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  Introduction

  The kitchen is one of the most used rooms in the entire house. Americans do (almost!) everything there. In many homes it is the primary gathering area. Asking one room to do so much can lead to disorganization and chaos. If you’ve ever experienced the frustration that comes from not being able to find what you need when you need it, this book is for you! It’s a complete guide that will help you take charge of your kitchen. Not only will you learn useful tips and strategies for finally tackling the clutter and craziness that exists on your counters and behind all of your cupboard doors, you’ll also discover ways to organize how you do things in the kitchen. The end result? An organized kitchen that meets your needs.

  In Part 1, you’ll learn how to take back your kitchen:

  
    	
Chapter 1 shows you how getting your kitchen under control can benefit everyone in your family and offers some quick tips to get you going.

    	
Chapter 2 takes a look at how to bring energy and harmony into your kitchen through techniques like feng shui as well as how to imbue the room with your personality.

    	
Chapter 3 discusses how to manage and organize all the other (noncooking) activities that are a part of kitchen life.

  

  In Part 2, you’ll learn the nitty-gritty details of getting—and keeping—your kitchen organized:

  
    	
Chapter 4 discusses what equipment you most need in your kitchen with tips on how to organize and store it.

    	
Chapter 5 delves into drawers and cupboards, and with lots of helpful suggestions and ideas, helps you purge, reorganize, and restructure how you’re storing things.

    	
Chapter 6 tackles the all-important pantry. You’ll discover what pantry essentials you should have on hand and how to put them away so you can actually find them again when you need them.

    	
Chapter 7 will help you use your fridge and freezer in the most organized and efficient way, so you can store food safely and organize it for easy use.

    	
Chapter 8 is your ultimate guide to how to clean absolutely everything in your kitchen.

  

  Finally, in Part 3, you’ll learn strategies that will help you stay organized while you do what your kitchen is made for—cooking:

  
    	
Chapter 9 gives solutions for finding, organizing, and using recipes.

    	
Chapter 10 is the source for cooking basics, so that you can cook safely, quickly, and efficiently, while enjoying it.

    	
Chapter 11 gives you a collection of staple recipes you can rely on over and over.

    	
Chapter 12 teaches meal-planning techniques that will streamline the way you cook and relieve a lot of stress in your life.

    	
Chapter 13 includes tips and tricks on being a smart shopper—it will show you everything you need to know to be an organized grocery store shopper.

    	
Chapter 14 helps you serve your food in beautiful and attractive ways, and organize all of your serving pieces.

  

  There’s a lot to be done, so let’s head into the kitchen!


  

  

  

  
    PART 1

  

  
    TAKING OWNERSHIP OF THE KITCHEN

  

  

  

  

  


  
    1

  

  An ORGANIZED Kitchen

  Is a HAPPY Kitchen

  The kitchen may be the heart of the home, but it is also the place that naturally attracts the most clutter and mess. The combination of such a wide variety of items that need to be stored, the high traffic, the sheer number of pots and pans and dishes in use, and the high activity involved in meal prep can make this room especially challenging to keep organized and clutter-free. But don’t give up! You’ll learn how to organize your kitchen—and keep it organized—throughout the book. First, though, let’s look at why your kitchen is so hard to keep organized.

  Kitchen Chaos

  Your kitchen is probably the gathering spot for family meals, projects, and meetings. If you’re like many people, it also has more gadgets than the local electronics store. How serious is your disorganization problem? Ask yourself these questions:

  
    	Is your counter always cluttered?

    	Is your fridge so full you often forget what’s hiding in the back of it?

    	Do things tumble out of your cupboards when you open them?

    	Do your drawers jam because they are so full?

    	Do you buy a bottle of ketchup only to put it away and realize you already had one, but just couldn’t see it?

    	Is your freezer full of unlabeled mystery items?

    	Do you supersize your grocery shopping at a discount warehouse club?

