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On Tuesday at 10 PM, I found myself on the phone with a Rabbi Koppelman of Roanoke, Virginia.  Rabbi Koppelman had the honor of performing shemira on the body of Liviu Librescu.  It was his responsibility to remain with the body and recite psalms until the hearse came to drive the body to an airplane in New York, before eventually flying for burial in Israel.

Rabbi Koppelman was himself in great shock.  He told me that his son had applied to Virginia Tech, but for some reason he had applied late and was told that he had to wait a year before attending the school.  And so he waited.  Rabbi Koppelman explained that his son’s major is mechanical engineering and no doubt he would have been in that classroom with Liviu Librescu on Monday.  And now, here he was guarding and protecting the body of this man—a Holocaust survivor--who had protected so many others.  Liviu had saved all of his students by throwing himself in front of the door and taking the bullets in his own body while telling his students to run to safety.

I shared with Rabbi Koppelman that I wanted to organize a proper funeral procession for the hearse that would be carrying Liviu.  Our entire community should have met and escorted that hearse as it drove to New York City.  Liviu was a great man worthy of us awaking at three in the morning as the hearse passed us on I-95 to escort him to the city limits. 
The Talmud teaches adam koneh olam habah be-shaah achat, a person can acquire the world to come in one moment.  In one moment of heroism a person can show that they are worthy of ascending to the highest levels of heaven.

One never knows how they will act in a moment of intense pressure.  The Haftorah of Metzorah tells us another story of immense pressure.  The story from the prophets (2 Kings 7) tells of a Jewish people under siege from the Arameans.  There was a great famine; everyone was expecting the worst.  The Arameans were an incredibly powerful and rich army.  Their power seemed unsurpassable.  But then God made a miracle.  The Aramean camp heard a sound, maybe it was an earthquake or maybe it was just a sound.  And they all panicked.  They said: “The King of Israel has hired the Hittites or the Egyptians to defeat us.” And so they ran.  In a moment, the entire camp was deserted.  Under pressure, the Arameans ran.  
As the news came back to the Jewish people that there was food, a stampede occurred.  Under the tremendous pressure for food, the captain of the city was trampled to death.  Under intense pressure, many good people lose all perspective.  

We never know how we will act until that moment comes.  How would we have acted under similar pressure?
When we read about the life of Liviu, we realize that there was a great man living in Blacksburg, Virginia.  He responded to pressure with great honor.

During the Shoah, he was placed in a forced camp, and then deported to a ghetto in the city of Focsani.  He then worked at a government aerospace company. But his career was ended when he refused to swear allegiance to the Communist regime.  He was fired when he requested permission to move to Israel. He survived the Shoah and then had the courage to risk his life by not swearing loyalty to communism; he risked his life by declaring he was a Jew to the Romanian government and asking to move to Israel; and he gave his life so that all of his students could survive.
CNN showed a picture of him with a kippah and that was appropriate, since this was a man who gave his life al Kiddush Hashem, sanctifying God’s name.

After reading about his life, I felt the need to call his family and express my admiration for their father.  I called his son Joe in Raanana, Israel.  He was so grateful for my call.  “Khvod Ha-Rav,” he said, “thank you for calling.”  I shared with him that our entire community was with him in his moments of pain.  We admired his father’s greatness and courage and were reciting prayers on his behalf.
I then said to Joe, “What would you like to tell our congregation?”  He said to me, “Rabbi, I was going to ask you: ‘What can I say at my father’s funeral?  Is there anything from our Jewish tradition that comes to mind?”

This is what I shared with him:

Your father lived to teach.  That was his life.  He taught students.  As you said, “That’s what woke him up in the morning.”

But he didn’t just live his life teaching.  He also died teaching.  The way he died was an act of teaching.  By reacting under pressure with immense heroism he taught millions of people what it means to be a teacher and what it means to live a life of dignity and service of Hashem.  In the darkness of the tragedy, millions of people gained strength and inspiration from his actions.  For millions of people, at a time when the world seemed so dark, he was a symbol of the goodness of humanity.  At a time of darkness, he showed us how we can give light to the world.
In our tradition, there was another great man who died while teaching, that man was Rabbi Akiva, perhaps the greatest rabbi of the Mishnah.  Our tradition teaches that Rabbi Akiva was ordered by the Romans to stop teaching Torah.  When he refused, they burned his body alive.  As Rabbi Akiva died, he shouted the words “Shema Yisrael Adonai Eloheinu Adonai Echad, Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One.”  Like Rabbi Akiva, your father died teaching.

The time of year we are now in is called the Omer period.  It is a time where we are in communal mourning for the 24,000 students of Rabbi Akiva who died in this exact period.  By acting with such heroism and dedication, your father demonstrated that he was a true student of Rabbi Akiva.  Rabbi Akiva died but his teachings have lived on for two thousand years offering comfort and strength to the Jewish people.  This week in Virginia Tech all of Rabbi Akiva’s students lived!  Like Rabbi Akiva, your father’s actions—his teachings—will live on for many, many years.  His actions will guide us and inspire all of us.
By this time, we were both crying.  Even though we had never met and were thousands of miles away, we felt so connected.  We couldn’t get off the phone. We said “Good bye” five our six times.  Finally, as I hung up the phone, Joe said to me, “teyn neshikot le-kulam, give kisses to everyone.”

At the Romanian University where Liviu originally graduated his picture was put on a table, a candle was lit, and flowers were placed. A Professor there said, "We remember him as a great specialist in aeronautics. He left behind hundreds of prestigious papers.”  
He surely did.  But this is the inscription that I would write outside room 204 in Virginia Tech’s Norris Hall:

“We rename this room Liviu Librescu Room.  He lived to teach and he died while teaching.  Through his death he ensured that we can live on.  Through his death he ensured that his teachings will never die.”

May his soul be blessed!
