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THE REALITY OF DEATH AND THE FACT OF PRAYER: 
PSALM 88 

There say this is one of the most tragic songs in the Psalter but it is rather 
very realistic one in its approach to the most tragic fact of life, namely the 
death. Paradoxically the term "death/mwt" does not appear in the Psalm at all. 
Unique mode of speaking of death is just imagery developed in many features 
throughout the Song. However along with images of death there stand also 
a fact of prayer: it is not so much the content of prayer but simply its fact. 
Thus two elements constitute a structure of the Psalm: the imagery of death 
and the fact of prayer. 

I. GENRE AND COMPOSITION 

1. Genre 
Usually Ps 88 is seen as belonging to the larger group of the psalms 

qualified as individual supplication 1 and analyzed according to their 
form-critical structure established in a most discerning way by C. Wester­
mann 2

. He has distinguished the following principal components of the 
individual supplication 3

: 

A. Address to God or invocation of the divine name which tend to be 
intimate and personal 4 but in some places they may also contain a description 
of God as the helper and protector 5. 

B. Complaint or description of distress which bring about prayer. There 
may be many different situations like sickness, social isolation, oppression or 
inner sorrow and despair caused by sin which stand behind them. The psalmist 
intends here to turn his problem into a problem for Yahwe for it is he who is 
both able and responsible for doing something about it 6 . 

C. Petition, expressed often in bold imperatives which aims to obtain 
something from God. The suppliant asks Yahwe for attentive compassion or 
deliverance but he also insists on his rights and requests God for his 
protection 7

. 

D. Confession of trust in Yahwe which often attempts to give reasons for 
answering the prayer 8. 

E. Assurance of being heard which expresses the certainty that a prayer is now 
heard and then a situation of the psalmist is about to be changed 9 . 

F. Vow of praise which often comes at the end of the psalm and contains the 
suppliant's promise of praise and thanksgiving towards God 10

. 
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In the light of these structural components of t~~ individu~l supplicati~n 
Ps 88 exhibits some pecularities: it lacks any explicit expr~ss1on of trus~ in 
Yahwe though the invocation in. v. 2 and the long_ se~1es of r~etoncal 
questions in vv. 11-13 provide a certain kind of motivations t? give God 
reason to act; an assurance of being heard and a vow of pr~1se are also 
completely absent. There may be distinguished only ~ threefold introductory 
petition (vv. 2-3. l0bc. 14) and subsequent complaint (vv. 4-1~~- 11-_13. 
15-19) 11 . But even the petitions do not fit to the s!andard p_etit1on which 
requests something from God. The first one (vv. 2-3) 1s rather simple address 
to God with an introductory plea for hearing (cf. Ps 5, 23; 83,2) 12

• In two 
others (v. lObc and 14) the theme of prayer is repeated while in other psalms 
a petition usually expresses specific demands: for answer (Ps 13,4; 86,6; 142,7), 
deliverance (3,8; 9,20; 17,7; 28,3), Yahwe's protection etc. 1_

3
• The threefol? 

complaint which follows also betrays unusua~ character for its_ only theme 1t 
occupies with is death. It seems like obsession of the suppliant. . 

However the uniqueness of Ps 88 appears not only from structural point_ of 
view. Its distinctive character is shown even much more • by the_ specific 
occasion which stands out for the supplication. K. Seybold has established the 
criteria according to which he has distinguished a relatively small group of 
texts as psalms of sickness and healing 14

. In his opinion Ps 88 belongs to the 
group of few psalms with "certain reference to sickness" (besides Ps 88 yet 38 
and 41). To the group of those with "relative certainty" he regar~: also _t~e 
following psalms of sickness: 30; 39; 69; 102; 103; an? ls 38,9-20 . But it 1s 
difficult according to him to indicate a clearly recogmzable and fixed structure 
of psalms of sickness. It concerns especially Ps 88 and 38 1~- However he tried 
to distinguish some common features of the psalms of sickness. In most of 
them enemies or evildoers are explicitly mentioned but t~ere are no refe_renc~s 
to the wicked in Ps 88. Some of them contain penitential elements with sin 
against God as the dominant theme (cf. Ps 6; 32; 38; 51; 102) but in our Psalm 
we do not have any explicit confession of sin 17

