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The Supreme Judicial Court recently heard oral arguments in a case that could impact thousands of Massachusetts
employees who work at religiously affiliated entities.

The plaintiff in DeWeese-Boyd v. Gordon College, et al. was an associate professor of social work at Gordon College,
a Christian college in Wenham. She sued after her request for promotion to full professor was denied, allegedly
because of her vocal opposition to the school’s anti-LGBTQ+ policies.

The college took the position that the “ministerial exception” barred her claim. 

The exception, which is based on First Amendment considerations, precludes the application of anti-discrimination
laws and other employment laws, such as wage and hour measures, to religious institutions’ employment
relationships with their “ministers.”

To determine whether the exception applies, a court must first determine whether an employer is a religious
institution, then consider whether the relevant employee serves as a “minister.”

In DeWeese-Boyd, a Superior Court judge ruled that while Gordon College is a religious institution, the plaintiff was 
not covered by the exception because, among other things, she had no religious duties and was not required to 
proselytize on behalf of the college. 

At oral arguments before the SJC, the college argued that a recent U.S. Supreme Court decision holding that two 
teachers at a Roman Catholic elementary school were covered by the ministerial exception had changed the analysis 
in those cases. 

But as the plaintiff’s lawyer emphasized, it is still important to focus on what the employee in question actually does. 
In the Supreme Court case from earlier this year, the two teachers taught religion in their classrooms and 
worshipped and prayed with their students.

The plaintiff here did not function in that capacity. She was a college professor teaching a secular subject at a 
college that expressly holds itself out as a liberal arts institution. If she qualifies as a minister, it’s hard to see how 
any teacher at a religiously affiliated institution wouldn’t also qualify.
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The ministerial exception is intended to safeguard religious groups’ freedom to select their own ministers and to
prevent government interference in ecclesiastical decisions. It is not intended to give institution of higher learning or
health care providers with religious affiliations carte blanche to violate anti-discrimination and other employment
laws.

Widespread enforcement of those laws is a desirable outcome that increases equal opportunity for all. That makes it
important for limitations on their application to be carefully considered. 

We urge the SJC to side with the plaintiff and conclude that the ministerial exception must be applied in a tailored
way.
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