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A Message from the 2026 Co-Chairs 
Dear Friends, 

It is our honor to welcome you to the 36th Annual Nashville ATHENA Awards & Scholarship
Program. 

This year’s theme, Building Bridges, Breaking Barriers, reflects the women we are privileged 
to honor tonight. . They are leading in ways that create opportunity, strengthen organizations, 
and make room for others to thrive. Their impact reaches far beyond their titles or individual
accomplishments because they understand that leadership is measured not only by what we
achieve, but by how we support, mentor, and advocate for others along the way. 

At a time when strong, thoughtful, and courageous leadership is deeply needed, the ATHENA
nominees remind us what it means to lead with both excellence and purpose. They have
challenged barriers, built relationships across differences, and used their influence to help move
our community forward. 

The ATHENA Leadership Model has always recognized that leadership is about lifting others as
we rise. Tonight is an opportunity to celebrate these remarkable women, but it is also a reminder
of the role each of us can play in advancing the next generation of leaders. We all have the 
ability to open a door, make an introduction, share an opportunity, speak someone’s name in a
room, or encourage a woman who is still discovering the strength of her own voice. These 
actions may feel small, but together, they build stronger organizations, stronger communities, 
and a stronger future. 

We are especially proud that the Nashville ATHENA program continues to invest in young 
women through scholarships that support their educational and leadership journeys. .
Empowering future leaders is one of the most meaningful ways we can carry this legacy 
forward. 

To our nominees, thank you for the example you set and the many ways you serve Middle
Tennessee. To our scholarship recipients, we hope you feel the strength of this community
standing behind you as you pursue your goals. And to our sponsors, Patrons Society members,
volunteers, partners, and guests, thank you for your generosity, commitment and belief in the
power of women's leadership. 

As we celebrate 36 years of ATHENA in Nashville, that progress happens when barriers are
challenged, bridges are built, and leaders choose to bring others with them. Our hope is that 
each of us leaves tonight inspired by the women in this room and recommitted to creating 
more opportunities for women to lead. 

With gratitude, 
Dr. Maya Faison & Dr. Michelle Cummings Steele 
2026 Nashville ATHENA Co-Chairs 



Dr. Contrecia T. Tharpe
President,
CABLE Nashville 

Welcome to the 2026 Nashville ATHENA Awards! 
What an incredible privilege it is to gather together in celebration of leaders whose impact extends
far beyond their titles. Tonight, we honor women who have transformed workplaces, strengthened
communities, inspired future generations, and demonstrated that true leadership is measured not
only by what we accomplish, but by how we empower others along the way. 

The ATHENA Awards represent more than excellence. They represent a commitment to lifting as we
climb, to opening doors that once seemed closed, and to creating opportunities that make our
community stronger for everyone. Each nominee and recipient reminds us that leadership rooted in
service has the power to leave an enduring legacy. 

To our nominees, congratulations. Being recognized by your peers is a remarkable achievement and a
testament to the influence you have had on the people and organizations around you. Your
dedication, innovation, resilience, and generosity have not gone unnoticed. 

To our award recipients, we celebrate you. Your leadership reflects the very spirit of ATHENA. One
that inspires progress, champions others, and demonstrates that success is most meaningful when it
creates opportunities for those who follow. 

This evening would not be possible without the generous support of our sponsors, community
partners, volunteers, and the many individuals who believe in the mission of recognizing and
advancing women's leadership throughout Middle Tennessee. Thank you for investing in this tradition
and in the future 
leaders it continues to inspire. 

As President of CABLE, I am proud to be part of an organization that believes leadership is not
defined 
by position, but by purpose. Every day, I have the privilege of witnessing women who are building
stronger businesses, more inclusive workplaces, and more connected communities. Tonight is our
opportunity to pause, celebrate those accomplishments, and be reminded of what is possible when
leadership and service go hand in hand. 

My sincere congratulations and deepest gratitude to our ATHENA Co-Chairs, Dr. Michelle Steele and 
Dr. Maya Faison, whose vision, leadership, and unwavering dedication made this evening's celebration
possible. 

Congratulations once again to each of our nominees and recipients. Thank you for allowing us to 
celebrate your achievements, your influence, and the remarkable legacy you continue to build. 

Here's to an unforgettable evening of celebration, inspiration, and well-deserved recognition.

With appreciation, 





Congratulations to each of the 2026 ATHENA Young Professional nominees.

Being named an ATHENA nominee is an incredible honor. More than recognition, it reflects the way you
move through the world. Long before your accomplishments were celebrated on a stage, someone
experienced your leadership through a conversation, a decision, a risk you took, or a moment when you
chose to show up for someone else.

When I received the ATHENA Young Professional Award last year, I found myself reflecting on the stories w
carry. Every person in that room had a story of triumph and disappointment, confidence and uncertainty,
success and sacrifice. Those stories shape us, and they shape the kind of leaders we become.

