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Last Sunday we talked about the patriarch Abraham, a major character in Genesis, the first book in the Bible. We looked at how St. Paul uses the story of Abraham and his two sons and their two mothers to make a point about the difference between the Law and the Gospel -- the difference between thinking you can earn salvation and knowing to accept the salvation God offers you in Jesus Christ.
In this morning's gospel Jesus makes the claim that he and Abraham were acquainted with one another. That claim appears on its face to be somewhere between merely ludicrous and totally deranged.
According to our best estimates, Abraham lived sometime between 2000 and 1800 B.C. Jesus lived in the first century A.D. That makes him about as far removed in time from Abraham in one direction as he is from us in the other. So it is no wonder that after Jesus said, "Your father Abraham rejoiced to see my day: and he saw it, and was glad;" his enemies replied, "Thou art not yet fifty years old, and hast thou seen Abraham?"
Abraham had come into the conversation because of another of Jesus' outrageous statements. His enemies had been insulting him, saying, "You're a dirty old Samaritan, you have a devil," and he snapped back at them with, "Verily, verily, I say unto you, if a man keep my saying, he shall never taste of death -- whoever obeys my teaching will never die."
His enemies responded, "Now we know you have a devil -- we're sure you're crazy. Everybody knows that the greatest heroes of our religion -- including Abraham and the prophets -- are all dead. Are you saying you are greater than they are? Who do you think you are, anyway?"
Jesus had already had a discussion with his fellow Jews about the dead people in Israel's past history. After he fed a crowd of five thousand with a small amount of bread and fish, they came back the next day and asked him to perform a miracle for them -- suggesting that the feeding had just not been quite enough.
They reminded him that God had given their forefathers manna -- miraculous food with which he fed the Israelites during their wanderings. Jesus said, "Yes, they ate the manna, but they died later on anyway. The real food from heaven is my flesh and blood -- if you eat that, you will never die."
The clinching line of today's argument is what Jesus says in response to the charge that he is too young to have known Abraham. He tells the crowd, "Verily, verily, I say unto you, before Abraham was, I am." "I am"is the personal name of God the Father. When Moses met God at the burning bush of Midian, God told him to go back down to Egypt and lead his people out of their slavery. Moses asked, "When I go to them, to whom shall I say I was talking?" God said, "I am that I am. Tell them 'I am' sent you."
So Jesus is not only uttering God's name -- which was a taboo -- but also applying it to himself "So you want to know how I can make all these outlandish claims and say I knew Abraham and I can give you my flesh to eat and if you obey me you'll never die? I can say all those things because I am God, that's why."
Later on the crowd picks up stones again and threatens to beat Jesus' head in with them. He asks, rather airily, "I've done quite a few good works here -- for which of them do you want to stone me?" The crowd replies, "We don't want to stone you because of your good works. We want to stone you for your blasphemy, because you are only a man, and you are trying to make yourself into God."
The Jews will demand on Good Friday that Pontius Pilate execute Jesus because, according to their law, he has committed the capital crime of blasphemy. The statement "Before Abraham was, I am," is the primary evidence that supports their charge -- it is the smoking gun in the case against Jesus.
Having said all that, let us think a bit more about God's name. I am -- I am that I am -- I shall have been what I shall have been -- are all possible ways of translating the Hebrew word "Yahweh," often mistakenly rendered as "Jehovah."
The most significant thing about God is that he is. He was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be. In the sacraments of the church and in the teaching of the New Testament, God offers to share his being -- his is-ness -- his everlasting life -- with us.
When we are baptized we become part of Jesus. We share his eternal life -- his endless being -- from that point on. We are in eternal life now. It doesn't start after we die. We renew his eternal life in us when we receive Holy Communion. Pay attention to what I say when I give you the Body and Blood. We are living forever already, because we are united to the eternal existence of God himself.
Of course, that doesn't mean we won't die physically. Unless Jesus comes back first, we surely will. But our eternal life in God persists even through physical death. Jesus says, "I am." He makes it possible for us to say, "I am too."
The Collect: We beseech thee, Almighty God, mercifully to look upon thy people; that by thy great goodness they may be governed and preserved evermore, both in body and soul; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen
[The Lenten Collect first said on Ash Wednesday is to be said every day in Lent, after the Collect appointed for the day, until Palm Sunday.]
The Epistle: Hebrews 9: 2 
The Gospel: St. John 8: 46 
