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A S A P ®A Timely Analysis of Legal Developments

In Kennedy v. St. Joseph’s Ministries, the Fourth Circuit extends Title VII’s religious exemption from 
hiring and firing decisions to the totality of the employment relationship. This article examines this 
case and answers the question the decision raises: Does Kennedy change a religious employer’s 
approach to the employment relationship with employees possessing different religious views?

While Title VII makes employment discrimination unlawful, the exemption allows religious 
organizations, under certain circumstances, essentially to discriminate against employees on 
the basis of religion.1 This exemption recognizes the constitutionally protected right of religious 
organizations to make religiously motivated employment decisions by employing individuals 
whose conduct or religious beliefs are consistent with the organization’s religious tenets.

But what exactly does “employment” mean in the context of the religious exemption? The statute 
states that “[Title VII] shall not apply to . . . a religious corporation, association, educational 
institution, or society with respect to the employment of individuals of a particular 
religion” and courts have interpreted “employment” to mean hiring and firing decisions.2 But 
could employment also include conduct occurring during the employment relationship? According 
to Kennedy v. St. Joseph’s Ministries, Inc.,3 a recent case out of the United States Court of Appeals 
for the Fourth Circuit, the answer is a resounding “yes.” In short, the Fourth Circuit determined 
that Title VII extends the religious exemption from hiring and firing decisions to the totality of the 
employment relationship. Thus, religious organizations are allowed to discriminate, harass, and 
retaliate against employees on the basis of their religious views. Consequently, it is important 
for religious employers to review and understand this case as well as its implications on their 
operations.

Background
St. Joseph’s Ministries, a tax-exempt organization operating under the principles and beliefs of the 
Roman Catholic Church, manages a nursing care facility. It employed the plaintiff as a geriatric 
nursing assistant from 1994 to 2007.4

Because St. Joseph’s operates the facility in accordance with Catholic principles, it engages in 
numerous religious exercises and practices, including the following: (1) conducting daily facility-
wide prayers; (2) making communion available daily; (3) holding mass each Wednesday; (4) 
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providing Catholic symbols on its campus, including crucifixes in every room and statues of the Virgin Mary, Jesus, and its patron saint St. 
Catherine Laboure; (5) issuing a handout summarizing its Catholic values to each new employee; and (6) maintaining the employee handbook, 
which confirms St. Joseph’s Catholic identity.5

Plaintiff, however, is not Catholic, but is a member of the Church of the Brethren.6

The Brethren practice at issue in Kennedy is the requirement for women to wear modest, long dresses or skirts and to wear a prayer covering, 
such as a veil, over their hair.7 At some point during the plaintiff’s employment, the Assistant Director of Nursing Services allegedly told the 
plaintiff that her long dresses, skirts, and head covering were inappropriate for a Catholic facility and were making patients and their families 
uncomfortable.8 The plaintiff also alleged that the Assistant Director continually told her she needed to adhere to a more traditional mode of 
dress.9 The plaintiff then communicated to the Assistant Director that her religious beliefs mandated that she continue wearing such attire. As 
a result, St. Joseph’s terminated the plaintiff’s employment on May 17, 2007, and the plaintiff then filed suit under Title VII, alleging religious 
harassment, retaliatory discharge, and discriminatory discharge on the basis of her religion.10

The district court barred the plaintiff’s discriminatory discharge claim under the religious exemption to Title VII. However, the court held the 
exemption did not bar the plaintiff’s religious harassment and retaliation claims because such alleged conduct did not involve discriminatory 
employment decisions, which would otherwise have been protected by the religious exemption.11 Because of the significance and undeniable 
effect this ruling would have on religious exemption cases, the defendant applied for and was granted an interlocutory appeal to the Fourth 
Circuit Court of Appeals to decide this issue before the case continued at the district court level.

Fourth Circuit’s Analysis
On interlocutory appeal, the Fourth Circuit examined the issue of whether the religious exemption also protects religious organizations from 
liability for alleged religious harassment and retaliation. The plaintiff, consistent with the district court holding, argued that the plain language 
of the religious exemption clearly does not apply to religious harassment and retaliation claims against a religious organization. The plain 
language of the exemption, in relevant part, states:

This subchapter [of Title VII] shall not apply to . . . a religious corporation, association, educational institution, or society with 
respect to the employment of individuals of a particular religion to perform work connected with the carrying on 
by such corporation, association, educational institution, or society of its activities.12

In its examination of the district court’s ruling and the parties’ arguments, the court focused first on statutory construction of Title VII and the 
religious exemption.

The Court’s Statutory Construction Examination
The Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals disagreed with the plaintiff’s argument and the district court’s reading of the term “employment” as being 
“synonymous” only with employment decisions like hiring and firing.13 The court found the term “employment” could not be read so narrowly. 
Applying the principles of statutory construction, the court reasoned that “unless otherwise defined, words will be interpreted as taking their 
ordinary, contemporary, common meaning.”14 At the time the exemption was drafted, and today, “employment” means “the relationship 
between master and servant” and “the state of being employed.”15 Based on the plethora of definitions and case law contrary to the plaintiff’s 
argument, the court opined that the definition of “employment” could in no way be limited to hiring and firing decisions and must incorporate 
the entire relationship between an employer and employee.

