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The Psalms of Lament
The Book of Psalms is considered by many to be the prayer book par excellence. In it we hear the voices of women and men who turn to God in moments of joy and sorrow, pain and promise, anger and praise. The Psalms of Lament focuses its attention on the experience of human suffering and the struggle to remain faithful in its midst. 

The Structure of the Lament Form
The lament form is divided into two main sections: plea and praise. Each section has a specific purpose and is made up of components that function in important and unique ways. Listed below is the structure of a "typical" psalm of lament.

I. Complaint – a cry for help and description of distress

II. Petition – an appeal to God and reasons for divine intervention

III. Praise – ends with the assurance that the prayer was heard and a vow to praise God for deliverance

Dimensions of Grief covered in the Lament Psalms
1. Physical (22:14-15, 17; 38:3, 7, 8, 10, 17; 55:17; 69:3; 77:4-10; 88:4;137:1)
2. Social (22:6, 11; 38:9, 11;41:9; 66:10; 77:4-10; 88:8, 18)
3. Emotional (13:2; 22:1-2, 6;38:4, 8, 9; 42:3, 5;55:4, 5; 56:8;69:1-2, 20, 29; 73:21; 77:2, 4; 80:4-5; 88:4; 137:9; 143:4)
4. Cognitive/spiritual (13:2; 22:1; 42:11; 43:5; 55:2; 60:1, 3; 69:21-22; 77:3, 7-9; 88:5, 14)
5. Behavioral (39:12; 55:7-8; 77:4; 88:13; 126:5-6)

Dimensions of Grief covered in the Lament Psalms

1. The Psalms of lament provide a language for pain so that the reality of the loss and the pain from that loss can be addressed.

“Giving voice and language to the experience of suffering is precisely what happens in the form and words of the lament” (Brown & Miller, 2005).

“Elie Wiesel suggests that abuse, torture, and terror drive speech to silence. It is far easier to suppress the memory of such events or gag them in silence than to bring them to memory and speech with all the pain this entails” (Billman & Migliore, 1999).

“The deeper the sorrow the less tongue it has.” – The Talmud

2. The Psalms of lament validate and normalize the sadness, hurt, alienation, questions, doubts, anger, confusion, and bewilderment that accompany the grief process.

3. The Lament Psalms reduce the sense of isolation that grievers might feel as they realize they are in concert with a long line of sufferers.

In isolation, the power of pain grows more ominous and hurtful.


In early Israel, lamentation was often a community event. Family and friends of the grief-laden individual were expected to show support by participating in the rituals of lamentation with the mourner (e. g. Job 2:12-13). To fail to show solidarity in such a situation, or even worse to rejoice while a neighbor was grieving, was to declare oneself an enemy rather than a covenantal partner

(Lam. 1:2, 21) (Flesher, 2004). 

Flesher (2004) observes that Israelite priests were always prepared to assist the community when one brought adversities. She says that today’s church, conforming to the larger death-denying culture, seems to be a place where grief and mourning are somewhat hushed. She adds, “We are a culture which encourages individual therapy as a substitute for communal ritualistic expressions of grief.”


Reading and understanding the psalms of lament can inform individuals that they are not the first to feel abandoned by God.

Widows facing an evening alone, desperate man wondering if he will find employment, teen in despair may be surprised to find that the psalmist knows of such situations of dire pain so that one feels cut off from God as well as from friends.


Mackey (2004) adds that lament was ritualistic in Hebraic experience. Entire companies of the faithful would join the expressions of mourning when it appeared.

4. The Psalms of lament invite one to listen to the anguish of another without judgment or censure.


Reading and contemplating the lament psalms can attune our ears to hear the anger and despair and the loneliness and terror of others.


While one has no “solution” to the problem of evil and suffering, a large part of the care given to those who suffer consists in listening to the story of the one who suffers.