. Along with description of 
suppliant's misery and need many psalms have quite clear references to the 
healing or being heard (cf. Ps 6,9f; 13,6; 30,3-6.8.12; 41,5ff.12; 69,1_4.l 7; 
102,18f; 103,1-3; Is 38,16f.19), yet again none of these features appears in Ps 
88 18 . It is not easy to say why these quite common features do not come out 
here. The motifs of the enemies and of sins seem to be taken over ~y t~e 
imagery of death which intends to present the whole situation of being in 
danger as the inner experience referred only to God. On the other hand the 
lack of assurance of being heard serves to strengthen the urgency of the 
petitions. So all these facts show that Ps 88 must be ~~alyzed in its own way 
according with its distinctive structure and compos1t1on. 

2. Composition 

It has been just said that Ps 88 shows no plainly ~e~og~i~able structure. 
However apart from threefold petition which seems to d1v1de 1t into three p:i,rts 
there are some linguistic and semantic factors which have to be taken into 
account when we analyze a composition of the Psalm. 
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The first factor regards the threefold appeal to God. Each request contains 
a time reference concerning the prayer. Yet it must be noticed that outside 
petitions the indication of time appears twice in the last section of the Psalm in 
vv. 16.18 expressing the duration of distress/sickness. 

The second factor is more complicated. It concerns a structure of images of 
death which seems to be based on some semantic centres 19

. The motif of 
grave 20 is the most impressive. It appears four times in vv. 5-6 in some 
different expressions: bwr "pit" (v.5a), qbr "grave" (v.6b), bmtym hpsy "a freed 
one among the dead" (v.6a), the experience of weakness conveyed by the v.5b 
also indicates a man already destined for the grave 21

. The same theme of 
grave is taken up again in vv. 11-13 making the parallel account. Each of six 
rhetorical questions refers somehow to the image of grave: "the dead" and "the 
shades" in v. 11 evokes motif of Sheol (v.4b); again "darkness" (v.13a), "the 
land of forgetfulness" (v.13b) and "the place of destruction" (v.12b) all these are 
the characteristics of the grave (v.12a) 22

. 

The next set of images of death seems to refer to the motif of waters. 
Although it is mentioned directly only in v.8b where the expression msbrym 
"breakes/surging waves" is used, however the phrase mslwt "the depths of sea" 
(v.7b) and bwr thtywt "the deepest pit" (v.7a) evoking an image of the cistern 
also belong to the same semantic field 23

. And again the motif of waters 
returns in the section vv. 17-18 where all images of death are compared to the 
mighty waters encompassed the suppliant 24

. 

The last motif symbolizing death we can find in vv.9, 10a repeated then 
with some changes in v.19. It denotes the social isolation and the completely 
seperation from the other people as the consequence of divine anger against 
the psalmist 25

. Thus the factors indicated above allow to see here three 
parallel sets of images of death conveyed through the motif of grave (vv.5-6 
and 11-13), of waters (vv.7-8 and 17-18) and of social isolation (vv.9.lOa 
and 19). Then the composition of the Psalm seems to consist in two parts: 
vv.4-lOa and 11-19, each one introduced by the introductory petition 
(vv.2-3 and lObc). Third petition in v.14 does not seem to introduce a new 
section. The Waw adversativum 26 at the begining of the sentence indicates its 
auxiliary function to strengthen motivations expressed by the series of 
rhetorical questions in previous passage. 

