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From the editor

Sarah Hinlicky Wilson
At the tABle AgAin with BABette

If  you have never seen “Babette’s Feast” (1987), based on 
Isak Dinesen’s short story of  the same name (1950), rush 

right out this moment and do it, not only because spoilers 
abound in what follows, but because you have been unne-
cessarily depriving yourself  of  one of  the greatest films of  
all time.1 If  you have seen it—more than once—possibly 
multiple times—even countless times—what follows is an 
offering from a fellow enthusiast in hopes of  enriching 
future viewings.

Not that interpretations are lacking! They span the 
range from feminist2 to Freudian3 to Franciscan, as in Pope 
Francis, whose 2016 apostolic exhortation Amoris Lætitia 
(“The Joy of  Love”) tells us:

The most intense joys in life arise when we are able 
to elicit joy in others, as a foretaste of  heaven. We 
can think of  the lovely scene in the film Babette’s Feast, 
when the generous cook receives a grateful hug and 
praise: “Ah, how you will delight the angels!” It is a joy 
and a great consolation to bring delight to others, to 
see them enjoying themselves. This joy, the fruit of  
fraternal love, is not that of  the vain and self-centred, 
but of  lovers who delight in the good of  those whom 
they love, who give freely to them and thus bear good 
fruit.4

This quite possibly makes “Babette’s Feast” the first film 
ever to be quoted in a papal document.5

A great work of  art is great because it is a deep well 
that can sustain many plunges and never come up dry. 
“Babette’s Feast” is rightly called great and loved because it 
is so fruitful: it feeds the soul abundantly. Those of  us of  a 
theological bent perceive the powerful eucharistic imagery 
instantly, and rightly so, but there is much more to it than 
that. So let us return to the table for a second helping, or a 
third, or a fourth.

Divisive Readings

There’s no one right way to interpret “Babette’s Feast,” 
film or text, but there are several arguably bad interpreta-
tions. These end up obscuring its meaning and spoiling the 
soup. Clearing some of  these out of  the way may aid in 
understanding.

One key to opening up the many layers of  the story is 
to recognize that every detail counts, in both text and film 
versions. A summary impression or hasty overlooking of  
the specifics will mislead. Everything is deliberate, so it’s 
essential to pay close attention.

For instance, the Dean. He is as a rule the most unchari-
tably judged character in the story. He is glossed as puritan-
nical, severe, stern, and heartless. Such a reading probably 
says more about American stereotypes than anything else. 
In fact, he is not the angry leader of  a splinter group but 
father to a Pietist conventicle who has won the admiration 
of  church and country at large (“At that time piety was 
fashionable at the court,” the film’s narrator tells us). Nor 
is his message one of  ascerbic self-denial. It resides rather 
on two pillars: first, love one another, and second, perceive 
God’s mysterious ways (“God’s paths run across the sea and 
snowy mountains, where man’s eye sees no track”6). Far 
from being toxic religiosity, his message is confirmed abun-
dantly by the outcome of  the story, when love is fulfilled in 
the community by a surprising and mysterious means.

Related to this misjudgment of  the Dean’s character 
is the assumption that he cruelly prevented his daughters 
from marrying out of  selfishness (or worse). It’s true, he 
values Martine and Philippa—charmingly named for our 
favorite reformers—as his left hand and his right and does 
not wish to be deprived of  them. But as both Dinesen’s 
text and Axel’s film illustrate, he was not the one to pre-
vent either the dashing general Lorens Loewenhielm or 
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the Parisian singer Achille Papin from 
winning their hearts’ desire. In the 
film, the Dean’s plea for his daugh-
ters is actually addressed early on to a 
nameless Danish suitor. Lorens, with-
out any direct intervention from the 
Dean, fails to speak his love to Mar-
tine because of  his own feelings of  
inadequacy and inauthenticity.

And it is Philippa who sends Achille 
away. When Achille first arrives at the 
Dean’s door, the latter inquires if  the 
former is a papiste, though he is asking 
the question in French, the language 
of  the papistes! When Achille responds 
with a oui, the Dean after only a frac-
tion of  a delay consents to the lessons, 
which may well lead to the loss and 
even corruption of  his daughter. He 
hopes (as does Martine) for a differ-
ent outcome and, yes, enjoys a little 
smirk of  satisfaction at Achille’s dis-
appointment. Hardly the first father 
to be relieved at the failed suit of  an 
unsuitable suitor! More importantly, 
however, he has allowed his daugh-
ter to undertake her own risks. She 
was the one alarmed by the feelings 
Achille evoked in her, and it is possible 
that the absence of  her mother, not 
her father’s self-denying piety, is what 
deprived her of  the skills to cope with 
the unexpected “in her own nature.”7