  

  If you answered “yes” to most of these questions, chances are you’ve got kitchen creep, the pesky phenomenon that occurs when items start busting out of their designated spaces. The cabinet doors don’t quite shut all the way; the freezer door needs an extra good push to cement the seal.

  The kitchen is a very difficult place to keep clutter-free because it’s filled with all the things you need for the smooth operation and functioning of your household. The more stuff you have, the more you need an adequate storage plan. The key is organizing your kitchen so it fits your lifestyle. What works for a single person will likely be inadequate for a couple and fail miserably for a family.

  Reasons to Organize Your Kitchen

  We all have the fantasy of a dream kitchen—one of those tricked-out numbers packed with techno-wizardry appliances and clean, clear surfaces like you see in top magazines. You know that kitchen. You love that kitchen! You want that kitchen! Need a couple more entries to add to your “Reasons to Organize the Kitchen” list? When you put things in order, you can save money. How many times have you come home from the supermarket only to discover you already bought three of those things (whatever they are) the last time they were on sale? Better still, by getting rid of stuff, you cut down on housework. It’s true—up to 40 percent, by one study. Getting organized in the kitchen can save your sanity, save you money, and help improve the multiple uses your kitchen is called upon for—and bring your kitchen closer to that kitchen of your dreams.

  Principles of Organizing Your Kitchen

  Keep in mind that kitchen organization is not a one-shot deal. It’s a lifestyle. You need to sustain it. It isn’t just a matter of getting organized, but staying (and thinking) that way. There are bound to be a few days of backsliding here and there, of course. Life gets busy. But there are two keys to avoiding a major relapse.

  
    	First, it’s necessary to employ a program of ongoing maintenance so that kitchen cleanup occurs while mess is still in the minimal—not mountainous—stage.

    	Second, it’s important to take an inventory of your organization and storage strategies from time to time to ensure they’re still meeting your current needs and lifestyle. Today’s solutions may be tomorrow’s problems, warns professional organizer Ariane Benefit.

  

  Once you’ve completed the hard work of organizing that this book outlines, don’t fall back into bad habits. Maintain the effort by always putting dishes, utensils, and pantry items back in their proper places. Shortcuts will only undermine your efforts. An investment of five minutes of daily touchups is all it takes to keep your kitchen clutter-free. Make these touchups a habit and they will soon be second nature. When tidying up, ask yourself if you really like it, use it, or need it before putting a thing back in its place.

  Ask Your Kitchen to Do a Little Less

  The kitchen is the center of home life for many people, and this means that many kitchens are pulling double (or triple duty) as a home office, homework station, craft center, and more. Before you can get a grip on the mess that is your kitchen, you need to make some decisions about how your kitchen is going to be used. If everyone is floating in and out of this room, bringing everything they need (and then leaving it) for all of their activities, you aren’t going to be able to contain the clutter.

  First, make a list of all the activities that happen regularly in your kitchen, including the amount and types of supplies they require. Activities that take a lot of time, supplies, and room are much more disruptive than those that take less.

  Look over your list and make sure it’s complete. Then, make decisions about kitchen duty based on the following suggestions.

  Move Some Activities Elsewhere

  Ask yourself, is there a space someplace else in the house where this activity can be done? If there is another space, why are we not using it for that? Figure out what you need to do to make the other area usable. Maybe you need to do a little organizing and decluttering in some other spaces of your home. Maybe some reorganization of furniture will make space in another area. Or perhaps you need to make a space like a basement or garage more usable for these activities.

  Decide What Your Kitchen Is For

  Ask yourself, what activities do I really want happening in my kitchen? Some people love to have kids doing homework or crafts at the kitchen table. Others can’t stand it. Maybe you’re putting up with some activities in your kitchen because you couldn’t think of another location for them. Decide what makes you comfortable and set some rules.

  Where Will the Materials Go?

