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“I am the Good Shepherd; the good shepherd lays his life for the sheep (John 10:11).”
Liviu Librescu was born to a Jewish family in Romania in 1930. After Romania allied with Nazi Germany in World War II, Liviu and his family were interned in Transinistria, a region riddled with ghettos and concentration camps. Librescu survived the Holocaust and was repatriated to communist Romania where he studied aerospace engineering and fluid dynamics, earning a Ph. D in those subjects. In spite of being an accomplished scientist, his career stalled because he refused to swear allegiance to the Communist Party of Romania. When he requested permission to emigrate to Israel so that he could continue to teach, the Academcy of Science of Romania fired him. Because Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin personally asked the Romanian President Nicolae Ceauşescu to release the Librescu family, he and his family traveled to Israel where he became a Professor of Aernautical and Mechanical Engineering at Tel Aviv University. In 1985, he left Israel on sabbatical for the United States where he joined the Department of Engineering, Science, and Mechanics at Virginia Tech. While there, he published more articles than anyone else on the faculty.

At about 9:45 AM on April 16, 2007—just over eleven years ago—Professor Librescu was teaching a class on solid dynamics in Room 204 of Norris Hall on the Virginia Tech campus. We may have forgotten the date, but none of us will forget its horrible events. A 23 year-old senior-level undergraduate student named Seung-Hui Cho entered Norris Hall with two semi-automatic pistols and opened fire, eventually killing 32 people and wounding 17 more before taking his own life. When Librescu heard gunshots ring out down the hall, he immediately ran to the door of his classroom, blocked it closed with his body, and called out to his students to escape through the windows. Cho, who repeatedly sought to enter that classroom, shot Librescu five times while he kept the door closed, bought time for his students to escape, and then died. April 16 was also Yom HaShoah, the world-wide Day of Remembrance of the horrors of the Holocaust that Librescu had survived On April 18, the day of Librescu’s burial, President George W. Bush honored Librescu at a memorial service at the US Holocaust Museum. He said: "On the Day of Remembrance, this Holocaust survivor gave his own life so that others may live.” Perhaps the most moving tribute was offered by one of his students. Caroline Merrey, aged 22, said, “Professor Librescu [is] a part of my life now and forever. I’m changed. I’m not the person I was before Monday.”

