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�ere is no such thing as a naked spirituality. Our spirituality is 
always shaped by the clothes of our experience. �e quest of Spiritu-
ality with Clothes On is to acknowledge that we do wear clothes; and, 
by examining them, we begin to understand ourselves and accept 
others who are wearing different outfits. We are what we wear: we 
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tal stage, family, historical background, culture, or the difficult experi-
ences of our lives. We need to acknowledge all these things, reflect on 
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Foreword

What happens when clothes wear out is that we cut them into 
small pieces of varying shapes and sizes and then arrange and 
stitch them into colorful, creative designs. Something new and 
unique comes into being—a patchwork quilt. The old is trans-
formed. What would otherwise have been discarded finds new life 
and warms us for many seasons to come.

i often thought of patchwork quilts as i read Gareth Brandt’s 
book, Spirituality with Clothes On: Examining What Makes Us 
Who We Are. Throughout the book, Brandt explores images of 
clothing as a metaphor for the diverse influences that form and 
shape our spirituality. asserting that there is no such thing as “na-
ked spirituality,” Brandt examines the ways our faith is expressed 
by the costumes of gender, personality, family, church, culture, his-
tory, and contemporary philosophical movements. in the end, he 
imagines an integrated, mature spirituality in which we are clothed 
with Christ and Christly virtues (Colossians 3:12–14).

When i was a child, my younger sister and i shared a bed-
room. Our bed was covered with a patchwork quilt hand-made by 
our grandmother. Before we fell asleep, we played a game: one of us 
would find a square of cloth on our side of the bed and challenge 
the other to locate a matching square on her side. Then the other 
was “it” and got to choose the square and issue the challenge. night 
after night we explored the many colors and textures of our quilt, 
discovering the interrelatedness of fabrics and designs—it wasn’t 
just a random collection of scraps and bits of old clothes after all.

nor is our spirituality. each of us is a unique, God-breathed 
creation. even though we are part of larger family systems, 
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churches, cultures, and nations, our faith grows in response to 
God’s personal call to each of us. The Spirit of God woos each one 
as though we are the sole focus of God’s attention. if i am a Span-
ish-speaking immigrant in a large Canadian city or an american 
whose ancestors crossed the atlantic in the mid–1800s during the 
irish potato famine, i will respond to God’s love and call in ways 
unlike any of my peers.

Still, after acknowledging the uniqueness of each journey, it 
is useful to view the broad patterns that also shape who we are and 
how we respond to God. and here is the strength of Brandt’s book: 
he does a masterful job of selecting salient categories of influence, 
clearly analyzing their potential impact and illustrating their effects 
with pertinent examples. he shows how differing approaches to 
Scripture create contrasting spiritual experiences in young people 
and adults; he traces how various worship preferences are linked to 
styles of personality; he examines the long-lasting spiritual effects 
of relational and behavioral patterns in families. and he demon-
strates how our communion with God and others is skewed by 
living in consumerist, violence-prone north america. These well-
reasoned chapters provide tools for interpreting contemporary 
experience, especially for understanding the complexity of faith 
development in a pluralistic, postmodern culture.

For those from the strands of the church where divine action 
is emphasized, sometimes to the neglect of human agency, Brandt’s 
discussions of the role of personality and human development in 
faith formation may be particularly useful. reflection suggestions 
at the end of each chapter offer opportunities for all readers to dig 
into the unexamined assumptions of our faith and world view.

in a patchwork quilt, every bit and scrap is essential to the 
beauty of the whole. each square of fabric is unique. at the same 
time, the combination of distinct individual pieces is what makes 
the patchwork quilt a treasured possession. each journey with 
God is one-of-a-kind. at the same time, each journey with God 
is also part of a larger creative unfolding of beauty and truth in 
the world. i commend Gareth Brandt’s book as a wise resource for 
pastors, lay leaders, teachers, college and seminary students, and 
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parents who embrace the mystery of such a paradox as they guide 
others to clothe themselves with a garment that will last: the love 
and compassion of Christ.

