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Now I have become the target of their taunts. My name is notorious among them. They abhor 
me, they shun me, they dare to spit in my face.” This text may not be known immediately to 

you but it is easy to imagine places it may be appropriate. It sounds like something that might 
have been read at any of the anti-bullying vigils that were held across the country on Friday 
evening. Perhaps it would have been read in schools where consciousness of bullying has 
been so central since the suicide of Amanda Todd, the 15 year old girl from Port Coquitlam 
B.C. a week and a half ago. In fact, it wouldn’t be surprising that something of this sort were 
including in the haunting video Amanda left on Youtube before she took her life. Now I have 
become the target of their taunts. My name is notorious among them. They abhor me, they 
shun me, they dare to spit in my face. 

 
Actually these lines are from the ancient Jewish parable we know as the book of Job. They 
serve as a sad reminder that bullying has been evident for thousands of years. Indeed, for as 
long as people have interacted with one another there have been those who have sought to 
exert power over the other. What is new in this moment when our hearts tremble for the loss of 
Amanda Todd is that in a time when information travels at the speed of light and social media 
is an all consuming tool, there can be no escape from being the target of taunts.  
 
I would like to be so bold to suggest that given this new reality a conversation needs to happen 
about what must be sacrificed to protect children from those who prey on them electronically. It 
might begin with the assertion that not unlike our recognition that there comes a time of 
maturity when young people can drive a car, and even then with conditions, perhaps we 
should agree that children should not have unfettered access to the internet for their own 
safety. That might mean agreeing that no child should be in possession of a smart phone. A 
consensus that computers would not be in bedrooms but only in kitchens and living rooms 
where adults can routinely see what sites children are viewing. Perhaps a requirement that 
parents must have access to the passwords of every site their children visit. 
 
Such measures may or may not have saved the life of Amanda Todd and by no means do I 
fault those who were in her life but I do want to believe that what happened to her was not 
inevitable. Restrictions are in order and it something we should consider collectively.  
 
But there is a companion issue that deserves a broader consideration. It is the difference 
between virtual and actual. The dictionary says that virtual is something that exists in essence 
or effect while actual is something that exists in reality or fact. For those of us who grew up 
without the virtual world the difference is understood quite naturally. However, the present 
generation is growing up without a clearly experienced knowledge of the difference and it is 
something we must talk about.  
 
Last week the Globe and Mail reported that designers at the MIT media lab have come up with 
a vest, it looks like a regular down quilted vest, which inflates whenever a person’s Facebook 
page registers a like. It is a virtual hug. We may laugh but in a few years it will be on store 
shelves (if actual stores continue to exist.) It is called the Like-a-Hug and its developers say 



that a virtual squeeze allows us to feel the warmth, encouragement, or love that we feel when 
we receive hugs.  
 
How blurry has the line between the virtual and the actual become? Are we far away from a 
time when someone won’t ‘get’ the joke behind like-a-hug?  
 
The ancient Jewish parable of Job is the story of a man richly blessed and faithful. In a 
rhetorical experiment between God and Satan all of Job’s blessings, his wealth, his family, his 
home are taken away from him. Despondent he sits down in an ash heap where he his found 
by three friends. Initially the friends are a comfort to him but their insistence that Job must have 
done something to warrant this change in fortune eventually brings him to the troubled and 
terrifying place where he laments Now I have become the target of their taunts. Job’s situation 

does not reverse until God intervenes. However, the manner in which God replies to the one 
bullied may surprise. Rather than be soft and comforting God reasserts the difference between 
God and Job. In chapter 38 God makes the claims that only God can make:  
Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? 
In all your life have you ever called up the dawn? 
Which is the way to the home of light? 
Have you visited the storehouses of snow? 

God wants Job to remember that God is God, that God is not remote or distant or virtual. God 
is real and present and actual in a way that even the kindest human can never replicate. 
 
This then forms the basis for the discussion we need to have with a generation who cannot 
clearly distinguish between the virtual and the actual and that is not menat to criticize the 
wondrous tools that are available to us.  
 
Every now and then I like to play a game of backgammon online. I may play with someone 
from Turkey or Brazil or Gimli. A virtual game of backgammon is a good thing. A game with a 
friend or family member sitting on the couch is also a good thing. Can we agree – they are not 
the same thing. 
 
A virtual hug may be a good thing. An actual hug is probably always going to be a better thing. 
Can we agree – they are not the same thing. 
 
A virtual friend may be a good thing while an actual friend who can drop everything and be at 
your side is a much more essential thing. Can we agree – they are not the same thing. 
 
A virtual community may be a good thing as common interests are shared in a variety of ways. 
An actual community of people who know one another, accepts new people into their midst, 
mobilize around common goals, and who exercise ministry is an entirely different thing. Can 
we agree – they are definitely not the same thing.  
 
And most importantly, a virtual God is no-thing while an actual God is every-thing. Can we 
agree – that is the one thing that we all need. 
 
   


