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One thing I’ve learned while working with 
children and families through our School-
Based Family Support program is that 
families are stressed. Parents work long 
hours, they worry about finances, and 
everyone’s schedule is filled with 
activities. One mother of students I work 
with even works three part-time jobs.  

After meeting with this single 
mom, I learned that the kids 
are in before-care and after-
care at school, and that 
often, they eat dinner in the 
car on their way to the 
mother’s third job, where the 
kids help her to clean offices. 
The stressful schedule was 
taking its toll.  The children’s 
grades suffered and the 
teachers started to notice 
behavior problems.  

With so much going on, 
families can find it difficult to 
sit down to eat together, but the simple 
act of eating a family meal can have 
significant and far-reaching benefits for 
children, and for tweens it can be even 
more important.  

The Tween Years 

The tween years can be so stressful under 

the best of circumstances.  Children’s 

bodies begin to change during this period.  

They may still feel like a child on the 

inside, but because they look older on the 

outside, others, parents, teachers, 

friends, and the opposite sex, may start 

to treat them differently.  

They can often feel betrayed by, and even 

unable to control, their own bodies. They 

may start to worry more about their 

appearance, and eating disorders can 

start to develop at this age. Peer 

pressure begins to increase at this stage 

as they just want to fit in, and they 

become susceptible to negative 

influences like smoking, criminal 

mischief, and bullying. 

During these crucial years, the home 

and family must be lifted up as the 

place where a child feels safe, loved 

and accepted. Building in time for a 

family meal helps show them that the 

family is the place where they are 

wanted, honored, valued, and “enough,” 

just the way they are. 

Continued on page 2.  
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“A daily family meal doesn’t 

have to be anything fancy. There 

doesn’t have to be a set table or 

elaborately cooked food. All it 

needs to be is consistent and 

family-centered.” 

http://www.CatholicCharitiesCamden.org/YearOfTheFamily
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Making Time for Family Meals 
Continued from page 1. 

A FEW FAMILY MEAL IDEAS 

 Make the mealtime consistent and 

sacred. If family mealtime is an everyday 

occurrence and is not optional for 

anyone, your children won’t see it as a 

burden or an obligation. It will simply 

become a part of their daily routine. 

 Get your children involved in the meal 

process.  Children can set the table or 

help prepare simple foods. 

 Have each child share something about 

their day. It’s important that each person 

at the table has the opportunity to share. 

Consider using ice breakers, such as 

asking for the best and worst parts of the 

day. Ask someone to tell a joke they like, 

etc. Parents must also participate. Make 

it fun! 

 Focus on one another and not on the 

food. Avoid making family mealtime a 

chore where children are pressured to 

“clean their plates.” By putting the focus 

on ‘finishing’ everything on the plate, 

parents are not allowing children to trust 

their own sense of being satiated. Food 

and mealtime can then be viewed as a 

pressure-filled event. 

 On the weekends when there is more 

time, consider making mealtime longer 

and more special. Get the kids more 

involved or prepare food they’ll look 

forward to. 

 Don’t eat in front of the TV. It is so easy 

to tune out and disconnect. It is about 

building connections, and forming a 

lasting bond. 

 Be present to one another. Pay attention 

to what your children say. Really listen. 

It’s amazing what you will learn. 
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After meeting with the family who 

gobbled their meal in the car, I asked the 

mother whether it would be possible to 

carve out just ten minutes when they 

arrive at work in the evening to sit and 

eat together. Ten minutes of calm, ten 

minutes they could count on, when they 

can look at each other, talk and share 

food.  

They tried it. While the family still has 

their stressors and things aren’t perfect 

at school, I began to receive fewer 

reports of behavior problems from the 

teachers. 

Benefits of a Daily Meal 

There are so many benefits to families 

who share a meal together. Here are just 

a few: 

 Children develop a sense of 

connection, belonging, and self-

esteem when they are with a parent 

who is present and engaged. This 

relationship is critical during the 

tween years since kids will turn to 

the ones they are connected to 

when things get hard for them.  

 People make time for what is 

important to them. When families 

eat together, children get the 

message that family is important, 

and that they are important to the 

family. 

