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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the memory of my late friend and mentor, Dr. Ralph Smith, who shaped me, challenged me, and inspired me over many meals together. Ralph taught me the value of mentoring and the power of the table.






A PERSONAL WORD FROM RYAN

Somaliland, Africa, is often confused with its more volatile neighbor, Somalia. Somalia is the nation of Black Hawk Down. It’s the home of the infamous pirates of Captain Phillips and dozens of real-life news stories. But Somaliland broke away in the 1990s through a bloody civil war, and since that time, it has been struggling to gain acceptance on the global stage and economic traction at home. Its people are proud, but in a vast wasteland of desert tundra, they have few natural resources and meager opportunities for educational advancement.

I traveled to Somaliland to help dedicate a school in one of its remote communities. It was a pleasant trip but one full of contrasts: I am a Christian, and this is a nation populated primarily by Muslims. There’s not a single Christian church in the land. Still, I came away from this journey with new friends and partners. We did not convert one another on the trip, except to demonstrate the humanity of each person and cultivate an openness for an ongoing alliance. How can such a thing happen, with such vast differences in worldview, outlook, and faith? I’m convinced there was one catalyst that made all of this happen in just a few days: the meals we shared together.

My most pointed memory (besides pulling into the school courtyard full of smiling children, celebratory music, and a few camels!) was a dinner at the town hall in Gabiley, a mid-sized suburban town. There were about two dozen people present around two tables: My good friends, the McDowell family, had accompanied me from home, as the school had been dedicated in honor and memory of their late, beloved son, Will. Jerry Squyres was the liaison—a soft-spoken retired minister who now travels the world looking for forgotten places of great need. The others were leaders from the nation of Somaliland: the minister of education, the governor of that region, and the local mayor. While grateful for the new school and the hope of more to come, all of them had reason to be a bit suspicious, as we’d made no secret about our Christian faith. But what we lacked in trust in those early moments we made up for in an abundance of food on the table. There were things I could recognize: chicken with some unique, delicious red sauce and beef roast in a savory au jus. There were plenty of items that were unrecognizable. (Did I mentioned that a staple of the Somali diet is camel?) Even so, the sharing of food brought out stories around the table of family, upbringing, hopes, and dreams. Before we got up from the meal, something had changed: we had a mutual appreciation for one another, they seemed to have an interest in rather than aversion to our Christian beliefs, and we had an agreement for the next project for which we would partner in the country—a school for special needs children, which would be the first of its kind in their history and would be named for my own daughter with special needs back home.

The table changed everything.


The Challenge

I want to offer you a challenge so simple and seemingly natural that you may be surprised how life-changing it can be. This one piece of advice can improve the way you see the world, it can change your family forever, it will help your kids succeed, it will improve your relationships, and it will cost you nothing extra but time. So would you dare risk it? Would you be willing to give it a try?

This key will work. You will see progress. You will definitely change the lives of your family members starting today; you may even change your future family tree.

This is not some new, ethereal concept that was only recently discovered. Oddly enough, this habit has been around for all of human history, and it is not difficult to do. Quite the contrary, it is relatively easy, involving something that you may already be doing, which is why most people miss it. But once you discover the value and the simplicity of it all, the benefits will increase exponentially.

Will you accept it? Will you do it?

Of course, if I gave you an extremely difficult challenge to help your family, you’d probably do that, no matter how tough it was. If I suggested that you could accomplish such phenomenal success and that your family would prosper and be blessed by your climbing Mount Everest, walking barefoot over a bed of burning coals, running a marathon every day for a month, crawling up the Vatican steps on your knees, praying to the holy city five times a day, or cutting chocolate out of your diet, you’d probably say, “Okay, I will do that.”

I’m not suggesting anything that hard. This is much easier. But perhaps in your life, it will be more radical than anything you have ever done previously.

Here you go. Are you ready to receive this? Let it impact you, wash over you, and sink into your heart, mind, spirit, and will.