Such an unjust view of  the Dean 
points to a larger misapprehension 
about the story, namely that it repre-
sents a confrontation between asceti-
cism and sensuality, with a definite 
victory awarded to sensuality. Or 
maybe it’s gnostic spiritualism versus 
the incarnation. But this too overlooks 
the relevant details. A self-defensive 
Lorens tries to dimiss the community 
as a bunch of  “pious ‘melancholics’” 
(in the film) or “long-faced sectarians” 
(in the text8), but his is not an example 
we are encouraged to follow. After 
all, it is hardly the fault of  the villag-
ers that they happen to have become 
“incarnate” themselves on the north-
ern coast of  Norway (so the text) or 
a remote part of  Danish Jutland (so 
the film). They have not chosen a stark 
and unforgiving landscape: it is what 
the sheer fact of  their biography has 

visited upon them. Dinesen notes 
that the little village has its charms: 
“…Berlevaag looks like a child’s toy-
town of  little wooden pieces painted 
gray, yellow, pink, and many other 
colors.”9 The Dean’s own house is a 
sunny yellow.

And there are potent incarnational 
signs even in this harsh world. Mar-
tine collects fish, among the most 
ancient of  symbols for Christ, that 
have been “crucified” on a wooden 
drying rack. The parishioners tell a 
story of  the year the fjord froze over, 
miraculously allowing the Dean to 
visit a congregation on the other side 
on Christmas Day, literally walking 
on water. Their world is spare, but it 
is not ugly, squalid, or sordid. Martine 
and Philippa’s home is tidy, promi-
nently decorated with an ivory statue 
of  Jesus—no iconoclasm here.

By the same token, Babette’s lost 
world of  Paris is by no means all wine 
and roses. She appears on the sisters’ 
doorstep because her sensual world 
has turned to bloodshed. Most of  these 
details are dropped from the film, but 
the text fills in the blanks. Babette had 
been a pétroleuse, a “lady arsonist” as 
it were, in a battle between the forces 
of  the state and the partisans of  the 
short-lived Paris Commune of  1871.10 
Her husband and son fought with her, 
and that is why they were shot. Their 
death is terrible, but it is not exactly 
innocent.

The even sharper irony is that 
the very man who had them killed, 
General Galliffet, was the same man 
who said that Babette, chef  of  the 
Café Anglais, was the only woman in 
Paris worth fighting a duel for. This 
murderer and assassin was the one 
who best recognized her extraordi-
nary talent. The grief  Babette nurses 
for many long years, carefully con-
cealed from her hosts, remains an 
open wound because of  the terrible 
contradiction in her life: the people 
who honored her gift were also the 
ones who destroyed it. Sensuality as 
such is no answer, nor beauty, nor art. 
Unleavened by anything else, each of  
these things can turn to violence. All 

the more reason, then, not to over-
play the identification of  Babette with 
Christ, as is often assumed.11

What all these misreadings have 
in common is that they are markedly 
one-sided. This side good, that side 
bad. Most interpreters grasp that the 
reconciliation of  the estranged is the 
living water that courses through the 
story, but the more dualism is permit-
ted, the less the full force of  the recon-
ciliation motif  shines through.12 This 
is not a story that bestows a Michelin 
star on a superior lifestyle and casts 
uncultured bumpkins into the outer 
darkness. It’s far richer and more inter-
esting as a tale of  a diverse band of  
sinner-saints who are drawn up into a 
fellowship of  apparent opposites that 
only heaven can effect. The world, as 
Lorens has begun to suspect, is not a 
moral concern, but a mystic one.

The most obvious reconciliations 
take place between the characters 
themselves. Martine and Lorens are 
reconciled to one another and can 
admit how they have always been 
with one another; the parishioners are 
reconciled after many years of  squab-
bling and withholding forgiveness; 
Babette is reconciled to her life with 
the sisters in her choice not to return 
to France. I propose three more sets 
of  reconciliations (at least!), enacted 
at the character level but signifying 
something broader and more abstract: 
the reconciliation of  Mary and Mar-
tha, the reconciliation of  word and 
sacrament, and the reconciliation of  
Catholic and Protestant.

Mary and Martha

It’s commonplace to regard Martine 
and Philippa according to the fig-
ure of  Mary of  Bethany, but the full 
extent of  their role is generally under-
played. Sometimes the comparison 
is even made dismissively: these poor 
souls have wasted their lives pursu-
ing “higher things,” thereby neglect-
ing their respective chances at marital 
happiness in the process.

