolence; and finally declares 
the evils of avarice.

15. Having heard these things, as a deer shot 
in the liver, he sticks there wounded. Virtue, 
pitying him and seeing that he would fall quickly, 
meets him unexpectedly, fearing lest between 
delays the human mind be captured by soothing 
allurements. *Openly*, she says, *I appeared to 
you when you were not seeking me.* Let not the 
unrestrained and luxurious woman who knows 
no shame deceive the imprudent one and circum
vent you: *she sits at the doors of her house in 
a chair, openly calling to those passing by in the 
streets* (Prov. 9:14 and 15). *Now therefore, my 
son, hear me, attend to the words of my mouth.* 
*Let not your heart decline into her ways.* *For 
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she has cast down many wounded, and there are 
innumerable ones whom she has slaughtered.* 
*Her house is the way to hell, leading down 
to the chambers of death* (Prov. 7:24 et seq.). 
*Take away therefore from yourself a crooked 
mouth and drive far from you unjust lips.* *Let 
your eyes look on right things* (Prov. 4:24 and 
25): *do not attend to a deceitful woman* (Prov. 
5:2). *For honey shall drip from the lips of a 
fornicating woman, which for a time fattens your 
throat, but afterwards you shall find it more bit
ter than gall.* The day would fail me sooner than 
I could expose her vices, which nevertheless are 
described and expressed by the mouth of wisdom 
in the Proverbs (Prov. 6:24 et seq.). Let not the 
concupiscence of beauty overcome you. It is adul
terous, smeared with dyes, by no means shining 
with true and sincere decorum. Nor let yourself 
be caught by the eyes; for nets are spread around 
(Cant. 2:8 and 9). Be more like Him and follow 
Him who leaps over the mountains and skips 
over the hills, looking through the windows, 
standing above the nets. The bonds of pleasure 
are evil. It delights the eyes, soothes the ears, 
but pollutes the mind: it lies much, joins false 
things, withdraws true things, promises money, 
offers gold; but takes away discipline (Prov. 8:10). 
But receive you discipline rather than money, and 
knowledge above tested gold. For it is better than 
precious stones (Prov. 3:10 et seq.). I will not hide 
from you what are reported as her highest points, 
lest I seem to uncover what may displease in 
pleasure, and overshadow what may please. For 
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she elevates and extols the mind with persuasive 
words, shows all the kingdoms of the earth, say
ing: *All these things I will give to you, if falling 
down you will adore me.* There you must beware 
lest you be snatched away by things that pass by 
and do not remain, in which there is great temp
tation.

16. Certainly the Lord Jesus taught you how 
you should resist temptations of this kind. The 
devil had stretched the first snare of gluttony, 
saying: *If you are the Son of God, command 
this stone to become bread* (Matt. 4:3 and 4). 
The Lord answered: *Man does not live by bread 
alone, but by every word of God.* He loosed the 
snare with this saying. Again the devil set the sec
ond snare of boasting, which is also accustomed 
to strangle a good mind running in prosperous 
paths: *And he led Him*, it says, *to Jerusalem, 
and set Him upon a pinnacle of the temple, and 
said to Him: If you are the Son of God, cast 
yourself down from here.* For it is written that 
he has commanded his angels concerning you, to 
keep you, because they shall bear you up in their 
hands, lest perhaps you dash your foot against 
a stone (Ibid. 5 and 6). Thus, although the Lord 
Jesus could have cast Himself down without any 
danger, for whom spiritual flights were available; 
nevertheless, lest it should be a kind of boasting, 
He answered the devil: *You shall not tempt the 
Lord your God* (Ibid., 7). At the same time He 
taught us to beware lest we do the will of the 
devil. If, therefore, boasting is truly to be avoided, 
how much more ought no one to boast false 
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things for true? There remains the third snare 
of avarice and ambition. He showed Him from a 
high mountain all the kingdoms of the world in 
a moment of time (Ibid., 8, et seq.). Well *in a 
moment*, because they cannot be lasting. Wait 
a little, and they quickly pass away. Thus those 
who follow them seem to themselves to be on a 
mountain: but they are not perpetual, as you have 
it written: *I have seen the wicked highly exalted 
and lifted up above the cedars of Lebanon, and 
I passed by, and behold, he was not* (Ps. 36:35). 
But he who makes much of these things seems to 
adore the devil, whose god is the belly, and whose 
glory is in shameful things. But seek you glory in 
God, who says to you: *You shall adore the Lord 
your God, and Him alone shall you serve* (Matt. 
4:10), from whom you may receive eternal things, 
not temporal.

17. Nevertheless, if these things also delight 
someone, let them be sought more moderately 
from Him who is the true source of all things. For 
even those peculiar things which the devil seems 
to himself to possess are foreign, as he himself 
said: *I will give you all this power and their glory, 
because they have been delivered to me* (Ibid., 
9). Hope, therefore, in Him, although for a short 
life a long provision is not to be required; never
theless, hope in Him who founded the entire 
creature, who delivered those things to the devil 
for a time, not that he might possess them, but 
that he might tempt. For there could not be a 
crown without a contest. The doubtful were to be 
proved, so that the just might be crowned.
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18. He gave them, therefore, to the devil, 
because in these very things is the punishment 
of the recipient, if he does not know how to 
use them. For what is a treasure to a luxurious 
man, but the expense of luxury? Whence he is 
proved not luxurious, but frugal. And therefore 
use as a frugal man those things which are set 
before you, lest when you eat much, you become 
hateful: *For watchings and torments are to an 
edacious man* (Ecclus. 31:23). And below: *If you 
have been forced in eating, arise and vomit, and 
it shall refresh you, and you shall not bring infir
mity to your body* (Ibid., 25). Thus gluttony has 
killed many, frugality none: wines have harmed 
innumerable ones, parsimony none. Many have 
poured out their souls in the midst of feasts, and 
filled the tables with their own blood. In others 
indigestion has snatched away both voice and 
sense: and if in some indigestion was not harm
ful, in these drunkenness caused ruin. For drunk
enness has driven some into crime; even if it 
itself be a crime, it has reduced others to poverty. 
Finally, hear those whom Christ excludes: *When 
the master of the house has entered*, He says, 
*and has shut the door, you shall begin to stand 
without, and to knock at the door, saying: Open 
to us.* And answering he shall say: *I know you 
not whence you are, depart from me, all you 
workers of iniquity.* Then you shall begin to 
say: *We have eaten in your presence, and have 
drunk, and you have taught in our streets.* And 
he shall say to you: *I know you not whence you 
are* (Luke 13:25 et seq.). You have heard what He 
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said of those eating. Hear now what He says of 
those fasting: *Blessed are you that hunger and 
thirst now, for you shall be filled* (Luke 6:21). 
And below: *Woe to you that are filled, for you 
shall hunger* (Ibid., 25).

19. But do you wish to eat, do you wish to 
drink? Come to the banquet of wisdom which 
invites all with a great proclamation, saying: 
*Come and eat my breads, and drink the wine 
which I have mixed for you* (Prov. 9:5). Do songs 
delight you which may soothe the one feasting? 
Hear the Church exhorting, hear her singing, not 
only in songs, but also in the Song of Songs: *Eat, 
my neighbors, and drink, and be inebriated, my 
fathers* (Cant. 5:1). But this drunkenness makes 
one sober; this is a drunkenness of grace, not 
of intoxication. It generates joy, not staggering. 
Nor should you fear lest in the banquet of the 
Church either pleasant odors, or sweet foods, or 
diverse drinks, or noble guests, or decent minis
ters be lacking to you. What is more noble than 
Christ, who in the banquet of the Church both 
ministers and is ministered to? Annex yourself to 
the side of that guest reclining, and join yourself 
to God; do not disdain the table which Christ 
chose, saying: *I have entered into my garden, my 
sister, my spouse, I have gathered my myrrh with 
my aromatics: I have eaten my bread with my 
honey, and I have drunk my wine with my milk* 
(Ibid.). In the garden, that is, in paradise, is the 
banquet of the Church, where Adam was before 
he committed sin. There Eve reclined before she 
created fault and brought forth. There you shall 
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gather myrrh, that is, the burial of Christ; so that 
buried with Him through baptism into death, just 
as He rose from the dead, you also may rise. There 
you shall eat the bread which confirms the heart 
of man. You shall taste honey, by which the pas
sage of your throat may be sweetened. You shall 
drink wine with milk, that is, with splendor and 
sincerity: whether because it is pure simplicity; 
or because it is immaculate grace, which is taken 
for the remission of sins; or because she milks the 
little ones with the breasts of her consolation, so 
that weaned in delights, they may grow up into 
the fullness of perfect age. Enter, therefore, into 
this banquet. Or do you fear lest a narrower house 
and a short place of feasting compress you? *O 
Israel, how great is the house of the Lord, and 
how vast the place of His possession!* *Great, 
and has no end, high, and immense* (Baruch 
3:24). There were those giants, who from the 
beginning were of great stature, knowing battle. 
These the Lord did not choose. And deservedly 
He did not choose them, because they knew 
battle, not peace. And therefore you learn peace, 
so that you may be chosen by God. But lest 
perhaps you think the magnitude of the house 
unadorned, and columned lodgings delight you: 
*wisdom has built herself a house, and has pol
ished seven pillars.* The Lord Jesus Himself also 
mentions that there are many mansions with His 
Father (John 14:2). In this house, therefore, you 
shall feast on foods of the soul, and drinks of 
the mind; so that afterwards you shall neither 
hunger nor thirst ever. For he who eats, eats even 
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unto satiety; and he who drinks, drinks even unto 
drunkenness.

20. But this drunkenness is the guardian of 
modesty: that drunkenness of wine is the fuel of 
lust, by which the internal organs are steamed 
through the flesh, the mind takes fire, the soul 
is parched. Lust is a savage stimulus of crimes, 
which never allows the affection to remain quiet. 
It boils by night, pants by day, excites from sleep, 
leads away from business, recalls from reason, 
takes away counsel, disquiets lovers, inclines the 
fallen, lies in wait for the chaste, inflames by pos
sessing, and is kindled by use. There is no limit to 
sinning, and an insatiable thirst for crimes, which 
cannot be extinguished except by the death of the 
lover. And therefore the Apostle says: *Flee forni
cation* (1 Cor. 6:18); so that by swift flight we 
may decline the cruelty of a furious mistress, as it 
were, and go out from a foul service.

C H A P T E R  V I .

Virtue to be acquired by study and labor. This 
is proven by the example of Jacob, who obtained 
the birthright over his brother; and mystical 
things concerning Abraham, Moses, and those 
same two brothers are explained.

22. You have heard the mysteries of pleasure, 
you have also heard the gifts of our resources, 
which I thought should not be covered with fur
niture, but demonstrated with the bare words of 
Scripture; so that they might shine by their own 
light, and emit a voice of themselves in turn. 
For neither the sun nor the moon need an inter

29



O N  CA I N  A N D  A B E L

preter. They have as an interpreter the brightness 
of their own light, with which the whole world 
is filled. Their illumination is a faith without an 
index, a certain, so to speak, intestate witness 
which needs no outside testimony, as it suddenly 
pours itself out to the eyes of all. Therefore our 
works are not announced, but they cry out, and 
announce themselves. Surely, so that I may not 
pass over this also which is considered laborious 
in our affairs, faith is required, study is desired, 
deeds are sought. For by these three the Lord Je
sus defined the duties of human devotion, saying: 
*Ask, and it shall be given to you: seek, and you 
shall find: knock, and it shall be opened to you* 
(Matt. 7:7). And below: *Everyone therefore who 
hears these words of mine, and does them, is like 
a wise man* (ibid., 24).

23. He who has followed these things stu
diously will receive the primacy of blessing, just 
as the patriarch Jacob, who by continence and 
faith supplanted the footsteps of human pas
sions. He said: *God has had mercy on me, and 
I have all things* (Gen. 33:11). Let us therefore 
deserve this mercy by faith, study, and works, 
by which disciplines Israel found the grace of 
God, and through it all things. For he did not 
rejoice that the resources of this world were at 
his disposal, but the disciplines of virtues. Let 
us substitute these for ourselves as heirs, which 
holy Abraham substituted for himself in his son 
Isaac, assigning the whole inheritance of his 
works to a wise and just man, and leaving no 
hereditary right to the handmaids or the sons of 
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the handmaids, but only gifts of donation. For 
perfect virtues receive the whole patrimony of 
glory, while something cheap is sprinkled upon 
the usual and mediocre. And therefore Hagar, 
who is called a stranger (*advena*) in Latin and a 
dweller (*accola*), and Keturah, who is signified 
as fragrant, are not heirs. For he who uses middle 
disciplines is a dweller, not an inhabitant of 
wisdom. Sprinkled with the odor, he is not filled 
with the fruit. But food, not odor, brings health, 
because odor is the messenger of fruits. Therefore 
we recognize that principal disciplines are to be 
preferred to those that follow, and the native 
(*indigenas*) to the dwellers.