This is the “secret”: Have five meaningful mealtimes with people you love each week and share one of those same meals once a month with someone outside your normal circle.

You don’t even have to cook those meals; they can consist of take-out burgers or frozen dinners. They can be around kitchen tables or picnic tables. They just have to be meals you’re already experiencing that you choose to share intentionally with others.

“What! That’s all?” I hear you saying. “You’ve got to be kidding!”

That’s it. Five meaningful meals together with the people you love can be the difference-maker between families that thrive and those that barely survive.

I hear you saying, “Anybody can do that.”

Yes, anybody can. But most people don’t.

You may have noticed that the number of families that have regular mealtimes together is in decline. Some estimates say that in the past twenty years, the frequency of family dinners has dropped 33 percent. The Atlantic reported that “the average American eats one in every five meals in the car, one in four Americans eats at least one fast food meal every single day, and the majority of American families report eating a single meal together less than five days a week.”1 Even beyond family time, we’re simply finding ourselves alone more often. A recent study featured in Nutrition demonstrated that people who ate alone demonstrated significantly less healthy eating habits.2 Even beyond mealtimes, our social worlds are more fractured than ever. A recent NPR report revealed this to be most pronounced among young adults ages fifteen to twenty-four who experience 70 percent less interaction with others as opposed to the norms two decades ago.3

Think about it. When was the last time you had a sit-down meal with people you care about that lasted longer than thirty minutes? With the television off and the absence of music, phones, or other distractions?

Was it really last week that you had a meaningful meal with your family? Or last month? Or was it so long ago you cannot remember? You are not alone. Many families in America are struggling to find time to sit down and have a meal together.

A number of factors have contributed to the decline in families eating together. Obviously, employment outside the home, traffic congestion, and longer work hours all make gathering for supper a more strategic operation, if it is done at all. Extracurricular school activities and even church functions can vie for family members’ time in such a way as to make mealtimes together rare or, at best, quick and perfunctory.

All the while, studies continue to contend that mealtimes together as a family matter—and they matter a lot! According to the American Psychological Association’s 105th annual convention, well-adjusted teens (meaning they are less likely to abuse drugs, less likely to be depressed, more motivated at school, and have better peer relationships) eat with their families an average of five days per week.4 One study published in the Journal of Adolescence revealed that frequent (five or more) family meals brought about more positive family relationships, higher well-being, lower depression, and fewer risk-taking behaviors. Interestingly, these results held true regardless of the housthold’s income, cultural background, or even parenting style.5

Another study published in the Journal of Adolescence demonstrated the importance of adding meaning to those mealtimes. By surveying five hundred households that conducted regular family mealtimes, those who had intentional engagement between parents and children during those meals also had children who demonstrated significantly better emotional well-being.6

This is not a new concept. We know that it is often easier to form friendships and deeper relationships when we share a meal together. Businesspeople frequently find it easier to negotiate deals over meals than in an office. And everyone knows the value of going out to dinner or having coffee when it comes to establishing a dating relationship. Something about having a meal or a drink together draws us closer to one another.

I’m the Senior Pastor of Kingsland Baptist Church, a large, thriving congregation in Katy, Texas, about a thirty-minute drive from downtown Houston when traffic is moving and Interstate 10 is not serving as a parking lot. In our church, we have some of the best people in all the world: bright, ambitious, talented people who love God, love their families, and love other people—people who want the best for their families and who want to influence the world positively. As you might imagine, I’ve learned much from our congregation. I’ve also studied the Bible for years, and I have discovered some fascinating information about God, people, life, and eternity. I earned a PhD by investigating the impact parents have on the future leaders they are raising, and I found consistent evidence of a connection between the two. Forbes magazine estimates that the corporate world invests $366 billion per year in leader development, but evidence demonstrates that the most influential leadership development happens long before most realize: every time moms and dads are investing in their children.7 How we lead as adults, how we follow others in authority around us, and how we were raised are tightly linked. In fact, I found that such connections are not limited by cultural boundaries; my studies, and the significant results connecting parenting and leadership, extended across four continents. Such influence involves the earliest feelings of safety and security the child feels in the presence of his caregivers through the most basic activities of conversation, correction, quality time, and, of course, mealtimes.

