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THE MASKS WE WEAR

As some of you know, I have eclectic–well some would say strange–

taste in movies. Although I am not a Jim Carrey fan, one of my favorite

movies is the “The Mask.” It came out in 1994. I still have a VHS copy, just

nothing to play it on.

In the film, mild-mannered and nerdy Stanley Ipkiss finds a wooden

mask. When he puts it on it transforms him into a green zoot-suited,

unrestrained and unrepentant hell-raiser called, appropriately enough, “The

Mask.” As The Mask, Ipkiss drops all pretense of being a well behaved

adult and his inner child takes over. He wreaks havoc in Edge City, but

since he is basically a good guy, it is all in good fun. The only ones that get

hurt, and even then not seriously, are the bad guys.

When he first puts on the mask, Ipkiss thinks he is going crazy. In

order to find out what is going on, he decides to visit Dr. Arthur Newman,

anthropologist, author, and expert on masks, played by the very funny Ben

Stein. In explaining the mask’s effects Dr. Newman tells Ipkiss, “We all

wear masks, metaphorically speaking. We suppress the id, our darkest
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desires, and adopt a more socially acceptable image.”

In this way Stanley Ipkiss and Bruce Wayne are alike (I told you I

have eclectic taste in movies!). Bruce Wayne is a mild-mannered

millionaire with a milquetoast personality. He puts on a mask and all of a

sudden he is Batman. We think he wears the mask to disguise his true

identity. In truth, his Batman mask reveals it. Lurking under the surface of

timid Bruce Wayne is an angry, self-righteous, vengeful vigilante. Batman

is not Bruce Wayne’s creation. It is the other way around.

A few months ago I was chatting with a congregant when he made

reference to a sermon I gave last year about growing older. “Usually your

sermons are intellectual and distant,” he said. “That sermon was the first

time that I got a glimpse of who you really are.”

I was taken aback. It’s not like he was upset or anything, but his

observation disturbed me. He implied that what he usually sees and hears

is not the real me, but rather, as Bruce Springstein put it, “a brilliant

disguise.” 

I felt like saying to him, “Who do you think I am? I’m not hiding

anything. This is the real me. Look, I’m right in front of you.” But I didn’t.
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As I thought about our conversation I realized that the way people

see us is often very different than how we see ourselves. Sometimes this is

a because of their assumptions or misconceptions. They use our

occupations, physical appearance, age, accents, geography, and

numerous other factors to reach conclusions about us. True or not, these

conclusions lead them to assume they know at least something about us.

But it is also true that people don’t see us the way we see ourselves

because of the masks we wear. We want them to see us as we want to be

seen, rather than as who we are.

Although I am reluctant to admit it, I do have a “rabbi” mask. I am

wearing it right now. That’s what you see when I am standing on the

bimah, announcing pages, or telling people to stand up or sit down. That’s

what you see when I am introduced to someone new or want to make a

good impression. That’s what people see when I am out in public

representing the synagogue, Judaism, or the Jewish community.

Does my “rabbi” mask serve a purpose? Yes. Meeting people’s

expectations of what a rabbi is and what Judaism represents is comforting

for them. But at the same time it prevents people from knowing me as an

individual, as a human being, as “Len.” It hides the “real” me.
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I do not deny that the masks we wear can serve noble purposes.

They help us interact with other human beings, as Dr. Newman put it in the

movie, in socially acceptable ways. Disguising our disbelief, outrage,

anger, or disgust when we are dealing with annoying situations or difficult

individuals makes our world a happier place. Do any of us really want to

deal with people who always insist on “telling it like it is” or being brutally

honest all of the time? We try to avoid such individuals.

Additionally, is there anything wrong with trying to put our best foot

forward in order to create a favorable impression? Why not let people think

that we are fun, generous, lovable, friendly, and kind? Perhaps we may

even come to internalize these qualities!

But there are also masks which are hurtful, destructive, and

psychopathic. These are masks which are worn to trick, mislead, and

manipulate. We pretend to be whom we are not in order to get what we

want, the welfare and feelings of others be damned.

These are the masks worn by those ignominious individuals who

pretend to be combat veterans or military heroes. They want others to think

that they have served, or risked their lives, for this country. They crave

recognition they have not earned.
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These are the masks of swindlers and crooks. They pretend to be

whom they are not in order to cheat, rob, hurt, and destroy.

