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FOREWORD


 


 


In 2019 Miranda Harris died in a terrible accident in South Africa. Gone, suddenly and unexpectedly, was a woman who had given loving hospitality and a welcoming home to people from all over the world, and to our whole family – granddaughters included. Over the years, my husband and I have welcomed many into our home – even given talks on hospitality. But Miranda lived hospitality with a loving light of warmth in her eyes, which encompassed all who met her. 


In 1996 Peter and Miranda Harris came to Regent College – a graduate school of Christian studies in Vancouver, Canada – for a much-needed sabbatical from their twelve years in Portugal. In those years, they and their children had founded and nurtured A Rocha (the Rock), a community that saw the care of creation as central to Christian ministry. Jo Harris, one of those children, tells the story of that twelve-year adventure.  


My husband and I, as faculty at Regent College, were eagerly looking forward to learning from the Harris’s experience. We were then very disappointed when we realised that we were going to be on sabbatical in Scotland during the whole time they were at Regent. The best we could make of the situation was to invite them to stay in our home on Galiano Island while we were away – which they did.


So we first met Peter and Miranda as they walked down the Galiano Island ferry ramp, pulling their suitcases. They had just arrived; we were about ready to leave. That meeting foreshadowed the many intense, wonderful, but all-too-brief meetings we have had since then. Usually those meetings took place when we or they were departing.


After that first stay on Galiano Island they moved to France to begin another A Rocha community. Several years later they invited us to stay in their home while they came again to our house on Galiano. A few years later they moved to England (to help guide what by now had become an international organisation) – but once again came to Regent, and invited us to stay at their house in England. So we’ve spent many months in each others’ homes: guests in the absence of the host. Something of the beauty and fragility of their life has, we think, soaked into us from the very walls of those homes.


This book, at heart, is a tribute to Miranda, by her eldest daughter Jo. People all over the world have loved and admired Miranda Harris as an exemplar of hospitality. In the twenty-five years of our friendship I have often put her on a lofty pedestal. But neither Jo’s loving account of her mother, nor Miranda’s notes, allow us to put her on that pedestal of perfection. 


We think of hospitality as a welcoming meal – making a place at our table for visitors. This book redefines our understanding of hospitality: the place at the table transmutes to a welcome for others both into, and in spite of, our own messy, exhausted lives. We learn that a welcoming meal can be a nine-course dinner, or simply coffee shared with strangers on a train, or perhaps flowers in the bedroom for a guest. The folks welcomed to the table include not only old friends whom we love to spend time with over a meal, but also unannounced groups of students and needy high-maintenance individuals. All are given the gift of being listened to and welcomed with love. 


A Place at the Table could have been yet another of the many hospitality books that make me feel bad about the ‘who I am’ that falls far short of the ‘who I want to be’ – and consequently leave me in despair. But this book shows both sides of a coin that gives great wealth to us. On one side of that coin we see the multitude of big and tiny ways to practise giving a place at the table – and on the other side we see the costs: the hard work, the struggle to keep going, the weariness of feeling overwhelmed. Often, when we are tired out from offering hospitality, it is all too easy to be tempted to feel self-pity or even resentment.


We read in the book of Hebrews that Jesus himself was tempted and suffered. We may think, Well, he didn’t really get tempted the way we do. But the writer of Hebrews emphasises that Jesus was tempted in every way just as we are. If we read the Gospels carefully, we see Jesus as the real human being that he was – actively hospitable, whether feeding 5,000 or cooking breakfast on the beach for tired fishermen. But we need to remember that even Jesus needed time alone for rest and prayer. Maybe he was tempted to resent how often those times were interrupted. 


Hospitality is not a gift that some people have and some don’t; it is a command that is often hard to follow. Again and again in the stories of this book we see the pain and struggles, the problems of fatigue, marital tension and personal sacrifice that have been part of the hospitality of both Miranda and Jo. Jo’s insightful retellings of stories from the Bible help us see the realities of hospitality in daily life. All the stories in these pages open our eyes to both the outside and inside joys and jeopardies of practising hospitality. Miranda and Jo make places in their lives to offer a table of nourishing love for others. But this comes with a cost. In opening our lives to others we often have to make hard and seemingly selfish choices. As Edith Shaeffer puts it, in her book What is a Family, the door of hospitality needs both ‘a hinge and a lock’. Though the doors of A Rocha admitted many guests, Jo describes the eventual need to install a second-floor door to protect the privacy of the family.


