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The Future of
the Feast
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Can We Last Without the Feast?

We as a culture rarely feast since we have moved away from cor-
porate eating to private eating. We do recognize the feast of
Thanksgiving and the Fourth of July, not our best eating day.
The rest of our holidays are connected with our religious com-
mitments. We have few cultural feasts in our time.

What is a culture? Webster’s definition is helpful here.
“Culture is the integrated pattern of human knowledge, belief,
and behavior that depends upon man’s capacity for learning and
transmitting knowledge to succeeding generations.” A culture,
as I see it, is based upon a group of people held together by com-
mon memories. Language or race or ethnicity are not really the
issues, our own nation being a perfect example of a common
memory being shared by many persons of diverse racial and eth-
nic backgrounds.

The Future of the Feast 79



In his Chruwtianity and Culture, T. S. Eliot offers this insight:
“If we take culture seriously, we see that a people does not need
merely enough to eat (though even that is more than we seem
able to ensure) but a proper and particular cuisine: one symptom
of the decline of culture in Britain is indifference to the art of
preparing food. Culture may even be described simply as that
which makes life worth living. And it is what justifies other peo-
ples and other generations in saying, when they contemplate
what remains and the influence of an extinct civilisation, that it
was worth while for that civilisation to have existed.”

Cooking and eating may not be simply a means of existing,
but feasting is one of the things that makes existing at all worth-
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THE MEMORY OF FEASTING

while.

Feasting 1s also closely related to memory. We eat certain things
in a particular way in order to remember who we are. Why else
would you eat grits in Madison, New Jersey? I am Norwegian
by blood and every Christmas Eve we feast on lutefisk. I hate
lutefisk but on Christmas Eve I must remember who I am, and
my background.

We pass the memories of our past history on to our children
through the feast, the memorable meal. Feasting is the very best
way we have of helping the next generation understand their
own heritage. For those of us who were born during World War
I, a time of sugar ration stamps and little meat, a sugar feast
might be in order. For those grandchildren who heard stories of
their grandma keeping the family alive with little other than
cornmeal, a fried cornmeal mush feast is called for. That was my
grandma. For those who fled China during difficult times, the
New Year’s Feast becomes a method of keeping generations
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attached to one another through the images of certain foods and
the memories they bring forth.

Consider your own childhood. Think of the very best times
that you shared with your family and I am sure that the dining-
room table will come to mind. Remember the smell of the
kitchen. Close your eyes and smell those aromas, those memo-
ries. The brain remembers odors and smells and scents better
than just about anything else. Lin Yutang, the great philosopher,
put it this way: “What is patriotism except the memories of the
good things that we ate as a child?”

Where am I going with all of this? It is simple. If by culture
we mean those common memories that hold a group of people
together, and if we see that feasting and memory are directly
related, then the best way to pass on our culture is through the
meal, the feast.

If a culture ceases to feast, and ours nearly has, will it cease
to be a culture? I think so. As a matter of fact, I am terrified that
we may lose our young to the fast-food game. /¢ is very obvious that
TV dinners have no memorces! None whatsoever! How does it feel
to know that someday your grandson may very well ask your
great-grandson, “Do you want to know what your great-grand-
mother used to defrost for us?” You see, it does not work.
Nothing will be remembered in terms of the family history, in
terms of the culture, in terms of the appreciation of a people-

hood.

Incarnational Theology and the Table

How far should we go with the feasting? Genesis claims that
when God created the earth He/She looked at it and declared it
to be good. Very good indeed, especially the foods. The Psalms
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The Seasonal Feast

In very early times great seasonal feasts were held. At the end of
a good summer a feast was held as a thanksgiving. When the
new spring arrived a feast of welcome was prepared. After all,
the people had lived through the dead of winter and a party
needed to be called forth. There were feasts of plenty and feasts
of want, but in each case the feasts marked the history and pas-
sage of a people.

In our time seasonal feasts cease to be so important since we
no longer know seasons in terms of our food sources. I can buy
strawberries in January and artichokes and mushrooms all year-
round. Since we no longer see seasonal food trends we cease to
have seasonal feasts. This may turn out to be a great loss. I think
it better to celebrate the strawberry at the height of the local
berry growing season than to offer my family inferior berries
from some other clime all of the year-round. They will never
understand the flavor and the festival behind that grand season
that [ knew as a boy. Back then my mother would give me a lit-
tle wooden box and take me out to a berry field. She would work
and pick for us, as she always did, and then she would ask me
what I had in my little box. “Three!” I could say . . . but my lips
were very stained with the redness of that precious season.

I suppose that historically feasting was also a response to
famine. A feast was held when we were about to embark upon a
terrifying season, and a feast was held when we had somehow
managed to live through a terrifying season. In our time we feel
that we have solved the problem of technical famine and we now
eat out of spiritual hunger and loneliness. I don’t see much dif-
ference between that and plain old famine.
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