  If you plan to continue using the kitchen for an activity like paying bills, ask yourself, do I have storage space in the kitchen for the items routinely needed for this activity? If you want to use your kitchen counter as a spot to pay bills, but there is no place to keep your checkbook, calculator, laptop, and bills, maybe this isn’t the right spot for this activity.

  Should This Be Done in the Kitchen?

  Ask, is this an activity that makes sense to do in the kitchen? Some projects, such as flower arranging or messy crafts, really need to be done in the kitchen where cleanup is easier and there is access to water. Projects with less danger to your carpets can probably be done elsewhere. And some things really are not well-suited to the kitchen at all, particularly tasks that involve paperwork that could get wet or dirty.

  Attack Your Kitchen Slowly

  One of the biggest temptations in almost every area of life is to try to take on too much, too fast. This is a huge problem when it comes to getting your kitchen under control. Instead of trying to tackle organizational problems in small, manageable steps, people are often tempted to try to take on the entire room (or even the entire house) at once.

  When too much is taken on too fast, people quickly experience “crash-and-burn” syndrome. You can quickly become discouraged, paralyzed, and exhausted, collapsing on a kitchen chair and looking around with despair. But it doesn’t have to be this way!

  Break It Down

  Kitchen organizing feels overwhelming because there are so many things that need to be done and it seems like it will take huge amounts of time to complete them all. The key to getting past this is to break down your kitchen project into smaller tasks. Use the following list of projects and tackle one a day, a few per week, or a handful per weekend to get through them.

  
    	Clean and organize one shelf or drawer in the fridge.

    	Clean and organize one shelf or drawer in the freezer.

    	Clear off and clean countertops.

    	Clean the outside of one appliance.

    	Organize one cupboard or drawer.

    	Organize one shelf in your pantry.

    	Organize your bulletin board.

    	Sort and organize materials in one basket or box in the kitchen.

  

  Each of these tasks should not take more than ten minutes.

  Manage Expectations

  Approach all of your organizing tasks with realistic expectations. You are not going to have a showroom kitchen by tomorrow. You are not perfect and your organizing work will be good enough by the time you are done, but it cannot possibly look like the homes you see in magazines. Don’t expect more than you, or your kitchen, can deliver. Don’t forget, you’re limited by the size of your kitchen. By keeping your expectations in check—and generating only small, manageable goals, such as to sort through your plastic food containers one day—you are more likely to keep going, even when you feel tired. After all, small, achievable goals don’t weigh on you as heavily as larger ones can. You know that your goal is realistic when it feels doable. A sense of despair is a good sign that your goals are too lofty and that they need to be cut back down to size.

  As organizer Marla Cilley of FlyLady.net says about becoming realistic: “Perfectionism will keep you from ever getting out of the CHAOS (Can’t Have Anyone Over Syndrome). This process of baby steps is all about progress, not perfection.”

  Push Back on Resistance

  Stephen Pressfield’s book The War of Art defines “Resistance” as the universal derailing force that seeks to undo us the moment we attempt to move to a higher plane in art, academics, relationships, and life. If Resistance had a voice, it would say things like, “You can’t, you can’t, you can’t. You’re not smart enough, organized enough, savvy enough.”

  If you are attempting to bring order to your kitchen, you can expect to experience some Resistance. It can come from the inside or from the outside. You might doubt yourself, and others might question your motives, especially if they are losing the war against Resistance in their own lives. Remember—it is far easier for other people to point out the flaws in your plan than it is for them to wage their own battles. It is also much easier for you to sit around and tell yourself that reorganizing your cupboards is impossible than just to get started actually doing it. Push past the Resistance you are encountering and creating and just get started; you’ll soon find you’re on your way to a cleaner, happier kitchen.

