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A Holy Week Meditation 
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My friend Mary-beth, who retired a few years ago after a stellar career in fashion 
design in New York City, decided to use her new volunteer time and enthusiasm to 
work for the national group Dress for Success at its local office in Madison.  Perhaps 
you are familiar with the mission of this non-profit  -– collecting donated 
professional attire and accessories for women who can then choose lovely, 
confidence-boosting outfits for job interviews and the first few weeks of employment. 
The clothing, according to the organization’s website, helps a woman define “what 
success means to her” and then gives her the beginning tools to achieve that goal.  (It 
gives credence to that old adage, “Clothes make the man… or woman!”) We can 
imagine, however, what that success might indeed look like: a job with security, good 
wages and benefits, meaningful work, and a chance for advancement.  
 

As we now begin a Holy Week with so many of our touchstones, traditions, and 
rituals stripped away and our own vulnerabilities seeming so raw, we might ask 
ourselves what it means to be ‘successful.’  Surely we will see in the days ahead a very 
different measure of success for Jesus.  Giving up all claims to personal fulfillment 
and comfort – dare we say even happiness? – he has humbled himself, emptied 
himself, surrendered himself, taking the form of a slave.  Our Good Friday lament 
and praise will be “Behold, behold, the wood of the cross, on which is hung our 
salvation.  O come, let us adore him.” Setting aside all yearnings for security and 
acclaim, he will undergo the cross to save the world.  Surely the cross is “Jesus’ plus-
sign,” as a preschooler in Faith Formation once told me proudly. 
 

And how poignant and painful it can be to focus on how Jesus is ‘dressed’ for this 
mission…how clothing here for our Gospel writers is meant to measure the 
humiliation of the cross. In the Stations of the Cross and the reading of the Passion 
we heard on Sunday, we see Jesus stripped of his garment inside the Praetorium, 
then clothed – in a sign of cruel mockery—in a scarlet cloak (the seamless garment) 
and a crown of thorns. His cloak is removed after the soldiers have beaten him about 
the head with reeds. He walks on carrying the cross with little protection to cover his 
shame. We hear the Psalmist’s cry of anguish: “They wounded me; they took my 
mantle from me.” His meager garments are divided and lots cast to see what 
souvenir each guard might take. It is only after the crucifixion that Joseph of 
Arimathea lovingly wraps Jesus’ naked and lifeless body in the burial shroud, his last 
earthly clothing. 
 

In this week ahead when we are preparing for Easter glory, we too might ask 
ourselves what it means to “Dress for Success.” What might we take from our 
spiritual closet to prepare to be worthy of this most precious gift – Jesus’ successful 
laying down of his life for our salvation? 
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We begin by asking --- What do we need to take off?  As with his beloved friend 
Lazarus, Jesus may be calling us this week to be unbound, unraveling ourselves from 
the fear, anxiety, paralysis, and despondency that may be the logical response (but 
not the faith response) to the world-as-we-knew-it seemingly gone in an instant. 
Harder to face may be the need to take off the armor of a hard heart or a rigid 
mindset not open to hearing the experience of the other – or the pride, distractions, 
and lazy habits that can lead to selfishness and self-indulgence, blocking the 
consoling movement of the Spirit in us. 
 

Our Holy Week prayer:  to ask for the grace and courage to unclothe ourselves from 
any focus or fear that keeps us bound, bowed down, or bent over, preventing us from 
claiming our deepest identity as your sons and daughters in faith. 
 

