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In February 2011, the Green Bay 
Packers faced the Pittsburgh 
Steelers for the National Football 

League Championship. Super Bowl 
Sunday is close to a national holiday 
in America, with the accompanying 
ceremony and ritual often eclipsing 
the game itself. These traditions 
include hours and hours of pregame 
broadcasts, analysis, and introduction. 
Shortly before kickoff the networks air 
a briefer video introduction that tries 
to capture the emotions and import of 
the game.1 

This one was truly impressive. In 
less than two minutes, with somber 
narration from the actor Michael 
Douglas, archival imagery, and a 
musical score that stirred the soul, 
viewers were treated to a crash course 
in American history and its values. 
“But through it all, generation after 
generation we never give up,” Douglas 
intoned, as pictures of D-Day and 
Iwo Jima filled the screen. With clips 
from JFK and Martin Luther King as 
a backdrop, he wondered where our 
history would have led “If he [ JFK] 

never asked what we can do?” and 
“if he [MLK] didn’t dream?” Just in 
case the viewer might be distracted 
by nachos and tailgating, thus missing 
some of the subtleties in the message, 
the narration transitioned to its more 
explicit climax. “Tonight, here we are 
united to see their journey… These 
two teams have given us the chance 
for one night not only to dream but to 
believe… This is a celebration of their 
journey, of our journey.” Of course, 
all American history — including 
our sacrifices, wars, and most noble 
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ambitions — are leading to a football 
game. Not to worry, the narrator 
assures us that it is not just an athletic 
contest. With all the appropriate 
gravitas he declares, “this is so much 
bigger than just a football game.”

Is it? Can it? Should it?

Before even approaching the Torah 
perspective on athletics and society, 
we might wonder if there is a broader 
cultural corruption in our cheering 
spectator sports. Is there an unhealthy 
obsession and is there a severe 
misappraisal of value? There is a clear 
alternative to Douglas’ proclamations. 
One of those same football teams 
recently caught headlines for their 
role in healing their grieving city. The 
same Pittsburgh Steelers took the 
field a mere day after the Synagogue 
massacre. Here, the game announcer 
delivered a very different perspective 
on the role of sports. He said, 
“Hopefully, today football can provide 
a small escape for this city.” Nothing 
more grandiose and no claims for 
greater consequence or good. Just a 
distraction and outlet, comfortable in 
its own whimsy and insignificance. 

The vernacular already hints to 
some of the lurking dangers. A 
supporter of a team or player is most 
commonly referred to as a “fan,” short 
for “fanatic.” It’s rarely a label for a 
balanced or cerebral approach to 
much of anything.2

The dearth of Torah sources that 
directly address sports fandom is also 
likely an indication of some of the 
almost indefensible absurdity of these 
pursuits. However, there are a number 
of general references that have been 
interpreted to provide further caution 
against an over-emphasis on sports.

Rav Shlomo Wolbe, in his classic work 
Alei Shor,3 speculates on the use of 

the term “avodah zara” to describe 
idol worship. “Zar” is not generally a 
reference to an idol or false God. It is 
most often translated as the strange, 
or foreign. Rav Wolbe contends 
that, in fact, it is the introduction 
of an unnatural, false, or unjustified 
influence that defines this cardinal 
sin. When the central focus of life 
and effort is artificial or meaningless, 
the distortion is devastating. Sports 
often uses religious terminology that 
help blur the line between theocentric 
behavior and something else entirely. 

Rav Shamshon Raphael Hirsch4 offers 
an etymology to the biblical concept 
of “arachin.” This is an area of law that 
involves the appropriate valuation of 
people and life. Rav Hirsch points out 
that there are multiple words used 
in Tanach for value and worth. He 
asserts that A-RA-CH shares roots 
with A-RA-G, the act of weaving. 
Just as weaving is based on relative 
positions and an intertwining, the 
specific connotation of arachin is 
something of relative value. [This 
is as opposed to words like “damim” 
and “shaveh,” which imply a more 
objective worth.] In the context of the 
arachin commandments, the value is 
relative to the service in the Mikdash. 
But there is a broader implication in 
viewing value as contextual rather 
than independent. Here the Torah 
instructs us (a) to ascribe value to the 
things we encounter, and to consider 
this valuation as a mitzvah, and (b) 
to understand that these assessments 
are always most accurate when 
placed in comparison to other acts or 
objectives.

Put together, these ideas would 
seem to argue strongly against 
any significant emotional or time 
investment in the fortunes of an 
athletic contest. The risks are real 

and almost self-evident. Beyond the 
elements of wastefulness (resources 
like time and money) and capricious 
foolishness, there are the added 
pitfalls of service and devotion to 
external powers and a complete 
confusion of what is valuable and 
what is valueless. All these dangers are 
risk factors toward a life unfulfilled 
and particularly threatening for the 
devoted servant of God.

