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 I really don’t enjoy shopping, and clothes shopping one of my least favorite kinds of 
shopping.  I have to do some this week.  The Golden Gate Men’s Chorus has been called in to 
sing with the San Francisco Symphony Chorus later this week, and the dress code is black:  
Black pants, black shirt, black tie.  I don’t own any of those.  Well, I do own a black shirt, but 
it has a little white square under the chin and you can’t wear a tie with it.  I thought about 
wearing that black shirt with the little white square today, as we explore the metaphor of 
God as clothing, but after wearing it yesterday at the Climate Rally, it is deservedly in the 
laundry. 

 The first mention of clothing in the Bible is as a gift.  When God gets ready to banish 
them from the Garden, “God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed 
them.”  (Genesis 3:21)  Maybe it was exposure to National History Museum dioramas of 
early hominids in animal skis, but I always imaged the skins God gave them to be animal 
pelts.  Lauren Winner, in the book that has inspired this sermon series,1 says she thought it 
was human skin that God used to make the garments.  Prior to being clothed in their own 
skin, I guess, Adam and Eve were walking around with the guts hanging out and their 
hearts as their sleeves.2  Funny how two people can read the same passage of scripture and 
understand it in two markedly different ways.  Sort of like how people could look at the 
same picture of a dress, and one sees it as white and gold, while another sees it as blue and 
black. 

 Whether my childhood interpretation or Winner’s childhood interpretation is closer 
to what the author of Genesis meant, an implication is the same.  Whether the gift of 
clothing was their own skin, representing the gift of full humanity (something Adam and 
Eve only achieved by leaving the garden), or the gift of clothing was animal pelts, 
representing God’s compassion for humanity out in the world, God’s gift of clothing is the 
first scriptural disclosure of God working with and for humanity – even though God must 
work within our limitations and sin. 

 “Sometimes God’s clothing of Adam and Eve is taken as evidence that nakedness is 
bad, that we should be ashamed of our naked bodies,” Winner says.  “But perhaps God’s 
dressing Adam and Eve does not speak to anything other than God’s care.”3 

 Winner goes on:  “Ever since God clothed Adam and Eve in their full humanity, 
clothes have not only protected us from the elements and kept us warm; they have also 
profoundly shaped our identity and our sense of self.  It is not surprising, then, that clothing 
is an image that runs all the way through scripture from the first mention in Genesis to 
Revelation, where the gathered community of worshippers is clothed in robes made white 

                                                      
1 Lauren F. Winner, Wearing God, (New York: HarperOne, 2015). 
2 See pages 32-33. 
3 Ibid, 35. 
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by being laundered in the blood of the Lamb.  To my eye, the image sitting at the center of 
all the Bible has to say about clothing is Paul’s startling statement in Galatians 3:  ‘As many 
of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.’  God doesn’t just 
clothe us with skin (or rabbit fur); God clothes us with God’s own self. 

 “This seems a pretty radical thing for Paul to say.  Intriguingly, scholars believe that 
this metaphor is original to the Pauline writings.  In the ancient world, it was not unusual to 
speak, as do 1 Peter 5 and Colossians 3, of ‘putting on’ virtues – this was a common 
rhetorical device, used to encourage people to adopt or practice various worthy qualities.  
But nowhere in ancient literature does there appear to be a ‘clear parallel,’ writes New 
Testament scholar Roy R. Jeal, to the Pauline ‘rhetoric of being clothed with a person.’  And 
not just any person:  God.”4 

 The girl I dated in high school was a knitter.  During her first year of college (my last 
year of high school), she knit a sweater of heavy wool for me.  It was an intricate pattern 
with cables and braids and fisherman’s knots, and so it was thick.  It weighted about three-
hundred pounds and was warm enough that I could go without a jacket in the middle of a 
Minnesota winter.  Though I didn’t wear it often, whenever I put it on, I was embraced by 
Abby even though she was fifteen hundred miles away.  It was as if I ‘put her on.’ 

 My mom was also a knitter (though not as much of a knitter as her sister, my aunt).  
One of my early childhood memories is of my mom knitting a pair of socks for my father.  
He was working on some NORAD defense contract that took him out into the field in the 
middle of winter in Rome, New York, among other cold locations.  It would have been much 
easier, and quite possibly cheaper, for her to buy a pair of wool socks at Filenes, but she 
knit away in a brick-red wool.  I remember her puzzling how to make the heel and the turn 
of the socks work.  I don’t know if she told me so or if I just intuitively knew that she was 
stitching love into the socks and that when my father put them on, she would somehow be 
present.  I am convinced that when my father donned those socks, he was putting on his 
wife’s love. 

