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The Mirriam-Webster Dictionary defines hunger as “suffering because of a lack of food,” 

“having an uncomfortable feeling in your stomach because you need food,” and “feeling a 

strong desire or need for something or to do something.” 

Many are hungry, and so are we. 

The US Department of Agriculture (USDA) Economic Research Service in September 2016 

released estimates of the total number of individuals in the United States who were food 

insecure in 2015.  The data show that 12.7 percent of American households—some 42.2 

million people—were food insecure sometime during 2015.*  The USDA describes “food 

insecure” as living in households that lack access to enough food for all of the household’s 

members to maintain an active, healthy life.  Many “food insecure” individuals compensate in 

ways that hurt their health—relying on less expensive, less healthy foods, reducing the size 

of their meals, or skipping meals.  Among the food insecure are children, elderly adults, 

disabled individuals, college students trying to climb out of poverty or low-paying jobs, and, 

particularly, single mothers (not surprisingly, they give their meager food to their children).  A 

survey of the literature indicates that, in some cases, the food insecure don’t face the total 

absence of food but instead insufficient amounts and the prospect that they won’t have 

enough for the next meal.  Some days the food insecure go hungry in our land of plenty. 

Preface 

*The USDA conducts an annual, nationally representative survey to monitor the extent of food insecurity in US 

households.  The USDA Economic Research Service analyzes the survey data.
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Modern images of hunger and food insecurity in America are very different from those that 

characterized the Depression era.  Rather than the gaunt-faced people of the 1930s, in our 

decade, many hungry Americans—just like those who have plenty to eat—are overweight.* 

Many food insecure individuals don’t have other, viable options so they eat foods that aren’t 

nutritious and that contribute to obesity and other health problems.  Contrary to some 

publicly voiced assumptions, being hungry or food insecure is not a moral failing.  Many of 

those who are hungry would like to have and to make better food choices.  They can’t for a 

variety of reasons—working long hours for low pay, US Government subsidies for 

processed rather than real, natural food sources, medical problems, and lack of access to 

affordable, wholesome foods and the knowledge to prepare them.   

Scripture calls us to have special concern for the hungry and to act to help those who are in 

need.  It’s not optional.  

Therefore our goal in crafting this book is twofold.  We want to offer you readings, 

reflections, and recipes that will help you satisfy your yearnings and find joy in your 

celebration of Advent.  We also feel a hunger, “a strong desire or need … to do something,” 

and so we intend to donate at least XX of the proceeds of our book sales to organizations 

that focus on reducing hunger.   

*In August 2016, the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention National Center for Health Statistics 

reported that US men and women now weigh about 15 pounds more than they did 20 years ago.  The report 

also said that some two-thirds of Americans are overweight or obese.  A June 2016 study indicated that about

40 percent of US women are obese.
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We, and you, are invited to, 

Bear one another’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. 

                                                                                                                             Galatians 6: 2 

Jesus said, 

Truly, I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, 

you did it to me. 

                                                                                                                          Matthew 25: 40 
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Come Thou Long Expected 
Jesus

Born to set Thy people free; 
From our fears and sins release us, 

Let us find our rest in Thee.
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If you look up the word Advent in Roget’s Thesaurus, Advent falls near the end, on the next 

to last page.  The Thesaurus lists Advent under the heading, “Religious Rites,” and groups it 

with Christian holy days, as is appropriate.  But why is it at the end?  And why is Advent 

listed only under “Rites”?  Aren’t last rites the things you give to the dying?  Shouldn’t there 

be a listing at the beginning of the Thesaurus?  TS Eliot in 1927 wrote a poem, “Journey of 

the Magi,” in which his wise man asks, “were we led all that way for Birth or Death?” 

We live in a world in which commerce bids us to be happy.  We’re advised to buy or get on 

credit everything we want on Black Friday, Small Business Saturday, Cyber Monday, and the 

however many days we have left for free shipping before the Big Day.  Yet we also dwell in a 

world of disappointments, of despair, of desolation, and, yes, of death that our 

commercialized cheer doesn’t illuminate.  We know that we don’t always live as we should 

and as God wants.  And in Advent we wait, in exile, in darkness, in pain, in longing, in hope, 

and in anticipation of the coming of the light—our unmerited redemption through grace, made 

manifest in a birth.  

Introduction
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Are You Hungry? offers reflections on Advent and what it means.  When marketing efforts 

increase our worries, the pressure to decorate, feed, entertain, and buy gifts builds, and the 

lights look more annoying than sparkling, isn’t that what we really seek?  Something that 

will nourish our souls, not just our bodies? 

If you look on bookstore and library shelves, you’ll see plenty of books that offer tips to 

make December “the best season ever” and that provide “everything you could wish for” to 

make your life and your Christmas “easy and enjoyable.” Believe me, I’ve checked through 

those books.  Magazines and internet sites, too.  The reality is that the books, magazines, 

and on-line sites have nice pictures of decorations and even great recipes, but that’s all. 

The contents of the books, magazines, and websites haven’t brought me comfort and joy, 

nor have they made me content, no matter which entertaining tips and recipes I’ve tried.  I 

need more than coordinated wrapping paper, a glittering table, and a super-juicy turkey 

with all the trimmings.  I suspect other people do, too.  

So, Are You Hungry? offers more—via reflections on scripture and the news inherent in 

Advent—for those who need it.  For those who have much and for those who have little. 

