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In my youth, my father said 
something that impressed me, and 
I’ve come to believe in its Truth.  
“Your mission in life doesn’t neces-
sarily have to be something BIG. 
Maybe your mission is a simple 
and small day-to-day thing,” he 
advised. At first, I discredited his 
wisdom and struggled with the 
need to do something huge to help 
rectify the world’s problems.  Now 
I know, unequivocally, that I have 
found my life’s work:  I cook food 
for people.

Cooking food is my vehicle 
for offering love to those close to 
me and in my community.  This is 
something small – a simple, daily 
activity. Yet, I have come to realize 
that it is also something big.  My 
spiritual mentor, Sri Chinmoy, 
once wrote: “Do not try to change 
the world. You will fail. Try to 
love the world. Lo, the world is 
changed, changed forever.”  Food 
prepared with good intent and 
love is truly nourishing and better 
tasting; at the same time, it can 
give joy to those who consume it.  
Moreover, food prepared in this 
way can help to create an atmos-
phere of harmony where perhaps 
previously there was none.  Food 
cooked with love may act as a dip-
lomatic force, so subtle and yet so 
powerful, it cannot be disregarded.  
The question becomes, how does 
one embark on the road to achiev-
ing this goal? 

Cooking as an act of love is a 
step-by-step process.  First of all, I 
avoid cooking when experiencing 
any negative emotions – unless I 
am able to surrender those emo-
tions to the experience of love 
while cooking.  Secondly, I enjoy 
and value the importance of every 

single step throughout the act of 
cooking, even the most menial of 
tasks. Thirdly, I work the food with 
my hands as much as possible rath-
er than using machines. The more 
I handle the food (for example, 
mincing garlic instead of using a 
garlic press), the more opportunity 
I have to put my own energy into 
it.  Making this conscious effort at 
every point of the process creates 
food that is utterly unique and 
potentially has the power that I 
described earlier. I believe that this 
can be taken even a step further. 

Cooking with love literally 
begins from the ground up with 
those people who grow or raise 
our food.  Over the years, I have 
had the honour and the joy to 
connect and become friends with 
the people who grow the produce 
or raise the animals that I use to 
cook with.  I choose to buy from 
local producers that I have come to 
know, from farmers who, I am cer-
tain, inject the same type of energy 
into producing their raw ingredi-
ents as I try to do whilst cooking 
them.  A friend of mine says that 
I’m a fussy eater.  I disagree:  I just 
like to know where my food comes 
from and from whom. Those are 
essential elements in the circle of 
love with food. Yet one element 
remains.

The final piece of the puzzle is 
in the act of eating with gratitude 
for where our food has come from 
and for the care taken in getting 
it to the table.  Eating is a sacred 
act of communion: With the earth, 
with ourselves, our families and 
our friends, and with the energy 
injected into the food from its 
inception to our plates.  

Beyond this, I often liken 

cooking to the Buddhist monks’ 
practice of painstakingly creating 
intricate mandalas out of coloured 
grains of rice and then, minutes 
after their completion, wiping 
them off the floor.  Creating dishes 
that disappear when consumed has 
taught me the transitory nature 
of life.  In essence, it is a lesson in 
detachment.   

As cooks, we bare our souls in 
the foods that we prepare, and then 
the foods are gone. I cannot help 
feeling not only the fleeting nature 

of life, but also its staying power. I 
have a profound sense that even 
though the food has been eaten 
and essentially is gone, that some-
thing subtle remains both within 
me from the act of self-giving and 
within the person who partook in 
the meal. In the same way, some-
thing permanent and powerful 
survives within the growers and 
the producers who offer them-
selves as stewards of their land and 
animals. Similarly, something is 
returned to the land itself. 

It is with deep gratitude that 
I play a part in this food chain, so 
to speak. With great joy, I ply my 
trade and share my passion for 
cooking with our customers, my 
staff and my students. Finally, I 
thank my dad for the best advice 
ever!

As well as being a head chef at 
Pan Chancho Bakery, Tibrata Gillies 
is a contributor to the Pan Chancho 
Cookbook and a chef professor in 
the Culinary Arts Program at St. 
Lawrence College.

