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Educational
Background

I am a proud graduate of
Pascagoula High School. I
earned a Bachelor of Science
in English from the Univer-
sity of Southern Mississippi
(USM) and a Juris Doctor
from the University of Mis-
sissippi School of Law. I have
been licensed and practicing
law in the State of Missis-
sippi for 28 years.

Family/ Background
Information

I come from a family of
educators. My father was a
history teacher and basket-
ball coach, and my mother
was an English teacher with
a specialization in special ed-
ucation. I was raised by a
strong, loving single mother,
alongside my two brothers—
one older and one younger—
making me the middle child.
My  upbringing  was
grounded in education, re-
silience, and a deep sense of
family.

Full Title/Position
I am the President and
CEO of Mississippi Center
for Justice, a non-profit public
interest law firm committed
to advancing racial and eco-
nomic justice.

Talk about your ca-
reer and what led you
back to Mississippi Cen-
ter for Justice.

After graduating from
law school, I followed a tradi-
tional legal path and began
practicing civil litigation at
McTeer & Associates in
Greenville, Mississippi. I ini-
tially handled insurance de-

fense cases in both state and
federal court. Over time, the
firm shifted its focus to rep-
resenting plaintiffs in mat-
ters involving medical
malpractice, serious personal
injury, employment discrim-
ination, product Liability, and
defamation. I spent nine
formative years at the firm
until Mr. McTeers retire-
ment prompted me to ex-
plore a new direction.

I then served as an Assis-
tant District Attorney in
Washington County. I appre-
ciated the role because it
gave me the flexibility to un-
derstand the people behind
the crimes, and to make
more informed, compassion-
ate decisions about prosecu-
tions and plea offers.
However, over time, that ap-
proach was met with resist-
ance. I was labeled a "social
working DA," and it became
clear that the system I was
working within wasn’t de-
signed for the kind of justice
I'wanted to pursue. I realized
I needed to be in a space
where I could confront the in-
equities I saw every day and
work to change them.

That realization came
just as I learned the Missis-
sippi Center for Justice was
opening an office in the Mis-
sissippi Delta. I applied for
and became the first Manag-
ing Attorney of the Indianola
office, and also served as Di-
rector of Educational Oppor-
tunities. For the first time, I
had the space to explore why
these injustices existed and
to work alongside colleagues
and communities to develop
real, collaborative solutions.
It was liberating.

After six years at MCJ, I
was offered a national lead-
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ership role at the Shriver
Center on Poverty Law,
where I became the inaugu-
ral Director of the Racial Jus-
tice Institute and Network.
In that role, I trained and
mentored legal aid and pub-
lic interest attorneys across
the country, centering the in-
tersection of race and poverty
in their advocacy. The ur-
gency of this work only deep-
ened during the COVID-19
pandemic and in the wake of
George Floyd’s murder, when
racial and economic injustice
became impossible for the
nation to ignore.

After six years in that na-
tional role, I entered private
practice, serving as city attor-
ney for Indianola and
Greenville, and as board at-
torney for the Hollandale
School District. During that
time, I was invited to join the
board of the Mississippi Cen-
ter for Justice and later
served on the search commit-
tee for the new President and
CEO. It was through that
process that my fellow board
members began encouraging
me to consider the role my-
self. Ultimately, I said yes.

Returning to MCJ feels
like a full-circle moment—
like coming home. Given the
current challenges facing
both our state and our coun-
try, I don’t see this as just a
career move, I seeit as a call-
ing.

Describe a day in the
life of the President and
CEO of Mississippi Cen-

ter for Justice.

As President and CEO of
Mississippi Center for Jus-
tice, my days are spent man-
aging a complex
ecosystem—operations, fi-

nance, communications, de-
velopment, and advocacy all
move simultaneously, and I
have to keep them aligned
and responsive. About 75% of
my role is focused on keeping
the lights on: making sure
my staff are paid, supported,
and fully equipped to serve
the communities that de-
pend on us.

Much of my day is dedi-
cated to relationship-build-
ing—whether it's cultivating
new donors, stewarding ex-
isting funders, or identifying
fresh streams of support to
strengthen our sustainabil-
ity. The rest of my time is
spent collaborating with my
team to ensure the systems
that power MCJ are running
smoothly and strategically.
It's demanding work, but it’s
also deeply rewarding.

