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Hard times. Our friends, children, neighbors, maybe even we personally have been navigat-
ing the hardest economy in our lifetime. This issue of The Christian Lawyer is less about 

legal principles and more about struggling through difficult times while relying on the Lord. 

If we are honest with ourselves, we do not like to suffer. It is painful. It hurts in our deepest re-
cesses. It makes us doubt whether the Lord hears our prayers. Do we firmly believe that we learn 
through suffering? I do. When suffering I find myself constantly reaching out to the Lord. That 
is the choice we make; we either draw closer to the Lord or further from Him during suffering. 

Over the past several years, my employment situation has changed so that for a period of that 
time I became a “consultant” in Washington, D.C. A consultant, in D.C. terms, is often someone 
who is unemployed and is desperately taking contract work. Several months of no insurance, no 
steady paycheck, and no full-time job began to take a toll on my family and me. It was scary. We 
literally had to rely on the Lord for our daily bread – every single meal. Every evening, our family 
would bow their heads and pray for a job for daddy and thank Him for the miracle of food on 
our table. 

Romans 5:3-4 says, “We rejoice in our sufferings because we know that suffering produces perse-
verance; perseverance, character; and character, hope.” It is a great verse, but it is hard to rejoice 
when you are suffering. My family learned that the Lord is faithful. Friends came around us and 
helped us. Someone even paid our mortgage one month. It is humbling to admit, but that was a 
moment of tears in our house – feeling loved at that level. We could only praise and thank God. 

I know that those reading this letter range from law school grads who are still waiting to get a job 
to those who have lost their jobs, to those who help the poor, to those whose businesses have 
suffered greatly, and finally to those who have not really been affected.

Some of us shy away from those who are suffering. The CLS community should be very differ-
ent. We should be reaching out to both the lawyers and law students in our community who are 
suffering, as well as the poor through legal aid services. Society assumes that lawyers do not need 
help; that is untrue. CLS, united in Jesus Christ, must be the salt and light in the legal community 
and the world. 

our answer to suffering
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In this issue of The Christian Lawyer, we 
wanted to hear more about the lives of CLS 
members. How are you doing in these difficult 
times? How have you endured?

The following articles were written by men and 
women who have persevered through various 
trials. No doubt, there are countless more 
testimonies that could have been written, but 
we’ve included these six articles to be a source of 
encouragement to our readers. May they help you 
to “seek justice in hard times.” Above all, may they 
lead you to a greater love for our Lord Jesus.
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trusting in the savior’s Promises
By JosePh s. aGnello

The past few years have been devastating to our economy, 
and the legal industry has been far from spared. I see re-

ports of many new attorneys with extraordinarily high student 
loan debt and little to no job prospects. Many veteran attor-
neys have likewise been affected. I would even go so far as to 
say that there is likely no one alive today who has ever seen 
such perplexity in the world occurring all at once, in so many 
different ways. 

So my initial question is, as Christians, what should be our re-
sponse? Secondly, can we know what God’s response is? The an-
swers to these questions are really simple: the first thing to do is 
pray, call out to God in humility, and cling to the promises God 
has made to us throughout Scripture. Second, wait by faith for 
God’s protection and guidance in fulfillment of those promises. 

God may not choose to spare us from calamity in the manner 
we want Him to, but He will certainly save us. His Word prom-
ises it, and God does not lie (Numbers 23:19, Titus 1:2). This 
is difficult for our mortal minds to handle, but consider that 
if we profess faith in an all-powerful 
and all-knowing immortal God, out 
of troubling times our faith meets 
reality with huge blessings. If we 
choose to ignore all that God prom-
ises during times where God is 
purposefully using the difficulty to 
stretch our faith, do we in fact trust 
Him at all?

Scripture teaches us: “Now faith is 
the substance of things hoped for, 
the evidence of things not seen” (He-
brews 11:1). Paul similarly describes 
hope, the core of faith, when he says, 
“For we were saved in this hope, but 
hope that is seen is not hope; for why does one still hope for 
what he sees?” (Romans 8:24). Therefore, from these two pas-
sages we can conclude that faith requires us to trust God, not be-
cause we know what lies ahead in the temporal future, but rather 
because we hope and trust in God’s promises. 

I won’t pretend for a second to suggest this is an easy task. 
Rather, I would strongly contend that trusting in God’s prom-
ises during trials is the hardest thing a Christian can endure. 

However, that endurance produces something so priceless in-
side of us, that the other side of the trial will make it well worth 
the trouble (Hebrews 12:11, James 1:2-4).

Several years ago I left a comfortably secure job as a county 
prosecutor for that of a solo practitioner, primarily doing crim-
inal defense and real estate transactions. I truly loved work-
ing as a prosecutor where I was born and raised, but found the 
prospects of a real estate practice very enticing. Of course, real 
estate was still going strong at the time I made that decision. 

Although I heard rumors of a “real estate crash,” I never imag-
ined the reality of that crash that still plagues us. In fact, all I 
saw was real estate booming. So in late 2005, despite my fear 
of not having a steady income, and only three years out of law 
school, I took the plunge and became self-employed. From the 
beginning, my income soared above what I was earning as a 
county prosecutor. The overwhelming majority of my income 
came from residential real estate transactions, with a small per-
centage from criminal defense cases. 

In the early days of 2008, my practice 
was going so well that I started look-
ing to hire staff. Until that point, I had 
been really nervous to take on more 
overhead than was necessary. But 
business was booming, and regard-
less of the rumors of an impending 
crash, I could not see it coming.

By the end of 2008, however, re-
ality set in and my income nearly 
vanished. I had praised God from 
the beginning for always providing 
and increasing my business and was 
constantly amazed at how He guid-
ed and took care of my practice. But 

then, almost in the blink of an eye, it was just about gone. The 
majority of my pending real estate transactions in late 2008 
and early 2009 fell apart over financing. My income practically 
disappeared. I started hearing stories of small firm and solo 
real estate lawyers throughout the Chicago area closing up. 

The anxiety was intense. I was recently married, had two young 
kids soon to enroll in private Christian school, lived in an ex-
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pensive new home, and even with my wife’s income, we could 
not see a way to afford our responsibilities. The only thing I 
could do was turn to prayer. That just happened to be the cor-
rect response.

When the storm first hit, what immediately came to mind 
was the analogy Jesus made about true saving faith being like 
a man who built his house on rock, versus a man who built 
his upon sand (Luke 6:46-49). We all know the story, the man 
who built upon sand was destroyed when the storms hit, but 
the man who built upon rock remained secure. Both men ex-
perienced the same exact storm. The same force that destroyed 
the foolish man’s house could not move the man whose foun-
dation was secure.

Jesus was teaching this in the context of ultimate salvation, the 
foundation of rock being Jesus Himself. I think, however, the 
scenario carries over to the general storms of life as well. Once 
Christ becomes our foundation for eternity, His security takes 
over in life also. After all, Jesus purchased us with His blood, 
and has promised, “I will never leave you nor forsake you” 
(Hebrews 13:5). He never restricted that promise to eternity 
only. 

The Scriptures are filled with these promises, and they are free-
ly given to those who belong to God, those who have turned 
from their sin in repentance and have embraced Jesus Christ 
by faith as their only hope for salvation. Although God still 
allows Christians to have difficulty, even extreme difficulty, He 
also promises to be in control of whatever comes into our lives 
( John 16:33). 

Possibly my favorite verse on this is from David, who de-
scribed his faith during intense stress saying, “I would have lost 

heart, unless I had believed that I would see the goodness of 
the Lord in the land of the living” (Psalm 27:13). Again David 
writes, “The righteous cry out, and the Lord hears, and delivers 
them out of all their troubles” (Psalm 34:17, emphasis added). 
Another is from David’s son Solomon, who wrote, “The Lord 
will not allow the righteous soul to famish” (Proverbs 10:3).

Yet, Jesus declared this truth even more directly when He said:

Do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what 
you will drink; nor about your body, what you will put on. 
Is not life more than food and the body more than cloth-
ing? Look at the birds of the air, for they neither sow nor 
reap nor gather into barns; yet your heavenly Father feeds 
them. Are you not of more value than they? … 

Therefore do not worry, saying, “What shall we eat?” or 
“What shall we drink?” or “What shall we wear?” For af-
ter all these things the Gentiles seek. For your heavenly 
Father knows that you need all these things. But seek first 
the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these 
things shall be added to you. Therefore do not worry about 
tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about its own things. 
Sufficient for the day is its own trouble (Matthew 6:25-34).

Now, I will be the first to admit, putting this truth into practice 
is very hard. Nevertheless, we must push ourselves to be mind-
ful that God has a sovereign purpose in what we experience 
in this life. This is why Paul exhorts, “Set your mind on things 
above, not on things on the earth” (Colossians 3:2). We are, 
therefore, not to set our sights on the storm, but rather to keep 
our eyes on the Savior.

Do you remember what happened to Peter in the storm at sea 
(Matthew 14:22-33)? Jesus, who chose to stay behind on land, 
sent the disciples into their boat. The wind and the waves en-
gulf the boat. Then, in the midst of this storm, Jesus miracu-
lously came to them, walking on the waves of the sea.

Try to imagine what must have been going on in the disciples’ 
minds. It’s the middle of the night, there is a terrible storm toss-
ing their boat around, and all of a sudden they see the figure 
of a man walking towards them on the sea. These grown men 
must have been scared out of their minds! Then try to imag-
ine that while wind and waves were crashing all around, these 
simple words from the Savior caused their fear to subside, “Be 
of good cheer! It is I; do not be afraid” (Matthew 14:27).

This sight caused Peter to become so emboldened by his Sav-
ior that he actually walked on water himself, by faith, to meet 
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the Lord on the sea. Yet as soon as Peter took his eyes off of 
Jesus and onto the storm around him, fear immediately over-
shadowed his faith and Peter began to sink. 

The really interesting thing about this story is the fact that 
Jesus was in control every step of the way. Jesus was the One 
who directed the disciples to head into the storm. Jesus was 
the One who chose to miraculously come to their rescue when 
the disciples thought they were all alone. Jesus was the One 
who chose to save Peter even after Peter began to lose faith! 

We cannot take our eyes off of Him. He loves us. He gave His 
life for us, not because we were such fantastic people, but 
rather He chose to love us despite our rejection of Him such 
that, “while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 
5:8, emphasis added). It is easy for us to give way to fear in 
the sight of all that is happening in the economy and in the 
world, but Paul assures us that as men 
and women reconciled to God by the 
blood of Christ, we have been deliv-
ered from fear of the things to come 
(Romans 8:15, 31-39). In this truly 
victorious passage of Paul’s exposi-
tion on the Gospel he rhetorically 
asks, “Who shall separate us from the 
love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or 
distress, or persecution, or famine, or 
nakedness, or peril, or sword?” (Ro-
mans 8:35, emphasis added).

We have victory in Christ, and that 
we can be sure of. There is no magi-
cal formula that says if we have faith, 
everything will come together just ex-
actly as we want. These last four years have stretched my faith 
beyond belief. But God is faithful, and He has always provided 
my family’s needs, never leaving us nor forsaking us. 

I wish I could tell you that God has blessed my practice with 
nonstop business, but that has not happened. By human stan-
dards my practice is still struggling. Every month is a new 
battle with every economic report like a fresh wave crashing 
upon my faith. Yet my faith is secure because the previous 
waves made it stronger, having seen my Savior meet me in the 
middle of the storm.

By God’s grace I still have my business, and through my faith, 
I consider it a huge success. Despite the massive downturn in 
the market, I have never been without real estate clients and 

have more criminal defense clients than ever before. Circum-
stances have also taught me to cut back on overhead and un-
necessary expenses, and to more willingly accept clients who 
bring in lower fees. Most important, I have learned to trust that 
God is in control every step of the way. Through that trust I 
have greatly expanded my pro bono practice, and I am now 
more willing to share my faith at work and so have seen God at 
work in the lives of many clients. 

 My brothers and sisters in the faith, times might be getting a 
lot tougher for us before they get better. In fact, though cer-
tain niche areas of our profession are certainly prospering right 
now, many signs in the global economy indicate that things 
will get worse and uncertainty will increase. But God is faith-
ful! He doesn’t have to be faithful to us, but He promised to be, 
and we can trust Him. For those of you who are experiencing 

prosperity, be grateful and praise God 
for it, but as much as it depends upon 
you, plan ahead for difficult times. For 
those of you who are going through 
problems from this economy, be 
grateful and praise God for it! Your Re-
deemer is nearby (Psalm 34:18). 

