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Isak Dineson, a Danish author, wrote a book entitled »Babette’s Feast«. It is a beautiful story about a young
French woman named Babette. She was forced into exile by the French Revolution and finds refuge on the small
Danish island of Jztland with two long-established sisters. The two sisters belong to a strict, puritanical church
community originally founded by their father. They know nothing of luxury and want none. Babette, who worked as
a cook in Paris before the Revolution, would love to prepare a special meal for her kind, gentle hosts, but she has
neither their permission nor the means to do so.

One day, Babette learns that she has won the national lottery in France and has come into a substantial sum of
money. She persistently persuades the sisters to let her prepare a delicious gourmet meal for them and their
small parish. Reluctantly, the two sisters agree to her wishes, more to amuse her than anything else. However,
they are concerned about the impression such a meal will make on their somber and simple fellow parishioners,
and go to them to warn them of the opulent feast that awaits them. They then agree to eat it quietly and politely,
without enjoying any of it.
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And yet something strange happens to the people at this table. In the end, they all enjoy the meal. The hostility
between them dissolves into shared joy at the table. The stern, dismissive conversations give way to expressions
of joy and mutual forgiveness. At the end of the meal, one sees the very same people who had been living in stiff,
formal and cold religious rigidity breaking into a spontaneous dance in the middle of the village as they walk
home under the night sky. All this is brought about by the everyday experience of a meal.

But although the experience of a meal is commonplace, the meal itself is extraordinary. Babette devotes herself
heart and soul to this meal. In the course of the story, she is never at the table, but always in the kitchen. It takes
her days to plan and prepare the food. Every course is thought through down to the last detail; nothing is left to
chance. She spends every penny of her lottery winnings on this meal and puts every ounce of her energy into its
preparation.

A First Lesson for our Living

This is a gentle lesson for our lives in the Gospel. Babette teaches us that the giver must spend what she has so
that others are not merely fed, but truly nourished. She spends her money. She spends her time. She spends her
energy. That is the difference between a meal and a feast. Feeding is quick and straightforward and satisfies the
body’s basic needs. Feasting is slow and elaborate and satisfies the soul’s basic needs. If Babette does not give
of the essence and substance of what she possesses, then people leave only half-satisfied. In the end, it be-
comes very clear. It is never really the food that Babette puts on the table, but her heart. And that alone nourishes
and liberates a community unto an extraordinary joy.

A Second Lesson for our Living

The next lesson is identical to the last, with the difference that Jesus is the teacher and that we move from fic-
tional narrative to nourishing reality. In the Eucharist we encounter the presence of our Lord and Master, just as
the people in Babette’s story encounter one another at the table.

The mundane gives way to the sublime when we realise anew that Jesus does for us what Babette did for her
guests. He does not merely give us food; he nourishes us. In the Eucharist, Jesus shows that he uses everything
he has to truly nourish us. He gives of his time. He gives of his divinity. He gives of his life. He gives of himself.
Babette gave generously of herself. Christ gives himself generously. As in the story of Babette, it is never really
the food that Jesus places on this table, but his heart. And that will shake us with an astonishing joy.

A Third Lesson for our Living

The third and final lesson is intended for us. We are what we eat. We are a people who partake of the Eucharist.
We are, therefore, a Eucharistic people. This means that the lesson we have learnt must be carried forward
through us. Babette’s story is an uplifting work of fiction. We must be an uplifting reality.

Like Christ, we must be a people who give out what we have to truly nourish others. We must move from feeding
to feasting. Feeding people in our lives is actually very simple, for it requires very little of our time, our talents and
our treasures. Above all, however, it requires very little of our presence. If we wish to allow people to dine at our
tables, we must offer a genuine presence that demands of us that we give of who we are and of what we have.

In a world of stinginess, we are invited to the marvellous table of abundance. But understand this mystery well.
There is no table of abundance unless Babette is toiling away in the kitchen. There is no table of abundance un-
less Christ pours himself into our lives. Let us therefore strive in our lives to prepare this table for others. Let us
learn this lesson well. When it comes to the Eucharist, it is never enough simply to lend our hearts. We must also
give them away and offer them as a gift.

In the end, the sisters assume that Babette will return to Paris, but she reveals that she is going nowhere, be-
cause she has spent all her money; the dinner cost ten thousand francs. The sisters are in tears when Martine
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says that Babette will be poor for the rest of her life. Then the words ring out: ‘A long cry goes forth from the
heart of artists throughout the world: Give me permission, give me the opportunity to do my very best!’

Then the book ends with these words from Philippa to Babette: ‘But this is not the end, Babette! | feel quite cer-
tainly that this is not the end. In paradise you will be the great artist you were meant to be according to God's
willl Oh!" she added, as tears ran down her cheeks. ‘Oh, how you will delight the angels!’

P. Erik Riechers SAC
Vallendar, June 4th, 2026
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