This year’s theme, Building Bridges, Breaking Barriers, reminds me that bridges are built through
connection. They take shape when we take the time to truly see one another, to listen before we speak, to
seek understanding before judgment, and to recognize the humanity in every person we encounter.

Throughout my own leadership journey, I have learned that one of the greatest gifts we can offer another
person is the practice of attunement. It is the choice to notice someone, to understand their experience,
and to let them know they matter. I believe the brave decision to see people fully has the power to change
lives. When people feel seen, they find courage. When they feel understood, they begin to believe in what
is possible. That is where barriers begin to fall.

Each of you has already demonstrated that kind of leadership. You have chosen to invest your talents not
only in advancing your own goals, but in creating opportunities for others. You have opened doors,
challenged systems, mentored emerging leaders, and strengthened your communities in ways that may
never be fully measured. Your impact reaches far beyond your résumé. It lives in the people whose lives
are different because you chose to care.

As you celebrate this milestone, I hope you take a moment to reflect on those who helped build the
bridges that carried you here. Think of the mentors who believed in you, the colleagues who encouraged
you, the family and friends who stood beside you, and even the challenges that shaped your resilience.
None of us arrives at these moments alone.

Thank you for the leadership you model every day. Thank you for choosing courage over comfort,
collaboration over competition, and purpose over recognition. Whether your name is called as this year’s
recipient or not, your leadership is already making a difference. You are helping shape a stronger, more
connected future.

Congratulations again to each of you. May you continue building bridges, breaking barriers, and reminding
others that they, too, are worthy of being seen, valued, and empowered to lead.

With gratitude and admiration,
Vanessa Helbig Johnson 
Senior Vice President of Community Programs & Executive Director of Girls Inc. 
YWCA Nashville & Middle TN 
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YWCA Nashville & MIddle TN
Jack & Jill of America, Inc. -
Nashville Chapter
Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority,
Inc., Kappa Lambda Omega
Chapter
Lawyers' Association for
Women, Marion Griffin
Chapter
Davidson County Democratic
Women (DCDW)
HCA Healthcare
Office of the Metropolitan
Trustee
The Music City (TN) Chapter
of the Links, Inc,
The National Coalition of 100
Black Women, Inc.,
Metropolitan Nashville
Chapter
Metro Nashville Public
Schools
Hendersonville Area (TN)
Chapter of The Links,
Incorporated
Urban League Guild of Middle
Tennessee

Nashville Metropolitan
Alumnae Chapter (NMAC) of
Delta Sigma Theta Sorority,
Inc.
Parthenon (TN) Chapter of
The Links, Incorporated
NaSah's Nurture Nature
Global Suicide Prevention
Alliance
American Marketing
Association (AMA) Nashville
Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority,
Inc., Alpha Delta Omega
Chapter
Family & Children’s Service
NAWBO Nashville Chapter
Junior League of Nashville
Turner Construction Company
Nashville Cable
Napier-Looby Bar Association
Young Nonprofit Professionals
Network
The National Coalition of 100
Black Women, Inc.,
Metropolitan Nashville
Chapter
Pinnacle Financial Partners



Natalie Cooper

Brenda Gadd

Jerri Hasselbring

Alecia Harmon

Lee Jolivette

Novonda Lilly

JudgesJudges
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Saisha Kumar

Ravenwood High School 

 University of Michigan - Ann Arbor.

Madeline Carrico

Franklin High School

University of North Carolina at Chapel

Hill. 



 PREMIER PATRON

SOCIETY MEMBERS 

MARY BEARD

DR. KATHERINE Y. BROWN

JANET JERIGAN

JOYCE SEARCY

DR. LAQUITA STERLING

LUEATRICE GREEN LOVETT

DR. LADONNA WILLIAMS

PATRICIA PIERCE
 

PatronsPatrons

PATRON SOCIETY

MEMBERS 

JULIA BAKER

VANESSA HICKMAN

KELLY HOLMES

BARBARA MOSS

SHARON ROBERSON
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 Dr. Maya Faison, Co-Chair

Dr. Michelle Steele, Co-Chair

Jahna Riley

Debra Berry

Coco Rogers

Yolanda Cox-Bey

Patricia Malone
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sponsors

ALEXIS CLARK
LEXX TALK ABOUT IT 

BRITTANY COLE
CAREER THRIVERS

MIGNON FRANCOIS
THE CUPCAKE COLLECTION

EVETTE WHITE
LEADERSHIP NASHVILLE
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 ARTS +

COMMUNITY
 

LIVE 
For morethan45 years, Tennessee Performing
Arts Centerhas been where our community comes
togetherthrough the power of the performing arts. 
From unforgettable performances and transformative 
arts education to experiences that expand access, 
TPAC creates moments that inspire, connect, and 
strengthen our community.

Together, we’ve built more than a stage. 
We’ve built a home for the arts.

Congratulations to TPAC Board Member Sheila Gibson 
on your ATHENA Award nomination. Thank you for your
service and commitment to strengthening our community
through the arts.
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