What led you to
choose law as your
career path?

I did not choose the law, it
sort of just happened. When
[ first arrived at USM for my
undergraduate studies, I
wanted to be a computer pro-
grammer. What I didn’t
know was that computer
programming requires lots of
math courses and I was not
interested or good at math.
Once I lost the dream of
being a computer program-
mer, [ began exploring vari-
ous majors, including
political science, criminal jus-
tice, paralegal studies and fi-
nally settled on English.

English because I loved to
read and write and made As
in all of my English courses,
so why not. In my final year
of undergraduate studies I
was preparing to take the
GRE (Graduate Records Ex-
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amination) to acquire my
master’s in English. USM
was providing me a scholar-
ship and an opportunity to
teach entry level English
courses (ENG 101 and 102).
While preparing for gradua-
tion, one of my paralegal
studies teachers stopped me
randomly one day on campus
asking what my next step
was. I told her about my
plans to acquire a master’s
and in English and she said
why not law school. Law
school was not on my radar
until the very moment my
professor mentioned it. As a
result, I took the LSAT (Law
School Admission Test) and
began applying. I was ac-
cepted to many law schools
with Vanderbilt being my
first choice, then UM invited
me to attend on scholarship.
Iweighed the cost of Vander-
bilt versus free tuition and
decided to go with UM free of
charge. That’s how I choose
law as my career path.

Who is your biggest
hero? Why?

My mother, Dorothy Jean
Lewis Jones, is my biggest
hero. She has been a power-
ful example of love, intelli-
gence, and  strength
throughout my life. I watched
her raise three children while
working and attending col-
lege, an extraordinary bal-
ancing act that showed me
the meaning of perseverance
and purpose. As her career
grew, so did our family’s op-
portunities, and I witnessed
firsthand how hard work and
determination can transform
lives.

She’s always given me the
space to make my own deci-
sions and my own mistakes,
but has never wavered in her
support. She is my rock, my
greatest champion, and the
one person whose uncondi-
tional love I've never had to
question.

See Merchant Page 9

CONGRATULATIONS
TO THE 2025
WOMEN OF
INFLUENCE!

Congratulations, Rebeccal

We're proud to celebrate Rebecca for being
honored as a Woman of Influence. Her
passion, hard work, and heart make a

meaningful impact at
Planters Bank and Sunflower County!
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Educational Number of Years at Honestly, I never saw my- What inspires you the
Background: your current position: self in marketing. I always most in your profes-
I have a Bachelor's degree Six years thought I would be working sional life?
in Communication with an in more of a PR role, but The people I work for
emphasis in Public Relations Describe adayinthe  through Divine intervention  hands down. The clients I
from Mississippi State Uni-  life of a marketing coor-  fell into marketingandIlove  have had the privilege of
versity dinator. the creativity, which is not = working with have become
Every day looks a little  something that I really saw  some of my greatest friend-
Family/Background different for me, whichiswhy  in myself before this job. ships.
Information I love my job. One day I'm
I grew up in Greenville, creating a campaign for a Who is your biggest What advice do you
MS attended Washington client, and the next day I'm hero? Why? have for young women
School, met and married Will  on-site helping do a video My Mom! Sheis bothmy  looking to be involved in
McDowell and we have one  shoot. It's equal parts cre-  biggest career hero and life ~ the marketing industry?
son, Wallace who is 16  ative and structured and we  hero. She had a great profes- Working at a firm is a
months have a really great team to  sional career and has in-  great place to start. You get to
help bring it all to life! spired me professionally but ~ work with so many different
Full Title/Position also a mom, mentor etc. She  types of clients, people, per-
Senior Marketing Coordi- What led you to did it all so delicately and I  sonalities as well as working
nator choose marketing as aspire to be more like her. in different types of market-
your career path? ing.
medical field is all about serv- policy level. Public office pro-

DOWNS
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several businesses there,
and my parents and brother
have continued their legacy—
building deep roots in the
community that I've always
felt connected to.

Full title/ position
I am a Family Nurse Prac-
titioner at Indianola Family
Medical Group.