24. This is according to the intellect. But 
according to the mystery, Abraham, the father 
of nations, brought the whole inheritance of his 
faith to his legitimate seed, which is Christ, 
who was as a stranger in this land; so that he 
might bring back the odor rather than the fruit 
of this life. When the mind hears these things, 
it turns itself from pleasure, and joins itself to 
virtue, admiring the grace of true beauty, the pure 
affection, the simple sentiment, the mediocre 
garment, that is, not in the persuasion of speech, 
but in the showing of the Spirit (1 Cor. 2:4), 
such as is the form of the apostolic sentiment, 
shining with the garment of wisdom and piety 
more precious than all gold, then receiving the 
chorus of prudence, temperance, fortitude, and 
justice, which were fragrant with the odor of 
disciplines, striking reverence, infusing grace. 
Therefore, moved by such things, it chose the 
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studies of virtue, to which Jacob, a man full of 
exercise, intended his mind. And therefore he is 
brought in as a shepherd of sheep (Gen. 30:31 et 
seq.); because it is considered more excellent to 
command the body and its senses and pleasures, 
and to hold the measure of the vow, lest he 
wander uncertainly like a sheep, than to rule 
peoples, or to preside over cities. For anyone rules 
himself with more difficulty than another. To 
conquer the mind, to restrain anger, and to force 
the fighting laws of the flesh and the mind into 
one is the work of a certain immortal man whom 
the gate of hell shall not have taken. Finally, the 
Legislator himself claimed this office for himself; 
so that he might feed the sheep of Jethro (Exod. 
3:1), who is called superfluous, and lead them 
into the desert: because he forced the irrational 
loquacity of superfluous and common speech by 
certain discrete mysteries of sober doctrine. And 
therefore the shepherds of sheep were an abom
ination to the Egyptians. For all who are given 
to the passions of the body and indulge in their 
own pleasures in this way, decline the disputer of 
the word and the teacher of virtue with a certain 
execration. And therefore through these enigmas 
Moses taught (Gen. 4:4) that sacrifices are fit for 
God, which every foolish man flees, that is, the 
works and precepts of virtue. And therefore Abel 
is read as a shepherd, but Cain as a tiller of 
the earth, who in his brother could not bear the 
foolish man's form and expressed appearance of 
virtue.
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C H A P T E R  V I I .

Having indicated the double defect of Cain's 
sacrifice, it shows that three vices can creep into 
our offerings; and it also brings forward the 
divine testimonies by which the same vices are 
proscribed.

25. *And it came to pass, after days, that Cain 
offered of the fruits of the earth a gift to the Lord* 
(Gen. 4:3). A double fault: one that he offered 
after days, the other that it was of the fruits, not of 
the first fruits. But a sacrifice is commended both 
by speed and by grace. Whence it is commanded: 
*If you have vowed a vow, do not delay to pay it.* 
*For it is better not to vow a vow, than to vow and 
not to pay* (Eccl. 5:3, 4). For when you make a 
delay, you do not pay. But a vow is a petition for 
good things from God with a promise of a gift to 
be paid. And therefore when you have obtained 
what you asked, it is the part of an ungrateful 
man to delay the promise. But sometimes either 
oblivion of the things obtained creeps upon the 
negligent, or upon the swollen and elated. To ar
rogate events to oneself is the part of a dull heart, 
and to claim the good that one does or that one 
obtains from God as one's own virtues, nor to de
pute it to the grace of the Author, but to consider 
oneself the author of one's own goods. The third 
kind of sin is indeed lesser, but nearly equal to the 
arrogance of those who do not deny that God is 
the giver of goods: but what has happened, they 
think has been justly brought to them on account 
of their own prudence and the merits of other 
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virtues. On that account they are also considered 
worthy of divine grace, because they would by 
no means seem unworthy to whom such things 
would come by divine benefits.

26. Lest anything of this kind happen, there
fore, whence your vow may become a sin to you, 
the law has informed and instructed you, the 
Lord who gave the law saying: *Attend to your
self, lest you forget the benefits of the Lord your 
God, and do not keep his commandments and 
judgments and his justices which I command you 
today;* *lest when you have eaten and are filled, 
and when you have built good houses and begun 
to dwell in them, and your sheep and your oxen 
are filled, and when you are filled with brass, 
silver, and gold, and have begun to possess all 
things, and your barns are full,* *you exalt your 
heart and forget the Lord your God* (Deut. 8:11 
et seq.). Then therefore you forget the Lord, when 
you have forgotten yourself. But if you know that 
you are weak, you will know that God is above all, 
and you will not be able to be unmindful, so that 
you may pay him the due reverence.

27. Learn now how each one is warned, lest 
he consider himself the author of his own goods. 
*Do not say,* he says, *in your heart: My virtue 
and my power made me this great virtue: but 
you shall have in your mind the Lord your God; 
since he himself gives strengths, that you may 
perform virtues* (ibid. 17 and 18). Whence well 
the Apostle (1 Cor. 15:9), as it were an interpreter 
of the law, did not glory in his own virtue: but 
said that he was the least of the Apostles, and 
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whatever he was, it was of divine grace, not of 
his own merit, and that we have nothing which 
we have not received. *For what,* he says, *have 
you that you have not received? But if you have 
received, why do you glory as if you had not 
received* (1 Cor. 4:7)? You have learned therefore 
to follow humility rather than arrogance; to affect 
diligence rather than power. You have received 
salutary precepts, do not neglect the useful in
struments of medicine, with which every fiber of 
a lethal wound is cut out.

28. He also who justifies himself, let him not 
be inflated with the swelling of his heart; and 
he has received a salutary command, the oracle 
resulting in a sentiment of this kind: *Do not 
say in your heart, when the Lord your God shall 
begin to consume those nations from your sight, 
saying: Because of my righteousness the Lord has 
brought me in to possess this land: but because of 
the iniquities of those nations the Lord has rooted 
them out from before your face* (Deut. 9:4 and 5). 
Not because of your righteousness, not because 
of your goodness, nor because of the equity of 
your heart do you enter to possess this land: 
but because of the iniquity of the nations the 
Lord will destroy them from your sight, and will 
restore your Testament which he swore to your 
fathers. A Testament is the perfect grace of God; 
for God gives nothing imperfect: but it is perfect 
virtue, and the works of virtue. But it is called a 
Testament, by which the inheritance of goods is 
brought. Merely it is also called a testament, and 
divine, when those things which are truly good 
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are conferred by the attestation of celestial com
mands. And it is called a Testament, because it 
is dedicated with blood: the old in type, the new 
in truth. By which Testament we hold the pledge 
of divine grace; because God so loved this world, 
that he gave his only-begotten Son for us all. 
Whence the Apostle, preaching the perfection of 
grace, says: *How has he not also with him given 
us all things* (Rom. 8:32)?

C H A P T E R  V I I I .

The qualities by which an offering becomes 
pleasing to God are expressed by the example of 
Abraham's sacrifice, namely speed, continuation, 
and faith. God commands speed in both Testa
ments; which he himself also exhibits, since he 
not only bestows quickly, but also prevents us.

29. Therefore the first grace of a vow is 
the speed of payment. Finally, Abraham, com
manded to offer his son for a holocaust, not after 
days, as Cain offered: but *rising in the morning 
he saddled his ass, and took with him two young 
men, and Isaac his son; and cutting wood for the 
holocaust, rising he went away, and came to the 
place which God had told him, on the third day* 
(Gen. 22:3). First, observe the mature and hasty 
zeal of the one about to sacrifice; so that there 
might be no delay of expectation, except until 
the oracle should be heard: then that he should 
saddle his ass, undertake all service himself, and 
prepare the things necessary for the sacrifice, his 
host leading him with the two virtues of faith and 
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hope accompanying, certain of the power of God, 
and secure of his goodness.

30. But as for what he says, *on the third day*; 
it is either because devotion ought to be contin
uous and perpetual. For time is tripartite, past, 
present, and future. By which we are warned that 
no oblivion of past benefits of God, or present, or 
future, ought to creep in, but a tenacious memory 
of grace should persevere, and obedience should 
not be lacking. Or because he who sacrifices 
ought to believe in one brightness, in one light of 
the Trinity. For to him who sacrifices faithfully, 
the day shines, there is no night. So also in Exodus 
Moses says: *We will go a three days' journey, and 
will sacrifice to the Lord our God* (Exod. 3:18). 
But also elsewhere when God appeared to Abra
ham at the oak of Mamre: *Looking up,* he says, 
*Abraham with his eyes saw, and behold three 
men stood above him. And seeing them he ran 
to meet them at the door of his tabernacle, and 
adored upon the earth, and said: Lord, if I have 
found grace before you* (Gen. 18:2 and 3). He sees 
three, he adores one. He offers three measures of 
fine flour (ibid., 6). For even if God is immense, 
yet he holds the measure of all things, as it is writ
ten: *Who has measured the water in his hand, 
and the heavens with his palm, and the whole 
earth in his closed hand* (Isa. 40:12)? Therefore 
the holy Patriarch brought a sacrifice to the per
fect Trinity in individual persons, in the interior 
secret of the mind, that is, of spiritual fine flour. 
This is the fine flour which that woman in the 
Gospel will grind, who shall be taken: *For one,* 
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he says, *shall be taken, the other shall be left* 
(Matt. 24:41). The Church shall be taken, the Syn
agogue shall be left. Or the good mind is taken, 
the wicked is abandoned. But that you may know 
that Abraham also believed in Christ: *Abraham,* 
he says, *saw my day, and rejoiced* (John 8:56). 
And he who believes in Christ, believes also in 
the Father. And he who perfectly believes in the 
Father, believes in the Son and the Holy Spirit. 
Therefore three measures, one fine flour, that is, 
it was one sacrifice which was offered to the 
venerable Trinity, by a certain equal measure of 
devotion, and a suitable fullness of piety.

31. Furthermore, know the zeal of swift devo
tion: *He ran,* he says, *and took one calf, tender 
and good, and gave it to a young man, and he 
hastened to make it* (Gen. 18:7). Everywhere is 
unwearied devotion, and therefore his gift was 
accepted by God. You have it also elsewhere, that 
you may prevent the rising of the sun with prayer: 
*Meet,* he says, *the rising of the sun* (Wis. 
16:28). You have in the Gospel the Lord Jesus 
saying: *Zacchaeus, descending in haste* (Luke 
19:5). And he, because he had obtained what he 
wanted, to see Christ; and had obtained more, 
to be seen and called by Christ, descending in 
haste, received him rejoicing; and therefore the 
Lord proved his affection, and gave him a swift 
remuneration saying: *Because today salvation 
has been made to this house* (ibid., 9). For the 
Lord also hastened to the benefit; and therefore 
he did not wait to promise, and afterwards fulfill; 
but before he did, and afterwards declared. For he 
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said: *Salvation has been made:* which certainly 
was of one preventing, not of one promising. 
Therefore the just man commends his vow by 
speed. And our fathers ate the pascha in haste, 
their loins girt, and their feet shod with the bonds 
of sandals, and laying down as it were the corpo
real burden, that they might be ready for the 
transition; for the pascha of the Lord is a transi
tion from passions to the exercises of virtue. And 
therefore it is called the pascha of the Lord; since 
both then in that type the truth of the Lord's 
passion was announced by the lamb, and now his 
grace is celebrated.