Wolterstorff (1987) describes the anguished questions of those who grieve and for the need for others to listen: “Death is awful, demonic. If you think your task as comforter is to tell me that really, all things considered, it’s not so bad, you do not sit with me in my grief but place yourself off in the distance away from me. Over there, you are of no help. What I need to hear from you is that you recognize how painful it is. I need to hear from you that you are with me in my desperation. To comfort me, you have to come close. Come sit beside me on my mourning bench.” (Lament for a Son, p. 34.)

5. The Psalms give a voice of hope in the midst of despair.


Brown & Miller (2005) assert that lament in the Bible is first of all a form of prayer. It arises “out of the reality of human existence; it assumes there is something beyond that reality that can transform human existence without destroying it.”


Black (2005) says that “the spine of lament is hope.” He insists this is not the empty optimism that “things will get better”, but the deep and irrepressible conviction that deliverance is at hand.


“Lamentation is a journey towards God, not a final destination”

(Balentine, 2004)

The Lament Corpus
One hundred fifty psalms comprise the Book of Psalms. In the Jewish Bible (the Tanakh), Psalms is the first book of the Kethuvim, or The Writings. In the Christian Bible, Psalms is part of the Old Testament, placed after the Book of Job and before the Prophets.

A conservative estimate places the number of psalms of lament at fifty-seven (57), approximately 38% of the Book of Psalms.

Scholarly convention divides the lament psalms into two general types: personal laments and communal laments.

Personal Laments 
(Laments of the Individual)
(43 psalms)
	3
	25
	42
	63
	102 
	

	5
	26
	43
	64
	109
	

	6
	27:7-14
	51
	69
	120
	

	7
	28
	54      
	70
	130
	

	9:13-20
	31
	55
	71
	140
	

	10
	35
	56
	77:1-12
	141
	

	13
	38
	57
	86
	142
	

	17
	39
	59
	88
	143
	

	22
	40:11-17
	61
	   
	   
	



Communal Laments
(Laments of the Community)
(14 psalms)
	12      
	60
	80
	90      
	126

	44
	74      
	83
	94
	137

	58
	79
	85      
	123
	   


Within the classification of laments, three sub-categories are often distinguished. They are: 

· Penitential psalms: 6, (32), 38, 51, 102, 143 

· Imprecatory (or cursing) psalms: 12, 35, 58, 59, 69, 70, 83, 109, 137, 140 

· Protestations of innocence: 17:3-5, (18:20-24), 26:1-6, (41:12), 44:17-22, 59:3c-4a 

(Psalms listed in parentheses -- viz., Pss. 32, 18, and 41 -- are really Individual Psalms of Thanksgiving but derive from a lament context.) 

Two other psalm types, Psalms of Thanksgiving and Psalms of Confidence, although not Lament Psalms in the formal sense, are important in any discussion of the literature of lament because they are generally believed to have derived from a lament context.

Psalms of Thanksgiving (17)
Psalms of Thanksgiving are believed to be a response to an answered lament. They are characterized (1) by their note of thanks to God for specific help already received, and (2) by their recollection of the lament situation, usually in terms of a description of the plight as well as of the cry to God for deliverance. Thanksgiving Psalms almost always recount the deliverance and conclude with a resounding thanks to God for hearing and answering the lament.

Individual Psalms of Thanks (12)
	9:1-12
	34
	92

	18
	40:1-11
	116

	30
	41
	118

	32
	66:13-20
	138






Communal Psalms of Thanks (5)
	65
	68

	66:1-12
	124

	67


	   


Psalms of Confidence (12)
Psalms of Confidence, sometimes designated Psalms of Trust, are also believed to derive from the context of lament. Oftentimes the plight of the lamenter is de-scribed and the petitions for help included, but the primary element of these psalms is the profound trust in God's ability to deliver the lamenter from the situation of distress. This element of trust is so pervasive that the affliction itself seems to recede into the background.

Individual Psalms of Confidence (9)
	4
	23
	91

	11      
	27:1-6
	121

	16
	62
	131


Communal Psalms of Confidence (3)
	115  
	125  
	129


Taken together, the psalms that derive from the experience or context of suffering -- Lament Psalms, Psalms of Thanksgiving, and Psalms of Confidence -- account for 86 of the 150 psalms preserved in the Book of Psalms -- approximately 57% of the entire corpus.
-------------------------------------------

Psalm 13
For the director of music. A psalm of David. 


