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Abstract

The general thesis of this study is that thereispecific form-critical genre or discourse
type into which all the Hebrew alphabetic acroshics“Alphabetical thinking” manifests itself
differently in each poem, but there is no discodies¢ure common to all the acrostics except that
they are acrostics.

The only common feature seems to be the more frequse of thejatal form over the
yigtol form. Acrostics were intended for the viewinggsare of the reader and not for the ear or
as an aid to memory. There is no “acrostic voaatylilor “acrostic grammar.” The alphabetic
feature indicates completeness, which may explearpteference for the so-called perfect verbal
form. Conversely, the prevalence of tieal in the acrostic poems could support the
understanding of the completed aspect of the perfec



1. INTRODUCTION

The alphabetic acrostic is a sub-genre of poetwhith successive letters of the
alphabet are the main feature of succeeding phrkses or paragraphs—usually the first letter
of the first word. There are more than a dozem guoems in the Hebrew canon, including at
least eight in the Psalter, four in Lamentatiomsl ane each in Nahum and Proverbs. It is
difficult to say exactly how many alphabetic acrcsthere are in the Bible, since the “messier”
examples leave the modern reader wondering justibosely the alphabetic pattern was
applied. Some poems strictly adhere to the alghalieereas others leave out letters, do not
consistently use “correct” letters at the beginrohgjnes, or are incomplete.

1.1 Inquiry

The purpose of this study is to explore whethereh® such a notion as “alphabetical
thinking,” i.e., any discourse and semantic featuhat are common and expected in alphabetical
acrostics- The relationship between the horizontal and vatplacement of key woriin the
poem will be explored—that is, the placement ofkbg word in its poetic line and in its
sequence within the poem. Another section wiltdss the use of other “alphabeticizing”
techniques, including the embedding of certairetstand phrases. Third, the different verb
types will be analyzed and initial conclusions pei Fourth, two poems will be analyzed and
compared as case studies. Finally, conclusioneitirawn and topics for further study will be
presented.

1.2 Thesis

The general thesis of this study is that thereispecific form-critical genre or discourse
type into which all the Hebrew alphabetic acroshics“Alphabetical thinking” manifests itself
differently in each poem, but there is no discodies¢ure common to all the acrostics except that
they are acrostics.

The only common feature seems to be the more frequse of thejatal form over the
yigtol form. Acrostics were intended for the viewinggsare of the reader and not for the ear or
as an aid to memory. There is no “acrostic voaatylilor “acrostic grammar.” The alphabetic
feature indicates completeness, which may explearpteference for the so-called perfect verbal
form. Conversely, the prevalence of tieal in the acrostic poems could support the
understanding of the completed aspect of the perfec

2. PREVIOUS STUDIES

2.1 Hebrew Poems

! Anthony Ceresko, “Endings and Beginnings: AlphitaetThinking and the Shaping of Psalms 106 and
150,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly68 (2006): 32-46. Patrick Shekan was the firside the term “alphabetical
thinking.” Cf. Patrick W. Skehargtudies in Israelite Poetry and Wisdd@BQMS 1; Washington, DC: Catholic
Biblical Association, 1971) 75.

2 In this paper the term key word will be appliedhie word in a poetic line that links the line ket
acrostic. Most often the key word will be the fivgord, but this is not always the case.



The acrostic poems have long been the subjectro€plar study. Different theories
have been posited to explain the purpose and mgaiithhe acrostic form.

According to theMidrash Lamentations Rabbatihe biblical book was written in
acrostics to aid memory, and to represent compsgin

Gottwald argued that the acrostics of Lamentatgsrsed two purposes. First, the
completeness of the alphabet, which is used td epety word in the range of human ideas and
emotions, expresses the completeness of griefonflethe alphabetical lines served as an aid to
memory. Gottwald acknowledged that four acrostitsn using similar key words would have
been confusing to remember. He speculated thagdbms were composed separately as
acrostics to aid memory, and then brought togd#ter.

Gottwald categorized the poetry of Lamentationsiglihe lines of those Gunkel found in
the Psalter. Gottwald saw the poem aeighenlied(funeral song), such as used in 2 Samuel
1:17-27, adapted for the death of a nation. “Bb#hfuneral song and individual lament as
formal types are employed here and there, but awathe communal sense. Type and imagery
are, therefore, subservient to situation and iftart He was skeptical about attempts to
impose categories on each poem or section, ormdwde that there were many sources and
redactions. The diversity of style heightens tfiect of the poetry: “Owing to the great crisis,
there is a shattering of the normal or ‘typicakrfe of speech and they are mixed in order to
gain maximum effect™

Watson affirms two key characteristics of alphabatirostics. First, he speculates that
acrostics were designed to appeal more to thehayeto the ear. Second, he observes that the
structure itself is “highly artificiaf. The neater, more structured acrostics displagri@io skill
in writing within a structure. These are contrdstgth those “occasional deviations from the
standard alphabetic sequence,” which Watson spesudae evidence of “the poet’s creative
talent overriding his self-imposed limit.”

Watson attributes two main purposes to the acrémtin® First, it is literary artifice
designed to display the skill of the composer oibgc The ability to write was rare and highly
prized, and scribes delighted in displays of pershgmand composition. Second, it symbolizes
completeness and wholeness. This is evidenceleoyde of the full alphabet and multiples of
22, and increased frequency of the words “all” dodever” and phrases such as “for all
generations™ Watson argues convincingly against the ideattteste poems were mnemonics,
citing messy and incomplete acrostics such as Nah@r0 as evidenc?.

3 Elie Assis, “The Alphabetic Acrostic in the Booklamentations, CBQ 69 (2007): 712.

* Norman K. GottwaldStudies in the Book of Lamentatiqhsndon: SCM Press, 1954), 37

® Gottwald,Lamentations39. “As in thought, so in literary type, this gher provides the closest Hebrew
prototype for the Suffering Servant Song of 1Isal3253:12. The fusing of types cannot be chargguetantry but
must be attributed to emotional, and even ecstatiensity” (42).

® wilfred G.E. WatsonClassical Hebrew Poetry: A Guide to Its Technig(@seffield, England: JSOT
Press, 1984), 191.