God has preordained our times and 
our places (Acts 17:26). He is well 
aware of the difficulties we face (Mat-
thew 6:8, 25-34). So count it all joy 
when you face difficulties ( James 
1:2) and know that God is aware of 
your concerns and is at work in you 
through it (Romans 8:28, Philippians 
4:5-7, James 1:3). Moreover, as you 
grow in your own faith remind and 

comfort your brothers and sisters in Christ with the things 
you are learning as you grow (Hebrews 10:24, 25), and pray 
for each other often (Ephesians 6:18, 1 Thessalonians 5:16—
18). Finally, and most importantly, trust the Lord with all your 
heart, regardless of what you see around you, and He prom-
ises to lead you through the storm (Proverbs 3:5, 6). You are 
deeply loved!

Joseph s. agnello is a sole practitioner in the 
Chicago area, concentrating in criminal defense 
and real estate transactions. he is a former 
assistant state’s attorney for Cook County, 
illinois, graduated from the John marshall law 
school in 2002, and is a member of harvest Bible 
Chapel in Rolling meadows, illinois. 
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allured by God
By Bethany stePhans

I’d like to share my favorite Scripture with you – Hosea 2:14-
15. After God pronounces punishment upon his people for 

their idolatry, He then says:

“Therefore, behold, I will allure her, and bring her 
into the wilderness, and speak tenderly to her. And 
there I will give her back her vineyards and make the 
Valley of Achor a door of hope. And there she shall 
answer as in the days of her youth, as at the time when 
she came out of the land of Egypt.” (ESV)

What a beautiful picture of hope and restoration. It is a picture 
I would not have understood apart from these difficult eco-
nomic times. 

All my life I wanted to be a prosecutor, and until about seven 
months ago I was. I enjoyed the power that comes with pros-
ecution, but the bigger I became 
in my own eyes the farther I wan-
dered from God. Eventually, I came 
to a place where I was always seek-
ing purpose apart from Him, but of 
course I never found it. I won trial 
after trial. I received special title after 
special title. Occasionally my work 
gave me the purpose I so desperately 
wanted, but it never lasted long be-
yond the verdict. I sought purpose in 
men, money, and accomplishments, 
and all disappointed me. 

I had always been involved in a local 
body of believers, but as my success 
grew, my church attendance became 
infrequent at best. My prayer life was 
non-existent. Eventually, the thrill 
of power and success wore off and 
I began to feel like a glorified paper-
pusher. I wanted out. I hated my life 
and everything about being a lawyer. 
My dream had become a curse. I fan-
tasized about throwing in the towel 
and piloting a boat on the San Anto-
nio Riverwalk. 

In the midst of loathing my profes-

sion and my life, I developed a soul-crushing, tormenting ter-
ror of losing my job. I think it began soon after I obtained my 
first job and bought a house. I ended up moving and renting it 
out three years ago, but still I lived in absolute fear of the what 
if. What if my renters leave without warning? What if I lose my 
job and the renters leave? What if I cannot pay for it? What if I 
get foreclosed? What if I can never get credit to buy or rent another 
house? What if something happened to my mom so that I couldn’t 
go back home? What if I end up living in a box under a bridge? 
What if? What if? What if? I let innumerable fears steal what-
ever joy I had left.

Finally, after almost five years of practice I achieved a super-
visory position. I could not wait get to my new office and be 
more important, have more purpose, and (if I’m honest) get to 
boss others around. Ironically, I began attending church regu-

larly once again. But still my usual 
fears of losing my job and the house 
were bone crushing. One night I 
simply could not breathe. So, for the 
first time in a long time I prayed. I 
did a lot of repenting and then I con-
fessed, “Jesus, I want to fear you and 
nothing else. I’m going to stop letting 
this fear consume my every thought 
and I am going to trust that you will 
always provide for me no matter what. 
I want you.” Within the week, I got 
fired. When I asked for an explana-
tion I was told that they did not need 
a reason. “Jesus, are you kidding me? 
Not only fired, but fired without cause? 
This isn’t funny.” 

During the six months that I was 
unemployed, I began to talk to Je-
sus, read my Bible, and go to church 
more faithfully than I had in the six 
years before. Unemployment in the 
midst of a recession became a wil-
derness to me, but it was in that wil-
derness that my Savior met me and 
gentled my spirit. One day, I found 
Hosea 2:14-15. I saw that during 

unemployment in the midst 
of a recession became a 

wilderness to me, but it was in 
that wilderness that my savior 
met me and gentled my spirit.
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those years away from God I stumbled into (and sometimes 
dove into) a lot of sin and generally afterwards I would blame 
God. After all, if He would just give me what I wanted, then I 
would not need to sin! After finding Hosea 2:14-15, I began to 
understand that through my termination and unemployment, 
He “allured” me into the wilderness. Thankfully, He did not 
leave me there. It was there in the wilderness that He “spoke 
tenderly” to me. He gentled me and calmed me and I came 
to know Him more personally than I had in years. He met my 
spiritual needs with His presence and then He provided for all 
of my physical and financial needs throughout six months of 
unemployment.

Listen to the language of Hosea 2:14-15. Read it again. Only a 
lover will “allure” his beloved to a quiet place away from oth-
ers where he can “speak tenderly” to her. Only a woman who 
is courted will begin to respond as she did when she and her 
lover first met. How amazing that we serve a God who courts 
us! Let the picture painted in Hosea 2 wash over you. It was 
a balm to my tired soul and it can be a balm to yours as well. 

I am finally employed again as an independent contractor for 
another attorney while I slowly build my own practice. It is 
not the nice, safe salary I had hoped for, but I remember that 
through my unemployment God proved Himself faithful to 
the utmost. I can trust that He will do the same now. Because 
God courted me this year, I’m in church regularly and part of 
a regular weekly Bible study. Best of all, because He loved me 
enough to court me, I often cannot wait to be alone with Him. 
I love Him. I trust Him. I know Him. All because He used 
these tough economic times to allure me into the wilderness 
and speak tenderly to me there. I have also become content to 
give up the power that comes with prosecuting and help peo-
ple accused of crimes navigate the system. I do not get the ac-
colades I once did. I’m never in the news anymore. Often only 

one accused person knows how hard I work to 
get them a good result. But I know that Jesus 
sees me, and after our time together in the wil-
derness, He is enough.

Bethany s. stephens practices in Dallas. she lives 
in Garland with her two dogs and her mom.
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Thousands of attorneys, including relatively experienced 
attorneys like myself, find themselves caught in the space 

between the last job and the next one. Adrift in a depressed 
economy, we are struggling to find even modest, full-time legal 
jobs that a few short years ago were available. Meanwhile, to 
make ends meet we are taking any work we can find, includ-
ing short-term contract work for modest pay and no long-term 
career benefits.

Honestly, when I was asked to write about my current profes-
sional situation, I did not want to. I am an experienced attorney 
who has worked in law and government for about a decade. 
Frankly, writing an article about how I am currently struggling 
professionally, or “underemployed,” is just a difficult thing to 
do. But in the interest of using my 
experience for the benefit of others, 
and in spite of my pride, I know that 
it is the right thing to do. 

I began my legal career as an assis-
tant county prosecutor representing 
the state of Ohio on an assortment 
of criminal, juvenile, and family law 
cases. It was rewarding work and, 
for many years, a great way to get 
my feet wet in the courtroom while 
fine-tuning my litigation and nego-
tiation skills. Having studied public 
policy and attending law school at 
Regent University, I hoped one day 
to be able to work on both legal and policy issues. I wanted the 
satisfaction of working on important national issues affecting 
every American – your typical Mr. Smith Goes to Washington 
inspired dream.

So in the summer of 2006, when an opportunity arose for me 
to serve as a political appointee at the U.S. Department of the 
Interior, my pregnant wife and I prayerfully decided that God 
had opened this door for us. We relocated our family to the 
Washington, D.C. area so I could take this dream job, and for 
the next two years, while my family adjusted to a new life in the 
nation’s capital, I was blessed to be able to work with a group of 
like-minded professionals on national natural resource law and 

policy issues. I was thankful for every minute of it. When the 
administration came to an end, I was fortunate to be offered an 
attorney position with the U.S. Department of Defense where 
I then worked for two years on federal habeas corpus litigation 
until 2011. Unfortunately, by all outward appearances, this is 
where my story took an unexpected turn for the worse. I have 
not transitioned into a rewarding full-time position in the law 
or elsewhere since. But I assure you; this is just the beginning 
of my story.

My most fundamental beliefs have been put to the test more 
than I ever thought they would. At times I have questioned 
God’s existence, His plan for my life, His faithfulness, and 
His love for me and my family. My closest friends can attest 

to this, as I have not only poured 
out my heart to God in prayer about 
my circumstances, but to them as 
well. And thank God they let me. I 
have better learned through painful 
experience that life, the good times 
and bad times, is meant to be spent 
in relationship with others. This re-
alization – that I am surrounded by 
family and friends that I love and 
who care about me – has made all 
the difference in the world. With-
out their support – my wife’s love 
and rock-solid companionship, my 
four children clamoring for my af-
fection, our extended families rally-

ing around us, friends patiently listening to me say the most 
foolish things while also reaching out to personally tend to my 
family’s well-being, caring members of our church – I don’t 
know where I would be today, without this love. To tell you the 
truth, it blows me away just thinking about how faithful God 
has been to me and my family, how He has loved us and carried 
us when we were so weak that we did not feel like we had the 
strength to carry on, even to this very day.

If someone were to ask me how I am coping with professional 
adversity, I would say that I have realized that such “hardship” 
is not as hard as you might think, that I have realized, yet again, 
that life is so much more than the job I have, and the money 

Rediscovering God’s love
By Paul GuGino
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care about me has made all 
the difference in the world.
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and recognition that comes with it. You see, there is 
something about not getting everything we want in 
life. I think it is so often the case that when He does 
this, it is His way of answering our prayers. We then 
realize He has given us more than we could have ever 
asked for or imagined. Would I like a full-time job 
tomorrow doing something I am professionally well-
suited for and enjoy? You bet. Would I trade it for 
what I have right now? I’m not so sure that I would.

To love and be loved is what life is all about. It’s why I 
became a Christian; God’s love drew me to Him. And 
it’s why I feel so encouraged today, even though I cur-
rently do not have the job that I want and at times 
feel like I am hanging on for dear life. But that’s okay. 
When you realize that God is here for you – that you 
can fall into His outstretched arms and reach out to 
others around you acting as His hands and heart – 
then hanging on for dear life takes on a whole new 
meaning. This is what being a Christian is all about.

There is nothing in life like God’s love. That He sent 
his son Jesus into this world that we would have life 
more abundantly is the greatest love of all, a love far 
surpassing any we can give or receive from another. 
At the same time, one of the beautiful things about 
accepting God’s unconditional love for us is that He 
allows us to better love others in the process. When 
we realize that we are not capable of facing and pass-
ing all of life’s challenges alone, that we need God’s 
love and the love He provides from others, there’s no 
hardship that is too hard to overcome, professional or 
otherwise.

Paul Gugino is a public-sector lawyer and 
policy advisor who served as an assistant 
prosecuting attorney in ohio, senior 
advisor at the u.s. Department of the 
interior, and associate deputy general 
counsel at the u.s. Department of De-

fense. he holds degrees from the university of Cincinnati 
and Regent university. he and his wife Julie have four 
children and reside in arlington, Virginia.
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Jose was hired to work as a janitor in a county hospital. A 
friend at church who worked at the hospital had told him 

about the job opening. After three weeks of training, Jose was 
assigned to a schedule including weekends. Jose spoke to the 
supervisor of the weekday-only unit who was happy to transfer 
him in, but Jose would have to get the OK from his boss. Jose 
respectfully spoke to his boss about his religion, asked for the 
Sabbath off and told his boss about the available transfer. In-
stead of a transfer, Jose was fired on the spot. 

Jose lived in a humble home in the inner city, a converted ga-
rage, at least until he lost his job. After he was fired, he and 
his wife were homeless for two years. They kept moving from 
place to place, imposing upon friends and family. Jose is an el-
der in his church and a man of character and dignity. He is a 
good man. Two years of looking for work and being rejected 
over and over again took its toll: two years of hopelessness and 
helplessness. A man needs to work in order to provide for his 

family, in order to feel like a man. After two years I was able 
to settle his case of religious discrimination and get Jose back 
to work. Within three weeks, he was already receiving written 
commendations from his supervisor for his dedication and 
commitment to good work. 

