Zbigniew Benedyktowicz * MARY AND MARTHA (REMARKS ON BABETTE’S FEAST)

work upon me. For ye have the poor always with you; but
me ye have not always (Matthew 26,6 sqq.).

The news about spending 10 000 franks, the in-
comprehensible deed committed by Babette, came as
a total shock to the practical Martina and Philippa
and for a moment produced their great compassion
and pity: Now you'll be poor for the rest of your life, to
which they heard the response: An artist is never poor.
Perhaps one should say: Mary and Martha share this
victory. The film contains the following scene: at the
end of the feast the guests go to a second room for cof-
fee, Philippa sits down to the piano, Martina chooses
a place next to the general, and the previously contra-
vened members of the congregation whose faces lit up
duting the evening and whose tongues were loosened,
now exchange blessings. The camera leads us over the
abandoned “supper” to the kitchen-workshop where
Babette, exhausted and holding a wine glass, sits down
at the table and takes a sip, deep in thought and as if
even mote absent. The first chords are heatrd from afar.
She raises her eyes and glances full of comprehension
and recognition in the ditection from which the piano
is heard, transferring us to the room in which Phillipa
starts singing. This song (and scene) appears to be the
summit of the evening (despite the fact that they pre-
cede the finale of the whole film). The song is about
a day coming to an end, the passage of life, encroach-
ing conclusion. It also beseeches: Be for us our infinite
Light in the valley of night and: Admit us to Thy mer-
cy divine (whilst Babette remains behind firmly shut
kitchen doors). The cited words allude to Psalm 23:
Yea, though | walk through the valley of the shadow of
death, [ will fear no evil and in the next verse: Thou pre-
parest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies:
thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over, to
the aforementioned sacrifice, startling the disciples.
This is an old Protestant hymn with lyrics and music
by the German poet Georg Newark: Wer nur den licben
Gott ldfit walten. I believe that it also comments on the
fate of all the characters (concerned with their choice
or uncertain about it) and, predominantly, on the fate
of Babette, her story, experiences and offering. After
all, it foretells her triumph, soon to take place, and
seems to be “a response given to Martha” a mere mo-
ment before the recognition of the servant not only as
a great artist but also as Mary:

If thou but suffer God to guide thee,

And hope in Him through all thy ways,

He'll give thee strength whate'er betide thee,

And bear thee through the evil days.

Who trusts in God’s unchanging love

Builds on the rock that nought can move.

What can these anxious cares avail thee,

These never-ceasing moans and sighs?

What can it help, if thou bewail thee

O’er each dark moment as it flies?

Our cross and trials do but press

The heavier for our bitterness.

Only be still and wait His leisure

In cheerful hope, with heart content

To take whate'er thy Father’s pleasure
And dll-deserving love hath sent

Nor doubt our inmost wants are known
To Him who chose us for His oun.

He knows the time for joy, and truly

Will send it when He sees it meet,

When He has tried and purged thee throughly
And finds thee free from all deceit,

He comes to thee all unaware

And makes thee own His loving care.
Nor think amid the heat of trial

That God hath cast thee off unheard,
That he whose hopes meet no denial
Must surely be of God preferred;

Time passes and much change doth bring,
And sets a bound to everything.

All are alike before the Highest.

“Tis easy to our God, we know,

To raise thee up though low thou liest,
To make the rich man poor and low;
True wonders stll by Him are wrought
Who setteth up and brings to nought.
Sing, pray, and keep His ways unswerving,
So do thine own part faithfully,

And trust His Word, though undeserving,
Thou yet shalt find it true for thee!

God never vet forsook at need

The soul that trusted Him indeed.
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