But I have also discovered that you don’t need to be a religious person, a Bible scholar, an engineer, or the possessor of several university degrees to know that mealtimes matter more than we imagine—and not merely for physical nourishment! Our past mealtimes have influenced our present, and our future mealtimes will positively or negatively affect the people we love.

So I presented a challenge to our congregation. “Moms and dads, grandparents, do you know what your kids need more than great schools and good tutoring and the right sports league and that great vacation you are considering? They need to share a meal with you on a regular basis. They need to catch who you are and experience life with you when it is not a special occasion.” I continued by giving some specific suggestions for how we could reclaim our dining tables.

“Can we choose to have five meaningful mealtimes each week with the people we love?” I asked.

Hundreds of people agreed to experiment with the concept, and the results were astounding. Our people reported news that seemed almost too good to be true: marriages were strengthened, moms and dads were less stressed, siblings were calmer and got along better, people who had been fighting addictions for years began to face those challenges head-on, and in more than a few cases, students’ academic grades improved. Families were profoundly affected by doing this one simple thing: having five meaningful mealtimes together each week. They realized that if they could capture this one thing, surely other good things would happen in their family as well. And they did.





An Added Challenge

When the COVID pandemic shut down the world in 2020, we experienced a social separation unlike anything most of us have experienced in our lifetimes. Not only were we physically separated for long periods of time but the social and political hot topics of that season seemed to divide people even further.

The pandemic provided a new opportunity for the members of our church: suddenly, five meaningful mealtimes with the people in our households was almost automatic because so many people were stuck at home. Then, as the world opened up a bit, we offered a new opportunity: What if, on top of our five meaningful mealtimes, we used those same principles to invite someone to the table who might normally be outside our comfort zones? Given the circumstances and settings of the pandemic, this was mostly a challenge to connect with our closest neighbors.

You may wonder whether eating with a neighbor is really that far out of anyone’s comfort zone, but in West Houston, we have a unique demographic: Kingsland is located in Katy, Texas, one of the most ethnically diverse communities in America. Transplanted people come from all around the world because of the oil industry in Houston. Walking through almost any grocery store in Katy, it will appear as though the United Nations is having a conference in town. Some people are dressed in stylish, exquisite suits, other people wear burkas, still others look as though they have just come out of an ancient Chinese temple. More than ninety separate languages are spoken in Katy. Indeed, our fastest-growing ministry at Kingsland is our Mandarin ministry.

This cultural diversity adds a wonderful flair to everyday life in our community. We host our annual International Festival to celebrate that very thing. Even so, those cultural backgrounds create unavoidable barriers because of the differences in language, faith, politics, and worldviews. One thing we found that all of us appreciate, however, is food. And sharing our favorites from “back home” turns out to be a great way to build bridges with neighbors. Borrowing the theme “Love Where You Live” from a grassroots campaign a few years earlier in Austin, Texas, several churches in our region joined together in this challenge to share time with our neighbors. Once again, we heard some amazing stories of something as simple as a shared meal bringing down walls between people who had otherwise been worlds apart. Conversations started and friendships were born. As all of this played out, I realized the power of adding the monthly “comfort zone” challenge to the five family mealtimes that we had found so impactful previously.

At Kingsland, we are not bashful about saying that our goal is to see 1,000,007 homes transformed by Jesus. It may seem odd to include that seven, but we want to remember that we won’t impact a million if each of us doesn’t seek to influence seven homes by letting them know God loves them. I’ve spoken with leaders from all over our community who have similar dreams: to see their neighbors experience the joy and peace that they have known. I’m convinced that the meals challenge is a simple step toward seeing these dreams fulfilled. As families come together on a regular basis and welcome others to the table, good things are bound to happen. How can they not? When people purposely share meals together, matters of spiritual importance with eternal value can occur naturally too.