I did case intake for a pastor’s wife recently. She had been fired 
from her job managing a fast food restaurant because she did 
not work “weekends,” meaning the Sabbath. When I asked her 
how the loss of her job impacted her life, tears began rolling 
down her cheeks. Her husband, the pastor, encouraged her 
to trust God, to have faith. Everything would be all right. She 
did trust God! She did have faith! So why did she feel so de-
pressed? She felt guilty for feeling so badly. I reassured her that 
what she was feeling was normal, and that I would be worried 
if she weren’t feeling so depressed. 

Lynelle was fired from her position in sales for a luxury cos-
metics brand at the local department store. She would not 
work on Sundays. It had been a growing conviction. With a 
young child, and wanting to avoid Sundays, she went to part-
time work, with a minimum guarantee of only 13.5 hours 
weekly. For two years she was able to avoid work on Sundays, 
but then the store began to schedule her regularly for two Sun-
days a month. A year later, she was fired. It was an anxious year. 
It was a year of wondering not whether, but when, she would 
be fired. Her sales performance was tops. She had a large num-
ber of regular customers who looked to her for advice on how 
to be beautiful and glamorous. It was a heady position for an 
Asian immigrant whose father was a fisherman in a small vil-
lage. After she was fired, the store analyzed the sales and de-
termined that the sales did not warrant replacing her position! 
If the sales did not require someone to work even part-time,  
13.5 hours per week, why was it so important that she work 
two Sundays a month? Management didn’t think about that. 
No exceptions could be made for her. She had to work the 
same schedule as everyone else! 

In this economy, there are many more people like Jose, and 
Lynelle (not their real names), and the pastor’s wife. Many 
anonymous workers, chewed up and spit out by our marvel-
ous free-market economy, are cast off like so much flotsam and 
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tragedy takes many forms 
in this life but for those who 

hold onto Christ by faith, 
there is the assurance that 
God will use our experience 
of tragedy to bless others.

jetsam. It’s always hard to lose a job. Termination yields a har-
vest of self-doubt, anxiety, and endless questions. But when 
you are fired for your faith, it is natural to doubt God. Why 
God? I’m trying to be faithful and obedient, and follow your 
commandments! Why do you let this happen to me? Are you 
still there? Are you listening? Do you care? 

It is difficult to console those who are in such a furnace of afflic-
tion. Job’s friends remind one to be slow to speak. Tragedy takes 
many forms in this life but for those who hold onto Christ by 
faith, there is the assurance that God will use our experience of 
tragedy to bless others. It won’t lesson the pain. It won’t make 
it better, or right. But there is a peace that comes when we live 
by faith. Lynelle is still grieving the loss of her job, even after 
she obtained a better job. Jose has gone 
through the grief process and has come 
out the other side. Those who do hang 
onto their faith through such struggles 
learn the lesson that the sufferings of 
this present age are not worthy to be 
compared with the glory that will be 
revealed in us (Romans 8:18). 

Justice is difficult to obtain for work-
ers who suffer religious discrimina-
tion. The courts have watered down 
the laws, which greatly favor employ-
ers. We succeeded this year in enact-
ing the Workplace Religious Freedom Act in California, de-
fining the “undue hardship” required of employers to justify 
their failure to provide a religious accommodation in terms of 
“significant difficulty or expense.” Under Federal law, Title VII 
of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the standard is “de minimus,”, 
i.e., not much of a hardship is required. California now joins 
New York, New Jersey and Oregon. Many states do not have 
vigorous protections against discrimination at all, or provide 
inadequate remedies. 

Actually, justice is not really part of the equation in these re-
ligious discrimination cases. I bluntly inform my clients that 
we cannot expect a human tribunal to provide anything ap-
proximating justice. Money cannot compensate for the suf-
fering when a worker is fired on account of their religious 
observance. But money is all the system can provide, and oc-
casionally, reinstatement to one’s former job. Justice in hard 
times? I don’t think so. 

So why pursue justice if it is unattainable? Why serve as voice 
to the voiceless, advocate for the oppressed? Because Christ 
expects nothing less. There is something more important than 
obtaining justice in this world: witnessing to the reality of 
the Creator, and His passionate love for humanity. “We can’t 
control outcomes,” I tell my clients, “but we can control the 
quality of our witness.” When we file charges of religious dis-
crimination we witness to corporations, courts and others that 
there is a God to whom allegiance and obedience mean more 
than a job and financial security. 

A Christian counselor once gave me deeper insight into 
Christ’s admonition to “turn the other cheek.” The natural 
human reaction to conflict is “fight or flight.” Turn the other 

cheek is neither retaliation nor avoid-
ance. It is confronting evil, getting up 
in its face and calling it out. It takes 
courage and conviction. 

It may only be an imperfect justice 
we can hope to obtain in this world. 
But there remains the promise of 
God’s perfect justice in the end. I 
cling to the picture of souls crying 
out under the altar, “O Sovereign 
Lord, holy and true, how long before 
you will judge and avenge our blood 
on  those who dwell on the earth?” 

(Revelation 6:10). This is the hope that keeps me going: the 
assurance that God will one day set things right. In the mean-
time, we try to help people piece their lives back together so 
they can complete the grieving process and live again. 

Not all of my clients suffer depression or homelessness. Many 
are greatly blessed. We intervene and help many keep their jobs, 
and obtain a scheduling accommodation. Through the strug-
gles, most of my clients are drawn to a closer walk with Christ. 
As I see the encouragement and spiritual growth in them, I am 
encouraged with a deep satisfaction that the practice of law is 
more than a secular pursuit: it is a deeply spiritual ministry. 

alan J. Reinach is executive Director of the Church 
state Council, a religious liberty educational and 
advocacy organization.  he is co-editor of Politics 
and Prophecy: the battle for religious liberty and an 
authentic gospel, and the host of “Freedom’s Ring,” 
a weekly radio program about religious freedom 

issues.  Reinach graduated from the university of north Carolina 
and the state university of new york.



The ChrisTian Lawyer  |  winTer 201212

I thought I was living in the best time of my 
life. My husband and I had been together 

about five years and at twenty-five we were 
well settled in our careers, owned a home, and 
had a nice nest egg. In addition, I was accept-
ed to law school and we were about to have a 
baby! Before I left on a work-related trip my 
husband said, “I know going to law school has 
been a life-long goal for you. Why don’t we 
do the ‘new parent,’ thing for a year. Then, we 
will reevaluate our circumstances and see if 
you can stay at home with the baby and go to 
law school.” I had a real sense of security, but it 
was a false one. Unbeknownst to me, I would 
soon be “reevaluating” my entire life.

I came home from that trip to find that a close 
friend of mine, who was helping with the baby 
preparations...was having an affair with my 
husband. I left our home in shock and with 
eyes glazed over, I went to our best friend’s 
house. The husband had worked with both of 
us on the police force and I had been friends 
with the wife for years. I was sitting on the 
sofa with the wife, wondering what to do and 
where to go. The husband said, “You can’t stay here, I don’t 
want to get involved.” His wife, my friend, our banker looked 
at me and said, “Honey, if it’s gotten to that point...you need to 
get your money. Not only will he leave you alone and pregnant, 
but penniless too. If he comes in and takes all the money, there 
is nothing we can do about it.” I heeded my friend’s advice. I 
arrived at the bank Monday morning about fifteen minutes 
before it opened. I was acquainted with our finances enough 
to know what bills we had outstanding. I left enough in the ac-
count to cover those obligations, then equally divided the rest. 
I left the bank about 5 minutes before he arrived. Our nest egg 
and hard efforts were gone in an instant. I took my half and 
turned it over to both an attorney and a private investigator. 

Life immediately became an uphill struggle, especially finan-
cially. After a long and drawn-out legal battle our divorce was 
finalized. I thought I would then see financial relief, but that 
was not the case. The respectable amount of child support 

that I was receiving got quickly absorbed in the never- ending 
legal entanglement. For the first eight years of our daughter’s 
life, the only offspring benefiting from the situation was my 
attorney’s. Finally, in 2009 there was a sigh of relief. Our legal 
battles were over and after almost a decade I decided to fulfill 
my lifelong dream of going to law school.

Of course, the decision to go to law school came with much 
financial consideration. I had spent the first nine years work-
ing 2 and 3 jobs to provide for my daughter. How was I going 
to do this? As always, I relied on God. He made a way. I con-
tinued to work two jobs and made really good grades. It was a 
very delicate balancing act of making every moment matter. 
While working, I was being the best provider I could be. While 
studying, I was being the best student I could possibly be so 
that my time was not spent in vain and that my daughter would 
eventually reap the rewards of my labor. 

The first year was extremely difficult, but no more so than 
the years I had already spent as a single parent. I continued 

Giving When it hurts
By k. ChRistine Fontana
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to pray for a change in circumstance so that I would not have 
to work weekends anymore and could find a spiritual home 
for my daughter and me. That prayer was answered when I 
was offered a job at a firm near my school. My daughter and 
I quickly found our spiritual home and we started attending 
there regularly. 

Here I began to tithe my “sacrificial offering,” usually five dollars. 
At times, it was the last five dollars in my account. One day our 
pastor preached a sermon called “Money Matters.” He talked 
about earning honestly, saving faithfully, and spending wisely. 
Even though I was giving as much as possible, I was compelled 
to do more. Going into the new year I set some spiritual and 
financial goals. I immediately re-
evaluated my circumstances and 
was able to increase my offerings 
by a significant amount. When I 
made that conscious decision to 
put God first in all I did, includ-
ing “financial matters,” things 
started to unfold in ways I could 
have never imagined. 

Of course, the challenge came 
first: between an extra class and 
the additional fees associated with weekend classes, my tuition 
nearly doubled. One job cut my hours, but my other job gra-
ciously allowed me to offset the deficiency by picking up extra 
hours there. I was still faced with the financial dilemma that 
my outcome surpassed my income despite my efforts to be 
honest in my earnings, faithful in my savings, and a wise stew-
ard of my spending. I made an accounting and the numbers 
just didn’t add up. I needed to work six more hours a week to 
meet my financial obligations, but there were no more hours 
to be had. I went to prayer on the matter and God immediately 
responded. Within the hour, I received an email from the em-
ployer who had cut my hours. He said he had extra hours for 
me. When I added up the hours he gave me with the amount 
of weeks left in the semester, it was exactly six extra hours a 
week. Isn’t God great?

Happy as a lark, I left one job for my other one at school. I had 
an appointment with a student who had no idea of my financial 
concerns (no one did, except God). She pulled a scholarship 
packet from her notebook and said, “I think you may qualify 
for this.” The fact that I had faithfully applied for scholarships 
in the past three years without avail did not discourage me. I 

joyfully took the application and applied. It also motivated me 
to apply for others. At the same time I got an email from my 
ex-husband telling me that the child support check had gotten 
“lost in the mail,” and there was nothing he could do about it. 
Needless-to-say, I wasn’t the same woman he divorced. I ex-
pressed my concerns. My ex-husband was then moved to do 
something he never even did while we were married. He elec-
tronically deposited a monetary gift into my account, outside 
of the required child support. It was the first time since our 
divorce that I felt a little financial freedom. 

The blessings did not end there. Not only did I get one scholar-
ship. I got three. I was able to meet my financial spiritual goal of 

tithing and had finally reacquired 
financial freedom. Many times 
throughout the Bible, we are given 
premises and promises. If you do 
this, I will do that. The Bible says, 
“Test me in this,” says the LORD 
Almighty, “and see if I will not 
throw open the floodgates of heav-
en and pour out so much bless-
ing that you will not have room 
enough for it” (Malachi 3:10).

I have been blessed with an overwhelming floodgate that 
I could never have foreseen. It is amazing to see how I have 
spiritually grown. I can now contribute more in one week than 
I did in an entire year. “But this I say: He who sows sparingly 
will also reap sparingly, and he who sows bountifully will also 
reap bountifully. So let each one give as he purposes in his 
heart, not grudgingly or of necessity; for God loves a cheerful 
giver” (2 Corinthians 9:6-7).

