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SHEILA MASTERTON

An appreciation of her life, 17 June 1916 to 5 March 2006.

Sheila was born in Fife on 17 June 1916, the second of four children. Her father was a headmaster at various schools while her mother was a teacher. She attended the Mary Erskine School in Edinburgh, where she was successful in the classroom as well as on the sports field, but the most significant event of her life was when she put her faith and trust in the Lord Jesus Christ and committed herself to serve Him. So began a pilgrimage that was to last for 75 years.

On leaving school, she studied at Atholl Crescent School of Domestic Science and qualified as a teacher, then served in posts in Scotland and Lancashire. While in Lancashire she learned of the need for a domestic science teacher in Kalimpong in India. Sheila responded to God’s call, made plans and awaited permission to travel to India, which she did in 1945 on a troop ship.

Young people were her passion and in India she could see the need, so after a spell at Kalimpong she moved to Calcutta where she worked with Carey Baptist Church trying to reach those young people with the gospel. Her home became a venue where many non-Christians would hear the good news about Jesus Christ for the first time as well as being able to share their problems and concerns Sheila would spend countless hours counselling many a visitor individually.

In 1978 she finally retired from her work in India and returned to Edinburgh. Initially she found it difficult to settle back, but grasped the new opportunities at her new home. Until her last days, this was her mission field, as in India, so in Edinburgh, students and young people found an open door. She helped establish the ministry of the International Fellowship at Charlotte Baptist Chapel, Edinburgh – a work that continues.

Two services were held, to give thanks for the life of Sheila Masterton. One in Charlotte Chapel on Saturday 18 March 2006 and the second in Singapore on the 2 May. Countless international students from all around the world expressed their appreciation of her devotion, love, care and concern for them while they studied in Edinburgh.

Additional information – given by Sheila to the writer

From childhood she had an interest in India – her family doctor in Fife was Indian and in school and college in Edinburgh her friends were mainly from overseas. She was converted at a Scripture Union camp while in her first year of the Senior School of the Mary Erskine School for Girls, Edinburgh. As a student she attended the Keswick Convention International Camp where she was challenged to go abroad to take the gospel to those who had never heard. The way opened for her to go to North India in 1945, to Dr. Graham’s Homes, Kalimpong. Her first five years in India (1945-50) were at Dr Graham’s Homes. In 1950 she moved to Carey Baptist Church, Calcutta, because of the plight of children there, especially those who had moved into the city; she was drawn to work in China, but was advised to concentrate on the children of Calcutta, so she lived opposite China Town and got to know the people there. God opened the way for student work in Calcutta, together with Sunday School and Bible Class work in the local Baptist Churches and in Colleges and Student Hostels throughout Calcutta. Initially she opened a Bible study group in Carey Church and the work spread – and is still spreading under Indian leadership. She was approached to be deaconess in Carey Church and spent the next years in a very needy area, which included China Town. That was a different challenge but so rewarding. Yes, Bible study groups, but much home visitation to Hindus, Moslems, Sikhs, nominal Christians as well as believers. 

She was baptized in the Carey Baptist Church in Calcutta in 1947/8, but retained her membership in the Palmerston Place Church of Scotland in Edinburgh. During a home-study furlough in Edinburgh in 1955, she attended to the Chapel and was persuaded by Norman Hunt to join the Chapel. She became the Guide Captain, and after nursing experience, then two years training at Mount Hermon Bible College (she was given a grant from the Chapel’s Memorial Training Fund for one year at the London Bible College, although she had not been in Chapel membership for two years, which was meant to be the criterion for a grant, because the Chapel was anxious that she should have a qualification to teach Scripture on her return to India. She was valedicted on 18 September 1960 and left for India again. (Deacons’ Minute, 9 September 1959; Record, 1957, p. 155; 1959, pp. 58, 122, 154; 1960, pp.14, 169. Reports in the Record, 1961, pp. 13, 125, 157; 1962, pp. 29, 110; 1963, p. 78; 1964, April, p. 23 (home), June p. 22-3, then back to Calcutta. In 1965 list, financial support. Further reports in the Record, 1965, February, p. 21, April, p. 21, October, p. 21, December, p. 21; 1966, April, p.22, November, p. 11; 1967, January, p. 22, February, p. 22, March, p. 21, April, p. 22; 1968, February, p. 23, May, p. 22, September, p. 22, November, p. 22; 1969, June, p. 23, August, p. 23; 1970, March, May; 1971, February, August; 1972, August, December; 1973, January, April, May, July (home), August, September, October; 1974 (5); 1975 (7); 1976 (3); 1977 (4); 1978 (2) – end of letters for reason stated next.

She came home in 1978, in poor health from cerebral malaria; although she had been told that the area was malaria free, in the slum areas of Calcutta she had contracted it, and discovered that many others had died from it. 

On the financial support list, as ‘retired from overseas service’ in 1980, (i.e., £50 personal and £200 to the Society every quarter) in 1980.

The Sanctuary Trust was formed, specifically to provide accommodation for her, and the flat in Falcon Avenue was dedicated by Derek Prime on 26 June 1982. In it, Sheila provided a Friday evening Bible Study.

The Friday night was at 7.30 p.m. (people turned up in ‘Chinese time’), with singing to 8, then a Bible Study to 8.55, and prayer, in groups, to 9.15. There were slightly more girls than men, but not many. Coffee was then served, with much conversation. Not all were Christians. Average attendance was 25–28 in the week before the interview with the writer took place.

It was not supported by the North Americans, nor by the Continentals (except for some Germans, and latterly by some from Denmark, Finland and Poland) nor by the Africans – they had their own Fellowship and their own mentality – but by the Far East, not just Chinese but by Hong Kong, Singapore and Malaya. Fifteen engineering students and another fifteen medical students from Singapore came regularly. There were also a lot from Taiwan. Sheila wrote three or four letters a day to keep in tough with those who had returned to their homeland. 

Example – a student in Edinburgh phoned her father in Singapore, to say that a burst pipe in the flat above was cascading water into her flat, and what should she do? The father phoned Sheila, and asked her to sort it out.

She went back to India twice. She entertained Derek Prime there, while he was en route, and led a party of Chapel members that included John Penman to visit the area.

In January 1997, she and Keith Percival (who was on the first committee of the Chapel’s Overseas Fellowship) had a three and a half week visit to the Far East, starting at Singapore, where they stayed at the OMF guest house, and were looked after by Ian and Anne-Marie Prescott.  Seventy attended a reunion of students, from many local churches, who had attended the Chapel while in Edinburgh, many of them having become Christians while attending the Chapel. They went on to Sabah in Borneo, where 13 attended a reunion, in a hotel room in a Muslim hotel, singing hymns to a guitar, and Keith gave a word. Anne and Sylvester, who had been converted in the Chapel, took them round. They went on to a reunion in Kuala Lumpur, attended by 35, then on to the Cameron Highlands, where Ann Samuel had just arrived at the school.

She had several such visits, usually every second year, paid for by the students. 

Derek Prime was very supportive; Sheila did not find the same support after he left.   
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