
1.4.09              The Measure of Our Days              Psalm 39:1-7  

Douglas Scalise, Brewster Baptist Church  

Recently someone emailed me some advice and observations for living that 

came from kids, here are a few:  

“If you are going to lose a mitten, you might as well lose the pair. 

Before you climb the tree, make sure your mother is close enough to hear you holler if 

you need help on the way down. 

If you wait until you’re really sure, you’ll never take off the training wheels. 

You can either keep pedaling, get off the bike, or fall over. 

You’ll have a lot more respect for a bird if you try making a nest. 

The colder you look when you come inside, the bigger cup of hot chocolate you’ll get. 

The school bus is never running late the same day you are. 

No one does much living in the living room. 

Eat chocolate chip cookies when they’re still warm. 

Your room gets smaller as you get bigger. 

You can’t change your mind once the egg is scrambled. 

Sometimes tomorrow takes a really long time to come. 

Take the day as it comes. 

There isn’t a lot of time between green bananas and speckled bananas.”1 

 The first Sunday of a new year is an appropriate day to reflect about the time 

between green and speckled bananas, about taking each day as it comes.  

Psalm 39 talks about time and “the measure of our days.” It is a psalm of wisdom and 

forgiveness – two things we all need going into a new year. Psalm 39:1-7,  

I said, “I will guard my ways that I may not sin with my tongue; 

I will keep a muzzle on my mouth as long as the wicked are in my presence.” 

I was silent and still; I held my peace to no avail; my distress grew worse, 

my heart became hot within me. While I mused, the fire burned; 

then I spoke with my tongue:  

“Lord, let me know my end, and what is the measure of my days; 

let me know how fleeting my life is. 

You have made my days a few handbreadths, 

and my lifetime is as nothing in your sight. 

                                                 
1 from Really Important Stuff my kids have taught me by Cynthia Copeland Lewis. 

 



Surely everyone stands as a mere breath.        

Surely everyone goes about like a shadow. 

Surely for nothing they are in turmoil; 

they heap up, and do not know who will gather.  

“And now, O Lord, what do I wait for? My hope is in you .”  

A wise man wrote (William Thomson Hanzsche), “As we grow older in life, years 

somehow seem to shorten and New Year's Day approaches with an ever increasing 

tempo. The more mature we get, the more we realize that ti me is only relative; how 

we live means more than how long we live . Haply also we do not live by years, but by 

days. In His wisdom God does not show us all that lies ahead. So we enter a new year 

to live it day by day. What is past is past. Today we start anew, and what we do today 

will make our life for tomorrow. Chin up, shoulders straight, eyes agleam, let us salute 

the New Year, and each day let us follow more faithfully, more courageously, more 

daringly the lead of our great Captain who bids us follow Him.” 

The beginning of a New Year is a reminder of how fleeting life is – I can’t believe 

it is 2009. I truly believe the best way to approach every day of life is as a gift to be 

opened, savored, and treasured because we only have it once in a lifetime. Clearly, 

some days are better than others, and others may even be terrible, but every day truly is 

a once-in-a-lifetime experience.  

Dale Turner, who made a significant impact through his ministry and writing 

shared the following advice about looking ahead at a New Year:  

“In Italy, between Padua and Ferraro, is a villa with 365 windows. That’s plenty of 

windows even in a large house – but some people say the original builder had the 365 

days of the year in mind when he installed the windows. Perhaps the builder was 

suggesting that one could, and should, look upon the world each day through a 

different window.   

This suggests a philosophy to live by each day of the year. It will rescue us from 

boredom to say the least. Each day brings its own unique gifts.   

It remains for us to untie the ribbons and accept the offerings as they appear.  

An intelligent response to life is to find somethin g positive in each new day.  

Unfortunately, many people simply endure the present and wait for better days 

sometime in the future.” Yet as singer Carly Simon noted years ago, singing about the 

present, “These are the good old days.”  Or as we heard from Ecclesiastes 7:10, “Do not 

say, ‘Why were the old days better than these?  



For it is not wise to ask such questions.”  

We need to guard against always seeing the present as common, ordinary, or 

worse – while maintaining that the past was always beautiful and the future is always full 

of possibilities. When we see each day as special and part of buildin g our future, 

life then becomes meaningful and full of purpose.   

I read obituaries almost every day and often they tell powerful stories. The 

Washington Post this past week had the obituary of Quentin Aanenson, who died last 

Sunday. He was a US fighter pilot in World War II whose experience was shared as part 

of the narrative underpinning of Ken Burns's 2007 moving documentary, "The War." In 

more than 20 of his missions, he took direct hits from antiaircraft shells and flak and he 

survived two crash landings. After 75 combat missions, Mr. Aanenson rotated home for 

a short break. Fortunately, by the time he was due back for duty, the war was over. 

