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Chapter 1 
Christmas Central

The key to making your holiday dreams come true

In so many ways, the kitchen is the heart of the home. And when the holidays roll around, the kitchen is—or should be—Christmas Central.

The kitchen is where so many Christmas memories come from, where so many Christmas dreams begin. It’s a place of intoxicating aromas, tantalizing tastes—of bustling activity and endless creativity. It’s a place where old meets new, where tradition gets spiced up with fresh ideas, where grown-ups and kids, friends and family, come to together to cook and prepare and enjoy the festive results.

You know what I’m talking about. There’s the spicy-sweet, familiar fragrance of cinnamon and apples, the tangy taste of cranberries and cider, the sugary goodness of Christmas cookies. There’s the childlike fun of playing with flour and sugar, the reward of giving presents you’ve made with your own hands. There’s the camaraderie of swapping stories while chopping onions, the creative satisfaction of setting a beautiful table and gathering friends and acquaintances for a festive party. And of course there’s the joy of gathering around a table to celebrate the coming of Love into the world.

All these things are what the Christmas Kitchen means to me, to most of us. And I’m not just talking about the kitchen at Grandma’s house or in a Norman Rockwell fantasy or on the pages of your gorgeous coffee-table Christmas book. I believe any kitchen can be the place where the fun and heartwarming business of Christmas memory making begins. And I promise you, you don’t have to be June Cleaver or Martha Stewart—or even Tammy Maltby—to pull it off.

Your kitchen, whatever it looks like, is your number one resource for holiday celebration and decoration. It’s your comforting place to nurture relationships with people related by blood and those you choose to welcome into your life. It’s rich with possibilities for gift giving, for expressing thanks, for reaching out to others and showing love to them. It’s also an ideal place to connect with children, passing along the experience of Christmas and recovering a little of the child in you at the same time.

Or it can be all those things—if you don’t let the busyness of the season or your own inflated expectations or kitchen insecurities overwhelm you.

But that’s the problem, isn’t it? So many women I know long to have the kind of delicious, fragrant, fun, and festive holiday I’ve just described. They pore over magazines, delighting in the beautiful images and ideas. But that stuff doesn’t happen in their own homes—not the way they’d hoped. And they cite any number of reasons.

“My kitchen (or my house) is too small.”

“I’m not much of a cook.”

“The idea of entertaining scares me to death.”
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“The kids are too small—they’re all underfoot.”

“The kids are all grown—why bother?”

“I don’t have kids—I don’t even have a family!”

“Money’s tight.”

And then there’s the perennial “I’m just too busy!”

We’re all too busy—with jobs, with kids, with other obligations.

There really are a million excuses—good ones! A million valid reasons to just pick up a dozen cupcakes at the bakery for a child’s party or a loaf of store-bought bread for a potluck and order the turkey-and-dressing package from the supermarket for Christmas dinner.

Don’t get me wrong. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with taking shortcuts. In fact, I think shortcuts can be crucial in making the Christmas Kitchen a real possibility in many people’s lives. (You’ll find a lot of them in this book!) Not everything needs to be made from scratch. Not everything needs to be done the way Grandma did it—or even the way you’ve been told is the “right way.” And not everyone is in a position to throw a big party or even stage a traditional Christmas dinner.

But if you’ve picked up this book, I know something about you. I know you don’t really want a prefab, carryout, catch-as-catch-can Christmas season. You certainly don’t want a hectic, stressful, overworked holiday season where you wear yourself out meeting everyone’s unrealistic expectations. Instead, you dream about a Christmas that is beautiful, special, warm, delicious, and as stress-free as possible. In some part of your heart, the Christmas Kitchen lives in all its intoxicating glory. And I’m here to tell you it can be part of your life—regardless of your circumstances, your kitchen skills, or your time limitations, and with far less stress and work than you ever expected.

The Christmas Kitchen, you see, isn’t just a collection of appliances, recipes, and techniques. It’s really a state of mind and heart, and the best way to get there is to adjust your thinking.

How?

A good place to start is to let go of perfection. Perfectionism can paralyze you, while an attitude of “good enough” can set you free.

Next, I encourage you to embrace the principle of true hospitality—not performing for others or impressing them or “entertaining” them, but using your life and your home (including your kitchen) to communicate to people how much you value them.* And it’s not just something you do for guests but also for your family—and for yourself!

I hope you’ll also promise yourself, no matter what, to enjoy the experience of Christmas, to laugh and celebrate and sometimes sit in silent wonder. It would be such a shame to be so caught up in activities, kitchen or otherwise, that you end up missing Christmas in your heart.

And finally, when you’ve wrapped your mind around a different approach to a beautiful Christmas, I urge you to start simply … but simply start. That’s so important! Take just one step beyond dreaming and do just one delicious thing to make your Christmas season merry and bright.

It really doesn’t have to be much. Maybe your one thing will be to just sit quietly, read this book, and dream while sipping a warm mug of holiday cider.

But that’s the beauty of it—because once you do that one simple thing, I predict you’ll find yourself wanting to do something else. And before you know it, your kitchen really will be Christmas Central, a true gathering place for making memories and serving up holiday joy for family and friends old and new.

Are you ready? I am. Let’s take our first simple step into the Christmas Kitchen.


A Seasonal Sip—Blushing Mulled Cider


Start your season simply and warmly with a quiet moment and a mug of holiday cider. Wait till the kids are napping, turn off the phone, and take fifteen minutes to dream. The aroma alone will help put you in the holiday spirit.

Simple Hints

You can make this delicious beverage in a slow cooker. Just combine the ingredients and simmer on HIGH for 3 hours. Remove spice packet and keep warm.