Such was the mask worn by Jacob in the Bible, when he dressed in

Esau’s clothing and pretended to be his brother in order to trick his father

into giving him the greater blessing.

Most of us, however, do not wear masks to mislead but rather to

hide. We put up a facade to keep people at a distance, to keep them from

getting inside, to prevent them from knowing what makes us tick. We worry

about exposing ourselves to others. Can we trust them with our secrets?

Will they be our friends or betrayers? Or worse, what would they really

think of us if they knew what lurks inside?

Sometimes we even wear masks to fool ourselves. When we are

honest, we recognize within us the good, the bad, and the ugly. We know

when we do not meet our own expectations, as well as when we excel. All

too often we are reluctant to deal with our shortcomings. We think we can

hide our sins from ourselves. We think that if we ignore them they will go

away. 

But no matter how powerful, no matter how strong the masks we

wear, our true essence always slips through. Sometimes, in the end, the
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only ones we truly succeed in fooling is ourselves.

The late great playwright Arthur Miller once said, “Every man has an

image of himself which fails in one way or another to correspond with

reality. It’s the size of the discrepancy between illusion and reality that

matters. The closer a man gets to knowing himself, the less likely he is to

trip up on his own illusion.” (New York Times, Feb. 6, 1942, reprinted in

Conversations with Arthur Miller, 1987)

The Talmud teaches, “There are three names by which a person is

called: one which their parents call them, one which people call them, and

one which they earn for themselves. The last is the best one of all.”

(Tanchuma V’yakhel 1)

The name that our parents call us is our given name; the one that is

on a birth certificate, our driver’s license, and on voting records. This is

what is known as our legal name.

The name by which people call us is the one they use in daily

conversation. It is what our friends call us, by our first name or nickname.

The name which we earn for ourselves is a different kind of name.

The Talmud is not referring to a name at all, but to what we call our
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reputation. Our reputation is earned by how people relate to us, as they

consider our interactions with them and with others. This name is a product

of how people judge our words and deeds. It is a reflection of the

impression we make on the world and society at large.

A contemporary rabbi added a fourth name to the three suggested by

the Talmud. He said that we also have a fourth name, the name by which

God alone knows us. This is the name that reflects not only what is on the

surface, but what lies underneath. This is the name which reflects not only

our outward character, but our inner life. This is the name that reflects the

real “me,” my failures as well as my successes, my selfishness as well as

my generosity, my ego as well as my humility, my basest instincts as well

as my humanity. This name, the one by which God knows me, is the “real

me.”

The masks we wear may enable us to hide from people, and at times

even from ourselves, but they do not allow us to hide from God. We stand

spiritually naked before God.

As we confess on Yom Kippur:

 îÇä ðÉàîÇø ìÀôÈðÆÍéêÈ éåÉù Åá îÈøåÉí, åÌîÇä ðÀñÇôÌÅø ìÀôÈðÆÍéêÈ ù åÉëÅï ù ÀçÈ÷Äéí, äÂìÉà

ëÌÈì äÇðÌÄñÀúÌÈøåÉú åÀäÇðÌÄâÌÀìåÉú àÇúÈä éåÉãÅÍòÇ.
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“What can we say before You, You who live in the transcendent?

And what can we tell about ourselves to You who dwell on High?

You sure know both the secret, as well as the revealed.” (Liturgy)

Tonight all of us stand spiritually naked before God. All of our masks,

all of our disguises, fall away. God knows what we are made of and who

we truly are. Today God judges not only our actions but our souls.

“Eternal God, who calls us to repentance, we are grateful for the

opportunity to answer to your call, to forsake our sins, and to turn to You

with all our hearts.

  

 Yet we know that repentance is difficult. We know that there have been

times when we resolved to mend our ways and did not succeed.

  

 Even the admission that we have done wrong does not come easily: our

pride is as tall as the mountains, our vanity is as wide as the sea; and

excuses abound.

  

 But before You there are no secrets. To You all stands revealed. Our



9

pettiness and our greed, our selfishness and our weakness, our running to

do evil and our limping to do good - all these are known to You.

  

On this night of atonement, we yearn to become better than we have been.

For You, O Lord, have given us the great gift of atonement, enabling

individuals and communities to return to You and to do Your will.

   

Open our hearts to the call of this sacred night, so that the words of our

prayers may remain with us to renew us and to refine us. May our deeds

make us worthy to hear Your divine assurance, “Salahti - I have forgiven.”

(From Mahzor Hadash)