That’s the “Nourish the Soul” part.   

Are You Hungry? also is a cookbook.  It provides simple, great tasting recipes that you can 

enjoy throughout the season without breaking your budget or being a gourmet chef.  Are 

You Hungry? focuses on foods that are readily available.  Many of the foods fit within the 

guidelines of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, SNAP, which is the largest 

US nutrition assistance program focused on reducing domestic hunger.  Are You Hungry? 
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also concentrates on using ingredients that are low-fat, low-calorie (relatively speaking), 

not too salty, and, in a season of excess, pretty good for you.  That’s the “Nourish the 

Body” part.  

Like the fancy holiday cookbooks, magazines, and websites, we have tried to provide nice

pictures.  Nonetheless, our photographs are not professional, nor have we had stylists 

array the food.  Instead we show you pictures of what the food really looks like. After all, 

you probably don’t want to spray your food with WD-40 to make it glisten or dollop your 

desserts with puffy white shaving cream, which some photo stylists do to achieve nice 

pictures (so much for eating the food after the photo shoot!).   Unfortunately, we don’t 

have photos of every dish, and some of the photos that we intended to take didn’t 

happen.  The food got eaten first.  It was good, and someone was hungry!  Also, chances 

are, your kitchen won’t be quite as fancy as Martha Stewart’s or outfitted with all the best 

and latest gadgets.  Our kitchens, quite frankly, are small, old, and messy.  But we’ve 

used them to make the real food in the recipes in this book.  You, too, can make great 

food without a fancy kitchen.  Go for it!     

The book is organized into sections.  The first section is keyed to the weeks and days of 

Advent and provides readings from the Old and New Testaments of the Bible as well as 

brief thoughts and reflections by Malcolm.  Following each of the reflections is a menu for 

the day with key recipes provided by Leigh.  Part II of Are You Hungry? provides 

additional recipes, including for “$25 Christmas Dinners,” get-togethers with others, and 

food gifts.  Many of the recipes in Are You Hungry? are economical, some are “fast to 

fix”—designed for those who need something quick, nutritious, inexpensive, and 
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easy—and others are great for parties and gift giving.  Scattered throughout the book are 

ideas to help you simplify your preparations and limit your costs so that you can focus on the 

news of Advent—the birth of the Son of God in Bethlehem.  The idea is to help you find ways 

to feed your soul and body more simply and abundantly—to truly celebrate.  Love incarnate! 

Love divine!                                          

                                                                        

  Joy to the world!  

Leigh
Draft



Advent calendars, which many people use to count the days in anticipation of Christmas, 

generally begin on December 1 and usually go through December 24 or December 25.   

Nonetheless, the first day of Advent, which starts on the first Sunday of Advent, varies, 

usually falling between November 27-December 3.  We begin this book with a reading, 

reflection, and menu for the first Sunday in Advent and provide additional readings, 

reflections, and menus for the second through forth Sundays.  Although you may have a 

“double dose” on some Sundays, we also give you readings, reflections, and menus for 

December 1-26. 

The Advent Calendar and the Organization 

of This Book 
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Are You Hungry? offers menus and recipes for people of all budgets—from limited to 

comfortable.  Rather than giving a precise estimate of the costs of menus, which can 

vary widely depending on where you live and how you shop (at small inner city 

stores, suburban grocery stores, or “big box” stores), we use a simple scale to give 

you a sense of which meals will be least and most expensive to make.  In some 

cases, menus use two or three relatively expensive ingredients but balance those out 

with more frugal choices, making the meal less of a splurge.  The scale we use for 

the menus is: 

Splurge -- **** 

Kind of Pricey--*** 

Economical--** 

Cheap--* 

You can find the scale markers in the table of contents after the date for each menu. 

 Please also see the following section for tips and ideas on how to save money on 

your kitchen preparations for the Advent season and beyond.  

Costs of Meals and Recipes
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Tips and Ideas to Save Money in Your 
Kitchen Preparations

Even more than during ordinary times, cooking and eating during Advent 

and Christmastime can be expensive.  For many of us, the extra outlays 

of cash for food can be particularly tough if our budgets are tight and if 

we anticipate the additional costs of buying presents and giving to 

others.  Following are some tips and ideas that may help during the 

special holiday season and beyond. 

Adjust your menus to what is available.  Many grocery stores run 

specials, offer “loss leaders”—items significantly less than their normal 

prices to get you in the doors—and issue coupons that can save you a 

substantial amount of money if you’re willing to adjust your menu to 

what’s available that week.  Keep in mind that store brands may be less 

expensive than name brand foods, even those name brands offered “on 

sale.”  Also watch for “use it now” or “must go” foods. These are not 

expired foods but those that are close to their “sell by” dates.  The foods 

are safe for you to purchase and use that day or freeze for later.   

Take stock of what you have before you shop.  Do you need to buy 

more?  Plan your menus before you go to the grocery store to take

advantage of what you have on hand as well as what’s on sale.  Can you 

incorporate what you have with what’s on sale?  For example, if you 

have some green peppers and left over rice in the refrigerator, could you 

take advantage of “on sale” ground beef to make some stuffed bell 

peppers or picadillo for a weeknight dinner?  

Make a shopping list—based upon the grocery advertisements, 

promotions, and “loss leaders”—for what you need and stick to the list. 