After the war he went to school and became a principal officer at Mutual of New 

York Insurance for 32 years, he later said of his career in life insurance. "That helped me 

come to peace - this sounds strange - with the dealing in death. You have to choose life 

over death. I don't mean to be melodramatic about it, but that was the motive." In a 2007 

interview he said, "There's a sense of responsibility we assume, or should assume. I 

tried to make a contribution, to my family, to the business world, to live with high ethical 

standards . . . not to waste this life, to do something that counts  in a positive way. . 

. . I tried to live with purpose."2   

 This sense of living life responsibly, with purpose and gratitude is part of living 

wisely. The beginning of a new year is a good time to check our attitude, especially in 

times like these, to see if we are living with an attitude of gratitude. Science is even 

demonstrating that gratitude is good for our physical and mental health. A news story 

this week stated, “Research suggests that the regular cultivation of gratitude and 

appreciation has multiple psychological and physical benefits. Thankful people typically 

boast better overall health, fewer physical symptoms, higher income, more energy, 

larger social networks and stronger marriages. They also exercise more. They fall 

asleep more easily at night. They sleep longer and more soundly, and they wake up 

more refreshed. 

Gratitude practices seem to reduce stress hormone levels in the body. 

                                                 
2 By Patricia Sullivan, Washington Post  |  December  31, 2008 



People who cultivate gratitude, optimism and happin ess live longer than grumpy 

pessimists. Research has shown that only about 50 percent of our mood is determined 

by our genetics. The rest is largely determined by what we choose to  focus on and 

cultivate. This focus takes commitment and practice. 

Dr. Robert Emmons, a psychology researcher at University of California-Davis 

and one of the leading gratitude researchers in the country, suggests a number of 

practices that, if done faithfully, will help you live more gratefully:  

Keep a daily gratitude journal in which you make note of all the good things and the gifts 

that have come your way that day.  

Promise yourself to practice gratitude regularly.  

Focus on the good things that others have done for you.  This makes us realize how 

interdependent we are and makes us realize that we are loved.  

Learn to develop a language of gratitude rather tha n a language of complaint.  Ask 

your friends and family to help you. It's often hard to see for ourselves how much we're 

complaining.  

Use your senses to come into the present and appreciate the small gifts in the moment: 

the smile of a child, the smell of your first cup of coffee or tea in the morning, the beauty 

of a sunset, the piercing blue of a winter sky, the planet Venus sparkling in the early 

evening sky.  

Take grateful actions. Smile, perform random acts of kindness, help a stranger.  

The doctors conclude, “We suspect that if most people engaged in these practices on a 

regular basis, the world would be a much happier and healthier place.”3 

Benjamin Franklin wrote, “Be always at war with your vices, at peace with your 

neighbors, and let each new year find you a better man.”  

Psalm 39 is a reminder of life’s opportunities and its limitations. Like Psalm 90:12, it is a 

reminder “count our days that we may gain a wise heart.”  

Psalm 39:7 reminds us that in the midst of life, with all its challenges, its brevity, and our 

limitations, that our hope lies in God who created us and gave us life in the first place.  

                                                 
3 The Sacramento Bee, Drs. Kay Judge and Maxine Barish-Wreden, January 1, 2009. (For more 

on this subject, see Emmons' latest book, "Thanks! How the New Science of Gratitude Can Make 

You Happier" (Houghton-Mifflin). 

 



God longs for us and invites us to be people who love Jesus, love our neighbors, and 

who live life wisely, responsibly, gratefully, and well one day at a time with the help and 

empowerment of the Holy Spirit.  

The poet wrote, “I said to a man who stood at the gate of the year: "Give me a light that I 

may tread safely into the unknown"; and he replied, "Go into the darkness and put your 

hand into the hand of God. That shall be to you better than a light and safer than a 

known way!" (M. L. Harkins). 

The great American preacher Jonathan Edwards wrote down many resolutions that he 

aimed to live by. The first two were:  

Resolution One: I will live for God.  

Resolution Two: If no one else does, I still will.  

 

Prayer :  

Most High God, in this new year we pray: 

To live deeply, with purpose,  

To live freely, with detachment, 

To live wisely, with humility,  

To live justly, with compassion, 

To live lovingly, with faithfulness,  

To live mindfully, with awareness, 

To live gratefully, with generosity, 

To live fully, with enthusiasm. 

Help us to hold this vision and to daily renew it in our hearts, 

Becoming ever more one with you, in Jesus’ name.  (Joyce Rupp) 

 

Blessing: A New Year's Prayer   

May God make your year a happy one! 

Not by shielding you from all sorrows and pain, 

But by strengthening you to bear it, as it comes; 

Not by making your path easy, 

But by making you sturdy to travel any path; 

Not by taking hardships from you, 

But by taking fear from your heart; 



Not by granting you unbroken sunshine, 

But by keeping your face bright, even in the shadows; 

Not by making your life always pleasant, 

But by showing you when people and their causes need you most, 

and by making you anxious to be there to help. 

God's love, peace, hope and joy to you for the year ahead. 

 

 


