Qikiqtarjuaq Newsletter # 5    “A GOLIATH called GOSSIP”
We are all familiar with gossip. We’ve all taken part in it, if we are truly honest with ourselves. 

It comes in many forms: a casual mention of a co-worker to another co-worker --- right on up to a nasty remark about a boss, whispered behind closed doors.

In fact, so prevalent and familiar is gossip to us, that one of the most famous of artists did a timeless painting of people in the act of gossip. Norman Rockwell is known for his humorous and truthful portrayals of the life of ordinary people like you and me. 
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Where did the word “gossip” come from?  Oddly enough, one story states it originates from a time when bosses would send their workers to the pub to “go sip” beer and hear the latest news. 
Wikipedia states: “The word is from Old English godsibb, from god and sibb, the term for the godparents of one's child or the parents of one's godchild, generally very close friends. In the 16th century, the word assumed the meaning of a person, mostly a woman, one who delights in idle talk, a newsmonger, a tattler.[4] In the early 19th century, the term was extended from the talker to the conversation of such persons. The verb to gossip, meaning "to be a gossip", first appears in Shakespeare.The term originates from the bedroom at the time of childbirth. Giving birth used to be a social (ladies only) event, in which a pregnant woman's female relatives and neighbours would gather. As with any social gathering there was chattering and this is where the term gossip came to mean talk of others.”
Wikipedia even has section on “Workplace Gossip”. The whole concept of gossip is fascinating because we are human and we all do it, to some degree or another. 
The temptation is tremendous.

For the past seven months while living here in this tiny hamlet of 520 people, I have found my greatest enemy to be gossip. It is my Goliath. I fight it every day --- at home, at work, at the two stores where we shop, on the roads.  It is even on facebook, probably the worst place of all. 

From the water cooler to cyberspace, gossip is alive and well and living everywhere. It’s why Facebook, Twitter and all the others succeed. One of the primary reasons they achieve mass popularity is gossip. As one writer, Peter Morville, put it: 
“...email, instant messaging, cell phones, text messaging, listservs, weblogs — at the heart of many of today’s killer applications lies the power and prevalence of gossip. It may not be ideal with respect to ethics or efficiency, but it’s the way people are wired, and the blueprint is ancient and immutable.” http://writelife.net/2010/11/26/social-media-is-gossip/
Isn’t it gossip that makes front page news and yahoo news? Gossip seems like the main form of entertainment these days. Just check yahoo’s home page and you see: “OMG” which features “Latest Celebrity News” and another huge section called “Trending Now” which, of the 10 listed features, most days over half are gossip stories about people.  Then there’s Amazon’s brouhaha which came into being by using Twitter and developed with little or no information, just people saying, “Did you hear what they did?” 
Sound familiar?! Check out another of Norman Rockwell’s paintings, one that, today, has a whole new meaning to the word “networking”.          [image: image2.jpg]SO
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Why have people always been attracted to lurid news?  I remember when I was living in the Middle East and was asked by CBC online to cover the Iraq war. The first thing they told me was: “if it bleeds, it leads”.
Muslims, too, have a bone to pick with gossiping. They call it “backbiting” and consider it equivalent to eating the flesh of one’s dead brother. According to their beliefs, backbiting harms its victims without offering them any chance of defense.

The Bible has a lot to say about gossip as well. It is associated with having “an evil tongue”. Consider this descriptive verse from Proverbs 18:8: “The words of a gossip are like choice morsels: they go down to a man's innermost parts." Is that why we use the phrase, do you want to hear some “juicy gossip”?!
My friend and roommate said something interesting about gossip. She said when we gossip we are really digging two graves: our own and the person we are slandering.

Ok...so why do we do it then?!

One could do a whole research paper or book on the topic...because interest in it is vast and deep, ancient and modern, public and yet very personal. But I will limit my newsletter to just a few pages!
I’d like to keep my focus personal and tell you a little story of what gossip can do to a person, a good person who did not deserve the damage done to him. I admit I was drawn into the gossip myself, until I woke up one day and realized...this could have been me. It could have been anyone of us. “Let he who is without sin cast the first stone,” as Jesus said. John 8:7   Yes, we are all guilty of the damage done to this man’s life.
This unfortunate man was driven out of town last month because of gossip; literally driven out of town. His life was in danger, his life was threatened, and he had to leave. 

Everyone, of course, had an opinion of him, before ---but especially after ---the event. 

“Good thing he’s gone,” said some. “Serves him right,” said others. “Poor man,” a few said.

Opinion aside, the fact is, the man had to leave his home, his life, his job here in Qik because of rumours.

