UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE EASTERN DISTRICT OF
MISSOURI, EASTERN DIVISION

Johnathan McFarland v. Hon. John F. Newsham

McFarland - No. 4:25-cv-1687-CMS - Decided March 4, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Eastern District of Missouri granted Johnathan McFarland
leave to proceed in forma pauperis but dismissed his § 1983 action without prejudice. The court

concluded that the claims concerning child custody and child support were barred by the domestic-
relations exception and the Rooker-Feldman doctrine, and that the state court judge was entitled to
absolute judicial immunity. The court also denied emergency injunctive relief as moot and certified

that an appeal would not be taken in good faith.
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DISPOSITION dismissed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiff sought leave to proceed in forma pauperis and emergency

injunctive relief in a 42 U.S.C. § 1983 action against a Missouri state
court judge sued in his official capacity. The court granted leave to
proceed in forma pauperis, denied emergency injunctive relief as
moot, and dismissed the action without prejudice on initial review.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Initial screening under 28 U.S.C. § 1915(e)(2); the court accepted
well-pleaded factual allegations as true, disregarded legal conclusions
and conclusory allegations, liberally construed the pro se complaint,
and assessed whether it stated a plausible claim for relief and whether

subject-matter jurisdiction existed.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Unpublished district-court memorandum and order; precedential status

not designated.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the federal district court had subject-matter jurisdiction over claims seeking to alter or review

state-court child-custody and child-support determinations.
2. Whether the domestic-relations exception and the Rooker-Feldman doctrine barred the federal claims.
3. Whether the state-court judge was entitled to absolute judicial immunity from claims arising from
judicial conduct.

4. Whether the complaint should be dismissed on initial review under 28 U.S.C. § 1915(e)(2).

HOLDINGS

1. The federal district court lacked jurisdiction over claims that were inextricably intertwined with state-
court determinations concerning child custody and child support; styling the claims as civil-rights claims

did not alter their domestic-relations substance.

2. The district court lacked jurisdiction to review or reject the state-court judgment concerning Plaintiff's
children because the claims could succeed only if the federal court determined that the state-court

decision was wrong.

3. The state-court judge was entitled to absolute judicial immunity because Plaintiff's allegations concerned

judicial actions and did not show that the judge acted in the complete absence of jurisdiction.

4. A complaint filed in forma pauperis must be dismissed under 28 U.S.C. § 1915(e)(2) when it is
frivolous, malicious, fails to state a plausible claim, or is subject to dismissal for lack of jurisdiction or

immunity.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The federal district court also lacks subject matter jurisdiction to engage in appellate review of state court

decisions.” (Discussion § 1)

“Plaintiff’s framing his concerns as civil rights violations does not change the fact that Plaintiff is asking this
Court to “enjoin Defendant from enforcing child support obligations...” and order a new hearing in his child

custody case.” (Discussion § 1)

“Judges are “entitled to absolute immunity for all judicial actions that are not ‘taken in a complete absence

of all jurisdiction.””” (Discussion § 2)



FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Plaintiff alleged that Defendant, a Missouri state court judge, failed to provide an adequate hearing in Plaintiff's
child-custody and child-support case. Plaintiff claimed that he had been denied access to his children through the
state-court proceedings and objected to being required to pay child support despite lacking contact with the
children. He framed the claims under 42 U.S.C. § 1983, the First and Fourteenth Amendments, and Missouri

law, seeking to enjoin enforcement of child-support obligations and obtain a new custody hearing.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

McFarland filed a pro se federal complaint alleging that Judge Newsham failed to provide an adequate hearing
in state child-custody and child-support proceedings and seeking declaratory and injunctive relief. The district
court reviewed the complaint under 28 U.S.C. § 1915(e)(2), concluded that the claims were barred by the

domestic-relations exception and the Rooker-Feldman doctrine, and further concluded that the judge was entitled
to absolute judicial immunity. The court dismissed without prejudice and stated that an appeal would not be

taken in good faith.
DISPOSITION

dismissed
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