 Most stores put out tantalizing displays that call to you.  Ignore those 

siren songs to buy beautiful, already prepared, “limited time only” 
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seasonal items and stick to what’s on your list. The “limited time 

only” items will be tough on your food budget, generally aren’t that 

good when you get them home, and, if you really want them, will be 

cheaper after Christmas.  

Don’t buy items just because they’re on sale.  If you need them, fine, 

but many stores are counting on you buying more than you can use 

to boost their profits. You may be filling up your shelves with items 

you won’t use for weeks (if at all) and emptying your pockets 

needlessly.  Also, before you shop, have a plan in mind for how you 

plan to store the food you buy.  Will it need to be refrigerated, frozen, 

or stored at room temperature?  Do you have adequate storage 

space to prevent spoilage and waste? 

Pay attention to what spoils and what you throw away each week.  

Are you buying too much of something and having it go bad?  Don’t

buy it again or cut back on the amount you purchase the next time.  

Those avocados that were too cheap to pass up lingered too long on 

the counter or in the vegetable bin and turned so squishy you had to 

dispose of them.  You’ve just tossed money in the trash, down the 

garbage disposal, or to the dog (yes, some dogs do eat avocados).   

Don’t waste your money on drinks that have no nutritional value. 

Drink water from the tap and buy milk.  Watch the fruit juices.  Most 

commercial juices are full of sugar and aren’t as nutritious as eating 

a piece of fruit.  If you want to add taste to water, add some fresh fruit 

slices.  If you do want fruit juices as a treat, cut them with a little 

seltzer water for a fizzy, less expensive, lower calorie option.  If you 

want to use wine for cooking, buy the less expensive bottles or use 

left over wine that’s no longer the greatest to drink.  The chemical 

processes that occur during cooking will negate the value of using 

expensive wines, so save your money.  (Never mind what the 

“froufrou” chefs say—i.e., “only cook with what you’d drink."  Hmm. 
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Maybe those chefs didn't make good grades in high school chemistry 

or are being paid by wine companies?  Or the chefs just like to guzzle 

the expensive stuff while they cook?) 

Stock up on staples and spices when you can and when they’re on 

sale.  Oils, spices, and condiments can be pricey, but a little goes a 

long way, so you don’t have to buy the items frequently.  Baking 

supplies are often on sale in November and December, but be careful to 

buy simple items, not the fancy packaged stuff (see below).  Also 

consider buying cheap basic spices and save your money to buy the 

hard to find or specialty spices.  Some basic spices sell for a dollar or 

two at larger grocery stores, dollar stores, Aldie, and some of the big 

mart stores.  Sure, the spices from Penzey’s and some on-line places 

are great, but, if you can’t afford them, go for what you can that will 

help your meals taste better. Frankly, some of the basic spices and 

herbs—cinnamon, nutmeg, pepper, chili powder, oregano, and 

rosemary, for example—in the dollar containers are pretty good as long 

as they’re fresh.   

When you buy baking supplies, focus on ingredients that are simple 

and nutritious.  Although that sounds obvious, when you get to the 

supermarket, it may be hard.  The stores want to entice you to buy 

things.  Nonetheless, you don’t really need that cute little shaker of red 

and green sugar crystals that costs $6.  A few drops of food coloring 

mixed with regular sugar will give you the same product for pennies. 

Buy whole grain flour, oats, simple sweeteners (white and brown 

sugars, honey, molasses, maple and corn syrup), leaveners (baking 

soda and baking powder), spices, and oils to make your own baked 

goods rather than purchasing pre-made items, expensive mixes, and 

refrigerated “bake at home” items.  You can better control what goes 

into your baked goods as well as making them for less money.  Yes, 

sometimes you can get great deals on cake and other mixes, but be 

careful not to overbuy.  Some substitutions for high fat items also can 
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save you money and calories.  Butter is expensive!  Instead of buying a 

lot, go for smaller quantities to use carefully and substitute 

unsweetened applesauce, mashed bananas and other fruit purees when 

you can.  Canola oil, although high in calories, is lower than butter in 

saturated fat, generally less expensive, and makes a good substitute for 

butter in some baked goods.  Similarly, substitute lower fat dairy for 

higher fat, more expensive dairy ingredients—i.e., low fat milk or 

evaporated skim milk for rich cream.   

Shop more often, if you can.  This may seem counter-intuitive, but 

shopping more frequently will let you focus on buying more perishable 

fruits and vegetables and less processed stuff that keeps on the shelf 

longer.  The processed items tend to be more expensive, more calorie 

dense, and horrendously bad for you with lots of added salt and 

preservatives.  If you can shop every few days rather than once a week, 

you can buy smaller amounts of fresh items, reducing waste, storage 

problems, and improving your diet.  For example, fresh potatoes (which 

actually keep for quite a while) are much better tasting than the kind that 

come out of a box.  If you can’t shop more often, buy less fresh food, 

use it first so it doesn’t spoil, and save the frozen food for the end of the 

week to fill in the gaps (see below).  

Buy frozen food.  Many vegetables are less expensive when you buy 

them frozen rather than fresh, especially in November and December. 

 Plus, the frozen vegetables are nutritionally sound—equivalent or better 

than fresh in many cases—and are easier to prepare (i.e., the broccoli is 

already chopped and the green beans already snapped) than some fresh 

options.  Ditto for frozen fruits, although some of those, even frozen, 

can be pricey, so check for specials and adjust your menus accordingly. 

 Many frozen meats and fish can be economical, tasty, and nutritious. 

