April Column

If we could travel back in time to the Old West, we surely would see many amazing people and events. Gunslingers, sheriffs and real cowboys would be at the top of most “must see” lists. However, we also would see many events that would make us grateful for our society and its respect for the law.

In the Old West, before our system of law was fully developed, each person was a potential victim of the whim of any single individual. Rights were not guaranteed; laws were not respected. Each person had their own version of the law, which many times inflicted unfair punishment or forgiveness to citizens. 

As an attorney, I have a special respect for the law and its ability to hold our communities together even in the most difficult of times. In fact, I, as do many Americans, celebrate May 1 as Law Day. This year on Law Day we celebrate the rule of law and its importance to our community.

The law is what keeps our society from bursting apart at the seams; it serves as a safety valve. It protects us from vigilantism, violence, tyranny and abuse of power. The law is designed to treat everyone fairly . . . something our courts should continually strive to achieve.

The rule of law exists because we believe in it. If the time ever comes that there are more nonbelievers of the law than believers, the rule of law would cease to exist, and all of us would lose its protection and would no longer be held accountable.  

Michael Mullane wrote in his essay “This I Believe” on National Public Radio that the rule of law “is probably the single greatest achievement of our society. It is our bulwark against both mob rule and the overwhelming power of the modern state … It is the strongbox that keeps all our other values safe.”

Even those who break the law show respect for it by accepting the penalties associated with illegal behavior. 

Martin Luther King wrote in Letter From  the Birmingham Jail in 1963, “I submit that an individual who breaks a law that conscience tells him is unjust, and who willingly accepts the penalty of imprisonment in order to arouse the conscience of the community over its injustice, is in reality expressing the highest respect for law.”

Our judicial system and the laws it upholds are not without flaw, but without the rule of law, without the ability to make our citizens safe in their homes and in their communities, all other government services are meaningless. 
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