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SUMMARY

The California Court of Appeal, Fourth Appellate District, Division Three, affirmed a judgment
sustaining demurrers without leave to amend in a dispute involving the disaffiliation of a nonprofit
religious corporation from Vineyard USA. The court held that the plaintiffs lacked standing to assert
representative claims on behalf of the church and failed to allege sufficient facts supporting their
individual claims. The court further concluded that allowing the action to proceed would
impermissibly infringe the defendants’ First Amendment rights.
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properly pleaded material allegations as true, but not contentions,
deductions, or legal conclusions.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Published in part; only parts I, II, and III of the Statement of Facts,
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the plaintiffs had statutory standing under California's Nonprofit Religious Corporation Law to
bring representative claims on behalf of Dwelling Place.

2. Whether the complaint alleged facts sufficient to state individual claims for fraud, negligent
misrepresentation, declaratory relief, permanent injunction, or constructive trust.

3. Whether the First Amendment barred adjudication of the claims because resolving them would require
the court to decide religious doctrine, polity, or practice and interfere with church governance.

4. Whether the plaintiffs sufficiently alleged a trust over Dwelling Place's assets under Corporations Code
section 9142.

HOLDINGS

1. The plaintiffs lacked standing to bring representative claims on behalf of Dwelling Place. Congregants
who were only associate members lacked the statutory representative rights of corporate members, and
former directors were not current members when the alleged disassociation occurred.

2. The complaint did not allege a trust over Dwelling Place's assets within the meaning of Corporations
Code section 9142, and section 9142 is not merely a rebuttable presumption.

3. The individual plaintiffs did not allege sufficient facts to state claims for fraud or negligent
misrepresentation because they did not establish a duty to disclose, justifiable reliance, or damages
caused by the alleged representations.

4. The plaintiffs could not obtain declaratory relief, a permanent injunction, or a constructive trust because
they failed to plead an underlying cognizable legal claim, and an injunction or constructive trust is not
an independent cause of action.

5. Even if the complaint stated viable causes of action, the First Amendment barred the case because
resolving the claims would require the court to determine what constitutes being 'Vineyard through and
through' and whether the Scotts' actions were consistent with Vineyard doctrine, polity, or practice.

KEY QUOTATIONS



“The statute means what it says: “No assets of a religious corporation are or shall be deemed to be impressed
with any trust, express or implied, statutory or at common law” unless one of the exceptions applies.” (at 16)

“Permanent injunctions and constructive trusts are not causes of action.” (at 23)

“We could not decide that without determining “what doctrines or practices characterize a [Vineyard] church
as such, and then . . . evaluate the actions taken by [the Scotts] in order to determine whether [their actions
could be] considered [“Vineyard through and through”].”” (at 26)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Dwelling Place Anaheim is a California nonprofit religious corporation formerly known as Vineyard Christian
Fellowship of Anaheim and affiliated with Vineyard USA. The complaint alleged that Alan and Kathryn Scott
represented during the 2018 hiring process that they were committed to the Vineyard Movement and would not
remove the church from it, while concealing their dissatisfaction and alleged plan to use the church's assets to
fund a new movement. In 2022, Alan Scott announced that the church would disassociate from Vineyard USA
and allegedly took control of approximately $62 million in assets for that purpose; the then-board of directors
ratified the decision. The plaintiffs, congregants and former directors, sought representative and individual relief
including damages, declaratory relief, an injunction, and a constructive trust.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Appellants filed individual and representative claims alleging that Alan and Kathryn Scott misrepresented their
commitment to the Vineyard Movement and Vineyard USA to obtain senior-pastor positions, control Dwelling
Place's assets, and disassociate the church. The trial court first sustained demurrers with leave to amend on First
Amendment grounds, then sustained demurrers to the first amended complaint without leave to amend. The
Court of Appeal reviewed the pleading de novo and affirmed the judgment.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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