 Check for sales, especially, on items like frozen chicken breasts and 

thighs, talapia, and shrimp.  Frozen meats and fish sometimes—but not 

always—are less expensive than what’s offered at the meat and fish 
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counters.  Also, when you’re looking for fish, keep in mind that what’s 

being offered at the fish counter may not  be fresh.  Often fish has 

been "previously frozen" and “thawed for your convenience.”  You 

can thaw your own fish at home in a few minutes under running water 

for a lot less. 

Buy in bulk if and when you can.  Many items are less expensive 

when you buy them in bulk or bundled.  Nonetheless, as with sale 

items, don’t buy more than you can use if the food will spoil before 

you can use it.  The pound of baby greens isn’t a good deal if 8 

ounces of them get slimy before you can use them. If you think you’ll 

freeze items, make sure before buying them that you have room in the 

freezer to do so.  Buying larger sizes of items and repackaging them 

into smaller portions also will save you money over purchasing 

“individually wrapped packages.”  For example, buying large bags of 

nuts and popping a handful in a baggie for a snack will save you a 

significant amount over buying the little packages of nuts.  Buying 

yogurt in the large cartons (quart-sized or so) also is more cost 

effective than buying the small, single-serving containers. The little 

containers are cute and convenient, but they’re pricey and not really

all that great for you, with a lot of added sugars and other weird 

things.  Your best value—economically and nutritionally—is to buy 

the large cartons of plain yogurt—regular or Greek—and serve your 

own portions.  It’s easy enough to spoon yogurt from the large 

container onto your morning fruit, dollop some on a main dish, or put 

some in a small container to take with you to work.  Add whatever 

flavor and sweetener you like to your portions.  For example, if you 

want sweeter yogurt, mix in some honey, fruit, maple syrup, or even a 

teaspoon or so of brown sugar.  See what combinations you like best. 

Also keep in mind that the store brands of yogurt tend to be cheaper, 

even when the name brands are on sale.  

Look high and low on the grocery shelves for deals.  Literally.  The 
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middle, eye-level shelves often hold the most expensive offerings.  If 

you can’t find the store brands of items, ask the clerks.  They may be 

able to help you or point you to the best buys. 

Buy foods that are in season.  Grocery stores generally carry all kinds 

of fresh produce and meats, but they aren’t all good.  The best tasting 

stuff will be the foods that normally are harvested or slaughtered 

(sorry) at specific times of the year.  During the late fall and early 

winter, cold crop vegetables and fruits—broccoli, cabbages, root 

vegetables, apples, and pears, for example—will be at their best rather 

than summer ones like zucchini, tomatoes, and peaches.  Pork often 

can be had at more reasonable prices than some cuts of beef in the 

fall and winter.   

Buy whole grains and a variety of them.  Why be content with white 

flour and bread when a multiplicity of tasty and more nutritious grains 

and flours are available—such as oats, quinoa, wheat berries, whole- 

wheat flour, rye flour, barley, bulgur, and flax.  Some whole grains 

tend to be more expensive than others, so if one is out of your budget 

range, try another.  For example, if quinoa is too pricey, try bulgur 

instead.  Oats can be an incredibly cheap breakfast food as well as a 

great addition to a variety of main dishes and desserts.  And don’t 

forget cornmeal, which is a staple in the American South.  Try to 

incorporate whole grains into every meal and in baking.  All 

carbohydrates, contrary to some popular culture, are not “evil carbs.” 

 Your body needs the nutrients and fiber in whole grains to function 

well.  

Buy a variety of less expensive protein-rich foods.  Beans, other 

legumes, tofu, dairy items, and eggs are especially good for you and 

can make or fill out your meals less expensively than many meats. 

Lower priced meats—lean ground turkey, chicken, and beef round 

steak, for example—have the advantage of being lower in saturated 
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fat than some more expensive cuts like New York strip steak and beef 

prime rib.  Plan on supplementing your vegetables and fruits with meats 

rather than the other way around.  In other words, think of meat as a 

condiment or splurge on some days rather than always having meat as 

the main offering.  Try some “Meatless Mondays” and serve non-meat 

proteins.  The added beauty of less expensive proteins is that they 

frequently are quick to prepare as well as nutritious.  If you have eggs

and vegetables on hand, for example, you can have a frittata or omelet 

prepared in less time than it takes to order pizza.  Cans of beans can be 

opened and turned into nutritious meals in only a few minutes.  And 

don’t forget the old standby, peanut butter, which can be used in so 

many ways besides sandwiches and slathered on bananas (oh, come 

on, doesn't everyone put peanut butter on bananas?).   

Buy foods you can use in multiple ways and for more than one meal.  If 

you plan to buy a chuck roast, for example, think about how you can 

turn the meat into different meals—Sunday roast and Tuesday 

shepherd’s pie, empanadas, or barbecue sandwiches, for instance.  If 

the meat you buy has bones, can you use them to make broth and 

soups?  How can you use the different vegetables you buy?  Can you 

use them in main dishes as well as in sides?  What about in soups and 

stews?  If you’re buying fruit, can you use it for breakfasts, snacks, 

baking, or smoothies?  Can you use more than one part of the food you 

buy?  For instance, can you use the tops and bottoms of those radishes 

in your basket?  What about the tops and bottoms of turnips?  Can you 

use the zest as well as the insides/juices of the fruits you purchase? 

