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			Morning Person: Wake~Up Call
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			When we rise each day, we have a choice to make. We can start the day with dread, feeling anxious and overwhelmed, or we can tap into God’s promises of peace and strength, allowing him to help reframe our day. We can lean in to his promise that his mercies are new every morning, trusting that he truly holds the future and has our best interest at heart.

			There are so many blessings to experience when our eyes stay fixed on him. When we meditate on these things, rather than our anxieties, we can face the day refreshed and expectant, knowing he is there to carry us if need be.

			Some mornings are made to be slow, when we can pour an extra cup of coffee and indulge in Carrot Cake Pancakes with Brown Sugar Cream Cheese Icing (this page). Other mornings have us dashing out the door after grabbing a Lemon Coconut Oat Muffin (this page). Regardless of which one you are experiencing, starting your day with filling your belly as well as your heart is a best practice.

			Let the morning bring me word of your unfailing love, for I have put my trust in you.

			Show me the way I should go,
for to you I entrust my life.

			Psalm 143:8

			Quite a few verses in the Bible mention the morning. Usually it is referenced in a positive way. Lamentations 3 talks about the steadfast love of the Lord, reminding us that his mercies are new every day. Psalm 30 encourages us to hang in there and rejoice through hard times because joy comes in the morning. There is something about the start of a new day—a sense of possibility and the chance to start over again. Maybe that is why so many people suggest beginning your day with prayer or time in Scripture. There seems to be so much potential for productivity as we start our days. Why start without our hearts and minds fixed on God?

			Well, maybe you were up late the night before, tossing and turning. Or your children love the sunrise just as much as you love the sunset. Maybe you pressed the snooze button on the alarm clock one too many times and now you’re haphazardly putting waffles in the toaster oven and packing lunch. Most mornings aren’t as romantic as people make them out to be on their morning routine reels.

			While you may not be able to light a scented candle and read your Bible in the wee hours of the morning, that doesn’t mean God can’t do a new thing in your life. Don’t get me wrong. There are some mornings where I do manage fifteen extra minutes for prayer before the rest of the house wakes up. But instead of beating myself up on the days when I can’t do that, I find another way. Maybe I take a minute to pray after Siena leaves for school, or I read a verse from the list I keep in my prayer journal before I hop on the first Zoom call of the day.

			I want God to know I am seeking him each and every day, first thing. I will no doubt encounter challenges throughout the day. There are many days when I must pray my way through the waves of emotions and anxiety that threaten to overtake me. Starting my morning with prayer is a way to make sure one challenging day doesn’t overshadow the next. My prayer most days is, Yesterday did not go as planned, but, Lord, I place today in your hands.

			In the morning, Lord, you hear my voice; in the morning I lay my requests before you and wait expectantly.

			Psalm 5:3

			The word expectantly rings in my ears. When we wait, confident in knowing that God will move, it changes everything. We begin the day with hope, mercy, and grace, instead of frustration, defeat, and confusion. Even if the rest of your morning is filled with rushed moments, lost shoes, or an email that threatens the trajectory of the day, God can still do a new thing. No matter how night threatens us, let’s move forward with the promise of the morning.

			 

			Dear Lord, walk with me throughout the day. Help me know that you are near and that circumstances of yesterday do not have to dictate today. If I feel off balance, please set my feet upon the rock. Help me give myself grace in the moments I feel like I am failing, and remind me of your mercy and kindness. Fill my heart with hope and expectancy instead of dread and defeat.

			Lemon Coconut Oat Muffins
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			Makes: 12 muffins | Prep: 15 minutes | Cook: 20 minutes | Inactive: 15 minutes

			My favorite thing about these muffins is the crunchy coconut topping. Coconut sugar has a more caramelized taste than granulated sugar. The subtle squeeze of lemon juice brightens up the batter, making the muffins a delightful morning treat!

			1½ cups quick-cooking rolled oats

			1 cup whole milk

			1 cup all-purpose flour

			½ cup plus 3 tablespoons unsweetened shredded coconut

			1¼ teaspoons baking powder

			½ teaspoon baking soda

			1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

			⅛ teaspoon kosher salt

			2 large eggs, lightly beaten

			¾ cup plus 2 tablespoons coconut sugar

			⅓ cup vegetable oil

			1 tablespoon freshly squeezed lemon juice

			2 teaspoons lemon zest

			
					
					Preheat the oven to 425˚F. Line a standard 12-cup muffin pan with paper or aluminum foil liners.

