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#1 Noda B’Yehuda
Introduction

R. Yechezkel Landau  
(1713-1793)

“In all [our learning] we did not  enter "the vision" (i.e., we did not engage in the study of 
Kabbalah). Rather, all our efforts, all our energy, went into the study of "the Sea of the Talmud" 
and of the works of the halakhists”

The Torah needs to be studied according to a certain hierarchy...If one does not [first] 
thoroughly master the [non-mystical] laws of the Torah [before he studies Kabbalah]…he will 
be like one who falls into a pit as he gazes at stars because he  did not know the pit was 
there. So it is with Kabbalah and mysticism

#2 Noda B’Yehuda
Introduction

#3 Arugat ha-Bosem
Moshe Ostler, 1745
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“This author, Moshe, sat 
with us for several weeks 
in our Beit Madrash and 
demonstrated that he is 
quite capable of engaging 
in deep scholarship in 
both non-mystical as well 
as mystical matters.  His 
own mouth testified as to 
his scholarship, for we 
heard from his mouth 
much that was insightful 
and pleasing in non-
mystical matters, which 
are included in this work.  
A number of those matters 
which deal with mysticism 
were examined by the 
scholars and authors of 
our Beit Madrash, and 
t h e y h a v e t e s t i fi e d 
concerning them, and 
declare them correct. “ 

#4 Haskama to 
Mafteach Olamot

R. Moshe b. Zalman
November 16, 1744

#5 L’Toldot Ha-Tenua 
Ha-Frankit

Meyer Balaban
 p.125-127
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#6 Sefer ha-Zohar as a Canonical, 
Sacred and Holy Text: Changing 

Perspectives of the Book of Splendor 
between the Thirteenth and 

Eighteenth Centuries
by Boaz Hess, p. 284-6
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Now as 
t o t h e 
w o r d s 
o f t h e 
Zohar, I 
do no t 

wish to discuss this at length. Indeed, I 
am full of anger at those who publicly 
study the Zohar and other kabbalistic 
works. These persons cast off the 
yoke of the revealed [i.e., the non-
mystical sections of the] Torah as they 

bounce around and delve into the 
Zohar. They end up knowing neither. Because of this the Torah is being forgotten in Israel! 
That is not all. In our generation there has been an increase in the number of heretics of the 
sect of Sabbetai Tzvi (may his bones be crushed!). It is proper to set up a fence [to prevent] 
the study of the Zohar and kabbalistic works...In any event, [in regard to your legal inquiry], 
we do not issue rulings deriving from the Zohar. I do not wish to discuss the meaning [of a 
passage in] the Zohar, for I have no dealings with esoteric matters. I devote study solely to 

[those works who study is] permitted me.

R a t h e r 
t h a n a s k 
m e t h e 
c o r r e c t 
formula to 
be recited, 

you should have asked me whether it 
should be recited at all. In my opinion this 
is the grievous evil of our generation. To 
the generations before ours, who did not 
know of this formula and never recited it 
but labored all their days in the Torah and 
the mitzvot, all in accordance with the 
Talmud and its law codes, whose words 
flow from the spring of living waters, the 
following verse can be applied, "The 
integrity of the upright shall guide 
them" [Proverbs 11:3]. They are the ones 
who produced fruit on high and whose 
love was higher than the heavens. But in 
this generation they have forsaken the 
spring of living waters, the two Talmuds, 
Babylonian and Jerusalem, to hew out for 
themselves broken cisterns. They exalt 
themselves in their arrogant hearts, each 
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#7 Noda B’Yehuda 
Yoreh Deah 74

#8 Noda B’Yehuda 
Yoreh Deah 74
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one saying, "I am the seer. To me are the gates of heaven open. Through my merit does the 
world endure." These are the destroyers of the generation! To our orphaned generation I apply 
the verse, "The ways of the Lord are straight, and the just do walk in them; but the hasidim do 
stumble therein" [Hosea 14:10 - “The ways of the Lord are straight, and the just do walk in them; 
but the wicked do stumble therein"]. There is much for me to say in this connection, but just as it 
is a duty to speak when people will listen, it is a duty not to speak when people will not listen. 
May God have mercy on us.

�

Landau articulated a particular kind of rabbinic ideal, which 
resonated with some Jews, rabbinic as well as maskilic, 
who were opposed to or uncomfortable with mysticism. 
Ezekiel Landau's published rhetoric indicated that one 
could be a good Jew, indeed a very great rabbi or rabbinic 
scholar, and have nothing to do with Kabbalah. One could 
devote the whole of one's attention to Talmud, halakha, 
and other non-mystical parts of the Torah and live a 
religiously fulfilling and righteous life. This was by no 
means an obvious option for eighteenth century rabbinic 
Jews. These Jews believed that the Kabbalah was an 

integral part of the Torah, one which dealt with the highest 
and most sensitive aspects of Torah knowledge. The logical corollary of such a belief was 
that no one could be a comprehensive Torah scholar unless he mastered the Kabbalah in 
addition to the non-mystical parts of the Torah. And yet, here was Ezekiel Landau, arguably 
the preeminent rabbinical scholar of the second half of the eighteenth century, blithely and 
repeatedly employing the discourse of one who was fully satisfied to avoid all contact with 
Kabbalah. Landau had no hesitation to declare repeatedly, "I have nothing to do with 
mystical matters."  Thus, Landau himself employed rhetoric designed to foster a myth, an 
image of himself as a great scholar, saint, and authority divorced from mysticism.

Why should we reveal the meaning of 
words we do not find in the two Talmuds, 
Babylonian and Jerusalem, or in the 
Sifri, Shifra, or Tosefta, nor in the works 
of the halachik authorities?  Who ever 
permitted people to recite such phrases?  
The old days of the earlier generations 
were better than these days…
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#9 Noda B’Yehuda 
Orach Chayim 107

#10   A Case Study in The 
Formation of a Super-

Rabbi: The Early Years 
Of Rabbi Ezekiel Landau, 

1713-1754
David Katz
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#11 Noda B’Yehuda 
Yoreh Deah 164
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Convinced of the religious truth of the Kabbalah and of the 
metaphysical efficacy of its religious practices when 
performed properly, Landau's religious ideal was a world 
in which all Jews properly understood and practiced such 
rituals. Thus, he did not refrain from publicly advocating 
some of these kinds of practices. On the other hand, the 
undeniable contemporary reality was that most Jews could 
not meet the standards of knowledge and character that 
an Ezekiel Landau regarded as a sine qua non for the 
successful performance of these practices. If one was not 
properly qualified, then such performance would have 

negative religious and even metaphysical results. Torn between a desire to implement a 
religious ideal, and his realization that such efforts could lead to inversion and perversion of 
proper study and practice, Landau constantly shifted his stance. At times he praised and 
advocated certain kabbalistic doctrines and practices to certain audiences, particularly, it 
seems, to groups of his students and members of his community. At other times he affected 
a general stance which deplored all such references and activities. This is the stance 
reflected in his responsa.
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“However, according to the 
K a b b a l i s t s , a n d t h e 
Philosophers (mechakrim) also 
a g r e e , t h a t t h e r e i s 
transmigration of the souls, 
therefore with every child there 
is fear of judgment for his sins 
in the first life (gilgul)…”

#12 A Case Study in The 
Formation of a Super-

Rabbi: The Early Years 
Of Rabbi Ezekiel Landau, 

1713-1754
David Katz