Not only is it a joy to meet my spiritual goal, but I also have 
a true sense of real security and peace knowing that God will 
provide all of my needs. You know the old adage, “put your 
money where your mouth is,” or “let your walk match your 
talk.” I challenge you, as I do myself, to make it a spiritual goal 
to tithe. We are commanded not to steal, so why would we 
want to rob God? He graciously gives to us, so why would we 
not joyfully return what is rightfully His? 

k. Christine Fontana is a 3rd year Juris Doctorate 
Candidate at Birmingham school of law, where 
she serves as the school’s Cls Chapter President. 
she also served as the 2011-2012 Chaplain for the 
Bsol honors Fraternity. she holds a B.s. from 
Faulkner university.
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imagine that: Divine artistry in human suffering
By nate knaPPeR

introduction: the art of imagination
Since its release in 1971, John Lennon’s best-selling single 
“Imagine” has become one of the most beloved musical com-
positions ever produced. Rolling Stone once called the song 
“an enduring hymn of solace and promise that has carried us 
through extreme grief… [and] unspeakable horror.”1 The vi-
sion of a brighter tomorrow, a hopeful transmission to a de-
spairing world, an inclusive invitation to join the dreamers 
who believe in a world free of the social conventions that sup-
posedly stifle human progress still inspire listeners today. 

For more than forty years, “Imagine” has resonated as a tes-
tament to the intrinsic human need for hope. Indeed, the ca-
pacity to imagine a better future has always been a necessary 
ingredient for human flourishing. However, seasons of intense 
suffering have a way of breaking our imaginative willpower 
and limiting our capacity for hope. Despite Lennon’s claims 
that imagining a better future is “easy if you try,” many within 
the legal profession are finding hope difficult to summon. A 
decrease in demand for services has left some practitioners 
unemployed and many graduates searching for non-legal op-
portunities. In such troubled times, optimism is a scarce com-
modity.

Christians have not found themselves exempt from these sea-
sons of suffering, and sincere believers have been forced to 
revise their expectations in the face of broken dreams and un-
fulfilled desires. For all the biblical assurances of God’s good-
ness; feelings of anger, bitterness, and despair threaten faith 
like never before.

To all those whose deferred hopes have tempted them to 
doubt God’s goodness, the Scriptures offer their own hope-
ful anthem – one rooted not in man’s imaginative capacity, 
but in God’s. The biblical writers frequently characterize God 
as a creative artisan, one who specializes in shaping broken 
lives into divine works of art. Again and again, they affirm that 
God’s intentions for creation are good, and that mankind’s 
purpose is to help carry out these intentions. In order to fulfill 
this purpose, however, mankind must adopt the hopeful vi-
sion that God has imagined for the future. To encourage that 
vision, God frequently uses the tool of suffering, masterfully 

applying a variety of artistic devices to expose human minds 
to the endless possibilities for good. By understanding His vi-
sion, despairing Christians will once again be inspired to imag-
ine a hopeful future – one in which all things work together for 
the good of those who love God.2 

God: the Divine artisan
In order to appreciate the spiritual value of human suffering, 
it is first necessary to understand the artistic character of the 
God who employs it as a tool. God’s nature, imagination, and 
intention must each be examined.

Divine Nature

The Scriptures frequently characterize God as the supreme 
artisan. In Psalm 139, David compares God to both a sculp-
tor and an author, claiming that he shapes our bodies in the 
womb and writes each of our days in a divine book before one 
of them is ever lived.3 Likewise, the Apostle Peter compares 
God to an architect who is building believers into a “spiritual 
house.”4 Such descriptions assign an artistic quality to God’s 
divine nature, suggesting a continuous creative interaction 
with humanity.

Divine Imagination

Indeed, humankind’s very existence is an expression of God’s 
artistic imagination. According to Moses, man was originally 
conceived in the mind of God, an imaginative reflection of 
his own image.5 As such, men and women are the pinnacle of 
divine creativity. Genesis teaches that only after God created 
humankind he declared his creation “very good.”6

Divine Intention

As living expressions of the divine imagination, human beings 
are created for a purpose. The Scriptures affirm our partner-
ship with God to help restore a measure of the goodness and 
harmony that existed before man sinned in Eden. Paul states 
that we are “God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do 
good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”7 
He says elsewhere that God “works all things together for the 
good of those who… are called according to his purpose.”8 



www.christianlawyer.org 15

suffering: the Divine tool
God’s sovereign choice to partner with humanity for the good 
of all creation requires that human beings develop a capacity to 
dream what God dreams, to imagine what God imagines. Very 
often, however, we humans passionately, even stubbornly, pur-
sue the dreams that our own limited minds conceive. And while 
these pursuits seem vitally important to us, they are often too 
small to accommodate God’s better vision for the future. 

Aware of our limited perspective, God – the supreme artisan – 
lovingly uses the divine tool of suffering to chip away our self-
ishness, expand our imagination, and shape us into effective 
partners. How does God creatively infuse us with his hopeful 
vision of the future? The answer can be found by examining 
fundamental concepts of art theory. For years, creatives have 
employed certain artistic devices to enhance the quality of 
their works – devices like failure, elimination, and disruption. 
While each device functions differently, they are all employed 
for a common purpose – to shape a piece of ordinary material 
into an extraordinary work of art.

Reflecting on the last year, I have experienced God’s creative 
application of each aforementioned artistic device to my own 
life. Accordingly, the following descriptions are supplemented 
by my own personal experiences. Be assured that you are not 
struggling alone. 

Failure

God uses failure as an artistic device to expand our vision of 
a more hopeful future. Failure involves a falling short of a de-
sired performance or outcome. Artists frequently shape and 
re-shape their materials, knowing that they are unable to per-
form a desired function unless properly molded to fit a prod-
uct’s specific design. 

In November, 2011, just months after my graduation from law 
school, I experienced the most significant failure of my life 
when I failed the California Bar Exam after months of thor-
ough, exhausting preparation. Angered by my inability to per-
form, I began to question God’s faithfulness. Was this not the 
God who said that if I committed my plans to him, they would 
succeed?9 

Despite my doubts, the future God imagined for me was never 
in question. Like a skilled craftsman molding his materials to 
fit a specific design, God used my failure to shape me into the 
kind of lawyer he knew I needed to become – one equipped 
with the capacity to persevere. Following the exam, I was 

encouraged by numerous timely divine messages to endure 
hardship. Convinced that God was calling me to abandon my 
expectation of a failure-free life, I re-prepared for the test and 
passed the second time. Remember, weary Christian, that the 
God who makes our plans succeed is the same God who wants 
us to be “mature and complete, not lacking anything.”10 Even if 
it means revising our own expectations.

Elimination

A second artistic device God uses to expand our imaginative 
capacity is elimination. Great artists understand that while 
some raw materials must be re-shaped to conform to a particu-
lar design, other materials must be disregarded. Such elimina-
tion hones a creative work to its purest essence, making repro-
duction difficult.

Failing the Bar Exam initiated a distasteful personal process 
of elimination. Feeling called to re-prepare for the test, I made 
the difficult to decision to move home to Michigan. My re-
location again caused me to question God’s purpose in my 
struggles. Wasn’t this the God who had plans to give me “hope 
and a future”?11 Moving back to Detroit from Santa Monica 
felt like a regression. 

Despite these feelings, I now see that my move home was 
actually God’s creative way of helping me progress. In truth, 
I was mentally and physically exhausted after the Bar Exam. 
Moving home enabled me to rest and focus on my stud-
ies without the distraction of beaches and piers and prom-
enades. Life at home was honed to its purest, most basic 
essence – studying, sleeping, and eating. Though I missed 
California, the Pure Michigan lifestyle provided the best 
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chance to succeed, and when I returned to the coast to re-
test, I passed. Remember, lonely Christian, that the God who 
promises you hope and a future is the same God who prom-
ises renewed strength to those who wait for him.12 Even if it 
means relinquishing our own desires.

Disruption

Yet another artistic device God uses to expand our imaginative 
capacity is disruption. Disruption involves the removal of in-
sulators, the reference points by which people extract meaning 
from their daily experiences. When insulators are removed, 
the meaning of an experience is often difficult to discern. 

After my return home, I experienced a deeply painful disrup-
tion. For years, my professional goal had been to work for a 
particular company. Despite numerous past attempts to secure 
a position, the doors never opened. Then, in September, 2011, 
an unexpected phone call from a company recruiter initiated a 
seven-month interview process that involved extensive prepa-
ration, testing, and travel. In the end, I received a two-para-
graph letter stating that I had been rejected at the final stage of 
the application process. No specific reason was offered.

I was devastated. Rather than choosing to “fulfill the desires of 
my heart,” God had seemingly ignored my hopes and prayers.13 
My insulator of a God who always “makes our plans succeed” 
was shaken to the core by this rejection.14 

Despite my disappointment, God’s disruption served its cre-
ative effect. Significantly, my rejection letter arrived on April 
6, 2012 – Good Friday. God’s creative timing was at once a 
painful reminder and a comforting reassurance. On Good 
Friday, Christians are reminded that not even Jesus received 
an affirmative answer to every prayer he offered. They are also 
reassured, however, that in the Christian narrative, a Sunday 
always follows a Friday. Incidentally, one week after my rejec-
tion, I was offered a different job that enabled me to share my 
faith in a way the “dream job” would not have allowed. Re-
member, despairing Christian, that the God who grants the 
desires of our hearts is the same God who asks us to submis-
sively declare with Jesus, “Not my will, but yours be done.”15 
Even if it means releasing our own dreams.

Conclusion: the art of solidarity
Though lovingly imagined and intentionally created, human 
beings still experience trials. In his sovereignty, God has writ-
ten heartbreak into the human narrative which leads some to 
lose hope and abandon faith. Unable to find acceptable expla-

nations for their pain, they distance themselves from God and 
sink deeper into despair. 

But are explanations really what we need? The Scriptures sug-
gest that the tragic decision to distance oneself from God is ul-
timately rooted in a deprivation of imagination, not an inabil-
ity to understand why we suffer. As an artisan, God creatively 
employs the tool of suffering to expand our imaginations and 
infuse us with the capacity to accommodate his hopeful vision 
of the future. Explanations and answers could never provide 
this vision.

No, God does not always answer our questions. He offers far 
better. The central narrative of the Scriptures is that God is not 
distant and detached from the world he created. Rather, in Je-
sus Christ, God came into the world and suffered alongside us, 
offering his presence to those who experience failure, elimi-
nation, and disruption. This divine solidarity provides a sure 
foundation of our hope. In Christ, God “reconciles the world 
to himself,” and ‘hopes some day you’ll join him’ to help usher 
in the hopeful future he has planned for those who love him.16 
Imagine that. 

nate knapper is the southeast michigan Field 
Director for the Public interest Forum, a michigan 
Family Forum affiliate. he is a graduate of Calvin 
College and Pepperdine law school, a licensed at-
torney in the state of California, and a 2008 White 
house intern.
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in this final part of his 
series “the Glory of the 
law,” Dr. Dallas Willard 
asks, what is ‘success’ 
for a Christian lawyer? 

He reminds us that mediocre 
lawyers bring no glory to 
God. We Christians should 
be known to the world as the 
best in our profession! At the 
same time, our profession is 
not our life. We need to keep 
our priorities straight. There-
fore, we must discipline 
ourselves to rely heavily upon 
God’s grace for all of life.

Willard explained in Part 1 
(Spring 2012, The Christian 
Lawyer) how the law is a gift 
to mankind – a gift of peace, 
order, and goodness. It is the 
Law that allowed mankind to 
prosper and flourish. Willard 
then explained in Part 2 (Fall 
2012) that the Law exists to 
also remind us of our Savior 
Jesus Christ, and why our 
evil past is not irrelevant. The 
Law may point us toward 
peace and order, but it is 
Christ who is the Life flowing 
through the Law.

Success is important. We should expect to succeed. God put us here to succeed, and 
by success I would mean to bring forth in our lives real and genuine values that are 

lasting, that are eternal. Most of those will be in the lives of other people. You know, if 
you are going to lay up treasures in heaven it’s going to be in people -- ourselves as well 
as the investment of our lives in people as we go along. 

We first have to come to grips with the issue of who defines success for us? And I would 
just ask you to think for a moment about that question. Who has defined success for 
you? And what does success mean? All of our professions contain standards of suc-
cess, and frankly most of them are harmful. 

I do a lot of work with ministers, and what I find often is that ministers have been given 
a model of success in their theological education and their church life that is destruc-
tive. And it usually has to do with bigger and bigger and bigger, whatever that is, either 
a church building, a budget, a group of listeners, or whatever. And very often they suf-
fer from comparisons with others who have a bigger church building, a bigger budget, 
and a bigger this, that, or the other. We have to remember that God looks on the heart 
and not on the outward appearance. And “bigger” is the outward appearance. We have 
to look deeply to see what is happening in the characters of people under our ministry. 
Many times the standard of success that is set by our theological education or our legal 
education or any of our professions is based on outward appearance.

