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			For Jane, who brought us together






			Bringing the Bible back to earth
—a guide to the study guide

			Two true stories.

			After discussing the story of the rich young ruler (Mark 10:17–22), a man in a Bible study class I was leading asked, “So do I have to sell my house and live under a bridge in order to follow Jesus’s teachings?” 

			—Sue Mink

			I’m reading the news in my local coffee shop when a man enters, stands in the doorway, and declares, “Jesus died for your sins,” and walks back outside. I put down my reading. I didn’t doubt the man’s sincerity, but I had to wonder, as an act of evangelism, was that a good thing, a harmless and neutral thing, or a bad thing? 

			—Paul Wesslund

			Jesus and the Bible seem to set the bar pretty high for us. Sometimes it seems impossibly high. At worst, following its lessons seems so far out of reach it gives us an excuse to give up, to tell ourselves it’s not relevant to everyday life. Maybe more commonly we just get discouraged.

			That doesn’t have to be.

			Small Business, Big Heart tells the story of restaurant-owning couple Sal and Cindy Rubino, who spent much of their lives living out scriptural lessons in business and a sometimes difficult family life. But the most inspirational and instructive part of that story comes in how they developed a management style based on compassion. 

			They actually started out straying from their college dreams of a friendly little café. They sought to strike it rich by building a chain of restaurants until that business crashed, nearly taking their family down with it. They reinvented themselves with a goal of family first, coincidentally about the same time they got involved with a church community that opened their eyes to a more active Christian faith. Then, desperate to find workers for their new restaurant, they somewhat skeptically opened themselves up to considering hiring refugees and people in substance abuse recovery. 

			That second-chance hiring turned into a business philosophy that would shape the rest of their lives, and even lead directly to financial success. They didn’t see their actions as guided by God until they reflected on them much later. When they finally sold the restaurant as a deliberate part of their retirement planning, they could feel they made a difference in the industry, passing it to new ownership by showing that decency, spirituality, and business do go together.

			Sal and Cindy offer a real-life story of how scripture succeeds even in the brutal restaurant business: how the same code applies in church, at home, and at work.

			Sal and Cindy’s guiding principles were as basically Christian as treating others like you’d want to be treated, and giving people second chances. They’re old lessons that are more relevant than ever today, as too often we lead by judging each other, reacting with anger, and generally watching out mainly for ourselves. The business model Sal and Cindy created offers bottom-line solutions for a post-pandemic world where a “great resignation” has people seeking more humane working conditions. It speaks to the compassion required to address even world crises as big as substance abuse and refugees.

			Sal and Cindy’s example shows that decency is not just good, it leads to success. Their example also offers hope for us by adding a dose of relevant reality. Their story is a difficult one, as many of ours are, but one that ultimately leads to showing “how one family redefined the bottom line.”

			This study guide matches scripture with Sal and Cindy’s life and asks questions that apply their story to all of us so that we can realistically live as Christians.






			Chapter 1: 
What does the Lord require?
—Can I really do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly in today’s world?

			The Café in Louisville, Kentucky, isn’t fancy. Housed in a former manufacturing building by a railroad trestle, it’s bright and airy, but almost stark in its simplicity. The menu is full of familiar, homey foods like Reubens, grilled cheese, and tuna melts. The workers are busy but offer warm smiles as they greet their customers, many of them regulars. It immediately feels genuine, without pretension. It’s exactly as it appears to be.

			Its founders, Sal and Cindy Rubino, wanted it that way. In fact, that’s the way they strive to live their lives. Authenticity is deeply important to both of them. As Sal and Cindy built up the restaurant, hired and trained its staff, and attracted customers, they also began to adopt the ethics and values that they had been learning as growing Christians and putting them into practice in their business. As their business became more successful, they learned how to honor Christ on a daily basis by actually living out Jesus’s teachings about compassion, justice, and mercy. They took chances on people by hiring refugees and recovering addicts. They made their family and their employees’ families a priority. Their faith touched every aspect of their lives and became the foundation of their business, not just platitudes on Sunday morning.

			That authenticity was especially important in their relationships with their employees. Cindy said, “I wanted them to see that we were who we said we were.”

			That might be more accurately paraphrased as “We needed them to see we were who we said we were.” The Café couldn’t offer the best benefits or pay, so to keep valued employees it needed the best working conditions. It was a business philosophy that came from Sal’s teenage years riding with his father in his work truck, listening to him talk about the value of honesty and decency on the job. It came from Cindy’s resolve not to treat employees the way she’d been treated in the cutthroat restaurant business. And it came from what might seem like surprising lessons from a church community: even high Christian ideals have a place on the positive side of a balance sheet.