What led you into the
medical profession?
Ever since I was young,

T've had a strong desire to
pursue a career in the medical
field. My greatest inspiration
has been my older sister, who
began her journey as a nurse
and is now a nurse practi-
tioner. Watching her dedica-
tion and passion encouraged
me to follow a similar path
and pursue a career in nurs-
ing, with the goal of further-
ing my education

Describe a day in the
life of a nurse practi-
tioner.

A typical day for me as a
nurse practitioner often be-
gins with reviewing the day’s
patient schedule and check-
ing in on any follow-ups or
test results from the previous
day. The morning usually
starts with seeing patients for
a wide range of concerns, in-
cluding routine check-ups,
managing chronic illnesses,
diagnosing and treating com-
mon conditions like infections
or minor injuries, and provid-
ing preventive care such as
vaccinations and screenings.

In between patients, I doc-
ument notes, return phone
calls, consult with collaborat-
ing physicians when needed,
and follow up on lab results or
specialist referrals. By the end
of the day, I may have cared
for newborns, children, teens,
adults, and seniors. While the
days can be challenging, this

ing others. I've been on the
other side—as a patient—and
the gratitude I feel for the doc-
tors, nurses, and other med-
ical professionals who cared
for me is immeasurable. So
now, when I have the oppor-
tunity to help someone, even
in the smallest way, it fills me
with a deep sense of pride and

purpose.

Who is your biggest
hero? Why?

My dad has always been
my biggest hero. He's always
been focused and driven, yet
he remains humble and kind.
From a young age, he taught
me that helping others is a
kindness that never goes un-
noticed—and that lesson has
stayed with me throughout
my life.

What Inspires you
most in your professional
life?

One of the greatest sources
of inspiration in my profes-
sional life is the incredible
people I have the privilege of
working alongside. The doc-
tors, nurses, and staff at Indi-
anola Family Medical Group
and South Sunflower County
Hospital once saved my life—
and now, having the opportu-
nity to work beside them is
not only an inspiration to do
more, but also the greatest
honor. Their love and dedica-
tion to this community are
undeniable, and it’s impossi-
ble not to be inspired by them
or to want to be part of this
amazing family.

What advice do you
have for young women
looking to go into the
medical field?

My higgest piece of advice
is simple: keep going. There
will be good days and there
will be hard days—days when
the stress feels overwhelming
or the emotions run high. In
those moments, remind your-
selfwhy you chose this field in

DICKERSON
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What led you to come
back to your hometown
and run for public office?

I decided to run for public
office to enable my hometown
residents to engage in the po-
litical process and address
systemic issues related to
poverty and inequality. Wit-
nessing the struggles that
persist in Drew and the sur-
rounding communities, I felt
compelled to leverage my ex-
periences and expertise to ad-
vocate for change from a

vides a platform to represent
unheard voices within the
community and implement
solutions aimed at commu-
nity improvement. By step-
ping into this role, I aimed to
honor my family's legacy of re-
silience and determination
while promoting a future
where access to education,
economic stability, and com-
munity growth is available to
all. My vision is focused on
creating communities where
the past serves not as a hin-
drance but as a catalyst for a
brighter future.

Who is your biggest

hero? Why?

My mother, Mae Bertha
Carter, is my greatest hero.
Despite the numerous chal-
lenges she and my father
faced while ensuring the best
opportunities for their chil-
dren, my mother demon-
strated remarkable courage
and determination by sending
us to an all-white school dur-
ing the civil rights movement.

What inspires you the
most in your professional
life?

Observing the success of
children and youth is my fore-
most source of inspiration. At-
tending high school

graduations and witnessing
students who have partici-
pated in We2gether’s pro-
grams receive their diplomas,
as well as observing gradu-
ates obtain degrees from col-
leges and universities, are
among my proudest achieve-
ments and bring me immense
satisfaction.

What advice do you
have for young women
looking to be involved in
public service?

Do it with dedication to the
well-being of the community.
Focus on serving the public
rather than pursuing political
aspirations.

MERCHANT
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What inspires you the
most in your professional
life?

I have the best job in the
world as President and CEO
of Mississippi Center for Jus-
tice. This work is not just a ca-
reer—its a calling. No
attorney chooses this path
without a deep passion for
people, and for me, that pas-
sion runs deep. Every day, I
get to examine the broken
systems that harm our com-
munities and work alongside

others to build solutions that
center justice, compassion,
and common sense.

