
 1 

 
Sermon for 9/23/18             

THE TRANSPARENT ONES 
 
 If you have read any of the Harry Potter books, or have seen one of the movies, you know that a 
cherished and incredibly useful item in Harry’s possession is an invisibility cloak given to him posthumously 
by his father.  As the need arises for Harry to accomplish something surreptitiously—and he never abuses the 
privilege—he slips on the cloak, and like magic, is invisible to the naked eye.  The cloak allows him to slip 
past the unsuspecting to accomplish things that contribute to saving the day. 
 The desire to be invisible on occasion is a kid’s dream—one that I certainly remember having.  And part 
of what has made the Harry Potter series so popular is the way J.K. Rowling has tapped into the whimsy of 
childhood fantasy.  I mean, to be invisible, especially to adults who are in charge, is just way cool! 

But those of us who have managed to cross the threshold into adulthood—at least from time to 
time—know that in the world of grown ups, being invisible is not cool.  It is, in fact, painful and humiliating.  
I’m no longer talking about being unseeable, but rather about being, unseen, unnoticed, and unimportant.  To 
be invisible might be the stuff of childhood fancy, but in reality, it’s the stuff of heartache and emotional 
scaring.   To be invisible, hurts. 

In 1947 Ralph Ellison wrote Invisible Man, his account of what it felt like to be a black man in 
America.  In the prologue he writes: 

 

I am an invisible man.  No, I am not a spook like those who haunted Edgar Allan Poe; nor am I one of your 
Hollywood-movie ectoplasms.  I am a man of substance, of flesh and bone, fiber and liquids—and I might 
even be said to possess a mind.  I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to see me.  Like the 
bodiless heads you see sometimes in circus sideshows, it is as though I have been surrounded by mirrors of 
hard, distorting glass.  When they approach me they see only my surroundings, themselves, or figments of 
their imagination—indeed, everything and anything except me.1 
 

I fear that the women of ancient Israel, referred to in the ideal in Proverb 31, could register the same 
complaint.  They were invisible, little more than the tasks they fulfilled and the responsibilities they bore.  So 
too were children socially invisible. 

We need to be noticed.  We need to know that we count, that we matter, not just to God but to others.  
It’s not an ego thing really, but rather the minimum we need to feel good about ourselves, to sense that we 
have purpose, and are meaningful members of the human race.  From cradle to grave, in small ways and 
sometimes dramatic ways, in simple gestures or absurd displays, we pursue the attention of others so that our 
existence is acknowledged and our value affirmed. 

The fortunate few, who get noticed a lot, whose faces are on the covers of magazines, whose voices 
are heard on the airwaves, who get elected to political office or who grace the silver screen are 
acknowledged as the great ones in our society.  And even among the great ones, we are constantly trying to 
determine the greatest of the great—the sexiest man in America, the front running politician, the greatest 
athlete, the super model—it goes on and on.  We are obsessed with greatness, and with the great. 

So too were the disciples.  Having confessed that Jesus was the Messiah, and having witnessed the 
transfiguration, it suddenly began to dawn on them not just who Jesus was but who they were, his most 
trusted inner circle.  Like giddy children they were anticipating their future, which suddenly looked glorious 
beyond their wildest dreams.  And is not a glorious future in God’s kingdom exactly what we anticipate as 
the payoff for our faithfulness? 

Jesus turns greatness on its head.  The great ones are not the famous, not those who are most noticed, 
and not the best and the brightest.  Disturbingly, they are also not necessarily the most faithful.  The greatest 
are the ones who serve.  “Whoever wants to be first,” teaches Jesus, “must be last of all and servant of all.”  
It implies that the great ones are the ones who are always thinking of others, always meeting the needs of 
others, and always placing the other’s need ahead of their own.  It implies that the great ones, are like Jesus, 
who suffered to love, who sacrificed his life to love, who avoided the limelight, who, though he was in the 
form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the 
form of a slave (Phil 2:6-7).  The great ones in God’s kingdom are not those who get noticed; the great ones 
in God’s kingdom are the ones who notice, who notice the unsurpassing value of every creature and every 
person that God has made. 

