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MESSAGES FROM MENTORS AND COLLEAGUES IN THE LAW 

 

NORMAN AMAKER PUBLIC INTEREST LAW RETREAT 

“RE-COMMITMENT TO SOCIAL CHANGE: 

WHERE YOU WERE, WHERE YOU ARE, WHERE YOU ARE GOING” 

 

BRADFORD WOODS, INDIANA 

FEBRUARY 23, 2008 

________ 

 

Dear Reader:  

 

A day may come that you find yourself doubting your role in the quest for social justice.  I hope 

you never will, but if you do, I have a gift for you.  I told a few of my colleagues about the 

opportunity to meet with you and they asked that I give you their impassioned messages filled 

with stories, advice, quotes and the reasons why they can’t wait to wake up and get to work.  

Their messages are below but I want you to know that I have left the last page blank because I 

know that you will fill it in with your own reasons in the very near future. 

________ 

 

 

ñHere's to the crazy ones.  The misfits.  The rebels.  The trouble-makers.  The round heads in the 

square holes.  The ones who see things differently.  They're not fond of rules, and they have no 

respect for the status-quo.  You can quote them, disagree with them, glorify, or vilify them.  But 

the only thing you can't do is ignore them.  Because they change things.  They push the human 

race forward.  And while some may see them as the crazy ones, we see genius.  Because the 

people who are crazy enough to think they can change the world, are the ones who do.ò  

ï Jack Kerouac 

 

BECKY BALLARD 

Nonprofit Advocacy Project/Foundation Advocacy Initiative Fellow 

Alliance for Justice 

 

I think that law students (and I myself fell into this trap) often focus on the issues that 

they are passionate about.  But when looking for a good fit for a job I believe that there are three 

major foci: big picture issues, everyday tasks, and workplace culture.  You never get 100% in 

any of these areas, but figuring out how important each of these elements is to you is critical to 

being a happy and successful attorney. 

 

KEVIN M. BARRY 

Supervising Attorney/Teaching Fellow 

Georgetown University Law Center 

Federal Legislation Clinic 

  

Here's a quote that I had on my wall in college and that I now carry with me in my wallet.  

For me, life in the public interest really is a calling, a mission – it's something that's chosen me as 
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much as I've chosen it.  The quote is taken from a book called, "Transformation of Man" by 

Rosemary Haughton (it was written in 1967 -- it ought to be called "Transformation of People"!), 

and it discusses what it means to be a "prophet."  The word "prophet" gets tossed around in a lot 

of circles, especially religious ones, but lucky for me (I am not religious), it has a deeper 

meaning, and one that’s motivated me for a while.  So . . . here it is: 

  

"Prophets tend to occur outside the normal articulation of power.  Either they come from 

people who are socially powerless, or if they are born in potentially influential positions within 

the power structure they opt out of it, and exercise their calling outside it, often in opposition to 

it. . . . They do not require the vindication of being heard or of visible results.  The success of the 

mission, even, is less important than carrying it out. . . . Prophets will not be put in any category, 

they are strictly outlaws, and the reason for this is that they represent, in a sense are, the power 

which transcends and transforms the law. . . . The power that the prophet wields – or that wields 

[her] – is the transforming, self-discovering power of love." 

 

EMILY A. BENFER 

Public Interest Attorney 

 

[The following is an excerpt from ñThe Redefined Hero: Discovering Champions of Social 

Justice.ò]  

 

As a public interest lawyer you will serve as an instrument of justice in many battles.  

Whether you commit yourself to housing, homelessness, human rights, immigration law, voting 

rights, the environment or become a civil rights lawyer, a legal services attorney, a public 

defender, a judge – your charge as a lawyer is to not only to make just that which is unjust; it is 

also to be outwardly focused on the world around you and to respect and value the people you 

encounter, the people you represent, the people your work will impact.  You are not building 

change in isolation.  You are connected to the people who laid bricks before you and you will be 

surrounded by clients, colleagues, government, society and all those people who will pick up the 

effort in the future long after we are gone.  Watch, listen, and join forces with the heroes that 

came before you and stand around you and do not for a moment hesitate to become one yourself.   

