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  The detective is a prophet looking backwards.


  – Ellery Queen




   




  To Diane Marquart Moore


  Poet and sleuth extraordinaire




  Introduction




  Miss Marple: A Force to Reckon With




  Time and trouble will tame an advanced young woman, but an advanced old woman is uncontrollable by any earthly force.




  – Dorothy L. Sayers




  The righteous flourish like the palm tree… In old age they still produce fruit.




  – Psalm 92:12a, 14a




  As my husband and I have been watching dramatizations of various detective series through the years, we’ve found that they offer more than brainy entertainment. Escape, certainly, from one’s own issues and struggles. Answers to mysteries that make one feel that the problems of the world can be understood and intelligently dealt with. Satisfying resolutions within a limited scope and time frame.




  But we’ve also experienced a nagging or pulling toward deeper meaning through these watchings, an issue which we often discuss. In fact, it seems that without straining or delib- erate effort to ‘find meaning’, my mind simply goes on probing the knottier issues around what it means to deal in discernment of good and evil – and to enable the good to win out.




  And always, as we skip around among the various episodes available on DVD – usually watching one per evening – it is the plain, intelligent, earnest face of the elderly actress Joan Hickson as Miss Marple (author Agatha Christie’s own favorite choice for the role) that moves me the most.




  What is it about the “old lady with a sweet, placid, spinsterish face” that strikes such a chord of spiritual recognition? Perhaps it is simply the realization that the least likely person in the room holds the key to the most entangled mystery – the one that others have failed to solve.




  But is she really so tame and innocuous? Similar to C.S. Lewis’ character of Aslan in his Narnia series, who, it is pointed out, is not a “tame” lion – Miss Marple herself might be genteel, soft- spoken, self-contained, and a proper English gentlewoman. But as Christie’s stories about her so cunningly reveal, she is far from ‘safe’. As her housekeeper Cherry comments in Nemesis: “Anyone would think you were gentle as a lamb. But there’s times I could say you’d behave like a lion…” if the circumstances called for it.




  In the words of the St. Mary Mead vicar, Leonard Clement, the narrator of Miss Marple’s literary debut, 1930s Murder at the Vicarage: “Miss Marple is a white-haired old lady with a gentle, appealing manner – Miss Wetherby [her neighbor] is a mixture of vinegar and gush. Of the two Miss Marple is the more dangerous.”




  But dangerous to whom – and in what ways leonine – or heroic? If the theme of a successful murder mystery is ‘truth will out’, then Miss Marple clearly reveals herself to be perpetually on the side of that winning quality. Yet she achieves her successes not by innocent credulity, but rather (similar to Father Brown in the Chesterton stories) by discerning good and evil and under- standing how they are often manifested in individuals and the world. She knows what signs to be wary of in human behavior, and her acute observations, practiced in her home village of St. Mary Mead and beyond, bear that out.




  She admits at various times through the books: “It is dangerous to believe people. I haven’t for years…” According to Anne Hart in The Life and Times of Miss Jane Marple, “She also believed very strongly in justice of the old-fashioned kind… To her, evil was evil.”




  She might even shake one of her ubiquitous knitting needles to emphasize a point. But she is also able to keep a secret, to wait until the opportune time to reveal what she does know – or even intentionally to mislead. “Miss Marple had been brought up to have a proper regard for truth and was indeed by nature a very truthful person. But on certain occasions, when she considered it her duty to do so, she could tell lies with a really astonishing verisimilitude,” Hart points out.




  Balancing all of these character traits found in the novels leads, I believe, to a fascinating, full-bodied portrait of Jane Marple not only as a Christian sleuth – but as a woman for others in her own particular time and place.


  I hope to show, through examples in the Christie books centered on this heroine detective, some ways in which even our most mundane actions toward each other can have immense, long-lasting consequences for good or evil. And I also will explore the implications of her example for our own Christian lives among others.




  Another lesson inherent in the ordinariness of Miss Marple could be that we are all making impressions in one way or the other when we are least aware of it. The character of Miss Marple has had this effect on me, provoking much questioning and pondering. As Thomas Merton said, “One of the first signs of a saint will be the fact that other people do not know what to make of him” – or her. What will we make of her life?




  This quiet, unobtrusive old lady who always read a few devotional lines of Thomas à Kempis’ Imitation of Christ in bed before turning out the light, who asserted in old age that “I believe in eternal life,” surely qualifies as a quiet saint among her peers. And through reading the stories, those who ‘get her ’ will find small windows of truth that can lead to greater insights as to how to live ourselves.