Understand, five meaningful mealtimes does not mean merely snatching a grab-and-go breakfast in the morning as you head out the door. Nor does it mean eating dinner while watching television, or scarfing down some food while you or your family members are talking on phones, or surfing the Internet, or sharing texts or calls with someone else throughout the meal.

In the pages ahead, we’ll explore what we mean by five meaningful mealtimes each week with the people you love, why they are important, and how you can incorporate them into your busy lifestyle. You will also find some stories of people whose lives were transformed forever by meaningful mealtimes. Get ready—your life is about to change for the better!
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CHAPTER 1 Jesus’s Table


Jesus seemed to especially enjoy eating with people and talking with them about spiritual truths over meals. He often visited in the home of His friends Lazarus, Mary, and Martha, sharing meals and conversation.

He was also willing to eat with people the religious folks shunned and avoided. For instance, it must have really stunned people in Jericho when Jesus spotted the chief tax collector, Zacchaeus—a known shyster—perched in a tree watching the parade of people pressing around Jesus as He passed by. In the middle of that crowd, Jesus looked at Zacchaeus, and said, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down, for today I must stay at your house.”8 Everybody in town knew that Zacchaeus was a sinner, and so did Jesus, but He still went to the tax collector’s home for a meal, and Zacchaeus’s life was changed for the better.

It shouldn’t come as a surprise to see Jesus constantly around the table. He was, after all, of Hebrew descent, and all of the traditional Jewish festivals involved food. In fact, they were known as the seven feasts of Israel. Luke 2 reminds us that Mary and Joseph followed these festivals faithfully, so undoubtedly, Jesus had many unforgettable moments around the table as He grew up.

Early in His public ministry, when Jesus called Matthew, another well-known tax collector, to follow Him, the first place they went was to Matthew’s house for a meal with all of Matthew’s pagan friends.9 Clearly, Jesus knew that people tended to relax more over food, that their minds and hearts were often more open to truth and new ideas as they ate together.

The night before Jesus faced His death on the cross, He hosted a special Passover meal for His closest disciples. Stop and think about that for a moment. Don’t rush past the significance of Jesus’s choice. He could easily have called a “special, high-level meeting” with His disciples in a private boat on the Sea of Galilee. Or He could have sequestered them somewhere in a secret room in the temple in Jerusalem. But He didn’t do that.

On the night before Jesus was crucified, when He was aware that His earthly ministry was coming to a close, that last gathering together with His disciples took on incredible importance. How could the Lord get across the step He was about to take, the plan that was in place, and the way forward to these men whose worlds were about to be turned upside down?

A meal. They would celebrate the Passover together one last time.

The Passover wasn’t just any meal, of course. It was a symbol put in place generations earlier so households would remember the goodness and mercy of God. But Jesus didn’t merely use the mealtime to communicate a timeless message; Jesus used the mealtime to communicate that, in a sense, He was giving Himself to do for them what meals had done: bring them together from that point forward. He gave them a way to demonstrate their ongoing faith by taking in the bread and the wine.

Even after Jesus rose from the dead, gathering together with His disciples for meaningful mealtimes was important to Him. At least two of His post-resurrection appearances occurred when food was involved: First, at the dinner table with the disciples after walking with two of them on the road to Emmaus, near Jerusalem.10 Then several weeks after the crucifixion and resurrection, Jesus prepared breakfast for His disciples on the shore of the Sea of Galilee, where He both instructed Peter to feed His sheep and prophesied how Peter would die.11

In one of the most climactic pictures of things yet to come, Jesus is revealed at the marriage supper of the Lamb and proclaimed King of kings and Lord of lords.12 So all through the Bible, from the beginning of history to the end, meaningful mealtimes matter. Physical food can connect people and prepare them to receive spiritual food.

“So what?” you may be asking. “Why does that matter to me?”

