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WHEN IS IT HEALTHY AND WHEN IS IT NOT? TEVET 5771

This packet is designed fo initiate meaningful conversation at your Shabbat table. We hope that children as well as
adults can benefit from the conversation. We invite you to read this packet ahead of the discussion to determine
which parts of the discussion are relevant to your audience.

On Apl‘il 26, 2 008, Sara Tucholsky, a senior at Western Oregon

University was playing one of her last games for her school's softball team. s
She had never hit a homerun her entire life, so when she hit the ball over W
the fence in a game against Central Washington University, she was very
excited. Unfortunately, as she was rounding the bases, she injured her knee
and was stuck on first base, unable to walk. After consulting with the \
umpires, the coaches were told that no player, coach or trainer from Western )
Oregon was allowed to help her around the bases and if she could not make it past
first base, she would be credited with a single, not a home run. Mallory Holtman, a star
player for Central Washington ran to the umpire and asked if someone from the other team is allowed to assist
the player. The umpires ruled that it would be legal. Holtman and a teammate, Liz Wallace lifted Tucholsky
around the bases, gently lowering her at each base so that she can touch the base. When Holtman was
interviewed after the game, she said "She hit it over the fence. She deserved it ... winning is not everything."
(Source: New York Times, April 30, 2008)

7~ PLEASE CONSIDER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS:

Please note: The questions are arranged in order of sophistication so that those with
younger children can focus on the first few questions.

o
1. What are some good and bad things that happen when people compete?
2. Isit more important to win or to have fun¢
3. When choosing teams, should we always choose the best players or should we also

consider the feelings of those who are usually chosen at the end?

4. Do we ever use competition to motivate ourselvese Does it work?e

5. When we compete, does it help us build self-esteem or does it contribute to haughtinesse
How do we balance the two?

6. Have you ever seen someone lose control when things weren't going their waye Why do
you think that happens?

7. When can competition lead to jealousy and hatred? Have you ever seen people who are
more motivated by trying to make the competition lose than they are in their own success?
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We encounter many different forms of competition.

Some competitions are organized such as sports competitions, games and
academic competitions (e.g. spelling bees). O ther competitions are more
4 informal. Students may feel that they are competing with their

\##

classmates over grades. A person may try to achieve a certain feat
that was accomplished by a friend. For example, Sarah may feel a

=== need to take art classes simply because Shoshanah is a better artist.
There are people who spend money on things that they don't need and only purchase them to

"compete" with their neighbors and friends. This is known as "keeping up with the Joneses."

Competition has been around since the beginning of time.
recorded competition:

Let's look at the Torah's very first

And again she gave birth to his brother Hevel. Hevel was a shepherd
and Kayin raised crops. And it came to pass, and Kayin brought of the
fruit of the land, an offering to G-d. And Hevel also brought the first of
his flock and of their fat. And G-d furned to Hevel and to his offering;
but to Kayin and to his offering He did not turn. And Kayin was very
angry, and he was embarrassed. And G-d said to Kayin: 'Why are you
angry and why are you embarrassed? If you improve your ways, they
will be lifted up and if you don't improve your ways, sin is waiting at the
door and you will desire it, but you can rule over it." And Kayin spoke to
Hevel his brother. And it came fo pass, when they were in the field,
that Kayin rose up against Hevel his brother, and smote him.
Bereishit 4:2-8 (adapted from JPS Translation)
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According to R. Yitzchak Abarbanel, the offerings of Kayin and Hevel were part of a competition
to see who was a better person. Kayin thought that Hevel cheated by bringing a better sacrifice.
G-d responded to Kayin that he should focus on improving himself. Nevertheless, G-d's words did
not appease Kayin and he ended up striking Hevel.

How would you relate the opening discussion points to the two stories?

& HERE ARE SOME IDEAS YOU MIGHT WANT TO HIGHLIGHT:

1. Competition is very powerful and has the potential of bringing out the best and worst in
people.

2. Competition can be vehicle for self improvement. Sometimes the greatest benefits of
competition come from losing. One has the ability to learn from one's mistakes and use it
as motivation for one to improve.

