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A Delightfully Weird Story 

April 3, 2022 

 

Fortunately, the Milk is the title of a delightful children’s story by Neil Gaiman.  Fortunately, the 

Milk.  The story begins with two children who find that they are out of milk one Saturday 

morning, so they have nothing to put on their cereal.  Their mom is out of town, and the dad says 

that he’ll nip down to the store to buy a carton of milk for their cereal and his tea. 

 

Well, after what seems like ages, the father finally returns with the carton of milk.  One of the 

kids asks him where he’s been, and he says, “Funny you should ask.”  He then launches into a 

story about meeting a time-traveling stegosaurus (who was a prominent professor in her field), 

and their time-traveling adventures tussling with pirates, escaping from an unfriendly jungle tribe 

who wants to sacrifice them, meeting some hungry vampires, and narrowly escaping a troupe of 

aliens. 

 

Throughout the dad’s tale, the carton of milk plays a prominent role, coming up in comments 

like, “Fortunately, the milk was safely tucked in my pocket,” or “Fortunately, I had a firm grip 

on the milk,” or “Unfortunately, the milk slipped out of my grasp.”  The kids periodically 

interrupt to ask questions or point out inconsistencies in his story, but the father always has a 

ready answer.  The ultimate question at the end is, Did those things really happen?   
Neil Gaiman, Neil. Fortunately, the Milk. New York: Harper Collins, 2013. 

 

Fortunately, the Milk is, in summary, a delightfully weird story.  I would highly recommend it. 

 

We often enjoy delightfully weird stories, don’t we?  It’s why we love Dr. Seuss and Harry 

Potter; we love to imagine normal people encountering not-so-normal events. 

 

Well, we hear a delightfully weird story in church today.  I’m not talking about Isaiah describing 

ostriches and jackals praising God or a river running through a desert.  Those are delightfully 

weird too, but I’m thinking about the Gospel story about Mary and Jesus.  Some parts of this 

story we know are weird, and some are weird because of the historical context.  Let’s take a 

look. 

 

Jesus comes to the house of Lazarus.  And that’s where the weirdness begins.  Lazarus died just a 

few days earlier.  And (you might know the story) Jesus raised him from the dead.  So now the 

formerly-dead Lazarus is throwing a dinner party.  We hear that he has two sisters, Martha and 

Mary.  Martha, for her part, prepares a nice dinner for Jesus and his guests.  And the weirdness 

escalates. 

 

First, and most obviously, Mary enters stage right and anoints Jesus with some absurdly 

expensive perfume.  John the narrator tells us that it is pure nard, which is an ointment from the 

Himalayas, an imported luxury.  From Judas’ comment, we know that it’s worth 300 denarii.  A 

denarius was a coin equal to one day’s wages for a laborer, so this perfume is worth almost a 

year’s salary.  A quick back-of-the-envelope calculation puts that jar of ointment at $15,000 

today, based on a year’s worth of work at minimum wage.  (There’s a sermon there about 

minimum wage earning you $15K a year, but that’s for another day)  Fifteen thousand dollars – 

gone in an instant. 
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Weird, certainly.  But I said this is a delightfully weird story.  Is that delightful?  Jesus certainly 

thinks so.  He sees Mary’s actions as a beautiful, precious act of love, to use this perfume to 

anoint him.  What a gift.  And of course, there’s symbolism behind it.  This takes place 6 days 

before the Passover, we’re told.  The Passover is the day when Jesus will be crucified.  Jesus 

knows he’s heading to the cross. He’s tried to warn the disciples that his death is coming, and 

they don’t listen; they don’t get it.  Who does get it?  Mary.  She anoints Jesus in preparation for 

his burial.  What an act of love and mourning for Jesus.  Weird and delightfully loving. 

 

So that’s at the core of this story, this unusual anointing of Jesus.  But there are more details here 

that are also delightfully weird. 