Such could certainly be the out-
come in a set-up like this, but neither 
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Dinesen nor Axel pays any attention to that possibility at 
all. There is not the slightest shred of  bitterness in the sis-
ters. Some loss, to be sure, but no sense of  a wasted life or 
a missed calling. They were not forced into Mary-ness by 
their heartless father but saw its attraction for themselves 
and responded. And all the narrative clues indicate that we 
are to take this response as genuine.

So the sisters “spent their time and their small income 
in works of  charity; no sorrowful or distressed creature 
knocked on their door in vain. And Babette had come to 
that door twelve years ago as a friendless fugitive, almost 
mad with grief  and fear.”13 Achille Papin writes in his letter 
of  introduction, “The two words of  ‘good people’ imme-
diately bring before my eyes your picture, sacred to my 
heart. I send her to you,”14 with a resonance of  Paul send-
ing Onesimos to Philemon. As terrifying a figure as Babette 
cut—and in the text, she is considerably more unnerving 
than the stoic figure so beautifully portrayed by Stéphane 
Audran in the film—the sisters did not hesitate to open 
their doors, their home, their very lives to her. It’s hard to 
imagine anyone in our “progressive” world offering such 
an open-hearted embrace of  an entirely foreign fugitive 
with a criminal past who belongs to a questionable religion!

It’s only a throwaway line at the end of  the letter: 
“Babette can cook.”15 She is a Martha. The Marys at first 
cannot imagine making room for her qua Martha, but 
when welcome means more to Babette than wages, they 
accept her. And in short order they are glad. The villagers 
too are skeptical at first, but they soon realize that this “for-
eign woman” had effected a “happy change” in the sisters’ 
life.16 “[N]ow they had money to give away, time for the 
confidences and complaints of  their old friends and peace 
for meditating on heavenly matters. In the course of  time 
not a few of  the brotherhood included Babette’s name in 
their prayers, and thanked God for the speechless stranger, 
the dark Martha in the house of  their two fair Marys. The 
stone which the builders almost refused had become the 
headstone of  the corner.”17

The allusion to Christ here is unmistakeable. But it is 
easy to pass over the other half  of  this pairing: namely, that 
in being Martha for them, Babette allows the sisters to live 
more fully into Mary. They were not very good at being 
Martha anyway (as the vivid depictions of  bubbling ale-
and-bread soup demonstrate). With a Martha in the house, 
they can move into their proper role: as the pastors of  the 
community.

It is surprising how little attention has been given to 
this fact. Babette is lauded for her surprising triumph as 
woman chef  at the Café Anglais, but not the sisters for 
successfully carrying on their father’s ministry. They are 
not mean-spirited and squabbling like the parishioners 
but strive to lead them toward the love and peace that the 
Dean had envisioned for his little flock. Martine speaks 
words of  absolution: “These sins of  your youth will be 
forgiven, Christopher. Christ loved us and cleansed us of  
our sins with his blood.” Philippa exhorts the old lady with 
bright blue eyes, “You who seek Christ turn your eyes on 
the vault of  heaven. There you will see the signs of  His 
infinite kingdom, the eternal light.” The sisters’ failures to 
effect change are not due to their lack of  charisma or call-
ing but their youth (a point omitted from the film): they are 
much younger than their charges and can’t comprehend 
the return of  youthful guilt “with late piercing repentance 
like a toothache.”18 As a result, the daughters of  the Dean 
fear being judged “unjust stewards.”19

It is this enabling of  their role as Mary that makes them 
both so anxious at the prospect of  Babette returning to 
France—and them returning to Martha-dom. “One by one 
old forgotten cares and worries began to peep out at them 
from the four corners of  the kitchen. The congratulations 
died on their lips, and the two pious women were ashamed 
of  their own silence.”20 The townfolk concur: “Did that 
good and faithful servant realize that in going away from 
Berlevaag she would be leaving many poor and old people 
in distress? Their little sisters would have no more time for 
the sick and sorrowful.”21

Having tried and failed, the sisters are well positioned to 
appreciate Babette’s brilliance as Martha. It is perhaps a 
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little harder for Babette to appreciate 
them as Mary. We get a taste of  her 
envy and emptiness in the formida-
ble demand to cook a French dinner 
(again, much more intimidatingly in 
the text than the film—she even makes 
the sisters wonder if  that was how she 
looked when she planted “a red flag 
on a barricade” as a Communard22). 
Babette protests: “Ladies, you who say 
your prayers every day, can you imag-
ine what it means to a human heart to 
have no prayer to make? What would 
Babette have had to pray for? Noth-
ing! Tonight she had a prayer to make, 
from the bottom of  her heart. Do you 
not feel then tonight, my ladies, that it 
becomes you to grant it her, with such 
joy as that with which the good God 
has granted you your own?”23