 

The future for me, the place where we are going, has as much to do with you as all of the 

people we will collectively impact through our justice work.  Just for a moment, let’s peer into 

the looking glass and imagine the impossible world.  Imagine the changes you would make.  

Imagine the world you went to law school to create.  Imagine the better world you want for 

yourself and for your clients. 

   

Now, ask yourself who will create that world, who will make that change.  Did you hear a 

voice inside you screaming, “I will!”?  I trust that you did.  I trust that you will join the ranks of 

my heroes.  I know that you will because you are my final hero – you are the hero who will take 

us into the future.  And in that future, I trust that you will remember the lessons of the heroes that 

came before you.     

 

Remember that: We are one village, one family, and we have one sacred duty to each other.   
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Remember to: 

 

 Share your gifts and skills with those around you, in the same way that sharing banana 

leaves can change a village;  

 Speak out!  Teach and inspire others to find their own powerful voice; 

 Be selfless, self-sacrifice and fiercely stand up for that which you cherish;   

 Transform the status quo in the face of any injustice; 

 Bring your heart with you into the battlefield and give as much as you can; 

 Plant daisies in landfills; and 

 Start your own cause, your own revolution, your own change;      

 

As we set off into the future, I have faith that you will not only courageously dream the 

impossible.  You achieve it.  You will become the next champion of social justice.  You are my 

lasting hero. 

MARY BISSELL 

Managing Partner 

ChildFocus 

 

The law has given me a tremendous appreciation for how rules and structure can 

transform communities for the better.  The dark side of the law, however, is the hollow  

ssumption that there is a set of rules to guide your life.  There is never one road to success.  

While some would have you believe that the law review, the clerkship and the prestigious firm 

are the tried and true keys to happiness, the real world says otherwise.  Pay attention to your 

needs and desires and the needs and desires of the people you love.  Dare to put your 

relationships, your children and your values first and you will get where you need to go. 

 

SUSAN DERWIN 

Director, Florida Reproductive Freedom Project 

American Civil Liberties Union of Florida 

 

Tonight, for the second time in a week, I heard Barak Obama quote Dr. King's "The 

Fierce Urgency of Now."  And that's it.  That's why we do public interest law.  My clients – girls, 

age 15 to 18 – illustrate this as well as anything; when these girls need my help to get a judicial 

bypass to allow them to end a pregnancy without parental involvement or interference... we're 

fighting the clock... the fierce urgency of now.  Regardless of the issue in our hearts, I think that's 

why we all do this – with low salaries, lots of hurdles and often taking risks fighting unpopular 

causes.  And it has to be now. 

 

ANTONIA FASANELLI 

Executive Director 

Baltimore Homeless Persons’ Representation Project 

 

The two most memorable statements made to me were by the Judge for which I clerked 

before beginning to practice law.  While clerking, he would ask me periodically in a Kennedy-

esque sort of way, "What have you done for your country today?"  Later on as I developed my 
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career path and encountered certain hesitation at various directions for this path, he simply said 

"When in doubt, do." 

 

These two statements have meant a great deal to me as I practiced law and now as I direct 

the provision and practice of law at a legal services organization.  I learned early on that the best 

aspects of my practice that achieved change for "my country" or " my city" and of course, for 

"my clients" were when I pushed the envelope, when I thought outside the parameters of existing 

law, and when I considered how I could stretch the bounds of the law or achieve change even 

outside a courtroom.   

 

I applied these goals for myself in representing tenants fighting to hold onto some of the 

last units of affordable housing in the District of Columbia.  If I could not help them keep their 

housing affordable through legal means, then I would support organizing and political strategies 

to preserve affordable housing.  If we could not use the courthouse to hold onto a building of 

affordable units, could I as a lawyer help advise an organizing strategy to shame the government 

into turning over the property to the tenants or a non-profit developer?  Did 300 people 

protesting in front of a government building to insist that a public housing complex be preserved 

achieve a better result than one we could obtain in a courtroom?  These are the types of questions 

we must always ask as lawyers.  And if we ever hesitate or wonder whether we will be 

successful, then after careful ethical checks, we must "do" because if we "don't" no one else will. 