 Being with their family alleviates 

feelings of stress, anxiety and 

isolation that children may 

experience at school or in other 

social settings. 

 Kids at this age are notorious for not 

opening up to their parents. Just by 

being in their presence each day, 

parents can pick up on the things 

kids aren’t saying; the verbal and 

non-verbal cues they’re giving, their 

moods, their habits, and any 

warning signs of potential problems. 

 Family meals provide structure and 

consistency to everyone’s daily 

routine. 

 It is an opportunity for children to 

learn family history, what their 

parents’ day and life is like, and 

what the family’s values are. 

A daily family meal doesn’t have to be 

anything fancy. There doesn’t have to be 

a set table or elaborately cooked food. 

All it needs to be is consistent—and 

family-centered. 

Colleen McCay is a licensed clinical social 
worker with Catholic Charities’ School-
Based Family Support program, which 
counsels at-risk students in schools 
within the Diocese of Camden. 

To learn more about the program and 
other counseling services, visit our 
website. 

 

 

 

 
 

Early detection of eating 

disorders is one of the most 

important side effects of daily 

family meals. 

http://www.CatholicCharitiesCamden.org/YearOfTheFamily
http://www.catholiccharitiescamden.org/school-based-family-support-programs-2/
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A new addition to Catholic Charities’ monthly newsletter for 
families is our “Called to Serve” action corner. Each month we 
will include some ideas and opportunities for families to become 
involved in service throughout the diocese.  

 Participate in the diocese-wide FaithFULL Food Drive on 
March 1st. Collect food as a family or help your child 
organize a food drive at school. 

 Plates for Christ—This program developed as a partnership 
between Elizabeth Ann Seton Church in Absecon and 
Catholic Charities in Atlantic City. Families set aside one 
meal portion at dinner to be given to the homeless. During 
Lent, consider “setting a place for Jesus” once a month or 
weekly at family meals. The meals can be dropped off to 
our Family and Community Services Center at 9 N. Georgia 
Ave. in Atlantic City between 8:30 am and 4:00 pm. For 
more information, contact Nancy Hickman: 
Nancy.Hickman@camdendiocese.org. 

 Read more about hunger together online. 

When I became a case manager with 
Catholic Charities’ regional office in 
Atlantic City 14 years ago, one of the first 
people to touch my life was George. 

He’s at our office every few weeks. 
Usually he needs help filling out forms or 
understanding various social services. 
He’s 76 years old and can barely read. To 
be honest, he can be tiring at times. 

But George is a gentle soul. He has 
always paid his own way, doing odd jobs 
to stay afloat. Even now it’s important for 
him to make a contribution and he bags 
groceries at a store. He wants to feel 
connected to something. On Valentine’s 
Day, his birthday, he brings us all cards at 
the office. 

I see Lent as a journey, a time in the life 
cycle of the church uniquely dedicated to 
assessing my relationship with God. Lent 
is a time to build my spiritual muscle 
through prayer, fasting and almsgiving so 
that I’m able, through God’s grace, to 
continue to meet George each day with 
love and patience. 

What I realize is that by living the call, 
especially during Lent, to love my 
neighbor, God is helping me grow into 
the person he wants me to be.  

My 
experiences 
with George 
have taught 
me to be 
patient, to 
actually listen 
to what his 
needs are at 
that present 
moment, to 
not push him 
aside, and to 

just to accept him for who he is.  

That’s why I don’t see Lent as a hard 
time, a time for lowering my eyes and 
dwelling on the things I may be denying 
myself, but a time of joy and hope. I 
enter each Lent with the joyful 
expectation that it will culminate in a 
new and deeper understanding of what’s 

most important in life. 

Lent, for me, is an opportunity to dig 
deep, and, with God’s mercy, to confront 
those things that may be hindering me 
from that deeper relationship; things like 
anger, anxiety, pride, gossip, not treating 
my neighbor as Christ would, or 
accepting the excesses around me as 
normal. Through my encounters with the 
“Georges” Catholic Charities serves, I’ve 
had to confront those things and it’s led 
me to a deeper understanding of myself 
and God. 