The sisters cannot resist or refuse. 
Babette has driven them into the divine 
position of  granting grace, a gift she 
will return to them in the dinner. And 
it really is grace they can extend, not 
only to the petitioning Frenchwoman 
but rebounding back on themselves: 
“Their consent in the end completely 
changed Babette. They saw that as a 
young woman she had been beauti-
ful. And they wondered whether in 
this hour they themselves had not, 
for the very first time, become to her 
the ‘good people’ of  Achille Papin’s 
letter.”24

Having restored Martine and 
Philippa to their rightful place as hon-
ored Marys, the question may well 
occur—as the biblical parable itself  
suggests—that there is something a 
little iffy about the role of  Martha. Is 
she as honorable? Dinesen’s lack of  
avowed faith and her self-perception 
as an artist may well have led to this 
gentle polemic in favor of  Marthas, 
understood here as artists. When 
Philippa gently rebukes Babette for 
giving away of  “all you had for our 
sake,” Babette responds with “a deep 
glance, a strange glance,” tinged with 
“pity, even scorn”25—again, starker in 
the text than in the film. She replies: 
“For your sake? No. For my own.” 
(Good reason not to overinterpret her 
christological significance!) Babette 

declares herself  to be a great artist, 
which means she will never be poor, 
having something “of  which other 
people know nothing.”26

This is the essence of  a Martha: 
not to live for the heavenly kingdom 
as the Marys do, but to be the genius 
of  this earth, the earth created by 
God, to know it well and intimately 
and to make something divine of  it 
here, so that the people still awaiting 
“Jerusalem, my happy home,” might 
for a moment be “perfectly happy.”27 
Achille could do that with his singing, 
and so could Philippa. Although the 
text and the film alike are in many 

ways Martine’s story, the final scene 
is Philippa’s moment. She, precisely 
as an artist, grasps the plea in Achille 
and Babette’s hearts, and in her own, 
“Give me leave to do my utmost!”28—
a prayer to God to have time and per-
mission to concentrate on the goods 
of  this earth before heaven.

It is Philippa, Mary though she 
has been through her life, who under-
stands that Martha’s calling is no 
less blessed and honored. Mary and 
Martha are not only reconciled in 
their community of  three, but in her 
own person. As a Mary she preaches 
empathetically to Babette, a Martha, 
concluding with the very words that 
Achille had once written to her: “Yet 
this is not the end! I feel, Babette, that 
this is not the end. In Paradise you will 
be the great artist that God meant you 
to be! Ah! Ah, how you will enchant 
the angels!” There will be no rupture 
of  the callings between Mary and 
Martha in the heavenly kingdom, and 
it is their partnership now, in little Ber-
levaag, that brings the stars just a little 
closer.29

Word and Sacrament

If  any theological theme is extracted 
from “Babette’s Feast” at all, it is 
surely the eucharistic theme, the love 
feast, Babette’s extraordinary self-
offering in the gorgeous dinner for 
the undeserving. And this is true, so 
far as it goes, though we have already 
seen that overemphasizing Babette’s 
altruism ignores key aspects of  her 
character.

But we should be suspicious of  
the sacrament at the expense of  the 
word. Dinesen may not have consid-
ered herself  a Christian—even if  she 
somewhat contradictorily saw herself  
playing a role analogous to that of  a 
Catholic priest!30—but she had cer-
tainly imbibed the Lutheran piety of  
her homeland, resulting in a story sat-
urated in grace.31 But grace does not 
arrive in, with, and under the meal 
alone. It is accompanied every step of  
the way by the word.

The chief  counterpart to Babette’s 
sacramental meal is hymnody—a 
variety of  preaching when under-
stood in a holistic Lutheran way. The 
hymn that recurs most often in the 
film (and is quoted in the text) is “Jeru-
salem, my happy home,” with its key 
line: “Never would you give a stone 
to a child who begs for bread.” This 
thought comforts the sisters and the 
flock as they approach Babette’s pos-
sibly diabolical brew. The lovely irony 
is that they have begged only for bread, 
when their heavenly Father was pre-
paring a far more sumptuous repast 
for His little ones! Significantly, the 
first appearance of  the hymn in the 
film is paired with Babette’s serving of  
coffee and cookies, a foretaste of  the 
feast to come.

