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 Luke 10: Mary and Martha  

 

 

I have been in ministry over 20 years now and there are times when it is tough 

and wears you down and you need a break. Clergy should regularly take a 

retreat and during ministry are also offered a three-month Sabbatical or study 

leave to go and do something different and study an area which they have a 

particular interest in. I haven’t taken up this opportunity yet because I can’t 

quite decide which area I would go and study but I know many clergy who 

have and have found it a really beneficial experience. 

I have though been on many retreats of a few days or a week and although I 

have taken these at vary varied places there is one that I have been to most 

often and which I have found the most nourishing. That place is the Sheldon 

Centre in Devon near Exeter. Some of you may have heard of it and it has 

been there for the past 32 years being founded by Carl Lee in 1987 and is 

completely independent. Its roots are Anglican and its practice and outlook is 

ecumenical.  

Sheldon was a working farm until 1967 and has a cluster of lovingly converted 

farm buildings and 45 acres of fields and woodlands. It's tucked away at the 

end of a no-through road in the Teign Valley, but easily accessible from 

Exeter.  

Sheldon is run by a resident lay Christian Community assisted by staff and 

volunteers. They have a board of trustees for the legal bits and patrons who 



lend their names. They specialise in working to support people in Christian 

ministry, especially at times of stress, crisis, burnout or breakdown.  They are 

an open and welcoming retreat house, committed to being fully inclusive. 

Individual guests sign up to the special Rules of our House and groups 

benefiting from Sheldon are asked to respect the place and respect the needs 

of those with whom it is shared. 

I have told you a lot about Sheldon but up to now have omitted one of the key 

pieces of information about them.  The name of the registered charity that 

operates the place is The Society of Mary and Martha and their founding 

story centres around Jesus' encounters with Mary, Martha and Lazarus - rich 

stories which continue to challenge and inspire us today. 

We have one of those encounters today as Jesus visits Mary and Martha in 

their home. It is a very simple story and a situation that we can well imagine 

happening but at the heart of it the story identifies the fact that we are all 

different and are energised and inspired by different things. Our personality 

may well be active or passive reflecting Mary and Martha and both are equally 

valid and important. In the story Martha becomes frustrated and tries to get 

Jesus to tell Mary to come and help her but Jesus sees the value in 

contemplation and listening and tries to get Martha to see in a gentle way that 

what Mary is doing is a better choice. The danger of business and activity is 

that we can lose sight of what all the activity is about and in church we can 

easily fall into that trap. Liturgy is important because it enables us all to know 

what is happening and it ensures order not chaos but it can become a source 

of distraction from worship and become too important in itself. In contrast 

though contemplation and listening may be the better part but without activity 



and response they don’t lead anywhere. Both attitudes are necessary and this 

point is well demonstrated at the Sheldon Centre.  

As well as running retreats and quiet days for groups, they also run Clergy 

Family Holiday Weeks and I have been on several of these. They are a really 

good holiday because they do everything for you there. They are very much 

the Martha as they provide meals, do the washing up, organise activities and 

ensure that there is no clergy shop talk. But, they also embody the Mary 

aspect of their ministry as they offer daily worship, quiet spaces, massage, 

and one to one conversations. I think these weeks show that they really are 

the society of Mary and Martha.  

What should our response be to this reading. We should acknowledge that 

God did not make everyone alike. One person may pray,  

"Lord of all pots and pans and things,  

Since I've no time to be  

A saint by doing lovely things,  

Or watching late with thee,  

Or dreaming in the dawnlight,  

Or storming heaven's gates,  

Make me a saint by getting meals  

And washing up the plates."  



Another may sit with folded hands and mind intense to think and pray. Both 

are serving God. God needs his Marys and his Marthas, too.  

It is also important not to judge other people negatively because they have 

different personalities to us. It is easy for an active person to think of passive 

ones as lazy and for passive ones to think of active people as unspiritual but 

we are different and are fed and energised in different ways. That is a good 

thing and helps our societies and families and churches to flourish. 

So please pray for the Society of Mary and Martha as it continues to support 

Clergy and their families in times of stress and need. 

In the name …. 

 

 