" Watson Classical Hebrew Poetryi,98.

8 Watson Classical Hebrew Poetry,98-99.

° Between the acrostic poems and all the non-acrBstlms, the differences in frequency of the word

a5 and the phrasg™1 ™17 (0r71'15 17) is negligible. However‘?D occurs 110 times out of 4926

lemmas in acrostic verses (2.23%) but only 280giogt of 22409 lemmas in non-acrostic verses (1)25%
9 WatsonClassical Hebrew Poetryl,92.



Sweet gives an example of a “terminal acrosticyvimch the final letters of each line
spell a word or phrase. While none of his findirsgan alphabetic acrostic, he emphasizes that
the acrostic feature is intended to appeal to yeerather than to the e&r.

Concerning Psalm 145, J. Phillips speculates tlemtbmpleteness of the alphabet
symbolizes a reversal of the confusion of languagy&enesis 11

L. Alonso Schokel does not attribute much signifimato the “artificial alphabetical
composition.” In his view the alphabetical feataezves only source criticism as an indication
of unified composition. He argues that alphabetjza poem was rather simple and “did not help
the internal unity and coherence of the poéfHe even asserts that excessive attention paid to
the alphabetical feature of certain poems distriota other structural studi€.

2.2 Other ANE Poems

Watson notes that acrostic poems occur in Akkadieugh none has been found in
Hebrew’s closest cognate language, Ugatiidhe “Babylonian Theodicy” is a 27-stanza
acrostic, with each stanza composed of 11 alliterdines. The 27 letters spell out a phrase
meaning, “I, Saggil-kinam-ubbib the incantationesti am adorant of god and kin."No such
non-alphabetic acrostics have been found in Bibkizbrew.

1 R.F.G. Sweet, “A Pair of Double Acrostics in Akkai,” Orientalia 38 (1969), 459-460. The use of the
acrostic in Lamentations has been somewhat pengexteikens, recognizing the aesthetic value efallphabetic
acrostic, wonders whether such weighty subjectenatt that found in Lamentations “lends itselfsthetic [sic]
embellishments” (Henk Heikens, “The Alphabet in lemtations: a ‘Dagmaat’ contribution,” translatedJow.
Dyk, in Give Ear to My Words: Psalms and Other Poetry id &nound the Hebrew Bibld. Dyk, ed., 189-196.
Amsterdam: Societas Hebraica Amstelodamensis, 1996)

12 John PhillipsExploring Psalms: Volume Twi&Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 1988), 64%ie
alphabetical arrangement suggests that the comfu$imnguage which began at Babel will be reverskdn all
people learn to praise the Lord, when all unitenind and purpose around the throne of the LordsJesu

13 Luis Alonso Schokela Manual of Hebrew Poetiqg®kome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1988): 191.

14 Alonso SchokelA Manual of Hebrew Poetic490-91. InTreinta Salmos: Poesia y OracigMadrid:
Ediciones Cristiandad, 1986), Alonso Schokel arghasthe alphabetic structure of Psalm 37 is ampartant
artificial feature: “La composicién alfabética no suele prestar al desarrollo riguroso....El acrésditabético no
es planta ideal para una clara y hermosa arquitecfero puede darse otro tipoedéructurao de organizacion,
digna de contemplarse o de descubrirse” (409)h&"dlphabetic composition does not usually renderous
development..The alphabetic acrostic is not an ideal basel&arand beautiful artifice. But it lends itsedf t
another type of structure or organization worthgafisideration and discovery.”) For Alonso Schikehlm 37 is

structured around the five-fold repetitions of fiease]” IR W™ and the word1 23 (409-10), as well as the

fifteen occurrences of the Divine Name (412-13)hé sapiential style manifests itself in its deginesimple
antitheses, in alternating statements and adviitk,fiequent motivations of “because,” in appeatiperience;
many of the verses are no surprise to one who ajgpes the book of Proverbs, and someone coulctaedhimself
to finding close parallels” (409).

15 Watson, “Quasi-acrostics in Ugaritic poetrigjarit-Forschungerl2 (1980): 445-447. Watson remarks

that, while alphabetic acrostic has not been fooftén consecutive cola will begin with the santéle He
postulates that this fact can assist in the recoctibn of missing words or letters, or to help knstanzas. He gives
examples of instances in which the poet passedaware logical word in favor of an alliterativeeonHe writes,
“It is probable that the quasi-acrostic, which &sically an extension of initial alliteration, wasginally just a by-
product of pervasive parallelism and that it waly omade overt when the oral poetry of ancient tinves
committed to writing” (447).

8 Watson Classical Hebrew Poetryl,91-92.



3. ALPHABETICAL FEATURES

3.1 Vocabulary

Because certain letters of the alphabet are fratyuesed prefixesx M 1 2 5 1) or

preformatives® 7 Y 1 1 D), itis conceivable that key words beginning wvilibse letters

could have a common function within acrostic poems.
Certain words are used in the same key positiogs\weral different poems; for example,

-2 (13 times), ¥ (exclusively),727 (10 times) an@iY (13 times). However, it remains difficult

to demonstrate the presence of an establishedti@crosabulary stock—words that the hearer
of the poem would expect in such a poem. Thisastrikely the simple result of fewer lexical
choices for a given letter.

The poets frequently use the preformatives of tygerfect (or jussive/cohortative)

verbal form and thaiphal andhiphil stems to fit verbs into key-word spots. Halftoé 227

lines begin withhiphil forms, including 7 of 8 in Psalm 119. 14 of*2ihes and 12 of 22
lines begin with imperfects (or jussives/cohortasiy Overall, out of 108 key words for the
letters® 7 * 3 N (Pss. 9-10 and 145 omit thdéine), 45 fit the acrostic by the use of a

preformative rather than with a root lettér.
It is also worth noting that those lexical formattiare also names of letters of the
alphabet occur somewhat more frequently in thesdicrpoems than in the non-acrostic

psalms'® These words are occasionally used as key woeadticplarly the word§y (seven
times) and12 (four times).