God’s definition of success is character. It may be shocking to say to you that what God 
gets out of my life and your life is the person we become. And I just pause to let you think 
about that. What God gets out of my life and your life is the person we become. 

As a teacher in the university, or as a speaker, people are going to forget nearly every-
thing I say. And probably on the whole that is best. But they will not forget who I was. 
They will remember that all of their lives. And as long as they remember me they will 
think about what kind of person I was. And the character is the thing that God is going 
to carry into eternity.

You say, well, what about grace? Well remember, grace is not passive. You see, grace is 
a principle of life; it is God acting in our lives. It is unmerited favor, but it is action. Grace 
is God acting in our lives to accomplish what we cannot accomplish on our own. We 
fling our lives into that, and we disregard the standards of success that may have been 
imposed on us by the world, the flesh, and the devil, even if it is in religious clothing. 
And we throw ourselves on this grace, and we expect God to move, day by day, as we 
go through our lives. And that’s what it means to be a disciple of Jesus. 

attorney ministries
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The question that faces us all is still the old question that we love 
to preach on, what think ye of Christ; whose son is He?1 When 
I get up in the morning and hit the road to my school, that is 
the main question over my life, what do I think of Christ? Do I 
think He is the Lord of what I am doing? Do I think He is the 
smartest man in my field? If I don’t, I don’t have the right opin-
ion of him. And of course that passage, what think ye of Christ, 
Jesus asked that question because He knew people did not think 
highly enough of the Messiah. He knew they were thinking the 
Messiah was just going to be another King David. No, He is not 
just David’s son; He is much more than David’s son.

Our problem in our professions and in our life is to think large-
ly enough about Jesus. And whatever you may be doing in your 
profession, many of you are lawyers, let me tell you who the 
best lawyer is on earth today. Can you say his name with me? 
Jesus. He is the best lawyer. And you see, all the people in your 
profession ought to be sitting up nights worrying about what 
those Christian lawyers are doing! Not because they have 
some political conspiracy, but because they are the best lawyers 
on earth! Under Jesus Christ. 

Now I am not just trying to cheerlead on this folks. I am just 
saying, this is how we have to think about Him. Because that 
is the only way that is correct. If we think of Him as being ir-
relevant, then we fall back into our own devices and our own 
definitions of success, and what comes out of our life is not 
what He would have come out of it. As His disciple, I am learn-
ing from Him how to lead my life in all its details as if He were 
me. How would He treat my wife and children if He were me? 
What kind of yes’s and no’s would he say? You see, sometimes 
saying yes is an ego thing. Being busy means “I am important.” 
“If I am not busy, I am not important.” 

That is one of the reasons why you have to practice solitude, 
because it will take you off of busy-ness. Solitude means you 
go off and do nothing. You probably have a hard time imagin-
ing that unless you are already into it. You go off alone, and you 
stay there long enough until you stop jerking. Your body quiets 
down. Now you are beginning to receive, and you might even 
find you have a soul! And you’ll discover a whole new world 
out of which you can then operate. And then you go back to 
your job, all the dimensions of your life. Your job is what you 
get paid to do. Your job is not your life; it is not your ministry. 
Your ministry is that part of God’s work that God has allotted 
to you, in your time. And then beyond that, there’s your work 
-- the lasting good I create as I go through life. I hope you will 
not allow your ministry to get in the way of your work. And I 

hope you will not allow your work to get in the way of your life. 
And I sure hope you won’t let your job be your life. We have to 
work that out very carefully. 

You see, your life is what you are -- it is what God is interested 
in. God comes to your job through your life, not to your life 
through your job. And it is very important to understand that 
we have the keeping of our souls, and we keep these before 
God, and we must have a plan. 

So then the question, “What are my plans for a life of disci-
pline and grace?” Do you have a plan? What is your plan for 
adding virtue to faith, knowledge to virtue, adding self-control 
to knowledge, and so on down the line, as Peter urges?2 This 
is where you are going to need disciplines. It isn’t going to be 
enough for you to do what is recommended by your church, 
if it is the usual church. You are going to have to have a plan 
that includes what you do in church, but reaches your whole life. 
What is the place of the word of God when you go to work? 
You need to have large stretches of scripture memorized. And 
you need to be able to turn those over in your mind as you 
drive to work, and as you sit in committee meetings. You won’t 
have to look at your Bible because you have already got it right 
here. And you can go verse after verse in the passages of scrip-
ture. And those will buoy you up and strengthen you. 

But you say, “I can’t concentrate.” Well you probably need sol-
itude and Sabbath. The last time I noticed, the Sabbath was 
still listed in the Big Ten. There must be something important 
there. And probably you need solitude to keep Sabbath, be-
cause if you stay in the midst of things, there would be no Sab-
bath in our world today. So the question is, what is your plan? 

Disciplines are activities that are in my power, which enable 
me to do what I cannot accomplish by direct effort. That’s 
what a discipline is. And when we come into grace, it doesn’t 
dispense with discipline. There is no opposition between dis-
cipline and grace. 

Disciplines are activities that are in 
my power, which enable me to do 
what i cannot accomplish by direct 
effort. that’s what a discipline is. and 
when we come into grace, it doesn’t 
dispense with discipline. 
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Discipline is not a matter of earning points, not a matter of righ-
teousness; it is a matter of wisdom about how to live. And if 
you don’t practice your disciplines then your performance will 
suffer. But you don’t practice disciplines to modify your behav-
ior. You practice them to change who you are on the inside. We 
must take care of these; we must find the means, whatever they 
may be. And they vary considerably with individuals, what we 
need; it is not all the same, there are personality differences, 
lots of things could be said on these things. I would just refer 
you to The Spirit of the Disciplines, or Richard Foster’s book Cel-
ebration of Discipline to help you get into some of these details.3

Let me conclude with this prayer for you; my prayer and hope 
for each of you is that you would have a rich life of joy and pow-
er, abundant and supernatural interventions and results, and a 
constant clear vision of never-ending life in God’s world before 
you, and of the everlasting significance of your work, day by 
day, a radiant life and a radiant death. 

Dr. Willard is a professor of philosophy at the university of south-
ern California. he is the author of numerous books including know-
ing Christ today (2009), the Great omission (2006), Renovation 
of the heart (2002), hearing God (2009), the Divine Conspiracy 
(1998), and the spirit of the Disciplines (1988). Visit the author 

online at www.dwillard.org.

This essay is the third in a 3-part series adapted from comments 
by Dallas Willard to attendees at the CLS Annual Meeting in 2002. 
They appear verbatim, edited only for length by CLS member Forrest 
Latta with accompanying introduction.

Forrest Latta is a litigator with Burr & Forman LLP who handles 
commercial and insurance cases and leads the firm’s appellate prac-
tice.  He has been an active part of CLS since 1999. 
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1 Matthew 22:42

2 2 Peter 1:5-8

3 Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines (Harper 1990); Richard 
Foster, The Celebration of Discipline (Harper 1988). 
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Each year I review 12,000 published and unpublished rulings 
by state appellate and federal courts pertaining to religious 

organizations to analyze the reasons that churches end up in court.  
This research guided my keynote address at the 2012 Christian 
Legal Society conference on the top five reasons that churches 
went to court in 2011. I have summarized that keynote address 
below, which includes an explanation of potential disputes and 
what churches might do in advance to mitigate their risk:

Leading up to this appearance, I collaborated with Christian 
Lawyer on this article series. In the May 2012 issue, I explored 
the seventh-most common reason (property tax exemptions), 
followed up in the August 2012 issue with the sixth-most com-
mon reason: church-run schools and preschools. 

Below, I briefly recap the top five reasons. 

5. insurance Coverage Disputes
It is common for churches and their insurers to end up in court, 
often in a declaratory judgment action to determine if cover-
age is available under a church’s policy for a particular claim. 
Common types of coverage disputes are summarized below:

The Intentional Misconduct Exclusion

Commercial general liability (CGL) insurance policies 
generally exclude intentional or criminal acts from cover-
age. Some policies specifically exclude coverage for sexual 
offenses. Insurers often assert such exclusions in cases of 

sexual molestation of minors by church employees and 
volunteers, since such acts are both intentional and crimi-
nal. But churches typically respond to such coverage de-
nials by asserting that the exclusion does not apply since 
they were not guilty of intentional or criminal acts. Rather, 
they are being sued on the basis of negligence. The courts 
have come to different conclusions in such disputes. This 
illustrates the importance of church leaders being familiar 
with the terms of their church’s CGL policy, and providing 
for sexual misconduct coverage as a separate policy or en-
dorsement if necessary.

The Employment Practices Exclusion

Most CGL policies exclude employment practices. As a 
result, churches that are sued for an employment-related 
claim may be denied coverage and the insurer will pro-
vide neither a legal defense nor indemnification. The most 
common employment-related claims involving churches 
include wrongful termination and various discrimination 
claims under state and federal law.

The Duty of Prompt Notification

This duty requires an insured to notify an insurer of any 
potential claims when the injury or loss occurs, and not 
when a lawsuit is filed. This gives the insurance company 
sufficient time to investigate the incident and provide a de-
fense. Notice is a condition of coverage and a church that 

By RiChaRD haMMaR, LL.M., CPa

Analysis of 12,000 cases reveals the 
leading legal risks for ministries.

the top Five Reasons  
Churches Go to Court
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fails to promptly notify its insurer may be denied coverage. 

When faced with a “no coverage” letter due to failure to 
promptly notify, a church may argue that its delayed noti-
fication was not sufficiently long to violate the prompt no-
tice requirement, or that its delay did not result in prejudice 
to the insurer. If it can be established that the insurer was 
not materially prejudiced by the insured’s delayed notice, 
the delay may not be fatal to the insurer’s obligations to de-
fend and indemnify.

Misrepresentations on the Application for 
Insurance

Material misrepresentations made by an insured in an ap-
plication for insurance may result in a denial of coverage by 
the insurer. To illustrate, if a church falsely indicates on its 
insurance application that it does not operate a preschool 
it may be denied coverage by for any injuries occurring to 
children in its preschool. Misrepresentations often are more 
negligent than intentional, since insurance applications of-
ten are completed by staff members or volunteers who have 
little financial sophistication and are overwhelmed by the 
complexity of the form.

4. Zoning
Many zoning disputes filed in 2011 involve claims under the 
federal Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act 
(“RLUIPA” or “the Act”). RLUIPA was enacted by unanimous 
consent of both the Senate and House of Representatives in 
2000 and addresses two areas where religious freedom had been 
threatened: (1) land use regulation, and (2) persons in prisons, 
mental hospitals, nursing homes, and similar institutions. 

RLUIPA specifies that state and local governments cannot 
subject religious organizations to a “land use regulation” that 
imposes a substantial burden on the free exercise of religion 
unless the law is supported by a compelling governmental 
interest:

No government shall impose or implement a land use regu-
lation in a manner that imposes a substantial burden on the 
religious exercise of a person, including a religious assembly or 
institution, unless the government demonstrates that imposi-
tion of the burden on that person, assembly, or institution— 
(A) is in furtherance of a compelling governmental interest; 
and (B) is the least restrictive means of furthering that com-
pelling governmental interest.1

A substantial burden to religious exercise involves more 
than inconvenience; it is “akin to significant pressure 
which directly coerces a religious adherent to conform his 
or her behavior accordingly.”2

In addition, RLUIPA also prohibits attempts by state and local 
governments to discriminate against, or exclude, religious or-
ganizations when applying zoning and landmarking laws. 

The courts have reached conflicting conclusions regarding the 
application of RLUIPA, and the meaning of a “substantial bur-
den on religious exercise.”

3. nonsexual Personal injuries
Nonsexual personal injuries represent the third-most com-
mon reason that churches were in court in 2011. Such injuries 
may include:

 � slips and falls

 � vehicle accidents

 � water events

 � skate ramps

 � trampolines

 � counseling ministries

 � playground equipment

 � inflatable devices

 � assaults on church property

Church liability for such injuries generally concerns negligent 
selection of workers, or negligent supervision of the activities 
and participants. Churches can reduce the risk of injury and 
liability in a number of ways; including the use of qualified 
adults, “benchmarking” safety procedures, and risk manage-
ment with the practices of other charitable organizations and 
public schools.