The creative touches and loving care in the hospitality of both Jo and Miranda are wonderful; we see a broad scope of ways to welcome and love. Yet a greater gift is their honesty, their willingness to show their dark side and human struggles, their willingness to be vulnerable to our inveterate judgement. They don’t let us put them on pedestals. Instead they show us the only solid foundation for hospitality: the Rock (A Rocha) of our faith in a God of love.


So let me tell you about some of the lessons in hospitality given to me by Miranda. Years ago Miranda shared the acronym DMC, her term for Deeply Meaningful Conversations. For both of us, just getting from the door into Regent College, up a wide staircase to the door of our office inevitably involved many ‘hello’s that evolved into heart-to-heart conversations – the DMCs. Miranda’s willingness to share that, for her, DMCs were both deeply good and deeply draining was healing for me: she was human, I was human; it was okay and not some sinful lack of caring to flop with fatigue after DMCs.


Once when we were with Peter and Miranda in their home after another house trade, I admired a beautiful little Provence-patterned pot for herbes d’Provence. She insisted that I take it. In doing so I learned a lesson: giving and receiving cherished things can bring great joy. 


Another time was a DMC between Miranda and me as we sat on the back of a truck at the Brooksdale A Rocha Canada Centre. We laughed and discussed thoughts and concerns with freedom and trust. We shared weaknesses and confessed that sometimes a glass of wine gives gladness amid busyness. We didn’t talk about any strong undercurrent of grace; but it was for sure there in our God-with-us DMC. 


In these pages Miranda and Jo offer us a place at the table of their lives. That place gives us spiritual and emotional wealth, precisely because we see both the glory in the abundance found at their table, and the cost involved in preparing that place for others. In his letter to the Corinthians, Paul discusses God’s response to the weakness that tormented him: ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness’ (2 Cor. 12:9). Their willingness to be vulnerable in admitting weakness is a gift for all of us.  In Christ, and the place he gives to us at his table of bread and wine, we join with Paul, and Jo and Miranda, as we, in and through our weakness, offer a place at the table to all the others whom Christ brings into our lives. 


 


Mary-Ruth Wilkinson


Sessional Lecturer at Regent College, Vancouver, Canada


March 2022










 


PROLOGUE


 


 


Let’s begin with a bold idea. Might hospitality be as close to the heart of a lived Christian faith as churchgoing, financial giving or Bible reading? There is something irrefutably uncompromising in these words from Paul to the young church in Rome, as direct as any of his extortions and as clear: ‘Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. Share with the Lord’s people who are in need. Practise hospitality’ (Rom. 12:12–13).


But while hospitality was woven into the cultural fabric of his first-century Mediterranean audience and remains so in much of the Global South, for many of us in materially comfortable, individualistic twenty-first-century settings, it is a lost art. It is a practice we have forgotten, neglected or distorted beyond all recognition, so some reassurance might be welcome. To be hospitable, you do not need to know how to make squares of fabric into elaborate shapes. You do not need to have mastered French, Italian, Indian or indeed any country’s cuisine. You do not need to have unchipped glasses and matching plates, silver cutlery and specific knives for fish, butter and cheese. You do not need to have a stock of witty anecdotes or a dust-free home.


You can, in fact, be hospitable without a home. Among the classiest hospitality I have ever received was in an ancient campervan in Italy. I have also shared a packed lunch with a neighbouring car in log-jammed traffic, been offered coffee in a bus shelter and been wrapped in the tenderest care by a homeless teen as I cried under a tree in a city park. Hospitality at its heart is just that: the offer of kindness and care and a place to belong for a while. We can all do that, even if it is something we aren’t naturally inclined towards. As we give and receive hospitality of different kinds, in a variety of contexts, we mirror the heart of God, who desires us to share our lives with him. Jesus spoke of the home he has waiting for us, and also of his hope that we will open the door to him, so he can sit at our table: ‘Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with that person, and they with me’ (Rev. 3:20).


