Imperishable Seeds
We read 1 Peter in worship during the Sundays that follow Easter because this ancient writer focuses our attention on the resurrection of Jesus. Perhaps we are used to thinking that, because Jesus died and was raised, we will be “born again” in the future. This familiar language is found in the Gospel of John. Yet, 1 Peter claims we “have been born anew” (1:23); spiritual rebirth has already happened for us. We have been “born anew, not of perishable but of imperishable seed” (1 Peter 1:23).
Springtime brings seed to mind, for it is the planting season. I love the work that was done around church last Saturday, including the native plants that were put into the ground. Emily Smith told me that many of these plants will spread by themselves because of rhizomes—underground shoots with self-propagating nodes. While volunteers had to work to put the plants in the ground (thank you!), the plants will spread not by human effort. Wendell Berry wrote, “Whatever is foreseen in joy must be lived out from day to day.”
Harvest will fill the barn; for that
The hand must ache, the face must sweat.
And yet no leaf or grain is filled
By work of ours; the field is tilled
And left to grace.
We might say, “Leave it to God.” Yet, while the plants around our church are native and beautiful, many others rhizomes are invasive species that can disrupt local ecosystems. I am reminded that Jesus referred to the “wheat and weeds” that grow at the same time (Matthew 13:24–30). This parable served as a prophetic warning to the political powers of his time—another invasive reality.
Like the farmer’s or the gardener’s “hand that aches and face that sweats,” the church must speak truth to power, call out idolatry, and publicly declare the Word of God unless we capitulate to the choking weeds of tyranny at the expense of the wheat of the kingdom of God. There is work to do… 
And there is grace. It is also true that prophets focus our attention on the wheat as well as the weeds, upon “whatsoever is true, noble, right, and admirable” (Phil. 4:8). Such gifts might lie under the radar of the news cycle, like growth under the ground.
Recently, I have been studying Ignatius of Loyola. A former soldier, Ignatius converted and founded the Jesuits as a monastic order not to be cloistered or confined in a monastery but active in the world. The maxim of Ignatian spirituality is that we find God in all things, not only the joys and sorrows, but every day.
The practice of Ignatian prayer is designed to plumb our daily experiences to seek the holy. I am challenged by this process of spiritual self-examination. The Risen Lord summons us to follow him. Therein falls a great responsibility to each of us, and I feel the weight of my inadequacy. I fall short, make mistakes. I fall silent, prone to distractions and self-centeredness.
I am convicted by a poem from Palestinian-American Marwan Makhoul in response to the complaint that his work focuses too much on Gaza: “In order for me to write poetry that isn’t political, I must listen to the birds, and in order to hear the birds, the warplanes must be silent.” 
But here in Chapel Hill, I hear birds all the time. What is my work to do? Do I make the effort for peace? My children ask me why we park in a driveway and drive on a parkway, why shipments go in a car and cargo in a ship. One day, they will ask what did I do to make peace? Did I do enough?
With those weighty questions, I am lightened by my faith: “the field is tilled, / and left to grace.” We have been born anew. I see that seeds are being sown. Last Sunday, Jordan Heinzel-Nelson preached that the resurrection is “unbelievable,” and I understood her to mean that we might intuit it within ourselves and glimpse the resurrection in the lives of others and our communities. I heard her challenge us to share that good news.
Today is Jordan’s last Sunday as our ministerial intern. Let us rejoice and be sad in it. Jordan has been a gift to our church in her season with us: a thoughtful presence, a wise teacher, and a brilliant preacher. We celebrate her ministry.
Jordan will move on, as she is called, for her ministry will plant seeds wherever she goes, and the faith, hope, and love that she sows will witness to grace and resurrection. She will move on and that is as it should be. Everything is temporary: the grass withers, the flower falls (Isa 40:7; 1 Peter 1:24). The internship ends.
Yet, quoting Isaiah in full, 1 Peter also reminds us that the word of God is forever and God’s word is “living and enduring” (1:23). Things change, but our connections endure.
Rhizomes grow slowly yet surely underground. Truth and beauty that Jordan has preached and modeled will continue to root here at Chapel in the Pines after she has gone, like the ministries of our previous pastors, Mindy and Mitzi. We are sad, we are glad, and we rejoice in the day the Lord has made, for God binds all things together.
I learned many amazing lessons from Jordan, including from her winter sermon after she had just returned from Minneapolis where Alex Pretti had been shot and killed by ICE agents in the street.
Jordan was in Minneapolis because of her previously made plans—a puzzle competition. Teams race to assemble a puzzle the fastest. She’s competed for a few years, originally as a way to spend time with her sibling. She told me that this puzzle context is “the nerdiest thing about me.” I love that. She even has puzzle-shaped earrings!
From the streets of Minneapolis to the halls of Duke Divinity, weeds and wheat grow together. Quirky things delight us and tragedies cause us weep and rage. And, in 1 Peter’s words, we “trust in God, who raised Christ from the dead and gave him glory, so that [our] trust and hope are in God.” 
From her sermon, I remember Jordan’s story of a clergy colleague in Minneapolis who imagined that the current ICE detention center could one day become a childcare facility with former ICE agents working there, caring for every child with no partiality just like our God in heaven (1 Peter 1:18). Is that vision unbelievable? Whatever is foreseen in joy, must be lived out from day to day. It will take much work, prophetic truth-telling, and humble reckoning with the sins of our nation.
And we are resurrection people. We are born anew, not of perishable but of imperishable seed.
Harvest will fill the barn; for that
The hand must ache, the face must sweat.
And yet no leaf or grain is filled
By work of ours; the field is tilled
And left to grace.