 

SUSAN HOFFMAN 

Public Service Partner 

Crowell & Moring 

 

The legal field has more than its share of individuals motivated by wealth and ambition.  

At the start of your career, identify the goals and values that are important to you (equal access to 

justice, reducing homelessness, etc.).  Strive to "measure" yourself against your progress to those 

goals rather than by comparing yourself to your colleagues.   

 

In this regard, a quote that I try to live by is, "Not in the clamor of the crowded street, not 

in the shouts and plaudits of the throng, but in ourselves, are triumph and defeat." - Henry 

Wadsworth Longfellow 

  

My other blurb is “Believe in the power of one to make a difference.”   

I thought about [this] message from the movie, It’s a Wonderful Life.  I call it the “power of 

one,” or the impact of the individual.  At one point in the movie, George Bailey is discouraged and 

standing at a bridge contemplating suicide.  He says aloud “I wish I had never been born”.  Clarence, his 

guardian angel, comes and literally walks George through what his life would be like if he had never 

been born.  And, it is not pretty.  You know the rest of the story.  George sees that his life had a ripple 

effect that went well beyond what he could have imagined. . .    

And, so sometimes you may wonder, how much of an impact can I have representing one 

person?  Well, one of those individuals came up to me at an awards event recently and told me that since 

we had helped her get asylum she began working as a doctor for John Hopkins where she of course is 

helping hundreds of others coping with illnesses.  Another client, a domestic violence victim, ran into 
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me on the street and told me that she had started a support group for victims at her church.  When I look 

at our entire pro bono docket and the individuals that it has impacted, I know that because of your efforts 

in the pro bono program, this community is a better place.   

 I want to share a quote about the power of one from a thank you letter in a pro bono matter, 

“You begin saving the world by saving one person at a time; all else is grandiose romanticism or 

politics.”  The letter continues, “You stepped up to help when all of the odds were against you.  

You offered your time, your talent, your firm’s reputation; your constant determination all for no 

other reason than a man’s misfortune touched your heart.”   

 

 I salute those of you who have handled pro bono matters and those of you who have done 

community service work.  You are indeed unsung heroes – our George Baileys.   

 

PHILIP HORTON 

Partner 

Arnold & Porter 

 

Two quotes from other people for you to consider.  They have inspired me in my belief 

that each one of us can make a difference: 

 

"Never doubt that a small group of citizens acting together can change the world.  Indeed, 

it is the only thing that ever has." – Margaret Mead 

 

"Let no one be discouraged by the belief that there is nothing that one man or one woman 

acting alone can do about the enormous array of the world's ills.  Few will have the greatness to 

bend history itself, but each time someone stand up for an ideal, or strikes out against injustice, 

or acts to improve the lot of others, he sends a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a 

million different centers of energy and daring, those ripples build a current which can sweep 

down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance." – Robert Kennedy 

 

SUSAN HUHTA 

Project Director  

Equal Employment Opportunity Project 

Washington Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights and Urban Affairs 

 

When I was embarking on my legal career, I had a hard time deciding between the safe 

and the riskier paths; the traditional vs. the exceptional employment routes; the purely self-

serving career options and the ones that were imbued with meaning and a focus on my own 

humanity.  I honestly did not know what to do, until a friend asked me one day:  

  

“What would you do if you had no fear?”   

  

It was a crystallizing moment for me, and the answer immediately became clear.  I chose 

the path that led me to civil rights litigation, and I have never looked back.    
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PAT KAPLAN 

Executive Director  

New Haven Legal Assistance Association 

 

I have awakened every morning for almost 30 years excited about the day ahead.  I look 

forward to the challenges that need to be faced and the hurdles that need to be overcome because 

I feel that what I do in legal services, first as an advocate and then as a director, is all about 

helping and empowering those in our society with the most challenges and hurdles to face, those 

of race, disability, poverty and discrimination.   

 

In the beginning, it was through doing individual case work; as a director, it has been 

through mentoring new legal services lawyers and running a good program. The not so hidden 

agenda of my career has been about changing society to make it a better place for our clients. 

