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Dedicated to those searching for their religion,  

whatever that might mean.



Author’s Note

Some names and locations have been changed 

 for the privacy of the individuals.
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 They Have Jesus, We Have Lasagna

Growing up in a Catholic household was as glamorous as 
one would imagine: it was Sundays at Mass harmoniously 
singing hymns with the family, going to the monthly potluck 
and winning the pie-eating contest, and the rare moment with 
God when one sees the light and is guided on the path to righ-
teousness. Or, at least, that’s what television and the movies 
wanted people to think. Unfortunately, for my older brother 
and three sisters and me, our mother was a second-genera-
tion Catholic, which meant she cared about religion only on 
major holidays or after the occasional near-death experience, 
at which point the power of the Eucharist rapidly flooded 
her veins once again. My father was always the skeptic. He 
thought religion was just a way for the church to make money 
and for the priests to live their lavish priestly lives, or for the 
local Salvation Army Christmas bell-ringers to use donations 
to buy gifts for their kids.

Regardless of where my mother fell on the Jesus-is-real 
spectrum during a given week, she prepared large family 
meals every Sunday. This was a tradition my mother learned 
when she grew up attending church regularly: holy rolling 
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and then pasta rolling. For us, this meal was our Sunday Mass, 
but instead of listening to passages from the Bible, singing 
hymns, or listening to sermons meant to teach us a lesson, we 
usually just brought to the table our deep-rooted issues from 
the week and tried to pretend everything was okay for as long 
as we could. It was a bit like a confessional, only there was no 
redemption of our souls and the chance of finding a long hair 
in our teeth was fifty-fifty.

We celebrated our Sunday Mass in a few different cathe-
drals over the years, never losing the purpose despite multiple 
moves. The most challenging services were held in our West 
Bennett Street basilica in Kingston, Pennsylvania, which was 
the last place we crammed all seven people in my family into 
one home. We rented one half of the duplex, which meant we 
had about one thousand square feet and three bedrooms to 
ourselves. We moved there when I was around six years old. 
We lived in this monastery from when I was in first grade up 
until our landlord sold the place to a hairdresser and turned 
it into a hair salon, or until freshman year of high school, 
depending on how you keep track of life events. My brother 
and I shared a room, my three sisters were together, and my 
parents had the last bedroom. The close proximity allowed for 
tight-knit bonding between everyone.

While my mother readied the Sunday meal for her fam-
ily of seven, the rest of us were occupied trying to secure the 
seats we thought we deserved, nearly tearing each other’s eyes 
out in the process. My siblings and I would jockey for posi-
tion the second we heard those powerful words yelled from 
the kitchen: “Dinner’s done! Hurry your asses up!” My father 
always sat at the head of the table with a newspaper in hand, 
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the king on his throne, the bishop who doesn’t involve him-
self in the Mass. My mother perched up closest to the stove 
because she knew none of us would help set the table, bring 
out food, or check to make sure the oven was turned off.

I usually made it to the kitchen first, using one arm to keep 
my siblings at a distance while grabbing the chair nearest my 
mother. If I was close enough to her, she might scoop the lasa-
gna for me, decreasing the effort needed to get the food from 
the hot pan to my gullet.

“Jesus, Patrick! Take it easy,” my mother would often say.
Though a second-generation Catholic, my mother had 

a first-generation attitude toward horseplay: she had no 
patience for it. Unfortunately for her, we were third genera-
tion and didn’t care one bit.

Our West Bennett Street duplex had the added benefit of 
a laundry area. It just so happened that it was in the kitchen; 
the washer and dryer were next to the table where we ate. This 
meant we either had to try to ignore the metal zippers and 
shirt buttons clanging as they turned in the dryer or listen to 
my parents fight about turning the machine off.

After my family and I settled in at the dinner table, we 
didn’t waste time with head bowing or hymn singing. Instead, 
we got right to work on one another.