America is a nation of vast
wealth and deep inequity—a
capitalist society where the
scales are too often tipped in
favor of the rich while the poor
are left to carry the heaviest
burdens. At MCJ, we are
working to shift that reality. I
envision a world where those
with the greatest need receive
the strongest support, where
justice is not reserved for the
privileged few, and where we
all feel a shared responsibility
for one another.

There is enough in this

country for everyone to thrive.
It should not be that in a land
of such abundance, so many
live with so little.

That contradiction fuels
my fire. I am honored every
day to lead an organization
that dares to imagine and
fight for a more just Missis-
sippi and a more just Amer-
ica.

What advice do you
have for young women
looking to be involved in
the legal field?

My advice to young
women considering a career

in law is simple: go for it with-
out hesitation or apology.
Don'’t let anyone convince you
that law school is too hard or
that only a select few belong
there.

That’s a false narrative de-
signed to limit your potential.
If becoming a lawyer is what
you want, and you're passion-
ate about using the law to
make a difference, commit to
the work.

Do the reading, show up,
stay focused and trust that
the rest will follow. You belong
in every room where decisions
are made and voices matter.

POTTER

Continued from Page 7

the Northeast. It quickly
became my mission to find
loving homes for as many
shelter dogs as possible. With
the support of my fellow Hu-
mane Society board members
and dedicated shelter staff,
we worked tirelessly to vet the
animals and coordinate their
adoptions and transports to
the northeast. Witnessing
these once-forgotten ani-
mals—many of them starved,
terrified, and unfamiliar with
kindness—transform  into
happy, healthy, and beloved
family members is indescrib-

ably rewarding. Their re-
silience and capacity for love,
despite their sometimes un-
fortunate start to life, inspires
me every day.

I initially joined the Pilot
Club for the camaraderie, but
I quickly came to appreciate
the meaningful impact it has
on our community. I especially
enjoy serving nursing home
residents  during  their
monthly birthday celebra-
tions and educating others
about brain safety—two ef-
forts that reflect the heart of
our mission.

Who is your biggest
hero? Why?
My biggest hero is Tonia

Cloutier, founder of North-
bound Rescue Society, Mid-
town, CT. She saw a vision
with shelter animals through-
out the Mississippi Delta, She
selflessly finds homes for, co-
ordinates transport, and do-
nates whatever is needed for
Delta animal rescue groups.
She always find a way to be a
light for both humans and an-
imals.

What inspires you the
most in your professional
life?

I get the opportunity each
day to detect and prevent fi-
nancial crime. Knowing that
my attention to detail and
commitment to compliance

helps safeguard our cus-
tomers and our bank from
harm gives my work real pur-
pose.

What advice do you
have for young women
looking to be involved in
the banking industry?

My advice to young
women interested in banking
would be to stay confident, re-
main curious, and never un-
derestimate the value of hard
work. The banking industry
offers a wide range of career
opportunities. Learn the ba-
sics, ask questions, and don't
be afraid to take on chal-

lenges.

le is incredibl din provider I can be, guiding chil-  that continually evolves with  through workshops, certifica-
o 3 {}l?lﬁlillic;e y rewarding - the first place. The Lord wﬂed H I BBI_ ER dren and school staff on their  advancements in medicine tions, and mentorships. Life-
an & you to Szlilvgﬁa;ld%lat caihng journey toward improved and technology. I advise any longlearning enables nursing
. 1510 Sm g Weare nere o ytinyed from Page 8 well-being. young woman interested in  professionals not only to en-
What is the most e 9 tohelp and care for those who medical treatments, giv- nursing to remain committed  hance their clinical competen-
warding part of your job?  need it most, and that pur- ing care, support, and educa- What advicedoyou  toongoingeducationandpro- cies but also to deliver
I know it might sound pose is what carries us tion can lead to profound, have for young women  fessional development. Even  high-quality, evidence-based
cliché, but helping people through the challenges. life-changine outcomes. This looking to go into the if the desired degree is ob- care to the patients they
truly is the most rewarding fuels m%rmgommitmeﬁt to nursing profession? tained, I encourage them to  serve.
part of my job. Working in the being the best healthcare Nursingis adynamicfield seek learning opportunities
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and talk to customers and What inspires you at customers. Always put your- Sam Brock is the patriarch





