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God operates in the world as a subversive yet gentle Spirit.  The world, it may seem, is dominated 

by brute force, by wealth and power, by evil, by violence.  Yet there are those who quietly and 

bravely conspire against this Domination System. 

 

Ancient Witnesses:  Exodus 1:15-21, Matthew 2:7-16a 

 
Most of us have been part of a surprise party.  It can be great fun—keeping the secret while all the 

arrangements are being made and making sure the person of honor gets at the appointed place and time 

without suspecting anything.  It’s a wonderful rouse.  There is a certain enjoyable subversive quality to 

surprise parties.  People organize and conspire to do something nice for somebody.  It’s a great feeling 

to be a part of these, because usually it’s the other way around. 

 

Usually, when secrets are being told, they are not happy ones.  When there is talk behind someone’s 

back, usually it is not virtuous.  Usually, sneakiness and deception are not motivated by love and 

kindness.  So perhaps this is why it is so sweet when we partake in this type of thing—to use 

underhanded means for a good and sweet cause.   

 

Wouldn’t it be something if this became the norm instead of the exception?  Think of it.  Instead of 

spreading bad stories and shady truths about each other, if we would spread good stories.  Imagine: 

mischievously starting little fires not of destruction, malice and harm, but of generosity and healing.  

Think of it—a marvelous thought—conspiring to spread goodness. 

 

I don’t know how many of you know what a fox hunt is.  But a fox hunt, first and foremost, is a social 

event.  It is when some wealthy, aristocratic, status-minded folks dress up in funny looking clothes and 

ride horses across the countryside as they try to catch a fox.  It begins when the master of the hunt, 

attired in a red sport coat, blows a brass horn.  Leading the way is a pack of dogs, who if they catch the 

fox, will tear it to pieces.  Robert Fulghum has written about a recent development to this old tradition: 

 

The newcomers to this jolly scene are the adherents of the Hunt Saboteur Association (HAS).  

More than two thousand enthusiasts dedicated to spoiling the fun.  They are on the side of the 

fox.  And against human cruelty to wild animals.  They describe fox hunting as “the unbearable 

in pursuit of the uneatable.” 

 

Their goal is to bring chaos and embarrassment to fox hunting and to help a lot of foxes live 

happily every after in one piece.  To accomplish this, the Saboteurs are slightly less organized 

than the Israeli Secret Service.  No matter how discreet the hunt organizers try to be, the 

Saboteurs always seem to know their plans.  Whenever a hunt is scheduled, the Saboteurs go into 

action.  Here are just some of their tactics and activities: 

 

Often they send out false or conflicting notices of hunt meetings for gatherings of riders at the 

wrong place on the wrong day. 
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Partisans hide in the woods and blow false horn signals to confuse the riders, and sometimes 

they even mount up disguised as riders and rush about in the wrong direction. 

 

On days before a hunt some of the Saboteurs range the fields and woods for miles around 

spraying artificial fox scent on trees and fences, and at the same time scattering juicy chunks of 

raw meat to distract the hounds. 

 

The guerrillas have been known to set off village air-raid sirens and small smoke bombs to 

disconcert the riders, and even to set free all the horses while the riders are having a bite to eat 

and drink… 

 

Once, all the dogs in a pack were lured into a truck and driven miles and miles away… 

 

Small tableaux have been staged on the commons in nearby villages—where men dressed up in 

fox costumes chase people dressed like aristocrats. 

 

One plan is to fly overhead in a helicopter during a hunt, playing silly children’s songs and tapes 

of silly laughter. 

 

And I’m told that groups of Saboteurs have even run naked through the garden parties after the 

hunt—naked except for fake foxtails attached to their buns.  And barking like dogs, of course.   

(It Was on Fire When I Laid Down on It, p. 85ff). 