  Ban Perfectionism

  Perfectionism can paralyze. Sometimes it just feels so hard to do something if you feel as if somehow what you do will never measure up. Remember, the goal is not to do it perfectly. You just need to do it good enough for your own standards (not anyone else’s!). If you set the bar too high, you’ll just give up and decide you can never have a kitchen that meets those expectations. But if all you ask of yourself is to do a little better today and a little better tomorrow, you will slowly make progress.

  Sometimes your kitchen projects may not work out. Remember that any improvement will increase your kitchen’s usable space and make it a happier place to work.

  Quick Pickup

  Instead of trying to clean or organize the entire kitchen, try a five-minute pickup. Set a timer for five minutes and then focus your attention on the kitchen, picking up things and putting them away as quickly as you possibly can. This technique is fun and fast and will help alleviate some of the drudgery of cleaning and organizing. In a five-minute window, you can probably get all the dishes into the dishwasher, the counter wiped, the stovetop wiped, coupons put away, utensils stored, and potholders stashed in a drawer.

  It can become a race against the clock as you seek to restore order in a minimal amount of time. It can also help curb the perfectionism that so often haunts you in the kitchen, because you just can’t afford to demand perfection from yourself when you’re trying to beat the clock. The other great benefit of a quick cleanup is that it can show you how simple it can be to tidy up.

  Stay Focused

  Often, when you begin to tackle the mess in your kitchen you’re stopped dead in your tracks by a pile of mail, a recipe you want to make, a broken mixer you’ve been meaning to get repaired, and other distractions. While these items can be fun to work on, you need to remember that, during the five-minute pickup, thought is your enemy. It will slow you down and prevent you from being objective about clutter. This is not the time to perform deep or time-consuming tasks. It is just a quick buzz around the room, straightening and wiping things down.

  
    If you find yourself sidelined by things in your kitchen you’ve been meaning to get to, scoop them all up and put them in a box. Attack that box on a rainy Sunday, but don’t let the items in it derail you from doing a quick sweep of your kitchen.

  

  Treats!

  Another way to increase the fun of this activity is to introduce some kind of reward. You might consider putting a pot of coffee on to brew. As the aromatic coffee sputters in the pot, you rush around trying to create order. You promise yourself that as soon as the coffee is ready, you can sit and relax with a steaming cup of coffee in your orderly kitchen.

  
    You can also use before and after photos to give yourself a sense of accomplishment. They help you remember how much you really did in your organizing and will help you stay positive about the work.

  

  Eventually, you might find that order has its own rewards, but when you’re trying to develop positive habits, it can be helpful to attach rewards to the tasks you dread, so that instead of thinking “No pain, no gain,” you will be more inclined to think of your tasks in a positive way.
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GOOD VIBES

  in the Kitchen

  Your kitchen is the center of your home—it grounds your home. If your kitchen is out of balance, it’s likely you are as well. This chapter focuses on ways to make your kitchen a balanced, peaceful, and very personal space. The more comfortable and relaxed you feel when in the kitchen, the easier it will be for you to cook, clean up, and do other activities in the space. One way to help your kitchen become balanced—and stay that way—is by applying the principles of feng shui.

  What Is Feng Shui?

  Feng shui, pronounced “fung shway,” is the study of energy and how it affects people positively or negatively. Feng shui is an ancient Chinese practice that was developed by agrarian people who recognized their dependence on the natural forces of the world. Feng shui, by integrating the Taoist search for balance and the Buddhist quest for harmony, seeks to incorporate these principles into the home, and specifically here, your kitchen.

  In English, feng shui means “the way of wind and water” or “the natural forces of the universe.” The ancient Chinese lived by these forces. Europeans call these forces “geomancy,” and Hawaiians and Native Americans practice their own methods of energy balancing. The fundamental concepts behind feng shui have been studied and explored throughout history by people around the world.

  Energy Flow

  One of the primary principles of feng shui is that you want the energy in your kitchen to connect with the natural life forces outdoors. You must allow the energy to flow freely through your kitchen, and not hamper it by having excess clutter or by leaving things broken, including damaged or cracked windows. According to this theory, energy flows best along curving spaces—ovals and circles are preferable to jutting corners and straight lines. An orderly kitchen is more conducive to positive energy flow than a chaotic one.