 Most important of all—will you use up all the foods you buy before they 

spoil?  

Buy in advance for an “emergency” or “lazy meal.”  You probably won’t 

want to cook every night, even if you have good intentions, and 

sometimes your leftovers will be sparse or consumed by a child when 

you weren’t aware (that’s okay, he was hungry).  So find something at 
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the market that’s reasonably priced, not too bad for you, and that can 

be cooked quickly.  For me, that’s “emergency chicken sausages.” 

They often are on sale, sometimes are pre-cooked, and, although 

salty, are not too bad in terms of fat.  I can toss the sausages in a pan 

and brown them in only a few minutes.  They’re great with pasta or 

potatoes and whatever vegetable I can find in the refrigerator or 

freezer—an almost instant dinner.   

Avoid pretty.  Many grocery stores are selling you image and

appearance, not necessarily taste and nutrition.  Sometimes the 

stores with the bright rather than subdued lighting, the limited 

choices, and the “bag it yourself” formula are far less expensive.  I’ve 

found great deals on produce at no frills ethnic markets (like Lotte in 

northern Virginia).  Some small, own-brand markets (like Aldie) lack a 

lot of choices, but they do offer great specials and have the basics for 

far less than most neighborhood supermarkets.  Ethnic markets and

smaller places (like Aldie and Trader Joe’s) also can be good places 

to buy spices that are less dear than those at neighborhood markets. 

 Beware of larger “big box” stores. Sometimes they have less 

expensive items (bulk items and spices), but not always.  Keeping 

track of costs of items at various places is essential if you want to 

save money.  Also, by avoiding pretty, I mean the items, as well as 

the stores.  Ugly, misshapen produce frequently is far less expensive 

than the beautiful, perfect items you find at the Whole Paycheck 

stores.  I don’t care whether my red bell peppers and other 

vegetables are funny looking.  The misshapen aspect of the produce 

doesn’t affect the taste, and I almost always cut up the foods anyway 

before cooking and serving them.  And, if my apple is a bit lopsided, I 

can deal with that.  By the time I turn it into a core it won’t be.  

Avoid prepared and packaged foods.  Buy foods in their simplest 

states and wash, chop, and prepare them yourself.  That doesn’t 

mean you have to make everything from scratch, but it does involve 
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some basic chores.  Pre-chopped vegetables and fruits, for example, 

can be incredibly expensive ($5 for a small plastic container of 

chopped celery and onions at my local market!  Almost $20 for a 

package—albeit a big one—of “cauliflower rice.”  Sheesh!).  You’ll 

save a considerable amount of money by preparing your own fresh 

ingredients. Admittedly, the prepared stuff saves time, but, if you’re 

pressed, enlist others to help.  Your spouse and children should be 

able to assist with some basic food preparation tasks.  I don't care if 

they don't want to help.  They want to eat, don't they?  And if they 

don’t know how to do something, teach them.  If you don’t know 

how, either, check out some instruction via u-tube.  Learning is a 

good thing.  Keep in mind that, at some point, your spouse and 

children probably will have to fend for themselves.  Also, I find it 

works for me to chop extra vegetables—onions, carrots, celery, bell 

peppers, etc.—when I prepare salads and then store the extra 

vegetables in plastic bags in the refrigerator.  The next time I need 

salad ingredients or cut up vegetables for a dish, I have them on 

hand.   

Avoid junk food aisles—those with soda, chips, cookies, candy—and 

the deli section.  The items sold there will eat up your food budget, 

fail to provide nutrients that will satisfy your body for long, and 

significantly add to the sugar, fat, and salt content of your diet. 

 Instead of visiting the junk food aisles and deli, go for the produce 

section and splurge on fruits.  The fruits can do double duty as 

snacks and desserts.  I have a rule of thumb I try to use when I think I 

want a snack.  I ask myself, are you hungry enough to eat an apple? 

 If so, I’m hungry and need a snack.  Sometimes it’s an apple and 

other times something else (okay, sometimes it is chocolate or a 

cookie!), but I know junk food will not satisfy my food needs.     

Don’t buy desserts.  Make them.  Yes, the attractively packaged 

baked goods can be alluring.  Nonetheless, even “on sale” cookies, 
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cakes, and pies can be expensive and are usually loaded with sugar, 

salt, and evil trans-fats.  Plus, even though they look good, the 

commercially made desserts often don’t taste that great when you get 

them home.  Resist the temptation of the commercial goodies and 

make something more nutritious and delicious at home.  That said, I’m 

not a complete food zealot.  Occasionally stores will run fantastic 

specials on things like cake mixes, ice cream, and frozen, “you bake,” 

pies.  Go for them as special, not everyday, treats.  

Watch the scanner and cash register at the grocery store.  Make sure 

you’re getting accurate and advertised prices.  The computers aren’t 

always correct, and sale prices aren’t always properly entered into the 

computer system.  You may end up paying full price for items you 

thought were on sale.  Also make sure an item isn’t scanned too many 

times—i.e., you’re charged for three of something when you’re buying 

two.  Check the scanner and then check your receipt before you leave

the store.  Oh, and make sure everything you buy ends up in your bag. 

My sister once left a market without the nice chuck roast she planned 

to cook.  Apparently the roast made its way into someone else’s bag, 

but she didn’t notice the meat was missing until she’d driven home. 

Embrace leftovers.  They are quick and will save you time and money. 