2. Property Disputes
Churches frequently are in court to litigate property-related is-
sues. Common examples include:

Eminent Domain

When the government exercises eminent domain, numer-
ous disputes arise including compensation issues. While 
the civil courts have ruled that church property is not 
immune from a proper exercise of eminent domain, they 
have also concluded that the government’s power of emi-
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nent domain must be balanced against the interests of the 
church, and that in some cases the church will prevail. 

Restrictive Covenants

These covenants restrict property use and are often refer-
enced in deeds. Property owners, including churches are 
legally bound by such restrictions. As a result, church lead-
ers should review the deed to their property to be sure they 
are familiar with any such restrictions. 

Reverter Clauses

Property owners sometimes sell or donate property to a 
church with a deed specifying that the property will revert 
to the previous owner if the church violates a specified con-
dition. For example, a deed may convey title to a church 
“for so long as the property is used for church purposes.” 
Or, a deed may convey title to a church “for so long as the 
property is used as a Baptist church.” Such deeds vest only 
a “determinable” or “conditional” title in the church, since 
title will immediately revert back to the previous owner (or 
such person’s heirs or successors) by operation of law upon 
a violation of the condition. 

Churches should check their deeds to see if they contain a 
condition that may give the prior owner either a possibil-
ity of reverter or a right of reentry. In either case, the prior 
owner may attempt to claim title to the church’s property 
in the event the specified condition is violated. However, if 
the prior owner retained a possibility of reverter, the trans-
fer of title back to the prior owner occurs immediately. This 
can cause major problems for a church when it belatedly 
discovers that it no longer owns the property.

Religious Discrimination in the Sale or Rental of 
Property

The Fair Housing Act (Title VIII of the Civil Rights Act 
of 1968) prohibits discrimination in the sale or rental of 
residential property on the basis of race, color, national ori-
gin, religion, or sex. However, the Act specifically exempts 
religious organizations from the ban on religious discrimi-
nation. The Act states:

Nothing in this subchapter shall prohibit a religious organi-
zation, association, or society, or any nonprofit institution 
or organization operated, supervised or controlled by or 
in conjunction with a religious organization, association, 
or society, from limiting the sale, rental or occupancy of 
dwellings which it owns or operates for other than a com-

mercial purpose to persons of the same religion, or from 
giving preference to such persons, unless membership in 
such religion is restricted on account of race, color, or na-
tional origin.3

Adverse Possession

Churches can lose a portion of their property to a neigh-
boring landowner as a result of adverse possession if the 
neighbor openly and adversely occupies church property 
for the length of time prescribed by state law. They can also 
acquire property in the same way.

1. sexual abuse of minors
For six of the past seven years, sexual molestation of minors 
has been the number one reason that churches have been in 
court. Victims generally allege a church holds responsibility 
for their injuries on the basis of negligent selection, retention, 
or supervision of the perpetrator. Churches have lost many of 
these cases due to their failure to implement appropriate safe-
guards in the selection and supervision of employees and vol-
unteers who work with minors.

Incidents of sexual misconduct involving minor victims can 
be devastating to the victim, the victim’s family, the offender, 
church leadership, and the church itself. The good news is that 
churches can significantly reduce the risk of such incidents by 
taking a few simple precautions including the following:

Every applicant for youth work (volunteer or compensated) 
must complete a written application form that identifies work 
experience in youth-serving organizations as an employee or 
volunteer, a full explanation of any prior criminal convictions, 
and the names of two or more references. 

Contact each reference and request a written endorsement. 
Note that there are two basic kinds of references: personal 
and institutional. Personal references from individuals un-
known by church leaders are of limited value. Further, the 
FBI profile on preferential child molesters states that their 
only adult friends tend to be other pedophiles. This further 
diminishes the value of personal references. Rather, seek in-
stitutional references where the applicant has worked with 
minors either as a paid employee or an unpaid volunteer. 
Churches should restrict volunteer positions involving the 
custody or supervision of minors to those persons who have 
been members in good standing of the church for a mini-
mum period of time, such as six months. Such a policy gives 
the church an additional opportunity to evaluate applicants, 
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and will help to repel persons seeking immediate access to 
potential victims.

Conduct a criminal records check that includes a search of the 
national sex offender registry (http://nsopw.gov).

Church leaders often “err on the side of mercy” when making 
employment decisions. This attitude can contribute to a negli-
gent selection claim—if a church gives an applicant a “second 
chance” despite knowledge of prior sexual misconduct and the 
conduct is repeated. What the church views as mercy may be 
viewed as negligence by a jury.

Consider adopting a “two-adult” policy which prohibits a mi-
nor from being alone with an adult during any church activ-
ity. This rule reduces both the risk of child molestation, and of 
false accusations of molestation.

Conclusion
The risks described in this article are the most significant 
sources of church litigation in the past year. This information 
is invaluable to church leaders and their advisors, since it es-
tablishes the gravity of each risk and makes it more likely that 
these risks will be addressed and managed through appropri-

ate church policies and practices. For more of the top reasons 
churches went to court in 2011, see the May and August 2012 
issues of Christian Lawyer.

Richard R. hammar is an attorney, CPa, and author 
specializing in legal and tax issues for churches and 
clergy. he is a graduate of harvard law school, and 
attended harvard Divinity school. he is the author 
of several books published by Christianity today, 
including Pastor, Church & Law, the annual Church 

and Clergy Tax Guide, Reducing the Risk, the biannual Compensation 
Handbook for Church Staff and the Essential Guide to Copyright Law 
for Churches. he also is senior editor of Christianity today’s Church 
Law & Tax Report, a bimonthly newsletter reviewing significant 
legal and tax developments for churches and clergy, Church 
Finance Today, a monthly newsletter for church treasurers, and 
Churchlawandtax.com.

enDnotes

1 42 U.S.C.A. § 2000cc. 

2 Midrash Sephardi v. Town of Surfside, 366 F.3d 1214 (11th Cir. 
2004). The court noted that a substantial burden on religious exercise 
in violation of RLUIPA can result from a zoning ordinance that “exerts 
pressure tending to force religious adherents to forego religious pre-
cepts, or mandates religious conduct.”

3 42 U.S.C. § 3607(a).
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AUL is partnering with its long-time ally, the Christian Legal Society 
(CLS), to provide CLS members greater support as they seek to ad-
vance life. More information on joining the Lawyers for Life program 
can be found at www.aul.org/lawyers-for-life.

On June 4, 2010, ABC news reported the story of Caitlin 
Bruce,1 a twenty-year-old woman who filed a lawsuit against 

abortionist Abraham Hodari of the Feminine Health Care Clinic 
in Flint, Michigan. Caitlin went to the clinic seeking an abortion, 
but claims that as soon as she felt Hodari start the abortion proce-
dure, she changed her mind and begged him to stop. Instead, she 
reported that Hodari and his staff pinned her down, covered her 
mouth to muffle her screams, and forcibly aborted her baby. Of 
course, Hodari alleges that Caitlin changed her mind too late and 
that he had no choice but “to finish what he started.”2

Caitlin was 18, unemployed, did not have a high school diplo-
ma and was dating a significantly older man when she became 
pregnant. It was Caitlin’s father who convinced her to have the 
abortion.3

The “hard times” circumstance that led to Caitlin’s abortion are 
all too common. Over half of all abortions are performed on 
women under 25.4 Many do not have stable support from a hus-
band or family. Forty-five percent are neither married nor living 

with a partner5 and forty-two percent earn incomes below 100 
percent of the federal poverty level.6 As a result, a woman may 
feel that she has no choice but to abort and may even be forced 
into the abortion by others, such as parents or a boyfriend.

Indeed, Caitlin told ABC News that she, “…had doubts about 
the abortion from the beginning, describing her emotions after 
finding out about the pregnancy as excited and nervous at the 
same time.” She explained, “I was really confused, asking every-
body else what I should do. Everybody told me, ‘You were too 
young.’ What I really wanted to hear was, ‘We’ll help you out.’”

A woman may also lack information about fetal development 
and may not have time to reflect on that information before 
arriving at the abortion clinic. Indeed, after Caitlin viewed a 
sonogram of her six-week-old unborn baby in the abortion 
clinic, her doubts about the abortion intensified. “I sat in the 
room for like five minutes and cried,” she said.

As I reflect on Caitlin’s story, I’m gripped not only by the hor-
ror of her experience in the abortion clinic, but also by the fact 
that no one helped Caitlin choose life for her baby, though 
she desperately wanted to do so. From her own words, Caitlin 
did not “want” her abortion. As author Frederica Mathewes-
Green put it, “No woman wants an abortion as she wants an 
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ice cream cone or a Porsche. She wants an abortion as an ani-
mal caught in a trap wants to gnaw off its own leg.”7

As attorneys, we are uniquely positioned to provide justice to 
women in Caitlin’s situation even before they seek an abortion. 
By advancing pro-life laws that support and educate women 
and by providing legal aid for women seeking abortion alter-
natives, and by exposing the evils of the abortion industry, we 
can alleviate the pressures to choose abortion and ensure that 
women are able to make a fully-informed decision.

AUL the legal arm of the pro-life movement, has created a mem-
bership group for attorneys seeking to promote pro-life legisla-
tion, educate the legal community, and collaborate to advance 
the pro-life cause. 

abortion’s harm to Women 
In seeking justice for women considering abortion we must 
understand the harmful consequences that often follow abor-
tion. In Caitlin’s case, soon after her abortion she fell into se-
vere depression. At one point she drove to the top of a hill and 
contemplated killing herself by driving her car over the cliff. A 
timely call from her mother saved her life, but even today she 
still struggles with depression.8

This aspect of Caitlin’s story is one that we know all too well. 
Abortion hurts women deeply. Women may experience severe 
depression following an abortion, a fact recently recognized by 
the U.S. Supreme Court in Gonzales v. Carhart:

Whether or not to have an abortion requires a difficult 
and painful moral decision…it seems unexceptional to 
conclude some women come to regret their choice to 
abort the infant life they once created and sustained. 
Severe depression and loss of esteem can follow.9 

In fact, one of the nation’s leading experts in this field, Dr. Pris-
cilla Coleman, reported that the consensus among most social 
and medical science scholars is that “[A] minimum of 10 to 
30% of women who abort suffer from serious, prolonged nega-
tive psychological consequences.”10 Dr. Coleman’s statement is 
supported by numerous studies demonstrating the harmful ef-
fects of abortion on women, as detailed in American’s United 
for Life’s recent brief in Planned Parenthood v. Rounds.11 Con-
sider one study showing that 50 to 60 percent of women who 
abort experienced emotional distress of some form, with 30 
percent of cases classified as severe.12 

Abortion’s harm to women should be cause for great alarm. 
The American abortion problem is pervasive. Half of all preg-

nancies in the United States are unintended, and 40 percent 
of those pregnancies end in abortion. Twenty-two percent of 
all pregnancies, intended or not, end in abortion—meaning 
that annually we see over 1.2 million abortions occurring in 
our nation. For a frame of reference, consider that this figure is 
roughly equivalent to the population of our ninth most popu-
lated city, Dallas, Texas. 

seeking Justice through advancing  
Pro-life laws
As persons trained in interpreting and influencing law, mem-
bers of our profession are essential in advancing greatly need-
ed pro-life protections. Looking globally, the United States has 
among the worst abortion laws. The U.S. is currently one of 
only nine nations that allow abortion after 14 weeks of gesta-
tion. Even among this group, however, the United States is one 
of the most permissive in its treatment of abortion, placing us 
in the company of China, North Korea, and Canada, the only 
countries in the world that permit abortion for any reason af-
ter fetal viability.

Abortion rates are directly tied to the presence of pro-life laws, 
or lack thereof. Advancing pro-life laws at the state level has 
proven to be particularly effective in reducing abortion. In 
fact, a recent study demonstrated that, where a state enacted 
a parental involvement law such as requiring the parental con-
sent or notification of at least one parent before an abortion is 
performed on a minor, the abortion rates fell by an average of 
approximately 13.6 percent.13

AUL has created over 40 pieces of model legislation to assist 
in state legislative efforts, available in our annual publication 
Defending Life.14 The AUL legal team also provides direct con-
sultation with state legislators, local lobbyists, and attorneys 
interested in promoting such legislation.
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exposing the abortion industry
As Caitlin’s story indicates, many women suffer at the hands of 
the unregulated abortion industry. Every year we see new cas-
es of substandard abortion practices, each an example of what 
comes from unregulated patient care.15 Consider the impli-
cations of Kermit Gosnell’s “house-of-horrors” Philadelphia 
abortion clinic where state inspectors discovered “deplorable 
and unsanitary” conditions, including blood on the floors and 
aborted fetal parts stored in jars.16

AUL has worked diligently to expose the substandard and 
harmful practices of the abortion industry including those of 
the nation’s largest abortion provider, Planned Parenthood. As 
powerful voices in our community, pro-life attorneys should 
join this effort by educating colleagues, fellow church mem-
bers and community leaders. 

