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According to Zeiri, what distinguishes an erroneous hora’ah from a ta’ut? How does this affect one’s
understanding of the extent and limits of halakhic authority?
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Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, “Two Dimensions of Masorah” (Halakhic Morality pp. 4-5

What is more, an investigation of practical ethical standards is vitally necessary in every epoch. The
halakhic system is basically constant and unalterable. Very seldom does it take cognizance of the flux of
events and the kaleidoscopic metamorphoses of the environs in which the halakhic norm is realized. The
Halakhah is a postulated, impersonal, formal self-sufficient and bounded-in performance — one which
interferes with historical realities and tries to impose its normative and doctrinal authority upon them,
rather than an act that grows out of the multifaceted everyday human experience. It is a promulgation
of a norm that solves all difficulties once and for all and lays down beforehand what everyone has to do
or refrain from doing in every situation. The changes in the realm of fact do not have a bearing upon the
a priori halakhic norm, but rather on its application and technical aspects.

The ethos must be differently conceived. Although its axioms as well as its general principles are of an a
priori character and are rooted both in the human logos and in the great transcendental experience of
revelation, the particular norm — the specific ethical act, the detail — was never subjected to a specific
halakhic act as was the Halakhah. In the realm of ethics, no institutionalized authority has ever tried to
accept or reject an ethical formula. The decision was left open to the individual. While, for instance, all
halakhic controversies between the House of Shammai and the House of Hillel were resolved in favor of
the latter, the ethical problem of din vachesed, strict justice vs. mercy, was never resolved.

Even the objectified ethical norm does not lend itself to halakhic authoritative legislation and
promulgation, and this for two reasons. First, the ethical act, whose center of gravity is to be discovered
in the inner experience, is too subjective and elusive to be pressed into a certain legislative matrix.
Second, the norm and the act do not present linear straightforwardness and constancy. They are rather
better understood if we see them in the form of a zigzag curve, a unique intimate expression of a living
persona woven into the texture of an environment, cultural climate, etc. Devising a bill of particulars
and all their ramifications and details would be futile. The performance is not monolithic but diverse . .

Is there space for what the Rav calls “halakhic ethics” as opposed to “halakhic law” for a community as
well as for individuals?
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