  
  

   

  

  

  

Or, perhaps, now ‘unclothed,’ we may need to find a way to embrace our nakedness 
this Holy Week.  We feel a sense of the ‘hot cheeks’ when we hear that Jesus was 
stripped – a tenderness and ache when contemplating his vulnerability in his hour of 
Passion.  In this time when we find ourselves searching for layer upon layer of safety 
glasses, gloves, plastic face shields, and masks for our personal safety, we see Jesus, 
naked on the cross, freely embracing the cost of his suffering and death. We are not 
called to abandon prudence and common sense, of course, but we may find that our 
own feelings of vulnerability could lead us to ask: “Are we sufficient for God to love 
us, just as we are?” In our own bodiliness we are indeed, “beautifully and 
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wonderfully made.” We are followers of the Word made flesh. We believe the 
promise of a resurrection that redeems and glorifies our bodies.  There is little room 
in the spiritual life for us to treat our bodies with shame or scorn – or to mistrust 
ourselves around food and other temptations but mistrust the less tangible hungers 
for rest, intimacy, and meaning.  
 

Finally, our Holy Week journey calls us to ‘put on Christ,’ or, as the Psalmist 
encourages us with great joy, “to deck ourselves in the glad array of our truest, God-
like selves.” Paul picks up the rhythm in his letters to the Ephesians, the Colossians, 
and Galatians – “Put on the whole armor of God;” “clothe yourselves in the virtue of 
Christian living,” he writes to the early churches. 
 

It is powerful to explore how in Jesus’ lifetime clothing could be seen as a pointer to 
those virtues of Christian living.  Wrapped in swaddling clothes, wrapped in his own 
identity as Beloved of God, he is placed in a manger, a feeding trough, in Bethlehem, 
known as ‘house of bread.’ This newborn will be the food that feeds us, a bread freely 
shared to satisfy our deepest hungers.  And we can imagine Jesus in his prayer 
shawl, his tallit, a twelve year old in the Jerusalem temple wrapping himself in his 
father’s business – or putting on the wedding garment for the feast at Cana, 
embracing with delight the very human experiences of joy and gladness. We see him 
moved to compassion and healing as the woman with the hemorrhage touches his 
robe.  That very robe is transfigured to raiment of glowing white as three disciples 
glimpse what will be his resurrection glory.  Girding himself with the towel of 
service, he will bend to wash and dry their feet.  Ultimately, free of all clothing, his 
burial shroud left behind, the hidden broken body of the tomb is clothed now only in 
Easter joy.  
 

This week might we wrap ourselves in one of those virtues – -compassion, healing, 
service, prayer, celebration, human kindness, joy -- and body forth our new 
wardrobe?  Many years ago now I was commuting by train each day from Princeton 
to my job at Prudential in Newark.  One morning the car was especially quiet as folks 
were reading or snoozing (this was pre IPhone or computer screen!).  I looked up to 
see the most amazing sight-- the train car filled with sparkling, rainbow light a la a 
disco ball at the roller skating rink.  The display lasted only ten seconds or so, and no 
one seemed to notice.  “Where is this coming from?,” I asked myself.  “It’s from me!,” 
I soon realized.  My own crystal necklace had caught the sun’s rays and had made the 
beautiful prism magic. When we see light in the world – compassion, truth, justice, 
sacrifice, tenderness, joy, solidarity with those on the margins – may we on occasion 
say, “It is me – dressed for success.”  
 

 May this Holy Week journey, then, find us taking stock of our spiritual clothes 
closet, practicing with the cross, bagging up our fears, making ourselves vulnerable 
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and open, not blocking God’s love for us and in us, taking on the sorrows of the 
world.  May we also practice resurrection, clothing ourselves in our human dignity, 
wearing this world a little more lightly, our burial shrouds now left behind, bound to 
the One who, in the binding, sets us free and freer still. 
 

  
  

   

  

  

Questions for Reflection 
 

Remember a time when you knew with all clarity and consolation that you were 
indeed a Son of God – a Daughter of Abraham.  How can that memory of being 
‘swaddled’ in your deepest identity give you a sense of freedom and courage to 
overcome any fear? 
  

 

  

  
 

 

 

  

   

  

  

If you were to take an honest inventory of the outfits you use to costume your heart, 
which should be put away? What new clothes do you need?   Rejoice as you pray for 
the opportunities to say, “It’s me!" 
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