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Dedication

To my mom, the modern-day Julia Child who let me use her dining room table to host my first dinner parties
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Introducing a Self-Help Cookbook
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I love to party, what can I say? And while I truly mean that in every sense of the word, it’s especially relevant here when it comes to a dinner party. The joy and passion I find in cooking is only partly satiated by creating delicious food. The bigger chunk of magic is getting to share all that delicious food as an ephemeral experience with others. Forgive me as I become a name-dropping monster for a minute, but I’ve spent the last two years throwing the wildest dinner parties with the wildest guests. Imagine Alex Edelman and Miz Cracker having a friendly philosophical debate while sharing meatballs. Imagine Doug Emhoff and Brian Derrick discussing rising antisemitism in America as they schmear bagels. Imagine the entire cast of The Real Housewives of New York City yelling at one another with mouths full of frittata. Imagine Benj Pasek and Shoshana Bean breaking out in song while enjoying a nice piece of salmon. Imagine Modi and Judy Gold jotting down jokes that landed well at the table in between bites of cake. Imagine Katie Couric and Jenji Kohan cross-referencing what shows they’ve been bingeing while passing around the carrots. Imagine Benny Blanco and Selena Gomez cozying up with a big bowl of matzo ball soup as we sing the Four Questions at Seder. The wildest part is that I don’t have to because all these moments actually happened when writing this book and will forever be burned into my memory! This is all to say that gathering people at a table over a home-cooked meal is my ideal way to create meaningful memories that deepen connection.

So, I’m going to warn you now that this introduction reads kind of like a self-help book, because whether you like it or not, you just bought a self-help book. Surprise! Don’t get me wrong—I’m not going to promise you woo-woo spiritual enlightenment (and that’s not shade, since I’m VERY into woo-woo), but you chose this cookbook with a very specific goal in mind. You could have picked up any other cookbook that would give you delicious recipes. But you didn’t. You chose a guide to throwing a dinner party. That’s an intention to not just hone your cooking skills, but to do it through hospitality and building community. And that right there is not just a gift to everyone at your table, but a powerful act of self-improvement.

I need community like I need air. But it doesn’t come as easily as breathing. My learning curve began in high school when I hosted my first dinner party for some friends, armed with printouts of Ina Garten’s recipes for ratatouille and Parmesan polenta. While the recipes were solid, my execution was not. The ratatouille was perfumed with the stale dried herbs from my pantry that had expired many years prior. The polenta was cooked way too far in advance, congealing into gloopy slop on the plate. But none of that mattered. It was the first time this group of teenagers had a home-cooked meal made by one of their peers. We got to cosplay as adults, talking about life, and first loves, and the intense feeling of being on the cusp of adulthood. To my surprise, after I cooked for people, it seemed that they liked me more, so I liked me more. That holds true to this day, and I can trace my love of cooking, recipe creation, and hosting back to that first gathering—nothing is quite as soul-filling as inviting people over and feeding them a meal that you cooked yourself, with love.

But let me back up a moment.

I’d always struggled with feelings of not being worthy of friends or love. The confident Jake you see on social or in these pages today is not the Jake I was in high school! I was a shy boy struggling with my weight and sexuality at the same time, all while juggling to figure out how to build the community I so desperately craved. That dinner party was the first time my doubting inner voice was silenced. By building my own table, I felt as if I finally found where I belonged. So, I doubled down and began spending all my free time watching Food Network and experimenting in the kitchen. A dull humming in the back of my mind slowly grew to a symphony singing in my ears that the only option was to go to culinary school. I have always been one to fantasize, with the added delusion that no matter what the fantasy was, I needed to make it a reality. Naturally, I only applied to one college and that was the Culinary Institute of America, kicking off the road that led me here today, living out my dream one recipe at a time.

And while this is a story with a happy ending, it didn’t end there. My craving for community never waned. Recipe development and cooking was my calling, but I was truly my happiest and most confident when I was entertaining—and Shabbat became my gateway to practice the art of doing just that. This ancient Jewish ritual involves taking Friday night to Saturday night as a day of rest, unplugging from the world and channeling all your energy toward those you love, including yourself. At a time when everyone is facedown in their phones, experiencing an epidemic of loneliness and placing all worth in the validation of either strangers or acquaintances online, Shabbat is the antidote. I’ve always said extending hospitality to others is the fastest way to turn strangers into friends and friends into family. And while my journey to discovering the value of hospitality was rooted in Shabbat, it didn’t end there—and it may look different for you. Through hosting Shabbat dinners I discovered firsthand the magic of a dinner party. But dinner parties shouldn’t be limited to Shabbat, and they don’t have to feel daunting.

If you want to build a community and feel the joy of authentic personal connection, then throwing a dinner party is for you! Before you start writing your grocery list (which I’ve done for you, by the way—more on that later), I want you to start with this affirmation: The intention of welcoming people into my home, where I get to be my most authentic self, and nourishing them is a powerful expression of both hospitality and self-care. The how is definitely important (and trust me, I will guide you through every step), but it is not as crucial as the very act of entertaining itself. In other words, you don’t have to turn into Martha Stewart overnight, but you very well may end up following in her footsteps. All you have to do is ignore the thoughts that pop into your head that your table is too small to host or you’re too tired to entertain, or you don’t even know how to cook a full meal. To put it simply, get over yourself and just do it.

