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feed the 5000 
@ St. Mark's

W H O  A R E  
Y O U  

T H I N K I N G  
O F  

I N V I T I N G  
I N  2 0 1 8 ?
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This Danish film, which won the 1987 Academy Award for 

Best Foreign Language Film, is based on a short story by Isak 

Dinesen. Written and directed by Gabriel Axel, this literate 

and lovely-to-look-at film compels us to meditate upon the 

needs of the flesh and the needs of the spirit. It is also about 

choices, talent, gratitude, friendship, grace, and hope.

Martina (Vibeke Hastrup) and Philippa (Hanne Stensgard) 

live with their father, the Vicar (Pouel Kern), in a small fishing 

village on Denmark's Jutland peninsula during the late 

nineteenth century. He is the founder of an austere religious 

sect that has renounced all earthly pleasures. The sisters are 

devoted to the Vicar and have remained unmarried. The 

young women's beauty and purity, however, does not go 

unnoticed, and two visitors to the community are changed 

forever by knowing them. 

Lorens Lowenhielm (Gudmar Wivesson) is a handsome 

cavalry officer staying with his aunt in a nearby manor. While 

out riding, he sees Martina. Infatuated, he gains admittance 

to the Vicar's prayer circle to be close to her. When Lorens 

realizes that he can never be accepted, he leaves, telling 

Martina that "some things are impossible."

After Babette has been there for fourteen years, she 

receives word from Paris that she has won the lottery. She 

asks the sisters' permission to use her own money to prepare 

a "real French dinner" for the upcoming celebration of the 

anniversary of the Vicar's birth. They agree to grant her this 

favor, but as the event approaches, they are overcome with 

doubts, confused about what to expect at the extravagant 

meal.  

With the other members of their group, they decide to avoid 

temptation and not say a word about the food and drink. 

On the day of the celebration, they receive word that Mrs. 

Lowenhielm will bring her nephew, none other than Lorens. 

The table is set with china, silver, linen, lace, and candles. 

Babette has imported from Paris all the ingredients, 

including a selection of fine wines. While the members of the 

religious community keep their vow of silence about the 

meal, Lorens articulates their joy and surprise in Babette's 

feast. 

D. H. Lawrence once stated: "The sense of wonder, that is our 

sixth sense. And it is a natural religious sense." This film 

speaks lovingly to all six of your senses. 
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Luke 11:37-52 

15



16



Luke 14:1-35 
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Bringing Guests 
Home  

Hospitality is a fundamental function of the Jewish 

home. This practice is also central in the Hebraic 

heritage of the Church. Schooled in a rich rabbinic 

background, Paul inculcates this teaching in his 

readers. He instructs the church at Rome to “practice 

hospitality” (Rom. 12:13). Here Paul reflects a sacred

duty that was present from the earliest Old Testament 

times. Biblical law specified that it was an obligation to 

extend hospitality and love to the ger, “alien” or 

“stranger,” for the Hebrew people themselves once 

were “aliens [gerim] in Egypt” (Lev. 19:34). Isaiah states 

that a genuinely righteous person will heed the 

obligation to “share your food with the hungry and to 

provide the poor wanderer with shelter” (Isa. 58:7). In 

his personal statement of ethical vindication, Job 

claims, “no stranger had to spend the night in the 

street, for my door was always open to the traveler” 

(Job 31:32). The term used in rabbinic literature for 

hospitality is hakhnasat orhim, literally “bringing in of 

guests” or “gathering in of travelers.”  

Rabbinic literature provides considerable insight into the 

practice of hakhnasat orhim, the very term used in Franz 

Delitzsch’s classic Hebrew New Testament translation for 

Paul’s teaching on hospitality in Romans 12:13. First, the 

rabbis considered hospitality one of the most important 

functions of the home. “Great is hospitality; greater even 

than early attendance at the house of study or than receiving 

the Shekhinah” (Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 127a). Indeed, 

hospitality is listed first among six virtues, “the fruit of which 

man eats in this world” (Shabbat 127a). Second, one was not 

to discriminate in the showing of hospitality. Whereas some 

people entertain only the rich, or people from a certain social 

or racial status, the rabbis taught that the home was to be 

open to all classes and kinds of people. There was a custom in 

Jerusalem to place a napkin over the doorway. “All the time 

the napkin was spread, guests (travelers) could enter” 

(Tosefta, Berakhot 4:9 [Tosefta is Aramaic for “addition” and 

refers to a collection of material that expands or comments 

upon the Mishnah]). Another practice in Jerusalem was to 

display a flag to show that a meal was in progress 

(Babylonian Talmud, Baba Batra 93b). The rabbis also stated, 

“Let your house be open wide, and let the poor be members 

of your household” (Mishnah, Abot 1:5).
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It was said of Rabbi Huna that “when he used to sit down to a 

meal, he opened the doors and exclaimed, ‘Let whoever is in 

need enter and eat”’ (Babylonian Talmud, Taanit 20b). Third, 

children were taught to be hospitable. They were instructed 

when answering the door to invite guests to enter and to 

dine with the family. “Teach your household humility—so 

that if a poor man stands at the door and asks: ‘Is father in?’ 

they will respond: ‘Yes, come in.’ As soon as the poor man 

enters, let the table be set for him” (Abot of Rabbi Nathan 7 

[this source, sometimes abbreviated ARN, is a commentary 

on the Mishnaic tractate Abot, and is often termed an 

“extracanonical” minor tractate of the Talmud]). Fourth, 

guests were to be received graciously and cheerfully. 

Whereas many Westerners today avoid hospitality 

altogether, begrudgingly endure it, or tolerate it as a 

necessary evil, Middle Easterners have always considered 

hospitality to be a sacred obligation to be done with cheer. 

Rabbinic literature particularly emphasizes this obligation. 

“Let your house be wide open to guests. Receive people 

graciously.  

Lavish hospitality accompanied by a sour disposition means 

far less than modest hospitality which is extended cheerfully” 

(Abot of Rabbi Nathan 1). Finally, guests had a responsibility 

to the host. Some food was expected to be left on the plate 

(Babylonian Talmud, Erubin 53b). They were not to take 

advantage of the host’s kindness, but to be grateful 

(Berakhot 58a) and offer a special prayer for the host at the 

conclusion of the meal (Berakhot 46a). In addition, guests 

were not to ruffle the host or cause him anxiety: “A guest 

who unduly troubles his host is considered unworthy” 

(Derekh Eretz Zuta 8:9). The Christian community must 

never consider the concept of hospitality to be optional. It is 

at the heart of the social consciousness of the Christian faith. 

The 

book of Hebrews reminds New Testament believers,

recipients of the Jewish heritage of hakhnasat orhim, “Do not 

forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people 

have entertained angels without knowing it” (Heb. 13:2; cf. 

Jas. 2:14-17; 1 John 3:17). 

Marvin R. Wilson 

Author, Our Father Abraham: Jewish Roots of the Christian Faith 
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HOSPITALITY MEANS PRIMARILY THE CREATION OF FREE SPACE WHERE THE
STRANGER CAN ENTER AND BECOME A FRIEND INSTEAD OF AN ENEMY.
HOSPITALITY IS NOT TO CHANGE PEOPLE, BUT TO OFFER THEM SPACE

WHERE CHANGE CAN TAKE PLACE. IT IS NOT TO BRING MEN AND WOMEN
OVER TO OUR SIDE, BUT TO OFFER FREEDOM NOT DISTURBED BY DIVIDING

LINES. 
Henri J.M. Nouwen 