3.2 Alphabetical Order

The poems in Lamentations 2-4 and Psalms 9-10se\hbe traditional order of the
letters2 and). There are several explanations proposed footfsty. It is possible that there
were at one time two different orders of the algtatHowever, Heikens asserts that the order of
the alphabet was determined “at a fairly early d&teAnother possibility is that the two letters
resembled each other so much that they were mistakene another, creating uncertainty
about the ordet’

Third, the difference could be a result of textt@ruption. However, given that both
orders are present in the book of Lamentatidn=(2 in ch. 1,9 - Y in chs. 2-4), it is difficult
to understand how a scribe, who would certainlyehasticed the obvious discrepancy, would
not have corrected the text in either instance.

n no instance is a participle that is formed By areformative (Pi, Hif, Hof, Hitp) used as a keyrdio

The word§]PR M2 511 N5 M S A0 1V 11D WX U oceur 95 times out
of 4926 lemmas in acrostic verses (1.93%) but @8ly times out of 22409 lemmas in non-acrostic \&($el5%).
Cf. Anthony Ceresko, “The ABCs of Wisdom in PsaltXV,” Vetus Testamentub (1985): 100.

9 Heikens, “The Alphabet in Lamentations,” 191.

20 M. Dijkstra, as cited in Heikens, “The Alphabetliamentations,” 192.



Fourth, the difference could have functioned aaidrfor recitation to distinguish
between the very similar first and second chagtefBhis seems unlikely in light of the
difficulties with theaide-mémoirgheory of the alphabetic acrostic.

Several acrostics omit one or more letters of theabet (Pss. 9-10, 25, 34, 145; Nah.
1:2-10). There are several explanations offeredhfese omissions. Some of the omissions

seem to be accidental, such as the repetitigtNdt in Psalm 25:18-1¢ Psalm 9 may have
begun as a partial acrostic and then been combwitad®salm 10 to complete the acrostic,
though at least four letter® (3 © ¥) are missing from the middle.

Psalms 25 and 34 omit théine and replace it with an additior&lline at the end to

“complete” the acrostic. This is almost certaimiientional, and various reasons have been
proposed>
Some dispute Nahum 1:2-10 as a true acrostic,theast half of an acrostic is

demonstrable. The letta®sthrough2 are found in verses 2-10, and the remainder opteen

contains 11 lines. To the extent that a full aticoasonnotes completeness, the half acrostic
conversely connotes chaos (the immanent judgmeximstgNineveh).

3.3 Multiples of Eleven

Watson speculates that the pattern of 11 or 22 lieeen in non-alphabetic poems is
characteristic of some laments (e.g., Lam. 5, Bk. Ble sees no connection between base-11
poems in the Hebrew Bible and the 11-line stanzalsd “Babylonian Theodicy**

The connection between these alphabetical numibertha acrostic form makes the
presence of “pseudo-acrostics” in the Psalter aarddntations all the more intriguing.
Lamentations 5, though it contains 22 verses Ihapters 1, 2 and 4, is not an acrostic. The
reason for this is unclear, but the failure of fifte chapter to “achieve” wholeness through
acrostic form may reflect the themes of chaos eagktdy in the book. The half-acrostic in
Nahum 1:2-10 may convey a similar sentiment.

%L Renkema, as cited in Heikens, “The Alphabet in eéatations,” 192.

% The critical apparatus @iblia Hebraica Stuttgartensiauggests'lw‘?.
# WatsonClassical Hebrew Poetny,99. He further comments: “Some of the acrostisshas been noted,

omit certain letters or transpose some. Partiutagnificant is the omission d&fin both Ps 25 and Ps 34, which is
compensated for by an exBaafter thell-verse. While Sir 51 has both theerse and an addition8l-verse, Ps.
155 has neither. It has been argued that at stage & the development of the Hebrew alphabettheplaced

the?. If such should prove to be the case then (ietieno need to ‘correct’ the text of these poeans, (ii),

perhaps a relative chronology for acrostics caprbposed. If so, Sir 51 would be earlier than etk 25 and 34.”
Watson cites Johnstone (1978, pp. 165-66), whoutpies: “Because there are very few words which
begin withw, writers of acrostic poems were faced with a peobivhich the reached the sixth letter of the alphab
In Psalm 25 (though the occurrence of almost cartsextricola in vv. 5 and 7 in place of the prdiayj bicola
suggests that the text may be disordered), andafiP34, no verse beginning witlawoccurs. Instead, a second
verse beginning witpeis added at the end of both Psalms. That is,coasion Hebrew omits consonantalw
from sixth position in the alphabet and replaces the end of the alphabet witdw with a related bilabial
consonant.”
2 Watson Classical Hebrew Poetryi,99.



Psalms 29 and 32 have 11 lines, and Psalms 33&hdv& 22 lines. These psalms may
have been intended to mimic subtly the acrostinadan close proximity within the Psalter.

3.4 Other Alphabetical Features

There are several other ways that the various acsems display alphabetical
thinking.

3.4.1. Emphasis on Beginning and End

The stark absence of four middle letters in Ps&#h indicates that these psalms were
not intended to be a full acrostic. Rather, thesewere placed together because Psalm 9 begins

with X, 2, J, etc., and Psalm 10 ends whh, . The alphabet is incomplete, but the
alphabetical thinking still prevails.

9:2-3 are th&k-lines in the acrostic. These verses containilarsgrnumber of first-
person imperfect (cohortative) verbs:

*ab-552 1 AT il give thanks to YHWH with all my heart;
"[‘W&‘?DJ'BD 1OB2ONR 1 will recount all your wonders.
= EbUNY RN 1 will be glad and rejoice in you;
]1“7}] "[?3327 TN 1 will sing your Name, Most High.

Five verbs begin witlk and end with7. This repetition underscores th¢-hess” of this line

and orients the poem toward the alphabet. Sinjlaf:17 as th®-line three words beginning
with that letter:

T PYNY oMY pINp You hgar the desire of Fhe afflicted, YHWH,;
You will strengthen their heart;
nab 120 You will incline your ear.

TR 2PN

ThoughIXN is not a second-person imperfect, its verb isseé@ersonfiYaY), so this

contributes to the overall feel of the verse asrigd toward YHWH.
This thinking manifests itself further in the prase of the first two letters of the alphabet

as the second letters of the last two key wondf (10:15) and™IRP (10:17). Psalm 34
contains a similar feature: the second cola of @the first three lines (vv. 2-4) begin with the
last three letters of the alphabatian, WnY", andnIN.»

