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  Dedication

To Luc Victor, with love—
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May your life continue to be an alabaster box, joyfully poured out before Jesus. May you always know the wonder of His presence, walk closely with His heart, and carry the beautiful fragrance of Christ into your generation. 

From Pinecrest and beyond.
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  THE PEARL HE COULD NOT LEAVE BEHIND
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The old merchant had seen thousands of pearls.

For nearly forty years they had passed through his hands—small ones and magnificent ones, cream-colored pearls from distant waters, nearly perfect specimens brought to him wrapped carefully in silk by sailors who had crossed oceans to obtain them.

He knew their weight by the feel of them in his palm. He could hold one toward the morning light and discover an imperfection another man would never notice. He knew what kings would pay for them, what merchants would offer for them, and when an inexperienced buyer was being deceived.

People traveled great distances to seek his judgment because the old merchant knew pearls.

But there was something they did not know about him.

He was still searching for one himself.

His father had first told him about it when he was a boy. They had been sitting together outside their little home one evening when his father placed a pearl in his small hand.

"Beautiful, isn't it?"

The boy nodded, turning it between his fingers.

Then his father leaned closer.

"But somewhere, son, there is one unlike all the others."

The boy's eyes widened.

"Have you seen it?"

His father smiled and shook his head.

"No."

"Then how do you know it exists?"

The old man looked toward the fading horizon, where the last light of evening rested upon the hills.

"Because once in a lifetime, if a man is fortunate enough, he discovers something so beautiful that everything else he possesses suddenly seems small."

The boy never forgot those words.

His father died many years later, but the words remained, buried somewhere deep within him. And so the boy became a merchant, the merchant became successful, and eventually the successful merchant became an old man.

Still, he searched.

He searched the marketplaces of great cities, examined the collections of wealthy men, and studied treasures brought ashore by sailors from places he had only heard about as a boy. Wherever exceptional pearls were bought and sold, eventually the merchant found his way there.

Along the way, he purchased many beautiful ones. His business prospered, his home grew larger, and his reputation spread until men who had never met him knew his name.

By every reasonable measure, he had succeeded.

Yet sometimes, late at night, when the lamps had been extinguished and his household was sleeping, the old merchant would open the little wooden box where he kept his finest pearls.

One by one, he would examine them.

Beautiful.

Rare.

Valuable.

But never the one.

Then one morning, everything changed.

He was passing through a small village far from the great trading roads when he noticed an elderly man sitting beneath a faded awning. There was almost nothing upon the man's table—a few pieces of pottery, an old brass cup, and several pieces of worn jewelry that hardly seemed worth a second glance.

The merchant would have walked straight past him.

But then he noticed the little wooden box. Worn. Old. 

Something made him stop.

"What's in there?"

The old seller glanced toward the box.

"Something I've had for many years."

"May I see it?"

For a moment the seller simply studied him. Then he reached across the table and drew the box toward himself.

The merchant heard the tiny creak of its hinges.

Inside lay a piece of tattered cloth.

The seller carefully folded it back.

And the merchant stopped breathing.

There, resting in the center of the cloth, was a pearl.

For several seconds neither man spoke.

Around them, the marketplace continued as it always had. Merchants called to customers. Animals shuffled through the dusty street. Somewhere nearby, two women were bargaining over a basket of fruit.

But to the merchant, all of it seemed to disappear.

He had spent his life learning to recognize beauty.

He had never seen anything like this.

His hand moved toward the pearl, then stopped.

"May I?"

The seller nodded.

The merchant lifted it carefully from the cloth.

His hands began to tremble.

He turned the pearl toward the sunlight, examining it with the eyes of a man who had spent forty years searching for imperfections.

There were none.

No blemish. No cloudiness. Nothing that diminished its beauty.

Light seemed almost to live within it.

And suddenly the old merchant was a little boy again sitting beside his father beneath an evening sky.

Somewhere, son, there is one unlike all the others.

His eyes filled with tears.

He had found it.

After all these years of searching, he had found it.

"How much?" he whispered.

The seller named the price.