32. Quickly therefore seek this, O soul; so that 
quickly you may also hear, as Jacob also heard: 
*What is this that you have found so quickly, my 
son* (Gen. 27:20)? And he answered according to 
the dogma: *What the Lord your God delivered 
into my hands.* God gives quickly; because he 
spoke, and they were made: he commanded, and 
they were created. For the Word of God is not, as 
a certain one says, a work, but an operator, as you 
have it written: *My Father works even until now, 
and I work* (John 5:17). He prevents all things; 
for he is before all things as the Father, and in all 
things as the same Father, penetrating all things. 
For it is powerful and sharp, and sharper than 
any sword, penetrating even to the division of 
soul and spirit, of joints and marrow. Preventing 
the thoughts of all, of whom God the Father says: 
*Now you shall see if my Word comprehends 
you, or not* (Num. 11:23). For where God is, the 
Word is also, as he said: *We will come and make 
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a mansion with him* (John 14:23). And as you 
have read in others concerning God: *I stood here 
before you* (Exod. 17:6): so also the Word says: 
*Before you stood under the fig tree, I saw you* 
(John 1:48). And of the Word itself it is said, that 
is, of the Son of God: *But in the midst of you 
stands one whom you know not* (ibid., 26). For 
wherever the saints are, there in their midst is 
the Word of God in the hearts of each one, filling 
the seas and the lands. And when he is here, he 
is also elsewhere; not the place being changed, 
but certainly filled with his presence. For he is 
everywhere, who is through all things, and in all 
things, leaving no place immune from himself. 
And where he is present, he was: and where he 
was, he is present. And therefore he who knows 
the Word of God to be swift, quickly asks, and 
quickly obtains.

C H A P T E R  I X .

Pharaoh is rebuked on account of delay in 
obeying. Humility, secrecy, and brevity in prayer 
are commended, with a reprehension of ver
bosity. How the Lord taught the form of praying; 
and finally for whom one ought chiefly to pray.

33. But indeed Pharaoh, who was expending 
his study on opinions and empty, vain things 
(Egypt being filled with frogs, giving back an 
empty sound of things and a vain noise), to Moses 
saying: *Appoint for me when I shall pray for 
you, and for your servants, and for your people, 
that the Lord may exterminate the frogs* (Exod. 
8:9); when placed in such necessity he ought to 
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have asked that he pray already and not delay, an
swered: *Tomorrow;* idle and negligent, about 
to pay the penalty of delay by the destruction of 
Egypt. And so he, where he obtained his request, 
became unmindful of grace; and exalted in the 
mind of his flesh, forgot God.

34. But humility commends prayer. Indeed 
that Pharisee was rebuked who enumerated his 
fasts as it were benefits, and as it were objected 
them to God, and mentioned that he was free 
from crimes. But the Publican was preached, 
*who standing afar off would not lift up his 
eyes to heaven, but struck his breast saying: Lord 
God, be merciful to me a sinner* (Luke 18:13). 
And therefore the divine sentence preferred him 
saying: *Because this publican went down justi
fied more than the pharisee* (ibid., 14). For he is 
justified who confesses his own sin, as the Lord 
himself spoke: *Speak your iniquities, that you 
may be justified* (Isa. 43:26). And David says: *A 
sacrifice to God is a troubled spirit* (Ps. 50:19). 
And again: *A contrite and humbled heart God 
does not despise* (ibid.). Jeremiah also says: *A 
soul in anguishes, and an anxious spirit cries to 
you* (Baruch 3:1). Therefore both Pharaoh (Exod. 
5:2), and the Assyrian king who said: *Who of the 
gods of those nations shall deliver his land from 
my hand; since the Lord your God shall deliver 
Jerusalem from my hand* (4 Kings 18:35)? were 
cast down by their exaltation. But the just man, 
as Jacob, refers to the Author God whatever good 
things he has obtained, saying of all things what
ever he has known to prosper for him: *Because 
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the Lord God delivered them into my hands* 
(Gen. 27:20). This therefore is the better payment 
of his vows, as David also says: *Offer to God a 
sacrifice of praise, and pay your vows to the Most 
High* (Ps. 49:14). To praise God is to commend a 
vow, and to pay it. Whence also that Samaritan 
is preferred to the other nine lepers, who with 
the others according to the command of the Lord, 
cleansed from leprosy, alone returned to Christ 
and amplified God, and gave thanks. Concerning 
whom Jesus says: *There was not of them who 
would return and give thanks to God, except this 
stranger. . . . . And he said to him: Rise, and go; 
because your faith has saved you* (Luke 17:18).

35. There is also that discipline of commend
ing prayer and a vow; that we do not divulge 
prayer, but keep hidden mysteries, as Abraham 
did, who made cakes baked in ashes (Gen. 
18:6). The fathers also who cooked the dough 
which they had brought out of Egypt, making 
unleavened cakes baked in ashes, which in Greek 
are called *encryphia*, because they are hidden 
in the ashes; signifying that leaven which that 
Evangelical woman hid (Luke 13:21) in three 
measures of flour, until the whole was leavened, 
also hinting that the doctrine of mysteries must 
be pressed. Which the Lord taught more openly 
in the Gospel saying: *But you when you shall 
pray, enter into your chamber, and the door being 
closed pray to your Father in secret, and your Fa
ther who sees in secret will repay you: but praying 
do not speak much* (Matt. 6:5). And below: *For 
your Father knows what is necessary for you, 
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before you ask him* (ibid., 8). Your chamber is 
the secret of the mind, and the secret of the soul. 
Enter into this your chamber, that is, enter into 
the deep hearts, enter totally from the exterior 
vestibule of your body, and close your door.

36. Learn what your door is: *Set a watch, O 
Lord, before my mouth, and a door of circuit to 
my lips* (Ps. 140:3). And Paul asks to be prayed 
for: *That a door of speech may be opened to 
me,* he says, *to speak the mystery of Christ* 
(Col. 4:3). But he, as one chosen for the preaching 
of the Gospel, rightly desired the door of speech 
to be opened to him; because from his mouth 
went out the salvation of nations, from his mouth 
came forth the life of peoples. But let us close 
the door, lest fault enter, lest any slip of speech 
go out. Fault enters, if a slip goes out. Hear how 
fault enters. *In much speaking,* it says, *you 
shall not escape sin* (Prov. 10:19). Much speaking 
went out, sin entered; because in much speaking 
the word which goes out is by no means weighed. 
It slips imprudently, although to speak anything 
great beyond measure is itself a great sin.

37. And therefore beware lest you speak im
prudently; for the lips of the imprudent lead him 
to evils. Beware lest you extol yourself in prayer; 
for the prayer of him who humbles himself 
will penetrate the clouds. Beware lest you incau
tiously divulge the mysteries of the Creed or the 
Lord's Prayer. Or do you not know how grave it 
is to contract sin in prayer, where you hope for a 
remedy? Certainly the Lord through the Prophet 
taught that this is a grave curse, saying: *And let 
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his prayer become sin* (Ps. 108:7); unless perhaps 
you think that is mediocre. For it is to distrust the 
power of God, to estimate that you are not heard, 
unless you have cried out. Let your works cry out, 
let faith cry out, let affection cry out, let your 
passions cry out, let your blood cry out, as that of 
holy Abel, of whom God said to Cain: *The voice 
of your brother's blood cries to me* (Gen. 4:10). 
For he hears you in occult things, who cleanses 
in occult things. We cannot hear anyone unless 
he is speaking: with God not words, but thoughts 
speak. And that you may know this is true, the 
Lord Jesus said to the Jews: *Why do you think 
evil things in your hearts* (Matt. 9:4)? This is not 
the voice of one questioning, but of one knowing. 
Which the Evangelist manifests to you saying: 
*But Jesus knew their thoughts* (Luke 6:8). As 
therefore the Son knows, the Father also knows. 
You have known that the Son knows, hear the 
counselor and witness of the Father saying: *For 
your Father knows what is necessary for you, 
before you ask him* (Matt. 6:5). Cook therefore 
your cake baked in ashes with the vapor of the 
Holy Spirit; cook also the passions of the mind 
with the heat of the word. And if your passions 
are somewhat raw, having perhaps recently gone 
out from Egypt, cover them, and cook them 
with slow heat; lest they cannot bear a stronger 
fire, and be half-burned rather than cooked. For 
there are very many things which raw displease, 
cooked delight. Cherish therefore deep mysteries 
in your breast; lest by premature speech and to 
unfaithful or weak ears you commit them as it 
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were uncooked, and the hearer be turned away 
and loathe them with horror, who if he tasted 
them more cooked, would perceive the sweetness 
of spiritual food.

38. But divinely the Lord Jesus taught you 
both the goodness of the Father, who knows 
how to give good things (Luke 11:13); so that 
you may ask for those things which are good 
from the Good: and he frequently and urgently 
warned that one must pray; not that a fastidious 
prayer be continued, but that an assiduous one 
be frequently poured out (ibid., 9). For for the 
most part empty glory creeps into a long prayer, 
but negligence into one altogether intermitted. 
Then he warns (Matt. 18:15) that when you ask 
pardon for yourself, then you should know that it 
is especially to be granted to others, that you may 
commend your prayer by the voice of your work. 
The Apostle also teaches (1 Tim. 2:8) that one 
must pray without anger and disputation, so that 
your prayer be not troubled, nor interpolated. He 
also teaches that one must pray in every place, 
since the Savior says: *Enter into your chamber* 
(Matt. 6:6). But understand not a chamber closed 
with walls, in which your members are closed: 
but the chamber which is in you, in which your 
thoughts are included, in which your senses are 
occupied. This chamber of your prayer is every
where with you, and everywhere is secret, whose 
arbiter is no one except God alone.

39. But you are taught that one must pray es
pecially for the people (1 Tim. 2:1), that is, for the 
whole body, for all the members of your mother, 
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in which is the sign of mutual charity. For if 
you pray for yourself only, you only will pray for 
yourself. And if each one prays for himself only, 
the grace of the sinner is less than that of the 
interceder. But now because each one prays for 
all, also all pray for each one. Therefore that we 
may conclude, if you pray for yourself only, you 
alone, as we have said, will pray for yourself. But 
if you pray for all, all will pray for you. For indeed 
you are in all. So great is the remuneration, that 
by the prayers of each one the suffrages of the 
whole people are acquired for each one. In which 
there is no arrogance, but humility is greater, and 
the fruit more abundant.

C H A P T E R  X .

The first flaw of the sacrifice having been ex
plained, Cain's second is passed to, namely that 
he did not offer of the first fruits. The first fruits 
of the soul are especially to be offered, and what 
those are. Abel offered the same, and the law 
commanded them to be offered. There also who 
are called Canaanites: likewise why God is men
tioned to have sworn: that the movements of the 
mind cannot be pacified without his help. Finally 
that these births ought to be offered to which the 
distinction of sex contributes nothing.

40. But now it is time to pass to another thing, 
since we have spoken fully concerning that Cain 
offered after days. It was made an indication of 
one lying back, when the very petition of the vow 
ought to be mature; lest we seem to have hoped 
for a remedy more from human arts, that is, the 
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skill of healing, and the juices of herbs, than to 
have asked for help from God. For to him first 
one must fly, who can cure the passions of our 
soul. But certain men in a preposterous order 
first summon help to themselves from men: but 
where human helps have failed, then they think 
that the grace of divine favor is to be asked.

41. That crime of Cain being therefore con
cluded and convicted, let us discuss another vice 
of the offering. *He offered,* he says, *of the fruits 
of the earth,* not from the first fruits the firstlings 
to God. This is to claim the first fruits for oneself 
first: but to defer the following to God. And so 
when truly the soul is to be preferred to the body 
as a mistress to a servant, certainly we ought to 
offer the first fruits of it, that is, of the soul, 
before those of the body. The first fruits of the 
soul are the primacies of good disciplines. Which 
although they are later in time than the first 
fruits of the body, which are food, increase, sight, 
hearing, and touch, odor, voice (but the mind 
and sense is a part of the soul) part of the body, 
yet they are prior to the disciplines. Of which the 
primitive is the giving of thanks offered to God 
with a pure heart and simple speech.