There are twin hopes for the words in this book. The first is that they will help you towards a deeper understanding of the hospitality God offers us all. His love really can satisfy the gnawing hunger and raging thirst of our souls. There is always a place at his table for you. The second hope is that you will be encouraged to make hospitality a more routine part of your life. That the pot on your stove will always be full enough to feed an extra mouth. That your schedule will have flexibility for an unplanned coffee and a chat. That your door will be often open and that, in all these small acts of welcome, you will see God at work, knitting you into closer, deeper and more life-giving relationships than you could have dreamed possible.


This is a book about food and friendship, community and belonging, the table, the earth and the sea. Much of what you will read is grounded in the story of an organisation. In September 1983, a small seed was planted and began to grow in the dry, sandy soil of the Algarve in Southern Portugal. This seed, A Rocha, withstood drought and pests, taking root and growing strong. Today it bears fruit on six continents. Its presence can be seen from space, and many are the landscapes that flourish because it grows there.


A Rocha, meaning ‘the rock’ in Portuguese, is a worldwide family of organisations working in nature conservation in obedience to and worship of the Creator. In the early 1980s, scientists had begun to sound an alarm. It was all but ignored by Christians, to the point that the concept of a Christian charity with an environmental focus frequently provoked laughter, if not ire: why waste time on birds when there are souls to save? A few short decades later and only someone with a twisted sense of humour would laugh at the disaster unfolding before our eyes. We have treated God’s world with breathtaking contempt, over-consuming, pouring toxic waste into our rivers and lakes, filling our oceans with plastic and our air with carbon dioxide, wiping out entire species without a second’s consideration, grief or guilt – all this while some of us say we love the one who made it, sustains it and has imbued it with his glory. In the dining room at Cruzinha, the first of A Rocha’s field study centres, there is a painted tile plaque displaying Psalm 24:1: ‘The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it.’ This is why the care of creation is a Christian concern – his concerns are ours.


I am the eldest daughter of A Rocha’s founders, Peter and Miranda Harris, and now its director of communications. It is my job to tell our stories, of which one of my favourites is the time Mum, given an impossibly small budget to furnish Cruzinha, blew most of it on a 100-year-old handmade wooden table. It became the heart of the house and around it, disparate humans came together to eat, talk and become family. In Leah Kostamo’s book, Planted, which tells the story of A Rocha Canada, she writes, ‘At A Rocha centres we don’t have a chapel, we have a table. The meal is a place of community, fellowship and invitation . . . the table is a safe place, a neutral ground for dialogue, knowing and communion.’1


As A Rocha has grown, we have held on to our commitment to closely lived interpersonal relationships as the context for our work of science, conservation and environmental education. Not all of our organisations have residential centres like that first one in Portugal where I grew up, but all prioritise communal life, and communal life means eating together.


After our family left Portugal in 1995 when I was seventeen, my story diverged from A Rocha’s. I followed the twists and turns with great interest, but from a distance. For me, growing up meant not only differentiating from my parents, as all of us must, but from an organisation that in some ways had raised me too. After leaving high school, I travelled, studied, met and married Shawn and had two daughters, Alexa and Charis. I worked, first, for an epilepsy charity and then as a freelance writer and editor, and then in a couple of communications roles. And then something happened that pulled me back into A Rocha’s orbit in a way I could never have foreseen.


On 29 October 2019, Shawn, the girls and I were heading for a few days away in a rented cottage when Shawn’s phone rang. My uncle’s voice sounded strained, and he asked Shawn to pull over and call him back. We stopped at the top of a hill, England’s gentle greens and greys laid out before us, all but invisible to me as my mind raced through possible scenarios. Shawn walked down the slope out of earshot and, when the call finally ended, he came back towards me with red eyes. He said we needed to return home. Once there, he’d tell me what had happened. He was so sorry, he said, but it was a very hard thing he’d have to say.