II. DEATH IMAGERY 

1. Motif of grave 

a) vv.5-6 
The motif of grave explicitly is expressed by the phrases bwr "pit" (v.5a) 

and qbr "grave" (v.6b). Though the concept of grave is not identical with that 
of Sheol 27 but both are strictly connected with each other. The pit (bwr) 
similar to the grave (qbr) may denote the entrance into the underworld and as 
such may be used for the whole realm of the dead (cf. Ps 28,1; 143,7 and 
44,23) 28 . The image in v.5a "I am reconed among those who go down into the 
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pit" may have the meaning of census list of Sheol's citizens just suggeste~. by 
M. Dahood 29 . It is then taken up by the expression based on the opposition 
between 'yn 'yl and gbr in v.5b. The whole phrase "I am like a man who has no 
strength" again denote the extremity of po~erlessness _and weaknes~ as the 
experience of being placed into the grave; its destructive power bnngs the 
psalmist's life to the state of death (cf. Job 14,lOf.13.14) 30

• In v.6a bmtym 
"among the dead" seems to be used the par~llel to th~ q~r "gr_ave" in v. 6b and 
to indicate a place rather than its inhabitants as it 1s pomted out by M. 
Dahood (cf. Job 33, 22) 31 . In the textual problem of the t7rm hpsy "fr~e" 
I follow F. Delitzsch in retaining the reading as it is and acceptmg the m7anmg 
"one set free among the dead" 32 . On the basis of the use of the word m Job 
3,19 (cf. vv17.18) and Koh 9,5 A.A. Anderson maintains the !erm may be used 
slightly ironically: "to be free among the dead 1!1eans !o be hberate_d, no~. only 
from pain and trouble, but also from all that 1s precious and desirable and 
thus to be completely separated from the living (cf. Ps 31,13; 143,3; Lam 
3,6) 33 . The use of term qbr "grave" in v.6b 34 is mo~ified by the J:?hrase hllym 
"the sla1n" giving the whole expression a connotation of a hornble state of 
being buried not as usually in the family tomb (cf. Gn 49?29-32; 2 Sm 21,14 
etc.) but in a mass grave like the fallen in the battle - an image para~lel to the 
Ez 32 17-32 35 which illustrates the nether world as. a huge necropolis, a place 
ofpe;manent uncleanness 36 . The image is t~en ~eveloped in two nex! formula 
(v.6c.d) in which the terrible fate of the buned m a ~ommon grave is ref7red 
directly to God's non-intervention 37

. In both quite unusual exp~ess10ns 
(1' zkrtm ·wd and mydk ngzrw) the state of being separated fr~m the hvmg and 
contaminated with the dead is viewed now as a total separation from ~od. ~t 
means that they are excluded from the worship ofYahwe and stand outside his 
deeds performed in the history (cf. Ps 3_1,23; Lam 3,54; Is ~3,8) 

38
-

This thought is obviously taken up agam by a parallel set ~f_1mages we find 
in vv.11-13. Each one presents a different aspects of the cond1t1on of the dead 
(v.11) destined for dwelling in the grave (v.12a): the term rp'ym "shades" stands 
in parallel to "the dead" and both may designate the dead as a massed 
community dwelling in the nether world (cf. Is 26,14) 39

; sil~n~ (v.12) is t?e 
characteristic of the realm of death (as praise is the charactenstic mode of life 
cf. Ps 6,6; 30,10; 115,17; Is 38,18f)40

; 'bdwn <place of) destruction (v.12b) 
which may either reflect the idea of the fate of a man after death or the 
observation of decay of the corpse in the grave 41

; hsk "darkness" (v.13a) and 
'rs nsyh "the land of forgetfulness" (v.13b) also qualify the resting-place of the 
dead (cf. Job 10,21: 'rs hsk wslmwt "the land of darkness and the shadow of 
death) for its inhabitants are soon forgotten (cf. Ps 31,13; cf. Koh 9,5; 9~10). As 
we have seen above these two passages (vv.5-6 and 11-13) employmg the 
motif of grave and then developing it from different point of view prese?t the 
state of death as the place (grave, pit) where a person not only expen~n~es 
extreme diminuition of life being completely seperated from the world of hvmg 
but it is also a condition in which a man is definitively cut off from God and 
his saving activity and placed in the sphere of total silence, darkness, 
forgetfulness and destruction. 
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2. Motif of waters 

a) vv.7-8 
In this section motif of waters is introduced by the phrase bwr thtywt "the 

lowest pit". The bwr may denote the grave (cf. v.5) but its association with 
thtywt ("the depths") in our expression suggests its original connotation as 
"the cistern" which according with its purpose is designed in such a way that 
rain water flows into it and remains there. Thus sinking into the masses of 
water and mire makes the cistern symbol of the floods of Chaos 42

