
SHULCHAN ARUCH

R. YOSEF KARO (1488-1575)

R. Yosef Karo was born in Toledo, Spain in 1488. When he was but four
years old he was forced to flee, together with his family, to Constantinople
due to the Spanish Expulsion of 1492.There he received his Talmudic
training from both his father and his paternal uncle. From Constantinople
he moved to Adrianople and finally made his way to Eretz Yisroel about
1535. Arriving in Safed he studied under R. Yaakov bei Rav. He soon
became embroiled in the great Semicha controversy and was one of the
scholars to be granted semicha by R. Yaakov bei Rav. R. Yosef Karo tried
to carry on the tradition by conferring semicha upon his own student,
R.Moshe Alshich. However, he soon gave up his endeavors, convinced that
he could not overcome the bitter opposition in the Jewish world to this
attempt at semicha revival.

Already in 1522 while living in Adrianople, R. Karo began work on his
encyclopedic commentary to the Arba’ah Turim of R. Yaakov ben Asher.
This book, called Bais Yosef became the definitive halachic work of its time.
This commentary was concluded in 1542, but R. Yosef spent an additional
twelve years reviewing it and adding supplementary notes. Beis Yosef soon
became the definitive halachic work of its time. In it was assembled all the
literature of Halacha from Talmudic times all the way till the 16th century.
This work was based on the opinions of the three pillars of the medieval
Jewish world - Rif (R. Yitzchak Alfasi). Rambam, and the Rosh (R. Asher
ben Yechiel). The Bais Yosef established R. Yosef Karo as the pre-eminent
authority on Jewish law and practice. He became the “posek” not only for
Sephardic Jewry, but for all Jews throughout the world. In his introduction,
R. Karo listed many of his source books. including many of Ashkenazic
origin. While the book was certainly Sephardic in tradition, many of its
decisions were also reflexive of the Ashkenazic tradition. The Bais Yosef
became so popular that within a few years, the entire work had to be
reprinted because of the great demand for it.
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R. Yosef now compiled a synopsis and index for the Bais Yosef called
the Shulchan Aruch, published in 1565. In this sefer only the halachic
decisions are cited, broken down into short paragraphs. There is no
recourse to sources, nor to the reasons behind the decisions. There was a
two-fold purpose to this work. 1) to guide the student in deciding which view
to accept as practical halacha. R. Yosef’s guiding principle was that out of
the multitude of poskim, there were three who were the most authoritative -
Rif, Rambam, and Rosh. In most cases halacha would be decided
according to the majority view of any two of these, but in many cases the
Rambam’s view remained the dominant one. b) to facilitate the
memorization of the halachos. R. Yosef divided the Shulchan Aruch into 30
sections, so that the student who would review one section per day, could
go over the entire code once every month.

The Shulcah Aruch now became the official code of Jewish law for all
subsequent generations. As the Shulchan Aruch gained acceptance,
commentaries and super-commentaries were compiled upon it. The
Shulchan Aruch also gained acceptance in the Ashkenazic world once the
Rama (R. Moshe Isserles) of Cracow, Poland added glosses to both the
Bais Yosef as well as to the Shulchan Aruch. These additions subscribed to
the customs of Ashkenazic Jewry. The Shulchan Aruch thus emerged as a
universally acceptable work throughout the Jewish world.

R. Yosef Karo also authored another monumental work, a commentary
on Rambam’s Mishneh Torah entitled Kessef Mishneh, published in
1574-1575. This commentary now appears in almost every edition of
Rambam. In addition, as head of the Safed beis din, R. Yosef’s opinion was
frequently sought on complicated halachic questions.These collections of
responsa were eventually published in later years..

R. Yosef Karo was also a great master of Kabbalah. His close colleague
in this field was R. Shlomo Alkabetz, also of Safed. He was a great devotee
of the Zohar, and viewed it as an authoritative halachic text. He thus sealed
the acceptance of Zohar as being integral to Jewish thought and tradition.
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R.Karo also communicated with a heavenly spirit which he called a
maggid.This voice, he claimed, regularly communicated with him and
imparted Torah knowledge directly to him and also guided him throughout
his life.
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