3.4.2. Bracketing

% Victor Hurowitz, “Additional Elements of Alphabetl Thinking in Psalm XXXIV,"VT 52 (2002): 327.



Some acrostics contain layers of literary artigtrthe choice of certain letters and the
order and number of syllables.
For example, Ceresko notes that the fairly tighosiic in Psalm 34 has some remarkable

features in addition to the full alphabet. Psakc8ntains twenty-two lines, but replacesthe
line with an extrd&-line at the end. This shifts the middle of thepo both alphabetically and
in terms of syllable count, to the twelfth Iett‘ér, The first (v. 2), middle (v. 12) and last (v.)23
lines then fornﬂ%&, representing the first letter of the alphabet] also a verbal root meaning,
“to learn, teach.” Verse 12 also features the Ttbb‘v, the name of the line’s key letter and a
synonym oﬂ'?&.

In addition, Hurowitz observes that if theatres lectionisre removed from verse two,
the line contains twenty-three consonants, thg fingddle and last of which ake 5 and=,

respectively—q%&. Finally, the last three words of verses 22, 4@ 2 respectively an®,
DD'WD%( andmfg}ﬁj, which form anotheﬂ%& up the left side of the poeff.

4. DISCOURSE CONCERNS

4.1 Verb Usage

Scholarship has acknowledged that the first word Hebrew phrase is crucial to the
function of that phrase in discourse. This is Wjidstested in the narrative genveayyiqtol
verbs form the backbone of the narrative, while mainclausesgatal, yigtol and other verb
forms break the narrative flow to provide backgmbumformation, introduce new paragraphs or
direct discourse, etc. In poetry, the basic patieparallelism, with two or more lines in
agreement, contrast, explication, ellipsis, etc.

Alphabetical thinking may have implications for tthecourse grammar of these poems.
One way to see this is through a study of the ®egies of verb types in these poems,
particularly in comparison to other poems.

When the thirteen complete acrostics are comparétetall the non-acrostic Psalms, the
difference in usage is intriguing. There is litliéference in frequency of the less common verb
types: imperative, participle, infinitives, jusslgehortative’’ wayyiqgtol (“preterite” or ‘waw
consecutive”) andi’gatal (“waw-consecutive perfect”). But between the perfed iamperfect
there is significant deviation.

% Hurowitz, “Alphabetical Thinking,” 326.

" Even though the forms are often indistinguishathie,imperfect and the jussive/cohortative will be
treated as separate for the purpose of this stlitig. goal is to understand the semantic differenoessimilarities
between the imperfect and the perfect. Becausgiiséve and cohortative verbs are non-indicafivperfect
forms are the only preformative verbs that couldogivably have been replaced by perfect forms.



Acrostics % Non- %
Acrostic
Pss.
Perfect 476 38.5% 1180 23.3%
Imperfect 209  16.9% 1320 26.1%
Jus/Coh 107 8.7% 521 10.3%
Imperative 140 11.39 585 11.6%
Participle 179 14.59 833 16.5%
Inf. C. 57 4.6% 249 4,99
Inf. A. 4 0.3% 16 0.3%
WC 55 4.4% 315 6.29
W+PH. 9 0.7% 42 0.8%
Total Verbs 1236 5061

In the non-acrostic Psalms the imperfect outnumtherperfect, 26.1% to 23.3%. In the acrostic
poems the balance shifts quite a bit, with thequérfised 38.5% of the time and the imperfect
used 16.9%.

Part of this shift toward the perfect is explaitgdthe inclusion of Lamentations 1-4,
which is even more heavily weighted toward the @e&r{52.3% to 12.8%). However, even if the
verbs found in the four acrostics from Lamentatiaresremoved from the totals the shift
remains significant at 30.7% to 19.3% in favorldd perfect. This represents roughly a seven-
percent shift toward the perfect.

Another significant shift in verb usage in the atics as compared to the non-acrostic
Psalms is the increased use ofdhaérather than thaiphal, hiphilor hophal This is particularly
evident in thegal perfect, which accounts for 15.5% of the verbthanon-acrostics but 26.5%
in the acrostics.

The following table shows the percentages of vadge in the acrostics as compared to
the non-acrostics:

Non-Acrostic Qal D,Dp H,Hp N Dt Other Tota
Pss.

2% 23{3%
P% 26{1%
.3%
1% 11{6%

Perfect 155% 3.2% 25% 1.8% 0.1%

Imperfect 14.8% 4.7% 45% 0.9% 0.9%
Jus/Colh  5.7% 1.7% 2.0% 0.6% 0.2%

Imperative 55% 2.8% 3.0% 0.1% 0.0%
Participle 10.7% 2.6% 1.3% 1.6% 0.2% 1% 16{5%
Inf.C.| 3.1% 0.6% 09% 0.1% 0.2% 0.0% 4.9%
Inf. A.] 02% 0.1% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.3%
6

0
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WC| 33% 09% 1.6% 0.2% 0.2% 0.0% 6.2%
W+Pf| 05% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.0% 0.0% 0.8%
Total 59.5% 16.6% 15.9% 5.4% 1.8% 0.9%
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Acrostics Qal D,Dp H,Hp N Dt Other Total

Perfect 26.5% 6.3% 3.1% 19% 0.1% O0.7/% 38/5%
Imperfect 10.2% 1.8% 3.2% 0.9% 0.7% 0.2% 16(9%
Jus/Coh  57% 1.3% 11% 02% 0.3% 0/1% 8/7%
Imperative 6.4% 2.3% 2.3% 0.0% 0.2% 0.1% 11{3%
Participle 10.5% 15% 0.9% 1.5% 0.1% 0.0% 14/5%
Inf.C.| 24% 06% 1.1% 0.2% 0.2% 0.0% 4.6%
Inf. A.| 03% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.3%
WC| 25% 1.1% 0.7% 0.0% 0.2% 0.0% 4.4%
W+Pf| 0.4% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.0% O0./%
Total| 64.9% 15.0% 12.5% 4.8% 1.8% 1.1%

These tables show that in the non-acrostic Psahagercentage of preformative verbs
(61.6%) is much higher than the percentage of mefepmative verbs (38.0%F. In the
acrostics, the non-preformative verbs enjoy a skglge (52.3% to 46.8%).