. The 
concept of the nether world - state of death - as watery abyss is evoked by 
another term we find in v.7: mslwt "the ocean's deep" always is used in the 
sense of submarine dephts (cf. Ex 15,5; Jon 2,4; Ps 69,3; 107,24) in which the 
darkness (mhskym) is their constitutive element (cf. Lam 3,6; Ps 143,3) 43

. The 
notion of drowning is developed in v.8 where the use of the term msbr 
"breakers" 44 refers explicitly to the waves of the great sea (cf. Jon 24,; Ps 42,8) 
but it can be also viewed as an allusion to the waters or ocean of the 
underworld 45

. The expression "your wrath have weighed upon me" in v.8a 
seems not to fit into the motif of waters. The notion hmh often combined with 
the term's "fire" is usually employed to express "anger". It is frequently 
predicated with the verb spk "to pour out" like water but in our case hmh 
forms an unusual phrase being connected with the verb smk which in other 
places appears in the construction "to lay hand upon" 46

. Having taken into 
account the parallel expression in v.8b we may conclude that the picture of 
Yahwe's wrath weighing upon the psalmist even strengthens the whole image 
of drowning and being submerged by the waves 47

. 

b) vv.17-18 
The section is constructed on the basis of comparison between the images 

od "anger" and "terrors" in v.17 and the motif of great waters in v.18 which 
from the semantic point of view seems to prevail here. Although the term hrwn 
employed in v.l 7a in its intensive form 48 conveys the meaning of God's 
burning anger yet the use of the verb cbr </y "to pass over me" modifies the 
imagery and shifts it to the picture of a fluid and thus evokes once more the 
theme of waters 49

. 

The second image used in v. 17b is quite unique in the Psalter due to the 
rare terms of which it is composed. The notion of "terrors" (b'wtym) occurs yet 
only in Job 6,4 in similar phrase 50 but our expression employing the intensive 
form of the verb smt "to silence" 51 makes the metaphor even more impressive. 
According to the use of the verb in Lam 3,53 the notion of being reduced to 
the silence denotes another condition of death experienced as the sinking into 
the cistern 52

. In v.18 God's wrath is now explicitly portrayed as waters 
engulfing the psalmist. The picture of mym predicated with the sbb may include 
a reference to the primeval chaotic floods as it is depicted in Jon 2,6. Another 
verb hqyp (hif.) used in the second line of the verse denotes a confinement that 
is closer than sbb 53 (cf. Lam 3,5; Job 19,6; Ps 22,17). Thus God's wrath 
becomes every destroying and overthrowing floods which seek to drown the 
suppliant and to enclose him in the masses of water 54

. 
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In this way a function of the motif of waters in the imagery of death seems 
to be quite clear. It intends to present the death as the most aggressive and . 
hostile force which swallows up all life in the primordial destruction of the 
chaotic floods. The power of death manifests itself not only in the weakness or 
sickness but also in the epitome of terror focused on the single human life to 
destroy it 55

. 

3. Motif of social isolation 

a) vv. 9.l0a.19 
The last set of images provides a picture of social isolation which can be 

viewed as the lack of solidarity of the psalmist with his community 56
• Just the 

first line of v.9 betrays a sense of total alienation the suppliant experiences. The 
term myd'y in all its five occurrences (apart from Ps 88,9) is accompanied by 
other words coming from the same semantic field: nobles, priests, neighbour, 
companion, brother etc. 57 . In this way it evokes the whole social environme~t 
in which a man lives (cf. especially Job 19,13t). It may suggest that the psalmist 
feels not only to be forsaken by all his familiar friends 58 but also t_o be 
excluded from society and worship community 59