Only have a small amount of left over food and think it’s not worth 

saving?  Think again.  At one point as I was watching my lunch heat in 

the microwave at work, I calculated how much my husband and I had 

saved over the course of our careers by packing leftovers for our 

lunches.  It amounted to enough money to pay for about one semester 

of college (undergraduate school) for our son, who went to Johns 

Hopkins University.  Not bad.  Leftovers also can be far more nutritious

than take-out food or the little boxed frozen meals from the grocery 

freezer section.  Those cute little boxes are expensive, even if you have 

coupons.  The little boxes also are loaded with salt, preservatives, and 

who knows what else but not much actual food.  Eeuuh! 
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Watch portion sizes.  As Americans we tend to eat too much and 

especially too much of the wrong foods.  Because we really don’t need 

to eat as much as we do, cutting back on what we buy at the grocery 

store and what we cook is a way to trim our bodies as well as our 

spending.  In fact, if we eat better, nutritionally balanced foods, we 

tend to eat less, because good foods keep us from feeling hungry 

longer than junky foods do.  The US Department of Agriculture 

recommends that a serving of meat be only 2-3 ounces—roughly the 

size of a deck or cards or the palm of your hand (not counting the 

fingers).  A cup of macaroni and cheese on your plate shouldn’t be 

much larger than the size of a baseball.  A potato shouldn’t be any 

bigger than a computer mouse.  

Focus on simple meals most of the time.  Not every meal has to be 

gourmet or restaurant quality.  Most restaurant meals are loaded with 

fat and sugar as well as served in portions that are sufficient to feed at 

least two people.  Instead, opt for meals more like what your 

grandmother or great grandmother may have cooked—heavy on the 

seasonal vegetables, low on the meat, and with whole grains to 

supplement.  For instance, your grandmother probably stretched a 

variety of foods—including leftovers—in casseroles and similar dishes 

(think chicken pot pie and tuna noodle casserole).  Learn to do 

likewise.  Inexpensive fruits and puddings used to be common, 

wholesome desserts.  Bring them into your diet more often.  

Be creative.  If you don’t have something on hand or it’s too expensive 

to buy, find an alternative.  For example, if you don’t have pasta sauce 

or salsa on hand (which, by the way, usually has a lot of salt and sugar 

in it), see if you have crushed tomatoes instead and add some onions, 

garlic, and herbs.  What if you don’t have or want to buy heavy cream? 

 How about using some evaporated or evaporated skim milk instead? 

 Both make great sauces for a lot less money (and fat).  No shallots? 

Use onions.  They’ll be fine and are easier to peel, too.  It’s okay.  Life 
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will go on without the shallots.  Also, keep in mind some creative 

ways to use up the items that are lingering in your refrigerator.  For 

instance, rice and bread can be turned into puddings.  Sour milk can 

be incorporated into breads and pancakes.  Less than fresh nuts can 

be toasted back to better taste.  Bananas can be frozen for smoothies 

as well as turned into breads.  Wilting spinach can be tossed into 

pastas and scrambled eggs.  Little bits of vegetables, grains, pastas, 

meats, and broths can be combined into soups.  You get the idea.  My 

mother periodically made “clean out the refrigerator soup.”  She 

gathered up all the “little dabs,” dumped them into a soup pot, often 

with canned tomatoes, and made a great, filling and nutritious soup.  

Learn to cook and do it more often.  You don’t need to be a gourmet 

or “iron chef.”  I cringe when I hear or read about famous chefs or 

television “cooks” denigrating the simple cooking from previous 

decades while touting their fussy, ultra-modern, and often ultra- 

expensive cooking.  You don’t need to compete for a Michelin star in 

your kitchen.  You just need to know how to turn simple ingredients 

into meals that will nourish your body and satisfy your tastes, sort of 

like your grandmother did.  That’s really not that hard, particularly 

with all the modern conveniences—like microwaves and slow 

cookers—that you have and your grandmother lacked.  Also keep in 

mind that you don’t need to cook everything at once or start 

everything from scratch.  Begin with one or two new things at each 

meal and go from there.  For example, if you’re trying a new main 

dish, serve leftover vegetables with it.  My mom gave me good advice 

many years ago.  She said, “just add one new thing to your leftovers 

and you have a new meal.”  She made the best leftover roast beef 

hash ever, and she was right.  Feeding doesn’t have to be fancy.  

Savor the time you spend cooking.  How, you say?  You have no time 

with work, child care, elder care, household chores, exercise classes, 

and the many other things that eat up the hours in our days—like 
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watching iron chef while eating takeout food.  In fact, spending a few

minutes chopping and preparing good, nourishing foods may be a way

for you to wind down from excessive “busyness” and to spend time

with family members.  Keep in mind, as well, that you’ll save time as

well as money not/not standing or waiting in the takeout line.      
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Notes About the Ingredients

Mostly, I’ve tried to avoid using ingredients that are difficult to find and hard 

on the budget.  Nonetheless, I’ve also included recipes that use foods that 

are popular, some of which tend to be kind of pricey.  To balance out the 

more expensive offerings, I've included menus that call for items that are a

little out of the ordinary but are tasty and inexpensive.  I don’t have a grand 

philosophy for cooking.  I like to cook because I like to eat—well.  