Knowing the girls were watching us, I was calm, though I remember I struggled to figure out how to open the car door. The girls were full of anxious questions, and I told them that whatever happened we would be okay because God was good, and he loved us. Then we drove the short distance home in silence.


We have a genetic condition in our family which has given my dad some close shaves. If I had any thought on that drive, it was to brace myself for the news that something had happened to him. What Shawn had to tell me, and later my three siblings, was that both my parents, along with A Rocha International’s executive director Chris Naylor and his wife Susanna and their driver, had been in a road accident in Port Elizabeth, South Africa, where they had been for work. And the Naylors and Mum had been killed.


Death may be a certainty but, whenever and however it comes, it is shocking. A person was there, and then, though their body remains for a while, they are gone. How can this be? I think we know in our bones that we were made for permanence, which makes death an outrage, an offence, all but impossible to grasp. All the images and allusions to heaven in the Bible point to future bodies made to last, but until resurrection day we can be mortally wounded. We can find ourselves one minute mid-conversation, barrelling along an ocean-side highway towards the airport and home. The next, after a split second of chaos and noise – time’s up. According to medical examiners, before the vehicle had finished its hellish descent from bridge to concrete embankment to water, three lives had ended and only two remained.


The next few days are a blur. The best way I can describe how it felt is to compare it to active labour: intervals of all-consuming pain followed by interludes of welcome numbness during which decisions had to be made, actions taken, conversations held. The endlessly patient consultant overseeing Dad’s care used the words ‘critical but stable’ and urged us to come. So the four of us siblings found ourselves together in South Africa, gathered around his bed.


Jesus made those of us who follow him into a family. His family did him proud during those weeks in South Africa. Christian friends put us up at no cost in a suite in their hotel. The church in Port Elizabeth mobilised, and nourishing meals arrived at the door at regular intervals. On the night following the small cremation service, we sat around a local pastor’s firepit eating steaks and watching the stars, wrapped in blankets and the kindness of strangers. Back at home, my friend messaged to say she’d been part of a protection detail doing its best to hold off a bombardment of lasagnes coming at the house. Lasagne is the love language of our church.


When we first arrived, Dad was ventilated, in an induced coma. He had two punctured lungs, fourteen fractured ribs, a broken sternum and right shoulder and a bruised heart. He had tubes and monitors everywhere and he was almost unrecognisable. The vehicle had landed upside down, his heart had stopped, and his head was underwater when rescuers pulled him out. Had an experienced lifesaver not been on the bridge and made it to his side within a two-minute window, he would have died. It could be categorised as a case of the right person in the right place at the right time: a fortunate coincidence, if you will. But there is no category other than ‘miracle’ for the fact that the medical condition I mentioned earlier didn’t kill him. There’s an awkwardness to that solitary miracle when three more were needed. Another mystery to leave in the hands of God, whose wisdom no one can fathom.


Let’s move forward in time, past the milestones of Dad’s physical recovery, the return to England, Mum’s funeral, the first Christmas and bleak winter months of debilitating grief and painstaking graft of carving a new life without this vivid, beautiful, loving woman. Let’s acknowledge in passing the new life imposed on us all by a global pandemic, when we isolated and distanced and grew wary of each other and soon discovered you could be as hungry for company as for food. And let’s pause for a moment, on a grey day in February 2021.


The time had come for Dad to take another brave step and leave the house he and Mum had called home for ten years. It was too big for one, and too far from close family and friends. We had been slowly sorting for months, and on this particular day we decided to tackle Mum’s study. It wasn’t a big room and it looked tidy and ordered. There was a chest of drawers, a bookshelf, a desk and a small sofa, and a window that looked out over the back garden and the Wiltshire countryside beyond. As we worked, a pile grew in the middle of the room, a mountain of paper covered in her distinctive handwriting. There were talk notes, drafts of articles, newsletters, journals and jottings. And then I found a blue ring-binder that momentarily winded me.


