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The Long Vacation, happened the summer Jean celebrated her 14th 
birthday. 

Mom and dad packed the five kids, Gail, Jean, Tom, Anne, and Meg, 
into a Plymouth Station Wagon and set off for a 7 week road trip to 
California and back.  Along the way, they camped in parks, and stayed 
with relatives. 

Mom, who had been a childhood librarian, and keeper of the household, 
surely brought many books and snacks. 
Dad, a biochemist, first the the Army, then with Michigan Public Health,  
drove the Plymouth. 

I heard the story of the Long Vacation when I spoke with Gail, Jean’s 
only surviving sibling, who is joining us online this afternoon from North 
Carolina. 

Gail told me Jean was the 2nd of three children born in 5 years, and for 
that reason, “Jeanie kinda got lost.” 

By that, Gail meant, Jean did not receive the attention her siblings 
received.

But on the Long Vacation, each kid, including Jean, got equal attention, 



as they found their place, riding shotgun, beside dad, learning to 
navigate, read maps, and lead the way. 

Every time the sisters gathered, and Gail told me they were all together 
17 years here in Maryland, they reminisced about the Long Vacation, an 
indication that the experience left a lasting impact. 

As to how the Long Vacation impacted Jean, we can only speculate.

The five children each got their turn as navigators, learning 
responsibility, and fairness, how to reach a destination, often by the 
road less traveled. 

They visited relatives along the way, learning the importance of 
connections, maintaining relationships. 

And they were constantly on the move, setting up camp, then 
relocating, again, and again, and again. 

From that, we can imagine, Jean learned to value movement, travel, 
journeys, to never grow attached to one place, because more beauty 
and wonder, more friends, more connections, more opportunities to 
contribute, give back, await on the horizon. 

With a dad in the Army, the family relocated often. I asked Gail about 
the impact all that early childhood moving had on Jean, and Gail told 
me: Jean adapted, and did not hold resentment. Jean was really good 
at making friends, and a good friend. She maintained friendships. 

Indeed, in listening to Jean’s friends I learned Jean was the kind of 



person who wanted to know about you. ”She was interesting, but she 
was interested, inquisitive, curious, open to learning. “

As a mother, to Ethan and Seth, she knew how to give, was supportive 
and helpful, and able to deliver “tough love,” when necessary. 

As a grandmother to Quinn, Alyssa, Lea and Riley, and Nana to Elcy, she 
found creative ways to connect and stay connected, to the people she 
loved.

Jean connected to Elcy through books, and art. 
Jean connected to Wendy, her daughter-in-law, as a Theater Buddy; 
Jean connected to her grandson Quinn, by becoming his Fishing and 
Kayaking partner, and instructor, so I am told, of irreverent Dirty Words;

In her life, from early childhood until her final days, Jean was a woman 
on the move; She loved to move; in Michigan, she lived in four houses 
all within the same 3 blocks, aa pattern she would repeat when moving 
to Maryland. The last two moves were at Londonderry.  The first 
cottage was constructed to fit Jean’s every preference, even so, in 
short turn, it would not satisfy Jean, so Jean and Jerry moved next 
door, to a cottage with a beloved screened porch, on the Tred Avon 
River.  Jerry, always choosing what was best for Jean, told me, “She 
wanted the view. She was very happy. I was very unhappy. “

But that unhappiness was one passing moment in relationship that 
spanned 43 years, and was marked by mutual joy and fulfillment. Jerry 
told me, Jean was a wonderful person. She loved people. She was the 
perfect wife.” When a friend inquired about Jean’s happiness, Jean 
replied, “Of course I’m happy. Jerry adores me.”



I asked Jerry how they fell in love and heard this story: 
Soon after Jerry and Jean met in Michigan, they took their first trip 
together, to Paris. Jean had planned to go with her mom, then Jerry 
arrived on the scene, so she swapped  mom for Jerry. As Jerry recalls, 
Jean wanted him to propose in Paris, but he missed the moment, 
leaving Jean wondering whether Jerry was romantically challenged and 
whether she should have taken her mother to Paris instead. This was 
blunder that set the relationship back months. Jerry was persistent, 
and  eventually, Jean accepted, and they were married by the Reverend 
John Corrado who served as the minister at Grosse Point Unitarian 
Church for 25 years.  