  Many people are initially quite skeptical about feng shui. Although some of the principles might not resonate with you, many of the ideas will likely mesh with your own intuition. It is as if they explain something that has never before been clearly articulated.

  While some of the ideas associated with feng shui may seem a little odd and unrealistic for your own space, others follow the lines of common sense. Many of the ideas associated with feng shui seemed to be fundamental and universal concepts that can make sense to people in any life circumstance and of any religious persuasion.

  While feng shui used to be thought of as a wacky invention of the New Age movement, people are increasingly becoming aware of the spiritual dimensions of space and the value of living intentionally in one’s own home. Certain arrangements of furniture and home orientation evoke emotions—clutter can cause a feeling of helplessness, broken things can make you feel depressed and dark, dingy spaces can oppress your spirit. The feng shui principle that curving lines are more conducive to a healthy and aesthetically pleasing space, for example, makes sense to anyone who has lived in a shoebox apartment.

  Principles of Feng Shui

  The basic principles of feng shui are useful for those who wish to incorporate some of these ideas into their lives and kitchen. Many of the ideas of feng shui may resonate with you. Let’s look at what these principles are.

  Clear the Clutter

  Besides taking up physical space, clutter can block new opportunities and keep you locked in the past. By clearing out your kitchen, you create space for a future full of possibilities.

  Allow Energy to Flow Freely

  Energy should be able to flow through your kitchen to promote good health and harmony. Avoid interfering with this flow with clutter or awkwardly placed furniture or appliances. Use round plates, not square or rectangular ones in your kitchen. Round plates have the most flow and support harmony in the room and during your dining experience.

  Bring in Living Energy

  Fresh flowers, plants, and bowls of fruits and vegetables improve the energy of the kitchen. Dried flowers are dead and create dead energy. Unhealthy plants create an unhealthy energy.

  Contain the Energy

  Energy needs to be able to flow around the kitchen in order to nourish you. Avoid situations that allow energy to rush through the kitchen and quickly escape. Doors in and out of the room should not directly face each other. If this is the case in your kitchen, consider hanging wind chimes to moderate and redirect the flow of energy.

  Make Sure Everything Works

  Stay on top of maintenance issues. Fix items quickly and keep your surroundings as clean as possible. Feng shui teaches that every job left half-done somehow reflects an aspect of your life that is incomplete and needs attention.

  Be Aware of Energy Issues

  According to feng shui, distortions in the electromagnetic fields can impact your mental clarity over a period of time. Experts believe that sometimes energy needs to be “rebalanced” by a trained professional.

  Be Aware of Images and Symbols

  Your choice of art, for example, is considered a message from your subconscious. Look around the room to determine what kinds of messages you may have unwittingly projected into your space. Consider changing your art to reflect more consciously your desires for the future. Instead of a print of a fruit bowl, hang one of a large happy family gathered together, or a print of a faraway place you want to visit.

  Make the Kitchen a Center of Calmness

  The kitchen is often considered the hub of family life. Make this room a contained area where you can prepare meals in peace. According to the principles of feng shui, the atmosphere of your kitchen will permeate the food that you prepare and serve.

  Love Your Kitchen—and It Will Love You

  Think of your home as a living being. If you care for it and nourish it, it will in turn support and nurture you. If you integrate some of the principles of feng shui into your kitchen, you may find that you can rest better, live better, and entertain more freely in your space.

  Practical Applications

  The first steps in healing your out-of-balance kitchen are quite concrete: Get rid of the clutter, fix the broken things, and bring a little more light to your room through the use of mirrors. Clutter is trapped energy that has far-reaching effects—physical, mental, and spiritual. All forms of household clutter can keep you trapped in the past, congest your body, and make you feel lethargic and fatigued.

