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Sunday 24 B         15th/16th September, 2018 
 

Miss Marple’s Misguided Method 
 

I must reassure you that when the Pastoral Area clergy meet we do do some 
useful business, but somehow last Friday we strayed onto the subject of 
Agatha Christie.  Fr Leslie, who is a great fan, mentioned that he once met 
her without realising it, at an old people’s home. Anyway, one thing led to 
another and we started comparing the actresses who had played her 
character Miss Marple. (I think the consensus was that Joan Hickson was 
the best) But, anyway, I am again reminded of Miss Marple by today’s 
gospel reading. 
 
It’s always a mystery to me why Miss Marple keeps being invited to posh 
people’s country houses because she seems to be the kiss of death on any 
social gathering.  Someone is invariably murdered wherever she is. 
However, it’s just as well she’s there because she is always streets ahead of 
the dull-witted Mr Plod from the local constabulary when it comes to 
solving the crime.  One of the great deductive weapons in Jane Marple’s 
sleuthing armoury is a remarkable mental database of characters from her 
home village of St Mary Mead. She is always given a deep insight into the 
character of the murder suspects when they remind her of someone she 
knows in the village and this often leads her to solving the mystery and 
outing the murderer. 
 
However reliable or not this process of detection may be, Miss Marple’s 
method relies on a universal trait in the human character: the tendency to 
judge people we don’t know by our experience of people we do know who 
seem to be like them. I think it helps us to deal with the unknown, the 
stranger, if we can put them into a familiar pigeonhole. It makes them easier 
to deal with. And this seems to be something of what’s going on in the 
Gospel today. When Jesus asks “who do people say I am?” it’s clear that 
everyone tries to find someone to compare him with so that they can 
understand him better. Some say he’s John the Baptist come back from the 
dead, I suppose because he’s a holy man who preaches a similar set of values 
to John and lives the life of an ascetic with no fixed abode and a following 
of disciples. Others say he is Elijah, the great prophet, who worked wonders 
and pointed people to God because Jesus does this too. 
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However, Jesus is none of these. He is totally unique, a person like no other 
who has ever lived before or since. He is the Son of God made flesh and it 
is Peter who nails it, “You are the Christ” he says without hesitation. But 
then Peter, in typical Peter fashion, blows it, and just like everyone else tries 
to put Jesus in a box. Because he doesn’t like the idea of Jesus having to 
suffer, he wants to deny it, he wants Jesus to conform to his idea of what 
being the Christ means; suffering is not how Peter sees things panning out 
at all; he has quite different plans for Jesus. 
 
Peter is typical of his time for it was impossible for those who were awaiting 
the Messiah and had great expectations of how he was going to raise a 
rebellion and drive out the Romans to understand that the Messiah, the 
Christ, the anointed one of God, would have to suffer and die. That would 
mean total failure in their eyes, the end of all the hopes and expectations fed 
to the people by all the prophets; and the failure would be God’s and that 
was simply unthinkable, blasphemous even. 
 
The two disciples on the road to Emmaus are typical of this mindset. 
Remember how they met Jesus on the road without recognising him and said 
how disillusioned they were with Jesus because they had thought he would 
be the one to set Israel free, and yet he had died on the cross and now their 
dreams and hopes were totally shattered.  Jesus turns on them: “you foolish 
men”, he says, “so slow to believe the full message of the prophets! Was it 
not ordained that the Christ should suffer and so enter into his glory?”  
Today’s first reading is proof that the prophets did predict the suffering. It 
comes from one of the three songs of the suffering servant from the 
prophecy of Isaiah and speaks of the Messiah as being rejected and reviled, 
spat upon, struck and insulted. The songs paint a picture of a Christ who is 
destined to be rejected and to suffer at the hands of his people, going to his 
death meekly like a lamb to the slaughter. 
 
Like Peter, all of us, I think, try to blot out the unpalatable truths about Jesus. 
We soften the hard bits of his teaching to suit our own requirements and we 
fail to hear the bits that challenge or criticise the way we live our lives. I was 
astonished to see a quote from an American Republican senator recently, 
presumably a very rich man, who was criticising Pope Francis for taking the 
side of the poor and for not knowing his bible. “There’s nothing in what 
Jesus teaches that says that being wealthy is a bad thing” he said.  How can 
he have read the New Testament and have come to that conclusion? 
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We all, to a greater or lesser extent, try to put Jesus in a box that makes him 
‘comfortable’ for us, to create him in our own image and likeness, to make 
the sharp edges of his teaching blunt by thinking that Jesus can’t possibly 
have meant exactly what he said or that what he says applies to everyone 
else but me. When Peter does just this in the Gospel, Jesus does not mince 
his words: “get behind me, Satan! Because the way you think is not God’s 
way but man’s”. Instead of challenging Jesus’ teaching and watering it down 
to meet our own needs and comfort levels, why don’t we try to take it at face 
value, act on it and live by it. It will be very hard and challenging, indeed, it 
will become our cross, but Jesus tells us that it is renouncing ourselves, 
taking up our cross and following him that leads to fullness of life with him. 
“For anyone who wants to save his life will lose it; but anyone who loses 
his life for my sake and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.” 