Marlene Kropf,

professor emerita of Spiritual Formation and Worship
anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary, elkhart, indiana

august 18, 2014
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i n t ro d u c t i o n

We are What We Wear

“naked i came from my mother’s womb and naked i will depart.”1 
in between, however, i am usually wearing clothes of some kind. 
What about nakedness of the soul? is there such a thing as naked 
spirituality? There have been a number of books on spirituality 
published recently with “naked” in the title.2 The idea of nakedness 
is not only attention grabbing in a sexualized culture, but naked-
ness symbolizes the values of vulnerability and authenticity—and 
a radical back-to-basics approach in a western culture that has 
made life very technological and complicated. “naked” books 
attempt to get at the essence of spirituality that is at the core of 
our beings, often bemoaning the stuffy religious dogmas and tired  
rituals that we see on the outside.

although this quest for nakedness is a good thing for our 
spirituality, i believe that there is really no such thing as a naked 
spirituality. it is impossible to strip off all the clothes of religion, fam-
ily, culture, and history to reveal an idealistic pure connection with 
divinity underneath. Our spirituality is always shaped by the clothes 
of our experience. in fact, maybe by beginning to recognize and ap-
preciate—even integrate—all the layers we are wearing we will be 
better equipped to find the authentic naked self underneath. We are 
what we wear: we cannot separate ourselves from our experiences 
and our surroundings. The quest of this book is to acknowledge that 

1. Job 1:21.
2. rohr, The Naked Now; Murray, The Naked Anabaptist; Mclaren, Naked 

Spirituality; Boriase, The Naked Christian.
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we do wear clothes; and, by examining them, we begin to under-
stand ourselves and accept others who are wearing different outfits. 
in fact, as we mature and become aware of the clothes we wear, we 
become more naked; that is, more who we truly are! at the end of 
our journey—in death, in the presence of our Creator—we become 
truly ourselves. We depart as naked as we came.

We are all living in this in-between time where we are accumu-
lating closets of clothing. Sometimes we wonder how certain outfits 
got in there, and sometimes we put on some brand new clothes 
that seem so “us.” i am in that stage called mid-life where people 
begin to look back on all the clothes in the closet of the past. in that 
sense, i have been writing this book for most of my life. even as far 
back as elementary school i can remember what i can only describe 
as spiritual feelings: a deep desire to connect with unseen realities 
beyond me and within me. i believe this is a universal aspect of be-
ing human, although i may have been more sensitive to these sorts 
of things than some others. My developing years included a rich 
variety of experiences. i grew up in a faith community dominated 
by a combination of evangelical revivalism and conservative Men-
nonite ethics that emphasized separation from the world. i rejected 
my upbringing with overtly rebellious activities for a few years only 
to be drawn back in late adolescence. My studies in developmental 
psychology and practical theology led me to a calling in congrega-
tional and denominational youth and young adult ministry, which 
i worked in for more than a decade.

Being one of the few youth pastors with a Master’s degree, i was 
invited to teach a course on adolescent development at a Christian 
college. research and preparation for the course helped to deepen 
and ground my youth ministry while also giving me a taste of what 
would become my path for the long term. i was especially intrigued 
with the application of James Fowler’s faith development theory3 in 
light of the other developmental theories i was teaching. This led 
me to focus on the intersection between spiritual formation and 
human development during my graduate studies a few years later. 

3. See Fowler, Stages of Faith. This theory will be explored further in chap-
ter 6.
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My thesis was on the spirituality of young adulthood and high-
lighted the significant transition in faith that occurs alongside the 
transition from high school to college. Sometime later, i was invited 
to teach a summer seminary class called “Spiritual Formation of 
youth and young adults” for a few years. The emerging language 
and awareness of a culture shift towards postmodernism in the 
1990s added a cultural component to the course that was previ-
ously based primarily on developmental aspects.

