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Carolyn: 

Right about now those who are fortunate to have a home, whether it be a 

simple cabin in the woods or a sprawling mansion, that home may strike us in the 

way that Henry’s cabin did his friends: too small to dine in, too dark to read in, 

too small to dance in*, for the day’s stillness is crowded with worry for our dearly 

beloved and all of our siblings in the human family. “What touches one of us 

touches us all”, after all.  Our minds may feel a bit frayed around the edges, as 

though the walls are closing in.  But our minds - and our hearts - are bigger than 

we think.  Through the outward stretch of connection, we are saved.  We are 

saved by laughter.  We are saved by Love.    

  

Ellen, Elea and I had planned to meet on March 17.  A flurry of emails passed 

between us changing and confirming arrival time … all of these emails 

concluding with “With Love until the deli …”  Needless to say, we never made 

our way to Rein’s but since then we have consistently made our way to each 

other because we consistently need saving so that we may be for you, those we 

serve, worthy of that honor.  Here is the saving wisdom that has been born at our 

table over many years …   

 

Ellen: 

Elea & Carolyn have saved me more than once, as we gathered around our 

pickles, matzo ball soup and rugelach. They have given me strength and 

courage to trust in my call to ministry. Here is the wisdom I have received over 

the years, in no particular order: 

  

We are called to love our people. 

 

Ministry is a sacred trust, which deepens and transforms over the years. The 

longer we serve our people, the more precious this trust becomes. 

 

It is also a very weird job at times, asking us to deal with issues big and small that 

seminary in no way ever prepared us. 

 

We ask ourselves all the time: “are we serving our congregations well?” It is 

important that we keep asking. 
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Our hearts will be broken: that is our job. Because we can’t fix the things we wish 

we could: aching hearts and lost souls, failures and pain, terrible illnesses, 

injustice and evil, grief and loss, death and dying. But we can hold the stories. 

 

And we are entrusted with these stories, many that we cannot tell but which 

teach us daily of the resilience, generosity, fragility, limitation, courage, and 

integrity of the human spirit. 

 

A sense of humor is crucial. 

A trustworthy staff is a gift from God and we are each blessed in this way. 

  

Competitive competence amongst people of faith is destructive and to be 

avoided. As are false fights around things that don’t matter. 

 

Thus, a sense of humor is really crucial. 

 

So is music in worship, and we each are blessed to have great choirs and 

professional musicians to lead them. 

 

We can trust our people to figure it out, to take care of one another and the 

congregations we love, and make our faith real in the world. 

 

Lipstick is also essential. I should wear this color. 

 

Elea: I should wear this color. 

 

Carolyn: I gave them those colors.   

 

Elea: 

What is the wisdom of the Deli? What have Carolyn, Ellen and I learned at the 

deli that might help all of us through these strange, anxious and sometimes 

lonely days? The most obvious is that good food helps pretty much everything. 

Half sour pickles and matzah ball soup and rice pudding have always been 

good medicine.  And bringing home rye bread and black and white cookies 

and bagels for the partners and kids who are not lucky enough to go. But more 

important even than the food is the soul nourishment of deep and honest and 

tender connection. 

The deli is proof for me that we are never alone in the mess and struggle of 

being human. We have to do our particuliar hard things. No one can do them 

for us. But we can keep each other company through those painful passages, 

like the passage we are in right now  – and it makes it so much easier. For me, 

being able to tell the truth about what things are really like is essential to feeling 

less alone. To be able to say things like I have the attention span of chicken right 
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now and I know this to be true because I spend more time than I would like to 

admit talking to the chickens who live next door and are free range on my little 

street. The other day I experimented with how far I could walk up or down the 

street with 4 of them following me like a chicken whisperer.  

Even those of us who are lucky enough to be healthy and able to stay safely at 

home right now are having a difficult time and the wisdom of the deli says it’s 

okay to be how we are and to talk about it because it also true that we can do 

hard things and this too will pass. 

Another thing that the deli has taught me is the truth of Henry David Thoreau’s 

poignant phrase, “the only cure for love is to love more.” Ellen, Carolyn and I are 

all long-term ministers, We have stayed with you, our congregations, for 20 years 

or close to it, an increasingly rare thing in ministry these days. We talk about this 

a lot – about what a privilege it is to get to keep you company through 

decades, to dedicate your children and send them into young adulthood. To 

officiate at the weddings of people we knew as children and have loved for 

years. We talk about the gift it is to be able accompany people through the 

passages of life, through marriage and raising children, through retirement and 

growing older, through sickness and healing, through grieving, through death. 

And we talk about how the longer we stay with you, the deeper we love you, 

and the more our hearts hurt when you are struggling or in pain or grieving. We 

talk about how our hearts break when beloved members die and how we 

choose that love over and over again and we ask you to choose it too – to let 

your hearts break wide open. That is hard to do right now, when there is suffering 

all around, but the wisdom of the deli is that only cure for love is to love more. 

And the final piece of deli wisdom is that laughter indeed is saving grace. The 

writer Anne Lamott says that Laughter really is carbonated holiness. It helps us 

breathe again and gives us back to ourselves, and this gives us faith in life and in 

each other.  

Carolyn:   

This life we are living now is a trial of endurance.  And like all long-distance 

races, the discipline is in learning how to breathe when you are a mere halfway 

to the finish line.  If I may beat this metaphor to the ground, I’ll share that I hit the 

wall on Friday. I took to heart the deli wisdom that says that food makes 

everything better and I set out to bake the new brownie recipe that I baked for 

the first time, yes, two days earlier.  I placed the brownies in the oven and turned 

back to the counter to begin clean up and there it was: the precisely measured 

brown sugar precisely sitting on the counter rather than baking in the 

brownies.  When I told Ellen and Elea about this tragedy we howled together - a 

deep laughter that came bubbling up from the bottom of our souls.  And it was 
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the laughter - not the bitter, bitter brownies that I did eat - it was the laughter 

that got me breathing again.  And that, too, is the deli’s wisdom: misery loves 

company - and so does joy.   

So this reflection is kind of a love letter  - Ellen’s idea - to you, the people we 

serve and even to those who are peeking in from away and afar.  It is a love 

letter going out to a world that so badly needs encouragement, love, and a 

stubborn hope.   

And so we end here as we do in the flurry of emails that pass between us:  Until 

the deli … blessed be and amen.   

 

 

*Inspired by the story for all ages Henry Builds a Cabin by D.B. Johnson 


