
Dear Self-giving Saints, 

 

In the Letter of James we read the following in 2:8: “You do well if you really fulfill the royal law 

according to the scripture, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” James continues in chapter 5 as 

follows: “Come now you rich people, weep and wail for the miseries that are coming to you…. Listen! The 

wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by fraud, cry out, and the cries of the 

harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts. You have lived on the earth in luxury and pleasure; 

you have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter. You have condemned and murdered the righteous one, 

who does not resist you.” In James we read verse after verse reminding us of our responsibility to promote 

a social system that is just and fair and above all, self-giving. We are a people called to take no heed of the 

pleasures of life in the face of the needs of our neighbors. Such admonitions, particularly those found in 

chapter 5 noted above, are reminders to us to pay attention to our actions and how they impact others, 

particularly those who are not able to stave off life’s overwhelming burdens. The Letter of James rang true 

to me as I thought about this month’s A Word From the Pastor. You see, May 31st marks the day on which 

the Johnstown Flood occurred in 1889, which until 1900 was the worst disaster to occur in United States 

history.com 

The Great Flood, as it was known, occurred in Johnstown, Pennsylvania in the afternoon of May 31st. 

1889. 2,209 people were killed when a wall of water 75 feet high washed through the valley. The cause of 

the flood was the breaking of the South Fork Dam on the Little Connemaugh River 14 miles upstream from 

Johnstown. After several days of extremely heavy rain, the dam broke releasing 14.55 million cubic meters 

of water to flow through the valley toward Johnstown.  

Even though Carnegie Steel and its wealthy associates were found not guilty in a controversial trial, 

evidence has emerged in recent years to indicate culpability on the part of the wealthy individuals who 

owned vacation homes on the lake held back by the dam. Through the support of Carnegie and others, a 

fishing and hunting club bought the lake and took over maintenance of the dam. They lowered the height 

of the dam so they could drive vehicles across the top and put screens over the overflows to prevent fish 

from leaving the lake. These screens caused debris to build up and block excess water from flowing through, 

which caused an excess of water in the lake. The members of the club ignored all of this and continued to 

enjoy their surroundings. 

The people of Johnstown had ignored warnings of  the possible breaching of the dam because of 

previous false alarms, which may serve as a metaphor for one’s lack of vigilance for the coming of the 

Lord. They too, focused more on their personal day to day survival rather than the needs of the community. 

James reminds us, that we live in a world that is not ours. We are simply stewards, caretakers of God’s 

world. Because we are stewards, the world is not our personal pleasure palace to use without regard for 

others. If the fishing and hunting club had been more considerate of the consequences of their actions, the 

dam might have held. But, pleasure and personal convenience trumped the needs of others. Failure to note 

warning signs led to complacency. 

James calls disciples of Christ to be self-giving. I ask you to contemplate the meaning of that call. 

What does it mean to be self-giving, especially in an age driven by the call of advertising to concentrate on 

meeting our every want. 

 

Grace and Peace, 

Pastor Dennis 

 