AUL has several tools to support attorneys in these efforts. In 
July 2011, AUL released its landmark investigative exposé, The 
Case for Investigating Planned Parenthood,17 which contributed 
to the launch of a first-ever Congressional investigation of the 
abortion giant. This past October, AUL supplemented this re-
port with a month-long educational campaign, The Planned 
Parenthood Exhibits: The Continuing Case for Investigating the 
Nation’s Largest Abortion Provider,18 which provided over twenty 
memorandums documenting the scandal-ridden practices of 
the abortion industry. Additionally, we have created the “Wom-
en’s Health Protection Act,”19 model legislation designed to help 
protect women by strictly regulating abortion clinics. Through 
educating the public while simultaneously regulating the abor-
tion industry, we can provide greater justice to these women and 
unborn children.

Providing legal aid to Women Facing 
unintended Pregnancies
With a long history of serving our communities through le-
gal aid clinics, CLS attorneys know the impact such services 
have in making a difference in the lives of others. For a woman 
facing an unintended pregnancy, such services can be life-
saving. Consider the woman needing a restraining order from 
an abusive partner, the woman being unfairly evicted by a cal-
lous landlord, the woman concerned about losing her college 
scholarship, or the woman needing an attorney to review an 
adoption plan. In any of these circumstances, the skillful help 
of an attorney can make the difference between her choosing 
life or an abortion with all of its consequences.

CLS legal aid clinics, or attorneys wishing to provide legal ser-
vices to such women, should contact their local pro-life preg-
nancy resource center. These centers annually provide help 
and support to hundreds of thousands of pregnant women, 
many of whom, need legal aid services. To be connected with 
a local pregnancy center contact Care Net,20 Heartbeat Inter-
national,21 or the National Institute of Family and Life Advo-
cates,22 all national pregnancy center affiliated organizations.

a somber Day and a Promising Future
One day after the Presidential inauguration in January, we will 
recognize yet another day of significance. This will not be a 
day of celebration (at least for us in the pro-life movement). 
It will be a somber day, a day that marks perhaps the great-
est tragedy of American jurisprudence. January 22, 2013 will 
be the 40th anniversary of Roe v. Wade. Since Roe was handed 
down, at least 50 million American citizens have been aborted, 
people who would have been between the ages of newborn 
and forty-years-old. These American citizens could be serving 
in our military, teaching our children, caring for our parents, 
and building this economy, but they are not here because their 
lives were taken from them at their most vulnerable state and 
when they had no voice. What makes this even more regretta-
ble is many of their mothers, like Caitlin, have suffered deeply 
from that choice.

But we have hope for a promising future. For the first time 
since Roe, more Americans self-identify as pro-life rather than 
pro-choice.23 What is more, states are becoming more and 
more pro-life in spite of Roe. In 2011 and 2012 alone, nearly 
50 pro-life laws were enacted with the assistance of AUL, all of 
which will work to save lives now. We attorneys are able to be 
a voice for those that have none. We can impact the abortion 
debate of abortion in our nation, so that the next 40 years hold 
the promise of life. We hope you will join us!

Jeanneane maxon is the Vice President of exter-
nal affairs and Corporate Counsel for americans 
united for life. americans united for life is the 
first national pro-life organization and serves as 
the legal arm of the pro-life movement.
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law student ministries

Opening a single-lawyer practice can be a daunting prop-
osition. Doing so in the middle of an economic reces-

sion probably foolhardy. But with God’s message in the eighth 
chapter of Romans, “If God be for us, who can be against us,” 
one can find enough courage to overcome fear and to follow 
the road He has planned for us. 

I graduated from law school in the spring of 2009, took the 
bar exam that summer, and became a lawyer licensed to prac-
tice in the State of Georgia in the Fall. During the nail-biting 
months between taking the bar exam and receiving the results, 
I read hundreds of pages on the subject of opening a law office. 
In November of that year I opened my practice and year-by-
year the number of clients, successful motions and petitions 
argued in court, and revenue have grown consistently. 

Since I began practicing law, more than one lawyer running 
his own office in my town has closed his doors to go to work 
for someone else. Our Lord, despite the economic conditions 
surrounding my office, afforded this success to me.1 I would 
like to share some guidance I might offer based upon my bless-
ings and experience.

First, examine your faith. Pray hard and often over the deci-
sion to open an office of your own. Seek His guidance, because 
if it’s not His plan, you won’t be doing yourself any favors to 
try and go your own way without His blessing. 

Second, once you are filled with the certainty that you’re go-
ing the way our Lord wants you to, pray for the confidence to 
do what He wants. Confidence is essential to a successful start 
and growth of your own practice. Every day, week, and month 
is an uncertainty – there is no way to know whether your in-
come will be ten dollars or ten thousand dollars – and in the 
face of that uncertainty, it is your faith and your confidence, 
given by our Lord, which will sustain you.

Third, keep overhead as low as possible in the beginning. In 
the fall of 2009, I lived with my parents, rented a room, and 
was my own secretary and paralegal. Hiring staff requires a 
leap of faith and courage, so I hired an assistant only when 
I had more work than I could handle on my own. You need 
to ensure that there is enough business to keep the staff em-
ployed and pay yourself as well.

Fourth, fee structures and pricing are dependent on sever-
al factors such as: services offered, the ability of the client 
to pay, fees of other lawyers in the area, and, of course, the 
fees must comport with the state bar’s ethics rules.2 When I 
opened my practice, I charged flat fees rather than an hourly 
rate billed against a retainer. In addition, I allowed clients to 
pay in installments. Admittedly, this strategy may exacerbate 
the anxiety that accompanies an already uncertain income. 
Many of my clients paid less than the full fee and some ques-
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tioned the time I spent on their cases. Some ended up taking 
two, three, or more times as long as I had anticipated when 
setting the fee, and some clients bombarded me with endless, 
repetitive e-mails, effectively reducing my hourly rate to near 
minimum wage.

The downsides of a flat fee aside, it allowed me to accomplish 
some invaluable goals in my first two years of practice. I quickly 
built a reputation in my community as a competent and af-
fordable attorney. In tough economic times, the rumor of an 
attorney who will cost several hundred dollars instead of a 
thousand, or a few thousand instead of ten thousand, will, God 
willing, spread like wildfire.

I refined my flat fee contracts over the years and only rarely, to-
day, will I charge $X for a case, start to finish. The unpredictable 
twists and turns a case can take made it clear a new fee structure 
was needed. This produces, for the client, an alternative to the 
usual billing method of lawyers. Instead of hourly fees adding 
up ad infinitum, causing a client despair and no great love for 
the lawyer, the fee structure reads more like a menu, is easy to 
understand and difficult to dispute. The hourly rate should be 
mentioned in the contract because if the case is terminated, the 
lawyer withdraws, or if the client switches attorneys, the hours 
spent on the case can be added up and multiplied by the hourly 
rate to determine how much of a refund, if any, is due from any 
flat fee paid in advance.

Approaching the end of my third year of practice, I decided 
to transition to hourly billing. My reputation as an affordable 
lawyer means I demand relatively low retainer and often allow 
clients to split the initial retainer over a couple of months, if 
necessary. My contract requires that the retainer be replenished 
within fifteen days of notice given that it is low, but I’m flexible 
with my clients. So, whether one chooses to charge by the job 
or by the hour, making one’s services affordable is key to suc-
ceeding in a sluggish economy.

Fifth, the relationship built with a client is critical. In general, this 
means that the client’s goals were pursued zealously if not ob-
tained in full, and the lawyer is flexible and generous with fees as 
described above. After a lawyer completes a case and the client 
has paid in full, the possibility the client will continue to be of 
value to the lawyer remains. The client may come back and use 
the lawyer again and the client may recommend the lawyer to 

others. Both of these are very important to a lawyer who is at-
tempting not only to start, but also to grow, a law office.

The last tip to opening a single lawyer practice is advertising. 
After building a website in 2009, I tried different forms of ad-
vertising. Telephone directories appeared to be too costly for 
little return and few lawyer referral websites provide a substan-
tial return on that investment. Finding out what works and 
what doesn’t work is imperative and can be an expensive exper-
iment. However, it can also be a valuable tool to bring potential 
clients into the door of a growing office. Where a law office’s 
budget is tight, the options will be limited, but some are afford-
able and provide a decent, and sometimes tremendous, return 
on investment. 

Opening my own law office has been an adventure and doing 
it when the economy was far from robust has definitely been a 
challenge. There were many moments when I was tempted to 
despair and moments where I was certain I was past most of 
the difficulties, only to have a few unexpected hurdles pop up 
in front of me. Throughout the adventure though, during the 
toughest days and the easiest, Jesus has been with me and that 
has made all the difference in the world.

nathaniel m. smith has practiced law in henry 
County, Georgia and surrounding counties since 
2009. his office handles mostly family law, but 
also probate, corporate, estate planning, and 
criminal defense matters.
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christian legal aid

World Relief, the Christian Legal Society, and the local Chris-
tian Legal Aid (CLA) programs in Maryland and Virginia have 
begun a dialogue to learn more about potential deficiencies and 
legal opportunities. One CLA program reports that immigration 
assistance is the second most common request for assistance after 
domestic relations. However, most of their volunteer attorneys have 
little to no knowledge, experience or training in this area of the law. 
Together our organizations are exploring ways to meet the needs of 
vulnerable immigrants and are planning ways to offer immigration 
training for local Christian attorneys.

Many Christians find a tension between the biblical call 
to welcome and love our neighbor, and the call to obey 

the law in Romans 13. World Relief, a Christian international 
humanitarian organization believes that Christians can do 
both. World Relief has provided legal services to immigrants, 
supported churches that serve immigrants, and has advocated 
to change immigration laws since 1979. We strive to share 
Christ’s love with and serve refugees and other vulnerable 
immigrants in the United States. This article discusses some 
reasons we do so and encourages you to reach out to an im-
migrant in your own community.

In June 2012, World Relief co-hosted a press conference for a 
group called the Evangelical Immigration Table, who signed 
the Evangelical Statement of Principles for Immigration Reform.1 
The statement was signed by 140 evangelical leaders, denomi-
nations, and churches across the country representing a wide 
range of evangelical voices. The statement reads as follows:

As evangelical Christian leaders, we call for a bipartisan solu-
tion on immigration that:

 � Respects the God-given dignity of every person

 � Protects the unity of the immediate family

 � Respects the rule of law

 � Guarantees secure national borders

 � Ensures fairness to taxpayers

 � Establishes a path toward legal status and/or citizen-
ship for those who qualify and who wish to become 
permanent residents2

Since that conference, World Relief has been criticized for our 
endorsement of this statement by individuals who define them-
selves as conservative or evangelical Christians. We believe this 
organized opposition to be the result of one group opposed to 
increased immigration numbers. World Relief ’s decision to sign 
on to the statement, and in fact, provide leadership to the Evan-
gelical Table in creating the statement came after extensive expe-
rience in immigration law and years of walking side by side with 
vulnerable immigrants. We consider such service to be honor-
able and to follow Biblical principles. We encourage you to take 
the opportunity to also serve this population.

Throughout the Bible, God tells us of his love and special 
concern for the “alien” and commands us also to show love 
and concern for him or her.3 For example, God commanded 
the Israelites to treat the foreign-born in the same way as 
those who were native-born.4 Moreover, he required special 
protections for the alien, frequently grouping them together 
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with orphans and widows because of their vulnerability.5 
We are reminded that even Jesus was a refugee, having fled 
to Egypt for safety.6 In the New Testament, Jesus calls us to 
welcome the stranger as a means of welcoming Christ.7 The 
parable of the Good Samaritan reinforces the need to wel-
come the stranger, or migrant, despite any discomfort or un-
popularity from doing so.8

A common argument against rendering aide to immigrants is 
that they are “breaking the law.” Romans 13 requires Chris-
tians to submit to governmental authorities, but in the New 
Testament, Jesus calls us to welcome the stranger as a means of 
welcoming Christ.9 We can minister to immigrants and share 
the Gospel while advocating for laws that promote justice and 
comport with current needs.10 Moreover, under existing laws 
the government allows legal assistance to immigrants in apply-
ing for and accessing the immigration benefits to which they 
are entitled.11 We can work under current law while advocating 
for changes to it when necessary.

