
 In the early 1980s, factory workers and residents suffer-
ing from mesothelioma, asbestosis and lung cancer linked 
to an asbestos product plant in Manville began filing 
lawsuits against the company. Soon, the state superior 
court in Middlesex County was bulging at the seams and it 
needed help.
 That’s when John E. Keefe Sr., then a judge of the New 
Jersey Superior Court, Law Division, was given the 
responsibility of managing the state’s growing asbestos 
litigation. It was a massive undertaking and he handled it 
with rigor, efficiency and grace. 
 “Because of his outstanding work as an asbestos judge 
and the appointment of the state’s first full-time special 
master, thousands of cases moved through the judicial 
calendar. He has always worked with the utmost profes-
sionalism and integrity, earning the respect of his peers,” 
said Norberto A. Garcia, president of the NJSBF.

 Keefe, now of counsel at Keefe Law Firm in Red Bank, is one of two recipients of the 
NJSBF’s 2020 Medal of Honor, its most prestigious award. Susan A. Feeney, a partner at 
McCarter & English and a past president of the NJSBA and NJSBF, will also receive the 
award.
 The award is given each year to those who have made exemplary contributions to the 
justice system and enhancing New Jersey’s legal legacy.
 Keefe said he was overjoyed to receive the award, which he said represented the 
pinnacle of his career. “I never anticipated this would happen. I knew who most of the Medal 
of Honor winners were and never considered myself to be in that league,” Keefe said. 
 Friends, family and colleagues have nothing but praise of the tallest order for Keefe, 
who started out as a trial lawyer and went on to have a judicial career that spanned nearly 25 
years. He retired in 2001 as a presiding judge of the Appellate Division of the New Jersey 
Superior Court, where he served 13 years.
 “I think he’s tried to lead by example about what the best of the legal profession is,” 
his son and former NJSBA President John Keefe Jr. said. “It’s hard work, preparation and 
civility. Those are his benchmarks, and the cornerstone is integrity.”
 A New Brunswick native, Keefe was the first in his family to attend college. He 
majored in political science at Rutgers University, with a minor in biological sciences, a 
concentration he said helped him later in product liability, medical malpractice and insurance 
cases when he was a trial attorney and judge presiding over asbestos cases.
 Keefe wanted to be an FBI agent; his mother wanted him to be a doctor. He aban-
doned both ideas after his brother-in-law, attorney John J. Hoagland, suggested he clerk for 
him over summer break during college. It was a decision that changed his life. 
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 Keefe attended Rutgers University Law School in Newark, where, according to 
classmate Richard J. Badolato, a past president of the NJSBF and the NJSBA, “Jack 
was always one of the smartest guys in the class. He was always prepared. I remember 
in a constitutional law class, if Jack was ever called on, he knew the facts cold.”
 After law school, Keefe joined Hoagland’s firm, where he was mentored by 
Hoagland and Richard and Bill Cohen. He eventually became a partner at Cohen, 
Hoagland, Cohen & Keefe. 
 “He just blew me away as a trial lawyer. He was absolutely tremendous,” said 
Joseph P. LaSala, a partner at McElroy, Deutsch, Mulvaney & Carpenter, who also 
lauded Keefe’s work in managing and trying asbestos cases.
 Badolato said Keefe was as prepared in the courtroom as he was in law school. 
“He knew his briefs inside and out, and asked very direct questions,” he said. “You 
always got a straight shot arguing a case before him.
 When it came to the asbestos cases, Keefe initially heard the matters himself, 
but the docket continued to swell. 
 “You have thousands of cases and you’re waiting for others to have their cases. 
It was a juggling act. I think I probably settled 98% of them once they were ready to go 
to trial. I’d settle maybe a dozen at a time,” said Keefe, who developed uniform proce-
dures to expedite discovery.
 “I think I was the first state court judge to actually do a joint settlement confer-
ence with a federal court judge. Between the two of us, we settled about 1,000 cases,” 
he noted.
 In 1985, Keefe became a presiding judge of the Chancery Division.
 Three years later, he was appointed to the New Jersey Superior Court, Appellate 
Division, where he ultimately became a presiding judge. Keefe further distinguished 
himself with his writing, authoring about 150 opinions a year. 
 Throughout his career, Keefe gave back to the profession. He was an adjunct 
professor at Seton Hall Law School, where he taught product liability, and was a 
frequent lecturer at the New Jersey Institute for Continuing Legal Education, where he 
received a Distinguished Service Award. Keefe was also a recipient of the NJSBA 
James McLaughlin Professionalism Award.
 In 2001, he retired as a presiding judge and joined his son at Keefe Law Firm, 
where he is a highly sought mediator and arbitrator on complex litigation.
 Despite his judicial and scholarly output, he was described by his son as “a man 
of surprisingly few words. He’d rather listen. I think that is one of his strengths as a 
person, but probably also as a husband, certainly as a father, I’m sure as a friend and 
absolutely as a judge. He listens to people, is empathetic and treats people well. He’s 
just a very, very decent, humble guy.”