 

Needless to say, the hunt clubs didn’t like the Hunt Saboteur Association very much.  I agree with 

Fulghum that if we could figure out how to do good things with fun and humor, maybe more of us 

would seek after justice and mercy.  However, the higher the stakes become, the more serious and real a 

conspiracy of goodness becomes.  A true, honest-to-goodness conspiracy has to do with matters of life 

and death, involving considerable risk.  And often they emerge from terrible circumstances and in 

response to horrible evil. 

 

Not surprisingly, the Bible is full of these conspiracy stories.  In fact, it could be viewed in its entirety as 

the story of good conspiring against evil, of powerlessness conspiring against the powerful.  Today we 

have read a couple of my favorites. 

 

First, we begin with the birth of Moses, perhaps the greatest leader of the people of Israel, leading his 

people out of bondage and slavery to the glory of a promised land of freedom and abundance.   

 

And so our first story is about two courageous women, Shiphrah and Puah, who were told by the 

Pharaoh to do a horrible thing—to kill all the little baby boys born to Hebrew women.  But these two 

midwives responded to this incredible evil by saying “no.”  And they refused to kill the baby boys.  

They conspired to do good, and when Pharaoh went to ask them why they didn’t implement his decree, 

they were ready.  They said, “These Hebrew women are not like these soft and lazy Egyptian women.  

They are strong, and they deliver their babies quickly—before we can even get there.” 

 

What a wonderful lie—this one that the midwives told!  Pharaoh apparently believed it, since he did not 

kill the midwives as he surely would have if he suspected their deception.  But what a wonderfully 

sneaky and underhanded thing to do.  “No, we’ll just let these little babies live.  Pharaoh will not win.” 
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Think of it—if not for the trickery of two insignificant women, the history and nation of Israel might 

have come to an end. 

 

In our gospel lesson today, we have the story of another birth of another great spiritual leader, Jesus.  

And again, evil is at work in the world.  This time it is another political leader who feels threatened by a 

growing movement.  And once again—this time it is Herod—there is an order to kill all of the baby boys 

of the Hebrew people of the land. 

 

The heroes of this story again were unlikely.  Instead of lowly women, this time they were foreigners—

pagans, in fact.  They weren’t kings and we don’t really know how many there were.  Our Bibles 

translates the term as “wise men,” which is till too ambiguous.  They were magi—or Persian priest—

who claimed the gift of prophecy.  They used the stars, dreams and magic to tell people the meaning of 

life.  They knew something was up in Bethlehem.  There was a groundswell, a movement brewing 

among the people.  They heard something about hope for a new messiah being born in Judea, and they 

thought they’d check it out.  According to the story, they just seem to stumble upon Jesus. 

 

In any case, we all know the story of how Herod, the puppet ruler for Rome, who had been hearing the 

same kind of wild stories.  He was going to nip this movement, this insurrection, in the bud.  So he tells 

the magi to “bring me word when you have found the child, that I too, may come and worship him.”   

 

Perhaps they thought, “There was something about that guy that I don’t quite trust.”  Dreams often pick 

up on subtle messages, and their dreams helped them realize the imminent danger. 

 

And so, we have another great story of deceit.  They defied Herod and just left without detection from 

the government.  They secretly crept out of Judea and back to their country.  How wonderfully dishonest 

and tricky.  Not to mention risky and brave.   

 

And like so many immigrants through the ages, including today, fleeing violence and threats of death, 

Joseph and Mary flee with their baby, carrying all of their possessions with them.  And the magi help 

them illegally cross the border into Egypt.  Another example of people conspiring to overcome evil. 

 

This story has continued throughout the generations, from the underground railroad to the sanctuary 

movement—non-violent and gentle subterfuge struggling against the powers and principalities of the 

day—working to save the lives and the dignity of innocent people. 

 

One could hardly talk about the conspiracy of grace without stating the obvious.  I’m talking about the 

holocaust, now.  Again, there was an edict from a threatened, perhaps paranoid political leader.  And this 

time it was more than only the male children.  This time it would be whole families: mother, father, 

sister, brother.  For with every conspiracy of good, there is a corresponding force of evil. 

