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Reading: “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!

Sermon/Homily: “The Masks We Wear”
The author of today’s reading, Paul Laurence Dunbar, was born on June 27, 1872 to

two formerly enslaved people from Kentucky. He was the first nationally acclaimed

African-American poet and his many works are regarded as an impressive

representation of Black life in turn-of-the-last-century America. Dunbar attended public



school in Dayton, Ohio and hoped to attend law school, but was financially unable. He

sought work as a journalist but was refused due to his race. So, he worked as an

elevator operator, which allowed him time to write. When his work came to the attention

of two white writers and poets of the time, they raised awareness of his talent and he

was encouraged to publish. He went on to make his living as a writer and poet until his

death on February 9, 1906, at age thirty-three.

His poem, “We Wear The Mask,” was published in 1895 in his second poetry collection,

and is arguably his most famous poem. It is regarded as a statement of racial pride,

reflecting the black experience of his time, and perhaps of this time, as well.

Dunbar’s poem captures in poetry the writing of his contemporary, civil rights activist

W.E.B. Du Bois. In an essay published in The Atlantic in August 1897, Du Bois writes of

the double-consciousness required of black people in America. He said:

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking

at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a

world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One feels his two-ness, — an

American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two

warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from

being torn asunder. The history of the American Negro is the history of this

strife….

(https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1897/08/strivings-of-the-negro-people/30

5446/)

Dunbar and Du Bois tell of masks imposed by white society upon black people which

they must wear for survival, masks that hide their true selves, and that hide the inner

turmoil of identity-who they see themselves to be and how the white world sees them.

These two black writers and thinkers tell us that masks can be oppressive when they

are imposed on us by others, required for getting by, for safety and for survival. In this

case, masks are not a choice but an imposition.

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1897/08/strivings-of-the-negro-people/305446/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1897/08/strivings-of-the-negro-people/305446/


Those of us who identify as transgender are likely to recognize the masks that Dunbar

and du Bois describe. Transphobia is driving new laws that, for example, limit

participation in sports and use of bathrooms, demanding that trans people dress and

behave in a way that masks their true identity, a mask imposed by others who refuse to

see their wholeness and truth.

There are some in our time who claim that requirements to wear a mask during COVID

are oppressive and robbing us of choice. I won’t wade into that debate today. I’ll only

say that safety and survival is in that decision, too, just not in the way that some imagine

it to be.

Unlike our tangible COVID masks, we also wear psychological masks, often in response

to painful experiences. These are behaviors we adopt because seeking security and

stability, trying to avoid getting hurt. Some common masks are being the clown, the

bully, or the people-pleaser. But these behaviors can prevent us from authentic

relationships where we are known and loved for our true selves. These psychological

masks may seem to protect us, but they prevent us from being vulnerable in a good

way, the way that social worker and researcher Brene Brown says is necessary for

wholehearted living, loving and trusting ourselves and others.

In the story earlier, I suggested that masks give us superpowers, they can protect us in

a good way, they can allow us to connect with the sacred, to explore parts of ourselves

that might otherwise remain hidden. Masks can help us celebrate and cut loose. Now I

am suggesting that masks are harmful and oppressive. Why the contradiction? This is

another both/and, instead of an either/or.

Masks are tools. We humans are tool-making and tool-using animals. We have learned

that we are not the only tool-using animals; dolphins, crows and otters use tools, not to

mention our close ape relatives-chimpanzees, orangutans, and gorillas. Whether the

tool is a stick or the internet, tools can be used for good or for evil. A stick can be used



to make a hole to find food or plant a seed or knock down fruit high up in a tree. Or a

stick can be used to hurt another being. The internet can be used to connect people

around the world and give us access to unimaginable information and resources, or it

can be used to bully, torment, and threaten others. We choose how we use our tools.

Masks are tools, too. They can allow us to play, celebrate, worship, and explore. Or they

can be tools of hurt and oppression. We choose how we use the tools we create.

In the weeks and months ahead, we will continue to make choices about COVID

masks--wear them or not, or wear them in some places but not others. How we choose

is based on our knowledge and values, and that is what will drive the decisions about

what we will do as a congregation—the knowledge of science and the values of our faith

and community. You’ve seen us wearing masks in the sanctuary today because of our

knowledge and values. The science says that it is safest indoors to wear masks with a

larger number of people, even with vaccines, and that it is also relatively safe for

individual speakers and singers to unmask for their parts. So, Jo and Emi and Liz and

Troy and I have taken off our masks to speak and sing. Otherwise, we mask because

we care for each other. We came to a decision as a group before this morning agreeing

to mask if any one of us requested it, honoring the individual choice of each of us and

our collective responsibility to each other. It’s our first and seventh Unitarian

Universalists principles in action once again—the inherent dignity and worth of every

person and our interconnected web.

To me, these are the purposes of a faith community for us as individuals and as a

congregation. Together we help each other discern and define our values, and in that

process we create our moral compass, the way we decide what is good and what is evil.

A faith community helps us learn and grow in all ways, mentally, physically, emotionally,

and spiritually—mind, hands, heart and spirit. And, at its best, a faith community offers a

place where we can try on identities, seeking to know ourselves more deeply and

learning to share our true selves. When we hold space for each other to learn and grow,

to accept each other for who we are—not despite who we are, but because of who we



are—we build the beloved community.

A faith community is also where we can come together to identify and remove the

masks that are imposed by bias, the masks that are oppressive, like racism and

transphobia. This is our work for justice, action grounded in our values and beliefs,

putting our faith in action, working to make the world a better place for all people.

Author James Baldwin also had something to say about masks. Baldwin, a black gay

man, born in Harlem, NY in 1924. Baldwin, who emigrated to France in the 1940’s to

escape the bigotry and racism of the US, and where he died in 1987 at age 63. Baldwin,

who wrote The Fire Next Time, an examination of “the Negro Problem” in America,

sharing his personal experience and his call for a change in thinking that honors what

this country could be for all people. In his book, Baldwin wrote:

“Love takes off masks that we fear we cannot live without and know we cannot live

within.”

(repeat).

It all comes back to love. Love for ourselves, love for each other, love for a country that

was built on the ideals of democracy, independence and the common good, love for the

dream of what we could be as a people and as a community. There is a love that holds

us all, a love that is there when we seek it. Our work is to keep on until we find it,

together.

May we indeed make this so.


