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R’ YOSEF CARO (1488-1575)
HALACHIST AND MYSTIC
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The Maggid (see below) praised R’ Yosef Caro’s ability to tie together psak and kabbala in his commentary

A] HISTORICAL CONTEXT

1391 Jews begin to leave Spain to settle in Eretz Yisrael.

1486 Rav Ovadia of Bartinura leaves Italy to settle in Yerushalayim.

1492 Spanish expulsion and immigration to Italy, Greece, Turkey, Holland and Eretz Yisrael.
1505 Leadership in Eretz Yisrael moves towards Tzfat (majority Sefardi).

1516 Ottoman conquest of Eretz Yisrael - relatively benign conditions for the Jews.

1524 RavYa’'akov Bei Rav settles in Tzfat and establishes a large yeshiva.

B] BIOGRAPHY

1488 Born in Toledo, Spain.

1492 Fled with his family in the Great Expulsion and settled in Portugal.

1497 Expelled from Portugal with his family, eventually settling in Constantinople

¢.1500 Received a full talmudic training from his father (R’ Efraim) and uncle (R’ Yitzchak).

c.1510s Studied in Egypt under RavYa’akov Bei Rav.

1520-2 Moved to Adrianople, Turkey. There he met the radical and false Messiah Shiomo Molcho.

1522 Began work on the Beit Yosef.

1532 Molcho was burned at the stake in Germany.

1533 Lived in Salonica and became close to the kabbalists R. Yosef Taitazak and R. Shiomo HaLevi Alkabetz.2

1535 Settled in Eretz Yisrael, moved to Tzfat and was appointed to the Beit Din of R. Ya’akov Bei Rav. Supported the
reestablishment of real Semicha. He received this Semicha and bestowed it on his student Rav Moshe Alshich.

1542 BeitYosef completed.

1546 R. Ya’akov Bei Rav died and R. Caro assumed leadership of the Tzfat Beit Din. Jews from all over the world turned to
him for halachic guidance, including Rav Moshe Isserlis in Poland.

1550s Publication of the Beit Yosef.

1565 Publication ofthe Shulchan Aruch.

1575 Publication of the Kesef Mishne.

1575 13 Nissan - died and buried in Tzfat.

Family: * Rav Karo married 3 times and had two sons - Shiomo and Yehuda, the later being born from his third wife when he
was already over 80

Teachers: * RavYa’'akovBeiRav (1474-1546) * Rav Shlomo HaLevi Alkabetz (1508-1593) - in Kabbala

Students: * Rav Moshe Alshich (1508-1592) * Rav Moshe Cordovero (1522-1570)

1. Tzfat became a major Jewish center in the early 16C due to a number of factors, including: (a) the conquest of the Ottoman Empire and subsequent connection of Tzfat to the now
open trade routes with Syria and Egypt; (b) the arrival of Syrian Jews; (c) the religious ‘neutrality’ of Tzfat - not of specific interest to Moslems or Christians; (d) proximity to the
kevarim of Tannaim, especially Rashbi. By the mid-16C the Jewish population was over 10,000.

2. R.Alkabetz is the author of Lecha Dodi. His brother-in-law was R. Moshe Cordovero. Both also eventually moved to Tzfat.
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C] WORKS
(a)BeitYosef

A commentary based around the Tur. It took 20 years to complete and was started whilst he was still in Turkey. It was finished in 1542
after which he spent 12 years reviewing it. The commentary was published as follows:-

* Orach Chaim 1550-1 * Yoreh Deah 1551
* Even Haezer 1553 * Choshen Mishpat 1559 * Whole work: reprinted in 1564-7

The Beit Yosef brings together 32 of the major halachic opinions of the Rishonim and seeks to reach a psak, based primarily on the
rulings of the majority of the Rif, Rosh and Rambam. If there is no majority of these three, other opinions are then brought in. In many
cases the halacha follows the Rambam, even where he is a lone opinion.

(b)ShulchanAruch
Written in 1565 as a synopsis of the Beit Yosef and broken down into simple paragraphs without the sources and reasoning. In the
preface he outlines the purpose of the sefer as (i) to guide the student in deciding halacha and (ii) to facilitate memorization of the

halachot. R. Caro divided the Shulchan Aruch into 30 sections so that it could be reviewed every month.

