Weekly Jewish Wisdom”
Beyond the Fig Leaf

By Dr. Erica Brown

“Blessed are You, O Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, who clothes the naked.”

Daily Morning Blessing


Think about a prayer you would recite before getting dressed: “God, please let me fit into these jeans” “God, please let me look younger in this shirt.” “God, please let the girl next door notice me in this suit.” What prayer would you say?

In traditional Jewish prayer, we recite a set of morning blessings, including the prayer above which thanks God for giving us clothing, even though we purchase our clothing ourselves. What, then, are we thanking God for exactly? If we are thanking God for the idea of clothing (because life would certainly be challenging without it- on so many different levels), then we’re going to the wrong source. 
The first clothing in the universe, according to the Bible, was created by Adam and Eve after they ate of the forbidden fruit and experienced shame. Think of them as the first fashion designers. God actually did create an additional set of clothes for Adam and Eve in Genesis 3:21 made of leather, a more protective material. As long as they were going to be covered, they might as well have lasting garments.

It would seem that we are thanking God for creating a world in which justice presides and those who are naked are clothed by those who are not. In other words, this is not a statement about clothing but a praise of charity. This blessing has often been regarded in this precise way. 

The blessing is also recited when we wear an article of clothing for the first time to help us fully appreciate it. Clothing makes us happy. It makes some of us very happy. Significant garments, like the purchase of a coat or the suit of a bar mitzvah boy, also deserve the shehecheyanu blessing, “who has granted us life and sustained us and brought us to this time.” Today, we buy so much clothing that each piece becomes less significant to us. The blessing makes us appreciate each item more.
Many things bring us material happiness so why does clothing get singled out in this special way? Clothes are not only protective, they are also, and predominantly today, decorative. They are another signature or imprint of the way we walk through the universe. They are the outer layer of our identity. They tell others something about us before we even speak. This interchange of information should make us pause when we think about what to wear, especially because through a blessing, we bring God’s name into the act of dressing.

There is a remarkable statement in the Babylonian Talmud (Yevamot 79a) about signature aspects of being Jewish:

The Jewish nation is distinguished by three characteristics: they are merciful. They are modest (or bashful), and they perform acts of loving-kindness.
While it’s hard to make this claim today, it is still an aspirational statement. Jewish texts on justice and compassion make us appreciate mercy and kindness. But what about modesty? Why should being Jewish make you blush, and what connection does this statement have to our blessing over getting dressed?


Blessings heighten our kavanna, our intentionality, before we perform any act. If I stop to acknowledge something holy about getting dressed, it may inform my choices about what to wear. That pause has become increasingly rare in our society, especially as the sun comes out. When it’s warm, it seems like anything goes. We may compromise our bodies or ask others to compromise their values by the way that we dress, not appreciating that the sexual messaging in clothing can presents unfair challenges to others.

Modesty is not only about dressing appropriately; it is also about giving dignity to what we’re doing. When we come to work in flip-flops, our offices begin to look like the beach. When we roll into class in the same sweatpants we slept in, we’re saying that there are no boundaries and that all activities deserve equal respect or equal disrespect. 

Returning to our original question; what prayer would you recite before getting dressed? From a Jewish perspective, we do have a prayer we say before we get dressed. It is one where we thank God that we have clothes and that those clothes express our individuality and our dignity. We pray that when we get dressed each day, we make wise choices.

Shabbat Shalom