The next hymn is heard in the 
church as hopeful young men vie for 
a glimpse of  the pretty girls. They 
sing, “Oh, Lord, allow Thy kingdom 
to descend upon us here, So that 
the spirit of  mercy may wipe out all 
trace of  sin. Then we shall know in 
our hearts that God lives here with 
us, And that Thou art dwelling with 
those that trust in Thee.” It is a proper 

In being Martha
for them, 

Babette allows the 
sisters to live more 
fully into Mary.
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balance to the otherworldly piety of  
“Jerusalem”: the townsfolk preach to 
one another the real presence of  God 
in their midst.

The words of  the third hymn are 

indistinguishable but are fittingly 
paired with a young girl who is the 
sisters’ first servant (named Martha 
in the film! yet very bad at her job). 
All she manages to do is drop the 
tray. Bad Martha-dom obscures good 
Mary-ness. This is also the first time 
we hear the Dean preaching in words 
that will be repeated as the homiletic 
high point of  the story: “Mercy and 
truth are met together, my dear broth-
ers and sisters. Righteousness and 
peace shall kiss one another.”

The fourth hymn to be introduced 
is sung by the congregation dur-
ing Achille Papin’s arrival in town. 
A great deal of  time is given to this 
hymn in the film, allowing us to rest 
our attention on the many singing 
faces and the image of  Jesus crucified 
and yet serene. Most noteworthy are 
the transfigured faces of  Achille and 
Philippa, despite the lyrics’ meditation 
on last things:

Lord, our God, Thy name and 
glory

Should be sung throughout the 
world

And every soul Thy humble 
subjects

And every wayfarer shall sing 
aloud Thy praises.

God is God even if  all lands be 
deserts.

God is God even if  all life were 
ended.

If  the people should vanish, you, 
divine heavens,

Will reign over the countless and 
play the harp so beautifully.

Highest mountain and deepest 
vale shall vanish.

Heaven and earth as well will 
perish.

Each height and peak shall be no 
longer,

But the Lord’s glory shall rise 
again in a thousand hearts.

Achille is deeply moved by the music, 
and even more so by Philippa’s 
voice, but he cannot understand the 
words—there is only modest opportu-
nity for his vernacular in the remote 
Scandinavian countryside. He offers 
up a prayer of  gratitude to God, but 
he cannot fathom such a voice being 
reserved by divine intent for an insig-
nificant populace. When he begins to 
instruct the unsuspecting Philippa, his 
appeal makes the fatal error of  appeal-
ing only to her ego and ambition: “No 
one ever sang as well as you will sing. 
You will be the only star. The others 
will fade out by themselves.” Philip-
pa’s refusal to continue has mostly to 
do with the kiss and the awakening of  
passion that she has no way of  inte-
grating into her sense of  self—but it 
is also true that Achille’s portrayal of  
the good life is at odds with everything 
she has heard preached her whole 
life long. And of  course, in the end, 
Achille comes to share her judgment 
on his “gray, lonely, forgotten” way of  
life.32

“Jerusalem” returns many years 
later as the sisters and the community 
prepare for Babette’s French dinner. In 
their fear they promise control of  their 
tongues, but this vow will be fulfilled 
in them in the most unexpected of  
ways. Again they sing, “Never would 
you give a stone to the child who begs 
for bread.” The same hymn contin-
ues more subtly in the background 
as the aged Lorens confronts himself  
in the mirror, adorned in his fancy 
military dress, delivering the only 

sermon that seems to fit his situation: 
“Vanity. Vanity. All is vanity.” And the 
hymn is heard once more as Babette 
is assembling the Blinis Demidoff—
stones versus bread—with a jump cut 
to Babette slicing the head off a quail. 
Perhaps they should have been singing 
about serpents and fish, or eggs and 
scorpions!

Despite their determined skepti-
cism and promised silence about the 
food, it is in fact the good teaching 
the Dean’s flock has imbibed all these 
years that has prepared them for the 
feast. After all, they observe, there 
was the wedding at Cana blessed by 
our Lord: “grace has chosen to mani-
fest itself  there, in the very wine, as 
fully as anywhere.”33 Tasting grapes, 
they quote, and undoubtedly for the 
first time grasp the significance of, an 
obscure line from Numbers 13: “And 
they came onto the brook of  Eshcol, 
and cut down a branch with one clus-
ter of  grapes. And they bare it two 
upon a staff.”34

