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1. Rabbi Joseph Karo, Introduction to Shulchan Arukh

I saw it fit to gather everything in a concise fashion with clear language, in order that every Jew
have fluency in Torah, and so any scholar who is asked a question will not vacillate. And every
thirty days he will review these laws. Also, students of lesser stature will have a clear sense of
halakha. And I called this book “Shulchan Arukh,” as any examiner will find all sorts of delights
arranged and organized and clear.
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2. Introduction of Rabbi Moses Isserles to Shulchan Arukh

I have come to put a tablecloth on the Shulchan Arukh that he put on it sweet fruits and
delicacies that a person loves. And without this, the table that was arranged before God would
still not be given to people in our communities, as most of the customs are not practiced as
outlined in the Shulchan Arukh. And I saw that all of his things are like an arranged table as if it
were given to Moses from God, and then students afterwards will come and drink from his
words that are undisputed, and our customs will be contradicted. Therefore, I have written the
opinions of recent sages and the places where I disagree with him, in order that students will
learn that certain matters are disputed, and everywhere our practice is different, I will write
“this is our practice,” and I will place it side by side with his words...

But one who has the palate to taste should distinguish the reasons for the laws on his own and
not rely on others, but those who do not have that ability should not deviate from custom.
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3. Yam Shel Shlomo (R. Shlomo Luria), Bava Kamma Introduction

[If all permutations of halacha were written in the Torah, and there would be more additions
upon additions] and it’s impossible that doubts won’t arise from the first addition, until there’s a
second addition with thousands more like it. All in all, it’s impossible to come up with all the
cases and doubts in the Torah where there won’t be distinctions...

A litigant can argue that he wants to hold like an opinion from his own tribe — Sefardim like
Sefardim, French like French, as if the Torah is a familial inheritance. And this is not the proper
way. Because from the end of the Talmud there’s no practice to pasken like one of the Ge’onim
or Acharonim; rather, whoever is correct, based on the Talmud (or Tosefta if necessary)... and
therefore I won’t believe one writer over another except when there’s a clear distinction in their
analytical ability; nonetheless, the Talmud is the decisor and clear proofs will win. And
sometimes a writer got the halakha correct but for the wrong reason.
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4. Yam Shel Shlomo, Chulin Introduction

He made compromises in matters of halachic decision based on his gut feeling, many times
against our traditions, and students follow his rulings without realizing that he went against
accepted practice since they just say that R. Karo wrote it....
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5. Rabbi Mordechai Jaffe, Levush, Introduction

When the Beit Yosef appeared in these communities, all those who learned Torah rejoiced, as it
was an abbreviation of all of the other books. But I realized that it is still a very long composition
- out of his great intellect, he called it “abbreviated,” but for those of us who are paupers in
Torabh, it is still very long. So I thought I would follow his approach and compile an abbreviated
list of laws while following the giants he followed, but I would explain the reasoning as concisely
as possible. But then I heard that he himself had this idea, and he was in contact with publishers
to publish a book called “Shulchan Arukh,” and I was happy upon hearing this and desisted from
my work.

But then I found that this work was too short because anyone who examines it would get the
impression that all of the laws are conclusive as if they were given to Moses at Sinai. Also, he
wrote the laws like the Rambam, as those in Arab lands follow him, but in our lands, we have
different customs, so I resumed my work. And then, while I was in Venice, I heard that my
Teacher, Rabbi Moses Isserles, was planning on writing a composition that documents the
customs of Ashkenazim, so I, again, desisted from my work, as he is greater than I.

But I saw that his work, too, was too short, as his style was similar to Rabbi Karo, just that he
added Ashkenazic customs. Therefore, I saw that it was time to return to my original work, as
my approach were different from the approaches of these authors, since, given their great
knowledge, they were able to write things concisely, relying on their own knowledge of the
reasons for the laws. My book, therefore, is the median between the two extremes (i.e.,
between Beit Yosef and Shulchan Arukh).
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6. Responsa of Rabbi Joel Sirkis, Bayit Chadash

You are already aware that those who issue rulings based on the Shulchan Arukh are ruling
inappropriately because they do not know the roots and origins of the laws and make up the
reasons, and thereby increase controversy.
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7. Rabbi Abraham Danzig, Chayei Adam, Introduction
I have seen our suffering, in that while the rabbis who wrote the Shulchan Arukh arranged for us

a table with delicacies, the laws of the Torah, both general principles and details, yet we do not
have the mouth to eat and enjoy them, as the main work of Rabbi Karo was the Beit Yosef, and
the Rama’s work is the Darkei Moshe, while the Shulchan Arukh is just bullet points for review
after learning the whole Tur/Beit Yosef, and it never dawned on them to rule directly from the
Shulchan Arukh on its own.