And the rumours abounded. They started with people talking behind his back, saying he was sleeping with the girlfriend of one of our teachers. And this teacher was his good friend.  Then it escalated into him sleeping with the teacher himself, so it was “a threesome”. Then, it got really crazy with whispers of him “sleeping with minors”.  
The talks, the whispers, the gossip, the rumors reached the point of frenzy, with people closing doors to swap stories. Talk would suddenly stop when a certain person entered the room. People were heard saying “I shouldn’t tell you this but...” and then were late for class because they couldn’t stop the dam. 
It finally culminated in a meeting with several key people of the community, including the CEO of a major company who had to fly in to be part of the decision to keep the man in town or move him safely to another town. When it became clear the man was in danger, and that his life had been threatened, a unanimous decision was made to have him removed from the community ---the next day.  And off he went on the airplane --- his home, job and reputation left behind.
Those of us who knew the man and vouched for his integrity, were shocked.  Yet, we knew too we had been a part of the drama. How much could we have avoided by just not talking, we wondered? How much had we contributed to his loss by even saying one word behind his back?  We felt awful. Who had started the rumor anyway, we asked over and over. But then realized that would only lead to another witch hunt. The damage was done. Let it be.
In the aftermath, we learned so much about human nature. At times we had felt smug, feeling better than “the gossipers”. Throughout the whole ordeal, sides had been taken. Alliances grew, bonds were made.  We drew a line between “us” and “them”. Yet, the funny thing was, we were a part of it too. We too were gossiping...about the gossipers. We were right and they were wrong. Lines were drawn in the sand.  A war had begun.
But at what cost? Backbiting indeed.  As we continued to take sides, this man’s back had been bitten over and over again. As the Muslims describe it, he had become “a victim” without “any chance of defense”, his own defense. 
Like the people in the story with Jesus, we all had stones in our hands ready to throw at the victim --- any victim as long as it wasn’t ourselves...until we realized it could have been any one of us. 

After our friend was forced to leave Qik, we all dropped our stones and walked away from the maelstrom of gossip we had created...or so we thought. Weren’t we surprised when rumours started about the teacher!!! He was to be the next victim in the witch hunt. 
It was time to find out who the ring master was of this gossip circus. 

We didn’t have to wait long. Two days after our friend was gone, the teacher was called into the principal’s office.
“You’ve been asked to attend a meeting after school today at the hamlet,” she said. The hamlet here is equivalent to a city council in a larger town.
“What’s it about?” the teacher asked. 

“I can’t tell you,” she said tersely.  “All I know is, the hamlet finance officer was in my office today and shared with me a list of grievances she has against you; she said you have been very unprofessional. She’s asked that you attend this meeting.” 
Long ago we knew which side our principal was on. When the teacher told her he was not going to any meeting until he called our union, she gave him an ultimatum. Hearing this did not make it easy for any of us at work. No one wanted to risk their job and step up to the plate in his defence. I wanted to go to the meeting with my friend as a witness, but he wouldn’t have it. He had it in his mind what he was going to say and felt confident in his innocence. 

As he left for the meeting, I remember thinking how like the Salem witch hunts this whole fiasco had become. Don’t get me wrong; I love my job and my students. But I felt sick to my stomach, thinking about how wrong all this was.  Our friend was guilty before being proven innocent...and so was the teacher. How could the fiasco have gotten this far? I went to my room and prayed. 
An hour later my friend returned to the school. He told me it was nothing but an attack on his integrity and reputation. “Dawn,” he said, “it was two women, and one of them did all the talking, the finance officer. She told me I needed to spend more time reflecting on my lifestyle and my choices. She said I needed to make better choices. She said...” His voice broke and he couldn’t finish his story. His face was patchy red with rashes and he was visibly shaking. “I don’t even know this woman and she’s telling me how to live my life! It was incredible!”
“What did you say to her?” I asked.  
“I just let her talk, and talk, and talk. She was full of anger and hatred towards me. Why? What on earth have I done to this woman? I let her finish her attack...and when she was done I said one thing to her: ‘I don’t like you and I don’t have to like you. But I respect your profession and I will continue to act civilly towards you and continue to act professionally in my job as a teacher.’ And then I got up and walked out. I honestly don’t think she was expecting that.”

I’m happy to say that was the end of it; the end of the gossip. My teacher friend nipped it in the bud before it ended his career.  With diplomacy and honesty, he confronted this woman and her angry spirit. 
A few days later we finally found out the source of the spark that lit this fire:  her male partner was a teacher who had been turned away from a job at the school (actually my job!). Why? ...because his birth date was the same as someone with a criminal record. He was not a criminal, but because he had the same birth date as a criminal, the RCMP had to do finger printing and another lengthy investigation. Not only was he not allowed into the school until he had this clearance, he was removed out of Nunavut until the investigation was completed. Meanwhile, they needed someone for the job and guess who got hired? Me!

If you care to read the story of this fiasco with my job, here is the website: http://nnsl.com/archive/pdf-archives/nu121911.pdf  It was actually printed in a Nunavut newspaper in December and the headline reads: “Same Birthday as Sex Offender Costs Man Job”. It can be found on page 5 of The Nunavut News/North newspaper. After what this woman did to one man and tried to do to another, it grieves me to say she and her partner, the next month when he was allowed back in Nunavut, adopted an Inuit new born baby girl without hassle, investigation or questioning.  I know because the social worker who had to sign the papers is my friend. She said she was forced to sign the papers because of the influence this woman has in the North; obviously not enough to get her male partner a teaching job --- hence the gossip and the revenge. May God save and protect that little baby girl.

Why this woman never went after me, I will never know. But I do believe the good Lord is teaching me a lesson about gossip. Like Norman Rockwell’s painting, I feel like one of the women in the long destructive chain of gossip. Like the women in his other painting, I tried telling myself “I’m not gossiping, I’m networking”...but the truth of the matter is, I contributed to the circus... I also believe “The Truth shall set you free.” John 8:32
By admitting this, I believe I’ve gotten one good shot at my Goliath.
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                                   God bless you all!  
