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SUMMARY

The District of Columbia Court of Appeals reviewed a preliminary injunction enforcing noncompete
and noninterference provisions in a religious minister’s employment contract. The court held that civil
courts had subject-matter jurisdiction because the dispute could be resolved through neutral principles
of contract law and formally adopted equitable reformation for restrictive covenants. It vacated the
injunction because the trial court’s revision impermissibly expanded the contractual restrictions and
remanded for further proceedings, including whether any remaining provisions could be enforced
against the minister’s wife.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the District of Columbia courts had subject-matter jurisdiction to enforce the employment
contract and preliminary injunction without impermissibly adjudicating ecclesiastical matters.

2. Whether the District of Columbia should adopt the doctrine of equitable reformation for overbroad
restrictive covenants.

3. Whether the trial court exceeded the permissible scope of equitable reformation by modifying the
noncompete clause to prohibit activities undertaken by the Steiners in their personal capacities.

4. Whether the noninterference provision in the modified preliminary injunction was sufficiently definite
and enforceable.

5. Whether the preliminary injunction properly could bind Rivky Steiner, who claimed she was not a party
to the employment contract.

HOLDINGS

1. Civil courts have subject-matter jurisdiction to enforce the employment contract and injunction because
the dispute can be resolved through neutral principles of contract law without deciding matters of
religious doctrine, polity, hierarchy, or governance.

2. The District of Columbia adopts the doctrine of equitable reformation, allowing a court in appropriate
circumstances to enforce the reasonable portion of an overbroad restrictive covenant even when the
restriction is not mechanically severable under the blue-pencil rule.

3. The trial court exceeded the permissible scope of equitable reformation by modifying the noncompete
clause to prohibit the Steiners from engaging in religious outreach activities in their personal capacities.

4. The record did not make clear what conduct the noninterference provision prohibited, and the trial court
must clarify its intended meaning and determine whether it is enforceable under applicable
reasonableness requirements.

5. The trial court must determine on remand whether Rivky Steiner, who asserted that she was not a party
to the contract, satisfies the prerequisites for any preliminary injunction that remains in force.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The court‘s adjudication did not require interpreting religious terms so much as looking to the conduct and
understanding of the parties.” (at 1258)

“We join the jurisdictions that have adopted the equitable reformation doctrine.” (at 1261)



“We therefore hold that the trial court erred by modifying the noncompete clause to prohibit activities
conducted by the appellants in a personal capacity.” (at 1274)

“We remand for clarification as to what this clause is intended to enforce and for a determination as to
whether the clause is enforceable.” (at 1276)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Rabbi Yehuda Steiner was employed by American Friends of Lubavitch to conduct Jewish campus outreach at
George Washington University, under an employment contract signed by Rabbi Steiner on behalf of himself and
his wife, Rivky Steiner. The contract included broad noncompete and noninterference provisions restricting post-
termination work involving Chabad-Lubavitch entities, similar institutions, and activities at GW. After Rabbi
Steiner's termination, the Steiners continued religious outreach at GW, including use of the Chabad @ GW name
and AFL property, prompting AFL and Rabbi Shemtov to seek a preliminary injunction.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

American Friends of Lubavitch and Rabbi Levi Shemtov sued the Steiners for breach of an employment contract
and obtained a preliminary injunction enforcing modified noncompete and noninterference restrictions. The trial
court applied equitable reformation to narrow the facially overbroad noncompete clause, later modified the
injunction after this court ordered clarification concerning its scope and compatibility with the First Amendment,
and the Steiners appealed. The appeals were consolidated.

DISPOSITION

vacated

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Vacate the modified preliminary injunction and remand for the trial court to determine whether and how to
enforce the employment contract consistently with the opinion, including clarification and enforceability
analysis of the noninterference clause and determination whether Rivky Steiner may properly be enjoined under
any remaining injunction.
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