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A B O U T  P E N N

Penn and Heather Clark left their native Canada with a 
missionary visa to help start a church in northern New 
York, where they pastored for more than twenty-one 
years. Penn formed Word of  Grace Network, an 
apostolic fellowship of  like-minded ministers committed 
to world missions, raising up the next generation of  
leaders, and equipping others to advance the Kingdom 
of  God.

The Lord has sent Penn to some of  the neediest places 
on Earth, where he has taught and trained leaders, 
helped start churches, and enabled the poor to help 
themselves. Penn’s ministry is based in Penn Yan, New 
York, at WellSpring Fellowship, a church he helped start 
in the beautiful Finger Lakes region. 
To learn more about Penn, go to www.penn-clark.com or 
find him on Facebook.
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   long time ago, in a remote part of  the kingdom, lived 
a young man named Nigel. He had an infectious grin and 
a streak of  kindness that ran almost as deep as his love for 
God. It was obvious to all who met him that the favor of  
the Lord rested squarely upon his life. He worked hard for 
the local blacksmith, but always found time to visit a quiet 
place, where he would go to seek the Lord. He often asked 
for someone special with whom he could share his cher-
ished place. He laid out his heart’s desire before the Lord, 
and after a long wait, he was able to take a beautiful young 
gal named Nell to see Cherry Lane. She loved it immedi-
ately.
     At the close of  the day, they stopped at an old wooden 
house, which sat at the entrance to one of  the meadows. It 
was a simple old place that turned the color of  amber as 
the sun began to set upon it. During one of  their visits to 
the old house, Nigel told Nell that he had always wanted to 
live on Cherry Lane. He asked her if  she would join him in 
turning this old house into a home.

     From their happy wedding day onward, they spent most 
mornings and many evenings strolling down Cherry Lane, 
praying and worshipping, bringing their plans before the 
Lord as they watched the sun rise and set together. It was on 
one of  these early morning walks that Nell noticed Nigel 
was deep in thought. When she asked him what he was 
thinking about, he sighed and said that, while he liked being 
the apprentice to the blacksmith, he had always hoped that 
someday he would be able to work for himself. He confided 
in her that it was his dream to own a workshop so he could 
help people and perhaps even serve the king.

The following is a parable the 
Lord gave me when I was a 
young disciple. While I have 
preached it a few times, I 
always felt it was something 
He gave me for my own life, to 
serve as a reminder of  how 
easily His blessing can become 
something it was never intended 
to become. 

Like most parables, it all 
happened long ago . . .

A
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  Part way down Cherry Lane stood an old drive-shed nestled beside the creek. 
As they stood in front of  it, they talked, half-jokingly at first, about how this would 
be the perfect place to open a blacksmith shop. Soon, they were inside planning 
where to hang his tools and where they could set the bellows. A few days later, Nell 
surprised Nigel as they strolled past the shed, having hung a hand-painted sign 
over the door, which said, “Nigel the Smith.” At that moment, they dedicated 
their plans to the Lord in prayer, asking for His blessings. They ran excitedly down 
Cherry Lane, laughing at the bold faith that caused them to hang up a sign no one 
else could see.

 One morning, as the sound of  a hammer hitting steel echoed across the 
meadow, the deer came out of  the forest to see what was making the new sound 
on Cherry Lane. Little by little and day by day, the sound would increase as wag-
ons were brought to the little shop to be fixed and horses were led there to be 
shod.  Nigel was a craftsman with integrity, and word got around, “If  you want 
something fixed right, see Nigel the Smith.”

  There was always enough work to provide for Nigel and Nell’s growing family 
and he always took the time to walk the little ones down Cherry Lane, where their 
squeals of  laughter could be heard across the meadows as they chased frogs and 
caught salamanders. They loved to discover new flowers or pick the wild berries 
that hid among the high grass. He helped them climb the same trees he once sat in 
to read from the Old Book and delighted in seeing them splash around in the 
same creek that had refreshed his feet so many times before. Seeing their wonder 
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helped Nigel recapture what he had first felt when he started coming to Cherry 
Lane. As the sun began to set, they would make their way back to their sturdy new 
house at the edge of  the meadow.