Jerry told me of their many adventures abroad, France, England, 
Portugal, Spain, Italy Austria, Japan, Sweden, Peru, Ecuador, the 
Galapagos. “We had amazing times together.” Jerry said. “She saved 
me from a boring life.” When I visited the cottage that would be Jean’s 
final residence, I saw displayed on the wall many beautiful quilts, and a 
map of the Chesapeake with over 100 pins, each marking one of the 
destinations Jean and Jerry had explored aboard the C-Dory, a boat 
Jean bought with an inheritance, and so named the boat, “pennies 
from heaven,” When I asked who was the captain of the ship, Jerry 
replied without hesitation, Jean was. 

Now that I know the story of the Long Vacation, I can better understand 
why. 

Jean and Jerry’s life together began and ended in Unitarian Universalist 
community.  After Rev. Corrado married them, Jean joined the Grosse 
Point Unitarian Church, and continued her journey with this faith, when 
she moved to Easton. 



Religion was not something that was part of Jean’s upbringing.   
Instead Jean’s parents taught the values of lifelong learning, and 
compassion for those on the margins: dad earned a PHD from Yale, but 
was never granted the degree because the Army classified it and Yale 
determined a classified document was not a public contribution to 
knowledge; even so he went on to a meaningful career on public health. 
mom was a children’s librarian in Michigan and then became librarian 
for Maryland School for the Deaf. 

Lifelong learning, seeking truth, Justice and compassion are core 
Values of our religious community; and these were all points of 
connection;

Here, Jean was a steadfast volunteer, singing in the choir, leading the 
finance committee, serving as president, and creating the endowment 
fund. 

The Reverend Sue Browning, my colleague who preceded me at this 
fellowship, and served as Jean’s minister for 12 years, sent me this 
message to share:

From the moment I began as minister at UUFE (2013), it was clear 
Jean’s many roles at UUFE served as a sustaining foundation for the 
congregation. She engaged with clarity and curiosity at the same time - 
a special combination. I’ve often quoted what Jean had shared as her 
reason for helping start the endowment as something like: “We need 
the long term presence of Unitarian Universalism here in Easton/on the 
eastern shore. It matters and will matter. The endowment will help 
make this possible. That’s why we made it happen.” 



Jean’s ability to be in ‘full on’ in the details when it mattered was one of 
her super powers, and too, so often she looked forward, guiding key 
leadership transitions, and offering ideas for creative new paths. She 
long cared about our UU faith, and about the future of UUFE. 

I was also privileged to know Jean and Jerry as a wonderful couple, 
who walked together through so much. And over the years I witnessed 
bits of her roles as mother and sister - so present. 

Sending good thoughts to all, especially Jerry.

The words of Reverend Sue Browning. 

Beyond these walls, Jean spoke up about injustice, and walked the talk; 
Jean was a steadfast volunteer at Shore Rivers, and at the Talbot 
Interfaith Shelter. She was an activist, and joined the reproductive 
freedom march in Washington. 

My own journey with Jean has been limited to the past year. 

In March, I was here, in this sanctuary, leading a sunrise meditation 
service, when Jean and Jerry showed up. Jean had just received her 
diagnosis and prognosis and I was among the first to learn of it. She 
was facing a profound question, that sooner or later, we all will face: 
how should I die.  I offered my support, and left space for Jean to 
decide whether and when to accept my offer. For the next three 
months, I had no contact from, or with Jean. I learned from Jerry, that 
that was Jean’s preference. Then, a week before Jean died, Jerry 
called me. “Jean is ready for you to visit. She is not eating. She needs 
help.” I asked Jerry, what kind of help, does Jean need.” Jerry replied, 



“I don’t know.” And so I went to Mercy Hospital, the Sunday morning 
before Jean died, for a visit. Jean was awake, and alert. I sat beside her, 
and held her hand, which had swollen to twice its normal size. I asked, 
how can I be helpful here. She turned, gazed into my eyes, and asked, 
“Am I wrong for doing what I want?” I assured her she had made a 
difficult choice, I respected her choice, and believed that if this is how 
she wants to die, then it was the right choice, under the circumstances. 
Jean let out a sigh, and her hand relaxed. Then we talked about death, 
and closure. I asked how Jean would like to be remembered. Jean said, 
“I did my best.” I asked about her faith, and belief in life after death, she 
spoke about her faith, in the people she loves who live on, her husband 
Jerry, her sister Gail, her sons Ethan and Seth, her grandchildren, 
Quinn, Alyssa, Lea, Riley, and Elcy too; for Jean, you are her life after 
death. I asked what she will miss most, Jean said, “hanging out 
together.” 

