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SUMMARY

The Texas Court of Appeals, Third District, held that an equitable owner’s status as a religious
organization may support a property-tax exemption under Texas Tax Code section 11.20. The court
concluded that the First Church of Christ, Scientist, was the equitable owner of the parcel because it
could unilaterally withdraw from the partnership and compel reconveyance of the property. The court
reversed the trial court’s summary judgment for Travis Central Appraisal District and rendered
judgment that the parcel was exempt from taxation for the relevant years.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED



1. Whether a church's equitable ownership and use of real property can exempt that property from property
tax under the religious-organizations exemption when another entity is the legal owner.

2. Whether the trial court erred in granting summary judgment to TCAD and denying summary judgment
to the Venture.

HOLDINGS

1. The terms 'owner,' 'owned,' and 'owns' in the Texas Tax Code's property-tax exemption provisions
include equitable ownership, consistent with the Texas Supreme Court's holding in AHF-Arbors
regarding CHDOs. Therefore, a religious organization that is an equitable owner of property used for
religious purposes qualifies for the religious-organizations exemption.

2. As a matter of law, the Church is the equitable owner of the Parcel because it has the present,
unqualified power to compel the Venture to convey legal title to it by exercising its unrestricted right to
withdraw from the partnership.

3. The Venture is entitled to the exemption. The Church is a religious organization under the Tax Code, it
used the Parcel for religious worship, and its equitable ownership and qualifying use entitled it to the
exemption, which can be imputed to the Venture as the legal-title holder.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The terms 'own,' 'owners,' and their variants should have consistent meaning within the property-tax
exemptions provisions of the Tax Code.”

“The Church can compel the conveyance of legal title by exercising its unrestricted right to withdraw from the
Venture.”

“The Church's right to regain legal title is not contingent on the actions of others.”

“The Church is the equitable owner of the Parcel as a matter of law.”

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The Church purchased a building and used it as a Reading Room. In 2012, it formed a partnership (Venture) with
owners of adjacent lots, conveying its property to the Venture. The partnership agreement allowed any partner to
withdraw unconditionally, requiring the Venture to convey back the contributed property. TCAD initially granted
the Church a religious-organizations exemption but later revoked it retroactively to 2015. The Appraisal Review
Board adjusted the exemption, leading to this lawsuit.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Venture sued TCAD seeking judicial review of the denial of the religious-organizations property tax
exemption for tax years 2015, 2016, and 2017. Both parties filed traditional motions for summary judgment. The
trial court granted TCAD's motion and denied the Venture's motion without stating a basis. The Venture
appealed.

DISPOSITION



reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

We reverse the trial-court judgment. We render judgment that the Parcel was fully exempt from property tax in
2015, 2016, and 2017.
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