‘Lament is the backbone of the Psalter’ Why are there so many Psalm Laments?

Few people would list a Lament Psalm as their favourite Psalm. The Laments are often seen as negative and depressing. Laments, however, are the most common type of Psalm, making up nearly one third of the Psalter.
 They play a central role in the Psalter and have even been called the ‘backbone of the Psalter’.
 This essay will examine why the Laments take this central place by looking at one specific Lament Psalm (Psalm 22), its structure, content and apparent life setting and function. It will throughout also look more generally at the function of Lament Psalms in ancient Israel and why this function was so important. 

Case study: Psalm 22

Psalm 22 begins with a question (verse 1) and a statement (verse 2), both spelling out the problem faced by the Psalmist. God has deserted him and is not listening to his prayer. Many Christians over the years have understood the question in verse one to mean that God’s actual presence has left the one reciting the Psalm (understood to be primarily Jesus, see Matthew 27:46). What being forsaken by God seems to mean here, however, is a withdrawal of God’s blessing and protection from evil
. That God has left the Psalmist means, and is evidenced by, the calamity that has befallen the Psalmist. Because these things are happening to the Psalmist, he feels like God must have stopped looking after him and has left him. 

Many other Laments start with a prayer for God or YHWH to help or to hear the Psalmists prayer.
 This is perhaps implied in Psalm 22. The Psalmist is not necessarily wanting to know a reason why God has forsaken him, or simply wanting to inform God that he has not been answered. The Psalmist wants God to stop forsaking him and answer his prayer.   

The Psalm then moves on to an expression of trust and praise (3-5). Despite not hearing, God is still holy. The Psalmist’s ancestors trusted God and he heard them. On this basis, the Psalmist can expect to be heard. Other Laments often include sections that recall God’s previous acts of salvation.
  

Mowinckel seems to see these statements of trust and praise as attempts to get on God’s good side so that he will answer the prayer.
 A view that (in my opinion wrongly) presupposes a view of God as easily flattered into acting. Israelite religion is far more sophisticated than that. 

We may come closer to understanding this section if we consider that perhaps the Psalms were composed as much for those who sung them (or for whom they were sung) as they were for God. The Psalm reminds the sufferer that despite his suffering God is still holy and that God delivered others in times past who trusted in God. The sufferer is also to trust in God and he too will in the end be delivered. 

The Psalm then shifts back to spelling out the suffering (6-8). The Psalmist is mocked for his trust in YHWH. Verses 9-11 then shift back to a statement of trust. Despite the mocking, the Psalmist cannot forsake God. God has been with him from birth. This shifting back and forth creates tension in the Psalm between the Psalmist’s knowledge that God is trustworthy and keeps the Psalmist safe with the evidence of suffering that might suggest otherwise. The Psalmist expresses both the facts of life and his faith in God without compromising either. 

Verses 11 and 19 form an inclusio around the main body of the Lament with repetition of the words ‘far’ (qxr, also in verse 2) and ‘help’ (rze). In verse 11 the Psalmist prays that God would not be far from him because there is nobody to help him. In verse 19 the Psalmist again prays that YHWH will not be far from him, and then prays that YHWH will help (NRSV ‘aid’) him. 

The idea that only YHWH can help the Psalmist is important for understanding why there are so many Laments in the Psalter. Doctors were far less common, trusted and even skilled in the ancient world.
 There were no police as such to protect you from local enemies and no UN to protect against national invasion. Even in the modern world there are many times when our only hope of salvation from a disaster, but this was far more obviously the case in ancient times. Crying out to God in a Lament, then, was the best people could do to deal with disaster either personal or national. One reason there are so many Laments in the Psalter is that whenever sickness, persecution or war threatened the stability and harmony of an Israelite’s life, Laments were used. 

Verses 12-18 are three sections detailing the suffering, without shifting back to trust and praise. Instead, verses 12-13 and 16-18 envelope 14-15 with a more precise description of the suffering. The Psalmist is being persecuted by his enemies, represented metaphorically by bulls, lions and dogs. 

Whilst these verses are as specific as Psalm 22 gets, they still do not explain in detail the exact suffering of the Psalmist. Verse 18 could be seen as a specific event, but could also be read as an example of the kind of things being done to the sufferer. Most other Laments are also vague on the exact details of the suffering.
 