  In an example of classic understatement in the short story “The Thumbmark of St. Peter ”, in which Miss Marple also says, “I connected the two things together, faith – and fish,” she modestly admits: “It is true, of course, that I have lived what is called a very uneventful life, but I have had a lot of experiences in solving different little problems that have arisen.”




  Arguably, a meaningful life IS one in which just such small victories of order and truth over chaos add up to the saving of others – allowing them to go on with their lives in peace and safety, or to be revealed in their true character. These are typical results of Miss Marple’s actions, once her solution of a crime puts everything in perspective.




  To me, what follows in this study is not simply a compendium of a fictional character ’s acts for our admonition. Seeing Miss Marple as Christian sleuth is an exercise in studying the novels about her with new intent: to illuminate a dimension of her character that has not previously been featured on its own.




  However, the body of work which forms the text of our study is not, after all, a complete or internally consistent secondary world. Certainly there are within this fictional landscape an inordinate number of subterfuges, false representations, malice and actual murders than would be probable within St. Mary Mead’s small population, even over the several decades of Miss Marple’s career. And, aside from the ‘unpleasantness’ of these incidents, the little English village, both in the books and movie adaptations, can seem impossibly quaint and nearly removed from time, its comfortable assumptions and reliable customs only tentatively challenged. Often it seems to be merely a cozy backdrop to the world’s larger troubles.




  But I believe that, within it, important lessons lie.




  What I want to uncover and expand on in these chapters are some ways in which the character of Miss Marple in the texts suggests a pattern for grace-filled, redemptive practices that we also can follow.




  She is a woman for others…




  She manages to do good from exactly the point where she is ‘planted’…




  She recognizes the God-given value in other people and sees them as her neighbors for whom she bears responsibility…




  She is a firm believer in truth in both its transcendent and immanent forms…




  She is sincerely humble and does not act in order to draw attention to herself or to gain worldly reward – besides the fact that staying ‘under the radar ’ as a nearly invisible person enables her craft…




  She is uncannily perceptive at sizing up a situation, discerning clues, working from analogies and past experiences to deduce probabilities. She is adept at untangling knotty cases through her sharp-as-a-razor intellect…




  She, though a spinster, believes heartily in love, honors those who express it healthily on all levels, and sees it as redemptive… In short, she demonstrates enough Christlike understanding and actions to lead us to conclude that Miss Marple is truly a ‘woman for others’, worthy of another look. In fact, she could be seen as a sort of living parable herself, through her many mystery cases, observations, and personal modeling of healing love.




  Why do modern readers continually return to the St. Mary Mead of nearly a century ago to enjoy the stories about this modest, unassuming woman – in a world of super-action heroes, novels that explore and exploit supernatural powers, over-the- top lifestyles, and in-your-face defiance of order and justice?




  Perhaps as a relief, a correction, a respite? Contrast always helps to paint extremes in clearer light.




  I only know that her inclusion in the pantheon of iconic sleuths seems secure. I believe that Miss Marple’s unique mind and spirit offer a valuable perspective that could easily be lost in the rush and flash of more overt manipulations in the world. Does it have something to do with her being a woman of a certain age?




  As New York Times columnist Gail Collins recently wrote:




  We’re a long way from the Eleanor Roosevelt Commission on the Status of Women, which was formed when there were no women on the White House staff doing anything more impressive than typing or cake decoration. “Men have to be reminded that women exist,” Mrs. Roosevelt tartly told reporters.




  Miss Marple not only reminds us that women are important to the fabric of civilized society, but also that old age is not to be scorned or underestimated when it comes to wisdom and truth being perpetuated in important ways.




  Let her creep into your consciousness, as she has mine, through her sleuthing actions that come ‘on little cat feet’, amid cups of tea and perpetual knitting. Once evil gets its due, restorative – sometimes nearly redemptive – results will not be far behind.




  1




  A Woman for Others




  For Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Jesus is the “man for others.”…He exists for us today in and through the community of saints.




  – Richard P. McBrien




  The Thomas à Kempis fan club includes St. Ignatius, Thomas Merton, Thomas More, and even Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple. (She reads a chapter of The Imitation of Christ every night before sleep.)