Mum had talked about writing a book for more than twenty years. Many of us had cheered her on in this endeavour, knowing her gift with words, her ability to perceive and capture life as she lived it, and the depth and breadth of experience from which she could draw. But as time went by, I confess I lost faith she’d produce the goods. I wept as I looked through this binder, evidence of her labour and the distillation of what she wanted to say to the world. What I held in my hands was not a full manuscript, but it was enough, alongside the many other words she had poured onto other pages, to become the basis of what you now hold in your hands.


I don’t know when she wrote these next words, but they were written for now and they belong here.
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This book has been a LONG time in gestation. I talked over the ideas with John Stott and Eugene Peterson well over a decade ago and both were encouraging and interested. In the intervening years I have worked on the manuscript with my husband, daughter and sister, each time simultaneously dealing with genuine excitement and pangs of remorse that my yearning to write had once more been shelved.


I have always written and always loved writing. For many years I have been aware of a book inside me, present and growing, sometimes sleeping and occasionally delivering an impatient kick. Time after time, when I came close to abandoning the project, someone (and sometimes three or four people in a week) would say, ‘You must write.’ And I would keep going.


There have been a number of contributors to my procrastination, but I haven’t ever been able to entirely ignore or lay down this book. You can only ignore fire in your bones for so long before you get burnt.
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I can imagine John Stott and Eugene Peterson hosting the most amazing launch party for Mum in heaven, the angels rejoicing with her at the long-awaited birth of this book, Jesus glowing with pride and delight in his daughter Miranda, the author.


This is a book we have written together, she and I. You will know when she’s speaking, and you will know when it is me. She wrote in a letter to a friend in a tough situation that the darkest places are often the most fertile: the womb, the soil, the deepest parts of the ocean. This book has been birthed in the darkness of her absence, but in its pages you will get to meet her and, in some mysterious way, maybe even experience her hospitality.


On one of the pieces of scrap paper in her study she had written that once she was ‘fretting about the meaning of my existence and what I had to offer as I lived and worked among a collection of very gifted people. My sister, who is a woman of prayer and discernment, said very simply, “You were born to love people.” This has been a hugely liberating insight. What an honour! I’m so glad my gift didn’t turn out to be writing mathematics textbooks or addressing theology students in Ancient Greek.’


To know Miranda was to know the truth of my aunt’s words. She had a rare capacity for love and myriad ways to show it. Throughout her adult years, she grew in her commitment to the practice of hospitality and, more specifically, cooking for people, and gave deep and careful thought to its significance. Most of all, she knew it as a tangible expression of her love and, through her, God’s love.
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The meal is an opportunity for connection. It involves growing or shopping for the ingredients, trying to make choices that honour the Earth and its people, blessing not exploiting them; it involves God’s gift of time and place. The preparation, setting, serving at the table and clearing up all involve handling creation, being part of it, relationship with it.


Growing takes time, whether it is relationships or vegetables. That’s why it’s important to look into each other’s eyes and to eat together – to plant, grow, harvest, prepare, celebrate and clean up together.


Hospitality is not about parading your perfect home, culinary magic or immaculate children before your admiring (and demoralised) guests. Rather it is inviting other hassled people to come and eat, talk and laugh with you over the idiosyncrasies and impossibilities of your lives in the secure, cosy environment of your own intractable mess. If I exaggerate, I do so only slightly. As Philip Yancey wrote, ‘In the presence of the Great Physician my most appropriate contribution may be my wounds.’2


We are not called by God to impress others; we are called to bless them. People are immensely encouraged by our failures and flaws. A great way to build community is to acknowledge our limitations, step aside and give others the chance to shine. Opening our homes and our lives as they are is a way of loving others and creating conditions for communion. If we offer people our real selves, we give them permission to be real too.
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If you were one of the multitudes who spent time at Mum’s table, you will know she would have given careful thought to what to serve you. She would have gone to Robert Douse, the local butcher, for the meat, where she’d have stayed for a while to catch up on how his family were doing and probably tell him all about you and what she was going to serve you for dinner. She’d have found organic vegetables and, if eggs were on the menu, they’d have come from the house up the lane near her home.