The story arc reaches its climax 
when the worldly soldier Lorens is 
invested with the office of  preacher. 
In the text, Dinesen reports a family 
legend of  an ancestral Loewenhielm 
having married a Huldre, “a female 
mountain spirit of  Norway, who is so 
fair that the air round her shines and 
quivers.”35 When Lorens sees Martine 
for the first time, the gift of  second 
sight is awakened in him but, soldier 
though he is, he proves to be “scared 
of  the Huldre family legend and had 
declined her invitation to come into 
the mountain; he had firmly refused 
the gift of  second sight,”36 instead 
investing his life’s energies in the 
mundane. Now, at the far end of  life, 
he finds himself  worried about his 
“immortal soul”37 and the goodness 
and purity he chose to walk away 
from. Not the most obvious candidate 
for the best sermon ever delivered in 
fictional or cinematographic form!

But that is, of  course, the point. 
Despite coming to the dinner in a 
humbled state of  mind, Lorens had 
hoped to dominate the conversation 
in compensation for his muteness so 

Grace does not arrive 
in, with, and under 

the meal alone. 
It is accompanied 

every step of  
the way by 
the word.
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many years before. Yet when he stands 
to speak, he says what is given him in 
that hour, not him speaking but the 
Holy Spirit, for he is a but a “mouth-
piece for a message which meant to 
be brought forth.”38 And the message 
is one of  reconciliations that human 
beings cannot even imagine, much less 
bring about.

Mercy and truth, my friends, 
have met together. Righteous-
ness and bliss shall kiss one 
another. Man, my friends, is 
frail and foolish. We have all 
of  us been told that grace is to 
be found in the universe. But 
in our human foolishness and 
short-sightedness we imagine 
divine grace to be finite. For this 
reason we tremble. We tremble 
before making our choice in life, 
and after having made it again 
tremble in fear of  having chosen 
wrong. But the moment comes 
when our eyes are opened, and 
we see and realize that grace 
is infinite. Grace, my friends, 
demands nothing from us but 
that we shall await it with con-
fidence and acknowledge it 
in gratitude. Grace, brothers, 
makes no conditions and singles 
out none of  us in particular; 
grace takes us all to its bosom 
and proclaims general amnesty. 
See! that which we have cho-
sen is given us, and that which 
we have refused is, also and at 
the same time, granted us. Ay, 
that which we have rejected is 
poured out upon us abundantly. 
For mercy and truth have met 
together, and righteousness and 
bliss have kissed one another!39

Could there be a more powerful ser-
mon on justification by faith alone, 
through grace alone, by the mercy and 
truth, righteousness and bliss of  Jesus 
Christ alone? The modesty regard-
ing the name of  God is not secular 
refusal nor worldly ignorance but the 
bashfulness, averted eyes, and right-
ful fear of  one who has finally come 
into the divine presence. Lorens had 

heard these words in his youth, taken 
them to heart, and nevertheless made 
the “wrong” choice. But the words 
lodged there and would not leave his 
heart alone. Only at the far end of  
his “wrong” choice has grace finally 
wrought him into a preacher, able to 
receive all that has been given him 
without grasping, right along with all 
that he could not grasp at all. His late, 
“mystic” embrace of  grace is precisely 
what allows him to be “moral”—to be 
Martine’s lifetime companion without 
infidelity to either his married calling 
or her unmarried one.

The company retires to the sit-
ting room for coffee and vieux marc de 
champagne, listening to Philippa play 
the hymn whose tune is best known to 
English-speakers as “If  you but trust 
in God to guide you.” Her Danish 
version is even more apocalyptic than 
what she sang in church as Achille 
Papin listened.

Oh, watch the day once again 
hurry off

And the sun bathe itself  in water.
The time for us to rest approaches.
O God, Who dwelleth in heavenly 

light
Who reigns above in heaven shall
Be for us our infinite Light
In the valley of  the night.

The sand in our hour glass will 
soon run out.

The day is conquered by the night.
The glories of  the world are 

ending.
So brief  their day, so swift their 

flight.
God, let Thy brightness ever shine.
Admit us Thy mercy divine.

The flock’s preparation for death has 
been stripped of  any lingering vestige 
of  refusal of  the world. Sated with the 
good feast, hope for heaven speaks of  
fulfillment, not rejection. The very 
last hymn of  the film is sung by the 
parishioners holding hands around 
the well outside “in a celestial second 
childhood.”40

The clock strikes and time goes by.

Eternity is nigh. Let us use this 
time to try

To serve the Lord with heart and 
mind

So that our true home we shall 
find,

So that our true home we shall 
find.

