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Novelist Saul Bellow once observed that Israelis want to be able to parade one

champion that would be "the best in the world" in every single field of endeavor.
Ambition is Jaudable, but it may also be unrealistic and sometimes even perilous. The
line between assertive arrogance, between the will to win and self-assurance of
winning, is thin. Walking that line is the key to sporting success.

With the opening of the Olympic Games in Athens tomorrow, this arrogance will
certainly be waiting around every turn of the track, every lap in the pool, hiding out in
every hall, waiting to pounce on unreasonably over-confident athletes among the
representatives of more than 200 countries competing in 28 sports.

The Olympics is not a place for arrogance. Greece took some harsh international
criticism for its organization of the games, and Gianna Angelopoulos-Daskalaki,
president of the Athens Organizing Committee, has earned the first Olympic medal of
these games by getting everything ready on time, albeit in the nick of time. The
International Olympic Committee has also prepared for the curse of modern sport, the
drug menace. In order not to tempt fate, the dangers of terror are not widely discussed.

Going into the 16 days of competition, Israel needs to give arrogance a rest. At least a
quarter of the 36 members of the Israeli team offer real hope for a medal. But we
should not expect more from a true athlete than the best that he or she can give. If they
do, we can raise our heads in pride.

Less of a focus should be placed on hopes for a medal and more on fostering the
sporting spirit that the team takes into the events. Apparently the fixation that says no
one wearing blue and white should shame us with a place at the bottom of the
scoreboard has clouded judgment. Measurable standards are necessary, but the level
of commitment and work ethic shown by an athlete should not be ignored when the
Israeli Olympic Committee is deciding who is worthy of a place on the Olympic team.
It was therefore a mistake to prevent the participation of some of the most dedicated
athletes by raising the qualifying standards even higher than those determined by the
organizers in Athens.

Only gold-medal winners are granted the honor of hearing their national anthem echo
through the Olympic stadium. How wonderful it would be to hear "Hatikva" played at
least once. But as we hope for that magical moment, we should remember the words
of champion pole vaulter Alex Averbukh, who like half the Israeli Olympic team is
not a native born Israeli. Quizzed recently by a reporter whether he had finally
mastered the words of the national anthem since becoming European champion in
2002, he answered, "I can't say I know all the words, but I think I do know what needs
to be done to create tikva [hope]."

The only way to keep our arrogance at bay is to remember that the Olympics should,
above all, be about joy and enjoyment.
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