As she cooked, she’d have listened to music and quite possibly danced around the kitchen, and she would have been praying intermittently. She was the most prayerful person I have ever known. Now and then she would have paused to enjoy a particularly glossy tulip in the vase on the windowsill, the photos of friends tacked over the cupboards or a handmade card from one of the grandchildren. She would have set the table with great care and always with candles in the centre. As your arrival drew near, she might have become a little flustered and stressed over last-minute timings. She was human, after all. But the moment you were there, you would be her entire focus. ‘Come in!’ she’d say, radiant in welcome. ‘It is so good to have you here.’ And you would step into the fragrant smells of her cooking and the warmth of her embrace and know you were about to enjoy a wonderful evening around her table.


My prayer is that, as you spend time with her and with me through our words, you will keep having to leave us to pop an invitation to lunch through your neighbour’s door, or to stir the soup, or to add something to your grocery list. May you listen to the Holy Spirit’s whispered reminder that you have a forever home in your Father’s house and smile as you set about echoing his welcome to someone who needs it.


A NOTE ON THE CONTENTS


There are many kinds of writing in this book and so lots of ways you might want to read it other than the standard beginning-to-end approach (which is fine too).


The book is structured around the progression of a meal, from its planning to the moment every guest has departed and every pan has been cleaned, or is at least soaking in the sink. Every chapter begins with some general discussion of the theme at hand. I drew my mum’s writing here from a variety of places. Some of it she had written for her planned book about community and belonging. I have also used transcripts and notes of talks she gave, excerpts of articles, blogs and pieces of the newsletters she sent and diligently filed away in chronological order. To maintain the flow, I have not noted where each specific part came from. The typography will show you whether it is me or Mum speaking at any given time.


Then there are Bible stories, each of which I have retold from the perspective of an imagined participant. Mum loved the Bible. She found time to read it most days, even while travelling and during the very fullest years of parenting and leading A Rocha. She’d include carefully chosen passages in her letters and cards and prayed the Psalms year in and year out with Dad each morning. I love the Bible too and believe it is inspired by the Spirit to reveal the character and intentions of God.


The Bible is full of accounts of meals, from the Israelites’ snatched repast of lamb and flatbread the night before their escape from Egypt, to the dull-but-lifesaving daily dinners of manna and quail in the desert years, to Daniel and his friends’ plain vegetarian fare in Babylon, and all the many times recounted in the Gospels when Jesus enjoyed good food and conversation. Rather than drawing out worthy lessons, I wanted to help you engage imaginatively with some of these occasions, pulling you inside the story to see and feel their impact and significance for yourself. I have done the background work to make these pieces as faithful to the time and text as possible while allowing myself a bit of creative licence here and there. If you go back to the Bible to check on the details, you might be surprised at how vivid and observant the original writing actually is. I found there was generally a lot to work with.


The final component is a selection of Mum’s journal entries dating from 1983 to 2019. These are interspersed between each chapter and are not linked to the chapter themes. You may get engrossed and decide to read the journals from beginning to end without interruption – that is probably what I would do. The journals tell the story of how A Rocha grew around the practice of hospitality and the part it played in our family life.


Most of this writing was new to me, discovered as I pulled together material for the book. It has given me a deeper understanding of what it was like for Mum to pioneer an innovative mission organisation in a variety of foreign cultures on a shoestring. Her faith, humour and enormous capacity for relationship are woven through every entry, as are her struggles with shaky self-confidence, exhaustion and the endless goodbyes – the sting in the tail of all those hellos. She believed in the power of vulnerability; her willingness to live ‘inside out’ was itself an act of generous and sacrificial hospitality, allowing others to really know her and, in turn, be known.


So, there you go – a smorgasbord! Bon appétit.










ONE


HUNGER


Hunger finds no fault with the cook.


C. H. Spurgeon
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The feeling of hunger is not pleasant. It causes growly, volcanic activity in the stomach, headaches, irritability and dizziness. It can make concentration hard, as thoughts of food become increasingly intrusive. If hunger were a person, they would be a sharp-elbowed nagging harridan, getting more obnoxiously bossy the longer they were ignored.