These phenomena reflect to some degree the alptebestrictions on the first word.
One of the characteristics of Hebrew poetry isaieess; in contrast to prose and other forms of
discourse, sentences are short and word countsvaré As a key word the imperfect is limited

to theX, ¥, andD lines, whereas the perfect (G- and D-stems) céimgary occur at any point

(except tha line). As key words in the thirteen acrostics fpets outnumber imperfects, 99 to
12 (in addition to 19 jussives and cohortativeB)e impossibility of the imperfect as the key
word for 18 out of 22 lines accounts for a greatl dé the overall weight toward the perfect.

However, it does not account for all of the weighthe perfect. Even if perfects and
imperfects used as key words are excluded fromréhle totals, the use of the perfect still
prevails, 30.5% to 15.9%. It might be that thergenontent or setting of the alphabetic
acrostics lends itself somehow to the use of tliepe Just as the use of the full alphabet and
multiples of 22 symbolize completeness, so alsm#ial is the verb form that most commonly
denotes a completed past action or a stative presen

4.2 Implications For Discour se

It is difficult to speak of patterns and rules wegic discourse, particularly in Hebrew
poetry. Whereas Hebrew narrative featuresatgyigtolas the primary tense, and instructional
discourse utilizes theraw-consecutive perfecf poetry uses a wider variety of forms. In
contrast to the sequential cohesion that is chanatt of narrative, poetic lines are harder to
connect. Berlin observes that biblical poetryasgbactic, in that the syntactic connection

8 preformative verbs include all impf., juss./cahf,c., WC and W+pf. forms; all N, H/Hp and Dt fosm
and D/Dp ptc. forms.

Non preformative verbs include G and D/Dp pf., impnrd inf.a. forms; and G ptc. forms.

Pf. and impv. forms for the more obscure stemsaatcfor fewer than one percent of occurrences.

29 Cf. James KugelThe Idea of Biblical Poetr{Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998).

%0 Robert E. Longacre, “Discourse perspective orHekrew verb: Affirmation and restatement,” in
Linguistics in Biblical HebreyWalter R. Bodine, ed. (Winona Lake, Indiana: BE@auns, 1992), 183.
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between two or more poetic lines is often uncléBne lines, by virtue of their contiguity, are
perceived as connected, while the exact relatipniséiween them is left unspecifiett.”

In this way the acrostic poems have at least oseodrse feature, however artificial, that
connects each line to the next. Like tingyyigtolin a narrative, the alphabet is the
macrosyntactic framework of the acrostic poem. ikéna narrative, however, a poem does not
need to progress temporally, though it may doAd¢moderately) rigid discourse framework
serves the purpose of narrative discourse quitebméimay result in somewhat stilted poetry.

The key question regarding the implications ofdhserved shift in verb usage is
whether the perfect is used to fit the acroattdice or to fit the acrostistyle Most likely the
shift toward the perfect is a combination of bdtage factors.

5. TEST CASES

These analyses will follow the approach outlinedlbyWotarius in a recent essay on
poetic discours& Her four analytical criteria are as follows:

1. The participants of the communication, addressdraaliressee, and their role in the
communication;

2. The main pragmatic inferences of the speech, famgte, the main speech acts
produced by the speaker;

3. The aspectual and temporal arrangement of thentarigly, the prevailing situation
types, aspectual perspectives and temporal loction

4. The principles of text progression, which charazeea certain text:

The goal of this approach is to balance “diffedentls of semantic and pragmatic information
and create a dynamic discourse representatfoiNbtarius then analyzes the semantic value of
the verbal types used in her chosen poetic texticp&arly the perfect, imperfect and patrticiple.

Psalms 32 and 34 will be the subjects of the ptestedy. These poems were chosen for
several reasons. First, their proximity within Rdmf the Psalter makes them comparable on
many levels® Psalm 32 contains certain themes often fountlératrostic poems, e.g.,
confession, instruction and thanksgiving. Secdimel Jengths of the poems are conducive to
study and extrapolation. Psalm 32 has eleven seaskeature which we have seen is often
significant. Furthermore, Psalm 34 is undisputedraacrostic, unlike some of the other Book-I
acrostics?®

Third, Psalms 34 and 32 contain verb-type “profimilar to the overall patterns found
in the acrostic poems and non-acrostic Psalmsectisply. The dangers of “cherry-picking”
examples to test are considerable and will be addckin the conclusion.

31 Adele Berlin,The Dynamics of Biblical ParallelisgiGrand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 6.

%2 Tania Notarius, “Poetic discourse and the probdéwerbal tenses in the Oracles of Balaakebrew
Studies49 (2008): 55-86.

33 Notarius, “Poetic discourse,” 60.

34 Notarius, “Poetic discourse,” 60.

% Many scholars recognize Pss. 15-24 as a chiasmasfiorah psalm (19) in the middle. Some also view
Pss. 25-34 as a sort of unit beginning and enditiyaerostics and centered on Psalm 29. See Béhmisch,
“Kanonische Schriftauslegung am Beispiel des Psglthattp://www.animabit.de/bibel/psalmen.htm (assed
September 1, 2009).

% Watson Classical Hebrew Poetndisputes Psalms 9-10 as an acrostic.
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5.1 Psalm 34
5.1.1. Participants

Psalm 34 apparently contains only two participathisyugh there are many referents. The
psalmist is the speaker throughout the poem, wikielldressed to an assembly of Israelites,
perhaps the psalmist’s children or pupils (v. 12he referents described include the psalmist
and his pupils, YHWH (mentioned 14 times) and img&d (v. 8), the afflicted, the righteous, and
evildoers.

These participants and referents are themselvésfdue various groups. The psalmist
sees himself as afflicted (vv. 5, 7; cf. 34:1), amel afflicted who call upon YHWH are righteous
(vv. 9-10). The psalmist invites his audienceaietrefuge in YHWH and thereby join the
assembly of the righteous, rather than throwing tbein with the evildoers.