There was opposition to the S.A. from some, in particular the Maharshal (R. Shlomo Luria), the Levush (R. Mordechai Yafeh) and the
Maharam Lublin - see below. Nevertheless the S.A. was quickly accepted and gave rise to many commentaries.

Key Commentaries on S.A.: Magen Avraham and Taz on Orach Chaim; Shach and Taz on Yoreh Deah; Chelkat Mechokek and
Beit Shmuel on Even Haezer; Shach and Sm’a on Choshen Mishpat
Others commentaries on S.A.: Be'er Heitiv, Be’er Hagolah, Pri Megadim, R. Akiva Eiger, Eshel Avraham, Pri Chadash, Vilna Gaon,

Machatzit Hashekel, Sha’arei Teshiva, Pitchei Teshuva, Degul Mervavah, Mishna Berura
The proliferation of commentaries also lead others to later write summaries of halacha in concise form:-
* Shulchan Aruch HaRav - by R. Shneur Zalman of Liady * Chayei Adam - by R. Avraham Dantziger
* Kitzur Shulchan Aruch - by R. Shlomo Ganzfried
(c)KesefMishneh
A commentary on the Rambam - published in 1575 - now printed as standard in every Mishne Torah

(d)Responsa * Avkat Rochel and others

(e)MaggidMeisharim » Kabbalistic interpretations on the Chumash that he heard from his Maggid - a heavenly voice that
communicated with him regularly - see below.

(f) Supercommentary on Rashi and Ramban - nowlost

D] THE GREAT SEMICHA DEBATE
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The Rambam writes in the Mishneh Torah that real Semicha could be restarted in Eretz Yisrael with the consensus of the
Rabbis in Eretz Yisrael
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The Beit Yosef follows that opinion

1492 Expulsion from Spain.
1516 The Ottomans (supported by the Jews) captured Eretz Yisrael from the Mameluks.
1538 Rabbi Yaakov Bei Rav called a convocation of the Rabbis of Tzfat to reinstate the practice of having one great Jewish

body - the Sanhedrin - that would once again have full powers3. One central issue was the wish to be able to decree
malkot on the Anusim who had returned to Judaism and wished to achieve a full kappara.

Semicha was granted to R’ Yosef Caro, R’ Moshe Trani (Mabit) and others, including Rav Levi ibn Chaviv, the
Ralbach?, of Yerushalayim, who rejected the Semicha and indeed the whole project.

The Radvaz - R’ David ibn Zimra - in Egypt also opposed the Semicha project.

1540s R’ Yosef Caro grants Semiach to R’ Moshe Alshich (d.1593)
1546 R. Yaakov Bei Rav dies.
1558 Tiveria awarded by Suleiman to the Jewish ownership of Don Yosef Nassi and his aunt, Dona Gracia Mendes

late 1500s The Alshich granted Semicha to R’ Chaim Vital (d. 1620)

E] THE BEIT YOSEF
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3. See http://rabbikaganoff.com/semicha-and-sanhedrin-controversies/ for an article by R’ Yirmiyahu Kagenoff on the great 16th Century Semicha controversy
4. His father, R’ Yaakov ibn Chaviv wrote the Ein Yaakov
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The Beit Yosef developed a general principle - to follow the majority of Rif, Rambam and Rosh’

5. ... qualitatively, by nature of halachic decision and outlook the book was Sephardic, though quantitatively, by the number of
decisions and customs quoted, the book was Ashkenazic. In its general approach to halacha and its structure, the book was
certainly Sephardic in tradition, but in its detail and particular decisions, the book was refelctive of Ashkenazik traditions.

