
 
 

A Letter to Churches of the Holy Spirit and St. Mark’s 

from Bishop Hirschfeld 

 

To the Saints in Plymouth and Ashland: 

 

In a recent Sunday reading from the Book of Acts, we heard the account of how Peter 

turns his heart toward the Gentiles. Raised as a devout Jew, Peter practiced the customs 

and laws of this faith with ardor.  He saw Jesus as his Rabbi, his teacher in the faith and 

sought above all else to be Jesus’ disciple, his learner in the Way, one of the earliest 

names given to the Christian sect.  The first real crisis in the early Church revolved 

around a controversy about the expansiveness of God’s mission.  Was the message of the 

Realm of God meant for the Jews alone, or was the whole world, the Gentiles, also meant 

to share the promises of God as ushered in by the Resurrection?  Though initially Peter 

was very reluctant and perhaps even hostile to sharing fellowship with those who were 

not of his “faith-family of origin,” God urged him in unmistakable ways to go beyond 

and extend the fellowship of the Body of Christ to all.  Rather than feeling compelled to 

protect what he knew, Peter was called to a new attitude of relationship.  His conviction 

is summed up in this wonderful statement:  

 

“The Spirit told me to go with them and not make a distinction between them and us.” 

(Acts 11:12) 

 

Two weeks ago, I spent several very productive hours meeting with members of the 

Vestry and Bishop’s Committee of your two congregations to review and rejoice in the 

first three months of your sharing worship and ministry together, as well as to consider 

the next steps in our journey on the Way.   As a result of our discussions together, it was 

decided that Sunday worship could be shared between the churches during the year. The 

consensus reached was that beginning sometime in June (and lasting into the fall) there 

will be an 8:00 a.m. service in Plymouth and the main service in Ashland at 9:30 a.m.  In 

addition, the Thursday morning 11:00 a.m. Eucharist with Healing Prayers would move 

to Plymouth. 

 

Though this is not the unanimous discernment of the Vestry of the Church of the Holy 

Spirit and the Bishop’s Committee of St. Mark’s, there is a clear and powerful sense that 

the Holy Spirit is speaking to us with a similar message.  A decision for our 

congregations to remain separate and isolated from each other is a decision towards 

further decline in the energy and resources that could be employed for the furthering of 

God’s mission of reconciliation and evangelism.  On the other hand, a movement toward 



a joint Episcopal presence in the Pemigewasset Valley, that includes mission to both 

Plymouth State University and to youth and children in need in Ashland, and a possible 

partnership with the Holderness School, holds promise and generates enthusiasm for 

many.  

 

The kind of partnership that is discussed can lead to any number of possibilities and 

decisions.  The sale and consolidation of property will need to be considered, as will the 

eventual discernment of the priestly leadership that is needed.  I am deeply grateful to 

Canon Randy Dales for his willingness, (and his myriad gifts!) to assist in shepherding 

two congregations who have historically chosen to remain separate.  He has done this 

through his deep and skillful listening to the concerns, the hopes, the reality, and the grief 

that change naturally causes. He loves the people of both Plymouth and Ashland. I also 

want to express my admiration and gratitude to all who have welcomed the good people 

of St. Mark’s into the fellowship of the Church of the Holy Spirit and the willingness of 

Holy Spirit to worship in Ashland during the season of Pentecost. By doing this, you 

courageously show the rest of this diocese how we can be the Jesus Movement, a moving 

and adaptive organism. The world will know we are Christians by our love for each 

other. 

 

One might ask, “What is the goal of this change, this movement?”  I want to assure you 

that the outcome is yet to be determined and will only be decided as the result of deep 

and continued listening among all concerned, the parishes, clergy, and the bishop. There 

are no easy or quick answers, as attractive as such answers may initially appear.  But 

there is a goal, and it’s set forth in Scripture and perhaps best summarized by Peter’s 

inspired words in Acts:  “The Spirit told me to go with them and not make a distinction 

between them and us.” (Acts 11:12) 

 

May Peter’s statement be our guidepost in the coming months as we walk together with 

Jesus along the Way. As we said in that meeting in Griswold Hall, our goal in the near 

future is that we find ourselves not referring to “them” and “us,” but begin to sense that 

we are together, “us”-- fellow members of the One Body called to share God’s mission in 

this vital region of God’s vineyard.  I believe that we are being guided by the Holy Spirit 

to a place where we can serve God’s mission with freedom and joy in the hope of 

Resurrection. 

 

Yours Gratefully in Christ Jesus, 

 

+Rob  