Many would stop here and go 
no further. This is a formidable 
argument against spectator sports. 
Why even entertain the notion of 
their prominent place in any serious 
growth-focused society, given the 
severe challenges they present?

First, sports provide a projection 
of certain positive values and a 
showcase arena for a true learning 
experience. The Gemara5 identifies 
an opportunity to learn traits like 
modesty and honesty from the 
behaviors of cats and ants. Apparently, 
there is an educational process that 
can emerge from less likely and 
obvious teachers.6 Further, Rav 
Chaim Yaakov Goldwicht7 (and 
others) extend this license to even 
more dubious sources for learning. 
The Gemara8 describes a process 
whereby repentance (performed 
out of love and not any other 
compulsion) actually transforms 
sins and errors into merit. How does 
such an ambitious metamorphosis 
transpire? How can repentance be any 
more than an eraser? Rav Goldwicht 
suggests that the human powers and 
even virtues (!) that can be revealed 
through pursuing sins can serve a 
person well and can be channeled 
as catalysts to greater achievement 
and productivity. Perhaps there is a 
physical strength or industriousness 
(to cite just two examples) that 
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emerge only in the world of sin, and 
linger through teshuva to motivate 
more wholesome behavior. If this can 
be true of observing bugs and of using 
sin to grow, it must certainly apply to 
a baseball game or track meet. There 
are certain values that are conveyed 
through sport, and these can indeed 
be learning opportunities. Teamwork 
and social cohesion are prime 
examples. Focus, determination, and 
perseverance are others. Before we 
decried some of the parallels between 
sports imagery and organized religion, 
we might also acknowledge the 
pervasive use of sports metaphors in 
language and descriptions (almost 
exclusively positive) of all human 
endeavor. Sports are a grand metaphor 
for success and particular moral and 
ethical objectives.

More generally, man constantly 
craves significance and always 
attempts to identify with greatness. 
Sports glorifies the great, even as it 
poorly defines it. Sports celebrates 
achievement and attests to human 
accomplishment. The drive and 
ambition that pervade the sports 
world easily serve to inspire human 
greatness in arenas where it is even 
more needed. At Mt. Carmel, Eliyahu 
summons a divine revelation to 

prove once and for all the superiority 
of God. Abravanel9 wonders why 
the miracle chosen is the heavenly 
fire that consumes the Jews’ animal 
offering. Aren’t there, quite literally, 
an infinite number of ways that God 
could choose to announce Himself? 
Aren’t some far more grandiose and 
eye-catching? Frankly, aren’t some 
far more convincing? Abravanel 
posits that this community was not 
struggling only with questions of 
philosophy or belief; even if such a 
God were to exist, they wondered, 
wouldn’t He be the ultimate proof 
of human insignificance? Could He 
care about and engage in human 
enterprise? Therefore, God does 
not just reveal Himself, He reveals 
His everlasting desire to respond to 
our efforts and actions. The miracle 
does not only show us God; it 
demonstrates human potential and 
influence. The revealed God swoops 
down and attributes significance to an 
otherwise lowly effort and offering.

Does God do the same for 
a touchdown run or buzzer-
beating 3-pointer? Seemingly no, 
athlete triumphant gesticulations 
notwithstanding. But there is 
something inspiring in a primal way 
when we encounter the outer reaches 

of human performance. The 4-minute 
mile and Cal Ripken’s consecutive 
game streak. Record-breaking feats 
and seeing things we’ve never seen 
before. These are reminders to rethink 
our own capabilities and motivators 
toward accomplishment in areas that 
matter much more.10

Perhaps we are overthinking the issue 
and attributing too much to a couch 
potato watching the World Series or 
a tailgater eating a hotdog in freezing 
temperatures before a Jets game. If 
so, there is the more simple fact that 
sports provide that very diversion 
referred to at the beginning of this 
discussion. We need outlets that are 
wholesome, especially those that can 
be occasionally uplifting. We need 
a release from life’s pressures and to 
relax in ways that are not harmful 
or dangerous to body and soul. All 
work and no play makes Yaakov…
something less than completely 
healthy. Is play the same as watching 
play? Certainly not. But sports can 
motivate and animate indirectly 
too. Even when not communicating 
profundity and life lessons, it can 
recharge and invigorate by giving 
a benign break from pressure and 
stress. This too can justify some, if 
not all, of our sports entertainment 

There is something inspiring in a primal way 
when we encounter the outer reaches of 
human performance. The 4-minute mile and 
Cal Ripken’s consecutive game streak. Record-
breaking feats and seeing things we’ve never 
seen before. These are reminders to rethink 
our own capabilities and motivators toward 
accomplishment in areas that matter much more.
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consumption. Especially in contrast to 
the messaging and effects of so many 
other forms of passive recreation and 
interactions, sports would seem to be 
an attractive alternative.