Yisrael M. Ta Shema, Y. Caro and His Book, Beit Yosef, Moreshet Sepharad (Jerusalem 1992) p 525

F] RAV YOSEF KARO - MYSTIC
F1] THE MAGGID

» Came to him while still in Turkey - attested to by his friends and colleagues, R’ Moshe Cordovero and R’ Shlomo Alkabetz (who claims
that he and others heard the Maggid speak during Tikun Leil Shavuot.)
* A heavenly voice” - ‘The Voice of the Mishna’ - which spoke to him and through him.
» Written up in Maggid Meisharim?
* Some of the messages of the Maggid: - that he should study Mishna diligently.
- that he should move to Eretz Yisrael.
- that he would become a pre-eminent leader of world Jewry.
- that (although he sometimes doubted himself) his psak was accurate and ‘halacha
leMoshe MiSinai’.
- that he should finish his Beit Yosef quickly before a certain rabbi in Krakow (!)
- how to achieve Giluy Eliyahu
- ethical instruction
- kabbalistic explanations of the ten sefirot, Ma’aseh Bereishit, Divine Names
- mystical reflections on reincarnation and resurrection of the dead, miracles, Divine
Providence and free choice, dream interpretation, kavanot behind eating, and the
mystical intentions of the mitzvot
- that he would die a martyr’s death like Shlomo Molcho®.
- that the Semicha project was blessed in Shamayim

F2] THE ZOHAR

* The Beit Yosef lists the Zohar as one of his sources and sometimes quotes the Zohar as one of the relevant opinions.

« His halachic analysis is however almost never focused on kabbalistic or mystical issues. He reaches a psak based on the classic
system of Talmud and Rishonim and does not always follow the position of the Zohar.

* However, his in-principle inclusion of the psak of the Zohar was very influential on the halachic process. Until that time, the Zohar
was not widely quoted even in Sefardi circles as a halachic source and was still resisted strongly in Ashkenazi circles.

5. For a shiur by R’ Aryeh Lebowitz with an overview and summary of the introduction to the Beit Yosef see http://www.yutorah.org/download.cfm?materiallD=510831
and audio at http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/765001/rabbi-aryeh-lebowitz/ by-way-of-introduction-beis-yosef-and-shulchan-aruch/.

6. The Chida claims that this approach was accepted by 200 great Rabbis - hence Y33 - DIX) D1 DPNRA

7. Rav Chaim Vital explains it to be a form of Ruach Hakodesh.

8. The Chida later said that only one fiftieth of the book was ever published. Some scholars questioned the authenticity of Maggid Meisharim as a work of R’ Yosef Karo. However,
more recent scholarship, especially that of R.J. Zvi Werblowsky (senior lecturer and Dean at Hebrew U) has affirmed the authorship of the book. See Werblowsky, Joseph Karo:
Lawyer and Mystic, JPS, 1977.

9. This did not occur. Rav Caro died peacefully at an old age.

10. Such as in eating meat within an hour after milk, which the Beit Yosef permits, although the Zohar strictly prohibits.
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The Beit Yosef is discussing whether the person called to the Torah must read along with the ba’al kriyah. The classic
Rishonim write that the oleh must read along since he made the berachot. Otherwise, the beracha will be in vain.
However, the Zohar prohibits two people reading at the same time! Since this halacha is NOT brought explicitly in the
Talmud but only by the post-talmudic poskim, given a dispute between them and the Zohar, the Beit Yosef rules like the
Zohar. But in a dispute between the Zohar and the Talmud, the Talmud would win.
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Even when it comes to a clear position in the Talmud against the Zohar, the Beit Yosef explains that the reason the
poskim follow the Talmud is because they would not follow R’ Shimon anyway in such circumstances. Furthermore, in
all likelihood the poskim never saw the Zohar at all!
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The Rema disagrees with the Beit Yosef. He rules that, in a conflict between the poskim and the Zohar, the poskim win
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The Mishna Berura sets out guidelines for how to rule in the case of conflict between the Zohar and the classic poskim
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The Aruch HaShulchan often uses the position of the Zohar (i) to defend existing practice; (ii) to resolve halachic
argument. He de-emphasizes, wherever possible, any apparent contradiction between the Zohar and the halacha
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On the issue of wearing tefillin on Chol Hamoed, the Beit Yosef is unwilling to contradict the view of R’ Shimon bar
Yochai in the Zohar that prohibits this strongly
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G] RAV MOSHE ISSERLIS - THE REMA

