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This year, 2024, marks the 35th an-
niversary of the Chief Justice’s Commis-
sion on Professionalism (Commission). 
The Supreme Court of Georgia estab-
lished the Commission, the first body of 
its kind in the nation in February 1989.1

Normally, reflections on such a mile-
stone would inspire broad reflections 
on the many individuals who worked to 
build and strengthen the professional-
ism movement in Georgia. In this case, 
however, this article will reflect on only 
two individuals who were instrumental 
in Georgia’s professionalism movement. 
The legal community lost these two law-
yers—Professor A. James Elliott and Pro-
fessor Avarita L. Hanson—on different 
dates in January 2024. In processing these 
losses, I reviewed some of the historical 
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(Left to right) Avarita L. Hanson, R. William 
“Bill” Ide and A. James Elliott at the Chief 
Justice’s Commission on Professionalism 
25th Anniversary Celebration.
PHOTO BY DON MORGAN PHOTOGRAPHY
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records from the Commission’s 35-year 
history, and I was struck by some docu-
ments and photographs I found taken in 
2014. As part of the Commission’s 25th 
anniversary commemorations, Avarita 
Hanson, who was then the executive di-
rector of the Chief Justice’s Commission 
on Professionalism, planned a celebration 
of this Commission milestone by honor-
ing one of the Commission’s co-founders, 
Jim Elliott.2 The event was so successful, 
Hanson reported, that it raised $44,000 
for the Georgia Legal Services Program. 
Hanson began her 11 years of service as 
the third executive director of the Chief 
Justice’s Commission on Professionalism 
in May 2006, under the leadership of for-
mer Chief Justice Leah Ward Sears. El-
liott shared at a 2023 Commission CLE 
that he was one of the first attorneys that 
former Chief Justice Thomas O. Mar-
shall had contacted when Marshall, Jus-
tice Harold Clarke and Justice Charles L.  
Weltner (whom Elliott had sometimes 
been heard to affectionately, irreverently 
and humorously refer to as “the three 
musketeers”) decided that they needed 
to do something about professionalism 
in Georgia. Elliott assisted the justices in 
organizing a consultation on profession-
alism in 1988,3 which subsequently led to 
the Court’s formation of the Commission 
the following year. The Commission was 
only one of several innovative ideas for 
which Elliott provided leadership. For 
example, he was also a co-founder of the 
Georgia Legal Services Program (for-
merly known as Georgia Indigent Legal 
Services) and an architect of Georgia’s 
Interest On Lawyer’s Trust Accounts 
(IOLTA) program. Former American Bar 

Association President R. William “Bill” 
Ide recalled: 

“As a co-founder of Georgia Legal 
Services, Jim’s humor, intellect and 
big heart helped further an inno-
vative vision to make Georgia the 
first statewide bar association to 
sponsor legal services program in 
the United States. From that in-
novation as a young lawyer, over 
the following decades, his thought 
leadership moved the Georgia legal 
profession to be a leader in further-
ing justice for all. Many wonderful 
milestones his legacy leaves for the 
greater good.” 

When Hanson decided to honor El-
liott as part of the Commission’s 25th an-
niversary, her notes showed she wanted 
to highlight “Jim’s 3 Legacies: a) CJCP;  
b) Georgia Legal Services Program and 
IOLTA Funding; [and] c) Inclusion in the 
Profession.” Hanson knew it was impor-