Simply this: If the people of God and the Son of God found that meaningful mealtimes together improved relationships, maybe having five meaningful mealtimes each week with your family may prove significant as well. Christ’s example also has relevance for anyone who might live alone. It’s noteworthy that Jesus never married or had children, but He saw meaningful mealtimes as a significant way to cultivate lasting relationships.

Why do mealtimes matter so much? Because they mattered to Jesus.


What “Breaking Bread” Actually Means

The Hebrew word for bread is “לָ֫חֶם”—loosely pronounced “lekh’-em.” It is a word that can be used to mean either “bread,” “food,” or “flesh.” It implies that the breaking of bread is “sharing flesh,” sharing life together. In a real way, that is what the Christian sacrament of Communion is all about. It is not merely sharing some bread and wine, crackers or grape juice. It is about sharing life together and connecting with one another on a spiritual level.

Throughout Scripture, food is often associated with identification and with connection. To ingest food was to proclaim, “I am connected with this concept. I believe in this idea.” That is basically what Christians are saying when we take part in Communion, celebrating the Lord’s Supper. The food symbolically represents Christ’s broken body and His blood, and when we partake of it, we are identifying with Jesus, remembering His sacrificial death for us, and connecting with others in the family of God.

Moreover, food is often portrayed in the Bible as a symbol of our dependence on and our fulfillment in the Lord. That’s why Jesus responded to the devil the way He did, when the Enemy tried to tempt Him to turn stones into bread after He had been in the wilderness for forty days without food. Jesus reminded the devil of Scripture, saying, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live on bread alone, but on every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God.’ ”13

What was that all about? Simply this: Jesus was declaring afresh that our greatest need is not for physical food but for spiritual food.

Another important spiritual aspect of food, besides mere physical nourishment, is the fellowship factor. Throughout Scripture, where there is food, there is fellowship, genuine koinonia, real communion. In the early church, the first Christians frequently gathered together around a meal. “And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking break in their homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to their number day by day those who were being saved.”14 Clearly, food played a key role in their fellowship.

Having a meal together unites people like nothing else can. Regardless of culture or ethnic backgrounds, gathering around the table and sharing food together can be a tremendous unifier. It is still true today: where there is food, there is fellowship!
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CHAPTER 2 The Table Defines You


Regardless of your upbringing, the mealtimes around your family table have had a profound influence on your life, whether you realize it or not. Everything from your sense of personal worth and security to your concepts of God probably can be traced back to your family mealtimes, or lack of them.

My own concepts about what matters in life were largely shaped around our family tables. I don’t have many memories of my maternal grandmother, but I do recall that she loved to cook—and I sure enjoyed eating Grandma Morgan’s delicious food! Grandpa Morgan was in the military, so after World War II, Grandma, Grandpa, and Mom (an only child) lived in Japan as well as various places in France, Germany, and parts of Africa. Everywhere they moved, Grandma found fantastic recipes, brought them home, and passed them on to her family members, including my mom, who attended high school in Ethiopia. Food preparation and presentation became especially important to her, so I became the beneficiary of some fabulous family meals.

When it came time for my grandfather to retire from the army, Grandma Morgan was dealing with the beginnings of what would become debilitating arthritis. They found the treatment she needed at a military hospital in Alabama. Realizing the importance of remaining nearby her doctors, Grandpa and Grandma Morgan chose to live alongside the shores of Lake Martin, Alabama. My mom’s family had lived in spectacular places all over the world, but by this time, their highest priority was to be away from the hustle of life and, in some ways, “off the grid.” They purchased a double-wide trailer and modified it by building onto it. For the first few years in that lakeside retreat, they didn’t even have a phone! The decor was an eclectic amalgamation of items they had purchased over the years from all around the world. They had exotic animals from Africa stuffed and hung on the wall, along with rare art from Japan, a bronze table from the Middle East, and a zebra skin rug on the floor. The smell of my grandfather’s pipe smoke perpetually wafted through the air. Like so many grizzled war veterans, Grandpa was a heavy drinker. His mahogany bar was the centerpiece of his living room—and it seemed, at times, his life. In his best moments, however, there were few more thoughtful and insightful men to spend time with. During his moodier moments when the drinks were flowing, my grandmother was the calming presence who brought light back into the darkness. Grandma’s love and food always smoothed things over. In fact, both Grandma and Grandpa were skilled in the kitchen—and eating at their home was often a cultural experience.