The film’s hymns express what Dine-
sen narrates in her text: “[I]t never 
occurred to any of  them that they 
might have been exalted by their own 
merit. They realized that the infinite 
grace of  which General Loewenhielm 
had spoken had been allotted to them, 
and they did not even wonder at the 
fact, for it had been but the fulfillment 
of  an ever-present hope. The vain 
illusions of  this earth had dissolved 
before their eyes like smoke, and they 
had seen the universe as it really is. 
They had been given one hour of  the 
millennium.”41

It must be noted, after all this atten-
tion to the word’s equal time with the 
sacrament, that Babette’s supper is 
not, after all, a bloodless shorthand of  
bread and wine. It is much more like a 
full-throated Passover meal or even a 
Levitical sacrifice. On her return from 
her grocery expedition she marches in 

a liturgical procession through Berles-
vaag in the company of  a cage of  live 
quails and an enormous turtle that will 
be sacrificed for the Dean’s spiritual 
children. Martine, versed in Scripture 
though she is, is not prepared for the 
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full implications of  the salvation she confesses. Her night-
mares center precisely on the animal sacrifice, the calf ’s 
head and the turtle in flames, followed by the spilling of  red 
wine that looks just like blood shed. It is a telling exposure 
of  Christian alienation from the faith’s Jewish roots that the 
sisters grope for the imagery of  other, uncanny religions 
to explicate Babette’s behavior: “a witches’ sabbath,”42 an 
African chief ’s “small fat grandchild” served to an unwit-
ting missionary,43 the “Black Stone of  Mecca, the Kaaba 
itself,”44 “the bottled demon of  the fairy tale” with her 
“familiar spirit.”45 The film, though, will not let us forget 
for a moment what lives are surrendered for the sake of  the 
community: we variously see unidentifiable pieces of  fowl 
dumped on top of  the calf ’s head, cockscombs and chicken 
feet going into the stockpot, Lorens sucking the brains out 
of  the dismembered and reassembled Cailles en Sarcophage—
“quails in a tomb.”

If  Babette’s feast is eucharistic, then its primary refer-
ence point is Christ’s blood shed on the cross. The shed-
ding of  blood is what procures the forgiveness of  sins in a 
unity of  body and soul beyond human reckoning. Philippa 
is the one who recognizes that, though the cost of  the feast 
is officially ten thousand francs, the real cost is in “human 
loyalty and self-sacrifice.”46

By the end, it is the preaching and the supper together 
that forge the path for the self-disclosure of  grace. Cup over-
flowing, the little company stumbles into the snow, which 
makes them like little lambs, “sins washed white as wool.”47 
They conclude by blessing one another. In the marriage 
feast of  word and sacrament, they have all become priests.

Catholic and Protestant

As already observed, the Dean welcomes Achille Papin and 
the sisters welcome Babette into their home with a certain 
reserve. Babette’s new family “at first had trembled a little, 
just as the Dean had once done, at the idea of  receiving 
a papist under their roof.”48 But the welcome is extended 
nevertheless; in truth, there is never any real question about 
it. Heaven-oriented piety has cultivated in them an open-
ness to the other, especially the other in distress.

Babette’s arrival in Berlesvaag, therefore, turns the little 
yellow house into an inadvertant convent, and an ecumeni-
cal convent at that, with two abbesses and one novice! The 
mothers superior do not proselytize, however. “[T]hey 
did not like to worry a hard-tried fellow-creature with cat-
echization; neither were they quite sure of  their French. 
They silently agreed that the example of  a good Lutheran 
life would be the best means of  converting their servant. In 
this way Babette’s presence in the house became, so to say, 
a moral spur to its inhabitants.”49 In other words, their life 
together is mutually upbuilding rather than competitive or 
hostile.

One of  the funniest scenes in the film is Babette’s per-
fect expressionlessness at Martine’s instructions on soaking 
and boiling their modest fare. Dinesen’s text fleshes the 
encounter out a bit more. The sisters inform the French 
cook that “luxurious fare was sinful” and “food must be as 
plain as possible.”50 Babette does not protest (and in rural 
northern Norway, what good would it have done anyway?) 
but informs the sisters that “she had been a cook to an old 
priest who was a saint. Upon this the sisters resolved to sur-
pass the French priest in asceticism.” This small exchange 
upends a conventional misreading noted above. The Cath-
olic priest’s ascetism is indigenous to his own tradition, so 
we are not to suppose a warm and hearty bonhomie as 
the Catholic cure to the Protestant ailment of  paltriness. 
Moreover, learning of  the Catholic’s asceticism encourages 
the Lutheran sisters to increase theirs, not to reject it as 
suspect.