5.1.2. Pragmatic inferences and speech acts

The poem contains various sorts of speech actsidimg praise, promise, prediction and
narrative. These form the argument of the poenichwis found in verse 12: “Come, children,
listen to me: let me teach you the fear of YHWHWithin the overall hortatory act of the poem,
description and narrative provide support.

The poem begins with an act of praise and pronwge2-4). The psalmist’s praise for
YHWH is a covenant act, an acknowledgement of YHW/dithfulness. The psalmist adjures
his audience to do the same.

Verses 5-7 contain a description of the actionsghampted the confession in the first
three verses. This section is characterized byskeeof thegatal form, which occurs nine times.

Verses 8 and 11 contain descriptions of generti guidenced in verses 5-7. Verses 9-
10 contain further exhortation to trust YHWH. Tdhescriptives use three types of verbal forms:
two participles, twayjatal forms and ongiqgtol form. The exhortation contains three imperatives
and oneyiqtol form.

Verses 12-15 contain the exhortation at the hdaheopoem. From verse 16 to the end,
descriptions and predictions prevail. Again, tesdiptions and predictions of YHWH's
faithfulness are covenant acts by the speaker.

5.1.3. Aspectual and Temporal Arrangement

The hortatory sections of Psalm 34 (vv. 2-4, 941B15) are speech-time oriented.
These sections are dominated by imperative and/gisshortative forms. These verbs
commonly have a continuous aspect to them, andareeipy nature oriented toward the future.

The narrative and descriptive sections of the passomewhat more vague. Verses 5-7
begin with the perfect verbal form and are domidditg that form (eight occurrences). This
section seems to describe a specific, past evidrg.other descriptive sections have gnomic
aspect, stating general, non-temporal truths. iBhesidenced by the mixture of verbal forms
found in these sections; for example, verse 11lipégawo perfects with a participle and an
imperfect:
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129M ij D22  Lions suffer want and hunger,
::ﬁw'B; WQUZ'NB e WA but those who seek YHWH do not lack any good thing.

The hortatory nature of the psalm lends itselh®use of atomized truths and individual
statements of wisdom. These statements have tioyar temporal value and are gnomic in
aspect.

5.1.4. Text Progression

Psalm 34 has several dimensions of discourse @sigre The most obvious of these is
the acrostic form, which clearly links each verséhte next. The acrostic form offers added
cohesion to lines that might otherwise appear datpaor disjointed; acrostic lines do not have to
fit as neatly within the flow of the poem becauseitt place is secure.

This artificial cohesion may have caused a disjondn the latter half of the poem. The

subject of verses 1&) and 18 8) appear to be the same. However, “the righte@ustated in
verse 16 but implied in verse 18. Verse &Yi§ about “those who do evil;” the immediate
antecedent subject of the vaplls in verse 18 would bB7) "2V, which is absurd in the

context. One possible explanation for this diffigus that thel and® lines were composed in

the opposite order and then reversed by lateresfitorrecting” the alphabetical order. The
rigidity of the structure and differing alphabetsised a slight awkwardness.

As mentioned previously, Ceresko has demonstrastdPsalm 34 also has several other
alphabetical features, most notably involving tingtf middle and final verses and the letters

75& This feature has the effect of emphasizing"/thiﬂe as the climax of the poem. Like

several of the acrostics, Psalm 34 teaches wisddmch “the fear of YHWH.” The verses
before and after this central verse are roughlgridd between exhortation, narrative and

description. Also, several prominent words ocathtbefore and after verse 12. The womi

appears 8 times.
Psalm 34 progresses logically rather than tempordlhe argument alternates
exhortations (vv. 2-4, 9-10, 12-15) with descripso

5.1.5. Verbal Forms

Apart from the superscription, Psalm 34 containgé&® occurrences:

Form Ocec.

Pf 14
Impf 8

Jus/Coh 6

Impv 11
Ptc 9
Inf.C. 3
WawC. 1
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The jussive, cohortative and imperative forms daterthe hortatory sections; 16 of the 17
occur in verses 2-4, 9-10 and 12-15. The lagyiqgtolform occurs in verse 8, paralleled with a
participle.

The narrative section (vv. 5-7) is dominated byfgxrforms; 8 out of 9 verbs agatal
verbs.

Perhaps the most important sections for the presedy are those in which the main
verbal forms (imperfect, perfect and participleg arixed. In these sections the verbs may take
temporal and aspectual value from the first indbees. Verses 16-19 contain thgagal verbs,

two participles, and a singjgqtol form. The predicates of tleandd lines are the implied verb

of being; however, the object of tBdine is the participlély. Assuming that the order of
these two verses is reversed (see discussion altbiseyerb as the lead verb lends its
continuous aspect and varied temporal value togsieof the section. Thus the thogdal forms
in verse 18 understood as having gnomic aspeat.yigtol in verse 19 similarly has vague
temporal value.

Verse Verbal form Time/Aspect Translation

D (17) (to be); participle | non-temporal; continuods  “is amithose doing evil”
(to be) ) : “eyes...are toward”

U (16) (to be) non-temporal; gnomic “ears...are toward”
gatal “they cry out”

3 (18) | gatal general; gnomic “YHWH hears”
gatal “he delivers”

> (19 (to be); participle | non-temporal; gnomic “YHWH is méa

| (19) yigtol general; iterative “halwaysdelivers”

The final four verses contain a similarly varied geverbal forms: fouyigtol forms, four
participles and ongatal. Again, the fact that the section begins withithplied verb of being
signals non-temporal or general quality of thedwihg participles and imperfects.

5.2 Psalm 32
5.2.1. Participants

There are at least three and possibly four pani®salm 32: the psalmist, YHWH, the
audience of the faithful, and possibly and indiatdisciple of the psalmist.

