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Exodus 3:1-8, 13-15; Psalms 103:1-2, 3-4, 6-7, 8, 11; First Corinthians 10:1-6, 10-12; 
Luke 13:1-9 
 
 There are very few places today in the world where you can find people living in a 
monoculture. World wide migration has made diversity a challenging gift in any rural, 
urban, peaceful, or conflict–ridden area. Think of how many people you know in your 
own town, neighborhood, or community who come from a different ethnic background. 
Wherever there are differences there will be conflict. It is a normal part of life. How we 
choose to approach the conflict can lead us deeper into conflict or can lead us into 
beautiful and enduring relationships and a deeper understanding of ourselves. 
 As part of the Maryknoll Sisters Peace Team, I and my sisters share our experience 
of intercultural living with the people we meet and work with in Kenya. We believe 
building relationships is one way to work through conflict, and create a stronger society. 
The readings for this Sunday give us encouragement and hope in this work. In Exodus, 
Moses approaches a burning bush out of curiosity, to find he is on holy ground, and 
encounters God. He goes beyond his fear to engage the voice he hears, and receives the 
message of God. 
 In the gospel, Jesus tells a parable with a beautiful message of hope. The people 
come to Jesus with news of killing and disaster, not unlike the events we hear and 
experience today. It is not because they are sinners that they suffered, Jesus tells us. But 
then he still implores the people to change their ways or suffer the same as the others. The 
parable of the fig tree gives us a hint as to how we might change our ways. The tree is not 
producing and the master wants it cut out. But the gardener suggests giving it another 
chance, to cultivate it, to fertilize it. It may still bear fruit. 
 In December 2007, following presidential elections, violence broke out in Kenya. 
The violence took on an ethnic appearance, tribe against tribe. In Kenya, 46 different 
ethnic groups coexist. All were affected in some way by the violence, but only four or five 
were actively involved in committing the violence. Looking at the situation more 
critically, we can say that the causes were more economic, political and land related than 
ethnic differences. But those in power strategized to use people’s ethnic identity to incite 
the conflict, creating a situation to their benefit. Political, government and local leaders 
rally their power base around ethnic identity, and blame other ethnic groups for the 
economic situation, land abuses, or developmental neglect, and give money to jobless 
youth to commit crimes.  
 The people most affected are the grassroots communities, the local citizen, those 
who are poor and marginalized. Those who had learned to live together in diverse 
communities out of economic necessity found that they could not longer trust their 
neighbor, no longer buy vegetables from the same shop, no longer pass through one 
neighborhood to the next on the way to work without being threatened. Like the fig tree 
in the parable, the thriving diverse community was no longer fruitful. It was dark, 
dangerous, and full of hate. Many people lost hope. 



 As political leaders negotiated national peace, the citizens needed healing and 
reconciliation to rebuild relationships. The Maryknoll Sisters Peace Team began 
facilitating conversations, creating space for people to talk with others, of their hopes, 
dreams, fears, and feelings. We cultivated relationships and nourished them with time, 
reflection, and listening. We encourage people to listen to others before judging, to put 
aside their stereotypes, to think before they said something or reacted to another. By 
working on relationships with others, it is possible to cultivate our relationships, like the 
fig tree, to become fruitful encounters. If we avoid others who are different from us, it is 
painful for us and for them, it bears no fruit, and become a source of conflict, hatred and 
fear.  
 Like Moses, in the book of Exodus, who hid his face lest he see God, the people we 
gathered had great fear in coming together in a diverse group. They wanted to hide their 
names (which indicate ethnic background), they wanted to listen before they spoke what 
was truly in their heart. One participant took the risk and shared that the tribal conflict 
had even shown up between her fellow church members, and how tragic it was that the 
people they trusted and had relationships with before elections were now enemies. People 
stayed, as Moses did, to listen and then to share their experiences. They overcame the fear 
of knowing the other, of building relationships with someone different than “me.” 
 Moses found God in the burning bush; he met God as I AM. Had Moses given into 
his fear, he would have fled from God. But he was attracted by the mystery of a bush 
aflame that was not being consumed. Are we curious about those different from us? Each 
person we meet is a mystery to be discovered. We should approach new relationships as if 
we are on holy ground.  
 
Building trust among diverse communities is one way of providing sustainable, inclusive 
security in our world. Read more missioners’ stories of finding these strategies for 
resilience within the communities where they live and work at our website.  
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