  According to the principles of feng shui, when you clear out clutter, you release negative emotions, generate positive energy, and carve out space to do the things you most hope to do in your kitchen. The idea that clutter holds people back from realizing their potential seems to be a universal belief, held not just by practitioners of feng shui, but by professional organizers as well.

  One of feng shui’s primary concerns about clutter is that it is not forward looking. Clutter is often a way of clinging to the past and it can be crippling to a person who wants to take steps to move toward the future. According to this philosophy, by getting rid of clutter, you create space for new possibilities.

  Follow some of these practical tips to feng shui your kitchen.

  
    	Feng shui supports the traditional kitchen triangle of stove, sink, and refrigerator because it promotes harmony. However, the stove should not be placed opposite a door, next to the sink or fridge, or under a window because this disrupts the flow of energy and creates a clashing of elements. If you can’t change the placement of the stove, place a vase with water between the stove and the other appliance.

    	Keep knives put away in a drawer or knife block to keep their negative energy under wraps.

    	If the kitchen is visible from the main door of the home, put up a screen or hang something in the doorway (a curtain or beads) to prevent the energy from flowing out of the room and out of the house.

    	You should be able to see the entire room when working at the stove. If you can’t, place a mirror over the stove.

    	A microwave should not be placed above the stove because it disrupts the flow of energy in the room.

  

  Hiring a Consultant

  Although it is fairly simple to grasp the basic principles of feng shui, it can take years to understand truly its underlying principles. Some people who intuitively resonate with the principles of feng shui and want to learn more, hire professional feng shui consultants who can come into their kitchen and home and offer practical tips for increasing energy flow and releasing trapped negative emotions.

  Unless you are building a new home from scratch or doing a major remodel, the basic structures of your kitchen can’t be easily modified. That said, feng shui offers practical, doable ideas for using smaller objects to change your space. These “cures” involve the use of symbolic items, color, and repositioning of furniture. A consultant can help diagnose the quirks in your home and help identify solutions.

  The best way to find a local feng shui expert is through a referral from someone you know and trust. You can visit the International Feng Shui Guild at www.ifsguild.org. This group hopes to promote the use, practice, and teachings of feng shui. The cost of hiring a professional feng shui consultant varies according to location and other factors, so be sure to determine fees and services covered before bringing the consultant into your home.

  Heal Your Kitchen

  After you’ve begun the work of decluttering your kitchen, take a mental inventory of broken things and begin to make a focused effort to fix these or get them out of the kitchen. It is also wise to clean dirty spaces. Be especially mindful of windows, because according to these principles, windows are the eyes of the chi (the life force energy) and they affect your mental clarity. This is one of those intuitive feng shui ideas. If you stand at the sink washing dishes and have to look through a dirty window, you’ll feel less happy than if you had an unobstructed view. Dirty windows strain your eyes and you have to focus to see out. They also can feel like a reproach every time the sunlight exposes all that dirt.

  On a more basic level, smudged or cracked windows can interfere with your experience of light and beauty—instead of seeing your lovely garden, you might just see those flecks of dirt. The dirt might make you feel burdened and worried with thoughts like, how am I going to tackle that? These small things can detract from your experience of being in the kitchen, and can have a significant negative impact on your mood.

  Feng shui teaches that the systems of your kitchen correspond to your bodily systems. You might have been able to guess that plumbing corresponds to your body’s digestive system, so those who believe in this model would say that it is wise to repair leaky faucets and clogged drains promptly if you wish to keep your digestive system in good working order. Likewise, the electrical system in your kitchen corresponds to your neurological system.