G1] HISTORICAL CONTEXT

¢.1100 The first Jews began to settle in Poland

1241 Following Mongol invasions and destruction, immigration is encouraged

1264 Jews officially admitted by Boleslav, Duke of Greater Poland to his duchy - “Statue of Kalisz”

1334 Casimir the Great permits the Jews to settle throughout the land

1350-1500 Mass immigration of Jews from W. Europe from 1450. Senior Rabbanim begin to move to Poland

1569 Poland and Lithuania merge and then annex Ukraine

1580 Council of the 4 Lands set up (Greater Poland, Lesser Poland, Ruthenia and Volhynia. Lithuania later joins.) The

Council regulated the kehilla in religious, judicial, administrative and financial matters. It met annually at Lublin and
comprised 70 representatives from many communities
1623 Lithuania separates and forms its own Council

Maijor Rabbinic Figures in Poland 1450-1600

d.1530 RavYa’akov Pollak - introduces the pilpul methodology to the Polish Yeshivot
d.1558 Rav Shalom Shachna (Rashash) (student of RavYa’akov Pollak)

1530-72 Rav Moshe Isserlis (Rema) (student and son-in-law of Rav Shalom Shachna)
1510-73 Rav Shlomo Luria (Maharshal) from Lublin;

1535-1612 RavMordechaiYafeh(Levush)

G2] BIOGRAPHY

1530 Born in Cracow, Poland into a prestigious family. His father R. Yisrael Isser was a successful businessman and ba’al
tzedaka

1540s Studied in Lublin under Rav Shalom Shachna and then married his daughter. Students of the Reshash included Rav
Shlomo Luria and Rav Chaim, elder brother of the Maharal of Prague

1550 Returned to Cracow as a Rav and established a yeshiva

1552 His mother, wife and grandmother all died. He set up the Rema shul in their memory

1553 Appointed Dayan of Cracow

1572 Lag B’Omer - died in Cracow

Main Teachers: ¢ Rav Shalom Shachna
Main Students: ¢ Rav Mordechai Yafeh, author of the Levush ¢ Rav Yehoshua Falk Hakohen, author of the Sefer Me’irat Einayim
(Sma) < RavHirsch Shor (teacher of the Bach) ¢ R. Avraham Horowitz (father of the Shelah)

G3] WORKS

* Talmudist, although did not favor the pilpul methodology.

* Kabbalist

» Keen philosopher - encouraged interest in philosophy of the early Polish yeshivot (his students wrote commentaries on the Moreh
Nevuchim and Introduction of the Rambam to his Shemona Perakim). Was heavily criticized by others, particularly Maharshal, for his
involvement in philosophy.

» Keen historian and astronomer, which was reflected in the interest of his talmid R’ David Ganz .

(a) Sefer HaMapa on the Shulchan Aruch. With great humility, the Rema wrote this as a gloss on the Shulchan Aruch rather than
bringing out his own sefer of halacha. It principally brings the halachic positions of the Ba’alei Hatosafot and the later Ashkenazi
poskim and minhagim. It helped to make the Shulchan Aruch a universally accepted work of halacha. Even though the Rema and Rav
Yosef Karo we contemporaries and corresponded, the Rema was over 40 years younger!!
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(b) Darchei Moshe - glosses to the Tur and Beit Yosef. Originally intended to be an encyclopedic work like the Beit Yosef, the Rema
discovered after composing the first part on Orach Chaim that the Beit Yosef had got there first!!1? Again, rather than competing with
the Beit Yosef he rearranged the Darchei Moshe, producing a short version which cross-refers to the Beit Yosef. We now have the long
(original) and short versions.

(c) Torat Ha'Chatat on kashrut - although controversial with some at the time who did not favor its codex form, it was accepted and is
brought often by the Shach

(d) Torat Ha'Olah - a philosophical explanation of the Temple service

(e) Mechir Yayin - a philosophical work on Megilat Esther. Written when the Rema was stranded away from Cracow during Purim due to
the plague. With little food or cheer, the Rema also had no sefarim and wrote the work for his father in lieu of Mishloach Manot!!