3. In competition, your positive interaction with others and your sportsmanship are crucial.

4. Competition doesn't define you as a person and the outcome is not a final evaluation of
your abilifies.

Competition: When is it Healthy and when is it not? -2- ShabbatTable@yu.edu
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COMPETITION:

WHEN IS IT HEALTHY AND WHEN IS IT NOT?

A SOURCE-BASED
DISCUSSION

Let's look at the following Torah sources and how they relate to our discussion:

& SOURCE #1

Haughtiness and pride are two different character fraits.
Although haughtiness is a terrible character ftrait, pride is
different as it states "G-d rules, he is clothed with pride etc." It
seems that this is a good tfrait and one can even say that just as
He (G-d) [is clothed with pride] you should also [be clothed with
pride] because each individual must recognize one's own
importance and not be humiliated in one's own eyes because
[everyone was] created in the image of G-d ... There is a
terrible type of honor where people who seek honor from others
and are constantly concerned about what other people are
saying about them and only see themselves through the eyes of
others and all of the decisions in their lives are dependent on
what other people will say. However, there is a positive type of
honor where people recognize their own importance and try to
impact others ... not for the purpose of others liking them, but
[they would do the same] even if they will be despised [for if],
as long as they will make an impression on others who see their
abilities, good character fraits and ability fo be creative and
produce.
Nefesh HaRav, pp. 64-65
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The paragraph you just read is based on a collection of ideas from R. Yosef D. Soloveitchik (1903-
1993). R. Soloveitchik presents two positive character traits:

1. Recognizing one's own importance.

2. Trying to impact others positively through one's own talents and abilities.

By conftrast, there are two negative character traits:
1. Haughtiness.
2. A constant concern for what others think.

* How can competition bring out the positive character traits?
* How can it bring out the negative character traits?

*= How would you relate the term "team player" to this discussion?

Competition: When is it Healthy and when is it not? -3- ShabbatTable@yu.edu
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& SOURCE #2

Regarding jealousy, there are two ideas... The first
idea is [applied] when a person sees one's friend
performing good deeds and it is bad in his eyes
There is a positive type of jealousy as the rabbis
stated that jealousy of scholars increases wisdom
because when people see friends who are holy and
wise, they also wants to be like them and because of
this jealousy, people study more and work harder to
perform good deeds and follow a righteous path. It
is nevertheless preferable if one can achieve this
without jecalousy ... because if one does what is
proper voluntarily with tfruth and integrity, it is better
than doing so out of jealousy.
Commentary of Rabbeinu Yonah to Avot 4:21
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According to Rabbeinu Yonah (d. 1263) there are two types of jealousy:
1. Being jealous of another person's achievements because he does not like to see the
success of others, especially in areas where he himself cannot succeed.
2. Being motivated to be more successful by another person's success.

A 2003 study of adolescent boys in the southwestern U.S. attempted to resolve an apparent

confradiction in studies relating to youth participation in sports.

Some studies showed that

parficipation produced positive outcomes such as self-concept, self-esteem, achievement

attitudes and good general mental health.

Other studies show that it produced negative

outcomes such as lack of altruism, lack of moral development, and lack of sportsmanship. The
2003 study showed that those who are involved in competitions for intrinsic reasons such as
improving their self-esteem and task mastery displayed higher levels of sportsmanship as opposed
to those involved for extrinsic reasons such as obtaining a higher social status or career status.!

How does this relate to Rabbeinu Yonah's idea?

& SOURCE #3

For every type of hatred there is hope.

hatred that are a result of an event.

rule is hatred caused by jealousy.

If one hates his friend
because his friend stole from him, the hatred can be removed
when the item is returned. The same applies to other types of
When the cause of the
hatred is fixed, the hatred will dissipate. The one exception to this

Orchot Tzadikim, Sha'ar HaKinah
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Jealousy can lead to the type of hatfred that is very difficult to reverse. When a competition is
rooted in jealousy, the competition can get personal. What was supposed to be a friendly game
can quickly turn into a bout filled with anger and hate.