This seminary course formed the basis for a new college 
course in the youth ministry department that i would come to di-
rect. as a college professor i had the opportunity to explore other 
life experiences and factors that shape spirituality such as gender, 
personality, family systems, and the pervasiveness of consumer-
ism. My own experience of healing from the trauma of childhood 
sexual abuse led me to a deeper understanding of how wounds can 
become part of spiritual formation. This book comes out of this 
senior-level undergraduate spiritual formation course that i have 
now been teaching for over a decade. While it is true that emerg-
ing adults are consumed with self-reflection, we are never fin-
ished, and so i hope this material is relevant for people at various  
stages and transitions of faith.

even though i have, in some ways, been writing this book 
all my life, this book also highlights the greatest struggle—and 
maybe the biggest failure—of my life; that is, to be continually 
growing spiritually. how can i tell if i am growing or not? What 
does spiritual formation look like? These are questions we will 
explore. i embrace lewis rambo’s observation in the preface to 
one of his books: “all scholarship is a result of one’s own personal 
predicament.”4 indeed, this whole project comes out of my own 
pilgrimage. it is autobiographical, as i believe all good art is, but 
i hope that in reading about my outfits worn through the years 
you will recognize a few familiar pieces of clothing that are part  
of your wardrobe as well.

We are born naked: we do not need to be wearing clothes to be 
a human being. Thus, our journey of reflection must begin with our 

4. rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, xii.



i n t r o d u c t i o n

4

naked selves. Some people may find this look in the soul mirror a 
little uncomfortable—in the first chapter i hope to convince you of 
why this look is important. a book uses words to communicate—in 
chapter 2 we will examine the kind of language we use to describe 
our spiritual lives, and how language itself shapes our experiences. 
The Bible has been a source for the spiritual formation of Christian 
believers for many centuries and so, in the third chapter, i develop 
the biblical picture of what spiritual formation looks like as a theo-
logical foundation for what we put on during our lives.

in chapters 4–11 will examine some of the items of clothing 
that give shape, color, and style to our spirituality: how do men 
and women relate to God differently; how does personality affect 
how we express our faith; what can we expect spiritually from 
people at various developmental stages; what are the unique con-
tributions and expressions at each stage? For good or ill we are all 
profoundly influenced by our families of origin, regardless of how 
faith was taught, or caught, or ignored. Digging even further back, 
how have various historical movements influenced the way we ex-
press our faith? today, we live in a time of significant cultural shift 
from modernism to postmodernism in the western world—how 
has this shaped our faith? We could argue that the most popular 
religion in north america today is consumerism—how has this 
influenced the way we live the Christian life? Finally, as we become 
more comfortable with the clothes we are wearing, we also need to 
examine those items that were torn—sometimes years ago—and 
stuffed into a drawer to be forgotten. how do wounds affect us 
and shape our spiritual lives? how can these clothes be patched  
and used for our growth? 

The concluding chapter is about where we are headed: what 
does Christian maturity look like? it includes an exhortation from 
the book of Colossians to put on the clothes of Christ, as well as 
some suggested practices and rituals for implementation.

i invite you now into the dressing room of life. This is a very 
personal journey, so at the end of each chapter you will find some 
questions for reflection whereby you can look in the mirror with-
out anyone else looking. Who are you becoming? Where is God 
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leading you? Sometimes, the clothes we wear are laid out for us, 
but we can always choose how we wear what we have already been 
given. Sometimes we wear an outfit for a while and find out it just 
does not fit properly or we grow out of it. you are what you wear. 
let us take a look at what we have on.
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the naked Self: Where Spiritual 
Formation Begins

the quest of this book is to recognize that we do wear clothes; 
we need to acknowledge all the things that shape our spirituality. 
as we examine these things, reflect on them, and sometimes even 
embrace them, we begin to truly become ourselves. While our 
clothes are part of who we are, we must begin with our naked self 
and nothing else. This entire process is one of self-reflection, but 
this looking into the mirror of our souls will not necessarily be a 
comfortable gaze. in fact, some of us—like i did in the past—oper-
ate with a theology that keeps us from looking at ourselves at all!1

Why start with the self ?

Spiritual formation begins with the self and ends in community for 
the glory of God. to be spiritually formed, we are formed into the 
likeness of Christ as the Christian Scriptures teach.2 This is our goal 
in our individual Christian lives, but how does it begin? any atten-
dance of faith formation or nurturing of spirituality must begin with 
ourselves, though this seems so contrary to how i grew up.

1. This chapter is based on a co-lecture with my colleague Janet Boldt in 
an introductory Spiritual Formation class at Columbia Bible College, and my 
previous article: “transformation: Becoming Who God Created us to Be.”

