
To act justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly 
with your God, and so may He bless you. May 
He keep you. May He guide and direct you.”  
These words, part of the benediction by Rev-

erend Dr. Robin Henderson Wilson at U.S. Magistrate 
Judge Lajuana M. Counts’s investiture,1 are words that 
Judge Counts lives by, both in her personal life and in 
her professional life.

Judge Counts was born in Tennessee, the third 
child of Warlene Reed, a teenage mother.  Judge 
Counts’s grandparents, Wallace and Louise Greer, ran 
a general store in an unincorporated area of Tennessee 
called Denmark where Judge Counts and her siblings 
spent time.  Judge Counts credits her mother as the 
one person who always believed that she would reach 
her goals.  Reed led by example, graduating from 
college and then obtaining a master’s degree, all while 
raising three small children.  Through those accom-
plishments, Reed instilled in her children the impor-
tance of working hard to achieve their dreams.  Her 
efforts resulted in all four of her children graduating 
from college.  In fact, all eight of the Greer grandchil-
dren graduated from college and have remained close.  
Despite living in various parts of the country, they all 
attended Judge Counts’s investiture—a testament to 
the love and support that the extended family has for 
one another.        

There was a healthy competition in the home be-
tween Judge Counts and her older brother, each vying 
to get the best grades and to have the most extensive 
vocabularies. So much so that the two of them would 
read the encyclopedia in the summertime!  When 
Judge Counts was about eight years old, her mother 
gave her a set of flash cards of famous African Amer-
icans, one of whom was Justice Thurgood Marshall.  
From that moment forward, Judge Counts wanted to 
be a judge.  Her junior high school principal, Melvin 
Washington, called her “Judge” because he knew what 
she wanted to be, and he believed in her.  Washington 
passed away years ago, but Judge Counts continued to 
stay in touch with his widow, Frances Washington, for 
many more years.  While in high school, the law firm 
of Gerhardt & Hazelwood in St. Charles, Missouri, 
hired Judge Counts so that she could gain experience 

and determine whether she saw a future in law.  Keith 
Hazelwood, one of the partners, attended Judge 
Counts’s investiture 40 years later.  Judge Counts has 
a special gift of making and maintaining connections 
with people.

Judge Counts received a bachelor’s degree from 
the University of Missouri in 1982.  She then moved 
to Kansas City, Missouri, where she worked at the 
Federal Reserve Bank.  In Kansas City, she met Stan-
ley L. Counts, who would soon become her husband.  
Together they shared a commitment to family, faith, 
and community.  Judge Counts and her late husband 
are the proud parents of three children, the first of 
whom was born after Judge Counts’s second year in 
law school.       

Judge Counts attended the University of Missouri–
Kansas City School of Law, where she met a lifelong 
friend, Dana Tippin Cutler. Cutler, who is a former 
president of the Missouri Bar, recalled a discussion she 
and Judge Counts had during Cutler’s first year of law 
school when Cutler was contemplating calling it quits.  
Judge Counts told her, “You will finish law school if I 
have to drag you by your hair to every class.”  Cutler 
reflected that at that moment, Judge Counts showed 
what kind of a judge she would eventually be: “She’s 
going to listen, and when need be, she’s going to sit up.  

Erica R. Clinton graduated 
from the University of Iowa 
College of Law in 2000. After 
law school, she clerked for 
Hon. Alan B. Johnson, U.S. 
district judge for the District 
of Wyoming. Clinton also has 
several years of experience in 
criminal appellate work and 
juvenile law. In 2015, she 
began working for Hon. Sar-
ah W. Hays, U.S. magistrate 
judge for the Western District 
of Missouri and began 
clerking for Hon. Lajuana 
M. Counts in 2018. Suzanne 
L. Bliss graduated from the 
University of Iowa College 
of Law in 1987. In 1991, she 
left private practice to clerk 
for Hon. Sarah W. Hays, U.S. 
magistrate judge for the 
Western District of Missouri. 
Upon Judge Hays’s retire-
ment in 2018, Bliss began 
clerking for Hon. Lajuana M. 
Counts.
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She will get some bass 
in her voice, and she’s 
going to tell the litigants 
or the defendants, Oh, 
no, not here, not today, 
not on my watch.  But it 
will be with love.  It will 
be with care.  It will be 
with compassion.”2

