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A mask is an object normally painted or worn on the face, typically for protection, disguise, 
performance, or entertainment. Masks have been used since pre-historic times for ceremonial, religious, and 
practical purposes (celebration, healing, storytelling, dancing).  
            And whether we consider carved masks or just face painting as a way of masking, they are as old as the 
oldest human art we have found in paleolithic cave drawings that date back 30,000-40,000 years.  They seem to 
have been used to mediate the power of natural and supernatural forces as humans experienced them. 

This week is Ash Wednesday and the day before is Shrove Tuesday.  Again this year we will use a Mardi 
Gras theme, and that day is probably the most well-known of the feast-before-the-fast events, coming to us 
from centuries ago and celebrated in different ways in different times and cultures.  One of the features of 
Mardi Gras is the wearing of a mask.  Masks have an interesting history in almost every major religion, including 
Christianity – though less well-known.  Since the 19th century, most Western religions no longer use them. 

This is what is called a "sun" mask used in the West African Bwa people’s dance performances to 
celebrate the farming season, to pray for the fertility of the land.  This is a Mardi Gras mask, and it allows the 
participant to become someone else for en evening, to be anonymous or mysterious. 

But the masks we usually wear are mostly emotional masks of pretending – that everything is OK in my 
life, when it isn’t; pretending that I care about something or someone that I don’t; pretending or hiding some 
physical or emotional pain or struggle – because I don’t want pity or I don’t how to ask for help.  These are the 
masks that hurt us, and we wear them with each other to hide ourselves.  Now this is different from the roles we 
play that may be required of us in our job or in certain situations.  These may make us different at work than we 
are at home, different with our customers than we are with our friends.   

A nurse must put on her role in helping a patient while remaining somewhat detached in order to 
continue her work without being overwhelmed by their suffering and how it affects her as a human being.  At 
work we may need to be serious and formal, wear a specific sort of clothing, and even use a specific vocabulary, 
but when we go home, we let go of that role, that work mask we wear, and we are free to show our true face to 
those we love.  But sometimes we believe or are taught we should always wear our mask to hide our pain or 
sadness, our shame or our insecurities.  Sometimes we forget to take our mask off, and if we wear it long enough 
we can almost forget who we really are.   

Adam and Eve in the story of the garden hide themselves after they have disobeyed God, who comes 
looking for them.  They are afraid and ashamed and it changes them. 

When Moses returns from being in God’s presence on the Mountain, his face shines so brightly with 
reflected light that it scares the Israelites, and they ask him to veil himself.  The Hebrew word is interesting, 
because it conveys some sort of head and face covering – so we ought to have an image of Moses wearing a 
hoodie and a mask!  He does this to protect his people from their fear.  He has become luminous, his face is 
transfigured, and this change causes them anxiety. 

In the Gospel we see Jesus at the top of the mountain being transfigured, receiving a visit from Moses 
and Elijah and they are talking about Jesus' departure. The disciples were celebrating the Feast of Booths when 
Jews remembered the protection offered by God during their wanderings in the wilderness (Leviticus 23:39-
43). Moses and Elijah are interpreted as representing the law and the prophets, now reunited with the 
Messiah.  When the disciples see this gathering they want to build a booth for each so they can stay with them, 
but Jesus says they need to go back to the people.  

But when Jesus comes down from the mountain, he doesn’t cover his face.  He wants the disciples to 
see him, and as it changes him, it also begins to change them. 

Soon after the transfiguration Jesus and his disciples will venture to Jerusalem, where Jesus will begin a 
journey toward the cross, yet at no point will the disciples show that they fully understand of Jesus’ vocation or 
his glory, until after Easter.  Even so, Jesus will never abandon them.  He continues to work on their 
transformation. 



We sometimes find ourselves struggling to see someone or some situation during one of those “cloudy 
days” in life and then a “light” shines on the situation, and we say, "Oh, now I see more clearly!"  That kind of 
moment happened on the mountain with Jesus.  However we understand this story, the experience of the 
disciples seeing Jesus transfigured begins to change their way of looking at Jesus, and it also changed the way 
they saw God. It even alters their view of humanity.  Jesus becomes more than just their rabbi, and God now 
seems more involved in human life, and if God is involved, then human life must be very valuable. 

Which is one reason why, at every baptism, we are invited to “respect the dignity of every human 
being.”  As Paul writes to the Church in Corinth: "And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord 
as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to 
another"  Have you had any moments like that, where you saw someone in a new light?  Did it change them or 
you? 

There is a story called "The Rabbi's Gift," which illustrates how our changed view of God and ourselves 
can affect us.  The story goes like this:  There was a famous monastery which once had been full of monks and 
visitors seeking spiritual guidance. But the monastery had fallen on dry years when their spirituality level was 
very low. Few pilgrims came to seek guidance, and few young people gave themselves to become monks. At 
last, there was only a handful of elderly monks going about their work, their prayer, their study with heavy 
hearts. The only time their spirit seemed to lift was when the word went out that the rabbi was walking in the 
woods. You see, in the woods near the monastery, there was a small hut that the town’s rabbi had constructed 
as a place of retreat, and he came from time to time to fast and pray. And when the monks in the monastery 
knew he was fasting and praying, they felt supported by his prayer. 

One day, the abbot of the monastery, hearing that the rabbi was walking in the woods, decided to go 
see him. And when he reached the little hut, there was the rabbi standing in the doorway with his arms 
outstretched, as if he had been standing there waiting to welcome the abbot, who had given no notice of his 
visit. They greeted one another, and then went in the simple hut where there was a table with a book of 
scripture opened on the table. They sat together, silently prayed, and then the abbot began to weep.  

He poured out his concern for the monastery and for the spiritual health of his monks. Finally, the rabbi 
said, 'You seek a teaching from me and I have one for you. It is a teaching which I will say to you and that I will 
never repeat. When you share this teaching with the monks, you are to say it once and never repeat it.  He 
leaned in and said, “Listen carefully.”  "One of you is the Messiah." 

When the abbot heard that teaching, he was deeply moved and thanked the rabbi. He went back to the 
monastery to gather the monks and to tell them the teaching of the rabbi. He told him, as he was instructed, 
that he would say the teaching once, and then they were to talk about it no more. "Listen carefully," he said. 
"The teaching is this: One of us is the Messiah." They began to look at one another in a whole new light. Is 
Brother John the messiah? Or Father James?  Could I be the messiah? 

In the days to come, as they went about their prayer life and their work and their study of scripture, 
they began to treat one another in a whole new light. Each one of them might be the Messiah, and this new 
treatment of one another, this new sense of expectation, was noted by the pilgrims who came.  And soon the 
word spread.  There was a new spirit of concern and compassion and expectation at the monastery!  Young 
people began to offer themselves in service. Pilgrims began to come in great number, all because they saw 
each other differently and treated one another as God’s chosen. 

Even for us it can happen like that story.  The face of a man walking in the park, a mother feeding and 
caring for her infant, a woman looking at her roses in the garden, someone listening to a concert or standing 
barefoot in the sand watching waves roll in, or two men enjoying a baseball game.  Every once in a while, 
something moving, and radiant, and alive reveals itself to us and so transfigures a human face that it's almost 
overwhelming, but we look anyway.   May our faces shine with God’s light, not veiled or hidden, but revealed in 
our lives for all to see. 


