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Living

MONTGOMERY, Ala. – Robert Smith’s eyes
light up when he talks about his mother, Naomi.

The two of them were inseparable. His habit
of speaking in parables to get his point across –
her habit, too. They spent their days watching
“The Young and the Restless” and going together
to church service.

His eyes quickly filled with tears though, as
the pain of losing her rises to the surface. It’s
been about six years since she died. About six
years since Smith has been homeless, finding

refuge in abandoned buildings near Montgom-
ery’s downtown and along the Alabama River –
in a box, because he’s learned others who are
homeless will ravage a tent that’s left unattend-
ed.

“There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t
think about her,” Smith said. Last month he
turned 50. Having her there for the big day
“would have been the best birthday present.”

She taught him the importance of manners,
and to stay away from those who did not wel-
come his presence or vice-versa.

“ ‘If you don’t like mac and cheese, stay away
from the mac and cheese,’ ” she’d tell him.

So he’s avoided others enduring the same
plight as him and found companionship in ani-
mals instead – including the pet possum he
named Jake and Bear the rottweiler who he
walks for extra cash. Visits to his campsite from
a redbird lets him know his mom is still with him.

She told him life would bring him times like
these – when it is not guaranteed his eyes will
open when the sun rises. Being homeless, Smith
explained, is like playing football – you have to
watch both the X’s and O’s.

He doesn’t keep a strict schedule. Some eve-
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Robert Smith loads up his two backpacks as he leaves the First Baptist Caring Center in Montgomery, Ala. Smith gets emotional when he speaks about his mother,
whose advice he still takes to heart to keep him safe and make good decisions on the street. JPHOTOS BY AKE CRANDALL/MONTGOMERY ADVERTISER

Man shares story of loss, finally finding a faith family 
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We’ve all had to ask directions now and again. And
some more than others.

Carol and I were trying out a new, unfamiliar trail
one summer weekend. As we wound our way through
the forest, the path snaked around a lake – but we saw
no snakes, only an osprey and kingfisher (one of my
personal favorites). The tranquility of kayakers and
paddleboarders competed with powerboats and jet
skis, but the woods seemed to absorb most sounds and
sights that might distract from a quiet Saturday saun-
ter.

We had a decent park map and the trail itself was
fairly well marked with colored tags, yet we saw few
signposts to assure us we were taking the intended
loop. A young couple with a small dog walked by and
we exchanged our delight in a beautiful day.

Her face was bright but shy. He had on a t-shirt with
an American flag made out of rifles, but we sensed

nothing macho. They were pleasant and helpful when
we passed them again, asking if we were on the right
branch. They took the time to give us clear directions-
or so we thought. Thanking them, we continued our
meandering hike.

Coming to a roadway, we assumed we had gone too
far and backtracked a short way to take an unmarked
trail in the direction we assumed was correct. This
took us into a campground where no signs were to be
seen. Approaching a group of park workers, one came
over to assist. He explained they were still working on
trails and signs-something we already knew. His “di-
rections” turned out to be … lacking. The young couple
appeared again as they were camping there. We ex-
plained our route and they realized they had forgotten
to tell us about crossing the roadway.

We backtracked on a different trail but saw the
crossing ahead. A voice called out and we looked back
to see our new friend running toward us with a map.
He wanted to make sure we were going in the right di-
rection. Comparing maps we saw that we had missed
the road crossing but we now saw it ahead. Thanking
him we regained the trail and enjoyed an easy walk
back to the trailhead and parking.

This experience, like many experiences, got me

thinking. I wondered, how often do we ask directions
in our lives? Whom do we rely on to send us the right
way? 

It feels very satisfying to offer directions to other
people. Sometimes the best feeling is when you’ve just
come from a new place and the way is fresh in your
mind to pass along to another. 

In those old evangelistic days, we used to plaster
our walls, cars and brains with the biblical verse attrib-
uted to Jesus: “I am the Way.” In Greek, the word “way”
is the same for a “road.” If Jesus was saying he’s the
road, then where is that going? We assumed it was a
straight highway to heaven. We believed there was
only one road. Just take the Road into your heart, use
the Bible for a map, and you would never need direc-
tions again.

With time and experience, the wisest among us find
there are countless roads and there is no single track to
anywhere. Wisdom, common sense and our inner
sense of direction can be as good as any map.

I know people who do “spiritual direction”-an im-
portant counseling tradition in some circles that I re-
spect. A clergyperson or certified guide assists a per-

Looking for directions on the trails of life
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