() Teshuvot(132)

(g) CommentaryontheZohar

H] RESPONSES TO THE SHULCHAN ARUCH

H1] EARLY SEFARDIC RESPONSES™
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Rav Yom Tov Zahalon (d. 1638) was a student to the Mabit and the Alshich (who received his Semicha from Rav Yosef
Caro) and nevertheless writes that the Shulchan Aruch was written for children and ignoramuses!”
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Rav Yosef Ibn Lev (d. 1580, Turkey) writes that the classic posek then most accepted by the Sefardim was the Rosh!"
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Rav Yosef ibn Lev was initially very nervous about the Beit Yosef and considered it ‘lacking in breadth’. The Chidah
here recounts how Rav ibn Lev changed his opinion when the Beit Yosef ‘saved the day’

H2] LATER SEFARDIC ACCEPTANCE
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This statement of the Ben Ish Chai (late 19C) is indicative of subsequent Sefardi acceptance of Maran

11. According to some accounts, the Rema became aware of the Beit Yosef when given a copy as a gift by a well-meaning student!
12. For a detailed analysis of the Sefardi adoption of the positions of the Beit Yosef see Part 3 of Rav Benny Lau’s book, Mishnat HaHilchatit Shel Maran Rav Ovadiah Yosef.
13. In fairness, Rav Yosef Caro himself in the introduction to the Shulchan Aruch writes that his book is also useful for children who are not yet able to learn Beit Yosef.
14. The Rosh (1250-1327) was originally from Germany and left for Spain following the pogroms in Europe and the imprisonment of his Rav, the Maharam of Rotenberg.
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H3] ASHEKNAZI RESPONSES
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The Rema agreed in principle with the methodology of the Shulchan Aruch. However, he felt strongly that it did not
sufficiently focus on Ashkenazi poskim and the later minhagim of the Ashkenazi community. The Rema later included
(with R. Yosef Karo’s permission) short comments (which he called the ‘Mapa’) within the text of the Shulchan Aruch
and the composite book has been printed in this way ever since
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Nevertheless, the Rema’s general acceptance of Rav Yosef Caro was unquestionable
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The Yam Shel Shiomo - R’ Shlomo Luria (Maharsha’l - Poland, 16C) is much more negative concerning the methodology
of the Beit Yosef. Halacha is not to be ruled from a book! Rather a halachic authority with full understanding of the
Talmudic sources should learn the final halacha directly from the Gemara
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The Maharsha - R’ Shmuel Edels 16/17C Poland - is also critical. Those who rule directly from the Shulchan Aruch are
‘destroying the world’!
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The Bach - R’ Yoel Sikis, Poland 16/17C - is also critical but somewhat less forceful. In his view the Shulchan Aruch is
simply too concise and simple to be useful in reaching the accurate halacha in many areas.
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The Maharal (Prague 16/17C) emphasizes that the process of psak is ‘intellectual’ - a journey through the sea of Talmud
by an expert navigator. He also decries those who rule from shorthand summaries and even goes so far as to say that it
is better for an expert to adopt the correct methodology and base his halachic psak on Talmudic analysis even if he gets it
‘wrong’, than to use a halachic summary! Nevertheless he accepts that even his generation may no longer be fully
capable of ‘proper’ psak and thus intimates that the Shulchan Aruch may be a necessary development

The severe Ashkenazi critique of the Shulchan Aruch led to the writing by Rav Mordechai Yaffe (Poland 16/17C) of a longer and more
detailed competitor - the Levush Malchut. Nevertheless, partially due to the support of the R’ Alexander Falk Cohen (the Sm’a - Poland
16/17C) the Shulchan Aruch’s reputation was restored.
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By the middle of the 17C, with the writing in Poland of the classic commentaries - the Shach, the Taz and the Magen
Avraham - the status of the Shulchan Aruch was assured. R’ Menachem Mendel Krochmal (Poland 17C) was able to
write in his teshuvot Tzemach Tzedek” that the Beit Yosef and Shulchan Aruch were now pre-eminent, even in Ashkenaz
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The Pri Megadim (Poland late 18C) writes that the Shulchan Aruch was written with Ruach Hakodesh

Nevertheless some Lithuanian poskim - in particular the Vilna Gaon (late 18C) - still felt that they were NOT bound by the Shulchan
Aruch and often take issue with its psak. To a lesser extent this holds true even into the 20C in the writings of Rav Moshe Feinstein.

15. Not to be confused with the later and more famous Tzemach Tzedek of Lubavitch
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