Nevertheless, the initial concerns are 
real and left unaddressed by unfiltered 
and indiscriminate viewing habits. 
Therefore we conclude with two 
modest proposals.

First, like so many of our relationships 
with the world at large, moderation 
will be a critical factor in success or 
failure. It is highly probable that some 
sports viewing can be productive, 
something more excessive neutral, 
and a gluttonous feeding frenzy 
devastating. Less can be more, and 
even an attempt at moderation can 
reframe the approach in extremely 
helpful ways. Parents can and should 
involve themselves in this process of 
moderation for their children. This 
is an area that youth will struggle 
with. Both the complexities involved 
with where to draw such a line and 
the impulse control required to 
enforce limits on viewing habits 
and emotional attachment suggest a 
greater parenting role. This is a very 
good thing and consistent with the 
responsibilities of child rearing.11

In addition, perspective and intent 
matters too. If we do not contemplate 
the role that sports play in our lives, 
we are highly unlikely to tumble upon 
the most wholesome dimensions or 
any eternal truths. Rather, we will 
become ensnared in the worst of 
sports culture and victimized by its 
most damaging influences. We would 
be well served to more purposeful 
viewing habits, even if that purpose is 
just to have a break. Such an approach 
would quickly redefine some of the 
most important aspects of our sports 
experiences, particularly the what, 

when, and how often. We may not be 
required to change if we root, but we 
may want to adjust how.

In Breslov chassidus there is an 
acronym that is meant to guide 
another of our appetites, that for food. 
Ma’achal, or food, is a representation 
of matai, eich, kamma, and lama. 
These are four questions that are 
meant to define our relationship 
with food: When? How? How 
much? Why? Even just asking these 
questions provides a framework 
for a healthier lifestyle and greater 
efficiency and success. So too for 
sports, the same structure can offer a 
road map for viewing, cheering, and 
even celebrating — always with an 
ever-present focus on a greater goal 
and good.

Endnotes

1. The scope of this essay will be limited to 
the following of sports and being invested in 
the athletic performance of others. A good 
number of the points will easily apply to 
participation sports as well, but that will not 
be the primary focus.

2. Another prominent divergence from the 
mindful to the mindless can be found in the 
curious and unique phenomenon of American 
collegiate athletics. There is no historical or 
geographical parallel to the phenomenon 
of institutions of higher learning being so 
commonly associated with sports. On other 
continents, competitive university sports are 
a hobby or diversion, never a primary focus. 
In the U.S., 39 of the 50 states compensate 
a university football or basketball coach as 
their highest paid employee. This does not 
include the salaries of coaches at private 
universities. While it is true that these salaries 
are primarily a reflection of the revenues 
generated by sports and not an independent 
value statement, it is still an indication of a 
bizarre societal priority scale.

3. Volume one, pp. 152.

4. Vayikra 27:2.

5. Eruvin 100b.

6. Significantly, this passage itself is subject to 
a vociferous debate, not unlike our discussion 
regarding sports. Some commentators 
question the value in looking too closely at 
role models who are less pure and consistent. 
There are simply too many negative traits 
we can observe in the cat and insect. Others 
go further and interpret the Gemara as 
describing a poor learning process that 
preceded our Torah-based system of growth 
and that was rendered insignificant and 
undesirable by it. Nevertheless, the simple 
reading does imply an opportunity to learn 
and grow through the scrutiny of physical acts 
and prowess. 

7. Asufat Ma’arachot, Yamim Noraim, pp. 
61-63.

8. Yoma 86b.

9. Kings I, 18.

10. It should be noted that some of these 
objectives are undermined when sports 
deviate from the moral to the barbaric. This 
too is beyond the scope of the article, but a 
fuller treatment would have to address the 
moral implications in cheering boxing and 
modern football. The parallels to Roman 
gladiators and circuses are troubling.

11. Further, there is an opportunity for 
both modeling and bonding here. One of 
the additional benefits of sports fandom 
is the intergenerational connection and 
communication it traditionally engenders.  
Parents who are involved with the supervision 
of their children’s sports following will have 
the opportunity to connect with them in 
wholesome and wonderful ways.

See more shiurim on 
YUTorah on sports in 

halacha and Jewish thought.