42. These gifts Abel offered, and therefore God 
looked upon his gifts, since he offered from the 
primitives. Accession therefore comes because 
from the firstlings of the sheep, and from their 
fats. Consider that he did not offer from insensi
ble things, but from living beings. For more is 
of the animal, than the earthly; since the animal 
is next to the spiritual. For not first that which 
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is spiritual, but that which is animal, then that 
which is spiritual. That which is animal breathes, 
it has the vital spirit: not so that which is from 
the fruits of the lands. Then he offered not the 
second, but the first; not the small, but the fat: 
for such things the law proved, and commanded 
to be offered, as it is written: *And it shall be,* 
he says, *when God shall bring you into the land 
of the Canaanites, as he swore to your fathers, 
and shall give it to you; you shall take all that 
opens the womb, the male for the Lord.* All that 
opens the womb of the herds and your flocks, 
whatever shall be born to you males, sanctify to 
the Lord. All that opens the womb of an ass, you 
shall change with a sheep: but if you will not 
change, you shall redeem it* (Exod. 13:11 et seq.). 
What of such profound mystery, of such high 
and secret wisdom, than that in certain veins 
of simple words you may detect and draw the 
abundance of spiritual grace? For the Canaanites 
are mobile and restless. When therefore you shall 
have entered into their land, whom you notice to 
be cast out from possession on account of levity, 
restlessness, and instability of manners, you hold 
constancy. Let not a cheap reason, nor a light 
speech perturb you; for this is the Canaanite, 
mobile speech, unstable affection, and restless 
contention: but rather keep the tranquillity of the 
heart, and the serenity of the mind placid; so that 
as it were in the salt of the sea you may exhibit 
a safe station for ships, in a certain port of your 
mind.
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43. This possession the Lord promises to you, 
and promises with a certain bond of a sacrament, 
that he may firm your constancy. For neither does 
God swear for this reason, that he needs the faith 
of the one believing, or destitute of the astipula
tions of testimonies requires the suffrage of a 
sacrament, as men who take faith to ourselves 
by a sacrament, and therefore we swear, that 
we may be believed to have said true things. 
But God even when he speaks is faithful, whose 
speech is a sacrament. For not on account of the 
sacrament is the almighty God faithful, but on 
account of God even the sacrament is faithful. By 
what reason therefore does Moses bring in God 
swearing? Because we are closed by a certain use 
of mortals, and as it were by the bark of sea 
urchins we involve ourselves in a certain vulgar 
opinion, or as it were snails which unless they be 
within the covering of the shell, cannot breathe, 
nor pluck or sustain the free air: so we do not 
dwell except within certain earthly hiding places 
of human custom. Whence because we are accus
tomed to believe that more truly, which is firmed 
by an oath; lest our faith limp, God is described 
swearing who himself does not swear, but is 
the judge of those swearing, and the avenger of 
those perjuring. Finally it is written: *The Lord 
has sworn, and he will not repent him: You are a 
priest forever* (Ps. 109:4). He kept certainly what 
he swore, he gave us an eternal prince of priests: 
so that you also may know that what you shall 
have sworn is thus to be kept; so that because you 
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swear by him who does not lie, you may know 
that he will be, if you should lie, the avenger.

44. Restless and mobile thoughts being there
fore expelled, God will give to you the empty 
possession of the heart and mind; so that you 
may exercise it with a certain cultivation of tran
quillity, and take fruit from it, nor sustain in it the 
Canaanites, that is, turbid senses to run back; you 
should eradicate every concept of gentile vices; 
destroy their groves by which the truth is over
shadowed, and a certain celestial free sight of the 
mind is hidden by the horror of dark disputation.

45. But you cannot achieve this unless you are 
gifted with a divine favor; therefore he says: *God 
will give to you* (Exod. 13:11), that is, the best 
thoughts, placid counsels, tranquil inventions. 
When he shall have given these, you shall take 
all that opens the womb as masculine, and you 
shall sanctify it to the Lord. God does not demand 
everything from you, who gave everything. For 
he bestows many things for the use of human 
substance, and that cannot be a divine sacrifice, 
where there is the use of nature. Eating, drinking, 
sleeping, and also other ministries of the body 
are conferred on you as a gift, not gifts returned 
by you to God. But whatever holy thing you shall 
have thought, this is God's gift, God's inspiration, 
God's grace: just as, on the contrary, those things 
which, although they are in the use of human 
nature, do not defile a man; but what comes out 
of the mouth, thefts, false testimonies, sacrileges, 
these are the things that defile a man.
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46. Therefore let us cleanse our interior parts, 
so that the offering may not be displeasing. There 
let us seek everything that opens the womb as 
masculine, that is, just and principal, which we 
ought to sanctify to the Lord. For these corpo
real intercourses, conceptions, and births do not 
sanctify us, by which the female womb is opened 
with the modesty of virginity deflowered. For 
although the woman sanctifies the man, and the 
man the woman; yet it often happens that the 
womb of a virgin is opened even without the 
sanctity of marriage. Nor again is the grace only 
virile, and the woman foreign to sanctification, or 
the nature of each sex confused, so that each is 
poured out into corporeal births. Men have their 
duties, women have the distinct offices of their 
sex. That generation of human succession befits 
the woman, the same is impossible for the man.

47. Therefore if this sense does not fit the use 
of the flesh, let us discuss the offices of the soul. 
Certainly I find that soul, which is distinguished 
by no sex: and since it has no sex, it represents 
the duties of both sexes, it marries, conceives, 
gives birth. And just as nature gave the womb to 
females, in which the generation of each living 
thing is formed through the monthly ages: so 
there is a certain virtue of the soul which, as if in 
a certain secret of a genital womb, is accustomed 
to receive the seeds of our thoughts, to foster 
conceptions, to give birth to offspring. For other
wise Isaiah would not say: *In the womb we have 
conceived, and we have brought forth the spirit 
of salvation* (Is. 26:18); unless he had known the 

51



O N  CA I N  A N D  A B E L

womb of the soul. Of these generations some are 
feminine: malice, petulance, luxury, intemper
ance, impudicity, and other vices of this kind, by 
which a certain virility of our mind is enervated. 
Masculine are chastity, patience, prudence, tem
perance, fortitude, justice, by which our mind 
and the flesh itself are firmed, and are raised 
to perform the duties of virtue without sluggish
ness. That prophetic womb brought forth these 
births. And therefore he says: *In the womb 
we have conceived and we have brought forth 
the spirit of salvation.* He both labored for and 
brought forth a masculine child, therefore, who 
poured forth the spirit of salvation.

B O O K  T W O .

CHAPTER I.

The offspring of the soul must be produced 
maturely: what is their form? The plebeian senses 
can be tamed by the command of the mind; for 
there are two kinds of our senses; and in what 
do the first fruits to be offered to God consist? 
Finally, the mixture of which we consist, and its 
first fruits, are discussed.

1. Let our soul be in labor with these births, 
and not only be in labor, but also give birth, and 
give birth when the days are fulfilled; lest the 
day of judgment find the births immature. For 
concerning these births the Lord Jesus said: *Woe 
to those pregnant and nursing in those days* 
(Luke 21:23)? Therefore let this birth be released 
more maturely, and let our thoughts be unfolded 
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by the processes of good works; so that our end 
may find nothing imperfect, the term of our life 
may meet nothing unexplained, the use of our 
work may leave nothing as if placed on the anvil. 
Hasten therefore, O soul, to form your births, 
to release them more hurriedly, to nourish more 
quickly those whom you have begotten.

2. What the form of such a great birth is, the 
Apostle demonstrates saying: *My little children, 
for whom I am again in labor, until Christ be 
formed in you* (Gal. 4:19). Into this form let all 
the vitals of our mind coalesce, and in that genital 
womb of our soul let Christ shine back. Let our 
birth be faith, let our nourishments be the pre
cepts of doctrine. With these let a certain infancy 
of our heart be imbued, childhood be instructed, 
youth grow young, old age grow gray. For the 
age of old age is a life immaculate. And therefore 
that old age of the soul is finally good, which no 
stains of perfidy shall have defiled. And therefore 
Paul defends his births from this stain: *I have 
begotten you,* he says, *in the Gospel* (1 Cor. 
4:15); lest anyone's savage whispering should 
tempt the infancy of a raw faith. He was therefore 
begetting masculine things, who was eager for 
the peoples whom he taught to run together in 
the unity of faith into a perfect man, and to hold 
the perfect measure of the fullness of Christ in the 
knowledge of the Son of God (Eph. 4:13). For he 
knew this sacrifice acceptable to God, concerning 
which it is written: *You shall separate every
thing that opens the womb as masculine, to the 
Lord* (Exod. 13:11). And what he added: *Every 
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masculine that opens the womb of the herds and 
of the flocks which are yours, sanctify to the Lord* 
(ibid., 12); lest it should have anything of obscu
rity, let us consider.

3. He had spoken of the principal generations, 
that is, those full and capable of reason: he added 
also concerning the gregarious ones, that is, the 
remaining or as it were plebeian senses, which 
are compared to irrational beasts. Which never
theless, when they are governed by some ruler, 
easily become tame; and they have been accus
tomed to execute commands, and to undergo the 
yoke, and to hasten their step at the master's 
voice, or to stop, or to turn aside, or to perform 
some duties of their work which are ordered, 
with a certain human service. So much does in
struction avail, that it overcomes nature! There
fore those things which do not have the consor
tium of our substance, nevertheless acknowledge 
the command of our voice: and since they have 
no reason of their own nature, they take up ours, 
and in a certain way acquire it transfused. We 
see horses incited by popular studies, rejoice in 
applauses, be delighted by the flatteries of the 
master. We discern grim lions change their nat
ural ferocity for ordered tameness, lay aside their 
rage, take up our manners; and since they are 
themselves terrible, they learn to fear. The dog 
is beaten, that the lion may be terrified: and he 
who is exasperated by his own injury, is coerced 
by another's, and is broken by the example of the 
other. How often, with prey prepared and food at 
hand, do they prefer to endure hunger, while they 
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fear the master's offense? How often, impelled by 
a sudden motion, do they loosen their mouths 
open for bites when ordered? Thus while they 
obey our will, they forget their own. Not so those 
wild beasts, or those herds of horses, or every 
kind of cattle, which wander without any ruler, 
and destitute of every governor's rudder are ex
asperated. And therefore herdsmen, shepherds, 
and other pastors are appointed, certain masters 
of flocks forming their duties for each of the living 
things committed to them by their condition.

4. There seems therefore to be one kind of 
our senses tamed and mild: another untamed 
which, with a certain herdsman-like motion of 
the mind, as if idle and relaxed, rushes forth to 
the irrational delights of the body: but the mild, 
which subjects and submits itself to a certain 
moderation of the mind as its leader. Whatever 
things therefore of that nature are ruled, those 
are masculine and perfect: but whatever things 
dominate with a certain plebeian presumption 
without any leader, as if of some city which is 
deprived of the counsel of a king and of the best 
men, thus they effeminate the whole state of 
their body and their virile vigor with a certain 
feminine dissolution. From these is that law of 
the flesh, which, impugning the law of the Apos
tolic mind, was dragging it captive by a certain 
law of sin. And therefore that he might be deliv
ered from that body of death, Paul reposed all his 
hope not in his own virtue, but in the grace of 
Christ (Rom. 7:25). Whence it is clear that these 
commotions which are according to the law of 
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the mind, proceed from divine favor, but other 
senses from corporeal pleasure.

5. Those things therefore which are holy, are 
the first fruits of our senses: these are as if from 
a certain flock, and of plebeian vileness: which 
Moses seems to have signified by various differ
ent names. For this also that mystical threshing 
floor of the law declares, concerning which he 
says: *You shall not delay the first fruits of your 
threshing floor and of your winepress. You shall 
give the first-born of your sons to me* (Exod. 
22:29). The holy commotions of our senses, 
which are according to virtues, are themselves 
the first fruits of the spiritual threshing floor: 
on that account they are also compared to a 
rural threshing floor, in which the grains are win
nowed. For just as in this rural threshing floor the 
wheat and the barley are shaken out, and while 
they are more often winnowed, they are sepa
rated from the chaff; because the chaff and the 
rest of the refuse of the harvest are dissipated into 
different directions by the breathing of a light 
breeze; but those things which are more solid, the 
dust having been shaken out, fall back into the 
same place: so the fruits of our thoughts which 
are solid and best, exhibit the pure and sincere 
nourishment of virtue, as it is written: *Because 
not in bread alone does man live, but in every 
word of God* (Luke 4:4): those however which 
are useless and empty, are dispersed like smoke 
and mists; because as smoke is to the eyes, so is 
iniquity to those using it. And rightly is iniquity 
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compared to smoke, which as if with a certain 
worldly darkness covers the sight of the mind.