. The latter possibility is just 
supported by the second line of the verse where we find the term tw'bwt 
"abomination" which occurs most frequently in the cultic context 60

• Then the 
suppliant's social isolation can be considered also as the cultic separation 
because the dead remain completely outside the cultic sphere of Yahwe 

61
• So 

it is not surprising that the next image (v.9c) describes the situation of the 
psalmist as a confinement from which there is no escape 62

• The p~r~se 
"Imprisoned and I cannot go out", though quite unusual has some stnkmg 
parallels in Jr 32, 2.3; 37,15.18 but especially in Lam 3,7 where expression wl' 
's' is literally repeated. According to M. Dahood 63 it can be allusion to the 
Sheol or grave (as it is suggested by O.Keel 64

) as a prison (cf. Job 12,14). Thus 
the image of the suppliant whose "eye grows dim from affiiction" because he is 
banished to the depths as to a prison and cannot escape makes a strong 
impression. The word play on 'ny (my eye) and 'ny (affiiction or sorrow) evokes 
the pun in Lam 1,16: "my eyes overflow with tears" which is used in similar 
context (cf. the next line of the verse 16: "No-one is near to comfort me, no-one 
to restore my spirit"; and also Dt 28,65: "The Lord will give you eyes weary 
with longing and a despairing heart") 65 . So the expression may suggest not so 
much the gradual loss of sight but rather the emotional exhaustion with an 
element of despair 66 . As the context makes it clear the physical fatique also 
can well be included 67

. 

Verse 19 again evokes the state of separation from the social environment 
however now in much more intimate terminology ('hb "lover", r' "neighbour", 
cf. the same terms used in Lam 1,2: "Among all her lovers there is none to 
comfort her; all her friends have betrayed her"). In this w~y the contrast W?,ic~ 
results in the second line of the verse ("My only companions are darkness ) is 
extremely powerful (cf. Job 17, 14). So the psalmist's social isolation and state 
of being forsaken by all is then complete 68

• 
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III. DYNAMIC STRUCTURE 69 

From the analysis performed above there may draw conclusion that the 
death imagery dominates the composition of the Psalm dividing it into two 
parallel parts. But on the other hand we have already observed that just on the 
level of the me!aphors of death there is gradual progression in the developing 
of each set of images. The formal marks of the stages which a drama of the 
psalmist passes through seems to be signalled by threefold petition of which 
!he third one functions as the transition from the set of the rhetorical questions 
~n vv. 11-13 to the next one in v.15. The constitutive position of the petitions 
is confirmed also by what has been pointed out by W. Brueggemann 70 that by 
Westermann 71 established movement from petition to praise has an impor­
tant exception just in Ps 88 which does not end with any kind of praise. Then 
it seems to be quite clear that the first and the second petition introduce a new 
stage of the psalmist's drama. However the last sections of the distinguished 
parts, vv. 9.10a and 19ab also form a certain kind of similarity. Both denote 
a passage from social separation and confinement to obscurity and darkness. 
The metaphor of an eye growing dim - the last phrase in the first part 
- makes an especially strong allusion to "the darkness" - the last word in 
the second part 72

. 

1. First part: vv.2-JOa 

a) petition vv. 2-3 

The Psalm opens with an urgent appeal to Yahwe which contains 
a particular concentration of the prayer terminology. Although it may be quite 
conventional in the Psalter but here because of the lack of the other structural 
elements it may be relevant. Three nous describe the act of praying: s'qty "my 
crying out" 73

, tplty "my prayer" and rnty "my cry". Thus connected with time 
reference "by day and at night" (cf. Ps 22,3; 86,3) the language suggests the act 
of praying has to be the suppliant's long experience. It is like the meditation on 
the law (twrh) mentioned in Ps 1,2 but here the object of prayer is different. 
The threefold allusion to prayer makes then a strong impression how much 
the psalmist insists on the fact of his appealing (cf. Lam 2,18) 74