 

For example, there is the fact that Mary is touching Jesus, a man who is not her husband, which 

is inappropriate at that time.  Not only that, but Mary anoints Jesus’ feet.  Traditionally, in that 

time, you would anoint someone’s head with oil or perfume.  It seems backwards to anoint 

someone’s feet.   But it’s more than backwards; it’s scandalous.  Dirty feet and shoes/sandals 

were considered unclean in that day (which it not hard for us to imagine).  Think about God 

telling Moses to take off his sandals because the ground he is standing on is holy (Exodus 3:5).  

In the Psalms, the land of Edom is insulted, “On Edom I hurl my shoe” (Psalm 60:8). 

 

To touch someone’s shoes or dirty feet is humiliating.  It is what a lowly servant would do.  But 

again, this is a profound act of love that Mary is offering Jesus, and once again, we see that Mary 

gets it.  She understands Jesus’ call to serve in a way that the disciples do not.  And it’s possible 

that it’s this moment is what inspires Jesus to wash his disciples’ feet a few days later, in an 

effort to make them understand what it means to follow him. 

 

Another delightfully weird piece of the story that we might miss reading it in 21st century 

America is the hair.  In Middle Eastern society, in Jesus’ day and today, women are obliged to 

cover their hair in public.  According to Biblical scholar Kenneth Bailey, a bride would let down 

her hair on her wedding night, and that would be the first time her husband (or any man) would 

see her hair. 
Bailey, Kenneth E., Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes: Cultural Studies in the Gospels (Downers Grove: Intervarsity, 2008), 248-249. 

 

So for Mary to let down her hair to wipe Jesus’ feet has a couple possible meanings.  She could 

be professing a pledge, a lifelong pledge of loyalty to Jesus, as a bride might do.  Or she could be 

intentionally breaking social rules in order to demonstrate love (which is a very Christ-like thing 

to do).  Or it could be both.  In either case, Mary letting down her hair is weird and ultimately 

loving.  Delightfully weird. 

 

And the most delightfully weird piece of the story: Jesus accepts it all.  Mary has broken all sorts 

of norms and spent thousands of dollars on him, and Jesus is grateful for her actions. 

 

Judas, though, is not so thrilled.  And what is strange is that out of all those taboos that Mary has 

broken, the only thing he objects to is the financial piece, the cost of the perfume.  John tells us 

why: Judas apparently was a thief.  John is already setting up the story of Judas’ betrayal. 
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Our Gospel story ends, though, with a not-so-delightful, weird moment.  Jesus defends Mary’s 

actions, and then he says, “You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.”  

It sounds like Jesus is saying, “Forget the poor because they’re always around; and focus on me.” 

 

But again, as with Mary’s actions, we need to look at the context.  Jesus is a rabbi, a teacher of 

scripture.  And as it turns out, Jesus is quoting Deuteronomy.  God says, “There will never cease 

to be some in need on the earth. Therefore I command you, ‘Open your hand to the poor and 

needy neighbor in your land’ ” (Deut 15:11).   

 

Jesus isn’t saying, “Don’t give to the poor because they’ll always be here;” Jesus is saying, 

“There will always be the poor, so always help those in need!  But in the case of Mary, don’t 

criticize her for her act of love.” 

 

As side note, the verse before Deut 15:11 that Jesus is quoting?  “Give liberally and be 

ungrudging when you do so, for on this account the LORD your God will bless you in all your 

work and in all that you undertake.”  I wonder if Mary’s liberal giving of the perfume reminded 

Jesus of this passage, and that’s why he said what he did. 

 

So we have here a strange story.  It’s no time-traveling stegosaurus and a dad with a carton of 

milk, but this story from John is full of odd characters and unexpected actions that don’t quote 

compute. But at its core, this is a story of love, of devotion, a story that calls us to dedicate 

ourselves, both to following Jesus like Mary did, and to serving those in need. 

 

Amen. 
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