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Saturday movie night with popcorn,
Lighting candles each Sabbath night,
going to cut down a Christmas tree
each December...

What are the memories that you can recall from childhood?
Some might include family rituals: those events that mark a
time, place, space and memory. Consistently repeated year
after year, rituals have a purpose: celebrations, holidays, or a
time for just plain fun. With shifts and changes in our 21st
century world, rituals help our children find and keep a sense
of security and comfort. Children love rituals. They are rich
and vivid for children because of three important ingredients:
consistency - which promotes learning; contact with signifi-
cant others - which promotes connections; and contributing
- which promotes self-esteem.

My strongest ritual memory is one of my family’s Christmas
Eve meal. Even though my grandmother died three years
ago, our family limps along in keeping this ritual alive. Our
dishes cooked from memory are not as good as hers, how-
ever, stopping it would be another loss...and so we go on as
best we can. This signature night provides each year a ritual
that delights the children. There is connection in seeing their
relatives and consistency in how we include them in helping
to prepare for the event.

One ltalian food cookbook author wrote that so much sociol-
ogy could be read from cuisine. If this is true, the Neapolitan
side of my family and their Christmas Eve feast is a study in
how chaos transforms into divine creations that form con-
nections that bind. Christmas Eve night is a frenetic, chaotic
time of exotic smells combined with the cacophony of adult
and children’s voices.

My late grandmother would bend over the spent iron stove
in my Aunt's basement. Year after year, she poured ingredi-
ents into pots, tasting, and serving up a feast of exotic and
timeless dishes: baccala salad, fried baccala, stuffed calamari,
eel, eggplant parmagiana, stuffed peppers, shrimp and scal-
lops, pasta with calamari, pasta aioli, and stuffed artichokes.
If there was room on the table, she made Christmas Eve
pasta with olives, pine nuts and tomatoes (recipe follows).
The children might turn their noses up to some of the fish
dishes, but each of them walks away with full plates.

On this signature night, my grandmother served this cucina
italiana that her mother had served and her mother before
her. Each year she served these dishes as the year before,
and folded into each one was my grandmother’s unfailing
love. My French friend and fellow food enthusiast, Christine,
remarked to me once, “the love energy that we put into
food is the most important ingredient of all.” | believe that.



Kid's TABLE

Like a magic cleansing, these foods calm and renew us to
start again. On this night, we huddle around this ancient R E CI1 P E

tradition of fish and pasta, as around a campfire in the dark
wood. Regardless of the losses that year, the pains, the mis-
takes, the celebrations and births, we are all on equal foot-
ing as family members who look forward to these ritualistic
dishes that somehow erase the knocks of life for that night.

This Christmas Eve ritual lights up my old soul with the
sights, sounds, smells, tastes, touches connections and
memories of a known antiquity. My children used to help
me in the kitchen preparing to bring our contribution to the
feast. Now as young adults they recall past Christmas Eves
as they join in a rite that is part of our shared history.

Food writer Marlena De Blasi describes how the Neapolitans
liken the tomato “to their own hearts, its seeds to their secu-
rity and its potency to their own sensuality.” These Christ-
mas Eve dishes form one of the seeds of my own and my
children’s security. They were a gift of tradition served each
year by an Italian-American woman whose own ballast has
always been the love of La Famiglia, no matter what. Her
cooking created a blanket of tastes, textures and smells. By
combining ingredients like garlic, raisins, pine nuts, capers,
lemon, olives, and parsley - she produced an atmosphere
that enveloped us in well-being.

What rituals shape your family’s security and sense of
connection? What traditions speak to your soul and con-
nect you with the larger family of humanity? Perhaps

this thought is a jump from enjoying your family’s favorite
holiday dish! But, these traditions and ritual of our holidays
that have survived generations, ocean crossings, losses and
regenerations are to be reckoned with and finally given the
respect they deserve as an important foundation of family
and community life. Look to some of your own family holi-
day traditions to begin developing your own rituals with your
children. In these rituals, we can teach our children about the
fabric formed from connection, contribution and consistency
offering a comfort which can lead to a stronger sense of
themselves in the world.

Finding rituals that connect us to a greater sense of meaning
in the world doesn‘t have to be complicated. In my family,
and among my friends, sharing a feast of foods on the holi-
days, or other days and nights of coming together around a
table, is one of our connective acts of love. These traditional
foods and rituals, remind us that we can take time above
the drone of life to enjoy one another and the dishes infused
with love and memory of those who came before us.
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