2. romans 8:29; Colossians 3:10.
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“JOy equals Jesus first, Others second, yourself last.” as a 
child, this formula sounded good. Other language used to talk 
and sing about the spiritual life confirmed this theology: “deny 
yourself; crucify the flesh; kill the old self; forget about yourself 
and concentrate on him.” While some of these lines come out of 
the Bible, the emphasis was not always particularly biblical. This 
theology led to self-flagellation as an expression of piety and self-
hatred masquerading as humility, and often paralyzed my spiritual 
growth rather than nurturing it.

On the other hand, our society tells us to do the opposite: “look 
out for number one; look after yourself first; i’m king of the world; i 
did it my way.” The free market economy and the media bombard us 
with these messages on a daily basis. We live in a society that trum-
pets the rights of the individual. Western psychologists have told us 
that the highest good is self-actualization. is this the only alternative, 
or can we find a path between self-deprecation and narcissism?

There is a universal quest to know who we are—“Who am i?” 
is one of the biggest questions of life. Our identity is at the core of 
our sense of well-being: it is how we make sense of our lives; and 
it influences our life goals, our perceptions of the world, and our 
relationships. We want to know ourselves and we want to become 
our true selves—who we believe we are meant to be and who God 
created us to be. There is a universal quest to be known, and we 
want others to know us too—evidenced by the millions of Facebook 
users, blogs, and millions of “tweets” sent out on twitter to update 
people on the latest of what we’re thinking or what’s important to us.

We begin with self-knowledge because it is so closely related 
to the other big question in life: “Who is God?” The search to know 
God and to love God happens as we come to know ourselves, 
for we are made in God’s image. Knowledge of God can awaken 
knowledge of the self; and the reverse is also true, knowledge of 
the self can awaken knowledge of God. “[The] discovery of our 
true Self is also at the same time, a discovery of God . . . longing 
for God and longing for our true Self are the same longing.”3

3. rohr, Immortal Diamond, 13, 99.
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in classical writings on spirituality over the centuries this 
has been called “double knowledge.”4 in spiritual theology, double 
knowledge refers to knowledge of God and knowledge of self. This 
longing to know oneself and God is reflected in the writings of the 
past. augustine wrote in one of his earliest writings, “Grant lord, 
that i may know myself and that i may know thee.”5 Thomas à 
Kempis wrote, “The humble understanding of yourself is a surer 
path to God than the deep inquiry into knowledge.”6

The way we experience and express our faith is inextricably 
connected with our self-identity, and our self-identity is connected 
to who we believe God to be because we are made in God’s image. 
Genesis 1:27 says that we are created in the image of God; thus, it 
follows that we get to know a small part of what God is like when 
we get to know ourselves. each one of us reflects one small dimen-
sion of the personality of God. Since we are created in the image of 
God, to know God and to love God is to love ourselves: to accept 
ourselves the way God has made us to be. The greatest command-
ment is to love God.7 The human quest is to know God; that is, to 
find ultimate meaning in life: a higher purpose for being.

The second part of the great commandment is to “love your 
neighbor as yourself.”8 We cannot love our neighbor as ourselves 
unless we love ourselves first! to get to know ourselves and accept 
ourselves, we must begin to discover who God has created us to be. 
This is a journey of self-discovery that takes some time. Though 
we are all different, it is not how different we are or exactly how 
God has made us that matters most; rather, it is what we do with  
what God has given us.

4. reese, Deep Mentoring, 57–60.
5. augustine in Schaff, A Select Library, 547.
6. à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ, 32–33.
7. Deuteronomy 6:5; Matthew 22:36–37.
8. Matthew 22:39.



S p i r i t ua l i t y  Wi t h  C l o t h e s  O n

10

The process of self-discovery

Most people go through a typical process of self-discovery that 
begins with a period of conformity or foreclosure. in other words, 
a person becomes a spitting image of their parents, or becomes 
exactly what their parents wish for them without any further ex-
ploration or reflection. parents are a natural and unavoidable in-
fluence (as we will acknowledge in chapter 7), and it is natural for 
young children to idolize their parents (as we will see in chapter 6),  
but foreclosure during adolescence and beyond can lead to an un-
healthy sense of self. Sometimes domineering parents attempt to 
force an identity on their children. a tragic example of this occurs 
in the movie, The Dead Poet’s Society, where a teenage boy who 
sees himself as a poet and an actor is being forced to pursue the 
father’s trajectory in business and engineering.