Grandma Morgan’s Chinese Almond Chicken

Ingredients:


	1 3/4 cups boneless chicken cut in 1/4 inch cubes (1 pound)

	2 tbsp peanut or salad oil

	1 cup bamboo shoots cut in 1/4 inch cubes

	3/4 cup canned button mushrooms cut in 1/4 inch cubes

	3/4 cup water chestnuts, cut in 1/4 inch cubes

	2/3 cup dishcloth gourd or cucumber

	1 1/2 cups water or mushroom liqueur

	1 1/2 tbsp water

	1 1/4 cup blanched almonds, chopped fine

	2 or 3 green onions, chopped fine

	1/2 tbsp fresh or dried ginger root

	1 tsp sugar

	1 1/3 tbsp soya

	1 tsp salt

	1 1/2 tbsp cornstarch



Instructions:


	Peel and mash the ginger; add the soya and sugar.

	After 5 minutes, squeeze out as much liquid as possible and discard the ginger.

	Mix this liquid with the chicken.

	Chop the almonds very fine.

	Heat 1 tbsp oil in a frying pan and fry the almonds until they are a delicate brown.

	Remove from fire and add 1/2 tsp table salt.

	Heat 1 tbsp oil until it is very hot.

	Fry the chicken in it for 4 to 5 minutes.

	Add the bamboo shoots, mushrooms, cucumbers, green onions, water chestnuts, salt, and 1 1/2 cups of water or mushroom liqueur.

	Simmer for 3/4 hour or until the chicken is tender.

	Mix cornstarch and 1 1/2 tbsp water to form a smooth paste. Pour it into the chicken mixture and simmer for 5 minutes, stirring constantly.

	Just before serving, add 1 cup of the almonds.

	Place in a serving dish and sprinkle the remaining 1/4 cup of almonds on top.







At dinner, we sat around a central dining table, enjoying Grandma’s French dishes such as steak tartare or tasty Japanese stir-fry with fresh vegetables done in a wok. And then there were her sensational homemade desserts. All of those things took time to prepare, but it was never wasted time. There was love and laughter in the kitchen and conversation leading up to the meal itself. After the meal came rest, relaxation, and more conversation. Grandma and Grandpa’s table was a unifying factor for our family, and we shared lots of joy around the dining table.

More than the marvelous smell and taste of the food, though, the experience of gathering around the table as a family was foundational to me, listening to and participating in conversations that mattered to my parents and grandparents. Every entrée came with a story from its origin: where Grandma and Grandpa first discovered it, who was around the table, and funny stories that ensued. I treasure those early memories of meals with my grandparents.

They often unwittingly spoke words of love and encouragement, sometimes words of challenge or correction, never preaching, but merely talking in casual ways about the events of the day in a context of timeless truths and old stories. For instance, Grandpa was serving in Little Rock, Arkansas, during the height of the integration battles of the early 1960s. President Eisenhower had federalized the National Guard in 1957 and sent one thousand paratroopers in to enforce the laws. When my grandfather arrived a few years later, things were hardly settled down. Grandpa was ready and willing to step into the fray. He was one of the highest-ranking officers to volunteer his assistance in ensuring the safety of students. While the details are fuzzy today, I can still remember the pride in knowing I was part of a household that stood for what was right in the face of wide-spread opposition. In subtle ways, I learned the values of my family. We discovered a common bond at the table. Having those meals together connected us as a family, despite Grandpa’s heavy drinking.

Grandma Morgan passed along to my mom numerous encouragements for meaningful mealtimes. A few years ago, my mom gave my wife, Lana, and me a book of memories and meals in which she shared some of those secrets. Here are just a few:


	Presentation is more important than tastes

	The key to a great party is making your guests feel special.