It would be enough on Good Shepherd Sunday to simply tell the story of Professor Librescu. In today’s Gospel, Jesus says, “I am the Good Shepherd; the good shepherd lays down His life for the sheep.” Like Jesus, who willingly lay down His life for His flock—His entire flock: Pharisees and sinners—Librescu lay down his life for his students—all of his students, whether passing or failing.  Like Jesus, whose act of self-sacrifice changed all of us, Librescu’s act reminded an entire nation that true life is more than mere living, but is found in giving ourselves for others, and thereby overcoming evil with good. Like Jesus, who dwells in us through the power of the Holy Spirit at our baptism, Librescu’s students describe that his example and actions have made him a part of their lives now and forever. We could stop the sermon right there. But I want to share an important insight about how Jesus did what He did.
When Jesus says, “I lay down my life for the flock,” he uses the Greek verb tithemi. In fact, over the span of the eight verses we read, he uses that same verb four times: it is important verb to Him. Our text translates tithemi as “to lay down” His life: we interpret Him to mean that He will die for the flock. While accurate, this translation is incomplete; tithemi means “to lay down,” but also to “to set down,” and even “to sink down.” We tithemen when we lay a vase of flowers on the altar to glorify God, to beautify the church, and to edify those who see it. We tithemen when we set a table and food before family and friends to feed them and to deepen and enjoy our relationship. We tithemen when we sink down on our knees to speak with a child at his or her level to comfot them, to teach them, or to play with them. Tithemi, therefore, is to move or to change an object for the benefit of others: this includes moving or changing ourselves. To lay down our life as Jesus did means more than physically dying for someone: it means dying to self to care for someone. It is what happens when we get off of our self-important high horses, set aside our self-absorption and ego needs, place ourselves in the place of another, and sink down to walk a mile in their shoes. St. Gregory of Nazianzus, a fourth century Church theologican, once wrote about what Christ did for us at the Incarnation when He descended His Heavenly Throne to be born as one of us, to die for all of us, and to raise us up with Him to His Father. He said the Incarnation was “a stooping down in compassion.” His entire life, from His humble birth to His shameful death, was one gesture of laying down His life for us. He gives us the grace, in ways both large and small, to emulate Him. 
Last Friday, a group of people—social workers, clergy, leaders of food pantries, counselling centers, addiction recovery ministries, the county sheriff, and others—convened at Maury Regional Medical Center to discuss a problem that many in our community are unaware that we have: homelessness and housing insecurity. As of 2017, there are about 8,300 people in Tennessee who are completely without shelter—750 of them are veterans, 650 of them are families with children. These figures do not include the tens of thousands more who have temporary and precarious housing on a week-to-week or even day-to-day basis; it does not include those low- or day-wage earners for whom missing one day or work, whether to repair a broken down car or to take a sick child to the doctor, forces a decision between hunger and eviction. They are not only in Nashville or Knoxville; they are here in Maury County. You can see them under the bridge on Highway 31. Sheriff Bucky Rowland says that of the 363 inmates at the county jail, nine of them admit to having been homeless before their incarceration, and expect to return to that state when released. About three or four of them—rarely the same people—knock on St. Peter’s doors each week; one of them called when I was in the office yesterday. Thanks to your generosity to the Rector’s Discretionary Fund and to the work of our Outreach Committee, we help them as best as we can, but, like everyone in that room, we know that we are not addressing the roots of the problem: alcoholism and addiction, mental illness, job insecurity, dysfunctional family trees, and, sometimes, stupid decisions. I mention all of this not to make anyone feel guilty: St. Peter’s is very generous in our community. Nor to I want to issue a call to action: even if we knew exactly what to do, no one church, agency, ministry can address these problems alone. Further, it is important to stress that Jesus cannot and will not love us more if we help; Jesus will not love us less if we do not. I want to suggest that whatever we do to help these people is us best offered in the spirit of humble, interpersonal empathy. We do not help people to make a problem go away; we help people because they are people whom God calls us to love. Mike Coupe, the Exective Director of the Place for Hope, an innovative, Christ-centered ministry that has worked with the homeless for the past fourteen years told this assembled group, “$50 for a hotel for the night doesn’t solve the problem—it just gets the problem out of my office.” That speaks to me; it convicts me. I do not know the best approach to these problems, much less their solutions, but I do know that Christ is already at work among the people who deal with this problem. And I also know that whatever approaches I as a priest, you and I as Christians, and we as a church and community will take, they must incorporate a tithemi, a laying down, a setting down, a stooping down of our lives to look at, care for, and empathize with the people we want to help. They are not problems; they are people. Like us, they are children of God for whom Christ lay down His life. They are worthy of dignity, respect, and empathy. In the end, that is what we all need: to be seen as we are, to be heard as we share our burdens, to be loved so that we no longer feel so alone.

If that is what and how we do whatever we do for the strangers in our midst, that is also what and how we do whatever we do for each other and all whom we love. We take the time to stop obsessing about ourselves and our problems and we empathetically pay close attention to others: the children who play in our nursery who need love and guidance, their families with so many stresses, our singles whose closest family is us, our empty-nesters and newly retired who are redefining themselves, our seniors who are dealing with different levels of indepedence and dependence, and the first-time worshipper who may not know anyone here but has come here just the same. Even for a little while, even in the smallest ways, we lay down our lives for others not only because this is what Jesus has done for us, but because it is hallmark of our Father’s Kingdom that His only-begotten Son described when he said, “No one has greater love than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends (John 15:13).” Liviu Librescu lay down his life so that his students couple escape death and find a path to life: that is what we do for one another. As Mother Teresa of Calcutta said, “Not all of us can do great things. But we can do small things with great love.”
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