				

					
					In a large bowl, stir together the oats and milk until combined. Set aside to soften for 15 minutes.

				

					
					In a medium bowl, whisk together the flour, ½ cup of the shredded coconut, the baking powder, baking soda, cinnamon, and salt.

				

					
					Add the eggs, ¾ cup of the coconut sugar, the oil, lemon juice, and lemon zest to the soaked oats and mix well to combine. Add the dry ingredients and mix until well combined.

				

					
					Divide the batter among the lined cavities, filling each almost to the top of the liners.

				

					
					In a small bowl, stir together the remaining 3 tablespoons shredded coconut and remaining 2 tablespoons coconut sugar to combine. Sprinkle over the batter.

				

					
					Bake for 5 minutes and then, without opening the oven, lower the temperature to 350˚F and continue baking until a toothpick inserted into the center of a muffin comes out clean, about 15 minutes more.

				

					
					Let the muffins cool in the pan for 10 minutes before removing. Serve warm or at room temperature.

				

			

			More to Share Recipe

			
				Note

				You can substitute ½ cup of packed light brown sugar for the coconut sugar.

			

			Nutella Crescent Roll Breakfast Bake
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			Serves: 6 to 8 | Prep: 15 minutes | Cook: 30 minutes

			I am a big fan of make-ahead breakfasts, and this baked dish is great to have prepared as you head into the weekend. Nutella and strawberries make it feel more special than a weekday breakfast, but you can throw it in the oven when you wake up and it’ll be ready right before you head out for a day on the go.

			½ cup whole milk ricotta cheese

			¼ cup Nutella or chocolate hazelnut spread of your choice

			1¼ teaspoons ground cinnamon, divided

			2 (8-ounce) cans crescent rolls

			3 large eggs

			3 tablespoons heavy cream

			1 teaspoon vanilla extract

			3 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted

			1 tablespoon sugar

			¾ cup chopped strawberries

			
					
					Preheat the oven to 375˚F. Coat a 9 by 13-inch baking dish with nonstick cooking spray.

				

					
					In a medium bowl, whisk together the ricotta, Nutella, and ¼ teaspoon of the cinnamon until well combined.

				

					
					Remove the crescent rolls from the cans, unroll the dough, and cut along the perforated lines to make triangles. Place about 1 teaspoon of the Nutella mixture along the long side of each triangle, smoothing it across the top with the back of a spoon. Roll each triangle into a crescent and place them in the prepared baking dish, making two rows of eight rolls.

				

					
					In a medium bowl, whisk together the eggs, cream, and vanilla. Pour the mixture over the top of the rolls.

				

					
					Bake for 15 minutes.

				

					
					Meanwhile, in a small bowl, stir together the butter, sugar, and the remaining 1 teaspoon of cinnamon.

				

					
					Using a pastry brush, carefully brush the butter mixture over the partially baked rolls.

				

					
					Return to the oven and bake until the tops are golden brown and the rolls are set in the middle, about 15 minutes more. Cool for 5 to 10 minutes, then sprinkle the strawberries over the top and serve warm.

				

			

			
				Note

				The recipe, up to the baking, can be made the night before.

				Leftovers can be heated in the toaster oven or microwave.

			

			Have you ever gone through a time when you were just killing it? You were waking up every day, drinking water first thing, getting a workout in, being mindful of what you ate, and those habits left you feeling more energized and motivated as you effortlessly checked off your to-do list. You never wanted to fall out of this routine. Then came the morning when you woke up late or one of the kids caught the stomach flu. You missed a workout and started drinking more coffee than you should. One day of being off schedule turned into one week, and soon you not only were off track but also had no willpower to return.

			Most of us have been caught in this cycle more than we care to admit. We tell ourselves that it will always be too hard for us to start over again and that we will always fall short, so why even bother?

			As I waded through postpartum depression, I often struggled with these thoughts. I felt as if Siena was always crying and unhappy. It seemed like every time I would take her to the park or on an outing, she was fussy. Or I would plan to do the laundry and prep dinner during her nap, but that nap would never happen. I started staring out the kitchen sink window, resigning within myself that it would always be like this.