Many U.S. denominations see immigrants as the most impor-
tant factor in the current and future growth of their church.12 
World Relief hears from churches across the United States 
stating they are overwhelmed by the legal needs of immi-
grants in their communities and congregations. The effort to 
welcome immigrants, share the Gospel, and help resolve their 
immigrant status often leads to more stable economic, familial, 
and housing opportunities for those immigrants.13

World Relief has provided immigration-related legal servic-
es since before the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 
198614 and has helped thousands of people in obtaining legal 
status and other important immigration benefits. We partner 
with churches and denominations to help low-income immi-
grants access applicable immigration benefits, while we show 
the love of Christ to both believers and non-believers from a 
myriad of faiths and countries across the globe.

As Christians we are called to love immigrants. As Christian 
attorneys we have a unique opportunity to love and care for 
immigrants by applying our knowledge, legal skills, and com-
passion for their benefit. While this article focuses on immi-
gration-related legal services, we urge readers to consider how 
they can serve immigrants in additional ways. For example, 
traditional legal aid programs that receive funding from the 
Legal Services Corporation are allowed to provide services to 
non-citizens only in limited circumstances.15 Despite this re-
striction, immigrants face problems ranging from housing to 
family law, discrimination to bankruptcy. Christian Legal Aid 

programs can help to fill the gap by serving immigrants in both 
immigration and more traditional legal areas.

The Executive Office for Immigration Review of the U.S. De-
partment of Justice allows trained and experienced individuals 
to apply for “accreditation” from the Board of Immigration Ap-
peals (“BIA”) to work in non-profit organizations that the Board 
has “recognized” under strict criteria.16 A non-lawyer may ob-
tain authorization to provide immigrant legal services under the 
auspices of a non-profit organization thereby providing many 
individuals and families with the assistance they need.

Our organization recently launched the World Relief Immi-
grant Legal Support Network which offers three different lev-
els of support for church-based and other non-profit programs 
providing immigrant legal services.17 A primary goal of the net-
work is to support and expand the capacity of the church and 
other non-profit organizations to serve immigrants through 
BIA-recognized programs and immigration programs staffed 
by attorneys.

In addition to working at such a program, there are many ways 
for lawyers to support the provision of immigration legal as-
sistance. For example, the BIA requires that recognized non-
profit programs have access to technical assistance from an 
attorney or qualified accredited BIA representative.18 An at-
torney could offer to be available to provide technical support 
to a recognized immigration program such as responding to 
questions or concerns, volunteering in the office, or presenting 
legal information in the local community. BIA-recognized of-
fices must also provide evidence that they have access to legal 
libraries. One way of accomplishing this is by allowing a local 
immigration program the use of your law firm’s library facili-
ties or even donating extra copies of legal resources.

There is also a great need for legal assistance with group pro-
cessing workshops, such as citizenship or Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals (DACA) (discussed below). Depending 
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on the workshop model, the organizers may also welcome 
paralegals, law students, foreign language speakers, and other 
volunteers. Group processing workshops are a great way to 
get your feet wet if you are new to the area of immigration. 
Many programs will provide ongoing training and oversight 
by an experienced immigration practitioner so an individual 
can volunteer on a regular basis.

Volunteering with group processing workshops or clinics for 
DACA provides a needed service and allows legal practitio-
ners to be involved in the cutting edge of immigration law. 
DACA is not a statute or regulation, but the result of a policy 
memo by Secretary of Homeland Security Janet Napolitano, 
issued on June 15, 2012.19 The policy establishes that individu-
als who arrived in the United States as children and who meet 
certain guidelines are eligible to apply for deferred action from 
removal (deportation). Individuals receiving deferred action 
will have protection from deportation for up to two years, be 
eligible for work authorization, and possibly be eligible for re-
newal of deferred action and work authorization. 

On August 15, 2012, the DACA program opened to receive 
requests.20 While DACA does not lead to permanent status 
or citizenship, thousands of undocumented young people 
have jumped at the opportunity to be considered for the ben-
efit. The U.S. government reported receiving almost 180,000 
DACA requests in the first two months the program was 
opened.21

“Mary” is one individual I assisted with a DACA request. 22 
She was optimistic about what was to come after completing 
her request. To her, DACA meant she could step out of the 
shadows and legally pursue her dream of obtaining a Ph.D. in 
the social sciences. Her greatest concerns were whether DACA 
would last long enough for her to get into graduate school and 
complete her Ph.D., and whether her dream school would ac-

cept her DACA documentation as adequate to receive in-state 
residency and tuition.

Many immigrant youth already feel like they are Americans—
they may not remember their home country or know its lan-
guage. “Mary” shares the hopes of many young people who 
apply for DACA. The dream to continue their education after 
high school, to work, and to finally receive some official rec-
ognition of the many years they have lived in and contributed 
to their communities in the United States. I am amazed, hum-
bled, and inspired by “Mary” and other DACA requesters, 
their life successes, their goals, and their ability to make the 
most out of challenging circumstances.

Our trademark at World Relief is STAND/FOR THE VUL-
NERABLE™ because we believe it is our calling. It is indeed an 
honor to STAND beside immigrants and help them navigate 
the complex world of immigration. We encourage you to ask 
yourself the following questions: do I have my facts straight, 
am I approaching this issue as a Christian, and do I know an 
immigrant? We encourage you to find an opportunity to help 
an immigrant and to see them in a new light. As you share 
Christ’s love, may you receive a multitude of blessings.

amy Bliss tenney is the senior attorney, legal 
support Center for immigrant legal services, 
with the World Relief home office in Baltimore, 
maryland. in this role, she provides technical legal 
assistance to World Relief’s network of over 
twenty u.s. offices and a growing network of 

church-based programs. she thanks her World Relief colleagues 
for their input for this article.
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AdvocAtes InternAtIonAl

What can you buy for $20? 
 � Half a room in a cheap hotel 
 � Four large pumpkin-spiced lattes at a coffee shop
 � Five (maybe six) gallons of gas
 � The services of a lawyer for one month
 � All of the above

If you said all of the above: Congratulations! You may have 
met our two fellow Christian attorneys from Cuba who at-
tended this year’s CLS National conference in Colorado 
Springs. Before I met Livian Gonzalez and Georgina Ortega, I 
could not imagine anyone willing to pursue their professional 
calling as a lawyer for only $20 per month. Yet these two sisters 
from Havana seek justice for their clients for less than a dollar 
a day. Such is the life of most members of the Confraternidad 
Christianos de Juristas de Cuba (CCJC), who practice law in a 
closed society under Communist rule. 

Thanks to the prayers of many, these two women are the first 
CCJC member attorneys given permission to leave Cuba and 
travel to the USA. What a privilege it was to serve them and 
spend time with them in Colorado. They remind us that being 
a lawyer is truly a calling. 

In 2005, the Cuban Bar Association told Rodolfo Juarez, then 
President of CCJC, that the Confraternidad must submit its 
membership list to the Party or be shut down. With great 
courage and greater faith, Rodolfo and his colleagues refused 
to back down, indicating they would remain independent and 
would let the world know if they were shut down. Thankfully, 

the Bar Association backed down and the fellowship contin-
ued. Today, despite pressures, they continue to encourage and 
serve one another through fellowship. They serve as inspira-
tion to all of us and need our prayers.

Our colleagues in Cuba are not the only ones who seek jus-
tice in hard times. If space permitted, we could include a list of 
Advocates around the globe representative of Hebrews chap-
ter 11. Men and women who put their trust in God on a daily 
basis, knowing that if they represent certain clients, they could 
very well land on a death list. Some are imprisoned and their 
law licenses revoked. Some, on their own time, drive 11-14 
hours each way to meet with prisoners and provide pro bono 
assistance for “the least of these.” All of them, however, contin-
ue to seek justice for their clients, no matter the cost, without 
complaining. These are the men and women whom we serve at 
Advocates International. 

Your prayers are cherished, and your personal involvement 
in the lives of Advocates from other countries is most wel-
come. AI and CLS are working together to pair CLS chapters 
with Christian lawyer fellowships around the world. If your 
chapter is not already engaged or you live in a city without 
a CLS chapter, and you would like to get further involved, 
please contact us. We are delighted to connect you with Ad-
vocates like those above who can encourage you as much as 
you might encourage them. 

We also invite you to join with Advocates for either of two re-
gional conferences in 2013. First, Advocates Asia will gather 
in Hong Kong from April 4-8, 2013 at a joint conference with 
Campus Crusade for Christ International’s FLAG ministry. 
Second, Advocates Africa holds its bi-annual conference in 
Kampala, Uganda from August 6-10, 2013. If you are inter-
ested in attending either, please contact the Advocates office 
right away. While it may cost you some time, money, and extra 
effort, meeting with fellow Christian attorneys on their turf is 
definitely worth the investment. After all, in some countries, 
you can get the services of a lawyer for only $20 a month.

Brent mcBurney is the President and Ceo of advocates international. 
Visit the ai website at www.advocatesinternational.org to find out 
more about ai’s global impact. 

By BRent mCBuRney

Justice for under $20?

Georgina ortega (l) and livian Gonzalez (r) at the Cls national 
Conference in Colorado springs.
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World Relief immigration attorneys can 
answer your questions, provide repre-
sentation on religious worker visas, and 
guide your church or denomination as 
they set policies related to immigrant 
involvement.

For more information, contact Kedri 
Metzger, 443-451-1931, kmetzger@wr.org 
or visit us online at www.worldrelief.org.

Can I hire a foreign
born pastor?

Do I have a duty to 
report undocumented 
immigrants in my 
congregation? 

Can undocumented
immigrants volunteer in
my church?

World Relief’s Religious

Worker Program can help.



www.christianlawyer.org 39

From the President

In this issue of The Christian Lawyer we explore what it means to practice law in economi-
cally troubled times, both as individuals and as a society of lawyers who follow Jesus. For 

some, paid work is hard to find and making ends meet is a daily challenge. Others have steady 
jobs, but because they earn just enough to pay their monthly bills they worry about job secu-
rity, unexpected expenses, and how to save more. Still others receive an abundance of income 
but struggle with a crushing workload and unreasonable time demands.

In whichever of these categories we might find ourselves, God calls us to be generous. He asks 
that we take stock of the resources He has given us in abundance and share them liberally with 
others in need. In His Word, God often encourages us to follow His example and be a gener-
ous people. Psalm 112, for example, lists attributes of the person who obeys God - “one who 
generously lends money” and who “generously gives to the needy.” The Apostle Paul encour-
aged the church in Corinth to give with open and cheerful hearts, and then to watch as God 
enriched their lives: “You will be enriched in every way so that you may be generous on every 
occasion, which is producing through us thanksgiving to God.” 2 Cor. 9:11. Often it is godly 
generosity that helps us defeat the worries and troubles tough economic times can bring. 

What resources has God given you that you can share generously with those in need? It may 
be you have time you can share, a talent you can offer, or funds you can give. All of these re-
sources can be gifts of tremendous value, especially when given cheerfully, generously, and 
not out of compulsion. At Christian Legal Society, our sincere hope is that our members will 
devote some measure of this generosity to legal aid for the poor.

In all of our communities there are many who are poor and in dire need of justice, which is out 
of reach because they have no one to help them navigate their legal problems. In Los Angeles 
County alone where I live, there are over 1.5 million who live below the poverty line. Many 
thousands of those have legal needs that are not being met, and these needs are often spiritual 
problems as well. Here we have Christian Legal Aid of Los Angeles, which will serve 1,200 cli-
ents in 2012. This was accomplished only because of Christian lawyers who gave generously 
of their time, talents, and funds.

Christian Legal Society strongly encourages each of you to consider what resources God has 
given you to help Christian lawyers deliver justice to the poor, and to share those resources 
generously. If the resource is time, be a regular volunteer at a Christian Legal Aid clinic and 
witness God’s amazing blessing for those who are on the front lines giving legal aid to the poor. 
If the resource is money, please generously fund Christian Legal Aid on both the national and 
local level. If the resource is talent in leadership or administration, consider joining or forming 
a local Christian Legal Aid board. “How happy is the one who treats the poor properly! When 
trouble comes, the Lord delivers him.” Ps. 41:1. 

stephen tuggy is of Counsel at locke lord llP in its commercial litigation group. in addition to his 
role as President of Cls, steve also serves as the Chairman of the Board of Christian legal aid of 
los angeles.

on Being Generous
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