This vagueness gives us a clue as to the life setting and usage of the Lament Psalms. Whether or not the Psalm composers had specific experiences from their own life in mind when writing the Psalms, they have been used by many others, in similar, but probably not identical situations. The Laments were probably composed with this in mind, so must be vague on details in order to fit the experiences of a wide range of worshippers.
 

Verses 14 and 15 themselves seem to me to be about the inner feelings of the Psalmist. This is hard to say for certain, because the language is metaphorical. I would suggest that since the Psalmist being poured out like water and his heart melting are clearly not to be taken literally, so also his bones being out of joint, his mouth drying and his being laid in the dust of death are metaphorical. The imagery seems to give an idea of being totally helpless and disappointed. The Psalmist has lost all hope and cannot even speak against those who surround him. He is brought so low it is as though he might as well be dead. 

That these verses replace in the established pattern of the Psalm an expected proclamation of hope in God adds to their force. The Psalmist here, and in other Psalms, is able to express his true feelings as well as what he is ‘supposed’ to say.
 This is another reason why the Laments are so important to the Psalter. They allow the worshipper to express himself, and thus properly deal with his problems. The worshipper brings before God his whole problem, including the feelings of sadness, frustration, and in some cases anger, which accompany his calamity. 

Verses 19-21 end the Lament section with a prayer that God would not be far away and that God would rescue the sufferer from the animal-enemies that oppress him. This prayer picks up on what the Psalm has spelled out as the problem and basically prays for it to stop. This reveals that the purpose of the Lament is, at least in part, to provide background to this prayer. The purpose of telling God about all the bad things that the sufferer is experiencing is that he would stop them.

Verses 22-31 taken on their own could easily represent a praise Psalm. They seem to assume that the Psalmist’s prayer has already been answered. Verse 22, for example, which says that God has heard and not hidden His face, seems to be a contrast to verses 1 and 2 where God does seem hidden. Verse 25 promises to pay vows, presumably those that were made when the Psalmist was in the midst of his suffering. 

Almost every Lament ends with praise. Some have said that the praise represents a separate Psalm uttered after the deliverance has occurred that has been preserved alongside the Lament. This raises the question of why there should be a set praise for each Lament. Others have suggested that the Psalm was written to pause before the praise for a priest to proclaim a message of salvation, but then why has this not been preserved in the text? There is no real evidence for either of these proposals. 

A simpler explanation of this praise is that the worshipper has a certainty that God will hear, or at least that the author of the Psalm wants to stimulate in the sufferer a certainty of hearing.
 This is similar to the tension we have already seen in Psalm 22 between the experience of the worshipper and the confession of God’s faithfulness. Despite the suffering and apparent distance of God, the Psalm expresses faith that God will hear and deliver the sufferer and so praises God in expectation of that certain and sure event. 

Why are there so many Psalm Laments?

We have seen that the Psalm Laments serve three purposes. First and foremost they are prayers to God for help in a time of need. This is important as, especially for the ancients, there are many times of need in life when only God’s help will bring a solution. One of the main functions of the sanctuary was to be a place where God heard prayers for help, so it makes sense that there should be a lot of prayers for help in the Psalter.

The second purpose of the Laments is to allow the sufferer to express his/her self, to explain to God what has happened and how they feel. This is helpful psychologically, to allow the sufferer to move on from the suffering, but also it is helpful theologically, to ensure that the worship of Israel remains real to life and honest. It prevents hypocrisy and empty reciting of words that are either not understood or not meant, as the sufferers are allowed to express what they really feel as well as what they are supposed to believe. 

Linked to this is the third purpose. The Psalms encourage the sufferer to also speak out truth about God that might seem contrary to their current situation. The Psalms help the sufferer to praise God in the midst of their suffering and to recognise that he is good and faithful even when it seems like he isn’t, and that he does hear, even when he seems far away. This is also helpful psychologically, as it gives the sufferer hope, and theologically as it teaches a correct view of God.

These three purposes are all vital to ancient Israelite worship and faith and so explain why the Laments are the backbone of the Psalter and why they are so numerous. These three things are also vital to modern Christian worship and faith, and give a strong argument for the importance of Laments in our worship and song writing today.
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