The Park Road Pulpit

Sermons from Park Road Baptist Church
Russ and Amy Jacks Dean, Pastors

The Greatest Thing | Ever Heard +
Isaiah 40.21; Luke 2.11 ) (|
Russ Dean, Christmas Eve 2009

Memory and memories are fascinating. Our whoke-lithe entire thing — gets recorded
within our brains’ amazing chemistry, and thoughstraf a lifetime’s events fade, some never
do. Those who have watched a loved one deterianigiieyears know that the oldest memories
are the last to die. What is it that brings a mefdiddometimes a picture, actual or mental,
reminds us of another event. Sometimes a tastessengeeling. Often, a smell transports us over
years and miles to an instantly recognizable moniexst week, one smell... and | was back on
the dusty Camino in the Spanish countryside.

A lot of the memories of my life are associatethvéound. Even at 45 years of age, an
occasional sensation will a trip a synaptic swadal | am at once back in my mother’'s arms, a
young child, curled on the front seat of the fanaidy, almost asleep with my head in her lap as
we return from an evening out. | can still feel a@armth, and the low rumble of the engine
mixed with her voice, as she talks to my father.wds The Greatest Thing | Ever Heard.

My father sang and whistled his way through hisknand he always announced his
return home with the melody a hymn or a Broadwamstune. Sometimes I'd hear him when
he left the office next door. | loved that sourtdvés The Greatest Thing | Ever Heard.

When | started playing the trumpet in tHedsade, | was quickly possessed by it,
absorbed in the sound of brass. And | was justuakly influenced by a few classmates, John
G. Franklin among them, who were committed to thisg called music. They challenged me to

practice, to work, to listen. And one day David N&ihs invited me to drive with his family all



the way to the Spartanburg Memorial Auditorium &ahthe Woody Herman Orchestra. |
couldn’t believe what | heard out of those instrmtselt was the Greatest Thing | Ever Heard.

One Saturday afternoon in a lineup of seven trdmlagers on the 50 yard-line of
Paladin Stadium, | was overtaken by the energytanchony of a Latin-inspired piece called
Firedance, as | stood with seven trumpets, wabinigthe progressions of an extended Latin
cadenza. (Screaming, as only shameless collegiatgét players can do.) And it was the
Greatest Thing | Ever Heard.

And then, she opened that little box on a Christiae, praying, as she recalls, that she
could smile if it was just earrings... and she safds,” and it was The Greatest Thing | Ever
Heard. And standing in front of the altar a yeterdashe said “l will... 1 do...” and it was The
Greatest Thing | Ever Heard.

And after an anxious moment of silence, a babydred... and it was The Greatest
Thing | Ever Heard.

The sounds just keep coming... louder and softer.eesev and more bittersweet... more
joyous and more challenging... the Greatest ThingdrEHeard is the sound that touches your
soul. That place much deeper than an auditory céviaich rings more than your ear drums.
Which lasts longer than the best memory. It issihend that God has been singing, saying,
silencing... for all eternityHave you not known? Have you not heard? Has ibeen told you
from the beginning? Have you not understood froenftlundations of the earth?... For, behold...
good tidings of great joy... shall be to all people.

The Christian church has made the Greatest Thiagvorld Ever Heard a conditional
news. A Savior... if you accept. A Lord...if you sergeChrist... if you give him power. But

that’s not what the angel says. She said she wasuaging great joy which shall be to all



people! Period. No conditions. Accept him or not. He dfféis joy to the world. Serve him or
not. His Way spells joy. Though his power is stilsunderstood by poets and priest and
politicians... the news, announced so long ago, fiteenvery beginning, really, is great joy — for
all people?

God iswith us.

It is the Greatest Thing | Ever Heard.

May it be so!

! The angel may not have been a woman, but our aigelis, the Park Road angel, who makes her aapea
every year in the now 58-year-old tradition of “Thedean Hills: A Living Tableau” (a living natiyipageant),
certainly is female. And a southern woman, at tfieah naht..” she says!)

2| understand that everything is “conditioned” hy own participation or personal experience wittYou get out
of something, only what you put in it.” True enou@o, the experience of Jesus as “Savior” or “Land"Christ,”
is obviously conditioned by our own participationhis Way. But the good news of the Christmas asgeins to
me, fundamentally, an unconditioned announcemgiis-great joy is joy that God is announcing, tlglothe
angel, to all. ALL. God’s unconditional love — exjgace it or not, accept it or not, affirm it ortrehas been
announced. It Igood news of great joyAnd it isfor ALL people



