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 My buddy Steve and I have a hobby. We collect diners. More specifically, we collect diner breakfasts. 
Don’t get me wrong, once in a while, we’ll try a fish fry special or a Reuben platter, but mostly, we’re testing 
their short-order mettle with poached eggs, French toast, and bacon. You can tell a lot about a place by their 
bacon. Thin cut or thick. Crispy or soggy. How many strips of a three-piece order actually arrive at your table. 
There’s a place not far from here that does a pretty alright breakfast, but their bacon is perfectly cooked: thin 
but not too thin, crispy but not burnt and with a little bit of chew left to it, and, most importantly, a three-piece 
order comes with four. That’s class.  

So, the other day, Steve and I went a little farther afield to try a spot some of his folks south of here had 
recommended. Four strips of bacon. Thick cut and a nice balance of doneness. French toast was alright, but the 
butter it came with was something magical. But what made this day memorable wasn’t the pizazz of our orders. 
It was the blandness. Now stay with me. I know blandness isn’t exactly the most glowing review, but it was a 
blandness so notable that I doubt I’ll ever forget it. See, when Steve’s order landed on the table -- poached eggs 
on toast, a slice of ham on its own plate, and a pile of home fries on their own plate -- the waitress asked if 
Steve wanted some hot milk to go with his order. We looked at each other across the booth, confused and 
intrigued by the offer, and Steve said, “Well, hmm. I’m not sure I’d know what to do with that.” Our waitress 
explained that there was a real old timer that comes in from time to time, and when he orders toast, he always 
likes a glass of hot milk to pour over it. He’s been doing it for years, and once in a while, someone else will 
come along and ask for the same thing. Never ones to turn down a culinary adventure, we obliged, and moments 
later, Steve was chuckling to himself while pouring hot milk over white bread toast, and we both gave it a 
sample. It was just exactly what you’d imagine. It tasted like toast with milk poured over the top. Soggy, limp, 
warm, and bland.  

Our normal breakfast conversation of solving the problems of the world shifted as I read the wikipedia 
entry out loud describing this phenomenon. Apparently, milk toast was a big thing in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, and this “modern miracle of gastronomy” was widely praised in the northeast as being “warm, 
mild, simple, and full of innocent strength.” It was especially popular with kids with upset tummies or 
convalescing adults. In other words, milk toast was a comfort food. And it was so inoffensive that it inspired a 
timid comic strip character, Caspar Milquetoast. It’s the comic strip character based on the comfort food that 
gives us the word milquetoast today. And to think, we learned all that because of some curiosity at a diner.  

But the actual milk toast got Steve and me to thinking. See, this hot milk poured over toast thing wasn’t 
so strange once we started talking about it. We both had older relatives down south that did a similar thing: 
those old country types crumbled up corn bread and dropped it in buttermilk. Simple and soothing to them, I 
suppose, a reliable staple of everyday life, but neither of us ever picked up the practice.  

I doubt I’ll be ordering milk toast any time soon. And I’ll be keeping my cornbread and my buttermilk 
separate, thank you very much. But I’ve got my own comfort foods. I’m not talking about the fried chicken or 
the gravy or the guilty pleasure of a box of hamburger helper on a cold night. No, I’m talking about the stuff I 
go to when I’m not feeling well. For example when I’ve got a stomach ache, there’s nothing in this world quite 
like a sleeve of saltines, at least for me. I know, it’s a little silly. It’s just flour and salt and not much else, but it 
flips some switch in my brain that says everything’s gonna be ok. Oh, and if you pair it with a cup of warm 
broth, nothing fancy or too gussied up, just simple broth and a sleeve of crackers, y’all, that makes me feel like I 
should be wrapped up in a blanket on the couch with a breakfast tray and the tv remote close at hand. That’s 
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comfort food. Food that actually settles my belly and calms my mind and leaves the rest of me to focus on the 
healing I need. Sure, it’s a little milquetoast, but sometimes milquetoast’s what we need.  

Now I know that’s not the most exciting thing anyone’s ever said. It’s right up there with my notably 
bland breakfast adventure, but I think there’s actually something there for us today. We’re celebrating Holy 
Cross Day, and in a bit, we’ll bless the corners of this world with the life of Christ and the basil leaves that 
signify his sacrifice. You can take that seasoning into your life and add some flavor to what may have been a 
simple dish before. And that’s lovely! ‘Cause it’s unusual, I think, for us to think of the cross as so enriching in 
our day to day lives. I say that, because I don’t think most of us pass our days thinking of the cross and the 
extraordinary events that led to it. We’ll do that in Lent and Easter, reflect on the discomfort and the suffering 
and the extraordinary nature of those seasons.  

But most days, the cross is kind of an ordinary thing. It’s become so present in our culture that we barely 
bat an eye when we see one. A lot of the time, it’s kind of bland. The way the cross is often perceived (or not 
perceived at all), if it were an ingredient, it’d be flour. And you know, there are days when I’m fine with that. 
Don’t get me wrong. Sometimes I like the cross to have the excitement of a jalapeno, but sometimes I need it to 
be a little milquetoast. Sometimes, we all need the cross to spur us on and excite us; but sometimes, we just 
need the cross to comfort us. And in times of distress or pain or sadness, the cross is there. An ancient miracle, 
warm, mild, simple, and full of innocent strength. That’s comfort. A cross that actually settles your belly, calms 
your mind, and leaves the rest of you to focus on the healing you need. Sure, it’s a little milquetoast, but 
sometimes milquetoast’s what we need.  
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