The court bolstered its conclusion regarding the definition of “employment” by citing to other areas within Title VII where the plain language 
surrounding “employment” evidences its meaning beyond the actions of hiring and firing.16 Additionally, the court reasoned that if Congress 
had meant to limit the term “employment” in the religious exemption provision to hiring and firing, it would not have used the broader term 
“employment” and instead favored the more specific “hiring and firing” phrase.17

Finally, the court focused on the fact that the religious exemption specifically states that the “subchapter . . . shall not apply” to religious 
organizations on the terms of employment.18 Because religious discharge, harassment, and retaliation all arise from the same Title VII 
subchapter, the court reasoned none of those claims can be actionable when an individual is employed by a religious organization.19
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Congressional Intent and Logical Reasoning
Following its intensive review of the statutory construction of Title VII and the religious exemption, the court noted that its conclusion regarding 
the meaning of “employment” was consistent with both Congressional intent concerning the religious exemption and logical reasoning. The 
court cited, through case law, to the legislative history of the 1972 religious exemption, which clearly indicated the sponsors of that bill desired 
an exemption that allowed religious organizations to make employment decisions without government intervention. Indeed, the Congressional 
Record shows bill sponsor Senator Samuel Ervin (D., N.C.) stated clearly during the Senate’s debate on this bill that:

“I would allow the religious corporation to do what it pleased. That is what my amendment would allow it to do. It would 
allow it liberty. It would take it out from under the control of the EEOC entirely.”20

Based on the above, the Fourth Circuit concluded that Congress had chosen the wording of the religious exemption purposely to make religious 
organizations entirely exempt from government intervention into the employment of their employees. This exemption “reflect[s] a decision by 
Congress that the government interest in eliminating religious discrimination by religious organizations is outweighed by the rights of those 
organizations to be free from government intervention.”21

Finally, the court expounded that looking at the meaning of “employment” in any other way would simply be illogical and lead to nonsensical 
results. The court gave the example of the plaintiff’s view of discharge versus harassment in her own case: The plaintiff admitted that under 
the exemption the defendant could terminate her employment and she was without recourse. However, under the plaintiff’s argument that the 
religious exemption did not extend to harassment, the defendant would suffer liability just because it spoke to the plaintiff about her dress in 
an effort to help the plaintiff remain employed. This result, the court declared, would be inconsistent with Congress’s intent for a cooperative 
and accommodating workplace environment and would result in immediate terminations rather than discourse between religious organization 
employees and employers.22

Accordingly, on the basis of statutory construction, legislative intent and logical reasoning, the Fourth Circuit held that the religious exemption 
of Title VII excuses religious organizations from claims of religious discrimination (including harassment and retaliation) and reversed and 
remanded the case to the district court.

Effect of the Court’s Decision
The Fourth Circuit’s decision raises the distinct possibility that other circuits will adopt this holding if they are faced with a similar issue. It is 
also possible that this case will discourage plaintiffs’ attorneys from bringing these types of claims in other circuits because Kennedy is the first 
case of this kind and a notable flag for defense counsel to raise and wave on summary judgment.

Employer Considerations and Concerns

There are several issues employers should consider as a result of this decision:

1.	Kennedy is not a license for a religious employer to harass or retaliate on the basis of religion. Although the plaintiff in this case brought 
only Title VII claims, there are several tort claims (such as intentional or negligent infliction of emotional distress) that could be part of a 
lawsuit based on alleged harassment or retaliation. Therefore, it is still important to maintain a policy and train your employees on anti- 
harassment and anti-retaliation issues, including religion-based harassment and retaliation.

2.	Kennedy, and other statutes and case law on the religious exemption, do not apply to Title VII claims based on protected categories other 
than religion (such as race, gender, color, national origin, etc.). A religious employer is still subject to liability for discrimination, harassment, 
and retaliation based on a number of protected categories. Accordingly, as mentioned above, a religious employer should still have an 
anti- discrimination, anti-harassment, and anti-retaliation policy and train its employees on the same.

3.	Be vigilant regarding religious harassment and retaliation issues, especially if your organization is not located within the Fourth Circuit 
(North Carolina, South Carolina, Maryland, Virginia, and West Virginia). One important factor regarding the alleged religious harassment 
in Kennedy that was not discussed by the court was whether the alleged conduct was severe or pervasive enough to rise to the level of 
actionable harassment. In a jurisdiction that has not adopted Kennedy (or declines to adopt Kennedy), the matter of severe or pervasive 
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conduct will likely be at issue. In Kennedy, the court interpreted the Assistant Director’s conduct towards the plaintiff to be that of a helpful 
supervisor trying to engage in dialogue to help the plaintiff keep her job. In other circumstances, religious harassment could take the form 
of hateful slurs, jokes, physical conduct, or threats. In a jurisdiction that has not adopted Kennedy, such conduct may not be looked upon 
kindly and a court could be persuaded to find a way to distinguish such a case from Kennedy. Therefore, it is important to be vigilant about 
such issues in the religious workplace even though Kennedy has been adopted in the Fourth Circuit.

4.	Kennedy does not apply to non-religious employers. Employers not considered “religious” under Title VII must remain vigilant in prohibiting 
discrimination, harassment, and retaliation based on religious beliefs.
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