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I am honored to be invited to participate in this important gathering of those in the state of California who care deeply about access to the legal system.  It is my deepest desire that what I say to you this morning will not only help launch this conference, but will allow you to better appreciate how vital each one of you is to our search for justice.

I want to thank Supreeta Sampath for introducing me and inviting me to participate in this important conference. She and the other Northeastern graduates in the audience give me much pride to be associated with an institution that consistently produces lawyers who care deeply about social justice and about serving others. I also want to thank Julia Wilson for making sure all of the logistics related to my journey were in tack.


I bring you greetings from the Board of Directors of the Legal Services Corporation and from President Helaine Barnett who will be joining you tomorrow. I am honored to be part of the LSC board not because of what we do, but because of the indispensable work of our grantees which plays such an important role in helping to ensure that we try to make justice a reality for all in this society. 

I was intrigued by the title of your conference, “Pathways to Justice,” because I believe that metaphors contain great wisdom that speaks to our lives and work in ways that we cannot fully comprehend. 

This metaphor of “Pathways to Justice,” captures one of the most compelling ideal about the work of legal service lawyers and all those who embrace and contribute to this work. Not only do you believe in the ideal of justice but you also understand that justice is something that we must seek. The metaphor suggests that there are numerous avenues to justice. To obtain justice for your clients the people in this room pursue different approaches such as litigation, legislative advocacy, negotiated settlements, administrative procedures, self-help centers, and a host of other methods that can make a difference in the lives of poor people.  

But one of the misleading aspects of the metaphor is the subtle suggestion that justice is a destination; an end point, which we can reach if we travel down the right road. 

Yet experience has taught me that justice is not a fixed destination that we reach, but an illusive and continuous journey that we undertake and embrace. Justice does not stand at the end of the legal rainbow waiting for us to arrive and discover it.  To the poor in this society justice is like unshaped clay waiting for someone or some force to help mold and shape it to fit the circumstance and the person. So we must not only seek justice, we must often create it and build the pathways that will allow our clients to obtain it. 

When you live each day in the midst of poverty, the pathways to justice are not four lane highways that can be easily traversed; they are rough and sometimes invisible mountain trails which you must discover and sometimes create.   

Justice is a concept that most of us think we understand but would be hard pressed to provide a single definition. Whether defined narrowly or broadly we must all admit that it is an illusive concept that exists more in our minds and dreams than it does in reality. This sacred concept—justice—was originally offered up at the birth of this nation as one of its most treasured ideals. Yet this precious moral and legal value was still borne in the womb of this nation, and has remained a fleeting ideal ever since.  

 Justice in America was drowned deep in the ocean of cruelty by the law’s support of the slave trade and slavery. The pathway to justice was hidden under rocks in this nation as segregation and discrimination were allowed to stand as a fundamental part of the social and political landscape. Justice was placed in dark closets in this nation when women were treated as chattel and not as full and independent human beings. If the price was right, justice often took a back seat in the name of economic development, and thus Japanese and Chinese immigrants were written out of state constitutions because they posed a threat to the economic prosperity of others. And justice totally disappeared from the dreams of so many children, when they in the middle of the night were trapped in real nightmares of sexual abuse.


So we live in a society, and world, where justice and her pathways have not always been clear and available.  Justice has been so twisted and narrowed through political compromises, and through the manipulation of legal processes and procedures, that we don’t even recognize it anymore. We think we have achieved it when we have a person’s welfare or disability benefits restored, though in our hearts we know that the person wasn’t receiving enough to live on to begin with. We think we have achieved it when we improve the working conditions of migrant farm workers, but the underlying economic inequalities will ensure that generations of migrant workers will face new forms of abuse. We believe we have achieved it when a disabled woman who was denied reimbursement for a wheelchair finally receives it. Yet we know that the disabled in this country daily face visible and invisible barriers that keep them from living full lives.  So the pathway to justice for the poor is never a straight line. It involves a complex set of legal, social, educational, economic and spiritual needs. Therefore our answers and remedies must be as broad and creative as the need.
These pathways we are constructing are not narrow ones limited to legal rights. Justice is not just a product of law, it is an offspring of life and the societies we construct and maintain. If we plant injustice at the root of our nation and nurture those seeds for generations, then laws cannot easily pave a path of equality through a petrified forest of inequality and oppression. So much of the work you do each day is developing antidotes and band-aids for social diseases developed long before you were born. 

So as legal service lawyers, members of the bar, pro bono volunteers and self help center staff, we must be courageous enough in this new century to define justice in broader terms. When people, because of their birth, not because of their effort, are doomed to receive fewer chances in life, then justice is still a distant dream. When the infant mortality rate for some is so much greater than others merely because of their color and economic conditions at birth, then justice is an illusion. When a child’s educational achievement is more a product of wealth and privilege than effort and intellectual ability, then it is difficult to find a road that can lead to quality education for all. So please understand that justice is not an act; it is not one concrete thing which we achieve and then forget.  Justice is a journey, a legal and spiritual value which we must continuously release into the universe, and relentlessly pursue. 

