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the recipe: a discussion guide

Many of our readers have formed groups to explore the ideas in The Recipe, the feelings it brings up 
in them when they read it, and its application to their lives. (One such discussion group formed 

on Facebook a few months before the book was released.) For those of you who have asked us for some 
sort of discussion guide—here it is! 

We hope the questions below will be helpful in guiding your discussions, explorations, and enjoy-
ment of the book. If you come up with addition questions, by all means, send them to us. We may just 
incorporate them into revised versions of this Guide.   — Chef Charles Carroll and John David Mann

1 On the first page of chapter 1 a phone call is mentioned briefly. What do you think was said during 
that call? How do you think it came about, and what was its significance, to all involved? 

2 The first cooking “test” the Chef gives Owen is not about cooking at all, but about tasting, which he 
later says is the chef ’s most important skill. Why? Coauthor John David Mann says the most important 
skill for a writer is reading. In the work you do, what is the most important skill?

3 When the Chef teaches Owen the importance of cleaning as you go in chapter 3, he says “once some-
thing dries and hardens, it’s a bitch to clean later.” Later on, in chapter 8, he evokes that bit of kitchen 
wisdom to encourage Owen to clean up his fight with Russ. When else in the story does that insight 
surface again? Can you think of examples in your life when you’ve “cleaned as you go,” and examples of 
when you haven’t, and things have “dried and hardened”?

4 In chapter 5, Ruth tells Owen about how the Chef hired Mad Dog as breakfast cook, after turning 
down five qualified applicants, before he’d even seen him cook a thing. How and why did that happen? 
Do you agree with the Chef, that “when you take care of the little things, the big things tend to take care 
of themselves”? If so, why do you think that is? 

5 The Chef tells Owen, “put your effort into controlling the sail, not the wind.” Can you think of exam-
ples in your life when you’ve put your effort into controlling the sail, and not the wind? Can you think of 
examples of when you’ve tried to control the wind?

6 In chapter 9, when Bernie and Owen both shut their eyes, Bernie hears a songbird, and Owen hears 
a garbage truck. Why do you suppose that is? Bernie relates how someone once told her, “How the world 
treats you depends mostly on where you’re looking and what you’re seeing.” Do you agree? Can you think 
of examples in your life that illustrate that idea? (And by the way, who was it who told Bernie that?)
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7 In chapter 9, the Chef tells Owen he is released from his obligation, free to go. Do you think the Chef 
wants Owen to keep coming back to the diner? If so, why doesn’t he say or do anything to influence the 
boy’s decision?

8 Why does the Chef give Owen back the rock he threw? What does that signify? And why does he 
wait to do it only after Owen comes back into his office—not knowing whether Owen will come back or 
simply walk out the door for good?

9 In that same scene in chapter 9, there is a brief shift in perspective: the story is almost 100 percent 
told from Owen’s point of view, but here, just for a few short paragraphs, it shifts to being told from the 
Chef ’s point of view. It is perhaps the only moment in the book where we get a clear glimpse of what the 
Chef is feeling. Why do you think this brief shift happens here? 

10 There are a few other moments in the story where the perspective shifts again (end of chapter 10, 
the middle of chapter 12, and briefly in chapter 15). In each case, what purpose do you think that shift 
might serve?

11 Why is excellence not the same thing as greatness? Can you think of examples where you’ve wit-
nessed someone being excellent at something, but not great?

12 The story’s subtitle says it is about loss and love, as well as “the ingredients of greatness.” How many 
different examples of loss do you see in the story? How does each affect the people involved, and how do 
they come to deal with that?

13 How many different examples of love do you see in the story? And how does each figure into the 
way the story develops?

14 Through the course of the story, Owen changes. Does anyone else change significantly? And if so, 
how?

15 The space Owen cooks in grows throughout the story, from the cramped little diner kitchen, to the 
Chef ’s spacious sunlit home kitchen, to the huge auditorium kitchen, to cooking on the world stage. Yet 
in the end, he chooses to forego a space on network television to come back and work in the town he 
always said he couldn’t wait to leave. Why does he make that choice?

16 What do you see as the central message or theme of the story? Why?

17 Why do you think the breakfast tray of blueberry pancakes with the single peach rose was chosen 
as the image for the book’s front cover?

18 What, to you, does the book’s title signify? What do you see as being the recipe?