			When our days are overwhelming, we look for somewhere to place the blame. We start dwelling on the disappointing or challenging circumstances in front of us, and they take on a sort of permanency in our daily routine. This thought pattern becomes familiar and comfortable. We can get so deep in this cycle that even when circumstances change, we fail to recognize it because we are stuck. We forget that God’s mercies are new every morning and that we do not have to subscribe to the finality of our problems. This is where Satan wants us to be. He wants us to be like Israelites, wandering in the desert for forty years, forgetting about the manna and all the victories and deliverance God has offered along the way.

			But You, O Lord, be merciful and gracious to me, and raise me up, that I may requite them.

			By this I know that You favor and delight in me, because my enemy does not triumph over me.

			And as for me, You have upheld me in my integrity and set me in Your presence forever.

			Psalm 41:10–12, AMPC

			Let’s not be all-or-nothing in how we face our days but instead tap into the grace that God gives. Things might be slow, but thank God you are making small steps in waking up to face each day. Today, the baby may be fussy, your list of chores may go unchecked, and dinner might never happen, but tomorrow is a new day. And even if it feels as though you are making no progress or your business is stalling or your résumé is going unread, God is working where you cannot see. There is always a chance for restoration, reconciliation, and renewal. The devil would have you believe your circumstances are insurmountable, that the prison of your negative thoughts and emotions is where you belong. But Jesus says, “Bring them to me and let’s begin again.”

			 

			Dear Lord, fix my eyes on you today. Help me tune in to your words of encouragement, forsaking discouragement. Help me temper my emotions, knowing that this valley isn’t forever. My problems do not have the final say. You do.

			Jersey Bagel Egg Strata
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			Serves: 8 | Prep: 15 minutes | Cook: 1 hour | Inactive: 6 hours

			There is nothing better than Taylor ham, egg, and cheese on a New Jersey–made bagel. Or maybe you know it as a pork roll, egg, and cheese. This debate is as heated as asking two Italian Americans if their meatballs are in gravy or sauce on Sunday! No matter what you call it, this breakfast casserole will always hit close to home!

			8 slices of Taylor ham (or pork roll)

			10 large eggs

			2 cups whole milk

			2 tablespoons everything bagel seasoning

			1 teaspoon kosher salt

			½ teaspoon ground black pepper

			4 large plain bagels, cut in 1-inch cubes (about 6 cups)

			1½ cups shredded Cheddar cheese

			1 (8-ounce) package cream cheese, softened

			
					
					Heat a large skillet over medium heat. Add the Taylor ham in batches, and cook, turning once, until the edges are crisped, about 2 minutes per side. Transfer to a plate to cool, then cut into bite-size pieces.

				

					
					Meanwhile, in a large bowl, whisk together the eggs, milk, bagel seasoning, salt, and pepper until well combined.

				

					
					Spread the bagel cubes evenly in a 9 by 13-inch baking dish. Pour the egg mixture over the top, gently pressing the bagel cubes to make sure they’re coated with the egg mixture. Sprinkle the Cheddar cheese evenly over the top, then add dollops of cream cheese, about 1 tablespoon each, followed by the ham. Cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate for at least 6 hours, preferably overnight.

				

					
					Preheat the oven to 375˚F.

				

					
					Bake, uncovered, about 35 minutes.

				

					
					Remove from the oven and use the back of a spoon to carefully spread the cream cheese over the top of the casserole.

				

					
					Return to the oven and continue baking until the center is set and the edges begin to brown, about 15 minutes more. Let sit for 5 minutes before serving.

				

			

			
				Note

				If you want this to be true “Jersey” style, serve with a squeeze of ketchup! Unless you are like my husband Brian, who is from Pennsylvania and despises ketchup.

			

			Carrot Cake Pancakes

			with Brown Sugar Cream Cheese Icing
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			Makes: 10 pancakes | Prep: 20 minutes | Cook: 15 minutes | Inactive: 30 minutes

			A couple of years ago, I won Hallmark Channel’s Best Home Cook on its Home & Family show—one of the highlights of my career. After the contest, I was lucky enough to join them periodically for cooking segments throughout the next year. In one of my first episodes with them, I made these pancakes. They are perfect for a springtime brunch or Easter Sunday. The brown sugar and cream cheese icing make these pancakes a real treat!