	Don’t get stressed out if something burns or doesn’t turn out as you expected; just smile and order pizza!



In my earlier years, my dad seemed to be working all the time, so we didn’t often eat together as a family. He was not only a pilot in the air force but a highly respected veteran of Vietnam and recipient of the prestigious Silver Star. The air force carried our family to several places in my preschool years: from Mississippi to Canada to South Carolina, and finally, to Austin, Texas, where Dad stepped into civilian life. All of these stops meant even more new experiences and memories around tables with family and friends.

After the military, Dad helped start a regional airline, which became the first of many adventures.

My father had grown up on an Indiana farm and had inherited a relentless work ethic as well as an innate ability to cultivate ideas into reality. Like corn from seeds in the ground, I witnessed so many times where Dad would begin with very little and grow a business into something of substance.

When we traveled to Indiana to be with Dad’s family, life likewise revolved around food, but in this case, the relationship began much earlier in the process, when vegetables were still in the ground and meat was still out to pasture. I have wonderful memories of harvesting corn with my cousins and enjoying the spoils of the harvest. I recall huge spreads on the table at the old farmhouse where Uncle Steve and Aunt Carol lived (and for that matter, the same farmhouse where Aunt Carol was born!). In the midst of the laughter and antics of a dozen cousins with the older generations, you could sense a strong bond to the past and an appreciation for God’s provision.

My dad’s farm heritage was impressive and no doubt led to his ability to outwork almost anyone else I knew. Of course, that same work ethic also took time and energy that often left him toiling long hours and away from many family mealtimes. Dad had a heart attack when I was in the sixth grade, and it seemed to serve as an alarm that caused him to dramatically adjust his lifestyle and his schedule. My father’s own father had died in his midforties, so the heart episode was a wake-up call for Dad. About that same time, while we had been raised in church, my sister and I went to summer camp with a church group where, for the first time, we both fully understood the foundational truths we’d been taught. We understood, for instance, that we could have a personal relationship with Jesus, and we became Christians. This not only began a fresh journey for us kids but also seemed to stoke the fires of our parents’ faith. Between that transforming change and the new awareness that Dad was not bulletproof, things began to slow down. Our family met around the dinner table much more regularly.

Moreover, my mom and dad enjoyed having friends in for meals at our home. It was not unusual for overnight guests, such as visiting revival speakers from our church or Dad’s fellow aviation buffs, to stay in our home, and the mealtime conversations were an education in themselves. Mom loved to cook, so to have more people around the table who enjoyed her food was a happy place for her. Mom and Dad welcomed my sister’s and my friends to eat with us, too, sometimes three or four friends at a time or more. As chaotic as it could be, our parents were always open to having my friends—a bunch of teenage boys—eat with us. It was chaotic. My friends were big, rowdy, athletic boys who consumed high volumes of food, so Mom was on a perpetual quest, constantly searching for deals on large portions of food, long before the big boxstores became popular.

Many of my meals during that time took place in the kitchen rather than in the dining room. I grew up in the 1970s and 1980s, so our kitchen was replete with bright yellow, green, and orange colors; matching wallpaper; Formica countertops; multicolored plates; and green, beveled tea glasses.

Mom’s traditional Christmas dinner took on a distinctly British tone, including prime rib, Yorkshire pudding, and a trifle pudding for dessert. My parents took special efforts to make sure that nobody we knew would eat Christmas or Thanksgiving dinner alone. There was always more room at our table, especially for a person who had nowhere else to go for the holidays. There were many who joined us who were down on their luck. Others came to our table after being rejected from other tables. I think about an African American military officer and his family when both of our families were stationed in Sumter, South Carolina. It was the 1970s and the impact of segregation was still very present in the culture. They had a son my age, so I was especially thrilled to have them join us for dinners and for some good playtime afterward. Throughout my childhood, my parents were quick to invite people to join us around the dinner table. “You are welcome here” were words I heard Mom or Dad say frequently to family, friends, and sometimes even to total strangers.
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