UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE MIDDLE DISTRICT OF
TENNESSEE, NASHVILLE DIVISION

Andrew J. Hawkins v. Chad Youker

Hawkins v. Youker - No. 3:26-cv-00433 - Decided June 17, 2026

SUMMARY

The court granted Andrew J. Hawkins leave to proceed in forma pauperis and assessed the full civil

filing fee under the Prison Litigation Reform Act. On screening, the court allowed his First

Amendment, RLUIPA, and Tennessee statutory claims concerning the alleged removal of religious

materials to proceed against Captain Chad Youker, while dismissing claims under the Federal Tort

Claims Act, Spending Clause, and Commerce Clause. The matter was referred to a magistrate judge

for further proceedings.
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Pro se prisoner civil-rights action screened under the Prison Litigation

Reform Act after Plaintiff applied to proceed in forma pauperis.

Under 28 U.S.C. §8§ 1915(e)(2) and 1915A, the court screened the
complaint for frivolousness, failure to state a claim, and claims
seeking monetary relief from an immune defendant. The court
construed the pro se complaint liberally and accepted its factual

allegations as true unless entirely incredible.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the complaint plausibly stated First Amendment free-exercise and RLUIPA claims based on an

alleged jail policy prohibiting possession of physical Bibles and Alcoholics Anonymous materials.

2. Whether the complaint stated a Tennessee-law claim under Tennessee Code Annotated § 41-21-211

based on the alleged denial of access to a Bible.

3. Whether the RLUIPA claim could proceed against Captain Youker in his individual capacity for money
damages.

4. Whether the complaint stated claims under the Federal Tort Claims Act, the Spending Clause, or the

Commerce Clause.

HOLDINGS

1. The complaint plausibly stated a First Amendment free-exercise claim because it alleged a sincerely held
religious belief and facts from which a factfinder could infer that the jail's alleged ban on physical Bibles

and other religious materials impermissibly impinged religious exercise.

2. The complaint plausibly stated an RLUIPA claim based on the alleged substantial burden imposed by the

jail's prohibition on physical Bibles and Alcoholics Anonymous materials.

3. The RLUIPA claim could proceed against Captain Youker in his official capacity, but any individual-
capacity RLUIPA claim for money damages was dismissed.

4. The complaint plausibly stated a claim under Tennessee Code Annotated § 41-21-211 because it alleged

that official jail policies denied inmates access to a Bible during nonworking hours.

5. The Federal Tort Claims Act claims were dismissed for failure to state a claim because Hawkins sued a
county employee rather than the United States.

6. Any independent claims under the Spending Clause or Commerce Clause were dismissed because the

complaint did not explain what claims Hawkins intended to assert under those provisions.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The allegations presently before the court permit Plaintiff’s Section 1983 and RLUIPA claims to proceed for

further development of the record.”

“RLUIPA provides stronger protection for the religious liberty of incarcerated individuals than the First
Amendment.”

“The court’s determination that the complaint states a colorable claim for purposes of this initial screening

does not preclude the court from dismissing any claim at any time for reasons set forth in 28 U.S.C. § 1915(e)



(2), nor does it preclude Defendant from filing a motion to dismiss any claim under Federal Rule of Civil

Procedure 12.”

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Andrew J. Hawkins was a pretrial detainee at the Williamson County Jail in Franklin, Tennessee. He alleged that
Captain Chad Youker created and ordered implementation of policies prohibiting inmates from possessing
physical Bibles and Alcoholics Anonymous materials, which the policy classified as religious texts. Hawkins
alleged that removing those materials substantially burdened his religious exercise and violated the First

Amendment, RLUIPA, and Tennessee's statutory requirement that inmates have access to a Bible.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Hawkins, a pretrial detainee, filed a complaint under 42 U.S.C. § 1983, RLUIPA, Tennessee Code Annotated §
41-21-211, the Federal Tort Claims Act, the Spending Clause, and the Commerce Clause. The court granted
leave to proceed in forma pauperis, assessed the full filing fee under the PLRA, screened the complaint, allowed
the First Amendment, RLUIPA, and Tennessee-law claims to proceed in specified capacities, and dismissed the

FTCA, Spending Clause, and Commerce Clause claims.
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