But we are poor in intellect and do not have the capacity to understand the entire Tur/Beit
Yosef, and even the Taz or the Magen Avraham without learning the Beit Yosef, and even the
Levush is too long, not because we don’t want to but because in our sins we have to toil to make
a living, and one has to stop learning when they are 17/18 years old, so our souls are dry of
Torah, so we cannot pretend we know the laws of the Shulchan Arukh.

Therefore, I have written this book so that a 15-year-old can learn it on his own, certainly with a
teacher, and become expert in Orach Chayim and Yoreh De’ah.

But one who knows how to learn things beginning with the Talmud through the
poskim, Tur/Beit Yosef with later authorities, certainly should not rely on me, and
I am very serious about this.
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8. Rabbi Yehuda Herzl Henkin, Responsa B'nei Banim, 37:13

My grandfather would speak out against compositions like the Kitzur Shulchan Arukh, which
wrote the laws of the Torah and Talmud, along with stringencies of earlier and later authorities
and customs without distinction. What results from this is a ruinous situation in which people
disparage the actual laws because they are not aware of distinctions between halakha/minhag.
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9. Rabbi Hershel Schacter, “Kol Ha-Eidah Kulam Kedoshim,” Beit Yitzchak 45

In the meantime, anybody can pasken for himself according to his understanding and intuition,
“why do you raise yourselves above,” meaning, why do we need rabbis or a rebbe to pasken,
anybody who learned in yeshiva can decide for themselves, especially in this time, since you can
search and find anything on the internet through Otzar Ha-Chochma and the Bar Ilan
Responsa Project and the like, and anybody can make himself into a talmid chacham and
halakhic decisor even on weighty issues as if he knows all of the sources and approaches on his
own, with the aid of these programs.

10. Rupture and Reconstruction, Dr. Haym Soloveitchik, 1994

If I were asked to characterize in a phrase the change that religious Jewry has undergone in the
past generation, I would say that it was the new and controlling role that texts now play in
contemporary religious life. And in saying that, I open myself to an obvious question: What is
new in this role? Has not traditional Jewish society always been regulated by the normative
written word, the Halakhah?... The answer is, of course, yes. However, as the Halakhah is a
sweepingly comprehensive regula of daily life-covering not only prayer and divine service, but
equally food, drink, dress, sexual relations between man and wife, the rhythms of work and
patterns of rest-it constitutes a way of life. And a way of life is not learned but rather absorbed.
Its transmission is mimetic, imbibed from parents and friends, and patterned on conduct
regularly observed in home and street, synagogue and school. (2)

One of the most striking phenomena of the contemporary community is the explosion of
halakhic works on practical observance. I refer rather to the publications on tallit and tefillin,
works on the daily round of prayers and blessings in synagogue and home, tomes on High
Holiday and Passover observance, books and pamphlets on every imaginable topic. The vast
halakhic corpus is being scoured, new doctrines discovered and elicited, old ones given new
prominence, and the results collated and published. Abruptly and within a generation, a rich
literature of religious observance has been created and, this should be underscored, it focuses on
performances Jews have engaged in and articles they have used for thousands of years. These
books, moreover, are avidly purchased and on a mass scale; sales are in the thousands,
occasionally in the tens of thousands. (4)

Judaism had to return now, after the exile from Eastern Europe and its destruction, as it had
returned once before, after the Exile and destruction of the Second Temple, to its foundational
texts, to an indwelling in, what the Talmud had termed, "the four cubits of the Halakhah.” (14)

Study of primary sources is a slow and inefficient way to acquire information, but in traditional
Jewish society, the purpose of study (lernen) was not information, nor even knowledge, but a
lifelong exposure to the sacred texts and an ongoing dialogue with them. Lernen was seen both
as an intellectual endeavor and as an act of devotion; its process was its purpose. The new
generation, however, obtained its knowledge in business and daily affairs, in all its walks of life,
from books, and these books imparted their information in a self-contained, straightforward and
accessible format. They saw no reason why knowledge of the Torah should not equally be
available to them in so ready and serviceable a fashion, not as substitutes, God forbid, for the
study of primary sources, but rather as augmentation. (18)



