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Two For All 
Joe Johnson's comeback from elbow surgery shows his true colors, commitment. 
By Jon Cooper 

 

One measure of an elite player is making his teammates better. 

It's a label that Joe Johnson has earned and has reinforced this season. 

It's not just that Johnson is leading the Hawks, who entered play Friday night a half-game out of 
fourth in the Eastern Conference, in scoring (17.2 ppg) and assists (5.6 apg) this season. He's done 
that in each of his five seasons in Atlanta.  

It's not his recent passing of Lenny Wilkens to move into 10th place all-time in Hawks history in 
scoring, although that is impressive. 

The answer is in Joe's relationship with his teammates, or actually the perception of that relationship, 
which really hasn't changed. 

"A lot has not been said about what [Joe's] doing as far as getting his teammates involved," said 
Head Coach Larry Drew. "He's not forcing a lot of shots. Teams are double-teaming him and he's 
getting the ball to the open man. Sooner or later that's going to open him back up. Because now 
teams see that he's not just a good passer, he's a willing passer and when he's willing to give the ball 
up when he's being double-teamed, we become a much more effective club." 

That effectiveness appeared in jeopardy in early December, when Johnson finally decided to have 
arthroscopic surgery on his right elbow. The pain wasn't something he volunteered or used as an 
excuse when he was enduring off-shooting nights. He played on, until he simply couldn't stand it (it 
including the inability to extend his arm) any longer. 

But getting the elbow taken care of forced him to see something that he could stand even less — the 
Hawks on the floor without him. 

Watching the team that won four of its first five without him morph into one that lost three of the next 
four, including bad losses in Detroit and New Jersey was too much for Johnson to take.  

Inspired to return, Johnson's comeback, expected to take four-to-six weeks, lasted fewer than three 
and he was back in the lineup on Dec. 17. 

"Just to sit back and see these guys playing was kind of tough," he said. "So I wanted to do 
everything possible to try to get back out there as early as possible, to help the guys out. I think just 
having me out there gave us some type of inspiration." 

Heading into Friday night's game in Oklahoma City, the re-inspired Hawks are 5-2 in the seven 
games since Johnson's return and glad to have their leader back. 

"It was nice to know that he was coming back. I was telling him to hurry, that we needed him," said 
point guard Mike Bibby, with a laugh. "[His quick return] shows that he's a good teammate. He wanted 
to come back and help us as much as he can. All these games count so it's good that he decided to 
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come back." 

"It shows he cares about the team and he wants to be out here playing and helping us win," added 
center Al Horford. "He's had successful surgery, our trainers did a great job rehabbing his elbow to 
get him back so quick. It's surprising but we're happy that he's back." 

Johnson is not 100 percent back, but then, again, it's not about him. 

"My arm's not fully extended but I'm working with what I've got," said Johnson, who estimated he's at 
90 percent but still can't get full extension on his shot. "My just being out there is more important than 
anything. Being a guy who can facilitate and make plays and play defense and just take the shot 
when it's there for me. I'm trying to help team morale, so everybody stays confident." 

Drew is happy with Johnson's play and confident that his 40.2 percent shooting (33.3 from three) 
since returning, will return to form. 

"We're not playing a lot of isolation basketball so he's playing within what we do," he said. "When I 
pick up that stat sheet and I see that he has eight assists, I see that he's playing the right way.  

"Joe, right now, is doing a great job in playing the right way," he added. "He missed some shots that 
he'll normally make but, again, I'm comfortable with the fact that I know that when he gets back into 
his rhythm he'll knock those shots down." 

Johnson will continue to play through, taking solace in being on the court contributing.  

"I don't have to take 15, 20 shots a game," said Johnson, who has taken 20-or-more shots in a game 
three times all season and since his return has taken as many as 18 shots once. "As long as I'm out 
there facilitating, getting guys in the right spots, making the game easy for the next guys that's more 
important than anything else. 

"We have so much potential in this locker room. We've just got to believe and stay confident." 
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