individuation from parents is also a natural process. During 
adolescence this is sometimes expressed through rebellion, as it was 
for me. i became exactly the opposite of what my parents wanted 
for me, doing the very things they believed were the most sinful. i 
smoked, drank, and swore because they were overt displays of rebel-
lion. i defaced church property by throwing hymn books around 
and carving in the pews because the church building represented 
authority. My band of rebellious friends and i made fun of those 
who were conforming by calling them “goody two shoes” and other 
less complimentary terms. We did not realize that our behavior was 
really at the same level—we may have been negatively attached to 
authority figures, but as closely attached nonetheless!

a healthier way of exploring identity is through a process 
of experimentation; a person tries out different personalities and 
roles in varying geographical and social contexts. This is very 
typical of adolescents who may be one person at home, another at 
school, and yet another at the church youth group without having 
any sense of guilt or hypocrisy. it is also possible to experiment 
with different personas over a period of time. i recall one young 
man who was part of our youth ministry through both junior and 
senior high years. he became different personas by growing his 
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hair out and wearing scruffy clothes; cutting his hair and becom-
ing a preppy with nice sweaters; then carrying a skateboard with 
the appropriate shoes, t-shirt, and pants below his buttocks. i 
remember one such transformation where he vocally announced 
his new persona at youth group. My dilemma of identity explora-
tion during my youth was that my parents had opposite person-
alities and i was a combination of both. i preferred to be like my 
mother, who was extraverted, sociable, and articulate, and only 
in adulthood came to embrace the fact that i was actually more  
introverted like my father.

This process of experimentation can be aided by deliberate 
reflection on the journey of self-discovery. reflection can involve 
experimentation with various roles, prayer, journaling, and times 
of silence and solitude as well as listening to mentors, family, and 
friends. Though this kind of reflection may be heightened during 
adolescence and young adulthood, it is a process that continues 
throughout life. For me, journaling has been central to the de-
velopment of my identity. i began journaling on Sunday, July 13, 
1975 at 11:28 pM and that night wrote out my autobiography, at 
least as much as i remembered, from the selective memory and 
self-interested perspective of a fourteen year old struggling with 
identity and self-acceptance. here are my concluding lines that 
night: “Deep, deep down i hope i am saved sometime but right 
now i need someone, either Sharon, Julie, lana, irene, Corinne, or 
God. i am a dreamer and could tell many dreams. i have a dream 
far off somewhere to be something, but that is only a dream. you 
know, i really don’t know what the hell i’m writing this for because 
no bloody person will ever read it anyway.”

and as i have learned, it does not matter that no one else 
reads my journal; in fact, it is best that only God reads it. a jour-
nal is a personal place where i can truly be myself. it is a spiritual 
mirror for the things inside me that i can’t begin to see, much less 
understand, unless i write it out in ink on paper.
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The discovery of the self is not selfish

it may appear that this focus on the self is just pure selfishness—and 
it can be—but the discovery of our self is a winding journey, and 
sometimes a messy process. Bernard of Clairveax helpfully delin-
eates this journey with his “Four Degrees of love.”9 The first degree 
is rather selfish—to love the self for the sake of self. love is a natural 
human affection, but to love oneself for one’s own pleasure is indeed 
the sin of selfishness. it is then all about having our own needs met. 
perhaps this is where babies are at, but we hopefully grow up.

The second degree in Bernard’s model is loving God for the 
sake of the self. in this stage we acknowledge that all love comes 
from God and God is seen as the one that rescues us when we are 
in trouble, protects us, and meets our needs. We love God because 
God helps us. We begin to love God even if it is for selfish reasons.

The third degree makes a significant move—to love God for 
the sake of God. When God rescues us we begin to feel some af-
fection towards God for God’s sake. to get to this stage we begin 
to see how needy we are and do a lot of praying to be rescued, 
but we begin to love God freely: for God is good, not necessar-
ily just good to me. We begin to develop a reciprocal relationship 
with God and are obedient to the commands of God. We love  
because we are loved.10

Bernard believes that the final degree—that we love self for 
the sake of God—happens rarely in this life, at least not to comple-
tion. in this stage we are of one mind with God in that we see our-
selves the way God sees us; thus, we begin to take on the character 
of God. We lose ourselves and gain ourselves at the same time. as 
we grow in our love for God, we grow in love and acceptance of 
ourselves the way God has created us in love. This is not pride-
ful or narcissistic; rather, it is true humility: seeing ourselves as  
God sees us in Christ.