And this is where I come in! My mission has always been to inspire your confidence in the kitchen through recipes that make you feel like you can cook anything. Because you can. The greatest joy I get from my work is the constant stream of messages I get from all of you expressing gratitude for the first cake recipe that made you feel like a successful baker, or the weeknight pasta that your kids now request constantly, or the holiday brisket that has now become your family’s choice for celebrating every year. It’s why I do what I do. And now it’s time to step it up. Making one recipe is good, but I’m writing this book to give you all the other recipes that go well with that perfect dish. I’m writing this book to teach you how to manage your time, so everything is hot and ready at the same time. I’m writing this book to help you minimize any stress, so you can actually enjoy your guests, the whole reason you’re throwing a party!
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Let’s Party

As a seasoned dinner party pro, I’ve spent the last two years hosting the wildest gatherings and perfecting over one hundred recipes, broken into sixteen menus, to satisfy an array of party possibilities for every desired vibe. They range from simple menus that make it easy to entertain when you don’t have the luxury of extra time (like That Was Tonight?) to more involved celebrations, including holiday menus for Thanksgiving and Passover. Each menu is designed to be enjoyed in one sitting, if desired—the appetizers complement the sides, which complement the mains, and the dessert is designed as a natural finish to the meal you’ve just enjoyed. Everyone will enjoy, and—I assure you—no one will leave hungry!

This book is for everyone, no matter your experience or comfort in the kitchen, and you can start wherever you see fit! Each menu comes with a grocery list with everything you will need to cook the entire menu, as well as a prep list to give you guidance on what you can prep ahead to make sure everything goes smoothly the day or night of. (You’re welcome: I’m giving you your Thanksgiving grocery list and timeline on lock.) I’ve broken down the grocery lists based on category, so you can cross-reference your pantry and spice drawer before heading to the store. The prep lists are broken down by how far in advance you can knock out each task. Look at the list and make it work with your schedule to ensure everything gets done, but on your time!

Each menu will tell you how many it feeds, and know that portions are generous with the intention that all your hard work should be rewarded with leftovers. Each recipe has an individual breakdown of how far it can be prepped or even finished in advance, with notes on reheating and even guidance on how long leftovers will last.

I can confidently say that this book is my pride and joy, distilling years of hosting into a streamlined guide just for us! I say us, because we’re in this together. You’ll see I use we often in the recipe headnotes because I want you to feel like I’m right in the kitchen with you. All the extra details in this book are to help remind you that I believe in you, and you’ve got this. We’ve got this! I promise you, all this time will be well worth it. There’s nothing more beautiful than bringing friends and family together around the table—it’s time to start cooking and gathering for our souls.

The Food

Hospitality without breaking bread is hardly hospitality. For me it’s about abundance. It’s about putting the time and energy into preparing a delicious feast to experience this care tangibly with your senses. I want to see the mountain of pasta. I want to smell the aromas of freshly baked bread. I want to feel the juices of ripe tomatoes dripping down my chin. I want to hear the crunch of crackers and nuts from a cheeseboard cut through all the chatter and laughter. I want to taste the meal cooked with so much love that I smile until it hurts.

When you make the decision to invite people into your home for a meal, that is a special occasion. It should be treated as such. Go the extra mile with sourcing ingredients. Make sure you serve portions that go even beyond everyone feeling satiated. Take the time to prepare each recipe with the attention it deserves. We’re rethinking the way we approach hosting, shifting any feelings of stress or burden into the affirmations of joy and privilege. It’s not easy, but the best things in life never are. That’s why I developed every menu with the tips and tricks I’ve picked up from years of easy entertaining to help you feed a passion for hospitality. I’m still going to challenge you. I find that the easiest way to make your community feel special is to make project recipes for them. This doesn’t mean they’re necessarily difficult; rather, they’re dishes that shift away from the normal culinary lexicon to emphasize that this gathering is a celebration, no matter the occasion.

You don’t have to do this alone. Both in the figurative sense because I’m here to talk you through the entire way, but also literally. This book is a guide to being the consummate dinner party host who cooks everything, soup to nuts. If that’s you, we’ve got this and you’re going to crush it. But know that if you want to tackle these menus with your significant other, friends, or family, by all means divide and conquer. Part of this journey is discovering how you can best show up to your own table, whether having accomplished everything by yourself or with support—both are equally miraculous. It can also mean outsourcing some of the components or dishes as you seem fit. Maybe store-bought focaccia is fine for pasta night or a cake from your favorite bakery is how you want to end Steak ’n’ Cake dinner. All options are valid, and you are the master of your own domain (as in, your kitchen). I will call out often which recipes I say you can skip, options for ingredient swaps, and ways you can customize menus, but you are in the driver’s seat. I’m creating the structure for how I throw a dinner party with everything you need to know to re-create it. But I am always giving you permission to make it your own. Take these guides and adjust them to work for your life. It’s the only way you can build a positive relationship with hospitality. Good food is the best pairing with good company. It’s your job to look inside and figure out how you can provide both to those you love while being able to enjoy it all yourself.

