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I’m wondering this morning if you all are “Minnesota Nice.” 
According to Annette Atkins, in her book, Creating Minnesota: A History from the Inside Out, “Minnesota nice is a cultural stereotype applied to the behavior of people from Minnesota, implying residents are unusually courteous, reserved, and mild-mannered compared to people from other states and more akin to their Canadian neighbors in Northern Ontario. The phrase also implies polite friendliness, an aversion to open confrontation, a tendency toward understatement, a disinclination to make a direct fuss or stand out, apparent emotional restraint, and self-deprecation.”[footnoteRef:1] Conversely, “it is sometimes associated with passive-aggression,” according to Rachel Hutton, a culture reporter for the Star Tribune newspaper.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Atkins, Annette (2008). Creating Minnesota: A History from the Inside Out. Minnesota Historical Society. pp. 242, 243, 248. ISBN 978-0-87351-633-4.]  [2:  Hutton, Rachel (April 23, 2019). "Is Minnesota Nice even nice? Where did the term originate?". Star Tribune. Retrieved February 19, 2024.] 

Hutton again: “People in Minnesota are literally nice, meaning they're kind. They're polite. They will help you push your car out of a snowbank if you get stuck in the winter.”
However, the shadow side of Minnesota nice is called Minnesota ice. For outsiders, it can be hard to pick up that subtlety. Even if something doesn't quite sound like an insult, it can have a hidden meaning. For example, you're at a potluck and you try someone’s hotdish. And there's something a little funky about it. And you would tell them, oh, that's different! Or you'd say, oh, it's interesting. And meanwhile, you're kind of surreptitiously sort of scraping the remains of the hot dish into the garbage. But you wouldn't want to say, you know, no, I don't like it.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Decoding 'Minnesota nice': A culture of kindness gives weight to words like 'weird,’ All Things Considered, August 9, 2024
] 

Let’s think about these cultural conundrums in terms of our text from Ephesians this morning. 
People often think that the Bible is obscure, hard to understand, and irrelevant. But today’s reading from Ephesians seems as fresh and accessible as when it was first written some 2,000 years ago.
The passage is straightforward. It is a list of don’ts and do’s, a kind of inventory of spiritual virtues.
According to Diana Butler Bass, the “don’ts” are clear and, at the same time, convicting. Don’t lie. Don’t let anger fester. Don’t steal. Don’t gossip. Don’t make God sad by cultivating bitterness, seeking vengeance, being enraged, fighting, defaming people, and/ or wishing others evil.
The “do’s” stand as quite the contrast. Tell the truth. Let your anger be appropriate. Work honestly and share your gifts with others. Speak to encourage others. Be kind, tenderhearted, and forgiving of one another.
Quite simply, this short section of Ephesians is a Christian moral code. 
In these few verses, you might hear echoes of the Ten Commandments. The “don’ts” reflect the long-standing religious directives of Israel, found in Exodus and Deuteronomy. But those Commandments are more than “don’ts.” Christians often forget that the “don’ts” of the Ten Commandments are immediately followed by words of “doing” that together provide ethical instructions for life:
Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise…Do what is right and good in the sight of the Lord, so that it may go well with you (Deuteronomy 6:4-7, 18a).
And note that these moral codes, both the Ten Commandments and the virtue list in Ephesians, intertwine behavior and grace — the “don’ts” demonstrate the hurtfulness of human sin and the “do’s” reveal the beauty of a community shaped in God’s love.
In fact, the wisdom of the Ten Commandments winds through Christian scriptures — in the teaching of Jesus and in the letters written to early churches — like a stream watering the way proclaimed by the One the first followers embraced as Friend and Savior. Jesus never took the “don’ts” away. Instead, the Jewish rabbi Jesus widened the horizon of the Commandments, reminding his followers to not fixate on only the “don’ts” (which is far too easy for us humans to do) but to act upon the “do’s” for the sake of others.
Moreover, the “do’s” are rooted in a single thing — God’s love — the embracing, renewing, liberating, always forgiving nature of the Holy One. They aren’t works; rather, they are virtues. Each quality is a single piece of a sacred mosaic — truth, appropriate anger, honesty, generosity, trustworthy and respectful language, kindness, compassion, and forgiveness. In doing these things, and by practicing these characteristics, we imitate God, our Great Creator and Tender Parent.
And so, these moral codes are not complicated. The “don’ts” show us how horrible the world can be (and is). We know how often we succumb to them; how hard it can be to rise above them. The don’ts point to disorder and division. The “do’s,” however, lure us toward love, wooing us to be our best selves, as faithful members of a community, seeking to imitate the goodness and rightness that is both our ancestral inheritance and cosmic destiny. The do’s open the path toward peace, justice, and wholeness.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Diana Butler Bass, Imitating Goodness: Commentary on Ephesians 4:25-5:2, The Cottage, August 11, 2024] 

I share this with you because the reading from Ephesians could hardly be more relevant to this moment in history. Every single day, we experience the suffering and horror of living in societies blind to truth, married to anger, toiling for selfish purposes only, consumed by bitterness, hungry for vengeance, and devoted to malice. The “don’ts” are poison, they have deadened us, and taken away our capacity to hope. The toxic politics, the corruption of many institutions, and the raw self-centeredness of far too many among us are the result of ignoring the “don’ts.”
Indeed, many gleefully embrace the “don’ts” as if they are the better part of valor. But, as the prophet Isaiah wrote: “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness, who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter.”
The “do’s,” on the other hand, are the way out of the morass. Can we imagine a world of kindness, compassion, and forgiveness? A community dedicated to truthfulness and generosity?
Contrary to conventional wisdom, none of us can ever enforce the “don’ts” as a code for others. The best we can do — should and must do — is to live the “do’s” as intentionally, authentically, and gracefully as possible. Because without the “do’s,” the “don’ts” mostly seem like self-righteous scolding. But, when the “don’ts” and “do’s” reside side-by-side, they create an ethical map that point to both a good life for each of us and the common good.
Think about it: if we purposefully reject what is hurtful and act upon what is good, we could create communities where good would be imitated by even more people. In effect, recognizing the “don’ts” as morally deficient and acting on the “do’s” as morally desirable opens the possibility for others to organically adopt characteristics and virtues that contribute to social flourishing. Put simply, if you act with love, joy, hope, consideration, compassion, and care, you help generate a society where others imitate these principles and influence the same.
Reflecting on the text, Diana Butler Bass said that, in recent years, it appears that we haven’t been living this way in this social media-fueled performative world. Moral imitation has been largely ignored — perhaps forgotten — as a valuable aspect of shaping community. Far too many have rewarded anger, greed, and malice and imitated it, thereby reifying lies, dishonesty, grievance, and retribution on a large scale.
But in all truthfulness, we can do better than we’ve been doing: Speak the truth to our neighbors, for we are members of one another…. Be kind, tenderhearted, and forgive one another.
If we did just those few things, what a difference it would make!
Maybe it isn’t as hard as we think to turn things around. We can abandon the habits of lying and practice honesty. We don’t have to surrender to malice and can pursue goodness. Pay attention to who and what you are imitating that you might be imitated. Or to use contemporary parlance, be influencers for truth and kindness by being truthful and kind. That is enough.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid.] 

Minnesota Nice is pretty good—and something I have come to appreciate, but our text calls us to something more, to emulate and live out what is truly good—for ourselves and others. That’s where liberation and transformation begin. 