After law school, 
Judge Counts clerked for 
Hon. Fernando J. Gaitan 
Jr., who at the time 
served on the Missouri 
Court of Appeals, West-
ern District.  At Judge 

Counts’s investiture, Judge Gaitan noted that “Lajuana 
clerked for me right out of law school; so I had the van-
tage point of watching her grow and mature as a lawyer, 
as a civic leader in our community, and as a community 
leader in the time she’s put into working with people, not 
just as a lawyer, but as a person.  She is an extraordinary 
lady, and she’s part of my court family, and she’s special 
to me and to our family.”3 

In 1989, Judge Counts began a 29-year career with the 
U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Western District of Missouri.  
She was the first African American woman to serve as an 
assistant U.S. attorney in the Western District.4  During 
her time as an assistant U.S. attorney, Judge Counts 
worked in the Financial Fraud Unit, the General Crimes 
Unit, the Narcotics Unit, and the Appellate Unit.  Her 
time at the U.S. Attorney’s office provided a well-rounded 
exposure to criminal prosecutions and to what justice 
means in the context of being a litigator.  In Judge Counts’s 
words, “It wasn’t about winning every case.  It was about 
doing what was fair and what was right.”5  In 2008, Judge 

Counts became the supervisor of the appellate unit, where 
she remained until her appointment as a magistrate judge 
in August 2018, presenting approximately 400 cases to the 
Eighth Circuit Court of Appeals.6  

While at the U.S. Attorney’s office, she formed a 
friendship with two female colleagues, Jane Pansing 
Brown and Lucinda “Cindi” Woolery, who affectionately 
refer to each other as “Sisters in Law.” Speaking of their 
friendship, Brown reflected on Dr. Martin Luther King 
Jr.’s “I Have a Dream Speech,” in which he dreamed that 
someday his children would be judged by their character 
rather than the color of their skin.  Both Judge Counts 
and Brown are approximately the same age as Dr. King’s 
children.  Brown noted that when she and Judge Counts 
met in the early 1990s, they never saw each other as 
black and white; they saw each other as fellow UMKC 
Law School alums, as fellow Missouri Bar members, as 
Kansas City Bar Association members, as friends, even-
tually as coworkers, and as sisters.  As Brown opined, 
Judge Counts’s selection as a federal magistrate judge is 
due to “her character, work experience, temperament, 
hard work, and honesty, nothing more, nothing less,” 
and is in keeping with Dr. King’s dream.7

Judge Counts was appointed as a U.S. Magistrate 
Judge for the Western District of Missouri in 2018.  She 
is the first African American woman to serve as a judge 
in the Western District of Missouri.8  The road to her 
appointment was a long one and she credits “prayer and 
obedience and yielding to [her] faith [for giving her] the 
strength to believe.”9  At her investiture, Judge Counts 
stated that she was “thankful for every failure.  Failing is 
normal.  Everyone fails, but it’s what you do after you fail 
that makes a difference.”10   

Teamwork is a central component to how Judge 
Counts approaches her work.  She can often be heard in 
chambers stating, “teamwork makes the dream work.”  
This approach carries over to her work on projects and 
programs occurring in the Western District of Missouri.  
Shortly after being appointed, Judge Counts was asked 
to serve on the Western District of Missouri Re-entry 
Court team.  The Re-entry Court team, which included 
two judges, a probation officer, a federal public defender, 
and an assistant U.S. attorney, conducted regular meet-
ings with participants to provide intensive supervision 
upon release from prison.  Judge Counts was an integral 
member of the team, making sure that participants were 
held accountable for their actions but were also treated 
with “respect, concern, and dignity[,]” noting that the 
participants “are not numbers or statistics; they are hu-
man beings.”11  Re-entry Court was phased out in 2023, 
at which time, Judge Counts began working with the In-
tensive Treatment Court, which provides non-guideline 
sentencing alternatives to defendants in need of various 
forms of treatment.