And one of the greatest perks is the community you join as a legal services lawyer, the privilege 

and fun of being a part of a national community of dedicated, thoughtful, committed and smart 

people, with a shared goal of public service.   

 

You cannot ignore the problem of the lower salaries and the discrimination that we as 

legal services lawyers some times face, that because we make less, we are less, and because we 

represent the unpopular, we are unpopular.  You have to find the passion within yourself and the 

satisfaction of knowing that what you do really does have the power to change lives to withstand 

the pressure of a money-driven society.  You may drive a Honda Civic, as I do, rather than a 

Lexus, but, and here is my favorite quote from Sir Winston Churchill, "You make a living by 

what you earn; you make a life by what you give!"   

 

KATIE LASKEY-DONOVAN 

Equal Justice Works Fellow 

DC Employment Justice Center 

 

Because public interest/legal service organizations are so resource & staff- strapped, you 

may not get the type of mentoring or teaching that you would hope for when you are first starting 

out.  You often have to take charge of situations yourself and do a lot of self-teaching and 

investigating.  This struggle is worth it because often it is the best way to learn, and more 

importantly by teaching yourself, you become a better advocate for your clients.  

 

KRISTI MATTHEWS 

Grassroots Advocacy Coordinator 

Washington Legal Clinic for the Homeless 

& Fair Budget Coalition 
 

I would like to share two quotes that I found help me everyday. The first being: 

 “The most dangerous place for a child to grow up is at the intersection of poverty and race.”  
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To me this quote means that children who are neither responsible for their race or their 

situation of poverty are often forced to pay for both in brutal ways. Please, when and if you 

choose to go into public interest law and you find yourself working with children, remember that 

this is a delicate opportunity for you. This is a chance for you to help them see all they can 

become.  It is a chance for you to help them discover their power.  It is a chance for you to give 

them the green light on the intersection and make a difference.  

  

The second being:  “The world is a product of our thinking. If we change our thinking we 

change the world.”  

 

I believe that this quote is the root reason why I do the work that I do.  This world and the 

injustice in it were created by people’s thinking.  The only way to change the world is to change 

the way people think.  As lawyers you can not only change the way an individual who has been 

broken by society thinks you can also change the way lawmakers think.  You are the essence of 

changing the world.  

 

COLE MCMAHON 

Senior Program Manager - AmeriCorps 

Equal Justice Works 

 

I once asked a hero of mine for career advice.  His response was stunning: “You’re 

holding yourself back.  Be your best. Do more. Take risks.”  This was a surprise – I thought I 

was a pretty service-oriented guy already.  I wasn’t really sure what he meant, but I think the 

answer is similar to two other pieces of advice I’ve gotten.  “The extent to which you are making 

a difference is the extent to which you will be happy.”  Or as Rep. Elijah Cummings told the first 

AmeriCorps team I ever managed, “You give, you get.  It’s that simple.” 

  

I’m not a lawyer, but I work to end the justice gap in our nation.  I do this by giving 

lawyers the opportunity to do the things I can’t: represent poor people and use the law to create 

community change.  I suppose my advice is this: you owe it to yourself to serve others.  For the 

rest of your life you can volunteer part time, but for at least a year of your life, immerse yourself 

completely in serving others and ending injustice. The risk is taking the lower salary, getting off 

the corner office track.  The reward is finding yourself.  The happiest people I know are those 

who do the most to help others. 

  

Oh, and talk with Equal Justice Works about how to do it. 

 

PATTY MULLAHY FUGERE 

Executive Director 

Washington Legal Clinic for the Homeless 

 

Some of the things that inspire me, aside from the extraordinary strength of our clients, 

include: [Florence Wagman Roisman’s] “Lawyer as Abolitionist” article, the quote on the 

Georgetown Law Library by, then-GULC law student, Joseph Cantrell “The law is but a means, 

justice is the end,” and a passage by Theodore Loder that I keep taped above my desk: 
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Empower me to be a bold participant, 

Rather than a timid saint in waiting, 

In the difficult ordinariness of now; 

To exercise the authority of honesty, 

Rather than to defer to power, 

Or deceive to get it; 

To influence someone for justice, 

Rather than impress anyone for gain; 

And, by grace, to find treasures 

Of joy, or friendship, of peace 

Hidden in the fields of the daily 

You give me to plow. 