9. a complete modern version can be found at http://www.ccel.org/ccel/
bernard/loving_god.pdf.

10. 1 John 4:7–11.
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to focus on ourselves does not mean we do so in isolation. 
We need each other. it is impossible to develop an individual iden-
tity alone. We need others to find out who we are: to compare our-
selves, to hear from others, to interact, to learn from each other, 
and to be challenged by those who are different from us.

The purposes of God are not realized primarily through in-
dividual spiritual growth; instead, they are realized through the 
in-breaking of God’s reign into our communities and our world. 
Our personal formation is for the sake of God and others—which 
brings us back to where we started! as parker palmer has said, 
“Self-care is never a selfish act—it is simply good stewardship of 
the only gift i have, the gift i was put on earth to offer to oth-
ers. anytime we can listen to the true self and give it the care it 
requires, we do so not only for ourselves, but for the many others 
whose lives we touch.”11 Spiritual formation begins by focusing on 
ourselves and ends in joyful communion with God, others, and 
creation. The goal of spiritual formation is not self-fulfillment but 
harmonious relationship, and its end is the embrace of the other: 
God, our enemy, our family, our neighbor, and all of creation.

it is my theory that the nature of our personal spiritual lives 
has a lot of connection with the way we go about our relationships 
with others. We are not some pure objective machine that program-
matically nurtures the faith of others—we too are fallen, sinful, 
degenerate, divine image bearers “stumbling towards ecstasy”12 and 
consummation with God. We too are involved in the formation of 
our own faith. Our spirituality is who we are—we cannot extract 
ourselves from who we are when we relate to others. Our unique 
God-given personality, our gender, the culture and country where 
we are born and raised, our experiences through the life cycle (the 
joyful, painful and mundane), our primary relationships, the schools 
we attend, the places we work . . . all of these combine to shape who 
we are and how we live with others. The more self-aware we are, the 
more we can extend out of ourselves to help others.

11. palmer, Let your Life Speak, 30–31.
12. This phrase is from Bruce Cockburn’s song, “Wondering Where the 

lions are.”
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God has created us as unique individuals with unique person-
alities, but we are never finished products. There is a saying, “God 
loves us so much he accepts us just the way we are but God loves us 
too much to leave us that way.” God has called us to change: not to 
change into something we are not, but to become more and more 
who we really are—who God created and called us to be.

The Greek word that is translated as “transform” in romans 
12:2 has also given us the word metamorphosis. Metamorphosis is 
an apt illustration for spiritual formation. The caterpillar does not 
even resemble its former self when it spreads its wings as a butterfly, 
yet it is the same creature. it has become completely itself. So it is for 
us when we are transformed by the Spirit of Christ: we truly become 
our naked selves—who we were created to be. This is the process of 
transformation that paul is talking about in romans 12:2.

i believe that there are too many people who have never 
come to terms with who they are and are therefore unaware of 
their unhealthy preoccupation with themselves in their relation-
ships with God and others. Because they have not learned to love 
themselves as image-bearers of God they are unable to genuinely 
love their neighbor. By facing our own naked selves along with 
our shadows, rolls and wrinkles, broken bones and blemishes; by 
being honest with God and ourselves about who we are, we create 
opportunities for authentic relationships of depth and health.  
This is sometimes a very difficult thing to do, but until we do this, 
we will (often unconsciously) continue to be too preoccupied with 
ourselves. in other words, to get the focus off of ourselves and onto 
others, we must begin by intentionally focusing on ourselves. This 
is the purpose of this book—to begin with the naked self and to 
examine all the clothes that we have put on in our becoming. let 
us get to know ourselves for the sake of God and others.
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For Reflection

how does it feel to begin the spiritual formation journey by  
looking at yourself?

Do you agree that it is not selfish? Why or why not?

Who are you? how would you describe yourself? What do you  
like about yourself? What would you like to change?
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