THE PROBLEM WITH MASKS

Most of you know that both Lisa and I met while performing in community theatre and that prior to that we had both had backgrounds in theatre and music.
And some of you have done some acting, too, I know. 
The history of theatre is really interwoven with the history of humanity. For as long as humans have gathered together in tribes and communities, people have acted. Archaeologists have found pre-historic drawings of people wearing costumes of animals while hunting to attract their prey and even to act out to other tribe members what occurred during the hunt. Later, people began to write plays, stories about the gods and their dealings with humanity. I’m sure you’ve read some of the ancient Greek plays like Oedipus Rex or Antigone by Sophocles or Medea or The Trojan Women by Euripides. Modern theatre as we know it traces its roots back the ancient Greek theatre and we’re reminded of that every time we go to see a play. Those two masks we see hanging above the proscenium or off to the side of the stage are the masks of comedy and tragedy. In ancient Greece, masks were worn onstage by the actors. Masks served several important purposes. Their exaggerated expressions helped define the characters the actors were playing; they allowed actors to play more than one role or gender; they helped audience members in the distant seats (we call it the nosebleed section) to see and even to hear the actors because the masks acted as something like a small megaphone. In a tragedy, the masks were more life-like; in a comedy they were usually more comical or grotesque. They were usually made from lightweight materials like wood or linen but because of that none have survived and so we only have ancient drawings of them. 
Many of those ancient plays were written for the purpose of calling attention to the problems of ancient Greek society, or to criticize or satirize the leaders of a certain Greek city-state. Many of them criticized even the gods themselves or the priests and priestesses who served them. 
Both religion and theater have a proud history of challenging governments for their crimes and wrongdoings, and likewise a sorrowful legacy of collusion with the powers that be. Socrates, the ancient Greek thinker, so feared the influence that the poets had over the citizens of Athens that he counted them as the enemies of philosophy and banished them from the ideal society he imagined. He equated the work of the theater with deception, pointing out that the actors took on names and spoke words that were not theirs, wearing costumes and masks to give them false identities.
There’s a lot of talk today about masks, right? Most of us are wearing them while out in public because we accept the fact they protect us and those around us from spreading the Coronavirus through the aerosol droplets we all send out when we cough, or sneeze, or even talk. They may be uncomfortable, they may itch, and they may be hot, but we put up with wearing them. We know that we have to and will have to indefinitely.
But there are many people who don’t like wearing masks. We know that Donald Trump doesn’t. He thinks they make him look bad. I wish someone would tell him that its not the mask that’s making him look bad. He’s doing that all by himself with or without a mask. Some people take his lead and say, if Donald Trump doesn’t do it, I don’t have to do it. A lot of people see it as a violation of their civil rights. These are the same people, though, who will make sure that they and their kids are buckled up in the car with a seatbelt or wear a helmet when they ride a bike so they can be safe. And so, thanks to Mr. Trump, wearing a mask to prevent the spread of a deadly virus has become a political football rather thana sensible health precaution.
But there are other masks that we wear every day. And we all have different ones that we use at different times for different reasons. And so today, modern psychology and philosophy still find costumes, and especially masks, distasteful. As metaphors, masks are considered deceitful, presenting a false image that obscures the truth of who a person really is. Or masks are imagined as necessary defenses, protecting the true and vulnerable self that we all are. The mask hides the truth because truth here is imagined as a naked human face, unadorned and "pure".
But we all need those masks just as we need the masks we’re all wearing at this time because of the virus. We need them, it seems, to protect ourselves emotionally and psychologically. We even fool ourselves into thinking that we don’t wear them, that what you see is what you get. But deep down we know that’s not the case. The Gospel of Philip, one of the Gnostic texts rejected by the church, says: “Truth did not come into the world naked. It came in types and images. The world cannot receive it in any other way.”
 It’s like Billy Joel sang at the beginning of the service: 
Well, we all have a face
That we hide away forever
And we take them out
And show ourselves when everyone has gone
Some are satin, some are steel
Some are silk and some are leather
They're the faces of a stranger
But we'd love to try them on

