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In an soon-to-be released book entitled Nudging the Heart: I Meant What I Said from the Pulpit, 

my friend and colleague and a pastor emeritus of Birmingham First, the Rev. Dr. William Ritter, 

shares a sermon in which he tells the story to the good people Asbury First United Methodist 

Church in Rochester, New York, of a young bridesmaid that he had encountered in the narthex 

one day at a wedding that he was celebrating. It appears that she was pouting and throwing a fit 

at her cousin’s wedding because she didn’t like the dress that had been chosen for her. She felt 

like she didn’t look good in the dress, or she looked fat in the dress. Quoting her, Bill asks, “Who 

in their right mind would pick such a stupid dress in the first place?” 

 

It seems like she grabbed the attention of the entire family as one after another tried to calm her 

down and make her feel better about the day. Someone even used a last-minute alteration with a 

needle and thread to try “to please her.” All attention was on this young bridesmaid as everyone 

tried to keep her away from the bride so as not to ruin her special day. 

 

I know you all have been to that wedding, haven’t you? Some of you may have even been that 

bridesmaid, or at least met her in a common wedding party. Despite the family’s best efforts, 

nothing seemed to work. Bill says that he “got the decided impression that she was getting some 

perverse kind of pleasure out of the attention she was getting…what with everybody doing this, 

that and the other thing to make it right, and make her stop.” 

 

After watching all the fuss, Bill eventually approached the young woman to ask her what was 

wrong (as if he didn’t already know). As you might have guessed, she repeated everything that 

she had been telling everyone else about the dress. When he had heard her story again, Bill 

recounts that he said something like this: 

 

Look, I know you don’t like the dress….don’t feel good in the dress….wouldn’t 

have picked the dress for yourself in a million years….and figure that everybody 

(upon seeing you in it) is going to feel similarly about it. To me, your dress looks 

fine. But what do I know? I’m not everybody. But neither are you. This isn’t my 

day. But it isn’t yours, either. This is not about you. This is about your cousin. 

Someday it will be about you. Then, hopefully, you will have the perfect dress. 

“IT’S NOT ABOUT ME!” 
Romans 12:9-13, 21 
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But for now, I think you need to suck it up and go out there in the one you’re 

wearing. 

 

Bill went on to tell the people in Rochester that she did just that. She sucked it up and went out 

there, having recognized the truth that sometimes, it’s not all about you.1 

 

Before I read this story the other day, my original title for this sermon was “It’s Not About You.”  

I chose instead to call it “It’s Not About Me,” because the written word doesn’t always convey 

the tone that I can share in my speech. Besides, there are times in my own life when I need to 

relearn this lesson, as well. When my plate is full and I’ve put in too many hours and the call 

comes in from a family member that needs some help or time, there are days when I’m exhausted 

and the timing just seems so off for me. The emergency doesn’t fit my schedule. I want to help 

out, but what does that mean when I’m worn out? Oh, it doesn’t happen often but when it does, 

it’s not long before I remember yet again, “It’s not always about you, Elbert.” 

 

This past week, you may have heard the news report from Central Michigan University where 

they discovered 54 students had tested positive for COVID-19 as in-person classes were starting 

up. When they started contact tracing, they realized that the hotspots were coming from potential 

gatherings that were held off campus. The administration reiterated a policy that residence life 

and Greek-life organizations should suspend in-person gatherings. In other words, “no parties.” 

 

A few students gathering together could halt or alter the education for all of the students across 

the campus. What each student does impacts the lives of others in these days. Many students are 

currently being instructed to self-quarantine as all students are reminded yet again of the 

consequences and implications of their actions for the entire student body. In fact, outdoor 

gatherings in the entire community of Mount Pleasant are limited to 25 for now as a result of this 

hotspot. 

 

Some might ask, “What do you expect when young people have been under a degree of isolation 

or quarantine in these days? It seems only natural that they’d want to gather together again.” 

Perhaps, but there are days when it’s not all about you. 

 

Yet, it wasn’t just the students who had to learn this lesson, but even President Bob Davies 

admitted that as travelled to several of those gatherings, reminding students to be safe, practice 

social distancing and wear a mask, he was invited to throw a couple of bags during a round of 

cornhole. In his letter to the campus stating the new expectations to avoid large gatherings and 

consequences for conducting parties, President Davies confessed:  

 

In retrospect, I see that my participation in the game—regardless of my intent—

sent mixed messages about the importance of avoiding large gatherings, and I 

apologize for the confusion and concerns my actions caused. As a leader and 

lifelong learner, I will occasionally make mistakes; when I do, I endeavor to learn 

from them. As our students have asked of me, I will ‘do better.’   
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He’s learned that his personal actions, even well-intentioned, have implications for others. What 

is best for a community has a way of turning one’s attention away from one’s self to others. “It’s 

not about me. It’s not about you. It’s about one another.” 