The Booze

One thing I’m not doing is suggesting wine pairings with every menu. It’s not that I don’t support wine at the shared table, but I don’t like to prescribe anything but the recipes—my suggestion is to serve what you enjoy. This is also a really nice thing for guests to bring if they don’t want to show up empty-handed, but you have the meal covered. I’ll always tell my guests to just bring themselves, but when they insist, I ask them to bring a bottle of something they love to drink. That could be wine, liquor, soda, or flavored seltzer, and it makes the night so much better. Instead of pushing what I think should be sipped with dinner, they’re enjoying a glass of their favorite beverage. This also passes on sommelier duties to your guests, who now get to wax poetic about their favorite Sauvignon Blanc they bought three cases of on vacation in New Zealand or the craft gin they’re gaslighting you into believing won’t give you a hangover. That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have a backup. I have a bar cart filled with everything from Manischewitz and orange wine to gluten-free vodka and every color of tequila. It becomes almost a take-a-bottle-leave-a-bottle situation, creating the baseline that everyone has options and can trade up whenever they want. For cocktails, I’m stocked up with tonic, soda, lemons, limes, and some nice ice from those fancy silicone trays. Let your thirstiest guest step in as bartender, shaking up whatever libations the crowd wants. Oh, and always have some nostalgic sodas. No matter what vintage wine is on the table, an offer of Fresca or Dr. Brown’s Black Cherry is always met with the most excitement. All gatherings and groups are different, so read the room and plan accordingly. No matter what you’re serving, just be sure to toast the occasion.

The Table

You can go as wild as you want, but for me the best decor for a table is overflowing platters of gorgeous food. Past that, live your truth. If you love flowers, pick up a bouquet or set out some bud vases that fit with the season. Personally, I love a dried flower arrangement that won’t just die on me and can be reused. Throw in some candles for ambiance and you’ve got a tablescape to be proud of. Don’t overthink it! I’m not trying to discourage you if you want to make hand-painted place cards or peacock-shaped folded napkins. The internet is a wonderful, scary place where you can teach yourself almost anything! I just don’t want you to think that is what you need to host. The barrier for entry is cooking a meal and inviting your loved ones. Everything else is just the icing.

Don’t have enough plates? Use disposable. Don’t have a big enough table? Use it as a buffet and let your guests settle all around your home. You get to set the rules, so make them work in your favor. You’ll notice there are no soup recipes in this book other than a matzo ball for Passover, which is wild because soup is my life force. That was a conscious decision because between dinner and dessert plates, I do not have the dishwasher space to add bowls to the mix. Preserving my peace of mind is always priority and it must be yours, too. If the cooking is already stressing you out, don’t let the table be the straw that breaks the camel’s back. As you become a seasoned entertaining pro, challenge yourself to set the scene. But let that be part of the journey and don’t set out to reach your destination night one. You live and you host and you learn, adapting your rituals for how they can best fit into your life and space. Now take a deep breath and let’s say together: Everything looks gorgeous and I’m proud of this table in whatever form it takes!

The Music

As for music to set the tone, here, too, I’m not going to dictate a set playlist. Trust me, you don’t want that from me! First off, I prep in silence. It might seem weird and counterintuitive to finding the joy in cooking, but I treat the process like a meditation. The sounds of chopping and repetitive movements of stirring or whisking keep me grounded in the present and full of gratitude for the meal ahead. But more importantly, music is so personal and, much like wine, people would always rather stick to what they like. My Spotify Wrapped for the last few years will show you that my most-listened-to album has typically been Slut Pop by Kim Petras, only dethroned this past year by Charli XCX’s Brat. I could be wrong, but something tells me hyperpop isn’t the vibe for your roast chicken dinner. Find a chill playlist to set the mood and just make sure the volume doesn’t compete with the chatter of your guests. Maybe a little lofi moment is all you need, or you can curate something a little more specific to your musical preferences. Just don’t let it add any stress—there’s always a guest who’s willing to step in and play DJ.

The Invitations

This should probably come first, before all the other components, because we’re looking to share good food, drinks, and music with those we love. Extending hospitality is vulnerable. It’s just as intimate to extend the invitation to someone as it is for them to accept it. I’ll first tell you that I’m big on absolutes, so if you’re inviting someone, tell them you’d love to have them not if you’re around and want to come. You want your guests to feel wanted because that’s the reason you’re throwing a dinner party. Now, this doesn’t mean you need to send a Paperless Post for every occasion. It just means there should be some formality. Maybe you have a set date that works for your schedule, or maybe you have the group that you want to host and need to discuss when everyone is available. Once you know that, communication is key. Everyone should get a message, whether by text, email, DM, or carrier pigeon, with the date, time, address, and asking for any dietary restrictions. When they ask, “What can I bring?” you can hit them with an emphatic nothing!, or you can
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