			But Sal and Cindy would be the first to say it’s a struggle.

			Our culture often divorces Christian ethics from business practice, using competitive pressures as an excuse to ignore compassion and kindness. How many times do people say “It’s just business” when making professional decisions? The demands of Christianity seem much too extreme to apply to the business world. How can we succeed financially if we set our priority on Christlike behavior?


			Mark 10:17–22

			17 As Jesus continued down the road, a man ran up, knelt before him, and asked, “Good Teacher, what must I do to obtain eternal life?”

			18 Jesus replied, “Why do you call me good? No one is good except the one God. 19 You know the commandments: Don’t commit murder. Don’t commit adultery. Don’t steal. Don’t give false testimony. Don’t cheat. Honor your father and mother.” 

			20 “Teacher,” he responded. “I’ve kept all of these things since I was a boy.”

			21 Jesus looked at him carefully and loved him. He said, “You are lacking one thing. Go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor. Then you will have treasure in heaven. And come, follow me.” 22 But the man was dismayed at this statement and went away, saddened, because he had many possessions.

		

			In the story of the rich young ruler (Mark 10:17–22,  also Matthew 19:16–22, Luke 18:18–23) Jesus told a young man eager to follow him that he must give up everything he had in order to gain eternal life. Defeated, the man turned away. It’s understandable. How could you actually leave everything behind to follow Christ? How can we balance the demands of responsibility to ourselves and our family with the radical demands of Jesus Christ?

			The usual response is to soften the demands of Jesus. After all, Jesus knows that we need to take care of ourselves. Surely Jesus is human enough to know the challenges of running a business or even paying the bills. It doesn’t seem reasonable to expect us to change our lives that radically. We look for loopholes. We search for reasons why we don’t really have to obey.

			Perhaps the biggest loophole we find is in defining grace. After all, isn’t grace the forgiveness of sins? Jesus died so that we can be forgiven. We’re all sinners, and we’ll never be perfect, so the best we can do is muddle through and then just ask for forgiveness. We’ve been taught that Jesus is just waiting for us to repent and make everything okay.

			But that means that grace does all the work and that we can just remain unchanged, our lives untouched by Christ.

			In reality, grace is an invitation to be a beloved child of God and to follow Jesus, and by accepting grace, we accept the new life that Christ offers. That is a life of discipleship, of obedience, and of the challenging work of rejecting the shortcuts and devoting ourselves to recognizing and living by the demands of Christ.

			At one point Sal sought one of those shortcuts by asking Cindy for a divorce. He saw his life as a mess. His business failed. Earning income seemed to require long hours, and then the demands of being a husband and father took more energy and hours than there were in the day. He wanted out, wanted to change the game. He rented an apartment and prepared to reinvent himself as a bachelor. When Cindy refused his request for a divorce, he got a glimpse of how you have to work through, not around life—a lesson it would take him years to fully learn.


			Matthew 7:24–25

			24 “Everybody who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise builder who built a house on bedrock. 25 The rain fell, the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against the house. It didn’t fall because it was built on bedrock.”

		

			When Jesus delivered the Sermon on the Mount, he ended by telling his listeners that those who followed his words would be wise, like a man who built his house on a rock (Matt 7:24–25). There was no room for personal interpretation, picking and choosing what applied to each of them, or discussing it as an ideal. The command was to go out and do it.

			This tension between God’s call and the pressures of the world has been evident since the time God first created human beings and gave them free will. Over and over again, even God’s chosen people, the Hebrews, slipped away from devotion to God and into a place of rote ceremony that just checked their spiritual boxes. But that was never what God wanted. When the Hebrew people asked God if they should sacrifice more calves, rams, and oil, and even offer their children in sacrifice in order to please God, God responded by asking not for the sacrifice, but for a change of heart and life:

			And what does the Lord require of you?

			To act justly and to love mercy

			And to walk humbly with your God.
(Micah 6:8)

			The Hebrew word in this verse for acting justly is mispat, which is a verb. Acting justly is a responsibility and characteristic of ethical living, not just something

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					What tensions have you felt in your life between living a life of authentic Christianity and trying to make it in the world? What choices have you made that have impacted either your spiritual life or your career?

					What excuses do people make to lessen the demands of Christ? How does the misunderstanding of grace impact authentic Christianity?

					How are you meeting the demands of Micah 6:8? What are you doing well and where can you improve?

					Do you try to let God guide your actions, or do you realize later you were being guided? Does it make a difference?
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