Cooking as an Act of Love

How to Introduce your Kids to Healthy Food
By Sharon Way Brackenbury 

Kids are notoriously picky 
eaters and for many parents getting 
them to eat healthy can feel like an 
uphill battle. This problem is ac-
centuated by the disconnect in our 
lives between the food we eat and 
the way it is grown. We buy food, 
rather than grow it.

We are our child’s first teacher 
in healthy behaviours and one 
of the first lessons begins with a 
healthy relationship toward food.  
We need to teach them to stick 
their hands in the soil – even if 
only in a window box – and begin 
to think about the nutrients that 
foods supply to our minds and 
bodies. Children have a natural, 
innate sense of spirit and working 
the soil in some form reconnects 
them with the basics of life. Teach 
them early on, and they will em-
brace a deep respect for their food 
and where it comes from as well as 
continuing their nutritious eating 
habits for the rest of their lives. 
Here are some steps:

Teach: First and foremost, talk to 
your kids and teach them that eat-
ing healthy will help them to “grow 
up and be strong.” Just like talks 

about drugs or smoking, if they 
know why they should do things a 
certain way and how it could bene-
fit them, they are much more likely 
to listen. With my own children, at 
a very young age, we always talked 
about eating our “growing food” 
and discussed about how each type 
of food helped us to grow. For ex-
ample, carrots help our eyesight or 
for an older child the beta carotene 
in carrots coverts to vitamin A in 
the body and helps our eyes see 
better at night.

Variety: Your child’s palette truly 
is a tabula rasa, a clean slate, so 
expose them to a variety of tastes 
and flavours. If they’ve been eating 
lots of unhealthy foods and snacks 
until now, ease them into their 
new eating habits. For the first few 
weeks, allow them to continue eat-
ing a few of their favourite foods, 
but mix in something nutritious 
with the same meal. Just mixing 
fresh veggies into their pasta sauce 
at dinner will help to widen their 
palette and develop tastes for new 
foods. 

Tastes Change: As a child, and 
even into adulthood, our tastes 

and flavour preferences can change 
dramatically. So, just because your 
child despises the taste of broc-
coli now, he or she could develop 
a taste for it later on. If there’s a 
specific healthy food your child 
refuses to eat, reintroduce it in new 
ways every few weeks. In the case 
of broccoli, for example, try mixing 
it in with a salad or chicken wrap 
to overcome the “yuck broccoli” 
stereotype. How many adults can 
honestly say they enjoyed eating 
blue cheese as a child?

Setting the stage: Children often 
possess an excitement for things 
that adults view as drudgery. Meal 
preparation and planning can feel 
a lot less tedious when we have 
the excitement of a child around. 
Take time to make meals a special 
event – set out a candle, put on 
some music, involve your child in 
chopping and mixing the food. If 
we take time to put some love and 
enjoyment into our preparation of 
the food it will surprisingly taste 
much better. I’ll never forget my 
six-year-old eating twice as much 
salad as normal, just because she 
helped make it and had fun doing 
it. 

Making them a part of the process 
by eating locally: Allow children 
the chance to shop for their own 
food at local markets, grow their 
own food, and to meet the farmer 
that helped bring the food to their 
table. This is a powerful learning 
tool in teaching kids the impor-
tance of eating healthy. Kids are 
more likely to enjoy eating healthy 

food if they have had some input 
and understanding of where it has 
come from and have helped to 
grow it.

Happy eating, sharing and 
growing!

Sharon Way Brackenbury is an 
educator, doula, and mother to three 
children who all eat their vegetables 
and are rooted in eating locally.

  Tibrata Gillies in the bustling kitchen at Pan Chancho. Photo: Aric McBay

Tibrata Gillies, head chef at Pan Chancho Bakery, muses 
on the circle of love that cooking can be, when carried out with 
gratitude for where the food comes from, loving emotions, and 
painstaking care, like a Buddhist mandala that is an artistic 
creation soon to disappear.  

  Sharon Way Brackenbury and her family sharing dinner together.
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