  – Michael Joseph Gross




  Do not show partiality, to your own harm, or deference, to your downfall. Do not refrain from speaking at the proper moment, and do not hide your wisdom.




  – Sirach 4:22–23




  One central question driving this study of Agatha Christie’s creation, Miss Marple – her character, her acts, and her meaning – is, for me: what does she get out of her many selfless contribu- tions to the welfare of the lives of others within her fictional world?




  What is the payoff? How can she give and give, and so seemingly effortlessly enter in to the fray, not counting the personal cost of becoming involved in dangerous situations? From whence comes her devotion to the Good and her single- minded dedication to the success of others’ lives? What spiritual resources sustain her, and bring her to the level of representing ‘a woman for others’—in Jesus’ example?




  In the twelve Miss Marple novels and the twenty stories, Jane Marple’s intelligence and perseverance are crucial not only for individuals who are suffering from the effects of a threat or a crime—but for the whole society, both localized and extended. For her fictional world, like the real one, requires an equilibrium, a resolution, a balance in order to endure. This truth is often expressed in the stories in the most down-to-earth, concrete details.




  At the end of The Body in the Library, the ‘dance’ of life goes on, symbolized by a minor character ’s return to the ballroom for another ‘round’. In the wrap-up of The Moving Finger, the nature of a relationship is confirmed with humor and irony as a character ’s ‘little joke’ takes on the form of an unconventional wedding present.




  It is understood by any reader who inhabits the pages of these mystery novels for very long that St. Mary Mead desperately requires its essential tranquility – for however long it can last until the next upset occurs. Without this tension, a pattern of disruption and eventual resolution, the stories would not work as well as they do.




  Within this setting, the central character Jane Marple is clearly depicted as a loyal and dedicated Anglican churchwoman. Thus she can be expected to be consistently on the side of the Good. In some of her reminiscences she mentions two of her uncles, the ‘canons’, one who was Canon of Chichester Cathedral and the other of Ely Cathedral.




  There is a strong church ethic underlying not only the village itself, but Miss Marple’s implied history, though the older members of her family are presumably long dead. Although there are repeated comments about Miss Marple not having gotten out of St. Mary Mead very often in her life, there is in They Do It with Mirrors a mention of her having grown up in a cathedral close. Was she herself, like Dorothy Sayers (a contem- porary of Agatha Christie and fellow mystery writer), the daughter of a clergyman?




  We are also told that she was sent at about the age of sixteen to a finishing school in Florence, Italy, where she met two American girls, Ruth and Carrie Louise Martin. When the three of them again met up in their later years, Ruth reminded them of their early ideals: “You were going to nurse lepers, Jane, and I was going to be a nun. One gets over all that nonsense.” But as the novels reveal, Jane was destined to channel her innate altruism in other, equally dangerous ways to nursing lepers.




  Certainly through her life she was, and continued to be, a regular churchgoer. She also is shown to have accepted her share of parish responsibilities. This rubber-meets-the-road servanthood was an appropriate way of expressing her love of God and neighbor, one far more fitting for a Victorian-styled lady than much open discussion of God or theology would have been.




  Taking hints from a list in The Body in the Library, some of her parish-related activities might have included: raising funds for the Nave Restoration Fund, St. Giles’ Mission, the Sale of Work, the Fund for Unmarried Mothers, the Boy Scouts, the Needlework Guild, and the Bishop’s Appeal for Deep Sea Fishermen! [She assumes one or more of these collection duties, with the help of the vicar ’s wife, as a ‘cover ’ in order to circulate unsuspected among parishioners while investigating the case.]




  She also supported the Women’s Institute and the Orphanage Committee, and would have helped organize the ‘jumble sales’ that raised money for various charities. As Puritan sympathizer Miss Ramsbottom in A Pocket Full of Rye grudgingly admits, “She’s frivolous, like all Church of England people, but she knows how to run a charity in a sensible way.”




  According to Anne Hart, author of The Life and Times of Miss Jane Marple: “The most important creed in her life was simply to do one’s duty. But she did say once, ‘Now, I dare say you modern young people will laugh, but when I am in really bad trouble I always say a little prayer… And I always get an answer.’”




  As Thomas à Kempis (ca. 1380–1471) wrote: “Never be entirely idle; but either be reading, or writing, or praying or meditating or endeavoring something for the public good.” This ideal, perhaps reread often in her little devotional book at nighttime prayers, certainly circumscribed her life.
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