Judge Counts began serving in leadership positions 
with the Kansas and Western District of Missouri Chap-
ter of the Federal Bar Association in 2022 and is now the 
current president.  The focus of her presidency has been 

Top photo: Judge 
Counts and family; 
Bottom photo: 
Judge Fernando 
J. Gaitan, Jr. with 
Judge Counts.

• CLE sessions will feature a variety of legal topics designed to provide
   timely educational opportunities to lawyers, judges, and law students;

• Celebrate the accomplishments of FBA members during two awards 
   luncheons and welcome Glen McMurry as the FY25 National President 
   on Saturday’s Installation Luncheon; and

• Embrace the what’s unique about the host 
   city with networking events, including a 
   welcome reception at the National WWI 
   Museum and Memorial.

Join us in the Heart of America. 
The Kansas and Western District of Missouri Chapter invites you and
your family to attend the FBA 2024 Annual Meeting & Convention in
Kansas City, MO. Conveniently located in the Heart of America, we 
welcome you to enjoy the Midwest KC charm! From our vibrant arts 
scene to finger-licking BBQ, our city is calling your name. Experience 
it all with the nation’s premier bar association for Federal practitioners!
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preparing to host the FBA Annual Meeting & Conven-
tion, which will be held in Kansas City, Missouri, in Sep-
tember 2024.  Judge Counts looks forward to meeting 
members and showcasing Kansas City, Missouri, to the 
national FBA membership.     

Judge Counts’s impact extends beyond the bench, 
having served on numerous boards and committees, 
many of which focus on promoting and protecting the 
interests of women and the underserved members of 
the community.  She currently serves as board director 
chair for Saint Luke’s North Hospital and as a member 
of the Saint Luke’s Hospital System Board, the Kansas 
City Youth Court Board, the Children’s Emergency Fund 
Board, and the Missouri Supreme Court Commission on 
Racial and Ethnic Fairness.  Prior leadership positions 
include serving as vice-president of the Kansas City 
Metropolitan Bar Association’s Board of Governors, 
president of the Jackson County Bar Association, and 
president of the University of Missouri—Kansas City 
Law Foundation.  Additionally, she served as a member 
of the Missouri Supreme Court Disciplinary Hearing 
Panel, the Missouri Bar Gender and Justice Commit-
tee, the National Bar Association, the Association for 
Women Lawyers of Greater Kansas City, the UMKC 
Women’s Council, the Lawyers Encouraging Academic 
Performance, Operation Breakthrough, and the De La 
Salle Education Center.  Judge Counts’s service has led 
to her being awarded, inter alia, the 2013 Public Service 
Practitioner by the Missouri Lawyers Media Women’s 
Justice Awards,12 the 2016 Spurgeon Smithson Award 
by the Missouri Bar Foundation,13 the 2018 Kansas City 
Metropolitan Bar Association’s President’s Award,14 the 
2018 Jackson County Bar Association’s Judge Lewis W. 
Clymer Award,15 the 2018 NAACP Kansas City, Missouri 
Branch’s Lucile H. Bluford Special Achievement Award, 
and the 2019 UMKC Law Foundation’s President’s 
Award.     

At Judge Counts’s investiture, attorney John W. Kurtz 
noted how “quietly and gently she inspires people[.]”16  
Judge Counts’s work both on and off the bench exem-
plifies her belief in the importance of both having a 
mentor and being a mentor.  Many of the mentors in her 
life have been women lawyers who have similarly been 
awarded the Women’s Justice Award.17  She also credits 
Judge Gaitan, the first African American judge in the 
Western District of Missouri,18 with being one of her 
mentors.  She in turn has served as a mentor to many in 
the profession and has steadfastly supported law students 
throughout the area.  Judge Counts regularly attends and 
hosts events for minority law students and continues to 
be a supportive presence in the lives of students she has 
met through these events.19          

Judge Counts’s first five-and-a-half-years on the bench 
have illustrated her commitment to acting justly, to loving 
mercy, and to walking humbly with her God.  She has 
treated defendants who come before her with respect, 
care, and dignity, all while providing a stern hand.  She 
offers and demands civility and respect in the courtroom.  

She cares deeply for those in her life and her community.  
And she has done so with the gentleness and humility of 
someone who holds strong to her faith. 
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