The merchant's expression changed.

It was an impossible amount.

For a long moment he remained silent, still holding the pearl. Then, almost reluctantly, he lowered it into the little wooden box.

The seller wrapped the cloth around it again.

For the first time that morning, the old man smiled.

"You recognize what it is."

"Yes."

"Then you understand the price."

The merchant walked away slowly.

He made it halfway through the marketplace before stopping.

People moved around him. Someone brushed against his shoulder, a cart rattled past, and a child laughed somewhere behind him, but he barely noticed any of it.

He could see only the pearl.

His mind traveled homeward—to his house, his land, his warehouse, the beautiful rugs brought from distant countries, the silver vessels upon his table, the horses in his stable, and the collection of pearls he had spent nearly a lifetime assembling.

Forty years.

It had taken him forty years to acquire those things.

Then, standing in the middle of that crowded marketplace, he suddenly understood something.

He turned around.

The old seller looked up as the merchant approached his table again.

"I want the pearl."

"You know the price."

"Yes."

The merchant swallowed and looked at the little wooden box.

"I will pay it!"

Over the days that followed, word spread that the old merchant had lost his mind.

He sold his warehouse and his land. He sold the beautiful furnishings from his home and possessions gathered over decades of travel. Finally, he opened the wooden cases containing the pearls that had made him famous and began selling those as well.

Friends came to reason with him.

"Think about what you're doing."

"I have."

"You are throwing away everything you've worked for."

The merchant shook his head.

"No. I am exchanging it."

"For one pearl?"

The merchant smiled.

"You haven't seen it."

At last there was almost nothing left.

The merchant gathered everything he had received from the sale of his possessions and returned to the little village.

The old seller was still there.

Without a word the merchant placed the price before him.

The seller counted it carefully, then reached beneath the table and brought out the little wooden box.

The merchant recognized every scratch in its wood.

This time, when the seller opened it, he did not merely show him the pearl.

He placed the entire box into the merchant's hands.

"It belongs to you."

The merchant stood there silently.

Forty years of searching.

Forty years of buying and selling, accumulating and examining, wondering whether the words spoken by his father so many years before had really been true.

He opened the cloth and lifted the pearl once more.

Tears slipped down the old man's face. He could not contain them if he tried. 

He had given nearly everything he possessed and yet no one in that marketplace had ever seen a happier man.

Carefully he returned the pearl to its box, pressed it against his chest and began the journey home.

Before he had gone far, someone who knew him saw him leaving.

The man had heard what the merchant had done and could hardly believe it.

"You really sold everything?"

The merchant nodded.

"For what's inside that little box?"

Again, the merchant nodded.

The man stared at him as though he were looking at a fool.

"Was it worth it?"

The merchant stopped walking.

For a moment he said nothing.

Then he opened the box and looked again at the treasure for which he had searched nearly all his life.

A smile slowly crossed his face.

"No."

The other man looked startled.

The merchant's eyes filled with tears.

He looked once more at the pearl.

"I gave far too little."
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Dear friend,

Before you turn another page, I want you to know why I have placed this little story here.

I have walked with Jesus for many years. I have preached about Him, written about Him, served Him, and sought to follow Him through seasons of tremendous joy as well as seasons that tested everything within me.

Yet the longer I know Him, the more convinced I become that I have barely begun to discover how beautiful He really is.

In that sense, I sometimes feel very much like the old merchant. Just when I think I understand something of the treasure I have found in Christ, He allows me another glimpse of His heart, and I realize there is so much more of Him still to know.

That is why I wrote this little book.

Not because I have exhausted this subject, but because I am still discovering it.

As a pastor, that is what I desire for you as well. I don't want these pages merely to give you more information about Jesus, nor do I want to tell you beforehand everything you are about to discover for yourself.

I simply want to take you by the arm and point in one direction.

Look at Jesus.

Read slowly. Keep your Bible nearby. And should the Holy Spirit touch something deep within you while you are reading, don't hurry onward merely to finish the book.

Put it down.

Talk to Him. Worship Him. Sit quietly in His presence.

If
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