 

[The following is an excerpt from Patricia Mullahy Fugereôs remarks at the Attorney Swearing 

In Ceremony at the U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia.] 

  

I do, however, have a hope….a hope that when you try your first case in this court, or 

your 51
st
 case here…. that tomorrow, or 20 years from tomorrow, you will be able to live the 

simple message that I offer to you today.  Four words…very simple…. “Be Passionate About 

Justice.”  That is now your special charge. . . I think of justice in terms of life and community 

made right for everyone – where fairness and respect and dignity abound and where need and 

pain and isolation are not tolerated. 

 

There would be no room in a community of justice for parents having to choose between 

food on the table and bus fare to the health clinic;  There’d be no room for a child spending the 

first months of her life in a homeless shelter – perhaps never to know a stable home of her own; 

Nowhere, in a community of justice would there be room for neglected children or adults with 

disabilities to be abandoned by the very systems and structures designed for their protection; Nor 

would there be room for a child with special needs never knowing the simple joy of winning a 

spelling bee, or competing in a science fair, or simply eating lunch in the cafeteria with friends. 

 

We’re not quite there yet, are we?  We still have much work to do.  Hard work it will be; 

even painful at times, because serving justice demands that we give not only of our surplus, but 

that we give of our substance, as well.  For as long as some of us have more, and other not 

enough, justice cannot be.  Hard work, yes, but we must commit ourselves to it…with a passion. 

 

For if we do, just imagine the rewards.  Just imagine a community where no belly aches 

from hunger and no illness goes untreated for lack of health insurance; Where no child is tucked 

in to sleep at night in a makeshift bed in the back of a car or an abandoned building; Where no 

one who struggles with a disability is forced to struggle also to access the supports he or she so 

desperately needs for survival; A community where all of our children are loved and nurtured 

and respected and never left to feel lost or homeless or alone in their pain; Imagine a community 

where we all, no matter our country of origin, nor the county or ward of our residence, have the 

security of a house that is our home, of cupboards that are stocked with groceries that don’t run 

out before the end of the month, of schools in which our children really learn, of neighbors who 
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welcome us and support us and cherish – not despise – our differences.  That is a community of 

justice. 

 

Four simple words.  Know them; live them.  Today, tomorrow, twenty years from 

tomorrow.  Be Passionate About Justice.  For those in our community who have little else, as 

members of this great court, we can afford to do nothing less. 

 

E. PAGE PRENTICE 

Deputy Prosecuting Attorney 

 

  As a Deputy Prosecutor, I feel like my constant challenge is to remain true to my moral 

compass, and not to be dissuaded from doing the right thing by anyone else's agenda or even my 

own competitive nature.  I never want to do anything that calls into question my ethics or my 

integrity, not even to win a case.  Doing the wrong thing for a good reason is still doing the 

wrong thing.  Every day I fight the good fight in an honorable way, and that's all I can do. 

  

A quote that I quite like and draw inspiration from comes from Eleanor Roosevelt:  "It is 

better to light a candle than curse the darkness." 

 

MELANIE RASMUSSEN 

Solo Practitioner  
 

Advice 1: There are countless opportunities to involve yourself in the legal community 

and in public interest law.  Take part in as many of these opportunities as you can emotionally, 

physically and ethically handle, but know when you need to focus on yourself and your other 

obligations, cares and concerns.  It has been said for years, and will be said for years to come, 

you can only help others if you first help yourself.  That may sound obvious and cliché, but in 

public interest law you will encounter many emotional circumstances and you must remember 

what your role is and you must understand your limitations in all respects.  You will feel moved 

to help the client in so many different ways.  This is fantastic and commendable, but it is 

important to keep in mind that many of these are not included in what you should be doing as an 

Attorney.  Your role does not need to stop at legal representation, as it is strictly defined.  You 

can assist your client even more by being familiar with the other resources out there and 

providing information and referrals so that your client can become whole again.  While your 

"job" is complete, there are others who can help with many (and hopefully all) of the surrounding 

matters.  There are so many agencies, groups and guidebooks available that can be used to 

empower the client and get them to a point in their life they may have never imagined, but 

dreamed.  Continue to educate yourself, so that you can grow and help your clients grow long 

after your representation is complete. 

