
The Child-Friendly Faith Project

Mr. Blake A. Hawthorne 
Clerk, Supreme Court of Texas 
Supreme Court Building 
201 W. 14th Street, Room 104 
Austin, Texas 78701 

January 16, 2018 

Cause No. 17-1005: In Re John Doe, Individually and As Next Friend For John 
Doe, Jr., in the Supreme Court of Texas; Original Proceeding from the Fifth Court 
of Appeals, Dallas, Texas. 

Dear Mr. Hawthorne: 

We would appreciate your distributing this amicus letter submitted in the 

above matter to the Justices of the Supreme Court of Texas. 

The Child-Friendly Faith Project (CFFP) is a national, nonprofit 501(c)(3) 

public charity that raises awareness of religious child abuse and neglect, educates 

faith communities, and supports survivors. We are neither faith-based, nor anti-

religion. We support a religious organization’s First Amendment right for its 

members to practice and adhere to the religious faith that is meaningful to them. 

The CFFP is considered to be one of the country’s foremost authorities on child 

abuse and neglect that results from certain practices attributed to religious beliefs

—maltreatment that can occur in homes, places of worship, or faith-based 

institutions. The CFFP is submitting this amicus curiae letter to the Texas Supreme 

Court in support of the Petition for Writ of Mandamus filed by John Doe, 
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Individually and as Next of Friend for John Doe, Jr. The CFFP has not received 

any monetary contribution for the preparation or submission of this letter. 

 The CFFP researches and tracks cases of religious child maltreatment 

throughout the US as well as internationally. Sadly, as with other state-run and 

private child care organizations, many children are mistreated in faith-based 

organizations and institutions. Our concern is that in faith-based institutions, 

adults, often with good intentions, harm children as a result of adhering to certain 

religious or cultural practices. Often, these abuses occur due to insufficient 

oversight and a lack of accountability. The impacts of such maltreatment can have 

serious long-term effects and can even be fatal.  

 As an example, it was recently discovered that children living at the faith-

based Cal Farley’s Boys Ranch in a rural area outside Amarillo, Texas, suffered 

ongoing, severe physical and sexual abuse and neglect over a period of 

approximately forty years. Reports have included disturbing accounts of adults 

using religious messaging to control and discipline children in an unhealthy way; 

many survivors have told us that their experiences at the institution led to them 

abandoning their religious faith. On December 20, 2017, after stories describing 

the abuses had been published and broadcast by local, state, national and 

international news organizations, the CEO of Cal Farley’s Boys Ranch publicly 
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acknowledged, and apologized for, what the children had suffered. A copy of one 

story that appeared in the Dallas Morning News is attached. 

 Tragically, the abuses that occurred at that institution are not unique, nor are 

they relics of the past. For years, children at the faith-based Rebekah Home for 

Girls also suffered unspeakable abuses, during a time that Texas had relaxed 

regulations of faith-based residential institutions. (See attached Texas Monthly 

article.) At this time, there is evidence that children in Texas are not being 

adequately protected from abuse. As a story from the radio program Texas 

Standard revealed earlier this year (see attached), Texas has the highest number of 

inappropriate student-teacher relations in the country. Although the Texas 

legislature has passed laws in an effort to address this issue, the fact remains that 

too many of our state’s children are at risk of enduring severe trauma at the hands 

of those who are responsible for providing them a safe environment. 

 Our interest in filing this brief is to call attention to the far-reaching harm 

that could result from the Dallas Court of Appeals’ decision. The implications of 

the lower court’s ruling goes far beyond whether an individual should or should not 

be expelled from a secondary school because of inappropriate behavior. There are a 

multitude of factors that lead to such abuses, but regardless of the causes, the CFFP 

firmly believes that exempting faith-based institutions from any judicial 
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intervention would only exacerbate maltreatment. If the lower court’s opinion 

stands, it could serve as the basis for allowing private schools and other 

organizations claiming a religious affiliation to avoid liability for the mistreatment 

and abuse of children simply by claiming that their conduct concerns their 

“internal affairs.” 

 The CFFP understands that the First Amendment protects a religious 

institution’s right to determine their membership and leaders when that 

membership is based on religious doctrine and standards, but private schools and 

organizations that make promises to parents about the specific care and education 

they will provide should not be permitted to wave the flag of religion to avoid 

being held accountable for the mistreatment of children through disciplinary 

measures. This would weaken the First Amendment and expose children to harm 

that, in many instances, only the judicial system can redress and stop. 

 The CFFP urges Your Honors to grant the Does’ Petition so that the Court 

can speak about whether and when the “ecclesiastical abstention doctrine” applies 

to private schools and organizations. 

 Sincerely, 

 Janet Heimlich, Founder and Board Member 
 The Child-Friendly Faith Project 
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CERTIFICATION OF AMICUS 

 I certify on behalf of Amicus Curiae that the CFFP has not received any 

monetary contribution for the preparation or submission of this letter. 

 /s/ Janet Heimlich 
 Janet Heimlich, Founder and Board Member 
 The Child-Friendly Faith Project 

CERTIFICATION OF COMPLIANCE 

I certify on behalf of Amicus Curiae that the body of this Amicus letter 
contains 806 words according to the word count feature of the software used to 
prepare this Amicus letter. 

 /s/ Janet Heimlich 
 Janet Heimlich, Founder and Board Member 
 The Child-Friendly Faith Project 
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CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE 

I hereby certify that a true and correct copy of this letter was served via 

electronic service on the following counsel of record on January 16, 2018. 

Ronald W. Johnson 
J. William Conine 
Touchstone, Bernays, Johnston, Beall, Smith & Stollenwerck, LLP 
4040 Renaissance Tower 
1201 Elm Street 
Dallas, Texas  75270-2196 
ronjohnson@tbjbs.com 
will.conine@tbjbs.com 

Christopher D. Kratovil 
Kristina M. Williams 
Dykema Cox Smith 
1717 Main Street, Suite 4200 
Dallas, Texas  75201 
ckratovil@dykema.com 
kwilliams@dykema.com 

Karen S. Precella 
Andrew W. Guthrie 
Haynes and Boone, LLP 
301 Commerce Street, Suite 2600 
Fort Worth, Texas  76102-4140 
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karen.precella@haynesboone.com 
andrew.guthrie@haynesboone.com 

 /s/ Janet Heimlich 
 Janet Heimlich, Founder and Board Member 
 The Child-Friendly Faith Project 
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