			For the Pancakes

			3 medium carrots, peeled

			1½ cups all-purpose flour

			¼ cup granulated sugar

			1 tablespoon light or dark brown sugar

			1 teaspoon baking powder

			¼ teaspoon baking soda

			½ teaspoon fine sea salt

			½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

			¼ teaspoon ground ginger

			¼ teaspoon ground nutmeg

			1 cup whole milk

			2 large eggs

			1 teaspoon vanilla extract

			2 tablespoons unsalted butter

			2 tablespoons golden raisins, or more as desired

			For the Icing

			4 ounces cream cheese, softened

			½ cup confectioners’ sugar, plus more as needed

			3 tablespoons Brown Sugar Simple Syrup (this page)

			1 teaspoon lemon zest

			whole milk

			
					
					Make the pancakes: Using the large holes of a box grater, shred the carrots. You should have about 1 cup. Place them in a clean towel and squeeze out as much moisture as possible and set the carrots aside.

				

					
					In a medium bowl, whisk together the flour, granulated sugar, brown sugar, baking powder, baking soda, salt, cinnamon, ginger, and nutmeg.

				

					
					In a large bowl, whisk together the milk, eggs, and vanilla until well combined. Add the carrots and mix to combine. Then add the dry ingredients and mix to combine. Cover the bowl and refrigerate about 30 minutes.

				

					
					Meanwhile, Make the icing: In a small bowl, stir the cream cheese until it is uniformly soft and smooth. If needed, you can help the process along by microwaving the cream cheese for a few seconds at a time.

				

					
					Add the confectioners’ sugar, Brown Sugar Simple Syrup, and lemon zest and whisk until smooth. If you prefer a thinner icing, add milk, one teaspoon at a time. If the icing is too thin, add more confectioners’ sugar, by the teaspoon.

				

					
					To cook the pancakes, heat a large nonstick griddle or skillet over low heat. Add enough butter to coat the bottom. Working in batches, add ¼ cup batter for each pancake and sprinkle each with a few raisins. Cook until bubbles and little holes form in the pancake, 3 to 4 minutes. Turn and cook the other side. Add more butter to the pan as necessary.

				

					
					Drizzle the icing over the warm pancakes and serve immediately.

				

			

			
				Note

				To save time in the morning, you can shred and drain the carrots ahead of time and then refrigerate them in an airtight container.

			

			The peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

			Philippians 4:7, esv

			In church I would often hear people pray, Lord, please fill them with the peace that surpasses all understanding. I knew what the phrase meant, and I believed it. I knew God was always there. Prayer had been a daily part of my life, in good times as well as times when I needed help. However, it wasn’t until I experienced that peace in a moment of real crisis that I really did believe it with unyielding passion.

			When I got pregnant in my late twenties, I was happy and scared all at once. The first eighteen weeks, I was so sick that I could barely get out of bed. I couldn’t believe how incapacitated I was. Further into my second trimester, my symptoms began to subside. I traveled a little bit and continued working. When July approached, I had plans to unpack all my baby shower items, stock her room, clean out closets, and make freezer meals as my September due date drew nearer.

			On July 5, after feeling a sort of contraction that never eased up, I was admitted to the hospital. For two days, doctors checked and rechecked me, wondering why the baby appeared to be fine in ultrasounds while the heart monitors showed steady movement instead of the levels of variation they hoped to see.

			On the third morning

			
			
			
			
			
			 

			
			Olive and Tomato Egg Bake
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			Savory French Toast

			
				[image: ]
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
				
				
			

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			
				[image: ]

			Thank you to those of you who have been following along with DishItGirl for more than ten years. Your consistent encouragement has been so valuable. You have cheered me on to this point. I hope this book encourages your heart and helps you make memories with those you love. I am overjoyed to finally give you a tangible piece of my heart!

			A big thank you to Convergent and Penguin Random House for welcoming me into your family. I am so proud to be a part of a team with such heart! I know it takes many people to make a book come to fruition. From the marketing team to the copy editors and production, I am grateful for each one of you! I appreciate all the time and care that went into making sure this book was everything it has come to be.

			To my church family, thank you for your consistent prayers from childhood until now. So many of you helped in forming my faith and encouraged me to continue seeking God’s will for my life. You’ve come alongside my family in times when the valley has been present. And for the ladies who God has brought into my life more recently, thank you for encouraging me to keep leaning in to God’s purpose in my life.

			To my friends who are family, thank you for letting me cook for you in dorm rooms, my parents’ house, and eventually my family home. From watching our parents have coffee together while we played to now doing it with our own children, we have grown together and I know it is a unique gift.

			To Josie Sanchez, Ashley Schmidt, Grace Dutches, Jill Scarpa, Alyssa, and Tina Louise, thank you for helping me clean up my regular mess, haha! Josie and Tina, you made sure I broke out of my usual mom bun. Ashley, Grace, and Jill, thank you for giving this a girl a glow!