. However the 
same must be said of a way in which he addresses God. The invocation "O 
Lord, God of my salvation" 75 implies that the suppliant has a strong 
experience of previous saving deeds of God. It is a kind of a confidence which 
suggests that the psalmist knows God as the One who has acted on his behalf 
in his own personal history 76

. It cannot be only conventional invocation: the 
images of death that follow are just contrasted by this title. Thus the very fact 
of prayer results from the certainty that Yahwe is the God who has previously 
deliver;f the psalmist _and who is_ able to d? so again (cf. Ps 62,2; 89,27; 
140,8) . Then the entire Psalm with all the 1mages of death even the most 
despairing and hopeless must be seen in the light of this assurance of God's 
saving activity. Just the first term "my crying out" in v.2 introduces the act of 
prayer. Then the next steps of appealing follow: tplty "my prayer" seeks the 
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way to God and rnty "my cry" asks for God's turning ear 78 . Although 
throughout the Psalm God is silent and gives no answer the structure of 
invocation in vv.2-3 does not suggest that the suppliant is speaking to the 
empty sky. The petition is expressed in such personal language which results 
rather in more intense address 79

. 

b) motivation v.4 

As the consequence of God's silence the mere invocation of the suppliant 
turns now into the language of motivation which attempts to give reasons for 
Yahwe to answer the prayer. One of most frequent reasons giving for 
answering the prayer is the confession of trust of the worshiper that is 
explicitly not expressed here. Instead the psalmist seeks to give reason for 
God's intervention describing the situation in which he finds himself 8°. In the 
easily recognizable chiastic construction 81 the psalmist draws God's attention 
on his desperate position. The whole line tends then to present the suppliant's 
situation as the state of being near death. Ch. Barth has suggested that the 
experience of the condition of death is here only a partial and limited one and 
the one in distress never identifies himself directly as being "in death" itself 82

. 

However he acknowledges also that "in the thinking of the ancient oriental 
people even this nearness of death counts as real experience of death; Only in 
a limited extent, perhaps only at one point the one in distress comes into 
contact with reality of death but just that suffices for him to experience the 
entire reality of death" 83

. That is the case of our Psalm. The sufferings with 
which the suppliant is satiated obtain the quality of reality of death. 

The concept of Sheol to which the psalmist refers his desperate situation 
introduces at the same time the entire imagery of death. As the reality connected 
with all graves Sheol reveals common characteristics constituting the nature of 
the grave 84

. Consequently the next section begings with the motif of grave. 
We have already distinguished three motifs that govern the entire imagery 

of death. Now we must ask for what function each one performs in the whole 
sequence. Following the suggestion by C.C. Broyles85 we may see the logical 
progression of the motifs in the passage from the mere description of distress 
or situation in which the psalmist finds himself to the interpretation of distress 
in which he tries to identify the cause or the agent of his situation. 

c) description of distress vv.5-6 

Just in the first image that of "going down to the pit" the suppliant sees his 
situation diametrically changed. The nearness of death (v.4) is now experienced 
as the displacement 86 into the real state of death which results in the 
extremity of weakness. Then verse 6 comes with three metaphors and a fourth 
climactic line, uttered in one breath: "dead ... grave ... remember no more ... cut 
off' 87

. All images describe the situation of the psalmist as the more and more 
desperate one culminating in the state of being totally cut off from God's 
presence and his saving acts. Thus motif of grave functions here to present the 
situation of the psalmist as the state which belongs no longer to the realm of 
the living but to that of the dead. 

I' 
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d) interpretation of distress vv.7-lOa 
Once more in verses 7-lOa the entire picture is changed. Not only does 

death come but it is Yahwe who has caused it. It is just very function of the 
motif of waters to describe the suppliant's distress in the categories of God's 
wrath expressed by the powerful images of the chaotic floods which seeks to 
destroy him. God seems to act like psalmist's only enemy for there is no 
mention of others besides him. Then the suppliant tries to make God the One 
who is exclusively responsible for all sufferings to which he is submitted. 
However the anger of Yahwe he has experienced effects also his social position. 
The dislocation from the familiar relationships and from the worshiping 
community completes in the situation from which there is no escape. But the 
language through which the psalmist attributes to God the very cause of his 
desperate state expresses at the same time his community with God. It appears 
as the unique means of communication which enables him to go beyond 
himself and his unbearable sufferings. Therefore once again there may hear his 
cry directed to God. 

