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In 1987, author Howard Mohr wrote a seminal piece of literature on the English language that 
continues to be both insightful and practical for the lives of many Americans. It covers topics as 
widely as negotiation skills, relationship advice, and financial management. I myself am indebted to 
this book for guiding me as I entered into marriage, traveled, and continue to engage in cross-
cultural experiences. The book I’m referring to is, of course, “How to Talk Minnesotan.” 
 
Pastor Camille spoke a few months ago on being a native Minnesotan, but given that I’m an “east 
coaster” and not a native speaker, “How to Talk Minnesotan” has been an essential part of my tool 
kit in understanding and translating my Minnesotan wife Katie and her Minnesotan relatives. Now, 
central to understanding the distinct manner of Minnesotan speech is a concept called “Minnesota 
Nice.” Here’s an example: say you’re bringing a new dish to the potluck, and let’s say you want to 
get an honest opinion on if it worked out, whether or not you should keep the recipe. So you ask. In 
Minnesota, if the response is “pretty good,” then you’ve got a winner. But if the response is “Oh, 
well, that’s different,” then you should find the nearest trash can and burn the recipe as soon as you 
can, and perhaps not show your face for another few months as a sign of penance. 
 
You see, I grew up in a family of New Yorkers, and if they wanted to let you know that you’d made 
terrible food, you were going to find out pretty clearly. But “Minnesota Nice” is a whole different 
language. It’s a language of being pleasant, about not being too confrontational, about keeping the 
peace. 
 
Now, I, in fact, love Minnesota, and so to all the Minnesotans in the room, I’m sorry for throwing 
you under the bus. I’ve learned to love the generosity and hospitality of Minnesotans and take the 
odd phrasing in stride. 
 
Besides, what’s the problem with nice? I like nice people. I like nice things. 
 
Here are a few things that I think we all can agree on as being nice. Beige. Beige makes for a nice 
wall color. How about iceberg lettuce? That makes a nice salad. It’s nice when people are polite. And 
that music they play when you have to sit on hold for awhile, smooth jazz. That’s nice too, right? 
 
And if that’s what we want, niceness, it’s easy.  In spite of our daily frustrations, I think it would not 
be terribly hard to be nice. We could manage our surroundings, listen to soothing music, be around 
people who are easy to be around, and live nice lives. We could find “Minnesota Nice” in all manner 
of being, glossing over the negative and avoiding confrontation. But I suspect that when you hear 
that, it at best sounds boring. It sounds like a way to get through life without ruffling feathers and 
without making much of a splash, and I don’t think we’re interested in that. I think we’re interested 
in a robust, lively, vibrant way of living, a transformative kind of living, one that’s worthy of our 
energy. If we want to be more than just nice, then we’ll need more. 
 
So what’s the antidote? What’s the replacement? We need, instead, kindness. 
 
Kindness provides that robust alternative that we need to niceness, but I suspect that word has lost 
some of its saltiness for us today. It comes across as little more than a synonym for niceness, maybe 
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niceness with an extra dollop of whipped cream. Yet I don’t think Paul had that in mind when he 
considered it a fruit of the Spirit. Instead, what did Paul have had in mind when he exhorted the 
Galatians to live in such a way? 
 
To find out, let’s look at Ruth and Boaz, some of the lesser-known figures of Hebrew Scripture. 
Boaz appears in the book about Ruth, a woman who is rightly remembered as a faithful and 
determined Moabite who binds herself to the house of Israel and became a forebear of the great 
King David. Ruth and her sister-in-law Orpah were Moabite women who were both widowed. 
When their Israelite mother-in-law Naomi, also a widow, went back to Judah, her home, Ruth chose 
to follow her mother-in-law, away from her own home. In Israel, Ruth was faced with a problem. As 
a Moabite and widow, she was a foreigner and second class citizen in this new land. 
 
In comes Boaz. Boaz is a relative of Naomi, and according to custom, Boaz is entitled to be Ruth’s 
kinsman-redeemer—essentially to marry her and provide for her well-being. Of course, he’s not 
required to do so, and to do so might have detrimental side effects for Boaz in choosing to support 
a Moabite woman. Nonetheless, with Naomi’s advice, she goes to glean his fields after the 
farmhands have passed to provide for her family and to gain his attention. 
 
Boaz is more than willing to let her take what she can, but goes beyond his basic obligation. He 
provides extra food for her and the assurance that his farmhands won’t harass her. He has heard of 
her faithfulness and even at this first meeting, provides for her generously. If you read to the end, 
you’ll find he will come to marry her and they will have a son. 
 