                                            
1 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man, (New York: Signet Books, 1952), 7. 
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In his book When Christ Lives in Us, Justo Gonzalez tells a story heard from a priest working in 
Latin America.  The priest was leading a study group sitting in a circle under the shade of a tree in a poverty-
stricken village.  People were discussing some point or another when he noticed that there was an old man, 
clearly poor and uneducated, sitting quietly to one side, as if he did not dare enter the circle.  The priest 
turned to the man and asked, “What do you think about this?”  The man was quiet for a long time, and then 
the priest noticed that there were tears running down the man’s cheeks.  Afraid that he had somehow said 
something inappropriate, the priest said, “Forgive me.  Have I offended you?”  “Oh no!” said the man.  “It is 
just that is the first time anyone has asked me for my opinion.”  The man was crying because for the first 
time in his long life, someone had thought that he was really somebody, capable of having an opinion of his 
own and worth sharing.2  He was crying for joy, because throughout his life he had been invisible, and at 
long last, someone had noticed him. 

But the great ones, whom we are called by God to be, are more than those who notice and more than 
those who serve.  The great ones are the transparent ones.  God can be seen in them, and through them, and 
because of them.  The transparent ones, like Jesus, make God known. 

The startling truth of the gospel is that God, like so many outcasts in our society, like the least in our 
society, like the women and children of ancient Israel, like a black man in our century, and like the homeless 
today, is invisible.  God, though everywhere present, though dwelling in each of us, though revealed in every 
act of love, mercy, compassion, healing, and forgiveness, is not noticed.  In fact in the 1960’s some 
theologians claimed—as a kind of wake up call to the Christian community—that God was dead. 

God is not dead.  God is just invisible, not because God is not present, but because God is not noticed 
or acknowledged.  As disciples of Christ, we are called to make God known. 

How do we do that?  How do we become transparent for God, so that in us, the love of God and the 
love of Jesus Christ our Lord is revealed?  Jesus shows us. 
 
Then he took a little child and put it among them; and taking it in his arms, he said to them, “Whoever 
welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the 
one who sent me (Mark 9:36-37).” 

 
We become transparent for God when we recognize the transparency of others, that is, when we 

notice and acknowledge God’s presence in them, and love them.  It’s that simple.  The goal of the disciple of 
Christ is to see God in others, and to be God for others, that is, the one who serves.  When we acknowledge 
the presence of God in others, especially in those who are invisible, they feel noticed, appreciated, valued, 
and important.  They feel like children of God.  When, having acknowledged God’s presence in them, we 
welcome them, help them, feed them, heal them, and serve them, not for selfish gain and not because we are 
better than them, but with all humility because we care about them, they feel loved by God.  In this 
transaction of love, we make God known.  God is revealed, and we, like Jesus, are among the transparent 
ones in whom and through whom God becomes visible. 

If you think about it, all we know about Jesus, the man, is that he loved God and he loved us.  We 
don’t know the color of his hair, the color of his eyes, his hobbies, or anything really about the clothes he 
wore.  We don’t even know much about his personality.  Jesus, the man, was utterly transparent; transparent 
for God.  And he who died on the cross for our sin, who suffered to love us, who welcomed the lost, the 
lonely, the dispossessed and the disinherited, who was last of all and servant of all, is indeed, the greatest of 
the greatest.  He is our Lord, and our God.  God grant that we may follow him in all our ways. 
 
PRAYER:  Immortal and invisible God, by the power of your Holy Spirit at work in us, may we, like Jesus 
Christ our Lord, be transparent witnesses of your amazing love, that all may be noticed, and all loved, and 
your abiding presence be made visible in our bodies, and in the body of Christ which is your church.  We ask 
this most humbly in Christ’s name.  Amen. 
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