
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS // 
1. Larry attacks Phil for “steering” conversations—not permitting them to take 

their natural course.  Is it possible to engage in conversation and not “steer” it? 
Does Larry consciously steer conversations away from the very topics he 
accuses Bob of steering them toward?  Moreover, doesn’t Larry also attack Bob 
for not “mentioning” lubricants in his conversation with Fuller?  Is one more 
virtuous?  Does Phil steer his conversation about “life, death, & God” with 
Larry?  How is Phil’s conversation strategy different than Bob’s or Larry’s?  Is it 
ever OK to steer a conversation? 

2. When Larry acts as if he has better things to do than waste sleep “wondering 
about God” Phil presses him—“But you still wonder, don’t you?”  Larry’s 
response: “I’m human.”  What does he mean? 

3. Some have suggested that the three characters portray the same man in 
different stages of life: 1) young, naïve and full of confidence --> 2) bitter, 
cynical, & angry in the midst of being middle aged --> 3) evaluating and re-
examining the meaning of life at the end of one’s life.  Do these descriptions 
accurately characterize Bob, Larry, & Phil?  Is this interpretation plausible?  
Possible?  Preferable?  How are each of these three life stages portrayed in the 
book of Ecclesiastes? 

4. The film invites a myriad of questions relating to hypocrisy.  Based on your 
interpretation of the film, what is a hypocrite?  Are any of the characters in the 
film hypocrites?  Who and why? 

5. How do you interpret “What we are is more important than who we are”?  How 
do the concepts of people as function rather than as human beings work within 
the overall framework of the movie? 

6. In The Big Kahuna, it seems that there is a broad chasm drawn between work 
and faith (or evangelism as the case may be).  Whether this chasm was drawn 
to advance the drama or because Larry and Bob demanded it be this way—is 
the chasm necessary in the “real” world?  As a Christian, how do you maintain a 
firm commitment to the narrative of the Gospel and firm commitment to do a 
good job? (1 Cor. 10.31) 

7. If you were Larry’s boss, would you fire him?  Why? 
8. One critic labeled The Big Kahuna, “Depth of a Salesman.”  How does this title 

work as an interpretive framework for the film? 



CLIP CONVERSATIONS // 
1. Chapter 10(11) [00:32:30-00:35:40] Each of the three characters experiences a 

fantasy.  Describe each fantasy.  How are Bob and Larry’s fantasies similar?  
How does Phil’s fantasy differ from the other two?  What do these fantasies tell 
us about the deeper desires of each of these men?  Are these ‘hidden desires’ 
consistent with the way each man portrays himself?  How do you understand 
the significance of these fantasies when placed in conversation with Eccles. 
7.1-4?  Does this change your perception about Phil’s fantasy? 

2. [00:57:00-00:58:00] Earlier in the film Phil and Larry speak of their former 
colleague Murdock.  In their eyes, Murdock was the premiere salesman and 
could do no wrong.  In the moment of reflection, Larry admits that Murdock is 
a phantasm: “Murdock doesn’t exist.  He’s what we pumped him up to be.”  
Place this concept in dialogue with Ecclesiastes 7.10.  Does “The Big Kahuna” 
represent an altogether different, yet strikingly similar phantasm for the two?  
Does The Big Kahuna represent the unattainable? 

3. Chapter 23 [1:25:35-1:29:35] “Wear Sunscreen” This Baz Luhrmann song was 
originally a poem written by Mary Scmich, a columnist for the Chicago Tribune, 
and published in her newspaper column.  Why would Swanbeck have chosen to 
conclude the film with this song?  How does the tone of this song compare to 
the upbeat tone of music that opened the film?  What do the two different 
types of music suggest about what has transpired in the lives of the characters 
during the course of the film?  How are these lyrics similar to the preaching of 
Qohelet? 

 
BONUS MATERIAL // 

• Based on Roger Rueff’s play, Hospitality Suite, the screenplay is also written by 
Rueff.  Rueff was never on set during filming, though Swanbeck claims he 
called him nightly to give “reports”.  Swanbeck (a native of the stage and a 
newbie to film) had actually directed a stage production of Hospitality Suite in 
Chicago before Rueff wrote the screenplay. 

• The budget for The Big Kahuna was just over $1.5 million—in Swanbeck’s 
words, a “passion project.”  In fact, the film was so “low budget”, many 
reported spotting Spacey and Swanbeck moving set and props—often in the 
middle of the night (not something SAG reps would smile upon!). 

• Regarding religion in the film, Swanbeck says, “It's a part in Peter's (Bob) 
character's life and not what the picture's about. We don't play down to religion 
and we don't use it in any self-serving, manipulative way. Really it's a story of 
humanity. I know a lot of very religious people who have seen this film and 
loved it.”5 

 

                                         
5 Ross Anthony interview with director John Swanbeck 
(http://www.rossanthony.com/interviews/devito.shtml). 