Preparing food is a way to feed yourself in a way that nourishes your body 

and that pleases you.  Eating really is a matter of taste, after all, and tastes 

vary.  I am a big fan of experimentation, particularly when it’s aimed at 

using what you have on hand and avoiding ingredients that are hard to find,

expensive, or really bad for you.  So, if you need to vary some ingredients, 

it’s okay.  I don’t believe your meals will be doomed if you can’t use a 

particular ingredient I call for in the recipe.  And if what you do doesn’t work

for you—too much cilantro, not enough mustard, etc.—try it again another 

way.  Below, I have provided some specific notes on ingredients and 

approaches to using them in recipes that have worked for me and that I 

think might be helpful to you.  I’ve also added a little information about a 

few kitchen tools and gadgets that come in handy. 

Spices.  Use them.  They will enliven your cooking and decrease the need 

to season your food with excessive amounts of salt.  Unfortunately, spices 

do tend to be expensive, so try to find them at ethnic or discount markets 

where they are far less pricey than the name brand versions at grocery 

stores.  Yes, the fancy spices from gourmet shops and on-line stores that 

grind the spices fresh tend to be better.  Nonetheless, if you can’t afford 

them, or they cost more than your dinner, what’s the point?  Buy the spices 

you can afford (that 99 cent chili powder is pretty good!), season your food 

with them, and enjoy the taste for a lot less money. 

Fresh herbs.  Again, use them when you can.  They will help the taste of 

your dishes.  That said, fresh herbs are quite pricey at many grocery 
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stores, and, unless your recipe calls for a large quantity of them, take care 

that they don’t go to waste before you can use them.  Fresh herbs tend to 

be especially expensive during the winter, even at ethnic and discount 

markets.  As an alternative to the fresh, go for dried herbs (but use a little 

less).  The dried herbs will help flavor your dishes, are easier to store, 

won’t spoil as quickly as fresh herbs, and don’t need chopping, like the 

fresh ones.  

Eggs.  When the recipes in this book call for eggs, I mean large ones, 

which are what I generally use.  I say generally because, if extra large ones 

or medium ones are on sale for considerably less than the large eggs, I buy 

those and adjust my recipes accordingly.  Last week, for example, one of 

my usual grocery haunts had extra large brown eggs on sale for 99 cents 

for 18 eggs.  The large white eggs were 99 cents for 12.  I bought the extra 

large eggs.  They were good.  If you can afford them and want to use the 

organic, cage-free hen eggs, feel free.  I don’t buy them (unless they’re on 

sale for less than the other eggs). 

Bacon crumbles.  I use bacon crumbles in a variety of recipes for flavor 

and convenience.  I buy the bacon crumbles in large, resealable bags at 

big box stores and then store the bag in the refrigerator.  When I need a 

tablespoon or two of bacon, I take out the bag, measure out what I need, 

and put the bag back in the refrigerator—no need to fry up bacon, plus the 

crumbles aren’t as fatty.

Salt.  Don’t use much.  Salt is salt, regardless of the type—table salt,

kosher salt, sea salt, or the various new salts (such as Himalayan) on the 

market.  Also keep in mind that prepared broths and bullion—even the 

lower sodium versions—have a lot of sodium as do various condiments.  I

know that a variety of research says that salt isn’t as bad for you as the 

experts once thought.  Other research counters that idea, advising you to 

avoid too much salt.  I think the key is “too much.”  So the recipes in this 

book go low on the added salt.  If you’d like to add more salt and your  
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cardiologist is okay with it, feel free.  Be careful, though, because the 

recipes should taste of the key ingredients in them, not of salt.  Generally, I 

use kosher salt for cooking meals and regular table or sea salt in baked 

goods.  

Broths.  Unless you make your own, broths tend to be super salty or 

tasteless.  The cans and packages also can be expensive (not to mention 

heavy to bring home from the grocery store).  When I can, I use leftover 

broths from meats that I cook, but, most of the time, I don’t have broth on 

hand or only need a small quantity.  Rather than open up a can or

package, I use reduced sodium “Better than Bullion” and reconstitute it.  I 

think it’s as good as the stuff in the cans, less expensive, and it’s easier to 

store and use.  Whatever type of broth you choose to use, make sure you 

adjust your recipe (decreasing the salt) to take the extra salt in the broth (or 

“Better than Bullion”) into account.  

Dairy.  I’ve focused on using mostly lower fat dairy items in recipes—low or 

non-fat milk, yogurt, sour cream, cream cheese, and cottage cheese, for 

example.  I sometimes use lower fat cheese, but my preference is to use 

regular cheese in small quantities.  Butter tastes good.  I don’t use it much 

(see below).  I do like ice cream.  A lot.  You’ll notice that I suggest it as an 

accompaniment to many of the desserts included in this book. 

Nonetheless, I generally opt for the lower fat version of ice creams and 

frozen yogurts or make my own, using lower fat ingredients and limiting the 

amount of sugar I use.  I also try to limit my ice cream intake to once a 

week (okay, maybe twice, sometimes, and homemade ice cream sandwich 

cookies don't count, because they're cookies).  

Fat.  The latest research is confusing regarding what types of fat are good, 

bad, or indifferent for you.  Nonetheless, almost all the research says avoid 

transfats, so I take that as good advice.  My preference is to use canola oil 

(better if you’re sautéing something), olive oil, Smart or Earth Balance 

spreads, and occasionally a little butter.  I also like to use avocados.  That 
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said, fat is fat.  It’s loaded with calories, and a little should go a long way. 

Yes, fat can help you feel full, make your recipes taste good, and help you 

absorb nutrients.  No, you don’t need much. 