Speaking of  saints, we are also shown a Lutheran ver-
sion of  the veneration of  the saints in the honor paid to the 
deceased Dean. His image hangs in the dining room. On 
the eve of  the feast, his daughters adorn it with a braided 
garland of  juniper and set candles before it. On arrival the 
nervous guests turn to pay homage to the picture and look 
“into the face of  their beloved Master, wreathed with ever-
green. Their hearts like their numbed fingers thawed.”51 
Lutheran and Catholic piety are not so foreign to one 
another after all.

There is little to no evidence of  Babette’s faith in the text; 
as we have seen, Dinesen stresses her identity as an artist 
rather than as a believer. But Axel adds a modest innova-
tion that is perhaps more faithful to the deep story than in 
Dinesen. On arrival that fateful night in 1871 Babette has 
no cross, but fourteen years later she wears one around her 
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neck always.52 Significantly, she fingers 
the cross as she petitions for the right 
to prepare a French dinner for the 
Dean’s birthday. In the text, the sisters 
don their gold confirmation crosses 
as a kind of  protective talisman when 
they sit down to the outrageous din-
ner. But again: these prove not to be 
competing crosses but converging 
ones.

The disappointment—though, to 
this day, a reality—is that there is no 
sharing of  the meal directly between 
Babette and her diners. In film and 
text alike, she eats in the kitchen, if  at 
all. Of  course, the sisters and guests 
together number a perfect twelve, 
allegorically the tribes of  Israel or the 
apostles, with Babette in the role of  
self-giving host. But it is nevertheless 
sad that in this moment of  profound 
reconciliation the boundary remains 
intact. As it remains sad that not all 
Christians may share the Lord’s Sup-
per together.

It is a striking and not a little comical 
irony that Pope Francis draws a com-
parison between what he perceives 
as the rigorous close-heartedness of  
the Dean’s flock and his own flock 
of  fearful anti-ecumenical Catholics. 
During an interview with him, an 
Italian journalist brought up “those 
who think that in these ecumenical 
meetings what’s wanted is to ‘sell out’ 
Catholic doctrine. Someone has said 
that the desire is to ‘protestantize’ the 
Church.” The pope replied:

That doesn’t make me lose any 
sleep. I continue on the path of  
those who preceded me; I follow 
the Council. As for opinions, we 
must always discern the spirit 
with which they are expressed. 
When there is no bad spirit in 
them, they can even help us in 
our walk. At other times, we can 
immediately see that there are 
criticisms here and there that 
justify a position already taken. 
They are not honest, and they 
are done in a bad spirit to foment 
division. We can immediately 
see that a certain kind of  rigor-

ousness is born from lack, from 
wanting to hide one’s own sad 
dissatisfaction within armor. If  
you watch the movie “Babette’s 
Feast” you can see this rigid 
behavior.53

Evidently sins are shared between 
Lutherans and Catholics every bit as 
much as gifts!

Every time I watch or read 
“Babette’s Feast” now, I can’t help but 
think of  the very ecumenical circum-
stances in which I first saw it. I was 
working at First Things, and one eve-
ning Richard John Neuhaus invited 
me and my fellow intern, a Catholic, 

to watch the film with him. At this 
time, 1998 or 1999, Neuhaus was 
moving away from his initial account 
of  his conversion to Catholicism, one 
that was entirely continuous with his 
commitment to the Augsburg Confes-
sion, toward a much more confron-
tational account, leading at times to 
what seemed to me to be a “winner 
takes all” ecclesiology. We accordingly 
butted heads on more than one occa-
sion.

I don’t know if  he wanted me to 
see the film on the presumption that 
it would show the superiority of  sen-
suous Catholicism (he could certainly 
make remarks like that in other con-
texts), or to offer assurance that the 
preaching of  “infinite grace” still 

shaped his ex-Lutheran soul, or if  he 
was simply horrified that I was such 
a philistine as never to have seen the 
greatest theological film of  all time.

What I do remember is that 
when it finished, and I was sitting 
there stunned and moved and over-
whelmed, he quoted into the silence: 
“Everything we rejected has also been 
granted. Yes, we even get back what 
we rejected.” Something in his tone 
was the most human and tender I’d 
heard from this larger-than-life per-
sona, a tone I’d never heard before 
and never would again.

But I like to think that he needed 
me to know, in this very subtle way, his 
hope that all he had felt compelled to 
reject would be granted back to him 
again. I trust he has received it. And 
I have no doubt that he is presently 
enchanting the angels. LF
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