COMPLAINT

 1 How long, O LORD ? Will you forget me forever? 
       How long will you hide your face from me? 


 2 How long must I wrestle with my thoughts 
       and every day have sorrow in my heart? 
       How long will my enemy triumph over me? 

PETITION

 3 Look on me and answer, O LORD my God. 
       Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep in death; 


 4 my enemy will say, "I have overcome him," 
       and my foes will rejoice when I fall. 


ASSURANCE/PRAISE


 5 But I trust in your unfailing love; 
       my heart rejoices in your salvation. 


 6 I will sing to the LORD, 
       for he has been good to me.

Psalm 28

Of David. 

PETITION/COMPLAINT


 1 To you I call, O LORD my Rock; 
       do not turn a deaf ear to me. 
       For if you remain silent, 
       I will be like those who have gone down to the pit. 

 2 Hear my cry for mercy 
       as I call to you for help, 
       as I lift up my hands 
       toward your Most Holy Place. 

 3 Do not drag me away with the wicked, 
       with those who do evil, 
       who speak cordially with their neighbors 
       but harbor malice in their hearts. 

 4 Repay them for their deeds 
       and for their evil work; 
       repay them for what their hands have done 
       and bring back upon them what they deserve. 

 5 Since they show no regard for the works of the LORD 
       and what his hands have done, 
       he will tear them down 
       and never build them up again. 
PRAISE

 6 Praise be to the LORD, 
       for he has heard my cry for mercy. 

 7 The LORD is my strength and my shield; 
       my heart trusts in him, and I am helped. 
       My heart leaps for joy 
       and I will give thanks to him in song. 

 8 The LORD is the strength of his people, 
       a fortress of salvation for his anointed one. 

 9 Save your people and bless your inheritance; 
       be their shepherd and carry them forever.

What are the KEYS to the Psalms of Lament?

1. They appeal to God’s NAME – His reputation (cf. Psalm 31:3; 5:11; 25:11; 54:1,6; 61:5,8; 63:4; 7; 74:7, 10, 18)

2. They appeal to God’s NATURE – His holiness and His compassion, especially as these qualities arise from His faithfulness in keeping His covenant promises to His people (hesed) (cf. Psalm 51:1; 57:10; 61:7; 71:22; 88:11; 90:13; 143:1; 30:9; 40:10; 89:1,2,5,8,14,49)

3. They are honest reflections of the Psalmist’s heart with the use sometimes of exaggerations, hyperbole and imagery to invoke feelings that plain words may not adequately express.
4. They are not fixated on just the lament, but are always accompanied by praise to God. Even when this is so hard to do, there is a place deeper than emotions that direct the heart of the Psalmist to still praise the LORD (cf. Psalm 42:5, 11; 43:5; 42:1-3; 73:25-26).
5. Every lament is an expression of worship, whether extolling God in His holiness and separation from what is common, mortal and temporary or appealing and complaining to God as the closest and dearest of companions.
Additional look: Psalm 42 in view of Korah’s Rebellion in Numbers 16. Consider, Charles Spurgeon’s insight on the writers of this Psalm:
That choice band of singers, the sons of Korah, are bidden to make this delightful Psalm one of their peculiars. They had been spared when their father and all his company, and all the children of his associates were swallowed up alive in their sin. Nu 27:11. They were the spared ones of sovereign grace. Preserved, we know not why, by the distinguishing favour of God, it may be surmised that after their remarkable election to mercy, they became so filled with gratitude that they addicted themselves to sacred music in order that their spared lives might be consecrated to the glory of God. At any rate, we who have been rescued as they were from going down into the pit, out of the mere good pleasure of Jehovah, can heartily join in this Psalm, and indeed in all the songs which show forth the praises of our God and the pantings of our hearts after him.
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