THE KING’S SMITH
One day, a big black, shiny carriage pulled up in front of  the little blacksmith shed. 
The king’s coachman stepped down onto the gravel lane, squinting at the shed, miss-
ing all the beauty around it. He opened the door for the king’s messenger, who 
quickly stepped out and approached Nigel, who had been sitting in the early morn-
ing sun, reading from the Old Book. He often did this as he waited for his helpers to 
bring yesterday’s coals back to life for another busy day. The messenger said that 
word had reached the king’s ears of  Nigel’s skill and integrity, and he asked if  he 
would be willing to become the king’s smith. A modest grin crept slowly across Ni-
gel’s face. He quietly said that he would be honored to serve the king. The quick rap-
ping of  a hammer provided the exclamation point to Nigel’s words as the coachman 
hung the king’s seal of  approval next to Nell’s old sign. 

     That evening, as they walked hand-in-hand down Cherry Lane with all the little 
ones running ahead, Nigel and Nell sang a song of  gratitude to the Lord. For a long 
time afterward, they would stand in amazement whenever they saw the shiny king’s 
seal hanging on their little shop in the middle of  nowhere. They marveled at God’s 
great blessing upon their lives.
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      More business began to come their 
way as word spread about the king’s 
smith. Soon, he needed to hire more help, 
so he built a much larger shop next to the 
old shed, which was now barely large 
enough to store his coal. From that time 
forward, the ringing of  the hammers 
drowned out the subtle sound of  the in-
sects and the sweet sound of  the birds. All 
you could hear was the sound of  horses 
coming and going, and the village people 
haggling in the Lane as their carriages 
lined the meadows. Even Nigel’s own car-
riage could be seen hurrying down 
Cherry Lane, his wheels spurning the 
flecked stones he once picked up to ad-
mire.

TOO BUSY TO NOTICE ANYMORE
From time to time, Nigel would look up from the anvil to catch a glimpse of  Nell 
walking with the family down the Lane, but even she was becoming too busy to do 
this very often. He could not remember the last time he walked down the lane, much 
less lay in the meadow or rest his feet in the cold, clear stream. The children would 
sometimes coax him to walk with them, but it was obvious that his mind was some-
where else. They were still thrilled to find a new fawn grazing with its mother, or 
catch sight of  a trout resting against the current in the stream, but Nigel did not 
seem to notice these things anymore.
     The children would pray for their dad when they saw him trudging his way be-
tween their sturdy little house and the big shop, where he would spend another night 
trying to catch up on the day’s work. He also had to get up very early each morning 
to get things ready for the men who would soon arrive for work. They brought their 
own tensions to Cherry Lane, and their work was never quite up to his standards, but 
he was too busy to do it all himself.
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STARRY, STARRY NIGHT
Then, one evening, as he 
walked toward the shop, Nigel 
heard the call of  a whippoor-
will. Hearing the bird’s old fa-
miliar song instantly trans-
ported him back to simpler 
times when he would often sit 
in the cool of  the day, feeling 
satisfied with his humble life. It 
stirred his heart like nothing 
else, reminding him of  quieter 
times. He stood in the same 
spot, deep in thought, until the 
stars came out. The faint smell 
of  the sweet grass hung heavily 
in the Lane, which gave it that 
distinct smell that Nigel loved 
so much. As he stood there, his 
heart began to melt before the 
Lord as he considered all that 
he had and all that he had lost 
in getting it. He had always felt 
rich but somehow was feeling 
poorer with each passing sea-
son. He had lost something 
truly valuable along the way 
and did not know how to get it 
back. He longed for simplicity 
and, then and there, decided 
that he needed to find it, no 
matter the cost.
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INTO THE FOG
Nell felt Nigel leave the bed a lit-
tle earlier than usual, and rather 
than heading straight to the 
shop, as usual, she saw his silhou-
ette slowly walking down Cherry 
Lane. She prayed for him as he 
entered the meadow, stepping 
into a wisp of  fog that shrouded 
the early morning. The foggy 
meadow mirrored the condition 
of  his own soul as he began to 
call aloud, asking the Lord to 
help him. It sounded so strange 
to hear his own voice pray aloud, 
as he said, “Oh God! How could 
Your blessing turn out like this? 
You have given me everything I 
have ever wanted, but surely You 
could not have intended this. 
Help me find my way back to 
You and to simpler times.” As Ni-
gel wept freely, the deer came out 
of  the forest to investigate the 
strange new sound that was echo-
ing across the meadow.
     Morning by morning, he be-
gan taking time to be with the 
Lord, knowing that somehow this 
was the only way to begin to find 
his way back to the Lord, asking 
Him to change what he could not change himself. The men began to notice how Ni-
gel’s mind was no longer as focused on the work and how he would sometimes slip 
away during a busy day just to pray for an hour or so. Instead of  working in the shop 
late at night, he could be seen standing out under the stars, learning to sing to His 
God again.
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BACK TO THE OLD BOOK
He started reading the Old Book again, as well. Even though at first he did not find 
what he was looking for, he stayed with it. In time, he began to feel it speaking to 
him. He found the perspective he needed, especially from the words written by a rich 
old king who, even though God had blessed him in every way, had become very poor. 
It was as if  this old king were asking Nigel these questions:
1.	 What do you have to show for all your work?
2.	 What good is all this work to get enough food if  you never really taste it?
3.	 What makes us work so hard that we fail to enjoy the fruit of  our labor?
4.	 Is there not more to life than working all the time? 
5. Would a small amount with quietness not be better than having both hands full, 

