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If your boss tells you she wants a face-to-face meeting, you wonder what’s wrong, 
because you know it means there’s something important on the agenda. 

In a relationship, if you have something important to discuss, you don’t want to do 
it over the phone, or on a Zoom call, or with a text message. You want to get 
together face-to-face. The importance of seeing someone’s face is reflected in the 
name of the world’s most popular social media platform, Facebook, with over 2.7 
billion active users. And the name for its video call product? Facetime. Faces are 
even important features in love songs, as in the Roberta Flack song recalled by 
people of my generation: “The first time ever I saw your face – I thought the sun 
rose in your eyes.” 

The importance of face-to-face encounters is not new. We find it in the Torah. The 
first time we see the expression panim el panim – face-to-face – is in the book of 
Genesis when Jacob wrestles with a mysterious stranger until the break of dawn. 
Jacob realizes the stranger was an angel, and he calls the place “Peniel,” ki ra-i-ti 
Elohim panim el panim — for this is the place where I saw God face to face.  

That night was an awesome, unforgettable moment in the life of Jacob. He was 
never the same again. He took on a new name that night, Yisrael, and he lived by 
the light of that experience for the rest of his life. For this was the moment when 
he saw God - face to face.  

The only other person in the Torah to have the privilege of a face to face encounter 
with God is Moses.   In this week’s Torah portion, Ki Tisa, we have the shameful 
episode of the Golden Calf. The people are impatient when they feel Moses has 
been gone too long and they make a golden calf. God, and Moses, are both furious 
with this terrible transgression. During the time when God was considering what to 
do with the people, we’re told that when Moses entered the Tent of Meeting, a 
pillar of cloud would descend, and “The Lord would speak to Moses panim el panim, 
face to face, as one man speaks to another.” 

The rabbis tell us this means that Moses had the clearest view of God of any of the 
prophets. In the midrash, Leviticus Rabbah, it says the other prophets had their 



visions as if through nine lenses, or dim lenses, but for Moses his view of God was 
as through the clearest of fine glass. 

The fact that Moses was privileged to have such a close and intimate encounter 
with God that he saw God face to face is referred to in Moses’ obituary, in the 
closing words of the Torah: lo kam navi od biyisrael kimoshe, asher yidao Adonay 
panim el panim - never again did there arise in Israel a prophet like Moses whom 
the Lord knew face to face.    

What is the Torah saying in this, it’s very last paragraph? It’s telling us that there is 
no greater honour than any human being can ever aspire to than to see and to be 
seen by God face to face.   

“Panim”, which is the biblical word for face, is not an ordinary word. Like mayim, 
like chayim, and like a few other words, it never appears in the singular, only in the 
plural. Perhaps that is because all of us have more than one face. We have different 
faces for different occasions. I look one way when I am at a picnic, another way 
when I am angry, another way when I play with a child, another way when I meet 
a stranger, and another way when I feel victorious, and another way when I feel 
embarrassed.   

These times of a pandemic have been unusual in many ways – not the least of which 
is that it is has in large part taken away our ability to have face to face gatherings 
with other people. And on top of that, when we do go out, we are wearing masks 
that obscure our faces so effectively that not only may other people have trouble 
recognizing us in the grocery store, the facial recognition software that opens our 
smartphones also doesn’t recognize us.   

The pandemic has only made obvious what goes on all the time – that we are all 
wearing masks. Social media is an especially pervasive purveyor of a false reality. 
People are likelier to post the “perfect version” of their lives on social media. The 
cute puppies, the smiling children or grandchildren, the promotion. Yes, people will 
often also post about loss, or if they are having a major problem; yet what’s often 
missing from social media is the “not so good” day, times when we’re a little down 
or the kids threw a temper tantrum or the boss was critical of a project you worked 
on so hard. People who experience those ordinary frustrations of life, however, 
don’t see other people reporting on having those experiences on social media, so 



they feel there must be something wrong with them. Their life isn’t as perfect as 
everyone else’s.  

Teen suicide rates have been rising, and many say that the unrealistic life portrayed 
on social media and the unrealistic ideals of beauty kids see is a factor. 
Cyberbullying is another big problem, but even just the loss of self-esteem from 
comparing one’s own life to the unreal masks that other people post online is 
harmful. 

We may not be as privileged as Moses, able to see God face to face – but it’s worth 
making the effort to see other human beings face to face, to truly pay attention to 
what you see. And it’s also worth the effort to let those you are close to see your 
real face – not the mask you present to the world, whether or not there is a mask 
mandate or coronavirus in the air. 


