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The Healing Power 
of Pro Bono 
As you consider whether and how to make pro bono part of your practice, 
never underestimate the impact you can have.

BY MICHAEL LUCAS

As has been detailed in this column 
before, there are many good reasons to 
do pro bono work. In addition to making 
a real difference in the lives of our neigh-
bors too often denied access to justice, you 
can develop skills, expand your network, 
and even enhance your career. Through 
Atlanta Volunteer Lawyers Foundations’ 
(AVLF) Standing with Our Neighbors 
program, which embeds teams of AVLF 
staff attorneys, community advocates and 
volunteer attorneys inside neighborhood 
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schools to help stabilize the community, I 
have come to appreciate another power-
ful reason to make pro bono part of your 
practice: you can be part of someone’s 
healing process. Let me explain. 

Many of the clients served by AVLF 
and our amazing sister organizations in 
the pro bono community have a healthy 
sense of distrust of not just legal institu-
tions, but institutions in general. They 
have come by this distrust honestly. Spe-
cifically, many are living with the long-
lasting effects of pain and trauma. In far 
too many cases, institutions have failed to 
protect or help them or have been directly 
involved in inflicting the harm. Organiza-
tions or agencies charged with assisting 
them may not have kept their word or 
had enough resources to follow through. 
The judicial system may have played a 
role, real or perceived, in what they ex-
perienced as an injustice in their lives. 

At AVLF, we might see this in the 
children who are living in trauma be-
cause the conditions of their rental 
housing are akin to a third-world slum, 
despite years of efforts by their mom to 
get any institution to intervene. For the 
clients of our friends at organizations 
like the Georgia Asylum and Immigra-
tion Network, it could mean that after 
the institutions in their home country 
failed to protect them from violence, the 
legal institutions here are deaf to their 
pleas and working to send them back. In 
either case, the therapeutic community 
and common sense tells us that those cli-
ents will develop a well-founded sense of 
distrust. And that distrust, while under-
standable, often impedes their ability to 
move forward, to accept help, to thrive. 
What might be perceived as irrespon-
sible behavior—e.g., not returning a call 
from legal services, not showing up for 
an appointment, arguing with and turn-
ing away those trying to help—is really 
just a manifestation of their trauma.

Turning back to the issue of healing, the 
key innovation in AVLF’s Standing with 
Our Neighbors program is that AVLF staff 
have their full-time offices inside public 
schools in neighborhoods that are fight-
ing for stability. In a few of our now eight 
partner schools, we work closely with a 
nonprofit that provides trauma-informed 

When Atlanta Volunteer Lawyers 
Foundation launched its Standing 
with Our Neighbors (SWON) initia-
tive by placing lawyers in schools 
to help stabilize neighborhood 
housing, we knew we couldn’t 
succeed without strong pro bono 
help. Out of the many firms and 
lawyers who have stepped up to 
help SWON thrive, many stand out 
as true all-stars, including Andrew 
J. Rosenzweig of Nelson Mullins.

Rosenzweig has represented 
several residents of Atlanta’s im-
poverished Thomasville Heights 
neighborhood, helping them avoid 
displacement so their children 
can remain in their neighborhood 
school. One of his clients was 
living with her two children in a 
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dilapidated apartment with leaky 
sinks and dangerous black mold. 
Rosenzweig pushed the property 
manager until he finally relocated 
the family to a cleaner, healthier 
unit. In another case, he helped 
his client avoid eviction and get 
reimbursed for astronomical 
electric bills that were due to her 
landlord’s negligence.

Rosenzweig has also represent-
ed numerous low-income tenants 
through AVLF’s Saturday Lawyer 
Program, as well as domestic 
violence survivors through AVLF’s 
Safe Families Office. His unyield-
ing, steady advocacy and deep 
commitment to achieving justice 
for his clients make him a true 
pro bono all-star. 
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counseling and services for students at the 
school. At a recent forum, I had the benefit 
of listening to one of their lead counselors 
who explained that a central component 
of the healing process for people who are 
living with trauma is rebuilding trust. Spe-
cifically, she spoke of the importance of 
routine and consistency and commitment 
from service providers, or anyone else for 
that matter. She drew on AVLF’s neigh-
borhood-based tenant advocacy work as 
an example, explaining that for many of 
the elementary school children we serve, 
the living conditions are so unpredictable 
and unstable—another eviction notice or 
a falling ceiling or more rats could befall 
them at any time—that they don’t fully de-
velop the psychological ability to trust. She 

stressed that what our volunteer attorneys 
achieve—finally causing critical repairs to 
be expedited, stopping repeated abusive 
eviction filings once and for all—greatly 
compliments their therapeutic work.

She went further, stressing that our 
presence there and the way we went about 
our work—separate from the outcomes of 
our advocacy—were critical to the healing 
process as well. She explained that every 
time our staff or volunteer attorneys actu-
ally do what they say they will do, it helps 
that individual trust again. Every time a 
volunteer attorney says they will come 
and see the conditions, and then actually 
shows up, that person begins to believe 
again. When they see us respect their dig-
nity enough to come to their homes and 



be comfortable there—and when they see 
us come back every day, week, and year—
that consistency and reliability starts to 
chip away at that distrust that will hold 
them back. And every school year that our 
staff and attorneys return to the neigh-
borhood, the residents begin to have faith 
again in people and institutions that are 
trying to help. 

That consistency and reliability mat-
ters. That experience with our volunteers, 
wholly aside from the housing benefit we 
might achieve, is actually part of their 
process of recovering from and break-
ing through the trauma. Our team, this 
counselor explained, was furthering their 
work and playing an important role in 
helping people heal—so that they could 
thrive. That insight has stayed with me 
and now informs the way we approach 
our work. We now have a greater ap-
preciation for the importance of consis-
tency and long-term commitments to the 
neighborhoods we serve. We are thinking 

about how to integrate these lessons about 
healing into our volunteer trainings. We 
are working to make sure our approach 
takes into account the trauma our clients 
have experienced.

And let’s be honest: the legal com-
munity should be working to build trust 
with the public, particularly with those 
who may not have had the best experi-
ence with lawyers and the courts. It does 
not take a lot of imagination to see all 
the ways that lower-income individu-
als—those who cannot afford represen-
tation—may have had less-than-positive 
experiences with the legal system. Do-
ing meaningful pro bono work is an im-
portant way for an individual lawyer to 
do her part to help restore faith in our 
system. It is an important way to help 
someone trust again, and that trust may 
be exactly what is needed to help that 
person move forward, to heal, to thrive. 

As you consider whether and how to 
make pro bono part of your practice, nev-

er underestimate the impact you can have, 
not just on the individual legal matter, but 
on the reputation of our profession, on 
faith in our institutions and on the lives of 
your pro bono clients. Pro bono, it turns 
out, has the power to heal. 

Michael Lucas, deputy 
director of the Atlanta 
Volunteer Lawyers 
Foundation, is responsible 
for AVLF’s day-to-day 

operations, managing its 
relationships in the community and 
overseeing all of the foundation’s 
provision of legal services. Lucas 
previously served as the director of 
Housing and Consumer Programs at 
AVLF, managing a variety of programs 
that provide legal representation to 
low-income individuals and litigating 
in the areas of landlord-tenant law, 
unpaid wages, debt-defense and 
debt collection.
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ETHICS DILEMMA?
Lawyers who would like to discuss an ethics dilemma 

with a member of the Office of the General Counsel staff 
should contact the Ethics Helpline at 404-527-8741, 

800-682-9806 or log in to www.gabar.org and submit 
your question by email.




