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1. “For his face shone”

Imagine the tension and emotion that benei Yisrael felt as they stood at the foot of Mt. Sinai. |
want to direct our attention to this emotion the second time it arises. Moshe has already
ascended once before; he has already been present high up on the mountain wrapped in
thunder, lightning, and cloud, and the encounter at his descent was a failure: the Calf and its
aftermath. The tablets were shattered by Moshe; the process of transmitting the Torah may
not have been completed. | suppose that Moshe and benei Yisrael feel, at this stage, that the
covenant has not entirely been executed. And now it’s round two, the tension and emotion

are at their peak. Will the encounter succeed this time?

Moshe arrives, is seen, advances—I| imagine—step by step from the fire, the thunder, and the
cloud, gripping the tablets, the covenant—and... he is seen as terrifying! This is how the

verses describe Moshe’s appearance, and benei Yisrael’s reaction:
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! Translated by Elisheva Urbas.
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Shemot 34:29-30

And it was that when Moshe came down from mount Sinai, and the two tablets of the
testimony were in Moshe’s hand, when he came down from the mount, that Moshe knew
not that the skin of his face shone while God talked with him. **And Aharon and all the
children of Israel saw Moshe and, behold, the skin of his face shone; and they were afraid

to come near him.

They see, and they are afraid! All of benei Yisrael, and even Moshe’s brother Aharon, sees and
is afraid. The changed skin of Moshe’s face arouses fear, fear that leads to alienation. “And
they were afraid to come near him.” Moshe’s distinctive, different appearance is tied to the
people’s fear that leads them to distance themselves from him. Difference, fear, distance.

“And they were afraid to come near.”

Moshe’s distinctive appearance is described in the verse with a word that has two very
different meanings. We could translate it, “And behold, the skin of his face shone,” with a
bright glow like sunlight; or “Behold, the skin of his face was horned,” with actual horns, like

those of an animal. Thus, the verse leaves us puzzled.?

2. “And he masked his face”

Whether his face is beamed with rays like the sun’s, or whether these are animal horns, Moshe
must find some way to grapple with the fear and alienation that accompany them. And he has
a simple and logical solution: “He put a mask upon his face” (Shemot 34:33). He places upon

his face a covering, as the commentators explain.

2We know that there was a practice of people wearing horns—or imagining themselves as having horns—about
15,000 years ago. The motivation was to do so as a means of expressing a desire for the proliferation of those
types of animals, and to control them, for these were the animals upon which humans depended for their
existence. In the Bible, as well, the word D17 usually appears as meaning, “animal horns.” Indeed, this is how
the sculptor, Michaelangelo, imagined Moshe holding the tablets, as his face being horned.
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To Moshe, it is clear that the responsibility for grappling with the fear of Aharon, his brother,

and that of all of benei Yisrael, is his to bear. Israel are the ones who are scared; Aharon is
afraid; but Moshe is the one who needs to hide himself, to go into the closet, to cover his face.
Itis heartbreaking to think that, to be with people, Moshe needs to wear a mask, to hide

aspects of himself, all because of their weakness.

3. “He would remove the mask... he would replace the mask”
The verses’ description of the way Moshe uses the mask is confusing. It is hard to understand

when Moshe places the mask over his face, and when he emerges and removes it:
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Shemot 34:33-35

*And when Moshe was done speaking with them, he put a mask on his face. **But when
Moshe went in before God that God might speak with him, he took the mask off, until he
came out; and he came out, and spoke to the children of Israel that which he was
commanded. **And the children of Israel saw the face of Moshe, that the skin of Moshe’s
face sent forth beams; and Moshe put the mask back upon his face, until he went in to

speak with God.

When Moshe stands before benei Yisrael, does he stand with the mask on (as verse 34, for
example, seems to say) or without it (as verse 35 says)? The Keli Yakar, in an effort to grapple,

perhaps, with this ambiguity, transforms the mask into a characteristic trait of Moshe:
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Keli Yakar Shemot 34:33

“And he put a mask over his face.” Because everyone was looking at him, and Moshe was
particularly humble and bashful, and he was embarrassed that they were looking at the
beaming of his face’s skin, for that is how any bashful person would feel, so he put a mask

over his face.

What arises from this is a fascinating insight into the human psyche. When people send me
the message, whether directly or indirectly, that something about me is frightening, it can
cause me to hide something about myself: 1 am liable to cover up, to find myself
embarrassed, burdened with shame. That s, the distinctive beaming of Moshe’s skin leads to
fear, which leads to concealment. Concealment, by its very nature, constitutes and preserves

alienation—from the world around me, or even from myself.

The Netziv from Volozhin, author of the commentary Ha’amek Davar, proposes a different

solution to the verses’ apparent ambiguity:
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Ha’amek Davar Shemot 34:34
...For at a time when he spoke with God, he removed the mask entirely. And before going
out, he put the mask on his head, but he folded it upward, so that while he told them the
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laws they would see his face... and the moment he finished speaking, he lowered the mask

that was on his head over his face.

Facing God in the moment of dialogue, on a divine mission in the moment of partnership,
there is the ability to reveal, to be revealed, to include. Why? And what does it mean that

facing God one can stand unmasked?

Moshe does not need to hide parts of himself when he faces the Creator because the very fact
of his uniqueness and distinctiveness is itself an implication of his being created in God’s
image. | wonder whether, sometimes, in the nature of relational systems, we confuse equality
and identity, or whether we are not always careful enough about the implications of equality.
Equality does not mean similarity. The fact that all people are equal does not derive from our
sameness to each other. Quite the opposite: God’s image in the world is magnified and

augmented by the variation among us.

And when we overcome our impulse to fear differences between us—to fear one whose face
shines with a different light—when we overcome the impulse to hide our unique faces and
lights, then we take a small step toward an opportunity to emulate God, to walk more fully in
God’s ways. When we speak in these terms, we are partners in building a community with
room for all to flower as images of divinity, a community where none of us needs to wear veils
or masks. When we overcome the fear that comes from seeing horns or rays of light, and
beneath it we see who is standing before us—every Moshe, whoever they are!—then we merit
to be a segment of those who see: “And benei Yisrael saw Moshe’s face, that the skin of

Moshe’s face shone with light.”
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4. From “They feared to come near” to “they returned to him”

It’s worth paying attention to one more point: What makes it possible for Moshe to remove

his mask is speech:
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Shemot 34:31-33

*'And Moshe called to them; and Aharon and all the rulers of the congregation returned
unto him; and Moshe spoke to them. **And afterward all the children of Israel came near,
and he gave them in commandment all that God had spoken with him in Mount Sinai.

*And when Moshe was done speaking with them, he put a veil on his face.

It’s true that revelation sometimes makes connection hard. After all, when Moshe’s face
shone, human beings did not dare to approach him. Butitis clear that veiling and hiding
make encounter harder, too. What ultimately makes it possible for Moshe to meet benei
Yisrael unveiled is speech. In speech, there can be dialogue, voice, content, and opportunity

for encounter—an encounter that has two sides.

Thus, instead of difference, fear, and alienation, we can see a new process unfold: difference,

speech, diversity, community.
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