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1. “After the printing of the book Shulhan Arukh, my ears heard from an ignoramus, someone
beloved to me, peace be upon him, who used to say: When I have the Shulhan Arukh
underneath the joints of my arms I do not need a single one of you rabbis.”

-Leon Modena (1571-1648)
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2. Talmud Gittin 60b

Rabbi Yehuda bar Nahmani, the disseminator for Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish, expounded as
follows: It is written: “Write you these matters” (Exodus 34:27), and it is written later in that
same verse: “For on the basis of [al pi] these matters.” How can these texts be reconciled? They
mean to teach: Matters that were written you may not express them orally [al peh], and matters
that were taught orally you may not express them in writing. The school of Rabbi Yishmael
taught: The word “these” in the mitzva recorded in the verse “Write you these matters” is used
here in an emphatic sense: These matters, i.e., those recorded in the Written Law, you may
write, but you may not write halakhot, i.e., the mishnayot and the rest of the Oral Law.

Rabbi Yohanan says: The Holy One, Blessed be He, made a covenant with the Jewish people
only for the sake of the matters that were transmitted orally [be’al peh], as it is stated: “For on
the basis of [al pi] these matters I have made a covenant with you and with Israel” (Exodus

34:27).
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3. Talmud Temurah 14b

They said in response to the question of how Rav Dimi could propose writing down the halakha
in a letter: Perhaps with regard to a new matter it is different, i.e., it might be permitted to write
down new material so that it not be forgotten. One proof for this suggestion is that Rabbi
Yohanan and Reish Lakish would read from a scroll of aggada, containing the words of the
Sages, on Shabbat. And they did so because they taught as follows: Since one cannot remember
the Oral Law without writing it down, it is permitted to violate the halakha, as derived from the
verse: “It is time to work for the Lord; they have made void your Torah” (Psalms 119:126). They
said it is better to uproot a single halakha of the Torah, i.e., the prohibition of writing down the
Oral Torah, and thereby ensure that the Torah is not forgotten from the Jewish people entirely.
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4. Responsa of Rabi Yosef Ibn Migash #114

Question: What would our master say about a person who never learned halakha with a teacher
and does not know the way of halakha, how to read and interpret it, just that he’s seen many of
the responsa of the ge’'onim. And if a person’s base knowledge is just these responsa and does
not understand them, right from wrong, if he can issue rulings on a matter - because perhaps the
rabbi he’s relying had retracted his opinion. And if one does not understand the baseline laws
and where from the Talmud they come, if he’s allowed to issue rulings or if it’s appropriate to
rely on him.

Answer: Understand that this person is more trustworthy to issue rulings than many who
portray themselves to be poskim in our time - they neither understand the halakha nor how it
was applied by the ge’onim. And those who rely on their own understanding of the Talmud to
issue rulings should be prevented from doing so because nobody today is worthy to do so. But
one who relies on the responsa of the ge’'onim even if he doesn’t understand the Talmud is more
trustworthy than one he thinks he understands, because the one who rules from ge’onic
responsa is doing so on the basis of expert opinion... and I've already received the teshuvot of a
few individuals and they think they ruled correctly and that it is as clear as day, but the erred in
their rulings and ascribed it to a source that is not in fact its proper source and learned a
particular ruling from an improper place, and they did not perceive the fine difference between
the particular halakha/ruling and its supposed source... up to the point in which I say that one
who does not rely on himself, if he relies on the responsa of the ge’'onim and their rulings, which
are clear-cut halakhot and short, clear opinions, that is more praiseworthy than one who claims
to rule from the Talmud.
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5. Introduction to Yad Chazaka of Moses Maimonides

In our era, great hardship prevails and much of the wisdom of our sages has been lost.
Therefore, commentaries, halakhot, and responsa written by the ge’'onim which were once very
clear have become very difficult and very few people understand them. And certainly this applies
to the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds, Sifra and Sifrei, Tosefta, which require deep
knowledge and only after lots of time one understands what’s forbidden and permitted. And
therefore, I, Moses ben Maimon the Sephardi, relying on God and my understanding of all of
these books, have decided to write a composition to clarify the forbidden and permitted, the
impure and pure with all other laws of the Torah. Everything in clear and concise language so
that everyone has the oral Torah organized without any difficulties...

Essentially, so that one does not need any other law book except this which gathers all of the
Oral Torah with the enactments and customs and decrees from Moshe Rabbeinu until the
Gemara and the Ge’onim afterwards. Therefore, I am calling it the “Mishneh Torah,” as first a
person can read the written Torah and then this book and from this one (Rabbi Abraham ben
David: He sought to fix [a problem] and did not fix it, because he abandoned the style of other writers
who preceded him, who would bring proof for their words and would cite their sources. This previous
style was advantageous because a judge might have an intuition based on one source but may change their
mind if they see that a greater authority disagreed) knows the entire oral Torah and does not need
any other book in between.
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6. Rabbi Jacob ben Asher, Arba’ah Turim, Introduction

Given that our days in exile have been numerous and our energy has weakened... our wisdom is
concealed, opinions have been mixed up, disputes have grown, opinions have multiplied, and
there is no clear-cut halakha without differing opinions.

My goal is not to elaborate with proofs, rather to bring conclusive opinions, but where there are
multiple opinions I will write them, and then I will write the conclusions of my father the Rosh
z’l.
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7. Rabbi Joseph Karo, Beit Yosef, Introduction

Our days in exile have been long and we’ve been thrown around from one vessel to another and
we’ve wandered the diaspora... the Torah has not become just two “torot,” rather infinite “torot”
due to the many books in existence. And while their intent was to lighten us from darkness, we
have been led to doubt and much confusion when everyone writes his own book and repeats
what others have said before him. Or he writes the opposite ruling from what others wrote and
he does not cite his sources, as some poskim bring a ruling without attribution as if it is
universally agreed upon, when if one investigates, you will find many who disagree as it is clear
in many places to one who examines the sources properly.

But if you will tell someone that they need to look up every law from its root and search the
Gemara and all of the commentators and poskim, it will become very cumbersome; and even if
one knows where in the Gemara to find it, one needs to look at all of the commentators to find if
there is any point of dispute and if so, how many, and like whom to decide. Therefore, I, Joseph
Karo, agreed to compose a book including all of the applicable laws, with a clarification of their
sources and all dissenting opinions.
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8. Rabbi Moses Isserles, Darkei Moshe, Introduction

1) To bring down the laws concisely, because otherwise it would be to tiresome, and one
wants to learn the Torah on one foot in the least number of hours.

2) I added some things from works of Ashkenazi rabbis that Rabbi Karo never saw, and
sometimes he wrote things that are unconscionable.

3) The third, and the main thing, is that Rabbi Karo, in his natural leaning towards the
greats, and he ruled everywhere according to the Rif, Rambam, and Rosh where two of
them agreed, but he did not defer to any other of the great rabbis, and furthermore they
are earlier while the halakha is like the later authorities. And therefore he also
discounted our communal customs, so I did not argue on the later authorities, and I
wrote where relevant “this is the practice.”
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9. 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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10. 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.