			Kathleen Kerr, I am convinced my proposal sat on my computer for years waiting for our paths to cross. I am so grateful to Jill and Steph at Christian Parenting for being sensitive to that little nudge God gave them and introducing us. I am quite certain you are an answer to prayer. What a gift to have someone in your corner who understands your God-given assignment. Thank you for advocating for me as well as guiding me through this process—along with all my panicked and not-so-panicked text messages!

			Derek Reed, thank you for pushing me beyond myself to be a more thoughtful writer. Helping me streamline my thoughts is not an easy task. You helped ensure that this book would speak into the lives of those who are meant to read it. Thank you for taking on this first-time writer with much patience and grace.

			Dawn Miller and Carrie Parente, I could never say thank you enough for your talent and time. Watching both of you cook was probably the best learning experience. I was consistently blown away watching you make my food even better and more beautiful. You instantly felt like family, and my kitchen often feels empty without you!

			Mike Krautter, what an honor to have you as part of this project. Thank you for lending not only your tremendous talent but also your heart. You didn’t just take a photo and move on. I watched as you put great care and thought into each dish. Beyond that, you guided me through the shoot process with such patience. Thank you for helping this come to life in a way I couldn’t have dreamed of!

			Anthony Contrino, this book is just about as much yours as it is mine. Yes, you are a phenomenal food and prop stylist and a meticulous project manager! However, it is your heart that supersedes all of this. You did not need to essentially take me under your wing. You devoted time to teach me about recipe writing for real, answered every question, and were a sounding board to my constant questioning. You kept encouraging me as things became challenging along the way in a way we didn’t foresee. This experience, as hard as it has been at times, was a dream because you were helping lead the way. You are not just a stylist or a project manager, but a true friend. It is going to be one of my greatest joys to wash dishes at your book shoot!

			To my extended family, from those who are around the corner to those who are cities and states away, perhaps you see yourself in photos. You are part of the memories that live in my heart. These memories created comfort, joy, and peace at different times in my life. This helped inspire my desire to continue our traditions. Nina and Nicole, thank you for being the family I celebrate with not only in the book but throughout life, always.

			Alena and Valentina, your “Ziti” loves you! One of my favorite memories will always be making you pancakes and raspberry oatmeal. I not so secretly love hearing your laughter and chaos behind me as I clean up at the kitchen sink. One of my reasons for having Sunday dinners and everything in between is seeing you together with Siena. Although the three of you will grow older, making you chicken cutlets never will!

			To Danielle, Mikey, Katie, Kevin, and Nick—my OG and forever taste testers. Thank you for filling my table and life with so much pure joy. I am so proud of all your personal accomplishments, but above all else how you share in the commitment of keeping us together—that you take planes, trains, and whatever else to make it back to the table. Even if it sometimes must be gluten-free, carb-free, or whatever it is that month.

			To my dad, the infamous “Bucky.” My most treasured title is “You’re Bucky’s daughter.” Thank you for taking me along to every bakery, deli, “hole in the wall,” and everywhere in between. You’re such a wonderful partner to Mom, as you’ve worked together to create the many memories we have at home. Thank you for always buying way too many pastries and “too much” antipasto. But most of all, thank you for making sure our meals never start without a prayer. For you know that is where the true legacy lies. Now my family and I have a gift that is everlasting.

			To my mother, who dedicated her life to her family in every way possible and who served without knowing it was ministry. Your continued selflessness was the biggest lesson in motherhood I could have. Every dinner you put on the table during the week and beyond keeps us coming together even now. You created traditions that yielded lasting memories. You opened your home consistently in an effort to give us family and a sense of togetherness. And I say effort because I know now that it takes intentional effort. Your work was not wasted. Your table is now always full. Look at the pictures, look at this book—it is not just “my” work as you have stated, but it is inspired by you and happened because you worked with me.

			Brian and Siena, you are the gift that God has given me, the family that I prayed for. I could not love you both more. Siena, you are the best little sous-chef and the food critic Mommy needs. Brian, we all know you totally won the lottery with me. However, one could say I am extremely blessed to have you by my side for this life. You will always be my favorite team to work with, and the people whom I love to cook for. Most of all, you’re the ones I love building this life with.

			
				
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]

			

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			About the Author

			
				[image: Author photo of Dina Deleasa-Gonsar]
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