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From Exodus 34, verses 29-33: 

 When Moses came down from Mount Sinai … bearing the two ,ויהי ברדת משה מהר סיני
tablets of the covenant, Moses was not aware that the skin of his face was radiant. … 
But the people saw that the skin of Moses’s face was radiant, ויראו מגשת אליו, and they 
were scared to come close to him. … ויכל משה מדבר אתם, ויתן על פניו מסוה, So, when 
Moses finished speaking with them, he placed a masveh, a mask over his face. 

 It is a moment of triumphant renewal. 80 days have passed (in the Rabbinic calculation) from 
the 17th of Tammuz, when Moses smashed the tablets, to the 10th of Tishre, Yom Kippur, when Moses 
presented a second set. In between, things were a little dicey. Moses had come down from the 
mountain in a panic; but when God announced intentions to destroy the people, Moses went back up to 
plead on their behalf. God relented, but there was still a plague and thousands died. God instructed 
Moses to resume the march, but this time on his own. God would send an angel to guide the people, but 
the divine presence would not be in their midst. The people mourn and Moses intercedes; and God 
relents again. Moses goes back up the mountain to receive new tablets. He stays another 40 days and 40 
nights before coming down the again in triumph.  

It sounds a little familiar? Up and down and up and down again. It was on Shabbat Ki Tissa in 
2020 that we first told congregants not to come to services on Shabbat, in advance of our decision to 
close the building entirely. And since then, the Covid positivity numbers have gone up and down and up 
and down and up and down again. My colleague Rabbi Eric Woodward, together with lay-leader Efram 
Epstein, recently suggested on Ritual Well that we should remember the experience of the pandemic 
every year when we reach the last aliyah of Ki Tissa. It is not just Moses’s triumphant return to the camp 
after being isolated for more than a month on Mount Sinai. The last aliyah of Ki Tissa is the masveh 
aliyah, the reading where Moses dons a masveh, a mask to protect people from the radiant horns of 
light emanating from his face. 

I am drawn to the people’s fear. When Moses comes down, he does not realize his face is 
shining so brightly. But the people see it and they recoil in fear. Rashi suggests that the bright face was 
not new; it just didn’t bother them before. “ ֹּכחה של עבירהבא וראה כמה  ,” Rashi writes. “Come and see 
how great is the power of the experience of sin. Before the people’s transgression, what does the Torah 
say? ‘ בראש ההר לעיני כל ישראל ומראה כבוד ה' כאש אוכלת , The visage of God’s glory was like a devouring 
fire at the top of the mountain, in plain sight of all Israel.’” They weren’t afraid then. They didn’t pull 
away. But after the experience of the calf, they feared even the lesser light emanating from Moses’s 
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face and they pulled back. Almost two full years into the pandemic, I can relate to this fear of things we 
never really feared before.  

It is interesting that Moses dons his mask not for himself, but for others. He wants the people to 
feel comfortable around him. We’ve learned that lesson ourselves. Individual choice only goes so far 
when we are dealing with public health. My personal feelings about tolerance and risk are not the only 
measure; my affect on the people around me matters too.  

Even now, as mask mandates are being lifted, we have to read the fine print. Even as the science 
continues to evolve and state and local governments are pulling back from blanket statements 
mandating what everyone must do in every situation, individuals and institutions still need to make 
decisions that support the diverse needs of our community. I have spoken before about a three-pronged 
approach to our pandemic decisions. There are (1) governmental mandates (2) evaluation of the 
science, and (3) an assessment of what will make our community most comfortable returning. Moses 
donned his mask in deference to that third prong; and our decisions about masking and other protocols 
at this stage are informed by that third prong as well.  

I should point out that that word “masveh” is not the usual word for mask. “Masekha” is 
Hebrew for mask; and the Torah knows the word “masekha.” This is the only place where the Torah 
uses the word “masveh”; and I can’t help but think that is intentional. A “masveh” is not a KN-95. There 
is a metaphorical implication to Moses covering his face.  

This is not the first time our community has taken steps to mitigate people’s fears about 
entering the building. Since 9/11, we have had security guards at the door whenever the building is 
open. Experiences like Pittsburgh and Porway and Colleyville and other incidents of a rising antisemitism 
have made us more conscious of our surroundings. We think about things in new ways. Some think it is 
too much; some think not enough; but the point is that we notice things we may not have noticed 
before – just like the people noticed that light emanating from Moses’s face. And we have to be thinking 
constantly about how to make people comfortable drawing near. 

We’ve learned other things about our community too. For some, the fear of approaching is not 
about security, but about not feeling welcome, or feeling uncomfortable because I may not look like 
other people look. Not every Jew is a white person of European ancestry with family memories of the 
shtetl. Not every Person of Color who enters our sanctuary is a guest or a convert. Not every person 
wants to explain themselves every time they enter our space. Those of us who are here regularly should 
not expect that every person we don’t immediately recognize does not belong. I understand the security 
concerns, but when we see people we don’t recognize and we introduce ourselves, we have to ask: Are 
we being friendly and inviting, or are we unintentionally emitting that “Moses-face” that says, “don’t 
come too close”? Remember that Moses wasn’t emitting that light intentionally; he didn’t even realize 
his face was shining. But when he discovered he was having this effect on people, he took steps to make 
a change.  

February is Jewish Disability Awareness and Inclusion Month, and next week we will have our 
annual inclusion Shabbat. In that arena as well, we are learning that inclusion does not just mean 
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checking off certain boxes so I can feel I am being welcoming to others. Inclusion means understanding 
how they feel – whoever the they is. Inclusion means understanding how the things I say, the policies I 
enforce, the decisions I make impact the feelings of others. Not intending to push away is not an excuse. 
Even when we have the best of intentions, when we learn that our actions are hurtful to others, we 
have to be willing to change.  

That is the lesson of Moses’s and God’s reconciliation with the Jewish people at the end of 
Parashat Ki Tissa. The world has changed. Lights that didn’t bother people before are off-putting now. 
People who were perfectly comfortable before are uncomfortable and afraid now. We aren’t always 
aware of those proverbial bright lights. But when we care about people, when we love people, when we 
want to draw people near to our sacred space and sacred values and sacred community, we have to 
learn to use new masva-ot. There are times when we still need to wear those masks. Shabbat shalom.  