  

Advice 2: Get to know your local Judges and practitioners.  Before you begin practicing 

in their courtrooms, seek out ways to introduce yourself to Judges; ask their permission to sit in 

on a couple hearings and ask questions afterward.  Sign up for the Judge Shadowing Programs 

and prepare yourself, so that you can get everything out of the experience as possible and be as 

efficient in your contact with the Judges.  Follow-up with these Attorneys and Judges and let 

them know you are grateful for their guidance and time.  In the Courtroom, Judges must be as 
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neutral as the human race allows, but they can still talk with you outside of a case, show you the 

ropes; this contact will hopefully make you feel more at ease once you actually make it in front 

of a Judge, may help you represent your client in the best way possible and help to teach you 

how to really practice law, and do so under the Rules of Court and Ethics. 

 

JAMES RUBIN 

Senior Attorney 

Hunton & Williams, LLP 

 

My advice, albeit hokey-sounding, is to not be afraid to choose an area or goal and pursue 

it, even if you are not the expert or have the perfect training.  By sheer force of will and "being 

there" (i.e. making the commitment to a program, attending meetings and programs, and always, 

always having something constructive to contribute), you will be seen by others in that field as a 

participant if not eventually a leader. 

  

When I was a young associate at a firm, I decided I wanted to work on international 

environmental issues.  It took me six more years and two jobs before I found a position that I was 

able to grow into a substantial internationally-related policy practice in the federal government.  I 

was able to do this by a lot of luck but also by being willing to contribute time and ideas (beyond 

my then-current job description) and not being afraid to put myself out there as a candidate when 

the right opportunity presented itself.   

 

EMILE SMITH 

State Program Manager 

District of Columbia Homeland Security and Emergency Management Agency. 

 

The only sound advice I can really give anyone is to choose a career path that you not only feel 

passionate about, but more importantly - conviction.  With conviction, there is the strengthen 

necessary to persevere during hard times and overcome challenges. 

 

LIZA ZAMD 

Staff Attorney  

CASA de Maryland 
 

1. I do not go a single day without learning a powerful lesson of humility by the interactions I 

have with my clients.  They often are hard-working, open, and wonderfully sweet people; they 

are also at times angry, frustrated, and indignant.  All my clients, however, have been victimized 

in ways which I will probably never experience because I am of a demographic that is not 

exploited, abused, and vilified.  It is this thought – and my ability to vindicate people's rights – 

that propels me forward during the stressful points in my life. 

 

2. Obtaining jobs in the public interest is often difficult, but definitely worth the effort. Try to 

keep that in mind as you see your friends obtaining positions that will pay 4 times more than the 

fellowship you are trying to land... 
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3. Keep in touch with your professors, even if with a simple holiday card greeting.  This will 

make your request for a letter of recommendation 3 years post-graduation a bit less awkward. 

 

4. Get enough sleep.  This holds true for law school, but even more so once your clients' lives 

depend on your sanity! 

 

5. You will doing worthwhile things that will make the world a better place.  It's cliché, but true. 

 

6. Seriously, get enough sleep. 

 

________ 

 

ñóAlways in life an idea starts small, it is only a sapling idea, but the vines will come and they 

will try to choke your idea so it cannot grow and it will die and you will never know you had a 

big idea, an idea so big it could have grown thirty meters through the dark canopy of leaves and 

touched the face of the sky.ô  He looked at me and continued.  óThe vines are people who are 

afraid of originality, of new thinking.  Most people you encounter will be vines; when you are a 

young plant they are very dangerous.ô  His piercing blue eyes looked into mine. óAlways listen to 

yourself, Peekay. It is better to be wrong than simply to follow convention.  If you are wrong, no 

matter, you have learned something and you grow stronger.  If you are right, you have taken 

another step toward a fulfilling life.'ò ï The Power of One, Bryce Courtenay 
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