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py R Lawrence Dessem 

everal years ago, when I was 

employed as an attorney by the 
United States Department of 

justices my daughter asked me the fol- 

jowing question at the dinner table 

one evening: Daddy, why don't you 
stop practicing law and just be a 

fawyer!” It struck me that, no matter 

how act omplished a lawyer is or how 
jong he's been a lawyer, he is still said 
to be “practicing” law. That’s both the 

burden and the beauty of the law. 
My grandfather was a carpenter. He 

didn’t “practice” carpentry. He was a 

carpenter, and he built houses. As a 

little boy, ’d sometimes go with him 
to work and he’d show me the houses 

that he’d built. 

As a practicing lawyer, there is 
rarely anything concrete that we can 
show our children that we have built. 
When my children were young, I had 
a hard time explaining to them what it 
was that I did all day. My son was a 
preschooler when the movie “Star 
Wars” came out, and for a while he 

told his friends that his Daddy was a 
“warrior.” Unfortunately, my wife soon 
disabused him of the notion that his 
father was another Luke Skywalker. 

But even though we may not deal 
in things as concrete as lightsabers or 
carpentry, lawyers are builders. 
Lawyers don’t build with lumber or 
bricks but with people and people’s 
ideas and ideals and promises and 
dreams. A lawyer often won’t have 
anything concrete to show for a day's 
work. But she’ll be building some- 
thing. She'll be building something for 
other people. The work of some, few   
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lawyers may affect and improve the 
lives of many others. Occasionally a 
lawyer will win a celebrated case, or 
write a pathbreaking judicial opinion, 
or draft some much needed legislation. 

Most of us will build something for 
other people in a much quieter and 
more individual fashion. Maybe some 
parents will be able to rest easier 
knowing that their attorney has draft- 
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ed a will that protects their children. 
Maybe some disputants will be able to 
put a lawsuit behind them that coun- 
sel have helped them settle. Maybe a 
businessman will be able to expand his 
business because a lawyer helped that 
business incorporate. 

As we practice law we also build 
something for ourselves. We build our 
legal careers and professional reputa- 
tions. Those careers and reputations 

are built on a day-to-day basis. None 
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   why Do You Think They Call it ‘Practice?’ 

of us wake up one morning and say, 
“T’m going to work on my integrity 
today, or my resourcefulness, or my 
dependability.” But by our day-to-day 
actions, we become known as some- 

one who is honest, someone who is 
resourceful, and someone who is 

dependable. Or we don’t. Those of us 
who do may be helped by Martin 
Luther King’s admonition that we 
should not be “more concerned about 
making a living than making a life.” 

The reason we talk about the prac- 
tice of law is because lawyering is an 

ongoing process. Legal practice is not 

a final destination but a winding road. 
The journalist James Fallows has said: 

I used to think that after you 
made the big decisions, life just sort 
of proceeded, on its own. Once you 

studied a certain subject, chose a 
certain job, married a certain per- 
son, settled on a certain style of 
life, you could sit back and watch 

the consequences unfold. Life 
would be like going to a restaurant: 

you’d study the menu carefully, 
then lay it down and look to see 
what the waiter would bring. 

.. But ... good luck and “right” 
choices are never permanent, and 

.. a fortunate life consists of con- 
tinually making and remaking the 
big decisions, until time runs out. 
So it is with the practice of law. 

We are “continually making and 
remaking big decisions.” We often 
don’t know the consequences of those 

decisions for some time. And usually 
no one is there to tell us whether 
we've made the “right” choices or 

decisions. In law, as in life, there 

often are no “right” answers, but only, 

in the words of Reinhold Niebuhr, 

“proximate solutions to insoluble 
problems.” 

(Continued on page 31) 
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practice of law and of life: 
This life therefore is not righteous- 

  

filing of the deposition in accordance 
with T.R.Civ.P. 30.06(3). 
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