If you don’t want to make up the spice packets, just put 1 teaspoon allspice berries, 1 teaspoon whole cloves, and 1 cinnamon stick in a tea ball or coffee filter. You can even use ground spices, in a pinch. Tie the filter into a bundle with kitchen twine or dental floss and add to cider.

1½ quarts apple cider

2 cups cranberry juice cocktail or cherry cider

¼ cup light brown sugar, or to taste

1 spice packet (page 12)

1 large orange, sliced

Combine the cider, cranberry juice, and sugar in a saucepan. Add the spice packet. Cook and stir until the sugar is dissolved and cider is hot. Simmer gently for 30 minutes, then fish out the spice packet. Ladle into mugs and garnish with orange slices. Makes 6 servings.

[image: Image]


Spice Packets for Cider and More


These little bundles make wonderful gifts, but I also love to keep them ready for a delicious cup of cider at home.

1 tablespoon allspice berries

1 tablespoon whole cloves

2 tablespoons crushed cinnamon sticks (place in plastic bag and crush with a rolling pin or edge of a plate)

1½ teaspoons dried chopped orange peel

1½ teaspoons dried chopped lemon peel

¾ teaspoon black peppercorns

Twelve 6-inch squares cheesecloth

Kitchen twine, food-safe ribbon, or unwaxed dental floss

Simple Hint

To make individual packets, use 4-inch squares of cheesecloth. Combine 2 or 3 allspice berries, 2 or 3 whole cloves, a ½-inch piece of stick cinnamon, a pinch each of dried orange and lemon peel, and 1 or 2 black peppercorns in each cheesecloth bundle. Pour cider in a microwave-safe mug, add a little cranberry juice if you want, and add the spice bundle. Microwave on HIGH 3 minutes, then let spices steep a few more minutes. Remove the bundle, sweeten to taste and enjoy.

Mix the allspice, cloves, cinnamon, orange and lemon peels, and peppercorns together in a bowl. For each packet, use two cheesecloth squares and position kitty-corner on top of each other so that eight points are visible. Place one-sixth of the spice mixture (about 2½ teaspoons) in the middle of the doubled square and tie into a bundle with the twine, leaving one end of the twine longer for dipping. To give as a gift, place several spice bundles in a small tin and tie it with a bow and several sticks of cinnamon. Add a label with the following directions: “Place bundle in 2 quarts of cider or apple juice. Add ¼ cup light brown sugar, if desired. Heat at least 20 minutes.” Makes 6 bundles,

Simple Hint

To dry orange or lemon peel, finely chop the peel, spread it on parchment paper laid on a cookie sheet, and bake in a warm oven (about 250°F) until dry. Shake the cookie sheet occasionally to make sure the peel dries evenly.
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Secrets to a (Relatively) Stress-Free Christmas Season


[image: Image] Plan ahead. Your plans should include whys and whats as well as to-dos.

[image: Image] Take shortcuts—lots of them! Save your effort for what you enjoy most.

[image: Image] Accept the realities of where you are right now. Adapt your plans to your circumstances—but try to dream a little, too, and stretch yourself. Do what you comfortably can—and maybe one more little thing.

[image: Image] Resist the urge to spend instead of give.

[image: Image] Don’t be driven by “the shoulds.” Do only what matters most to you and your family—and make sure everybody has a voice.

[image: Image] Celebrate tradition, but don’t be ruled by it.

[image: Image] Don’t compare your Christmas to anyone else’s—and try not to compare it to Christmases past.

[image: Image] Try to make at least part of your Christmas a ministry, to those you love and to those God brings into your life.

[image: Image] Think of ways to help your family enjoy a holiday from the ordinary. Let decorations, foods, and activities communicate the message that this is a special, unique time of year. Even if you’re pinching pennies, find a few ways to splurge.

[image: Image] Protect and nurture your sense of celebration. Take the time to let Christmas feed your spirit. Let Christmas come to you.


* Thanks to my dear friend Phyllis Stanley for teaching me about real hospitality. She’s the one who taught me that hospitality is “giving people a message about their value.”


[image: Image]


Chapter 2 
Christmas Kitchen Prep

Preparing your home and your heart for a season of comfort and joy

When I was a little girl, I always thought Christmas would never come. These days it seems to barrel down on me like a fully loaded, beautifully decorated freight train.

So many possibilities! So much to do—so very, very soon! Seems like I barely have a chance to get aboard before the Christmas train goes roaring past.

It’s not that I don’t look forward to Christmas. I love Christmas. I even love the bustle (usually), the crowds (sometimes), the parties (almost always), and the excitement of putting it all together. But is it possible to have the magic without becoming stressed-out and exhausted?

I believe it’s not only possible—it’s crucial. What makes the difference is advance planning—a little Christmas Kitchen prep.

I don’t mean churning out reams of lists and checking them twice (or more). I’m not talking about poring over a calendar to shoehorn in every possible activity. That’s what many of us do. We just stack Christmas on top of our busy everyday lives. And that’s what makes us tired!

Lists and calendars are helpful tools. I use them all the time. But they’re not the place to start when it comes to getting ready for the Christmas season.

I love the Christmas hymn that urges, “Let every heart prepare Him room.” Because that’s where the most meaningful Christmases begin: with preparing our hearts and our lives (kitchens included!) for a season that is full of joy and, yes, peace.

So how do you prepare for the Christmas train that’s already on its way? I believe you’ll find your Christmas far more peaceful if you make the time well before the holidays to do these four things:

[image: Image] Take stock of what you have, what you need, and—most important—what you want from this particular Christmas season.

[image: Image] Make room in your life for the Christmas you want. This means clearing space in your calendar, your home, your heart, and your kitchen so you can enjoy special Christmas activities without clutter, stress, and overload.
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