We all have the face, that mask, that we hide away, the one we’d love to try on, the one we’d really like to show the world but keep hidden. 
We’d love to be our authentic self, right? But most often, we don’t want to step outside of that comfort zone, we don’t want to take off the mask, because then, people will really see us as we are. And we do get very comfortable wearing those masks. When I first got involved in theatre in high school, I soon found that the place I felt most authentic was onstage playing a role. On stage, I didn’t have to play the role that I did at home or school or church or with friends.  I could be someone else altogether. But eventually I realized that that was just another face I was wearing, another mask, and that I could never really be my true self, even on stage. Because I didn’t know who I was. 
I think most people struggle with this. I know I still do. Because to be our true self is difficult. We go through our lives living behind the masks that we create in order to survive in a society of other people who are wearing their own masks.  
Finding our true self is something that takes searching to discover. It never happens when you’re stuck in fear or doubt. And that search is, ultimately, a spiritual search. 
The Buddha came to the radical discovery that we do not exist as separate beings. He was aware of the human tendency to identify with a limited sense of existence of “self” and  he discovered that this belief in an individual small self is a root illusion. It causes suffering and removes us from the freedom and mystery of life. He described this as interdependent arising, the cyclical process of consciousness creating identity by entering form, responding to contact of the senses, then attaching to feelings and forms, and emotions and desires.
The Buddhist teacher Jack Kornfield writes: “We can identify with our body, feelings, or thoughts; we can identify with images, patterns, roles, and archetypes.
Thus, in our culture, we might fix and identify with the role of being a woman or a man, a parent or a child. We might take our family history, our genetics, and our heredity to be who we are.
Maybe we focus on our intellect or take our astrological sign as an identity. We can choose the archetype of hero, lover, mother, ne’er-do-well, adventurer, clown, or thief as our identity and live a year or a whole lifetime based on that. And when we do that, when we cling to these false identities, we continually have to protect and defend ourselves, strive to fulfill what is limited or deficient in them. And we live in fear of losing them or being exposed.

Yet, these are not our true identity. The spiritual teacher Achaan Chah said:  “I am none of that. I am not this body, so I was never born and will never die. I am nothing and I am everything. Your identities make all your problems. Discover what is beyond them, the delight of the timeless, the deathless.”
Any identity we can grasp is transient, tentative. This is difficult to understand from words such as selflessness or emptiness of self. Achaan Chah said, “If you try to understand it intellectually, your head will probably explode.’”

“I just want to be myself” is something we all say at one time or another. But when asked who that self is, we usually have a difficult explaining and we resort to saying things like “Well, its someone who is happy and enjoying life. Someone who is doing what they want to do or what they should be doing.” And so we confuse our self with the masks of desire or emotion like happiness. But those aren’t our true self and what we’re doing when we say that is that we would rather be wearing a different mask because the one we’re wearing is uncomfortable or painful, both masks in their own way. 
If we can begin to understand what all great spiritual teachers say about interconnectedness, about the Self we already are as opposed to the self we seek so desperately to be, about our Original Buddha Nature, our Christ Consciousness, we might be able, at least occasionally, put down the masks we cling to. 
There is something about this current crisis that reminds us of our vulnerability and the preciousness of life and relationships and that interconnectedness.  A mask today might allow us to be in each other’s presence, but other masks we wear might serve to hide parts of us from one another.
Let’s be thoughtful about the masks we wear so we can be courageous in taking off our masks at the right time and in the right circumstances. 
May it be so. 

 
WE WEAR THE MASK
By Paul Laurence Dunbar

We wear the mask that grins and lies,
It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,—
This debt we pay to human guile;
With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,
And mouth with myriad subtleties.

Why should the world be over-wise,
In counting all our tears and sighs?
Nay, let them only see us, while
We wear the mask.

We smile, but, O great Christ, our cries
To thee from tortured souls arise.
We sing, but oh the clay is vile
Beneath our feet, and long the mile;
But let the world dream otherwise,
We wear the mask!