with travail and vexation of  spirit?
6. Doesn’t our dissatisfaction only lead to more work?
7.	 What is the point of  building a house that is empty of  life?
8.	 Why have children that you never have time to enjoy?
9.	 What is the point of  working hard so we can retire and still never find rest?
10.	 Why work at something we hate doing, when it is the gift of  God to enjoy the 
work of  our hands?
11.	 Why trade what we already have for that which we never really wanted?
12.	 Would being able to enjoy this fruit not be the best proof  of  God’s blessing? 
13.	 What does it accomplish to go from labor to labor, travail to travail, and not live 
long enough to enjoy what you worked so hard for?
14. Why work hard just to lay up things for those who have not worked for it?
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BACK TO SIMPLICITY 
Nigel began to realize that 
people are only here for a 
short time and before long 
someone else will come be-
hind them and reap from 
all the work they have done. 
This had happened to who-
ever built the first little 
house at the edge of  the 
meadow, who had set the 
drive-shed beside the creek, 
cleared the meadows, laid 
the gravel road, and 
planted the shade trees 
along Cherry Lane.
     All of  this came down 
heavily on Nigel’s heart, 
like a hammer hitting steel, 
causing him to become 
more determined to work 
harder at simplifying his 
life.
    Nigel and Nell can still 
be seen walking slowly 
down Cherry Lane with 
their grandchildren at their 
side. They listen to them 
squealing with delight when 

they find something new along Cherry Lane. They smile to each other as they notice 
how the deer come out of  the forest to see whose voices were now ringing across the 
meadows.
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THE BOTTOM LINE
The book of  Ecclesiastes is a reality check. It is so contemporary, it could have been 
written today. It is about a man who had everything but ended up with nothing. My 
wish for you, and for myself, is that we make a break from all that vexes our souls so 
we can discover the simplicity of  our own Cherry Lane. Let’s build our lives on the 
things that satisfy our hearts, rather than those things that vex us. 
     As we read Ecclesiastes, it is as if  King Solomon is standing in the middle of  the 
road, waving his arms, warning us not to come his way, shouting, “Go back! Don’t 
follow me! I have gone the wrong way and need to find my way back to God!” But 
many of  us drive right on by, waving at him, as we head to our own destruction. 
     The bottom line of  the book of  Ecclesiastes is that life is short and the goal of  
man’s existence is to fear God and walk with Him all the days of  his life. So often, 
this is the first thing that gets lost in the busyness of  life, but it is the one thing we 
need to live in simplicity.
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The parable of  Cherry Lane was written as a reminder that it is not just doing bad 
things that can rob our lives of  life, but often it is doing good things in an imbal-
anced way that can hurt us. People have burned out on ministry and other God-
given jobs because they failed to adjust the rhythm of  their lives by resting and taking 
time to come aside to gain fresh perspective about the things that matter most in life. 
Again, this is reflected so beautifully in Eugene Peterson’s rendition of  Jesus invita-
tion to recover our lives:
“Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get away with me and you'll recover 
your life. I'll show you how to take a real rest. Walk with me and work with me–watch how I do it. 
Learn the unforced rhythms of  grace. I won't lay anything heavy or ill-fitting on you. Keep company 
with me and you'll learn to live freely and lightly.” (Matthew 11:28-30)
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