“You know, Jesus probably played around when he was a 
kid,” my brother, Paul Jr., jabbed one time.

“None of you are the son of God. If you were, you might be 
allowed to,” my mother refuted.

“Phyl, turn off the dryer,” my father ordered.
“Patrick needs his uniform!” my mother shouted over the 

loud humming noise.
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My father either read the paper or watched football while 
we ate, depending on what season it was. I viewed reading the 
newspaper as the most grown-up thing you could do, because 
I’d seen movies and comics where the father sat at the table 
catching up on current events while the mother poured orange 
juice. But now I know he just did it so that he had an excuse 
not to pay attention when things got testy at the dinner table.

“Jesus isn’t even real,” Jenny, my oldest sister, said in 
response to my mother’s comment.

Jenny is four years older than me and three years younger 
than our brother, who is the oldest sibling.

“What? What do you mean Jesus isn’t real? You don’t 
believe in Jesus? You hear this, Paul?” my mother asked my 
father, perplexed.

“Yeah, he’s made up,” Rachel, my third-oldest sibling, 
added.

“Paul, you hearing this?” my mother asked in disbelief.
My father grunted and turned the page. For some reason, 

it seemed that my mother had forgotten that she hadn’t taken 
us to church since our youngest sister, Hannah, was bap-
tized about seven years prior. In my mother’s defense, I will 
admit that we were all baptized. Apparently, she thought the 
mere act of being dunked in holy water at the ripe age of four 
months made us believers. The reality was that she gave up on 
church when she realized taking five kids and a religious skep-
tic to Mass weekly would be a nightmare that she wouldn’t be 
able to wake up from.

“We haven’t been to church. Why would we believe?” 
Rachel asked.
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“That’s what it’s all about. Faith. Have faith,” my mother 
responded as she started to look more aggravated than normal.

“How can we have faith in something we know nothing 
about?” Paul Jr. added.

“I spent good money on your tiny suit for you to get your 
Communion. You better believe in Jesus, or you owe me 
money,” my mother responded firmly.

“You mean Hay-zeus, the guy that works at Gerrity’s? 
Yeah, I believe in him,” Paul Jr. said, sarcastically referencing 
an employee at our grocery store.

“Paul, do you believe this?” my mother said to my father.
He folded the top of the paper down and looked across at 

my mother, giving her a look only she understood.
“I can’t hear over the dryer,” he said from behind the paper.
“Thank you,” she said in response to his acknowledgment.
At our dinner table, a spark harbored from built-up pres-

sure led to an explosion. Sparks came from the subtlest of 
actions: a casual remark here or there, someone looking at you 
the wrong way, a comment from last week that someone just 
remembered. Or, a comment about the food.

“Lasagna’s good, Phyl,” my father grunted.
“A little dry,” Paul Jr. observed.
My mother’s eyes widened to their fullest extent as she 

responded, “Dry? Okay.”
My mother was many things: a great cook, a decent shot 

at Duck Hunt, an expert in Sonic the Hedgehog trivia, and a 
professional curse-word linguist. She was not, however, a per-
son who took kindly to feedback of any kind. You were better 
off shoving your hand in a blender than revealing any level of 
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Mom’s Lasagna

Ingredients:

1 can of the most acidic tomato sauce you can find
1 box of half-used self-cooking lasagna noodles from 2005
1 bunch of fresh basil that’s been bruised from the grocery 
packer with an attitude
1 tablespoon dried basil
1 tablespoon dried oregano
1 tablespoon dried marjoram
2 tablespoons honey that’s turned solid and is nearly impossible 
to squeeze out
1 pound sweet Italian sausage
1 package whole-milk ricotta (they don’t make ricotta from 
nut milk; get over it)
1 package mozzarella cheese grated by a machine in a factory 
(preferably completely dried out)
1/3 cup of snippy remarks about how no one ever helps

Method:

1. Accept that your children are no good and won’t help with 
the making of this meal.
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