So our greatest hope for creating pathways of justice is to stop injustice from being reborn in every generation. Our greatest hope for justice is to ensure that future generations do not fall into the same patterns of poverty, denial and neglect that were created for their parents.  The pathways to justice should inspire and compel us to empower the people we serve to take control of their lives and community—economically, educationally and otherwise.  But also understand that you create these pathways to justice not only through your legal skills but also through your values, integrity and care. Every interaction you have with the client or the community is an opportunity to plant seeds of change, empowerment and love. The people you serve are in need of lawyers, who care enough about them to not only takes their case, but to embrace their lives, and to help them transform their circumstances. The holistic delivery of legal services is more than a new age slogan; it is a fundamental description of how law must be practiced, especially for the poor.  If we are not striving to serve the whole client, then we are not engaged in the justice journey. 

The pathways metaphor for legal services workers is not someone running through a field of daisies, but a weary, yet holy rainmaker trying to bring life to desert places. Many of the people you serve have not only lost their apartment or benefits, they have sometimes lost their pride and faith. They have not only been battered by their domestic partner, but they have been battered by life itself. They need more than a legal theory of redress; they need a friend, a companion on this journey who believes in them and treat them with the utmost respect. For human respect in a disrespectful world is a precious part of the justice formula. 

However you cannot travel this route along.  Partnering with other organizations is essential to our success.  Remember that the pathways to justice that you travel must be paved with the stones of impossible dreams. You are being asked to do so much with so little, because the justice harvest is plenty, but the justice workers are few. And to make matters worse, there are restrictions that narrow the pathways and increase the burdens.  Though the board of LSC is committed to seeking more funds from congress for legal services I’m not confident that we will become in this period of war, the highest priority on the national agenda. Though I applaud the tremendous efforts that many bar association and others have engaged in order to increase the amount of pro bono service, I’m not confident that those levels will increase at a rate that will greatly diminish the need. So the major pathways of justice for the poor will always run through your backyards. 

 But this is not a reason for you to despair or to feel as if your work is in vain. For the greater the challenge the more precious the miracle. And if you see justice as a journey and not a destination, then you know that you can create miracles everyday.

You may feel that this is too much to ask of any group of individuals, and especially those who are poorly paid and struggling to survive themselves. Yet as long as this society sees the poor as undeserving or unworthy it will see those who serve them in the same light. As long as we value war more than we do peace, as long as we value our machines more than our people, and as long as we value the ideal of justice more than we do the reality of justice, then you will be saddled with this sacred burden.

But it is a burden worthy of your time and your life. For embedded in your job is more than a paycheck. You have undertaken a calling that gives your life meaning and purpose that is not easily obtained by others. Your life has been touched by a spirit of sacrifice and that is the most precious stone on this highway of justice.

Yet on these pathways of justice make sure you pause to contemplate the rivers of life and the river that dwells inside of you. You cannot be a healer of people if you are broken. You can’t be a well of living water in desert places if your river has dried up. Running along the pathways of justice is a quiet personal stream from which each of us must drink daily. This stream is known by different names, it flows in different directions but it ultimately springs from a source of divine inspiration and peace. The river represents our quest to seek and live by the highest human values we can obtain, and it inspires us to search for the deepest meaning and purpose in life. 

I deeply believe that justice has a spiritual component, and the metaphor of the river captures that component for me. To help others find this illusive thing we call justice we must be whole and healthy ourselves. We must be in tune with all of their needs and not just their legal problems. There must be some place or process where we replenish and restore those intangible values that allow us to truly be of service to others. 

This majestic and sacred river of life that flows through each of us creates a pathway for justice to spring from us, for it will often provide us with the meaning and purpose we seek, even if it does not provide us with the results we sought. 

If no river of compassion for this work runs through our souls then we will quickly run out of meaning and purpose. If no love dwells in our hearts for the people we serve then this pathway will not lead us to justice, but will become a process of legal gamesmanship where we count up our wins and losses at the end of our careers. If we do not view this work as a sacred calling then our efforts will only enshrine the attorney’s personality, as we desecrate the lawyer’s soul. 

So in conclusion -


As you struggle with the various workshop topics on your agenda such as effective triage, cultural competencies, collaborative partnerships, and numerous others, please keep in mind that you are not just engaged in an intellectual exercise. This gathering is here so that those who get lost on this journey of justice can find their way back home. Your ideas and exchanges are planting seeds for new pathways and inspiring new travelers. See this process as sacred for in your search for justice you may create some human miracles along the way. Each idea, strategy and insight has the potential to save one life, lift one more burden and bring water to one more desert place. 

Though we hope for one case that will bring an end to poverty, despair, depression and violence, we know that is not our lot. We are on a journey of small victories for people with big hearts. This is a process of paving pathways out of broken stones and used wood. Yet these pathways are as sacred as the cobblestones of any holy city, as they are held together by the dreams, ideals, and passion of the people in this room. These pathways are paved with your love and sacrifice, and by the spirit, courage and perseverance of those you serve. “This race is not for the swift, but for those who endure to a good and perfect end.”

So from this perspective, justice is not just a pathway, it is a celestial procession which earthly souls must engage in each day; it is an illusive and never ending journey that provides victories in unusual places. Justice is more than a pathway; it is a dream that allow our clients to escape nightmares that follow them around all day. 


So chase this justice dream my friends. Chase it with your head and with your heart. Chase it as if your life depended upon it, because it does. For our lives will be ultimately measured by the good we do in the world and by the love and service that we give, especially to those in need. Chase this dream not only in your courtrooms and law offices, but chase it in every aspect of your life, in every waking hour. Chase it even as you sleep. If we do that then when we wake, we will have become dream catchers, who transformed justice from a destination into a journey and we scatters hope along each pathway.  
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