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SUMMARY

The Texas Supreme Court addresses a dispute over ownership and control of property belonging to an
Episcopal parish after a majority of parishioners voted to withdraw from the Episcopal Church and the
Diocese of Northwest Texas. The Court holds that Texas courts must apply the neutral-principles
methodology to church property disputes rather than choosing between neutral principles and
deference. It reverses the court of appeals’ judgment affirming summary judgment for the loyal faction

and remands for further proceedings.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED
1. What methodology must Texas courts use to resolve property disputes involving religious organizations?

2. Whether the Bishop's recognition of the loyal faction as the continuing Episcopal parish established that

faction's right to the corporation's property.

3. Whether the trial court properly granted summary judgment based on deference to ecclesiastical
decisions when the Episcopal Leaders did not plead or move for summary judgment under neutral
principles of law.

4. Whether corporate governance, title, trust, and property questions involving a religious nonprofit

corporation must be resolved under neutral principles of law.

HOLDINGS

1. Texas courts must use the neutral-principles methodology, rather than choosing between deference and

neutral principles, to determine non-ecclesiastical property interests involving religious organizations.

2. Questions concerning whether a bishop could recognize a parish, determine its membership, establish its
vestry, or recognize vestry members are ecclesiastical matters outside civil-court jurisdiction, and courts

must defer to the ecclesiastical authority's decisions on those questions.

3. The Bishop's ecclesiastical determination identifying the loyal faction as the continuing Episcopal parish

did not, on the record presented, determine ownership of property titled in the nonprofit corporation.

4. The trial court erred in granting summary judgment because the Episcopal Leaders' pleadings and
motion asserted entitlement under deference principles, and deference was not the proper methodology

for deciding the property dispute.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We hold that Texas courts should use the neutral principles methodology to determine property interests
when religious organizations are involved. Further, to reduce confusion and increase predictability in this
area of the law where the issues are difficult to begin with, Texas courts must use only the neutral principles
construct.” (at 19)



“Properly exercising jurisdiction requires courts to apply neutral principles of law to non-ecclesiastical

issues involving religious entities in the same manner as they apply those principles to other entities and
issues.” (at 18-19)

“But although we agree with the court of appeals as to these conclusions, we disagree with its determination

that the question of who owns the property is inextricably linked to or determined by them.” (at 22)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Good Shepherd was a Texas nonprofit corporation formed as a condition of its acceptance into union with the
Episcopal Diocese of Northwest Texas. The corporation held title to several tracts of real property under deeds
that did not expressly declare a trust for The Episcopal Church or the Diocese. After doctrinal disagreements, a
majority of qualified parish voters voted to amend the corporation's governing documents, withdraw from the
Diocese and The Episcopal Church, revoke any trusts, and change the corporation's name. The Diocese

recognized a loyal faction as the continuing Episcopal parish and sought possession of the property.
PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Diocese and Episcopal Leaders sued the Good Shepherd corporation and leaders of the withdrawing faction
for title to and possession of church property. The trial court granted the Episcopal Leaders' traditional motion
for summary judgment, declaring that the loyal faction represented the continuing parish and that the property
was held in trust for the Diocese and The Episcopal Church. The court of appeals affirmed, holding that Texas

courts could apply either a deference or neutral-principles methodology. The Supreme Court of Texas reversed
and remanded.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The case was remanded to the trial court for further proceedings consistent with the opinion, including

application of neutral principles of law to the non-ecclesiastical property, trust, and corporate-governance issues.
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