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1. Genre and Function

Piyyutim devoted to the Akeidah (nT'j7v) appear primarily in the Rosh Hashanah liturgy, where the Binding of Isaac is a
central theme — both as a Torah reading (Genesis 22) and as a symbol of self-sacrifice and divine mercy.

These Akeidah piyyutim are typically inserted into the Musaf Amidah, especially within the section of Zikhronot
("Remembrances”), appealing to God to recall the merit of Abraham’s and Isaac’s obedience.

2. Liturgical Placement

e In the Eretz Yisrael tradition, early poets placed Akeidah poems in various positions of the Rosh Hashanah
prayers, often as pizmonim (refrains) or gerovot (series of stanzas connected to the Amidah blessings).

o In the Ashkenazic (sic) tradition, the most famous Akeidah poem is "nT'7u” by Yehudah ben Shmuel ibn Abbas
(beginning "NN9'n"7 |1Ix1 "W Ny”), recited before the shofar blowing.

3. Thematic Features
Akeidah piyyutim typically emphasize:
e  Heroic obedience: Abraham’s submission to God’s will.
e Isaac’s voluntary participation: often portrayed as mature, conscious, and willing.
e Intercession: The poet or congregation beseeches God to remember this act as a merit for Israel.

o Emotional tension: Many piyyutim dramatize the dialogue between Abraham, Isaac, and Sarah — introducing
narrative and pathos not explicit in the biblical account.
These themes transformed the Akeidah from a terse biblical narrative into an emotional, moral, and theological drama.

4, Literary Characteristics

e  Midrashic elaboration: Piyyutim weave together midrashic expansions (e.g., Sarah’s death upon hearing the
news, Isaac’s tears, Abraham’s inner turmoil).

o Dialogic form: Some poems alternate between Abraham’s and Isaac’s voices, heightening the drama.
e Acrostics and strict meter: Following classical Hebrew poetic conventions.

5. Representative Examples

e "ix1 "ww ny” (Ibn Abbas, 12th c., Spain) — the best-known example; dramatizes Abraham’s trial and Sarah’s
anguish, concluding with an appeal to God for mercy.

e "anx' nTpV” by Yannai(6th—7th c., Eretz Yisrael) — one of the earliest Akeidah gerovot, composed for Rosh
Hashanah Musaf.

e "3DTN n'7I8” (used on Yom Kippur) — though about the Ten Martyrs, it consciously parallels the Akeidah
motif, portraying martyrdom as a national repetition of Isaac’s binding.
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Excerpt from Yannai's “Akeidat Yitzhaq”

(Qerovah for Rosh Hashanah Musaf — blessing of Zikhronot)

Hebrew (original poetic form)
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English Translation (adapted, poetic)

Abraham was tested for glory and for praise,
Tried by ten trials of faith,

In all he was found steadfast,

And in the last, commanded to offer his only son.

The father had mercy, the son submitted,

Remember for us today the covenant of our father;

And by the remembrance of the Binding,

May Isaac be bound before You again — to atone for us.
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Nissah is related [philologically] to nissayon [a test]. The subject of this test, in my opinion,
was that this prophecy came to [Abraham] in ambiguous terms. God told him, apropos of
Isaac: “Take him up there for an offering,” which can be understood as [either] to make
him the offering, or to bring him up there to make an offering, in order that Isaac should be
educated in the Lord’s service. God did so [to determine] if he would find it difficult to do
anything that God had commanded him to the extent that he would give it an interpretation
other than the one [most readily] perceived at the outset; namely, that he was to raise up
something else as an offering and not that he was to sacrifice his son.

In medieval Jewish Ashkenazic culture two new layers of meaning were attached to the ancient
narrative, reflecting historical and cultural aspects of Jewish existence at the time. The first of these is
the reclaiming of the story in reaction to the Christian appropriation of “the Sacrifice of Isaac” as a
prefiguration of the Crucifixion of Jesus. According to this retelling, a parallel is drawn between
Abraham’s near sacrifice of his beloved son Isaac and God the Father sacrificing his beloved Son
Jesus (cf. Hebrews 11:17—19), as well as between Isaac, who carried the wood on which he was to be
killed and burned, and Jesus, who carried the wooden cross through the streets of Jerusalem.” The
Jewish reclaiming of the story should thus be seen in the wider context of medieval Christian-]Jewish
polemics, and the effort to convert Jews to Christianity.

The second added meaning comes from the time of the First Crusade, where the story became
associated with the venerated narrative of Kiddush Hashem — that is, the willingness to give up one’s
own life to sanctify God’s Name in the face of religious persecution. Chronicles and Kinot
(lamentations) relating the persecution of Jews by Christians during the Middle Ages in today’s
Germany and France often mention the Binding of Isaac and portray the martyred Jews as the ‘Isaac’
figure. Some of these texts even tell — in a manner that corresponds to the biblical narrative — how,
at the time, some Jewish parents killed their own children in order to prevent them from being
forced to convert to Christianity, thus viewing the parents as the ‘Abraham’ figure.

Research conducted by Piyyut expert Shalom Spiegel* has revealed that an ancient version of the
story claiming that Isaac was in fact killed by Abraham and later miraculously revived circulated in
medieval Ashkenazic Jewry. It seems that the popularity of this version in the Middle Ages may be
attributed to both of the above-mentioned historical and cultural influences.

* Shalom Spiegel, The Last Trial: On the Legends and Lore of the Command to Abraham to Offer Isaac as a Sacrifice:
The Akedah; translated from the Hebrew, with an introduction by Judah Goldin (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society
of America, 1967).
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Though the pigeon offering has ceased,

Though the tent in which he (the Lord) dwelt is now empty,
Nevertheless, let us not abandon hope,

For we possess an aged patriarch (Abraham)|
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Fig. 4. Binding of Isaac. Breslau Mahzor, Southern Germany, ca. 1340. Wroclaw,
University Library, Ms. Or. I/1, fol. 46b.
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Fig 10. Moses and Aaron Cry to the Lord and the Akeda. The Birds’ Head Haggadah,
Southern Germany, ca. 1300. Jerusalem, Israel Museum, Ms. 180/57, fol. 15b.