There is another way, Jean lives on. In these beautiful and amazing 
quilts. 

A quilt is a metaphor for life, rich with symbolism. Jean’s life was like a 
quilt, and in the life she lived, and the quilts she leaves beyond, there 
are valuable lessons.

in creating a quilt, the quilter makes something whole, beautiful, and 
functional out of fragmented, disparate pieces. 
A quilt does not start as a seamless sheet; it is built through patience, 
mistakes, and intentional assembly. 

In the quilt of life, the scraps and patches are our experiences. Life 
brings fragmented moments—some bright and joyful, others dark, 
ordinary, or painful. 



Jean’s life-quilt was full and, at times, difficult, yet she struggled 
through, carried on, finally landing in Easton, where she, “took off.” 

Like quilt-making, life-making does not happen in neat, predictable 
sequences; life-making is a mix of uneven textures, sudden changes, 
and contrasting chapters that, up close, don't seem to match, but  
when we step back, take the long view, the mix begins to make sense, 
we see how the parts intersect with the whole. 

In the quilt of life, the stitching and thread are the binding force,  our 
connections. 

Left alone, raw fabric edges fray and separate. These threads are like 
the relationships, love, and community that bind us together and keep 
us whole.

In Jean’s life-quilt these threads were family, friends, the quilting 
community, sailing clubs & community organizations, the choir, this 
fellowship. 

Thread also represents mending and resilience: When a quilt pulls 
apart or experiences wear and tear, the quilter invests in extra 
stitching. Similarly, when life breaks us, as Jean felt broken, in times of 
divorce and death, or when relationships strain, as when a loved one 
struggles through addiction, healing is the slow, repetitive work of 
mending the seams, tending the brokenness. Jean’s life-quilt teaches 
us the value of mending, and resilience. 

In the quilt of life, the process and mistakes are our growth.
The quilter might take a whole piece of fabric, then cut it into pieces, 



only to sew it back together in a completely new way.  Life events can 
deconstruct our plans; In Jean’s life-quilt, she was adaptive, and when 
her life fell apart,  she reinvented herself, using the pieces she had left, 
to create a masterpiece.

Quilt-making involves "bricolage"—the art of making or creating 
something new using whatever diverse materials, tools, or resources 
happen to be available, in life bricolage  is the work of improvising and 
creating a masterpiece out of unexpected setbacks. At bricolage, Jean 
was a master. 

In quilting, there are three layers: top, batting, and backing. in the quilt 
of life, the layers represent our structure.

The Top: The visible, artistic layer filled with colors and patterns— this 
is our outward life, actions, and personality. 

In Jean life-quilt, the top was her vibrancy, love of learning, thirst for 
adventure, leadership.

The Batting: The hidden, soft middle layer that provides warmth—this 
is our inner soul, values, and emotional core. 

In Jean’s life-quilt this was her creativity, generosity, justice-seeking, 
courage, warmth, love. 

The Backing: The solid, unchangeable foundation fabric that holds the 
entire structure together—this is our deepest grounding, faith, family, 
community. 

In Jean’s life-quilt, this was all of us here today, and in the friends and 



family and spiritual ancestors who have passed on. 

In Jean’s life-quilt, and these beautiful quilts, we are reminded the 
whole is greater than the sum of its parts. We are better together.  An 
isolated event or a painful "scrap" in life might seem useless on its 
own, but when integrated into the larger design, connected to a large 
community. 

And so we have gathered, in sorrow and in joy, to remember, mourn the 
death, and celebrate the life of Jean Ellen Rhian, whose life-quilt, a 
beautiful tapestry, a source of beauty and warmth, will endure in these 
creations and in the memories we carry in our hearts. 