In places where food is affordable and abundant, we can avoid hunger, grazing a path between meals without so much as a murmured grumble from our sated stomachs. But is it actually a good idea to do that? Might there be losses as well as gains to this approach?


All truly great meals begin with hunger. If you have ever been on a long hike, sustained only by a packet of peanuts and a bottle of water, I’m guessing you would have awarded a Michelin star to whatever landed on your plate that night. Food tastes exponentially better to the hungry; as Proverbs 27:7 puts it:


 


One who is full loathes honey from the comb,


but to the hungry even what is bitter tastes sweet.


 


We may not enjoy the sensation, but hunger is a God-given gift, an inbuilt reminder to seek out what we need to live and to experience joy in doing so.


I love cooking for people, and for several years gladly took on the task of feeding a church group that met in our home once a fortnight to study the Bible. It was largely made up of students and overworked young professionals who would show up straight from the train out of London. I took it as a great compliment when, after a few weeks, one of the group, Alex, announced on the doorstep that he had not eaten all day in order to be able to stuff himself with what he expected to be a very tasty meal. Unfortunately, on that occasion I had run out of time and Shawn had persuaded me that everyone would be just as happy with frozen pizza. Perhaps Alex was hungry enough to transform the cardboardy base and greasy cheese into a gourmet delight but, for me, it was a missed opportunity to enjoy watching someone dive in up to their eyeballs in a casserole of my making.


When you have put time, care and money into creating a feast, you want hungry people around the table. A ravenous diner is visibly relieved of physical and mental discomfort, fork by forkful, relaxing into the experience and gradually tuning in to the details of flavour and texture, colour and composition. You have soothed, nurtured and delighted. Your work has not been in vain.


On the contrary, if someone has eaten shortly before they arrived and have no need or desire for what you serve up, you’d be forgiven for feeling rather insulted, if not hurt. Do they not trust your cooking? Do they not care about your feelings? Well might you ask. But there are many reasons why people avoid hunger, so we don’t necessarily have to take it personally.


The primary purpose of food may be to sustain life, but it can be used effectively as a way of soothing away dark feelings or boredom. There is a real possibility that a person turning up for a meal at someone’s house might be anxious about the occasion. Perhaps they are shy or depressed, or have some kind of tricky history with a fellow invitee that you don’t know about. And they may have indulged in what is known as ‘comfort eating’ as a coping mechanism.


[image: A Place at The Table (022k) - final pass (1)_img1]


After school I spent a year in Dijon, France, working as a nanny for a family with a toddler and a baby. The initial few months were lonely and isolated and, while my confidence began to grow in the home context, an uncomfortable element began to intrude. Madame was friendly but reserved before I withdrew from them to my room in the evening. However, Monsieur took to giving me a goodnight hug. I was uneasy about this, feeling that some invisible boundary had been breached.


My misgivings multiplied later during a family holiday to the Midi. When we went on an afternoon walk, he got us lost as dusk was falling and felt it would be safer to grab my hand as we fought through the tangled vegetation in what I fervently hoped was the direction of home. On another occasion, for my birthday, I was invited to a concert, but in the event Madame couldn’t or didn’t come. So again, I found myself caught in the crossfire of questions. Is this an okay situation, or is it, in fact, as weird as it feels? Is this kindness or taking advantage? Would I like a drink afterwards? Bien sûr, d’accord. We went to a café, not a bar, but I sipped my hot chocolate warily and was grateful to get back to the sanctuary of my room shortly afterwards. Nothing improper ever happened, but how do you identify appropriate relational boundaries in a foreign context when neither culture nor language are familiar?

OEBPS/OPF/hmfile_hash_427fa615.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  A Place at The Table



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Contents



			Foreword



			Prologue



			1. Hunger



			2. Preparation



			3. Welcome



			4. At the table



			5. Th e clean-up



			6. The forever feast



			Afterword



			Acknowledgements



			Book food: an annotated bibliography



			Notes



			Endmatter page 1











  




OEBPS/OPF/9781529392074.jpg







OEBPS/OPF/hodder-and-shoughtgun.png
HODDER &
STOUGHTON






