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O
ne of the privileges a�orded 

OSB presidents is participation 

on the Oregon Bench and Bar 

Commission on Professional-

ism. To work with lawyers striving to see 

the practice of law in its most aspirational 

light — this work is close to my heart.

In working together, I am inspired by 

the connection between professionalism 

and mindfulness and the shared emphasis 

on intentionality, presence and nonreac-

tivity. It reminds me of a quote attributed 

to President Abraham Lincoln, which goes 

“give me six hours to chop down a tree, and 

I will spend the �rst four sharpening the 

axe.” I’ve understood that to mean: 

1.  �ere is a way of approaching our 

work with a sharp axe — wisely, 

mindfully and with intention.  

2. �ere is a practice to be observed 

before we get to the work at hand. 

�is practice enables us to show up 

with a sharp axe. 

3. �ere is always the opportunity to 

determine if we are swinging a dull 

axe and recommit to sharpening it 

(the practice).

From this, the questions that I try to in-

corporate into my law practice are: How do 

I want to approach the task at hand? Am I 

positioning myself to show up wisely, mind-

fully and with intention (what practices al-

low me to sharpen the axe)?   

Professionalism: A Sharp Axe

As Judge John Acosta identi�ed in the 

February/March 2024 edition of the Bulle-

tin, during Justice Edwin Peterson’s tenure 

as chief justice, the Oregon State Bar adopt-

ed its �rst Statement of Professionalism in 

1990. �e most current Statement of Pro-

fessionalism, adopted by the Oregon State 

Bar House of Delegates and approved by 

the Supreme Court of Oregon in 2019 is on 

the bar’s website and is provided in a side-

bar to this article. 
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su�ering. For me, sharpening the axe is  

cultivating practices that:

• Help us identify our center and 

bring us back to our center when we 

forget; 

• Maintain calm in the face of attempts 

to take us away from our center, re-

minding us that what we can control 

is how we want to show up; and

• Create a space that embodies profes-

sionalism and invite others to meet 

us here through our modeling.

When we encounter di�cult people or 

external forces that attempt to take us o� 

center, o�en we have two choices: 1) move 

away from center and join the di�culty; or 

2) hold the space that embodies how we 

want to show up and invite others to meet 

us here.  

Likewise, when things change, we may 

jump to the conclusion that it will always be 

this hard. �is is the fallacy of believing the 

impermanent is permanent. Some of this is 

inherent to the challenges legal profession-

als encounter. To some extent, it is the na-

ture of our work. However, change is inher-

ently impermanent.

When we recognize the di�erence be-

tween what is permanent (our e�ort to 

show up as our best selves) and what is im-

permanent (the situation), it provides per-

spective on what we are addressing and an 

opportunity to show up in a way that aligns 

with our values.  

Bar leadership presents new, exciting 

(if demanding) challenges that take me out 

of my routine and, at times, comfort level. 

�is year is giving me new ways to sharpen, 

serve and learn, and I am grateful. n
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To me, professionalism is: 

• Something to strive for (a value we 

hold and wish to embody); 

• Something that can be practiced (a 

choice within our control); 

• A practice that will ask us to chal-

lenge ourselves and recognize what 

we can learn and change;

• A practice that can humble and 

inspire us;

• A practice that is rooted in econo-

my of e�ort;

• A practice that delivers sustenance, 

growth, and strength; and

• Taking a position that is in align-

ment with who we want to be as 

attorneys and how we wish to be 

treated.

I also think of professionalism (or the 

lack thereof) as contagious. When we cre-

ate a space that embodies professionalism, 

we may o�en �nd that others will meet us 

there. Likewise, when we create a space 

that does not embody professionalism, 

we may o�en �nd that others will meet us 

there, too.

What Dulls the Axe? 

External forces can challenge our com-

mitment to bring our best selves to every 

case and every encounter. �ese stressors 

are many: di�cult opposing counsel, a 

tough client, an unexpected event or simply 

being stretched too thin and overwhelmed. 

Who among us has not had too much work 

and too little time?

Big changes and challenges can also 

take us o� our center. If we don’t employ 

practices that promote health and well-be-

ing, it may feel that our health, well-being 

and quality of life are at odds with our work.

In my law practice, at times, I have felt 

all of the above. However, I believe part of 

this work is acknowledging the patterns 

that cause us to swing a dull axe or that keep 

us from taking time to sharpen it. By recog-

nizing those patterns, it furthers our skillset.

Change and Challenge as  
Incubators for Growth

While change and challenge can dull 

the axe by moving us away from our cen-

ter (how we want to show up), they also 

provide opportunities for personal and pro-

fessional growth. If we can acknowledge 

that our challenges may be there for us to 

learn from, then it becomes an endeavor 

in curiosity as opposed to an experience in  