 “‘Fashion,’” Winner points out, “is a noun, calling to mind Paris runways,…  But 
‘fashion’ is also a verb.  It means ‘to mold or to shape.’  We fashion dough into the shape of a 
bread loaf; we fashion clay into a pot or a bowl.  Indeed, the word ‘fashion’ had that 
meaning – the action of making or shaping something – before it became a noun 
designating clothing, and ‘fashion’ came to designate apparel precisely because clothing 
shapes us.”5 

 That’s the reason I wear my black shirt with the small white square under the chin 
when I go to rallies and protests.  I do it for myself as much as for others.  I do it to remind 
myself of why I’m there. 

 “If to change clothes can be to change one’s sense of self; if to change clothes is to 
change one’s way of being in the world; if to clothe yourself in a particular kind of garment 
is to let that garment shape you into its own shape – then what is it to put on Christ? 

                                                      
4 Ibid, 36-37. 
5 Ibid, 38. 



 3 

 “Alexander MacLaren was a nineteenth-century Baptist minister in Manchester, 
England.  In his commentary on Romans, [he said]:  ‘It takes a lifetime to fathom Jesus; it 
takes a lifetime to appropriate Jesus, it takes a lifetime to be clothed with Jesus.  And the 
question comes to each of us, have we “put off the old man with his deeds”?  Are we daily, 
as sure as we put on our clothes in the morning, putting on Christ the Lord?’”6 

 Clothing can mark or minimize divisions.  One of the reasons some schools have 
moved to uniforms is to reduce friction between children via peer fashion competitions, 
and to reduce friction between parents and children about what the kids will wear to 
school.  Another reason is to help unify the students into a community.  Still, school 
uniforms tend to be binary – a girl’s uniform or a boy’s uniform.  But clothing can break 
down gender division as much as establish it. 

 I don’t know how uniform this was across social classes, but in Paul’s time at least 
women of a certain social class wore a particular dress when they were married as a mark 
of their virtue and modesty.  It was a garment that marked these women, in life and in art, 
as distinctly not male.  How interesting, then, that Paul write to the Galatians, “There is 
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you 
are one in Christ Jesus.” 

 As Winner puts it, “To understand Christ as clothing is to understand a certain holy 
gender-bending.  I don’t think it is coincidence that Paul’s declaration that we, the baptized, 
have been clothed in Christ comes right before Paul’s equally famous insistence that ‘we 
are all one in Christ Jesus’:  Christ is the clothing that has the power to say no male and 
female.  In fact, all three of the distinctions that Paul explicitly names as undone by Jesus – 
male/female, Jew/Greek, slave/free – are distinctions that, at various points in history [not 
just in Paul’s day], have been created in part through clothing.”7 

 “On Paul’s terms,” Winner says, “Jesus is not the kind of clothing that creates social 
divisions but the kind of clothing that undoes them.  Jesus is not a Vineyard Vines dress or a 
Barbour jacket; He is the school uniform that erases boundaries between people.  Or at 
least that is the kind of clothing Jesus wants to be.  When those of us clothed in Him 
trespass boundaries in His name, we allow Him to be that school uniform; when we put up 
walls in the name of Jesus, we are turning the Lord into an expensive designer dress.”8 

 “God clothes.  God is our clothing.  And, finally, God draws us into the act of clothing, 
by instruction us to clothe others.  Consider the Epistle of James.  The famous ‘faith without 
works’ passage speaks specifically of our obligation to clothe people.”9  Did you catch that 
when we heard the reading?  “If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food,…”  Jesus 
makes the same point in Matthew 25, when he says that whenever we clothe the naked, we 
are clothing him. 

 Can I admit that those mentions of nakedness have always made me a little 
uncomfortable?  It’s not a discomfort with nakedness itself.  It’s a discomfort with the 
notion of running into someone who is naked and not at Woodstock.  Why on earth, how on 

                                                      
6 Ibid, 40-41. 
7 Ibid, 49. 
8 Ibid, 50. 
9 Ibid, 54 
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earth, could I run into someone on the streets of America (North or South) who is literally 
naked?  Feeding the hungry and visiting the imprisoned makes sense to me, but clothing 
the naked?  And yet, I know that good foot hygiene can be a real challenge for people who 
live on the street, and one type of clothing that is often in short supply at thrift stores is 
socks. 

 I think back to the gift of clothing that God gave humanity in the beginning.  The gift 
wasn’t just our own skin and our own animal pelts.  The gift was and is also God.  God is a 
clothing that we are freely given to put on, to let it shape us.  And if we’re wearing God, 
won’t we act like God and give the gift of clothing – metaphorically and literally?  Won’t we 
find ways to invite people to put on Christ?  And won’t we find ways to give clothing to 
those who are in need? 

 “Clothing is our most intimate environment,” said Susan M. Watkins.10  Imagine God 
as clothing and so becoming your most intimate environment.  Imagine God nestling up 
close to you, as close as clothing.  What does that say about your body that God is willing to 
nestle up so closely?  What does that say about you that God is willing to nestle up so 
closely?  I hope it helps dissolve any shame you may be holding.  I hope it helps you realize 
how deeply and intimately you are loved. 

Amen. 

                                                      
10 Ibid, 60. 