'Todd Ryska, "Sportsmanship in Young Athletes: The Role of Competitiveness, Motivational Orientation and Perceived
Purposes of Sport," The Journal of Psychology 137 (2003):273-293. Click here to read the abstract.

Competition: When is it Healthy and when is it not?
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& SOURCE #4

The idea is that people cannot destroy their ways, meaning the

tendencies that they were born with ... A person is given the | T2 pa'nan NN ... 1 T9w 19™ i
choice to use those tendencies for whatever one chooses, 1o be | qayyiw 12T AT'RY 19D TINKY 751'Y DTRA
a righteous person an evil person or a mediocre person. This is N YT ... IR YA IR PTY IR DY

what the verse states "Train a child based on his ways," based on
the ways of his tendencies and nature, one should tfrain him to
perform mitzvot. Then "when he grows older, he won't stray from
it." However, when one fries to challenge a child's tendencies, IMAY'ND 77 YW NN 121 7Y ','?Tmm IR
now (as a child) he will listen to you out of fear, but afterwards, 110" NKIX 7un 371y 101' NVa D'NKR ?'JN iR
when your yoke is removed from his neck, he will stray from it 17 12W7 17 X'R D AT
because it is impossible to destroy one's tendencies. 1220 "7wun7 X"an wn'o

Commentary of the Vilna Gaon to Mishlei 22:6
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Every person has their own set of tendencies and those tendencies can be harnessed positively or
negatively. Some people are very competitive and some are not competitive at all. Competitive
people should not be told to restrain their competitiveness. Rather, they should be shown ways to
harness their competitive nature for the positive. Similarly, one should not try to motivate a person
who is not competitive through competitions. This will prove to be ineffective and one must find
other methods of motivation.

COMPILED BY RABBI JOSHUA FLUG - DIRECTOR OF TORAH RESEARCH, CENTER FOR THE JEWISH FUTURE
BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCHES OF AUTHORS CITED

R. Yitzchak Abarbanel (1437-1508) is well known for his commentary on the Torah as well as his books on
Jewish Philosophy. He was also a wealthy businessman and had a lot of influence on the King of Spain. He
was almost successful in preventing the expulsion of Jews from Spain in 1492 and even offered much of his
own wealth for the cause.

R. Yosef D. Soloveitchik (1903-1993) was born in Pruzhan, Poland, the son of Rabbi Moshe Soloveitchik, and
grandson of Rabbi Chaim Halevi. In 1932, he moved tfo America and settled in Boston. He founded Yeshivat
Rambam—the Maimonides School—and delivered weekly shiurim there for many years. In 1941, he
succeeded his father, upon the latter's passing, as rosh yeshiva at the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological
Seminary (Yeshiva University), commuting from Boston to New York each week for over four decades. His
shiurim in halachah and aggadah, which reached to the ends of the Jewish world, made a profound
impact on Torah learning in our times. He was known by many as "The Rav" to connote that he was his
generation’s quintessential teacher of Torah, ordaining more rabbis than any other in his generation.

Rabbeinu Yonah of Gerona (d. 1263) was a Spanish scholar. He is most well known for his ethical works such
as Sha'arei Teshuva and his Commentary on Pirkei Avotf. He originally opposed the philosophical works of
Rambam, but he viewed the burning of the Talmud in 1242 as a sign that he was incorrect in opposing
Rambam's philosophical works.

Orchot Tzaddikim was written in the 14th or 15 century. The author is unknown. The book discusses many
different character traits and is often quoted in discussions on ethics and values.

R. Eliyahu ben Shlomo Zalman (also known as the Vilna Gaon, 1720-1797) is considered one of the greatest
rabbinic authorities in the last five hundred years. His proficiency and insights in all areas of Jewish
scholarship earned him the fitle of "Gaon," genius. His rulings and traditions play a major role among
Ashkenazi Jews. Despite a profound desire to settle in the Land of Israel, he was never able to do so.
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