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Hello Church!  

 “What is the difference between a mountain and a hill?” This question came up on 
Wednesday (9/01/2021) at our weekly Zoom communion service. We were reading 
Psalm 125. Our worship translation read, “Mountains surround Jerusalem. That’s how 
the Lord surrounds his people from now until forever from now!” (Ps. 125:2, 
Common English Bible, CEB) A favorite hymnal translation chose to use the word 
“hills” rather than mountains. Using my desktop dictionary, we learned only that 
English speakers think hills are smaller than mountains.  

This question stuck with me because it is a question of perspective. In my childhood, 
we referred to the land where my family’s homestead is located as uphill between 
Lutsen and Grand Marais. That same hill is now designated as part of the Sawtooth 
Mountain Range because tourism has overtaken fishing as the primary industry of the 
North Shore. My desktop dictionary’s definitions are right, it is a matter of 
perspective. When my great-grandparents established our homestead for its good 
logging and boatmaking, they knew the mountains of Norway and thought of it as a 
hill. Marketing the same land to skiers from the Twin Cities, it is better to ski down 
“Lutsen Mountain” than it is “Nelson’s Hill.” It is a matter of perspective.  

But is there an official, science-based distinction between mountains and hills? No, 
there is not. According to the United States Geological Services website, 
(https://www.usgs.gov/faqs/what-difference-between-mountain-hills . . . accessed on 
2021.09.02) “There are no official definitions for generic terms as applied to 
geographic features. Any existing definitions derive from the needs and applications 
of organizations using those geographic features. . .. The U.S. Board on Geographic 
Names once stated that the difference between a hill and a mountain was 1,000 feet of 
local relief, but this was abandoned in the early 1970s.” This might explain why an old 
hymnal chose to use “hill” when translating Psalm 125:2 rather than mountains. The 
word we choose does not change reality. There is a ring of small mountains/large hills 
surrounding Jerusalem that reminded the psalmist of how God surrounds and 
protects us.  

But what does thinking about a word choice have to do with our faith? After all, "A 
rose by any other name would smell as sweet." (Wm. Shakespeare, Romeo & Juliette) 
Sometimes word choice is just curious. Sometimes a word choice matters.  



As we prepare for worship, this “you say poe-tae-toe and I say pa-ta-toe” idea comes 
into play in both our Gospel reading (Mark 7:24-30) and in our Epistle reading (James 
2:1-10). James wrote this about our human capacity to see because of our perceptions:  

“Imagine two people coming into your meeting. One has a gold ring and fine clothes, 
while the other is poor, dressed in filthy rags. Then suppose that you were to take 
special notice of the one wearing fine clothes, saying, ‘Here’s an excellent place. Sit 
here.’ But to the poor person you say, ‘Stand over there’; or, ‘Here, sit at my feet.’ 
Wouldn’t you have shown favoritism among yourselves and become evil-minded 
judges?” James 2:2-4, CEB) 

The view Christ would have us hold is that they are two people, both created by God 
in the image of God. Both have value, both have struggles, both are loved by their 
creator. But as humans who struggle with sin in our souls that needs decluttering (See 
last Sunday’s sermon. https://s3.amazonaws.com/e-zekiel/sites/ca20e5d6-0dbc-
11e7-b5d2-e11da9054fbc/uploads/files/51298/1630262286931/2021.08.29-Mark7-
DeclutterTheSoul.pdf), we have preconceived ideas of a human’s value based on how 
they are dressed. According to Thomas J. Stanley in The Millionaire Next Door (1996), 
we are often wrong. “A gold ring and fine clothes” can indicate a poor credit spending 
habit rather than true wealth. “Filthy rags” can indicate real poverty, but they can also 
indicate miserliness. Both people seen this way are sinners in need of grace.   

We don’t know what we can do to assist Christ with their needs if we simply stay with 
our first perception. James challenges Christians to strive to see as Christ would see. 
All we need to see is that two people have come to join us for worship. Both are 
loved by God. Both need to be welcomed by anyone who says they are truly devoted 
to Christ. As James wrote, “True devotion, the kind that is pure and faultless before 
God the Father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in their difficulties and to 
keep the world from contaminating us.” (James 1:26-27, Common English Bible) 

Rich and poor are words we humans use to define ourselves and to define each other. 
Thankfully, Christ does not use those words to describe us. Thankfully, the Lord 
surrounds and protects us much like the mountains/hills surround and protect 
Jerusalem.  

Grace abounds!  

Rev. Dawn   


