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The Flavor of Faith: Babette’s Feast 
 

 Together, they sip and slurp dainty glasses of amber Amontillado sherry and pale Veuve 

Cliquot champagne. Servings of buckwheat cakes slathered with caviar and sour cream give way 

to quail stuffed with hearty glops of foie gras and truffle slices all cooked in puff pastry shells. 

Then comes sponge cake spritzed with rum, peppered with figs and candied cherries. Happy 

mouths stuff themselves with figs while juicy fingers seize slices of pineapple and swollen 

grapes. As the night dwindles down, their spirits soar up. Their hands full of cups of freshly-

ground coffee and glasses of cognac courtesy of Rémy Martin, the dour Danish villagers sing 

and weep, laugh and pray. Just hours ago, this cloistered community on the frigid coast of 

Jutland had been mired in dreary stoicism; trapped in a faith borne more of habit and tradition 

than genuine conviction. Yet with a lavish meal, the characters of Gabriel Axel’s Babette’s Feast 

awaken once more to the beauties of food, of life, of each other.  

 

 Babette’s Feast is one of the most poignant and meaningful religious films of the last 50 

years. Rich in Christian imagery and themes, the film has proved itself a true rarity: an overtly 

religious movie embraced by both people of faith and secular critics. In addition to winning a 

score of international awards (including the Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film), 

Babette’s Feast holds the distinction of being Pope Francis’ favorite film. It centers on the 

eponymous feast prepared by Babette Hersant (Stéphane Audran), a Frenchwoman who fled the 

bloodshed of the French Revolution to Denmark where she worked as the housekeeper of 

Martine (Birgitte Federspiel) and Philippa (Bodil Kjer).  

 

 The daughters of a prophet who founded a Pietistic conventicle, Martine and Philippa 

eschewed the material world and devoted themselves to caring for the few remaining elderly 

members of their dwindling community. Dressing in severe black-and-white clothing and 

subsisting on a flavorless diet of dried cod and bread soaked in ale for so long that it becomes a 

nauseating brown paste, their little community has devolved into a purgatory of blandness. As 

such, internal arguments and petty squabbles divide the tiny community of believers. When 

Babette learns that she has miraculously won 10,000 francs in a lottery, she begs the sisters to 

allow her to prepare an authentic French dinner for the community.  

 

 Unbeknownst to them, Babette used to be one of the greatest chefs in France. The opulent 

ingredients of the feast horrify the abstemious community: a box of live quails, crates of colorful 

fruit, a gigantic live turtle, etc, etc. In a panic, the community decides to ignore the taste of the 

food lest it lead them to temptation (one of the sisters even has an absurd nightmare that Babette, 

a Catholic, intends to use the feast as a platform for a Satanic ritual). But as the villagers move 

from succulent dish to succulent dish, a transformation occurs: they begin to talk with sincere joy 

about their faith for the first time in years. Old grudges are forgiven, enemies are reconciled, and 



the community comes together in a spontaneous celebration of Christian love and fellowship. 

With the feast over, the sisters make a ghastly discovery: Babette had spent all of her winnings 

on this one meal, making any possible return to her homeland of France financially impossible. 

The film ends with an exchange of heart-breaking poignancy: 

 

Martine: “Now you will be poor the rest of your life.” 

Babette: “An artist is never poor.” 

 

 There are numerous Christian interpretations of Babette’s Feast: Babette is a Christ 

figure who sacrifices everything she has to redeem a community of believers; the feast is a 

metaphor for the Last Supper (indeed, there are twelve feasters, thirteen when you include 

Babette); the villagers’ diet of fish and bread paste (i.e. the loaves and fishes with which Jesus 

fed the multitudes) is replaced with a feast which nourishes more than just their physical needs, 

but their spiritual ones as well; a “dead” community is “resurrected” by an incomprehensible act 

of love. But I would recommend a different reading of the film. Too often faith is seen as a 

flavorless list of laws and restrictions which take all the flavor out of life. But the key to 

Christian living is realizing that in following Christ’s teachings we enter into a new life; one of 

joy and fellowship protected against many of the ruinous temptations and pitfalls of life. Yes, 

restraint and regulation are important parts of Christian living, but they are safeguards designed 

to improve life, not stymie it. When we devote ourselves to abstinence for abstinence’s sake, not 

only do we risk retarding our own development as Christians, we risk missing out on the many 

wonderful gifts, the many wonderful tastes, that God has given us in this life." 
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