 

In the Netherlands alone, there were over 25,000 Jews who were hidden.  Of those, 8,000 to 9,000 fell 

into the hands of the Nazis.  One of the most famous stories of hiding was that of Anne Frank, whose 

family was hidden in a secret annex above the business of Otto Frank.  Two of Otto’s friends and 

business associates Johannes Kleiman and Victor Kugler, kept the family alive by bringing them their 

food.  This, at a time when each person barely had enough to survive, these families shared from their 

scarcity, not from their abundance. 
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Anne spent years 13 to 15 in hiding, and we watch her grow up as we read her famous diary.  And as 

you know, they did not make it.  The Germans discovered them and sent them off to concentration 

camps—only the father survived. 

 

So you see, the conspiracy of grace is not 100% successful.  In fact, the victories can look small 

compared to the defeats.  Six million Jewish men, women and children were killed.  And most people—

most Christians—did nothing.  And so there has been an understandable resistance about mentioning 

any stories of goodness. 

 

But several years ago there was an effort led by Rabbi Harold Schulweis to uncover the unsung moral 

heroes of that dark period.  And Rabbi Schulweis found people like: 

 Herman Graebe, a German civilian contractor working with German forces in Russia.  He 

requisitioned hundreds of Jews for work details, and then got them to safety by assigning them to 

a fictional branch office in the Ukraine. 

 Aristedes de Sousa Mendes, a Portuguese consul who falsified hundreds of passports to get Jews 

into Portugal.   

 Alexander and Mila Roslan, a Polish couple, who harbored a Jewish child for three years.  They 

sold their home and moved frequently to avoid detection by the Nazis. 

 

Schulweis says that there are tens of thousands of these cases.  And one Dutch rescuer told Schulweis, 

“You know rabbi, you talk only about the conspiracy of evil.  I have not heard you speak about the 

conspiracy of goodness… do you think it could be done without the cooperation of the Dutch policeman 

and the Dutch grocer and our neighbors?” 

 

To see this conspiracy, is to see how God has and is operating in the world, as a gentle yet subversive 

Spirit.  The world, it may seem, is dominated by brute force, by violence.  Yet there are some who 

quietly and bravely conspire against it.  This, it seems to me, is how God is at work—hidden and under 

the surface—with the methods of the weak.  Conspiracy is not the mode of the powerful and violent but 

the way of the powerless and the victims of violence.   

 

We may ask, “Why don’t the good people always prevail?  Why doesn’t God just smash all that is evil 

and unjust with a mighty and powerful fist?”  Perhaps the activity of God, which we call, “grace” is 

more like a conspiracy than a military power, more like a newborn baby than a warrior king, more like a 

gentle breeze than a great hurricane. 

 

Richard Rohr said that the primary spiritual task is to conspire, pointing out that the root meaning of the 

word is “to breathe together.”  So we breathe together as a spiritual community in the realized oneness 

of all things.  We breathe with the entire universe as one living, breathing organism.  We breathe with 

the one primordial breath of life itself that is within and among all things. 

 

As people of faith, we conspire.  We see a conspiracy of goodness that has been present from the 

beginning, an invisible undercurrent in reality, guiding and shaping what the world should be, what we 

should be.  This conspiracy is at work even within us, quietly undermining our selfish and destructive 

tendencies. 

 

Jesus embodied this conspiracy in his own life, ministry and message—not forcing people to obedience, 

but working upon their hearts.  Jesus was killed, and some believed that the movement died with him.  

Yet Jesus is an image of the invisible Presence, which may be thwarted, yet always returns.  The 

conspiracy lives on and cannot be extinguished. 
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“You have to want to look for goodness,” Rabbi Schulweis says, 

 

And if you don’t want to, you won’t see it… You know, if you look for godliness or divinity, you 

have to know where to look.  And to be able to find it in the midst of a hell, it rekindles one’s 

faith in the possibilities of goodness. 

 

Friends, there’s a great, eternal conspiracy of grace.  Let us join it. 

 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 