2. Second part: vv.lObc-19 

a) petition v.lObc 

It must be surprising to find no request for God's intervention, only 
a statement of the fact of praying expressed now in the more dramatic way. 
The gesture of lifting up or spreading out the hands/palms of the hands which 
accompanies the prayer is not frequent (cf. Ps 28,2; 44,21; 63,5; 77,2 etc. and 
also Lam 1,17; 2,19; 3,41). As the consequence of previous description the 
place where the psalmist pictures himself must be the depths of the pit in which 
imprisoned and enclosed he calls to God every day. In this light the gesture of 
spreading out the hands becomes a sign of the extreme urgency of his prayer 
(cf. Lam 3,55 and especially Sir 51,9; "And I sent up my voice from the City 
(Sheol), and my cry from the gates of Sheol", translation M. Dahood) 88

. 

b) motivation and description of distress vv.11-14 

We may just observe that from verse 11 on the structure of the second part 
of the Psalin is more complicated. There is no clear distinction between 
motivation and description of distress. The one stands along with the other. 
They are combined together in a set of six rhetorical questions which ask 
about Yahwe's capacity to work his sovereign way in death 89

. On the one 
hand we have the succession of nouns describing the realm of the dead in such 
a way that they intensify this sense of horror: "dead ... shades ... grave ... place of 
destruction ... darkness ... land of forgetfulness". That is the situation which the 
psalmist refers to himself 90

. On the other hand we have six corresponding 
words that characterize Yahwe's usual action: "wonders ... praise ... steadfast 
love ... faithfulness ... wonders ... righteous deeds". The pattern of two sets of 
words shows the incongruity between the state or condition where the 
suppliant pictures himself and what God is used to do in the history. The latter 
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set, especially the words like hsd "steadfast love", 'mwnh "faithfulness" a_nd 
sdqh "righteousness" evoke the concept of God's covenant loyalty which 
results in the experience of intimate fellowship with Yahwe 91

• The en_ti~e 
section serves then to underscore once more the urgency of the psalmist s 
appeal through which he suggests that God can still do his life-giving "'.'ork 

92
• 

That is the one reason why the third petition follows. The second one is there 
is still no answer and despite all motivations the suppliant presents God 
remains silent. With w'ny "But I" he contrasts himself with the dead who are 
seperated from God's saving activity. Though un~ergoing the realit~ of death 
he is still able to pray and call to God 93

. The time reference apphed to the 
petitions throughout the Psalm reaches here is climactic point: "by day and at 
night" ... "every day" ... "in the morning" since it is at dawn that God co~es to 
the aid of the suppliant (cf. Ps 46,6; 90,14; 143,8; for the mornmg as 
a conventional and opportune time for prayer see Ps 57,9; 119,147) 

94
• 

Together with his temporal indication of prayer all psalmist's expecta~ions and 
hopes of God's help also gain their culmination h~re. How~ver his urge~t 
appeal remains without answer. Hence another rhetoncal qu~stion follows t~1s 
time directly addressed to God: "Why, 0 Lord, do you reJect me and hide 
your face from me?" 

c) interpretation of distress vv.15-19 
This twofold question seems to perform particular function in the 

interpretation of distress. Up to now the psalmist has searched out the cause ~f 
his desperate situation, at the moment he moves to look for a reason of God s 
silence and his absence (cf. Ps 22,2; 74,1) 95

. In two parallel lines the "Why?" of 
God's rejection (cf. Ps 43,2; 60,3; 74,1; 77,8ff; 89,39) is echoed by the "Why?" of 
God's hidden face (cf. Ps 13,2; 27,9; 44,24; 69,18; 89,41.47; 102,3; 143,7). 
Arriving until this point the psalmist concludes that the terrors and horrors of 
death he suffers are thus from Yahwe 96