  When You Can’t Follow Feng Shui Principles

  American and European houses aren’t usually built with the principles of feng shui in mind, so occasionally you will have a problem applying a principle to your situation. For example, it is considered good feng shui to have your desk facing a door. But if you have a desk in your kitchen it is almost always built in facing a wall. It is also bad feng shui to have your kitchen close to the front door or back door of your home. What should you do? In these kinds of situations, follow your own intuition (or the architectural constraints of your kitchen), even when they run counter to feng shui. You can also modify the effects of the problem, such as by hanging a mirror on the wall above your desk.

  A Hospitable Kitchen

  Another way to attend to the spiritual dimensions of your kitchen is to seek to be intentionally hospitable, to open your kitchen to welcome, feed, and nurture both friends and strangers. One way to enjoy your guests more is to allow them to help in the kitchen. Especially if you’ll be having a large group over, invite a few friends to help with the cooking and preparations. When people offer to help in the kitchen, take them up on it. Working together in the kitchen builds and enhances relationship bonds.

  One philosophy of homemaking that is slowly catching on in American society is wabi-sabi. This ancient Japanese philosophy is related to creating spaces that are uncluttered, adorned with weathered or handmade items, and intentionally hospitable. The elaborate rituals related to the Japanese tea ceremony are expressive of the wabi-sabi mentality, which has at its heart consideration for others.

  If your kitchen is orderly and the atmosphere peaceful, it will be a place where people want to linger. After guests leave and dishes are being stacked in the dishwasher, the blessing of their presence seems to linger in the home. Some people believe that hospitable kitchens don’t just strengthen those who visit the home, but also nourish those who dwell there daily.

  The theme of hospitality is present throughout the New Testament. In the book of Hebrews it says, “Be mindful to entertain strangers because in so doing some have entertained angels unaware.” This passage probably refers back to the Old Testament story of the hospitality of Abraham, through which Abraham and Sarah were likely more blessed than their guests.

  The theme of hospitality is also present in the ancient Eastern Orthodox wedding service. During the course of this service, a prayer is said over the couple “that they will be blessed with wheat, wine, and oil so that they can give to others in need.” The notion of hospitality is based on the idea that gifts are intended to be shared. By generously sharing your kitchen with others, you not only help others, you can also help yourself and help your home to achieve its full potential. A kitchen that is organized is welcoming to others and feels comfortable to you when you bring people into it.

  Bless This Kitchen

  Another way to increase the goodness in your kitchen is to do a kitchen blessing. Many cultures around the world have concepts of house blessings. Within Christianity, house blessings occur most often in the Eastern Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Anglican churches. Some people do not feel that a room is completely organized until it has been spiritually organized as well. A blessing is a way to do this.

  Spiritual Transformation

  The basic idea of a kitchen blessing is that space can be transformed through prayer. In most cases, blessed water from the church will be sprinkled through the room (and sometimes the entire home) by a priest while members of the family and close friends follow the priest and sing. A blessing can create an opportunity to remember every gift that has been given to those who dwell in the space, and also to remember that the family is much larger than the small group of people who dwell there.

  Families stretch back generations and incorporate both the living and the dead. This is why prayers are traditionally said for those on both sides of the grave. Families can also extend beyond the confines of biology to embrace friends and the wider community. A kitchen blessing can help anchor people in this larger reality.

  In the Jewish faith, kitchens must be thoroughly cleaned each year prior to Passover to remove all traces of chametz (breads, grains, and leavened products). The ritual of cleaning is a special one with a sense of expectation. See Chabad.org for more information.

  A Native American tradition is to use burning herbs to purify a space and remove negative energy. A smudge stick (a bundle of dried herbs, usually including sage) is lit and left smoldering and carried around the room. It is moved along the perimeters of the space and into dark corners and the space behind doors, purifying the room with the smoke.

  Blessing Preparations

  Before a blessing, families clean their kitchens to a shine and prepare a meal, snacks, or dessert for those who will come. The act of preparing the room can be a joyful time, full of anticipation, hope, and gratitude. During the blessing, prayers may also be said over each area of the kitchen, as a way of consecrating specific rooms to specific purposes. In more elaborate blessings, crosses will also be drawn with olive oil on the four main walls of the kitchen. Within the Eastern Orthodox Church, an elaborate house blessing service is often performed when a family moves into a home, and then smaller blessings will be performed each January—after the feast of Theophany, when water is blessed and Christ’s baptism is remembered.