Fresh verses frozen ingredients.  I like fresh fruits, vegetables, and 

meats, but frozen often is less expensive, more convenient, and 

nutritionally quite good.  Go for whatever you like, can afford, and is most 

convenient.   

Sugars.  Sugars—white, brown, and raw—have calories but not much 

nutritional value, so I try to limit the amounts I use.  I like dark brown sugar 

for its taste.  I use it more frequently in recipes than light brown sugar, but 

either will do.  Nutritionally, honey isn’t all that much better than sugars, 

and it’s also expensive, so I try to be conservative with it.  Molasses and 

maple syrup are a little better nutritionally, but they aren’t health foods.  

Use them sparingly.   

Meat.  It tastes really good, but you don’t need much.  Limit your portion 

sizes, enjoy it for special holiday meals, and otherwise go heavy on the 

vegetables.  

Prepared foods.  Try to steer clear of them.  That’s hard with condiments. 

Just be aware that many of the condiments you use have added sugar and 

salt in them.  I use canned soups in recipes, just not often.  When I do, I cut 

back on adding salt to the recipes.  I also occasionally use prepared 

mixes—for cakes and muffins, for example.  The mixes generally turn out 

good products and often are on sale.  That said, I prefer to bake from 

scratch as I can better control what goes into my baked items.  

Bread.  I like it.  Eating bread is a great pleasure, and bread has long been 

essential to life.  Nonetheless, eat bread in its whole-grain, less-processed 

forms.  And don't eat too much of it; a little whole-grain bread goes a long 

way toward filling you up.  For breadcrumbs, I sometimes use the kind that  
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come in a can, either whole-wheat or seasoned.  I also use stale bread— 

whole grain—that I crumble up.  The stale stuff isn’t “froufrou,” but it’s often 

available (especially if I have ends and pieces loitering in the refrigerator), 

avoids waste, and turns into something pretty good on top of casseroles 

and in meatloaves. 

Alcoholic Drinks and Cooking With Alcohol.  I don’t drink much.  In part, 

I don’t like the fact that alcohol is nutritionally empty and addictive.  Plus, 

I’m not much of a connoisseur and would rather spend my money on food 

and other things (ice cream and books come to mind).  Nonetheless, I do 

like mulled wine and sometimes make it or liqueurs for others, or, as my 

son (a cross-fit addict and non-drinker) once noted at Christmas time, 

“Mom’s making hooch.”  I also periodically use alcohol in cooking.  When 

you cook with alcohol most, but not all, of the alcohol will evaporate.  The 

longer you cook a dish, the more the alcohol will evaporate.   

Calories.  They aren’t bad.  They are a way of measuring the food—or 

fuel—your body needs.  I intended to include calorie counts for each recipe 

in the book and then decided against it.  My fear is that people will be 

guided by calorie counts and not by the nutritional value of the foods 

themselves.  Also, depending on the ingredients you use and the amounts 

of them, the actual food you make may have a somewhat different calorie 

count than what the recipes describe.  If you’d like to find out the number of 

calories in a dish, a large number of websites make that easy (such as 

www.caloriecount.com).  You plug in the amounts of the items you use and 

the number of servings to get the counts.  Nonetheless, rather than 

counting calories, I suggest limiting your portion sizes and including a 

variety of foods in your diet, with more emphasis on fruits, vegetables, and 

grains and less on meats and sweets. 

Ovens.  They aren’t all the same.  Microwaves also vary in terms of 

wattage and how they cook.  The times given in the recipes are what work 

for me with my oven (which tends to be a little slower than the norm) and
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my microwave.  You’ll need to check your foods to ensure that you’re

getting the degree of doneness you want.  Also use a food thermometer for

meats, if you can.  It’s the safest option, and you can get inexpensive food

thermometers at many stores or online.   

Nonstick cooking spray.  I use it routinely so that foods don’t stick.  I also

use a “misto” filled with olive oil.  The “misto” lets me add a light coating of

oil to pans and foods rather than glugs, saving money and calories. 

Parchment paper/aluminum foil.  I often line pans with parchment paper

or foil.  Yes, it’s more expensive than just using nonstick cooking spray.

Nonetheless, foil and parchment paper are useful for quick food release

and cleanup.  Foil also can do double duty.  If I line baking pans with foil—

for banana bread, for example—I wrap the baked goods for storage in the

same foil I used to line the pans.   

Kitchen gadgets.  You don’t need many gadgets or even a fancy stand

mixer.  I mostly use a whisk, wooden spoon, and spatula when I bake.  I do

use a hand-held electric mixer to whip egg whites (although you can do it

with a whisk or old fashioned egg beater) and a microplane zester to zest

citrus fruits.  My “misto” comes in handy to spray light coatings of olive oil.

Food processors and blenders are helpful, and I use my food processor

routinely.  The other kitchen item I use often—not really a “gadget,” in my

view—is a slow cooker, primarily because it can turn tough cuts of meat

meltingly soft and because meals can be prepared in advance and left to

cook while you do other things.  Bread and ice cream makers are great, but

they aren’t essential (well, maybe my ice cream maker is).  Although you

need to wash lettuce and other vegetables carefully, a salad spinner isn’t

necessary.  I do enjoy playing with mine (I need to get a life, I know), but

sometimes I just spread the greens (or other vegetables) on a paper towel

to dry, which also works fine.   
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