6. And therefore the Lord says: *When you 
shall have entered into the land into which I lead 
you, and when you shall have begun to eat of 
the breads of that land, you shall offer a separate 
oblation to the Lord, the first fruits of your dough, 
bread as an oblation from the threshing floor: 
thus you shall offer the first fruits of your confu
sions, and you shall give them to the Lord* (Num. 
15:18-21). We are a confusion, composed by a 
certain mixture of different elements. Inasmuch 
as the cold is mixed with the hot, and the humid 
with the dry in us. This dough has many allure
ments of the flesh, and very many delights: but 
these are not the first fruits of this body's senses, 
because we consist of soul and body and spirit. 
This is the principal dough, in which the Apostle 
desires us to be sanctified, as he says: *And may 
the God of peace himself sanctify you through 
all things; that your whole spirit and soul and 
body may be preserved without complaint in the 
day of our Lord Jesus Christ* (1 Thess. 5:23). The 
first fruits of this dough are spiritual, that is, the 
inventions and generations of the senses which 
proceed from the vigor of the soul. But not all are 
first fruits, except those which are free from mal
ice and wickedness, and all error. But the delights 
of the body are necessary, such as of sleeping, 
eating, drinking, walking, and other senses of 
this kind; but the first fruits are not in these. And 
therefore not in these, but in those is the Lord's 
sacrament, where there is chastity, piety, where 
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there is faith and devotion. Of which thing a 
manifest and evident example is the offering of 
the patriarch Isaac, whom the father offered in 
the manner of a sacrifice, bent by no motion of 
human passion, offering a clean victim to God, 
and void of fear, and immune from corporeal 
desire, while the very piety of the father yielded 
to the devotion of the one sacrificing.

C H A P T E R  I I .

First fruits are to be estimated not by time, 
but by holiness: good works are to be joined with 
faith, which is especially necessary, for a true 
sacrifice: labor is to be changed for fruit, and the 
soul is to be delivered from useless things.

7. Now let us consider what the force of first 
fruits is, and whether first fruits are estimated 
by time, or by holiness, that is, whether all first-
born have the sanctification of first fruits. For 
the first fruits of fruits are holy according to the 
law (Num. 18:8); because in these is the best 
sacrifice of a hasty faith: but they become holy by 
devotion, not by time; because the harvest does 
not sanctify, but devotion. Finally, where the 
harvest is quick, if devotion tarries, an offense is 
contracted. Therefore not all first-born are holy: 
but all things that are holy, are also first-born. 
Finally Cain was first-born, but not holy. Holy 
also is Israel, the people of God, but not first in 
age; and yet he is called first-born, as it is written 
in the prophets: *Israel is my first-born* (Exod. 
4:22). And Levi was holy, but not first-born; for he 
is read as the third son of Leah (Gen. 29:34): and 
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yet the Levites were called first-born, to whom 
the name is derived from him. For it is written in 
Numbers: *Behold, I have taken the Levites from 
the midst of the children of Israel for every first-
born that opens the womb from the children of 
Israel, and the Levites shall be mine; for every 
first fruit is mine.* *In the day that I struck every 
first-born of Egypt, I sanctified every first-born of 
Israel* (Num. 3:12-13). Therefore the Levites were 
called first-born, who certainly by sanctification 
were preferred to the other children of Israel. By 
what reason they are first-born, hear the Apostle 
saying: *But you have approached Mount Sion, 
and the city of the living God, the Jerusalem 
which is in heaven, and to ten thousands of 
rejoicing angels, and of the primitive Churches, 
which are written in heaven* (Heb. 12:22-23). He 
made four orders: of Mount Sion, of the city of 
Jerusalem, of the celebration of angels, and of 
the primitive Churches. Therefore the Lord God 
took the Levites from the midst of the people 
of Israel; because he did not want them to be 
sharers in human cares, but ministers of divine 
religion. And he made those first-born to himself 
who open the spiritual womb; and therefore they 
were not from the womb of nature, like the 
sinners of various crimes: but the secular cults 
being destroyed, they are chosen. Whence they 
have no consortium with plebeian possession, 
nor are they computed in the midst of the people; 
because they possess the Word of God in their 
midst, as it is written in the Gospel: *Where two 
or three are gathered in my name, there am I in 
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the midst of them* (Matt. 18:20). And elsewhere: 
*In the midst of you stands one whom you know 
not* (John 1:26).

8. Hence therefore we know that before all 
things faith ought to commend us to God. When 
we shall have had faith, let us labor that our 
works may be perfect. Inasmuch as this is a full 
and perfect sacrifice, as the Lord himself teaches 
us saying: *Of your gifts and givings you shall 
observe to offer to me in my feast days, detracting 
nothing, nor dispersing; but offering full and in
tegral and perfect things.* For the feast day of the 
Lord is where there is the grace of perfect virtues. 
Which then are perfect, if the mind, victor over 
secular solicitations and corporeal allurement, 
should exclude the enticements of pleasure, free 
from the world, devoted to God, diminishing 
nothing from the path of direct intention, nor 
dividing the times of its affection now for luxury, 
now for labor. Therefore the wise man alone 
celebrates this solemnity, no one else. For it is 
difficult to find a soul immune from passions of 
this kind. Divide therefore according to reason 
the principal and obedient parts of the soul, and 
then you will detect what is masculine, and what 
feminine. For there is no virtue without labor, 
because labor is the process of virtue. Which also 
the words of the law itself signify, which says: 
*Everything that opens the womb of a female ass, 
you shall change for a sheep* (Exod. 13:13). For 
the law separated unclean animals from sacrifice, 
and instead of these commanded clean ones to 
be offered in turn. He commands therefore the 
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offspring of an ass, that is, an unclean one, to 
be changed for a sheep, which is clean and fit 
for sacrifice (Lev. 27:27). This is according to the 
letter. But if anyone should follow the sense of 
the spiritual law more deeply, it is pleasing to 
consider that an ass is a laborious animal, a sheep 
a fruitful one. By fruit therefore he says labor is 
to be changed, so that the end of his work may 
be fruit. Or certainly in this way: all your labor, 
all your industry you shall commend with a pure 
and simple affection.

9. *But if you will not change,* he says, *you 
shall redeem* (Exod. 13:13). It is commanded 
therefore according to the letter, that another 
animal be offered for an unclean animal, or a 
price; lest among the tithes of fruits either any
thing less, or an unclean thing should seem to 
be offered. But the more profound understanding 
teaches that your soul is to be delivered, so that 
it may desist from those things which have no 
fruit. For he who redeems himself, also delivers 
and in a certain way divests himself of a debt. 
Those works are to be left which cannot have 
true fruit and good processes; such as are those 
worldly things whose use cannot be long-lasting. 
In which he himself is naked and void of true ef
fect; and although it shall have been sought with 
the greatest labor, it helps the soul nothing. For 
those things which bring servitude to the soul, 
are all useless, even if effect is not lacking. Great 
seems the victory of those fighting, the glory of 
those triumphing: but frequently we see those 
very ones who have conquered, again subject to 
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the uncertainties of wars and transferred to the 
enemy by the event of battle, and by that very 
thing by which they were victors before, become 
more miserable. There is need therefore that you 
direct your works to God, and his favor aspire to 
you. The athlete himself who decides by his own, 
not another's strengths, as often as he engages, 
believes himself to undergo doubtful cases. And 
when he shall have arrived at the crown, he 
understands that this glory of the world withers 
more quickly than the leaves of that very crown. 
The pilot when he shall have brought the ship 
into ports, hardly thinks an end imposed on 
labor, and immediately seeks the beginning of 
labor. The soul is loosened from the body, and 
after the end of this life it is still suspended by the 
ambiguity of the future judgment. Thus there is 
no end, where an end is thought. Whence with 
vows and a pure conscience and a spirit of charity 
let us adhere to our God, and conciliate divine 
favor for ourselves: praying that we may be able 
to be absolved and divested of secular cares as if 
from unmitilled and rustic masters, and go out 
from worldly service, called into the liberty of 
supernal knowledge which is true and the only 
liberty.

C H A P T E R  I I I .

That what he had said, that labor is to be 
changed for fruit, he confirms by the example of 
the Jews serving in Egypt, and by the testimony of 
the Gospel; from what place, and in what way the 
soul is to be delivered, he declares; and that Christ 
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is the true Levite, that is, our deliverer. Finally, he 
proposes beautiful things concerning the utility 
which the familiarity of the just brings.

10. And that we may build up the precept of 
the law by an example, when the Egyptians were 
depressing the peoples of the Jews in various 
works, and in mud and stone, the children of 
Israel groaned, and provoked the mercy of the 
Lord upon themselves. And he said to Moses: *I 
have heard the groaning of the children of Israel, 
how the Egyptians depress them into servitude, 
and I have been made mindful of my Testament.* 
*Go and say to the children of Israel, I am the 
Lord, and I will lead you out from the power of 
the Egyptians, and I will rescue you from their 
servitude, and I will deliver you with an exalted 
arm, and a great judgment, and I will take you to 
me into a people, and I will be your God, and you 
shall know that I am the Lord your God who will 
lead you out from the power of the Egyptians, and 
I will lead you into the land into which I stretched 
out my hand* (Exod. 6:5-8). Behold how the 
people of the Hebrews changed labor for fruit, 
so that he who was working in the mud, should 
work with the hope of an eternal kingdom. And 
therefore the Lord in the Gospel having pitied 
the empty labor of the gentile peoples, who were 
constructing bricks for a muddy superstition, 
and devoted to the pleasure of the body, could not 
build a solid wall of faith, as if having spoken to 
certain offspring of an ass, said: *Come to me, all 
you who labor, and I will refresh you.* *Take my 
yoke upon you, and learn from me that I am mild 
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and humble in heart, and you shall find rest for 
your souls* (Matt. 11:28-29). By which vocation I 
seem to me to recognize the words of the law and 
the mysteries more fully: because he taught that 
the ass was either to be changed for a sheep, or 
to be redeemed by money; so that we may not 
only change the offspring of the ass for a sheep, 
that is, unclean things for clean, but also redeem 
them. Which seems to be expressed, if first we 
wash the defilements of our sins by the sacrifice 
of purification and the mystery of baptism; and 
also redeem our crimes by good works, and the 
price of faith, and by commiseration.

11. Our price is the blood of Christ. Whence 
also the apostle Peter says: *You were not re
deemed with gold or silver, but with precious 
blood* (1 Pet. 1:18). And Paul says: *You were 
bought with a price, do not become slaves of 
men* (1 Cor. 7:23). Whence not idly do we marvel 
in the Gospel that the Lord Jesus sat upon the foal 
of an ass (Mark 11:7); because the gentile people 
began to be Christ's victim, who according to the 
law was held unclean. Whence also concerning 
the Levites it is written (Exod. 12:13) that they 
are their redemptions; for the reason that by the 
sanctity of their life and by prayer they washed 
the sins of the people. In which mysteries the 
figure of the lamb preceded the true Levite to 
come, who by the passion of his own body should 
take away the sin of the world. Levite signifies 
*one taken up for me*, or *one light to me*; for 
he himself has the sign of perfect virtue of health 
to be imparted to the people. He therefore who 

64



O N  CA I N  A N D  A B E L

for the salvation of all came as expected, was for 
me brought forth from the virginal womb, for me 
offered, for me tasted death, for me rose again. 
In whom the redemption of all men was taken 
up, the resurrection was assumed. He is the true 
Levite; that he might make us Levites to adhere 
to God, to pour out continuous prayers to him, to 
hope for salvation from him, to flee earthly busi
nesses, to be numbered in the possession of God, 
as it is written: *Lord, possess us* (Exod. 34:9). 
For that is the only possession, which, subject to 
no tempests, should bring the fruits of perpetual 
grace. The Redeemer is a Levite, because a wise 
man is the redemption of an unwise one. Who 
like a physician cherishes the sick mind of the 
unwise, and sprinkles certain more solid medi
cines of prudence on the mind, having imitated 
that physician who came from heaven, so that he 
might demonstrate the ways of prudence to men, 
and reveal the paths of wisdom to little ones. For 
he saw that those laboring could not be saved 
without a remedy, and therefore he attributed 
medicine to the sick. Therefore he brought the 
help of health to all; so that whoever shall have 
perished, may ascribe the causes of his death to 
himself, who would not be cured when he had 
the remedy by which he could escape: but let the 
manifest mercy of Christ be preached unto all; for 
the reason that those who perish, perish by their 
own negligence: but those who are saved, are de
livered according to the sentence of Christ, who 
wants all men to be saved, and to come into the 
knowledge of the truth. Finally even Sodom, if it 
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had had fifty just men, would not have been over
turned, and if it had had ten, it would have been 
redeemed; for the reason that the word of remis
sion of sins divests the soul of servitude, and the 
fullness of perfect discipline does not allow the 
mind to be consumed by the eating vapor of lusts.