. Then God's action against the 
psalmist contrasts with his position of afflicted man <ny v.16. The te1:111 <ny 

97 

plays a special role. This is only one instance where <ny concludes his cry on 
a note of complaint and does not move on to join the <nwym in praise 

98
• 

Though <ny must be translated here in the sense of afflicted one it still ~eeps 
a judicial quality of the poor. Thus the psalmist can be seen ~s th_e afflicted 
man who cries for help from within an imagined law-court situation where 
God is at one and the same time both judge and counsellor for the defence 

99
• 

Thus using the term <ny the suppliant pictures his situation as the state of 
helplessness and presents himself as the one who is not ~bl~ to defe~d _himself 
against the hostile forces which attack him. Therefore he msists on his nghts of 
<ny "afflicted one" since Yahwe is the only s~urce o~ help_ 100

• _Then_t?e phrase 
which follows "I am at the point of death" aims to identify his position of the 
<ny as of the one who from his youth has been affiic~ed and_ cl?s~ to deat_h and 
therefore needs God's special protection. He contmues his msistency m the 
second line of the verse, describing the situation in which he finds himself as 
the state of being utterly helpless 101

• 
But God gives no answer. In the next two verses the motif of waters returns 
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again, at the moment with significant addition: the reference of time "all day 
long". Thus the psalmist's state of despair and helplessness contrasts with 
outpourings of God's wrath and terrors viewed in the temporal dimension of 
all day long duration. Then the motif of social seperation results and 
completes his total abandonment. Now there is only darkness. 

CONCLUSION 

The last word of the Psalm is darkness. There are no answers, no 
arguments, no explanation. Nothing is resolved. All things deny life but there 
is still possibility to speak to God, even if he is the one who seems to be the 
only cause of all suppliant's afflictions. In the bottom of the Pit, encompassed 
with destructive forces of death the psalmist is still able to address God. This is 
the very paradox of his faith. Even in the total abandonment he is still 
speaking to God: "my only companion is darkness". 

In this regard Psalm 88 betrays some striking similarities with the Book of 
Job. However at the end Job received an answer from God. That is not the 
case here. The last word of the Psalm is but darkness and no answer is given. 
Therefore the experience of the suppliant described in Psalm 88 shows more 
affinities with the fate of Jesus 102

. Jesus' death was also accompanied by his 
prayer without hearing (cf. Mk 14,32-42). In the last days of his life he had to 
face the reality of death completely forsaken by God and his last cry to heaven 
also receives no answer (cf. Mk 15,34). Then the suppliant of Ps 88 seems to 
stand between Job and Jesus. He teaches us to speak of all of life also of its 
most dark side - death and to address this speech always to God. At the same 
time he warns of cheap talk of resolution which even God does not want to 
give. What remains is the community with Jesus in his total abandonment by 
God. 
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The aim for the present study is to find out the fundamental 

zones in Hindi lexics. The zones are gramm~tical and basic. More 

details on the zones will be given below. 

A statistical investigation of linguistic data can be used as 

an ihstrument of objective analysis. It would be profitable to re­

maind as motto the Herdan's statement: "Literary statistics should 

be treated in such a way as to make it a branch of linguistics ra­

ther, than just another application of conventional statistics" 1 . 

The data collected and tested with this instrument can be of mul­

tipurpose use. 

The main purpose is a didactic one. The basic type dictionary 

could be useful especially for learners of the language, bcth be­

ginners and advanced students. Another purpose is to contrast the 

statistical method and its results, that is the zones of lexics, 

with previous worke of "basic Hindi" type 2 

The results are important for scientific reason, either. Sta­

tistics gives data for description of language grammatical stru­

cture. Statistical investigation of the main styles can be a start­

ing point for the stylometrical analysis, the question of author­

ship, etc.· Such didactic use as primers, grammars, exercises can­

not be omitted. 

Previous investigation 

Only two works can be cited here as far as Hindi language area 

is concerned. The first is Phonemic and Morphemic Frequencies in 
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