Here’s where we need to pay attention. When Naomi hears what Boaz has done, she blesses the 
Lord for the kindness expressed through Boaz. The word she uses for kindness is “hesed,” which is 
translated many ways—faithfulness, love, steadfastness, and here: kindness. 
 
Boaz is kind to Ruth, just as Ruth was kind to Naomi in remaining by her side. When I said that the 
sort of kindness that Paul was thinking about was robust and meaningful, this story of Ruth and 
Boaz might be the sort of thing that Paul had in mind. 
 
In the book of Ruth, the main characters are faced with choices—keep away from others, or stay by 
them and face the hard consequences. In each case, both Ruth and Boaz chose the harder path—
kindness. They chose to remain in relationship. 
 
Now, in an alternate telling, Ruth could have been simply nice to Naomi, and like her sister-in-law 
Orpah, sent her on her way with a hug and well-wishes. Boaz could have been nice to Ruth, letting 
her provide for her sister and mother and leaving her alone, but both choose kindness over niceness. 
They chose to build on their relationships, facing whatever consequence was to come, remaining 
faithful and honoring others. 
 
Here’s a way of looking at it for us. Niceness keeps others at a safe distance. Kindness builds 
relationships. You’re nice to people who you don’t necessarily want to interact with. Nice to folks at 
the grocery store. Nice to customer service. Around the holidays, you can even muster up some 
niceness for your least favorite relatives 
 
But kindness, that’s much harder. It’s nice to smile at a relative who drives you nuts. It’s harder to sit 
down with them and hear them out, know their struggles, share your own, and love them all the 
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while. Kindness is harder because it not only requires more action on our part, it also requires 
vulnerability that niceness doesn’t. It’s not always safe, and it always requires a sacrifice. Ruth left her 
home. Boaz honored an obligation. 
 
These are the types of stories that make history, and for a reason. Kindness, even if it’s not named, 
forms the backbone of some of the greatest moments in history. Kindness is an essential quality that 
our heroes display, because kindness in action looks like faithfulness, steadfastness, commitment not 
just to principle but to people. On the other hand, few people have ever made history books for 
simply being nice. Even think of the paradigmatic nice guy on TV—Mister Rogers. He may have 
been nice, but the quality that made him deeply influential for generations of children and parents 
was his kindness—his absolute commitment, even across the airwaves, to children that trusted him 
every week to learn and grow. 
 
But most of us won’t be written about in history books. So where does kindness matter? An 
excellent example comes from a four-decade-long study on marriage. In it, researchers tried to 
discover what made for healthy, long-lasting marriages, and what made marriages end or couples 
become unhappy. In the end, they discovered a few traits and characteristics that helped them 
predict with 94% accuracy the success of a marriage. I bet you can’t guess what one of them is. 
 
Yes, kindness. Kindness and generosity, as it turns out are the key predictors of a successful 
marriage. In my estimation, these are key predictors of success in any relationship, from parenting to 
friendship to siblings. What researchers noticed was that often in a relationship, there are moments 
that call for a response. “What do you think of this recipe for dinner?” “Look at that flower, how 
interesting!” “I just had a frustrating day at work.” They called these moments “bids.” The partner 
then has to choose how to respond. They can be dismissive, or they can be engaged. They can 
respond curtly, or with interest. Partners who responded with care, interest, and concern, not 
surprisingly ended up staying together longer and reporting higher satisfaction. 
 
Kindness fosters strong relationships of mutual concern and trust that go the distance. And these 
are all types of relationships. This is why kindness matters, and why it matters that kindness must be 
more than niceness, but must be open, generous, and self-sacrificial. These sorts of characteristics 
bind friends, families, and communities together, looking out for the common good, and even and 
perhaps more importantly, reaching out to those who may be hardest to love. 
 
And it is thinking about those people—people who are unlike us, outsiders, those who cause us pain 
and hurt, people who are hard to care for—that make me thankful that kindness is a fruit of the 
Holy Spirit, and not just the product of good socialization. Kindness comes from God, who has 
been kind to us. The Gospel lesson in Luke, like Ruth, uses the term “kind” to describe God. God is 
loving, steadfast, and faithful to all, the righteous and the unrighteous alike. We all have been 
accounted at times as both. Time after time, we have been the recipients of God’s kindness when we 
have not deserved it. 
 
Perhaps that’s our motivation this day to be kind, that we have experienced the faithfulness, the 
love, the steadfastness, and the commitment to our good that is God’s kindness. It is the sort of 
kindness that manifests itself daily, radiating out in time and space from the cross of Christ, God’s 
loving-kindness expressed for all humanity. And so let us do likewise—be kind to one another. 