Speaker Addressee

1-2 Psalmist (general)
3-5a, 5¢ Psalmist YHWH
5b Psalmist Psalmist
6-7 Psalmist YHWH (implicitly,
the righteous)
89 YHWH Psalmist
OR
Psalmist Pupil
10-11 Psalmist The righteous

15



The psalmist begins with a general statement abeutelationship between YHWH and
the forgiven man (vv. 1-2). The psalmist then tads his own experience with forgiveness; in
verses 3-5 YHWH is the addressee. Nested witl@mdirative is a comment made by the
psalmist to himself as he resolves to confessihis s

Verses 6-7 offer exhortation and praise, respegtivim both verses YHWH is the
explicit addressee, though the statement in versaliBected toward the faithful listener.

In verses 8-9 the addressee and possibly the speladmege. The speaker promises to
instruct and guide the addressee. This is eitteepsalmist addressing a pupil or YHWH
addressing the psalmist. The latter scenario iempmbable, because the promise to keep his
“eye” on the addressee implies omniscience. Al®jmmediately preceding and succeeding
verses are about YHWH surrounding the psalmist &ifhfgc) and “the one who trusts in
YHWH’s covenant faithfulness” (10b). For the psaio address a pupil would be inconsistent
with the rest of the psalm. In this instance, eantirects the understanding of grammar.

In verses 10-11 the speaker is once again the abut this time he is addressing the
assembly of the righteous. The truths of versé&sahd 7 are restated in verse 10, and verse 11
is an adjuration to praise YHWH.

5.2.2. Pragmatic Inferences and Speech Acts

In verses 1-2 the speaker’s main purpose is to higgaudience toward confession of sin
and honesty before YHWH,; therefore it isangument The author is stating a general truth for
which he will offer evidence.

In verses 3-5 the speaker’s purpose is to gisepart of a personal experience with sin
and forgiveness. The speaker’s recounted comrodnltriself in 5¢ is more than a personal
resolution. This confession is not merely a dgsiom of an act, but the act itself.

Verses 6-7 continue ttergumentof verses 1-2. The speaker’s statement of trust i
YHWH is itself a covenant act, acknowledging YHWHisthfulness to the covenant.

In verse 8, YHWH as the speaker makgsaniseof blessing to the psalmist. Verse 9
contains arexhortation the first fulfilment of the promise.

Verse 10 continues the psalmistigumentof verses 1, 2 and 7, now evidenced in
personal narrative (vv. 3-5) and YHWH’s own prom(ge8). Verse 11 is also amgumentan
invitation to the audience to accept the previagsiment and accompanying promise.

5.2.3. Aspectual and temporal arrangement

Verses 1-2 contain statements of general trutres@lverses are marked by descriptives,
including two passive patrticiples (v. 1) and thehed verb of being (v. 1a, 2a-b). There is only
one finite verb in this section, an imperfect witdrative or continuous aspect. Overall, these
two verses havegnomicaspect. Temporally, these verses describe aniresetinuous state
resulting from a past action.

Verses 3-5 ardescriptiveof completed past actions. These verses conliaixajatal
forms in the poem, in addition to twagtol forms. Thegatal forms each have an aorist or
perfect aspect. The firgigtol form (v. 4) has iterative or continuous aspectidenaxplicit by
the temporal advers>*>1 oM. The second can be read as a simple past.

Verses 6, 9 and 11 contain directive discoursekethby the use of jussive and
imperative forms.
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Verses 7 and 10, like verses 1-2, are descriptarse 7 clearly has a continuous aspect,
but the verbs are temporally vague. Verse 10 séefmmave an non-temporal, gnomic aspect,
similar to verses 1-2.

Verse 8 is YHWH’s promise to the psalmist, markgabhortatives. Though the speech
is explicitly self-directive, an exhortation to thealmist to submit is implied (and made clear in
the following verse).

5.2.4. Text progression

Psalm 32 explores a single theme, and the texr@segsemporally Events are
anterior, simultaneous and posterior to the spéenfi-and some descriptive statements are non-
temporal.

Past Present Future
2> 1-2
3-5a, 5¢
5b>
6
7>
| 8-9->
< 10>
| | 11>

5.2.5. Verbal forms

There are 31 verbs in Psalm 32:

Form Ocec.
Pf 6
Impf 8
Jus/Coh 6
Impv 3
Ptc 3
Inf.C. 5

The perfect forms are concentrated in the narrgtast section of the psalm; all six occur
in verses 3-5. Two of the participles are pasaiv& occur as descriptives in verse 1; the third
participle is a substantival usage in verse 10e jliksive, cohortative and imperative forms
occur in the predictive and hortatory sectionshefpoem (vv. 6, 8-9, 11).

The most versatile verbal form in this poem isithperfect, which occurs in every
section. Its tense and aspect range from presatinoous (vv. 2, 7) past continuous or iterative
(v. 3), simple past or past punctiliar, and fut(ue 6, 8, 10).

This versatility characterizes the imperfect geltyral he temporal orientation of this
poem dictates that the perfect be understood msespast, while the imperfect is used to
describe past, present, future and non-temporaingr) actions.

5.3. Comparison
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These two Psalms, while containing similar therpessent their content in somewhat
different ways. The text of Psalm 34 is structusenlind the acrostic form, whereas Psalm 32
tells a story. The content of Psalm 34 is moréctdly diverse; the acrostic form both permits
and in places necessitates less thematic unitglnP32 more or less stays with the topic of sin
and salvation.

The perfect verbal form is one of the tools withieththe poet crafts the acrostic.
However, the acrostic artifice accounts for onlyf3he 14 uses of the perfect. This verbal form
fits the style and content as well as the alphabletd the psalmist chosen not to limit himself
with the acrostic pattern, the lines and stropHd3salm 34 could have been arranged any
number of different ways. For example, the auttowid have grouped the hortatory sections
together after the narrative/descriptive sectiassn Psalm 32.

Psalm 32 tells a story, and temporally arrange@stents form the structure of the poem.
The verbal forms are more diverse and mixed. Istimstances the verb choice more precisely
fits the feel of the line and the discourse progi@soverall. Psalm 32 has narrative structure
that links the individual lines. Were the poenh&ve been constructed as a tight acrostic, the
narrative flow might have been more stiltéd.

6. CONCLUSION
6.1. Summary

Some types of literary artistry are associated wftiain themes or content. For
example, the limerick in English nearly always ceyshumor or sarcasm. An adaptation of
John Donne’s Holy Sonnet X (“Death, Be Not Proud’jhe limerick form would sound highly
inappropriate and possibly blasphemous to a n&ngish speaker.