That’s the goal of the Lenten journey, and 
each of us, no matter our occupation, has 
that opportunity in each of our day-to-
day interactions: to reach out with 
patience and understanding to the 
“Georges” in our lives.  

My prayer is that this Lent is a time when 
I recognize every “George” God places in 
my path and allow him to teach me the 
ways God wants me to grow; that I will 
welcome George—Christ—at the door. 

Understanding Lent, With a Little Help from George 

By Nancy Hickman, site coordinator, Atlantic County Family and Community Services Center 

Called to Serve 

Opportunities for family service in the Diocese of Camden 

Ash Wednesday is Feb. 

18, 2015 

http://www.CatholicCharitiesCamden.org/YearOfTheFamily
mailto:Nancy.Hickman@camdendiocese.org
http://www.crs.org/hunger/
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About Catholic Charities and Year of the Family 
As a way of participating in the Diocesan-wide year of the family leading up to the September visit 
of Pope Francis in Philadelphia for the World Meeting of Families, Catholic Charities has developed 
a year’s worth of themes and resources. The monthly themes follow the human life cycle, 
beginning in September 2014 with prenatal issues and ending in September 2015 (the month of 
the Philadelphia gathering) with end of life issues. 

Each monthly theme is an opportunity for Catholic Charities to highlight the resources the agency 
offers to people connected to each of these populations and to provide additional information and links to external help. These 
resources will be showcased in the form of a monthly 
newsletter about each theme.  
 
Additionally, Catholic Charities has formed a speakers’ 
bureau, highlighted above, comprised of experts in these 
areas who are available to give presentations at parishes 
in the Diocese. 
 
The initiative demonstrates Catholic Charities’ 
commitment to provide for the people of the six 
southern New Jersey counties it serves at every stage of 
life, regardless of religious affiliation. With a staff of over 
90 employees, Catholic Charities serves more than 
40,000 individuals and families at 12 sites in Atlantic, 
Camden, Cape May, Cumberland, Gloucester and Salem 
counties. We provide high quality services to the poor 
and needy on a non-discriminatory, non-sectarian basis.  

MORE INFORMATION 

To learn more about Catholic Charities’ 
speakers program, visit our website for 
a listing of topics, and contact Sylvia 
Loumeau for scheduling: 
Sylvia.Loumeau@camdendiocese.org  
 
Available topics include:* 

 Communication in Marriage/

Families 

 Single Parent Issues 

 Ending the Battle Over Homework 

 Child Development 

 Positive Discipline 

 Healthy Eating 

 Adjustment to Major Life Changes; 

Job Loss, Divorce 

 Addictions and Recovery Issues 

 Faith/Spirituality to help 

Strengthen Families and/or find 

forgiveness 

 Mental Health issues 

*We will work with you to develop a 

custom topic for your event! 

Catholic Charities Speakers Bureau 
Experts from Catholic Charities are available to speak at your event.  

In December, the Parish Catechetical Leader 

of St. Gianna Beretta Molla parish in 

Northfield, Mildred DiCicco, needed a 

speaker. She hosts monthly meetings for  

parents involved with the parish’s home 

school religious education program. 

Noticing Catholic Charities’ Year of the 

Family speakers program, she reached out. 

The event was a success, DiCicco said 

afterward. Kaitlyn Muller, one of Catholic 

Charities’ program directors, spoke to the 

gathering about the parent-child 

relationship and ways to incorporate service 

into the family dynamic. Parents lingered 

after the presentation to ask questions. 

Muller’s was one of several presentations 

made by Catholic Charities’ staff at parishes 

and other events last year, but the first time 

a Catholic Charities speaker was invited as 

part of the Year of the Family. 

The speakers bureau piece of Catholic 

Charities’ observation of the Year of the 

Family features our highly-qualified staff 

and a wide variety of topics they are 

passionate about and work with every day. 

“If you need a speaker, I highly recommend 

them,” DiCicco said.  “She put a face on 

Catholic Charities for us.” 

http://www.CatholicCharitiesCamden.org/YearOfTheFamily
http://www.catholiccharitiescamden.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/world-mtg-of-families-logo.jpg
http://www.catholiccharitiescamden.org/yearofthefamily
mailto:Sylvia.Loumeau@camdendiocese.org