12. Yet it matters very much, and builds up 
a moral affection, if we also simply accept that 
the number of the just profits the salvation 
of peoples. It compresses and cuts back envy, 
confounds wickedness, incites virtue, increases 
grace. For no one ought to envy another the 
praise which profits himself: and every wicked 
man, while he takes up his redeemer, frequently 
imitates him; certainly he venerates him, often 
even loves him. He himself also, if he knows he 
will profit others, is increased in studies, and 
by that grace connects peoples, accumulates the 
charity of citizens, and the glory of cities. How 
blessed the city that has very many just men, 
how celebrable in the mouth of all: how it is 
blessed in every part, and its state is estimated 
blessed and perpetual! How I rejoice when I see 
some mild and wise men live long, when I behold 
long-lived chaste virgins, grave widows, as if a 
certain gray-haired senate of the Church which 
should pretend by its very countenance and ap
pearance of gravity that which they may revere, 
that which they may imitate, by which they may 
be colored unto every grace of manners! For I do 
not rejoice for them, since in living they undergo 
many wearinesses of this world, but because they 
profit many. Similarly when someone of this kind 
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falls, although deposited by a long old age, I am 
affected; because the flock of youths is destitute 
of a senile wall. Finally, this is the first sign of 
a city about to perish, or of imminent evils, or 
of future ruin, if more consultative men, or even 
graver women, depart. From here the gate of 
rushing evils is first opened. Therefore as a whole 
city is solidified and urged by a gathering of wise 
men, or is weakened by their death: so a grave 
word, and indeed a senile one full of prudence, 
is accustomed to stabilize the soul of each one, 
and to confirm the mind. Now if the use of many 
readings should be added, a certain senate of very 
many precepts and counsels, it effects a perpetual 
state of that city which is in the hearts of each.

C H A P T E R  I V.

Why did Moses call the Levites first-born and 
redeemers, and designate their cities as redemp
tive? Why is it not absurd for the wicked to 
cohabit with the pious? Concerning two virtues 
in God, mercy and justice, and their ministers; 
and concerning that the departure of malice al
ways works the entry of virtue, and vice-versa; as 
is proved by Gospel examples.

13. Therefore Moses called the Levites first-
born and redeemers of the others (Num. 3:12); 
because men of more mature and useful opinion 
prefer a certain old age of the soul on the 
one hand, and on the other hand confer redemp
tion. Whence also Moses signified the cities of 
the Levites in the Old Testament as redemptive 
(Num. 35:6); because he who flees to that soul, 
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in which the Word of God dwells, which may 
be fortified and walled in the manner of a city, 
acquires for himself perpetual liberty. For just as 
in the cities of the Levites there was remission of 
penalties; so that if anyone fled to them, who had 
not committed a voluntary death of a man, no 
one was allowed to kill him at least placed within 
the cities of the Levites: so he who repents of his 
own sin, which he committed either imprudently 
or unwillingly, if he adheres to the inhabitancy 
of the Levites, and does not think that he should 
recede from those teachers who dispense the 
mandates of God, the law itself delivers him from 
all penalty and punishment of the committed 
crime.

14. Nor should you think it absurd that the 
wicked cohabit with the pious, and the stained 
with the sacred. For those have need to be puri
fied who are polluted by some contagion of sins. 
And in a certain way the cause concurs from a 
different kind. For just as a Levite, abdicated from 
worldly pleasures, is an exile of fault, so he who is 
guilty of blood, is a fugitive from his country. But 
this is the difference, that the latter deserts his 
own by necessity because of fear of the law: but 
the minister of God renounces the consortiums 
of human passions, and abdicates himself from 
a certain necessity of carnal allurement because 
of the studies of virtue. Even that does not abhor 
from the truth, that the latter also as it were 
casts certain hands upon himself; so that he may 
kill the pleasures of his body, and work a certain 
destruction of his flesh. Truly Moses killed the 
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Egyptian, and was made a fugitive from the land 
of Egypt, so that he might decline the tyrant 
of that land. But he would not have killed that 
Egyptian man before, unless he had first killed 
the Egyptian of spiritual wickedness in himself, 
and had abdicated himself from the luxury of 
regal honors, estimating the reproach of Christ 
a greater patrimony than the treasures of Egypt. 
Which seems a reproach indeed to fools: but to us 
that reproach of the Lord's cross is the power of 
God and wisdom.

15. To this is added, that there are two certain 
principal kinds of virtues in God, one by which 
he remits, the other by which he vindicates. Sins 
are remitted through the Word of God, of which 
the Levite is interpreter and indeed executor: sins 
are also remitted through the office of the priest, 
and the sacred ministry: they are also punished 
through men, as through judges, who use power 
for a time, as the Apostle teaches saying: *Do 
you want not to fear power?* Do good, and you 
shall have praise from it; for he is a minister of 
God to you for good. But if you shall have done 
evil, fear. For not without cause does he carry 
a sword; for he is a minister, a vindicator into 
wrath to him who does evil* (Rom. 13:4). Sins 
are also punished through peoples, as we read 
(Is. 13:17); because often because of the offense of 
divine majesty the people of the Jews was made 
subject by foreigners excited by God's command. 
Nor indeed is he who shall have committed some 
homicide unwillingly, outside the ministry. Inas
much as the law says concerning him: *Because 
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God gave him into his hands* (Exod. 21:13). 
His hands therefore in the manner of an instru
ment provided ministry to divine vengeance. The 
Levite therefore is a minister of remission: but the 
striker who nevertheless committed homicide 
not from disposition, but against his will, is a 
minister of divine vengeance.

16. Behold also this, because when the impi
ous is killed, Christ is infused. And where the 
abomination is abolished, sanctification is gath
ered; because the Lord said: *In that day in which 
I killed every first-born of Egypt, I sanctified to 
me every first-born of Israel* (Num. 3:13). Which 
you shall not refer to one day of the affliction 
of Egypt, but to all time. For when wickedness 
is renounced, immediately virtue is associated. 
For the departure of malice works the entry of 
virtue: and by the same study by which crime is 
excluded, innocence is coupled. You have this in 
the Gospel (John 13:2); because where Satan sent 
himself into the heart of Judas, Christ receded 
from him, and in that moment in which he 
received the former, he lost the latter. Finally 
it is thus written: *And after the morsel Satan 
entered into him* (ibid., 27). Jesus therefore said 
to him: *What you do, do quickly.* What is that? 
That because Satan had entered into him, he 
himself should go away from Christ. He is there
fore ejected and excluded, for the reason that he 
can no longer be with the Lord Jesus; because 
he had begun to be with the devil: for there is 
no communication of Christ with Belial. Whence 
immediately expelled by command he departed, 
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as we read, the Evangelist saying: *Who when 
he had received the morsel, went out immedi
ately* (ibid., 30); for it was night. Nor is it a 
wonder if he had the darkness of night, who 
was deserting Christ. But just as he himself re
ceived by the devil, was excluded from Christ: so 
Zacchaeus renouncing avarice, received Christ. 
And deservedly seeing his study, that he had 
ascended into a tree, so that he might see Jesus 
passing by, the Lord says: *Zacchaeus, making 
haste come down, because today I must remain 
in your house.* *And he came down making 
haste, and received him rejoicing* (Luke 19:5-6). 
But by receiving Christ, he excluded avarice, rel
egated perfidy, renounced frauds. For otherwise 
Christ does not enter, except so as to exclude 
vices; because he does not cohabit with errors. 
Finally he was ejecting the money-changers from 
the temple, because he himself wanted to dwell 
there. Whence Zacchaeus understanding this, 
because he could not receive Christ in his old af
fection, commanded the superior vices to go out 
from his hospitality, so that Christ might enter. 
Deservedly therefore to the Pharisees murmuring 
that the Lord Jesus had turned aside to remain 
with a sinful man, he said to the Lord: *Behold 
half of my goods, Lord, I give to the poor; and 
if I have taken anything from anyone by fraud, I 
restore fourfold* (ibid., 8). In which he answered 
those who were saying that Christ ought not to 
have provided hospitality to a sinner: That is, I 
am no longer a publican, I am not that Zacchaeus, 
not a robber, not a defrauder. I restore what I 
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took away, I restore who was accustomed to take 
away. Now I give to the poor, whom before I was 
stripping: now I confer my own, who was snatch
ing others'. Crimes fled after Christ entered. 
All blindness of carnal passions was discussed, 
where the light of eternal life was infused.

C H A P T E R  V.

What the fat and fatness of sacrifices and vic
tims signify.

17. We have spoken of the first-born; let us 
speak also of the fat (*adipes*), concerning which 
David sufficiently teaches, saying: *As with mar
row and fatness let my soul be filled* (Ps. 62:6). 
And above he says: *And may your burnt offering 
be made fat* (Ps. 19:4). This teaches that the sac
rifice is acceptable which is fat, which is shining, 
and is fattened with a certain fodder of faith and 
devotion, and with the richer nourishment of the 
heavenly word. Frequently we call a "fat work" 
that which we wish to be understood as thick 
and laborious; and a "rich victim" is proclaimed, 
which is not thin, not meager. Whence also we 
rightly call a sacrifice fat, which we desire to 
declare as rich. But also that is for a proof, that 
the fat cows in prophetic interpretation were 
compared to fertile years (Gen. 41:26).

C H A P T E R  V I .

What the Lord means by saying: *If you 
offer rightly, but do not divide rightly, you have 
sinned, be still;* and concerning the four kinds 
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by which sacrifices were commended, of which if 
anything is lacking, the sacrifice is not approved, 
with a most beautiful moral interpretation of 
these.

18. Now let us consider what it is that the 
Lord says: *If you offer rightly, but do not divide 
rightly, you have sinned, be still.* Which is an 
indication that God is not placated by the gifts of
fered, but by the affection of the one offering. Fi
nally Cain, the offerer of the gift, was condemned, 
because on account of the conscience of an insin
cere offering he understood that his sacrifice was 
not approved by God, and he became sad. For 
when the mind is conscious of right to itself, it 
congratulates itself, and the soul is filled with joy 
by a certain spiritual infusion, when either the 
studies or the works of someone are approved by 
God. Sadness therefore in Cain is the testimony 
of conscience, the indication of rejection. And 
although he offered a gift; yet because he did not 
divide rightly and justly, he fell into fault.

19. For there are four kinds by which sacrifices 
were commended. If they were either new things 
of the new, or fried, or divided, or continuous. 
New things of the new in the first time of the 
year, which in appearance were estimated in the 
first-born fruits: but now it has been revealed 
that those are signified who are renewed through 
the sacraments (*sacramenta*) of baptism. For 
this is truly the primitive sacrifice, when each 
one offers himself as a victim, and begins from 
himself, so that afterwards he may be able to offer 
his gift (Rom. 12:1). The new faith therefore of 
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the renewed, valid, becoming pubescent, acquir
ing the increase of virtue, not remiss, not weary, 
not withered by a certain old age, and sluggish 
in vigor, is fit for sacrifice, which sprouts with 
a certain green germ of wisdom, and becomes 
pubescent with the youthful fervor of divine cog
nition; yet it should have the juice of the old 
doctrine. For as of the New, so also the doctrine 
of the Old Testament ought to concur, because it 
is written: *Eat the old of the old, and take away 
the old from the face of the new* (Lev. 26:10). 
Let the cognition of the patriarchs be food for us, 
let the soul feast on the oracles of the prophets: 
with such fattening let the interior mind be fed. 
But now let it not be the appearance of the lamb, 
but the truth of the body of Christ. Let not the 
shadow of the law brush the eyes: but let the 
grace of the Lord's passion and the splendor of 
the resurrection openly illuminate the edge of the 
mind.