The Hebrew alphabetic acrostic does not appeaae Buch limitations on themes or
content. The fourteen biblical acrostics includarge of emotions, themes and content.
Furthermore, each of these themes is found in @bems, so the content of acrostic poetry is
not exclusive to that form. Neither were there limyts, it seems, on vocabulary; the acrostics
demonstrate some consistency of usage across kelg Wt these common key words are the
most frequently used words in the entire Hebrewonan

Hoping to inspire further inquiry into the natumedapurpose of the acrostic form,
Ceresko writes:

Granted the close association of these poems vidtthom circles, | suggest a further factor at
work, a characteristic concern of those wisdomessitthat effort to wrest some kind of order and
coherence out of the variety and seeming discoedaess of the experiences of everyday life and
to express that order in language, especially laggun its written forni®

The acrostic form is essentially an imposition afey onto disorder, a way of making
connections where none are apparent or strengtipemisting connections.

Given the limited set of tools with which the Helrpoet could craft an acrostic, the
gatal form occurs more frequently in the acrostic poetryurthermore, thgatal form is the form
that most commonly denotes completed or gnomiccspéheqatal form accommodates both
the acrostic artifice and the acrostic style.

37 See Appendix.
3 Anthony Ceresko, “The ABCs of Wisdom,” 102.
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6.2. Further Study

Three issues raised by this study of acrostic gartty be worthy of further inquiry: 1)
the ratio of verb-initial clauses to nominal (aridey) clauses; 2) the acrostic psalms that do not
appear to shift toward thgatal, and 3) whether the prevalence of tragal form within the
acrostic poetry should have any influence on treewstanding of thgatal form as having
completed aspect.

If the acrostic psalms show an increase in verairglauses relative to psalms of similar
length, then the shift toward the perfect may dodyin order to fit the acrostic. If the ratios of
verb-initial clauses to nominal clauses are simiaroth sets of poems, then the shift toward the
perfect in the acrostics may indicate that thequefits the acrostic style better than the
imperfect.

Though the overall tendency of the acrostics igréder the perfect, several psalms do not
fit the “profile” of an acrostic. Some of the mareteworthy examples include:

Pf. Impf.
Psalm 25 15.6% 24.4%
Psalm 37 15.2% 28.6%
Psalm 145 None 48.6%

In these Psalms 25 and 37, the relative absenite gferfect is compensated for by the use of
thegal andpiel imperative andjal participle. Psalm 25 uses thal imperative 6 times as key
words. Psalm 37 uses 6 imperativesdh 1 piel) and 4 participles as key words. These give
the poems a different shape and feel.

Psalm 145 presents a particular difficulty for gnesent thesis, because the imperfect
prevails so strongly and the perfect is completdigent. The acrostic is composed using
nominal clauses (8 times), predicate adjectivas{bs), participles (3 times) and other short
words. The significant number of imperfect andtiipgale forms gives the poem a progressive,
future orientation. The artificial use of so marmgminal and adjectival clauses causes the poem
to seem stilted and contrived in certain placelse duthor may have intentionally excluded the
perfect to emphasize the future/progressive aspatte then must resort to awkward
constructions in order to fit his chosen constmirtiowever, the poem still has a coherent theme
and message, which are made to seem all the monele by the acrostic forfl. Psalm 145
may be the exception that proves the rule.

It remains to be seen whether the completenesgedaddrostic form should have any
bearing on the understanding of tfegal form. Usage in context should still be the priynar
consideration when interpreting a given verbal forfine acrostic usage cannot be the basis for
an understanding of the perfect, but it may belpftlecomponent. Further study in other sub-
genres of poetry would be necessary in order detraiadinks between thgatal form and other
discourse features connoting completeness.

% psalm 145 “compensates” for the lack of the petigaising the Woré?b 17 times (8.25% of words in
the Psalm, as compared to 1.25% in the non-acr@stims).
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APPENDIX:

PSALM 32 AS ALPHABETIC ACROSTIC

Since the alphabetic acrostic form is understoartbttnote completeness or wholeness,
the fact that acrostics are generally charactefzedse of thejatal could lend support to the

understanding of thgatal as the form of completed and gnomic aspect.

What follows is an amateur acrosticization of Psar(hereafter referred to as 32A).

An attempt was made not only to use the alphabetezpuence but to incorporate other
“alphabetical features,” such as the perfect tesygmmetry, and letter-names.

Psalm 324°

APRDA TN0DY WY WWD WK WINRT IUNR

1w M awn &S o

atlsi-Riiaih
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TUUTIN NGR
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TS wun un ot
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TOR 55am Tonhs 1o
N31 P9 Yo

037 oM

AU KDY T

Happy is the man whose
transgression was forgiven,

And whose sin was covered.

Blessed is the man to whom YHWH
has not counted iniquity,

uncovering deceit of spirit.

| kept silent, and my bones wasted
away;
| groaned all day long,

and daily and nightly your hand was
heavy upon me.

My strength was drained as in a
summer drought. (Selah)

| made known my sin to you,

and my uncleanness | did not hide,
saying:

“I am confessing my transgression
before YHWH"—

And you forgave the uncleanness of
my sin.

Therefore let every faithful person
pray to you
while you may yet be found,;

many waters

are against him, but they will not
reach him.

“° The colors denote some of the verbal forpesfect imperfect participle and

imperativéjussivécohortative
L from IUN
2 Cf. Ps 50:21
3 from "1V

“from TN
*from W
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“5 from impf

" from impf

“8 from inf ¢

9 clause-initial jussive deleted
9 Cf. Ps 37:9

1 2mp; jussive
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You surrounded me with songs of
deliverance;

You are my hiding place;

you will preserve me from trouble.

‘The eyes of my counsel are upon
you;

| will instruct you and teach you in
the way you should go.

‘A mule and a horse cannot be made
to understand,

being hindered with bit and bridle,
lest they come near you.

Covenant faithfulness will surround
those who wait on YHWH,;

Many are the sorrows of the wicked.

Be glad in YHWH, and rejoice all
you righteous ones;
Rejoice, all you upright in heart.



