5 years later, St. Paul UMC
member’s book more
relevant than ever
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By Alan Wild

In 2020, retired journalist Paul Wesslund published “Small Business Big Heart:
How One Family Redefined the Bottom Line,” the story of Louisville, Ky.,
restaurateurs Sal and Cindy Rubino, because Wesslund thought their story of

successfully embracing compassionate entrepreneurship needed to be told.

Five years later, he thinks his book is more relevant than ever, citing the opioid
crisis, refugee plight and general negativity and abrasiveness in society, among

other challenges we are facing.

“There are a lot of things going on today in our national dialogue and online
that really stress negativity and putting people down and essentially kind of not
being in a relationship, just being part of your own world,” Wesslund said in a

recent Zoom interview. “I think that Christians are supposed to go out and be
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different. That's what Sal and Cindy did.”

Wesslund, 72, is a longtime member of St. Paul United Methodist Church in
Louisville. The Rubinos also are St. Paul members, which is how Wesslund
learned of their history in a Sunday School class. “This was a story that | just

couldn’t not tell,” he said.

“Small Business Big Heart” chronicles the Rubinos’ story of operating The Café,
which they opened in 2007and by 2015 had become established enough to be
featured on The Food Network’s show “Southern Fried Road Trip.” Their
restaurant career didn't start out that way, though. A brief description on the
back cover of Wesslund’s book details their struggle: “Their first try at
entrepreneurship — a pair of seafood restaurants — collapsed, driving them
near bankruptcy and threatening to tear their family apart amid long workdays,

restaurant party culture, and soul-crushing business competition.”

The Rubinos reassessed their values, focusing on family over wealth,

deliberately hiring refugees and recovering addicts, many of whom provided

long-term and loyal staff.

Wesslund — a retired newspaper and magazine

- journalist who now does consulting and freelance
= writing — spent three years researching and
writing the book. That research included more
than 80 interviews, plus more than 30 follow-ups.
He also had Sal Rubino over to his house every
other week for about six months. Wesslund said

both Cindy and Sal were very open and trusting throughout the project.

Wesslund transcribed all the interviews, then spent about a year doing the
writing — about half of it at a local Heine Brothers coffee shop. The writing was
labor-intensive but his favorite part, he said, adding that he felt guided as he

wrote. Whenever he would reach a decision point in the writing, he would be



still and think, “What’s the next thing?” And he felt like he would receive

inspiration and direction.

Wesslund said the book, which was published by his firm Highway 61
Communications, has been mostly circulated among his friends, as well as the
Rubinos’ friends and acquaintances. It is suitable for Sunday School class
study, especially since the accompanying study guide, “Christianity at Work,”
co-written by Wesslund and Sue Mink, was added in 2022. Mink, who provided
a scriptural perspective that Wesslund said he lacked, also helped to craft
questions at the end of each of the six chapters in the study guide, making it

effective for Sunday School classes or small groups.

Wesslund has also helped to promote the book by doing in-person sessions
with churches. (Information about how to book him to speak is available at his

website, www.paulwesslund.com.)

“Small Business Big Heart” is a comprehensive (16 chapters, 231 pages) but
readable book chock-full of anecdotes from the Rubinos’ years running the
restaurant. Wesslund cited one such anecdote in a follow-up email to the

interview:

“(One) part of this story that appealed to me is that deciding to run a business
based on kindness and compassion wasn't always smooth. Refugees can't
speak English. People in recovery do relapse. While Sal and Cindy's business
model was the Golden Rulg, they had a business to run. As for the problem of
different languages, one employee said, ‘Charades are very big here.’ As for
relapses, a friend of theirs told me, ‘Sal fires more people in a year than you or |
would in a lifetime. But not without a reason.” And not without talking with them

and listening — he showed them respect and was in a relationship with them.”

The book also includes some names that will be familiar to Kentucky United
Methodists. On Page 183, now-retired Rev. Tom Grieb, who was St. Paul’s

pastor while The Café was getting started, is quoted during a passage talking



about the Rubinos’ lead-by-example faith.

“Sal and Cindy have an actions-speak-louder-than-words faith, but they're also
not at all hesitant to define their actions by a well-placed word about the

difference Jesus has made in their lives,” Grieb is quoted as saying.

Another of Wesslund's favorite anecdotes was one he used at the start of the
book about Melinda, a young woman who had struggled with addiction most of
her life. She was hired at The Café and found it was an amazing place to work
because the Rubinos didn't see someone with problems - as the title of
Chapter 1 says, “They Saw Me for Who | Could be.” Wesslund said the story still

nearly brings him to tears when he thinks about it.

The Rubinos sold The Café in 2019. “As Cindy said, the restaurant business is a
young person’s game,” Wesslund said. They sold it just as he was wrapping up
work on the book, and “I kind of panicked.” But he said it actually made for an
effective final chapter, titled “Endings and Beginnings.” Sal now is a real estate
agent in the Louisville area, and Cindy spends a lot of time with their

grandchildren.

“We always felt that the people we hired were helping us keep our business
going,” Sal Rubino said in an email for this story. “We are forever thankful for all
of them, and never really gave it much thought that we were doing anything
extraordinary. Our friends and customers would often comment on how they
thought it as ‘So good of us” for our hiring practices. But we always thought

that we received way more than we gave.”

For his part, Wesslund said he sometimes is asked by friends when he is going
to write another book, but he's interested in continuing to promote this one.

“My message is: Good grief, we need this today.”

HOW TO ORDER THE BOOK

The paperback version of “Small Business Big Heart” can be ordered here. The



e-book version is available here, and the audiobook version — narrated by Paul

and Debbie Wesslund’s actor-daughter Emma — is here.

Wesslund’s website, www.paulweslund.com, has links to four sites to buy the

paperback study guide, which works best in tandem with the book but can be

used independently.
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