20. But if you shall offer a sacrifice of primitive 
sheep, fried in fire, fried fat, you shall offer a sacri
fice of primitives, as it is written (Lev. 7:2): which 
signifies that your faith ought to be proved as if by 
fire, and to be fervent with the holy spirit. Finally 
Jacob cooked lentils, and snatched the primacies 
of blessing from his brother, which surely a solid 
faith would follow. Here therefore the robust and 
vivid one was increased: but he who did not know 
how to cook his food, being weary and failing, 
was flowing away. Let therefore the virtue of your 
soul be burned by the word of the Lord as by fire. 
See the burned Joseph, as it is written: *The word 
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of the Lord burned him* (Ps. 104:19). Let your 
faith be parched like the ears of the harvests. For 
then they prefer the maturity of the fruits, when 
the summer times have parched them at the first 
proceeding of the sun. The most abundant word 
therefore of the Scriptures confirms the soul, and 
colors it with a certain vapor of spiritual grace; 
it also corroborates rational discoveries, and dis
solves every force of irrational passions. And 
therefore Esau, the bonds of his virtue being loos
ened, was dissolved. But those who, girt in their 
loins, were commanded to eat the head of the 
lamb not raw, nor cooked in water, but roasted 
in fire, as you have in Exodus, with a strong and 
faithful soul, crossed the seas on a foot journey 
(Exod. 12:9). In the Gospel also the Lord Jesus 
was eating roasted fish, as it is written (Luke 
24:43), in whom the fullness of the Holy Spirit 
was abounding. And perhaps for this reason Esau 
was failing, because he was desiring food cooked 
in water, which Jacob gave to him as to one infirm 
and unsuited for himself.

21. But it is necessary that an offering and 
prayer (*oratio*) be not confused, but distinct 
by a competent division. For in every matter dis
tinction is better than confusion; much more in 
prayer and offering, which unless it has certain 
divisions, becomes more obscure. And therefore 
the law commands the members of the victim for 
the most part to be divided, and burnt offerings 
(*holocausta*) to be offered (Lev. 1:6); so that 
without admixture and any covering it may be 
a naked sacrifice; for the reason that our faith 
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ought to be fervent, naked and stripped of all 
wrappings; lest it be clothed with wandering 
and fallacious opinions, but the pure and sincere 
simplicity of the mind may appear. Then let it 
be divided into congruous parts. For virtue is a 
kind (*genus*), which is divided into very many 
species (*species*): but the principal ones are 
four: prudence, temperance, fortitude, justice. 
Let your prayer therefore redolent of prudence 
towards the cognition of God and the truth of 
faith: let it redolent of temperance which the 
Apostle thought was to be required even from 
spouses, saying: *Do not defraud one another, 
except perhaps by consent for a time, so that you 
may be vacant for prayer* (1 Cor. 7:5). And the 
law commands those made chaste before yester
day and the day before yesterday to approach the 
sacrifice (Exod. 19:10). Let prayer hold fortitude, 
so that it be interpolated by no fear, and fail by 
no weariness. For then the intention for praying 
ought to be more robust, when we are urged by 
adversities. Let prayer keep justice, which if Judas 
had held, his prayer would not have been made 
into sin. For when ought we more to abstain 
from unjust works and depraved studies, than 
then when we deprecate the justice of God? And 
therefore the Lord, so that justice might be at our 
heart: *Blessed,* he says, *are they who suffer 
persecution for justice: for theirs is the kingdom 
of heaven* (Matt. 5:10). For this was lacking to Ju
das; for if it had been present, he would not have 
delivered the Lord, he would not have betrayed 
the master. It was lacking also to the sacrifice of 

76



O N  CA I N  A N D  A B E L

that Cain, who if he had held justice, ought to 
have deferred the primitive gifts to the Lord, not 
the later ones. Division therefore was lacking to 
him, and for that reason the answer says: *If you 
offer rightly, but do not divide rightly, you have 
sinned, be still.* You see how much of a vice it is. 
Where division is lacking, there the whole sacri
fice is refuted.

22. It remains that we speak concerning con
tinuous and perpetual prayer (*oratio*), that it 
is necessary for us to dwell and be vacant for 
prayer. The Lord was passing the night in prayer, 
not so that he might profit himself, but so that he 
might teach us. For frequent prayer works a cer
tain discipline (*disciplina*) of praying; because 
usage itself makes those teachable of God, whom 
negligence makes unteachable. Good therefore is 
the exercise. Finally the virtue of the body is in
creased by frequent exercise: but the unexercised 
is diminished and slips. For very many by the 
disuse of exercise dissolve even natural virtue. 
Similarly the fortitude of the soul is solidified by 
the assiduity of exercise; so that the labor itself 
may be of discipline, not about to be a burden, 
but for use. Let us defer this food to our mind, 
which, ground by much meditation and polished, 
may confirm the heart of man like that heavenly 
manna. Which we do not receive as ground and 
polished in vain; for the reason that we ought for 
a long time to grind and polish the addresses of 
the heavenly scriptures, turning them over with 
the whole soul and heart; so that that juice of 
spiritual food may diffuse itself into all the veins 
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of the soul. Therefore if faith should grow as 
if becoming pubescent, which may banish the 
defect of senescent devotion, and be fervent in 
spirit, and if the measure of legitimate division be 
held with congruous distinction, and assiduitas 
should commend grace; then that fat and as 
if fatty kind of prayer comes to be, concerning 
which the Prophet says: *You have anointed my 
head with oil* (Ps. 22:5). For as lambs fatten with 
much milk, and as sheep well-fed shine with fat 
(*adipe*): so the prayer of the faithful, fed with 
apostolic juice, grows fat.

23. If anything should be lacking of these 
things which we said above, the sacrifice is not 
approved. And therefore it was said to Cain: *If 
you offer rightly, but do not divide rightly, you 
have sinned.* For the world itself is read to have 
been made distinctly, whereas before its part 
was unformed; because *the earth was invisible 
and unformed* (Gen. 1:2). Truly light was made 
first, and God called the light, and God separated 
between the light and the darkness, and the 
darkness was called night. And we read that each 
thing was made in order: heaven, earth, fruitful 
trees, diverse animals. But the lighter things were 
distributed to the superior parts, as air and fire: 
the heavier to the inferior, that is, earth and 
water. Surely God could have commanded all 
things to be made at once: but he preferred to 
preserve distinction, which we should imitate in 
all businesses, and especially in the vicissitudes 
of graces, in which it is not enough to return what 
you have received, but to commend what you re
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turn. For if someone should pay a debt, and in re
turning it should do an injury to the creditor, it is 
surely more intolerable than not to have returned 
what he owed. Therefore not the quantity of the 
payment, but the mind of the one returning, and 
the quality and affection is considered. Rightly 
therefore Cain offered; because the offering is a 
mark of devotion and an indication of thanks: 
but he did not divide rightly; because before all 
things he ought to have deferred the first fruits 
(*primitiae*) to God, so that he might begin from 
the grace of the author. For this is the order of 
division, that the first things precede the second, 
not the second the first; and heavenly things be 
preferred to earthly, not earthly to heavenly.

C H A P T E R  V I I .

That God, who in Adam taught that one 
should not sin, in Cain taught that sin should not 
be defended. And there, how prone one is to be 
precipitated from impiety into other crimes.

24. But because Cain confounded this order, it 
is said to him: *You have sinned, be still* (Gen. 
4:7). God teaches all things. First, that you should 
not sin, as he warned in Adam: second, if you have 
sinned, that you should be still, as you are taught 
in Cain. For we ought to blush, and to condemn 
sin, not to defend it; since by shame fault is 
diminished, by defense it is accumulated. And by 
being silent we are corrected, by contention we 
slip. Let there be at least shame, where there is no 
absolution. Whence that: *The just is the accuser 
of himself at the beginning of his speech* (Prov. 
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18:17). And again we read it said elsewhere by the 
Lord himself: *Tell your iniquities, that you may 
be justified* (Isa. 43:26). How great is the grace of 
shame, that modesty should hold justice, which 
the guilt of fault has taken away! But for this rea
son he says: *Be still,* because you have nothing 
that you may excuse. The conversion of the fault 
itself is to you. For a brother is not awarded to 
him, but an error is ascribed, of which he himself 
is the author. In you, he says (Gen. 4:7), the crime 
returns, which began from you. You have nothing 
in which you may argue necessity more than your 
own mind. In you your wickedness is twisted 
back, *you are the prince of it* (ibid.).

25. He says well: *You are the prince of it.* For 
impiety is a certain mother of delights; and he 
who has sinned more gravely, easily slips into the 
rest. For how can he temper himself from human 
things who has violated divine things, and be 
good to men who has harmed God? The remain
ing vices therefore follow a more atrocious guilt 
of crimes; since whither shameful things have 
inclined, thither the rest incline. You therefore 
are the prince of your work, you the leader of the 
crime. Not unwilling, not imprudent did error at
tract you: but a voluntary guilty one by judgment, 
not by a slip, you committed deceit, by which you 
yourself convict yourself as guilty of divine injury.

C H A P T E R  V I I I .

Cain, having spurned the admonition, in
creases his insolence and crime. By his very 
words: *Let us go into the field,* it is shown to 
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be signified that deserted and sterile places are 
suitable for depraved actions.

26. Admonished therefore to be still, he in
creases his insolence, and embitters his disgrace. 
What therefore does it mean that he says: *Let 
us go into the field* (ibid., 8); unless that a place 
naked of things produced is chosen for parricide? 
For where was a brother to be killed, except 
where fruit was lacking? As if presaging, nature 
had denied germs to the place of so great a 
crime; because it was not suitable that the same 
soil should both receive the contagions of parri
cidal blood contrary to nature, and germinate 
fruits according to nature. Deservedly he himself 
says: *Let us go into the field.* He does not say: 
Let us go into paradise, where apples flourish, 
not into some cultivated and fruitful place. The 
parricides themselves indicate that they cannot 
have the fruit of crime, nor can fruit remain with 
those who have provided service to so great an 
impiety. For they flee the very benignity of the 
elements, as this Cain who seems to have feared 
lest a more abundant produce of the good earth 
might hinder the sad deed, and by the custom of 
genital liberality, which makes various offspring 
and fruits to germinate for itself, even in this 
apparatus of crime by its silent appearance might 
recall fraternal affection. The robber flees the day 
as a witness of crime, the adulterer blushes at 
the light as conscious of adultery, the parricide 
flees the fecundity of the lands. For how could he 
see the fellowships of a common birth, who was 
slaughtering the fellow of his own blood? Joseph 
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is sent into a dry pit, Ammon is killed within 
the house. Nature therefore has imparted a just 
judgment, by depriving those places in which 
there was to be parricide of the endowment of its 
gift: so that from a certain condemnation of the 
innocent soil it might show how great would be 
the future punishments of the guilty. On account 
of the crime of men therefore even the elements 
themselves are condemned. Finally David for the 
mountains in which Jonathan was slain with his 
father, opted for the penalty of perpetual steril
ity, saying: *Mountains which are in Gilboa, let 
neither dew nor rain fall upon you, mountains of 
death* (2 Sam. 1:21).

C H A P T E R  I X .

That God questioned Cain, not that he might 
learn, but that he might induce him to confess. 
His response impious towards God and nature; 
and the opposite response of God is shown to 
teach excellently the piety of brotherhood. That 
the just are heard by God even when dead, 
because forsooth they live for him, and sinners 
are dead. That these are tortured by present and 
future evils, yet are more solicited by the present.

27. Now let us consider by what reason God 
questioned Cain where his brother was, as if he 
did not know he was killed. But as far as it 
regards the knowledge of God, he convicts the 
one denying, and to the one denying he answered 
as if knowing: *The voice of your brother's blood 
cries out to me* (Gen. 4:10). But as it pertains to 
profound reason, he admonishes those sinning 
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to penitence. For confession is a compendium 
of punishments. Whence in secular judgments 
those placed on the rack are tortured when deny
ing, and a certain commiseration for the one 
confessing touches the judge. There is a certain 
shame in sins, and a portion of penitence is 
to confess the crime, not to derive the fault else
where, but to recognize it. The shame of the guilty 
mitigates the judge, but the pertinacity of those 
denying excites him. God wants to provoke you to 
penitence, he wants indulgence to be hoped from 
him, he wants to demonstrate by your confession 
that he is not the author of malice. For those who 
refer their sin to a certain necessity of decree or 
of their own work, as the Gentiles assert, seem 
to argue divine things, as if their own force were 
the cause of sin. For he who has killed coerced by 
some necessity, killed as if unwillingly. But those 
things which are from us have no excuse; whereas 
those which are beyond us are excusable. But 
how much more grave than the sin itself to refer 
to God what you have done, and to transfuse the 
envy of your guilt into the author not of crime, 
but of innocence.