  The smaller annual services are a way of continually attending to the spiritual atmosphere of the space, praying for those who dwell there, and infusing the physical space with a sense of spiritual purpose. This might be considered a form of “spiritual housekeeping.” Blessings are also a way for communities to celebrate all the gifts that have been given and the way that all these gifts come together in the home.

  Your Own Rituals

  Your kitchen is your space to practice your own rituals and ceremonies, formal or informal. For many people, the act of making dinner and sitting down together is itself a cherished ritual. Perhaps your family has a Sunday-dinner ritual, where you prefer a more labor-intensive meal and use good dishes and linens. Some people make their own bread and find that the weekly process becomes like a ritual. The thing about rituals is that they create order. You always do a certain thing in a certain way and it creates comfort and good feelings. In creating kitchen rituals you will make your kitchen feel more orderly and more like a space that has significance to you and your family; it will be easier to make the effort to keep it neat.
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  The HEART of the Home

  The kitchen is the heart of the home. It’s where people do almost everything—cook, eat, talk, craft, gift wrap, sew, feed the cat, do homework, pay bills, play games, and just plain hang out. Everyone in the family pops in and out of the kitchen throughout the day. With so much going on, you want this to be a space that is organized and focused so it can accommodate everything that’s happening (not least of all the cooking!). Getting your kitchen sorted, cleaned, and stocked are important ways to keep it streamlined for family life, but the best kitchens are not only pulled together, but welcoming and inviting. If you make your kitchen not only neat, but also warm and fun, it will be a space that everyone will enjoy.

  Pack Away Stress

  If you want your kitchen to be the place your family flocks to, make sure it is a room that invites them in and doesn’t push them away. Resolve that this will be a stress-free room! With a little organization you can keep stress to a minimum. Take a look at your kitchen and think about what you’re seeing that makes you feel stressed. Take your cues from your gut. If the shopping list on the side of fridge just makes you worry about when you’re going to find time to get to a store, that list belongs in a drawer out of sight. Don’t leave bills on the kitchen counter—stash them out of sight. Don’t keep your to-do list posted on the bulletin board where it constantly reminds you and others of tasks yet unfinished. Does your son’s baseball schedule make you feel overwhelmed? Take it off the fridge and keep it in your desk drawer instead (or better yet, just transfer all the dates to your smartphone). Try to keep your counters and kitchen table clear. A clean kitchen is also an inviting kitchen. See Chapter 8 for cleaning tips.

  Create a Comfort Zone

  Your family comes to the kitchen because they identify it with comfort. Enhance the comfort of your kitchen to reinforce that. Use these tips to organize your kitchen in ways that help everyone feel at home.

  Window Treatments

  Fabric in the kitchen sends out vibes of softness. Take down the blinds and put ruffled curtains on your windows. Use warm and inviting colors. An organized kitchen has windows that are decorated in a way that complements the rest of the room.

  Soften the Seating

  Fabric cushions on the chairs, stools, and benches in your kitchen make it look and feel more comfortable and more together. Use a dark color fabric for cushions—it hides food stains and makes your cleanup easier. If you’re considering a remodel, installing built-in seating makes a kitchen cozier and feels more organized (no chairs askew).

  Shed Some Light

  Another factor that can greatly influence the ambiance and functionality of your kitchen is how you have your lighting organized. Often homes have harsh overhead lights that glare on all who enter. Ideally, you’ll have a few different types of lighting so that you can alternate them depending on your needs and the time of day. Invest in lighting that you love—lamps can work in a kitchen, as can beam or spot lights that will give you soft, steady light in exactly the place where you need it.
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