Officers and staff of Georgia Indigent Legal Services (GILS) meeting with Family and 
Children Services Director Kim Parham and Deputy Director Herschel Saucier, in the GILS 
office in Atlanta. (Left to right) John Myer, John Cromartie, Phil Heiner, Nancy Cheves, Kim 
Parharm, Bill Ide, Betsey Neely, Herschel Saucier, Bettye Kehrer, Jim Elliott and Ben Shapiro 
(with back to the camera).
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tant to recognize Elliott for inclusion in 
the profession, in addition to the other 
two accomplishments noted above, in 
part, because he was the first president 
of the State Bar of Georgia to appoint 
an African American female lawyer to 
the State Bar of Georgia Board of Gov-
ernors—Marva Brooks. Attorney Tom 
Sampson, another of Elliott’s colleagues, 
also shared at a 2023 Signature Profes-
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sionalism Commission CLE how Elliott, 
as a young partner at Alston, Miller & 
Gaines (now Alston & Bird), was instru-
mental in the hiring of Sampson’s former 
law partner John Kennedy as the first Af-
rican American associate at the firm. Ken-
nedy’s hiring was the first time an African 
American attorney had been hired at any 
large Atlanta law firm. Hanson’s decision 
to use the Commission’s 25th anniversary 
to honor Elliott was memorable for many 
reasons, one of which was because Hanson 
was a luminary in her own right within 
Georgia’s legal community. For example, 
she served as the fourth president of the 
Georgia Association of Black Women At-
torneys (GABWA) in 1985. She founded 
the Legal Ministry at her former church, 
Ben Hill United Methodist Church, 
where she served on its Board of Trustees 
and Property Committee. In 1991, when 
Hanson served as the president of the 
Gate City Bar Association, her adminis-
tration earned the State Bar of Georgia’s 
top local bar award. She was also a former 
member of the Board of Directors of the 
Georgia Legal Services Program and the 
Atlanta Legal Aid Society. Hanson’s work 
to promote professionalism was also note-
worthy. For example, in 2008, she was 
an invited speaker at the Chief Justice of 
Ontario’s Advisory Committee on Profes-
sionalism’s 10th Colloquium in Ottawa, 
Canada. There, she presented excerpts 
from her paper, “Professionalism and the 
Judiciary: Lessons Learned as Georgia 
Approaches 20 Years of Institutionalizing 
Professionalism.” On the national front, 
Hanson chaired the American Bar Asso-
ciation’s Consortium on Professionalism 
from 2011 to 2014, bringing Georgia’s 
professionalism issues and programs to the 
forefront. She also coordinated, chaired, 
moderated and presented several profes-
sionalism CLE programs for the 2014 An-
nual Convention of the National Bar As-
sociation in Atlanta, Leadership Institute 
for Women of Color Attorneys and as-
sisted with two ABA award-winning Law 
Day programs. She also authored a chapter 

on “Reputation,” for the ABA publication, 
Essential Qualities of the Professional Lawyer
(2013) and for that publication’s Instruc-
tors Manual (2017) and the National Bar 
Journal. Within GABWA, Hanson was 
affectionately called “Mama Rita” by three 
generations of attorneys who benefited 
from her leadership and generous men-
torship. In 2014, the Black Law Students 
Association at Atlanta’s John Marshall 
Law School had already been named in 
her honor for many years. Terrica Ganzy, 
one of Hanson’s mentees and a participant 
in the Commission’s 25th Anniversary  
celebration, observed: 

“Perhaps Avarita Hanson’s most 
enduring legacy lies in her role as 
a mentor. I was one of countless 
aspiring lawyers who found in her 
not just a guide, but a guardian—a 
steadfast presence in a world often 
fraught with uncertainty. Avarita 
invested not only in our profes-
sional development but also in our 
personal growth, nurturing talent 
with patience, grace and an un-
wavering belief in our potential. 
Through her mentorship, she em-
powered generations of lawyers to 
pursue greatness, instilling in them 
the confidence to navigate the com-
plexities of the legal profession with 
grace and resilience. Avarita was a 
woman of unparalleled strength 
and generosity of spirit, and all of 
us who were fortunate enough to 
know her will carry her light in  
our hearts.”

In a closing paragraph of Elliott’s bi-
ography in the 25th anniversary program 
book are words that although written 
about him—perhaps by Hanson—apply 
to both of these outstanding attorneys; 
so, I chose to paraphrase to include these 
great role models of professionalism as a  
closing tribute.

It is clear that Jim Elliott and Avarita 
Hanson were champions for justice and 

professionalism. Each of their life’s pur-
poses was to uplift justice. Both were 
dedicated to ensuring justice, not only for 
those with easy access, but also for those 
who could not afford it. These outstand-
ing lawyers were esteemed practitioners, 
leaders, community servants and law 
professors who lived a lifetime of pur-
pose that positively affected thousands of 
Georgians. Sometimes the power of one 
and the use of that power makes changes 
for many. In Georgia, we were fortunate 
to have both Elliott and Hanson in our 
lawyer ranks, and we all owe both of them 
a wealth of gratitude for their courage, ef-
forts, purpose and direction. z

Karlise Y. Grier
Executive Director
Chief Justice’s Commission 
on Professionalism
kygrier@cjcpga.org
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