28. Weigh also the parricide's response: *I do 
not know,* he says, *am I my brother's keeper?* 
(Gen. 4:9). Even if this speech betrays contumacy, 
it sounds nevertheless that if he had considered 
his brother good, he ought to have been a keeper 
of piety. For whom more than a brother ought 
he to have preserved? But how could he keep the 
office of brotherhood, who had not recognized 
the affection of relationship? Or how could it 
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happen that he should defer obedience to nature, 
who did not exhibit reverence to God? He denies 
first as if before one ignorant: he refuses the office 
of fraternal keeping as if one outside of nature: 
he declines the judge as if free of will. Why do 
you wonder if he did not recognize piety, who 
did not recognize the author? And therefore you 
are taught by this series of Scriptures that faith 
is the root of all virtues. Whence also the Apostle 
says: *Because our foundation is Christ* (1 Cor. 
3:11); and whatever you shall have built upon this 
foundation, this alone profits for the fruit of your 
work and for the reward of virtue.

29. Congruously therefore the Lord responded 
to the one denying so imprudently, saying: *The 
voice of your brother's blood cries out to me* 
(Gen. 4:10), that is, why do you not know where 
your brother is? You were alone with two parents; 
among few, a brother ought not to have been 
hidden from you. Or is it because your parents 
cannot be accusers? For I do not wish that that 
relationship which is the author of salvation 
should become the author of peril. In you alone 
nature would have lost its laws. For this reason 
therefore do you think the crime is hidden, 
because parents ought not to accuse? But by so 
much greater is your condemnation. For if the 
dear names of relationship ought not to accuse, 
much more they ought not to kill. But if you 
refuse me as a witness, and flee me as an arbiter, 
the voice of your brother's blood is a witness, 
which cries out to me. That voice convicts you 
with greater authority than if your brother were 
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living. You were alone; who else could have killed 
him? If you accuse your parents, you prove your
self a parricide. He could have killed a brother, 
who does not spare his parents. He could have 
been a parricide, who desires to prove himself 
sprung from parricides.

30. And he says well: *The voice of your 
brother's blood cries out,* not "the brother cries 
out." This, innocence and the grace of brother
hood preserve even in death itself. Brother Abel 
does not accuse, lest he seem a parricide. His 
voice does not accuse, nor his soul, but the 
voice of the blood accuses, which you yourself 
shed. Therefore your deed, not your brother, ac
cuses you. At the same time, complaint is taken 
away from the criminal. He cannot complain of 
another's testimony, who confesses the crime by 
his own deed. Speech is less than deed. Yet the 
earth also is a witness, which received the blood. 
And he says well: *The voice of your brother's 
blood cries out from the earth:* he did not say, 
"cries out from your brother's body," but *cries 
out from the earth.* And if the brother spares, the 
earth does not spare. If the brother is silent, the 
earth condemns. She herself is to you both wit
ness and judge: a sharper witness, which is still 
wet with the blood of your parricide; a harsher 
judge, which has been so polluted by so great a 
crime, that she opened her mouth and received 
your brother's blood from your hand. And she 
indeed opened her mouth, as if about to receive 
words of piety from brothers, fearing nothing 
when she saw brothers, whom she knew the right 
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of brotherhood to be an incentive of love, not of 
hatred. For how could she suspect parricide, who 
had not yet seen homicide? But you shed blood, 
whose contagion she herself grieving: *It shall 
not increase,* he says, *to give you its virtue.* 
How innocent an avenging, that she who has 
been so gravely violated, holding it sufficient not 
to profit, should not seek to harm.

31. Not mediocre also is the dogma that he 
says: *The voice of your brother's blood cries out 
to me;* because God hears his just even when 
dead, since they live for God. And deservedly 
they are held for living; because even if they have 
tasted the death of the body, they nevertheless 
take up an incorporeal life, and are illuminated 
by the splendor of their own merits, and enjoy 
eternal light. He hears therefore the blood of the 
just: but he turns himself away from the prayers 
of the impious; since even if they seem to live, 
they are nevertheless more miserable than all the 
dead, carrying their flesh about like a tomb, in 
which they have buried their unhappy soul. For 
what else is it but buried, that which is rolled 
within the ground, and is enclosed by the desires 
of earthly avarice and by other vices, so that it 
cannot breathe the aura of heavenly grace? A sin
ner of this kind is cursed by the earth, which is the 
lowest and last part of the world. Above surely 
is heaven, and those things which are in heaven: 
sun, moon, and stars, Thrones, Dominions, Prin
cipalities, and Powers, Cherubim and Seraphim. 
It is not therefore doubtful that the superior 
things also have condemned him, whom the in
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ferior have condemned. For how is he absolved 
by the pure and heavenly sentence there, whom 
not even the earths could absolve? And therefore 
groaning and trembling he is commanded to be 
upon the earth.

32. The reason is evident and general, because 
to every wicked one evils are present, and are 
about to be present. Those which are present 
work sadness; those which are future, dread. 
But present things solicit the wicked more than 
future. Whence also Cain said to God: *My cause 
is greater than that it may be forgiven me.* *If 
you forsake me today, from your face I shall hide 
myself.* For nothing is more grave than for the 
erring one to be deserted by God, so that he can
not recall himself. The death of a sinner brings 
an end of sinning: but a life destitute of divine 
governance is precipitated, and slips into more 
grave things; as if a shepherd should leave the 
flock, beasts would rush in: so when God deserts 
a man, the devil rushes in. It is grave especially 
for the foolish not to have a rector. Malice creeps, 
the wound is increased, where medicine has been 
lacking. But he hides himself who wants to veil 
his fault, and to cover his sin. For he who does evil 
hates the light, and seeks darkness and the hiding 
places of his crimes. But the just is accustomed 
not to hide himself from the Lord his God, but 
rather to offer himself, saying: *Behold here am 
I,* who have no criminal conscience which I may 
fear to be detected.

33. Deservedly therefore he who is conscious 
of evil hides himself, and says: *Everyone who 
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shall find me, shall kill me.* A man of narrow 
mind fears present death, neglects the perpetual, 
and does not dread divine judgment; he depre
cates only the destruction of the body. But by 
whom was he fearing to be killed, who had only 
his parents on the earth? He could indeed fear 
also the incursions of beasts, he who had violated 
the laws of divine right; nor could he presume 
concerning the rest of the subject animals, he 
who had taught that a man could be killed. He 
could also fear parricidal parents, he who had 
taught that parricide could be committed. For 
parents also could learn from a son what poster
ity learned from a parent.

C H A P T E R  X .

The threat of God, *If anyone shall kill Cain,* 
etc., is explained morally; in the sign placed upon 
him divine clemency is declared, as also in this 
the dementia of Cain, that he feared temporal 
death more than eternal. Hence there is a beauti
ful discussion concerning the incorruptibility of 
the soul and the future life. Finally it is shown 
that judgment is not to be brought too hastily, 
nor again is crime to be left unavenged.

34. Now let us consider for what cause God 
said: *Everyone who shall kill Cain shall pay 
sevenfold vengeance* (Gen. 4:15); and by what 
reason a sign is placed upon him, lest the parri
cide be killed, while there had been no provision 
lest the innocent be killed. Man is the eighth; he 
has the rational by which he excels the rest, he 
has also five senses of the body, he has also voice, 
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he has also the grace of generating. These seven, 
unless they are ruled by that rational, are subject 
to death; and therefore the fool has in these every 
peril of himself. He therefore who has lost that 
rational, will in vain flatter himself concerning 
the use of these seven carnal gifts. All these are 
dissolved unless they are bound by certain reins 
of reason. Therefore the death of reason works 
the death of irrational passions. But that is better, 
that the seventh number is of rest and remission. 
Therefore he who has not spared another sinner, 
and has envied him the gift of the remission of 
sins, shall snatch away from himself the hope 
of remission, and there shall be in him in equal 
measure vengeance concerning grace.

35. But as to his placing a sign upon Cain lest 
anyone should kill him, he wished to turn back 
the erring one, and by his own benefit to invite 
him to correction. For we are accustomed to com
mit ourselves more easily to those whose grace 
we have. Nor yet does he concede great things: 
but in that very thing he avenges the imprudence 
of the foolish one, who while he was obnoxious 
to perpetual punishments, did not ask for the 
penalty to be remitted to him, but thought the life 
of this body was to be besought, in which there is 
more of hardship than of pleasure (*voluptas*). 
For death is one in the separation (*secessione*) 
of soul and body, and in the end of this life, which 
as soon as it comes, is accustomed to take away 
all the pains of the body, not to increase them. But 
the fears which frequently rush upon those living 
this life—sadness, pains, groans, and diverse 
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tortures, the wounds of gravities and sicknesses
—bring even very many deaths to the human 
race, so that that death seems to be a remedy, not 
a punishment. For it is not peremptory, through 
which life is not taken away, but transferred to 
better things. For if the guilty die, who have not 
wished to recall their step from sins; yet even 
unwillingly they obtain an end not of nature, but 
of fault, lest they delinquent more, to whom life 
is a usury of crimes. But if they are possessors 
of good hope, they are to be believed to migrate 
rather than to fail.

36. There is inserted in this place the dogma 
concerning the incorruption of the soul, that it 
itself is the true and blessed life, which each 
one well-conscious lives much more purely and 
blessedly, when our soul shall have laid down 
the wrapping of this flesh, and shall have been 
absolved from this certain corporeal prison; fly
ing back into that superior place, from whence 
infused into our viscera it groaned with compas
sion for this body, until it might fulfill the office 
of the committed helm; so that it might rule and 
coerce the irrational motions of this flesh by a ra
tional guidance. Whence it is that afterwards the 
prophets passed into captivity with the people 
of the Jews; lest the remaining multitude of the 
saints, destitute of protection and widowed of 
counsel, should undergo a more grave hardship: 
but rather admonished by frequent oracles of the 
prophets, they might return to the Lord their God 
with a pious affection; lest worn down by the ad
versities of captivity they should rush headlong 
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into the sin of perfidy (*perfidia*), and despair of 
the remedy of perpetual salvation.

Those therefore are refuted in this place who 
think this life is unique, which is in this age (all 
things are full of slip, full of sorrow) and they are 
refuted by a simple series of deeds. For behold 
the just, innocent, pious, incurring the hatred of 
his brother on account of the grace of devotion, 
was taken away by parricide while still immature 
of age; and the iniquitous, wicked, impious, even 
polluted by fraternal slaughter, led a long-lived 
age, led a wife, left posterity, founded cities, and 
this he merited by divine permission. Does not 
the voice of God openly cry out in these? You err, 
who think that all the grace of living is here: you 
do not understand, you do not notice that this old 
age is a veteran of miseries, and the procession 
of age the wages of hardships, and by a certain 
Scyllean usage we are surrounded by the sound 
of daily shipwrecks, beaten by waves, to dwell in 
rocky habitations, and to be delighted in these, 
like that not so much eternal animal as immortal 
evil? Therefore even to this Cain longevity was 
indulged as a vengeance; for the reason that he 
lived in fear, and ran through a prolix space with 
much and fruitless labor, than which penalty 
nothing is more grave than that someone himself 
be to himself the cause of greater punishments. 
See therefore how perpetual is the life of the just, 
and none is that of the wicked! The blood of the 
just cries out even when dead, but the life of the 
sinner is hidden.
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The third thing is, since when parricide had 
been admitted, that is, the principality of crimes, 
where sin crept in, immediately the law of 
divine mildness ought to have been prorogated; 
lest if vengeance had been continuously taken 
upon the guilty, men also in avenging should 
preserve no patience and moderation, but imme
diately give the guilty to punishment. But the 
providence of the divine sentence is of this kind, 
that it might teach magnanimity and patience 
to judges; lest anyone be hastily snatched by the 
study of vengeance, and by that very immaturity 
of deliberation punish the harmless, or embitter 
the penalty of the one angered: nor yet would 
he allow it to be entirely unavenged in him who 
had put on no penitence for the crime. For he 
repelled him from his face, and abdicated by his 
parents he relegated him to a certain exile of 
separate habitation; for the reason that he had 
passed from human mildness to the savageness 
of beasts. Nevertheless he did not wish the homi
cide to be avenged by homicide, he who prefers 
the correction of the sinner rather than death. 
Whence in Lamech it is avenged seventy-seven 
times; because more grave is the fault of him 
who did not correct himself even after the con
demnation of another. Cain had sinned before 
by a certain unprovided impulse: Lamech surely 
ought to have taken care against that which he 
had noticed reprehended in another. To his own 
judge indeed the sentence was due, lest anyone 
should think the guilty was to be struck every
where. And so that you may come to the mystery, 
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he ought not to have killed him, who even to the 
natural term of his death had a space for doing 
penitence. He could excuse that he had redeemed 
himself even by a late action of penitence, unless 
a premature penalty had snatched him away.
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