 

Uber has a great commercial out that flips through photos of several people as these words scroll 

across the screen: 

 

When you wear a mask, you protect Jin, Jin protects Chelsea, Chelsea protects 

Raphael, Raphael protects Jasmine, Jasmine protects Pat, Pat protects Nancy, 

Nancy protects Lauren, Lauren protects Melissa, Melissa protects David, David 

protects Alice, Alice protects Carey, Carey protects Derek, Derek protects Jameo, 

Jameo protects Umer, Umer protects Obi. We protect each other. No mask. No 

ride. Uber. 

 

In our ruggedly individualistic world, this message of looking out for one another at times can 

seem counter-cultural. It’s easy in these days to focus on ourselves and what we are missing. We 

want our normal back and we want it for ourselves now. Surely how we live in these moments is 

in response to the implications that these days have brought to our lives. At times, we’re like a 

group of students that want to get back to life as we know it. Yet, there are implications for 

everyone else in how we live in these days. When we focus only on ourselves, there are 

consequences that impact people in the world around us. 

 

“It’s not about you!” This lesson seems to be one for the Church throughout the ages. St. Paul 

writes to the community of faith in Rome, saying, “Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold 

fast to what is good; love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing 

honor. Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope, be patient in 

suffering, persevere in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to 

strangers. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”2 

 

Eugene Peterson, in The Message, paraphrases verse 10 this way: “Be good friends who love 

deeply; practice playing second fiddle.” For Paul, this life we live is not focused on ourselves, 

it’s focused outwardly on others. It’s not about you. It’s not about me. It’s not about us. It’s 

about the community. It’s about the other. 

 

Journeying through these days should not and cannot be about what we’ve lost and what we’re 

constantly trying to get back to so that we can feel comfortable again. Rather, these days present 

us with the opportunity to place our hearts and minds beyond ourselves yet again when we focus 

outwardly into the world the impact we can have for good on the communities around us. 

 

So we wear a mask. We worship online rather than in the Sanctuary. We gather groups on Zoom, 

in the gardens, in backyards, or over the phone. We do all this because this is what it means for 

us to keep others safe in these days. Even if we are comfortable with risks for ourselves, it’s not 

simply about us. It’s about our concern for how what we do impacts others. 

 

Over the past several months as I’ve talked with colleagues across the denomination, we’ve all 

heard the question: “So do you think the Church can survive these days?” My answer is: 
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If you think that the Church is only about us and what we’re doing or not doing, 

then “No way.” If, on the other hand, the Church is still the great gift of God to 

the world, then people of God, there is nothing that can stop what God wants to 

do through the Church, the very body of Christ. 

 

What could happen among us if instead of grumbling about having to gather in a Zoom meeting, 

or worship being different, or the struggle to tune in, we decided that we wanted to help start a 

tutoring program safely for kids that are struggling with online learning today? Do you know 

how that might change the world for Jesus Christ? 

 

What would happen if rather than focusing on our losses and how we can get back to normal, we 

figured out how we’ll live out being the Church in nearby communities where people are losing 

jobs and having to rethink their careers? What if we offered career guidance to those who needed 

to redeploy their skills in new fields? 

 

You see, Church, when we decided to follow Jesus, we decided that life was no longer about us 

and what meets our needs and fills us, but about how we serve to fill the longing souls and spirits 

of the world around us. When the Church decides to move beyond the building and when we 

realize that it’s not about you, me and us, but about the world around us, then we discover anew 

the life that is really life in Jesus Christ. 

 

John Wesley made it simple for us: 1) Do no harm,  2) Do good,  3) Stay in love with God. Jesus 

made it simpler: “Love God and love your neighbor.” And if my neighbor is created in the very 

image of God, then I can’t do the first without doing the second, because it’s in my neighbor that 

I see God. It’s not about me. It’s not about you. 

 

 

 

 

 
1 The original story and sermon can be found in a soon-to-be released book by the Rev. Dr. William Ritter, entitled 

Nudging the Heart: I Meant What I Said from the Pulpit. 

 
2 Romans 12:9-13, 21, NRSV. 


