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IN THE UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT 
FOR THE DISTRICT OF MARYLAND 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
COMPLAINT 

1. The Brentwood Town Council (“the Town Council” or “the Council”) has a 

longstanding practice of opening each of its Town Council meetings by having the Mayor 

lead the Council and attendees in reciting The Lord’s Prayer. 
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 2. By persistently sponsoring this Christian prayer, the Town Council has 

publicly aligned itself with a single faith, sent the message to non-Christians that they are 

unwelcome at Council meetings and that the Council does not represent their concerns, 

and disrespected Christians who believe that prayer should remain private and sacred. 

 3. The Town’s public recitation of The Lord’s Prayer runs afoul of the 

Establishment Clause of the First Amendment to the United States Constitution. 

Accordingly, Plaintiffs seek to ensure that Defendants cease injecting sectarian practices 

into Town Council meetings. 

Jurisdiction and Venue 

 4. This Court has subject-matter jurisdiction under 28 U.S.C. §§ 1331 and 1343. 

 5. This Court has the authority to grant declaratory relief under the 

Declaratory Judgment Act, 28 U.S.C. §§ 2201 and 2202. 

 6. Venue is proper in this Court under 28 U.S.C. § 1391(b), as Plaintiffs and all 

defendants reside or are situated within this district and the Town Council meetings take 

place within this district. 

Parties 

 7. Plaintiff Dolores Pomerleau is a citizen of Maryland and has resided in 

Brentwood since she bought a house there in 1994. Since 2010, Ms. Pomerleau has been 

the Chair of the Brentwood Fire House Committee, which advises the Town Council on the 

upkeep, use, and future plans for the Town’s former fire-house building. In May 2011, Ms. 

Pomerleau was appointed to a two-year term as the Chief Election Judge for the Town of 
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Brentwood. She served in that office during the May 2011 municipal elections and is 

responsible for serving in any special municipal elections that arise during her term.  

 8. Ms. Pomerleau is a Roman Catholic, and she attends weekly church services. 

From 1963 to 1975, Ms. Pomerleau served in a variety of positions as a Roman Catholic 

nun. In 1976, Ms. Pomerleau helped found the Quixote Center, a faith-based organization 

that works on a variety of foreign and domestic policy issues. Ms. Pomerleau worked at 

the Quixote Center full-time until 2010, and part-time since. 

 9. Ms. Pomerleau has regularly attended Town Council meetings over the past 

four years. She attends meetings to discuss issues related to the Fire House Committee, to 

witness her local government in action, and to voice her concerns on a variety of local 

issues. All of the Council meetings she has attended featured The Lord’s Prayer.  

 10. Ms. Pomerleau expects to attend Town Council meetings in the future to 

continue participating in the government of her home town, to voice her concerns on local 

issues, and to address any issues that arise pertaining to her work on the Fire House 

Committee.  

 11. Ms. Pomerleau objects to, and is offended by, the Town Council’s alignment 

with Christianity through the persistent presentation of The Lord’s Prayer. This practice 

coopts her religion, thereby debasing her faith and stripping The Lord’s Prayer of its 

religious significance. Ms. Pomerleau considers it a violation of her personal religious 

beliefs for Christianity to be forced on citizens who follow other faiths or no faith. Ms. 

Pomerleau is also offended by the exclusiveness engendered by the use of The Lord’s 
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Prayer to open Town Council meetings because it causes her to feel as if the Council is not 

representing the interests of all Brentwood citizens.  

 12. Plaintiff Anne Christine Warden is a citizen of Maryland and has resided in 

Brentwood since buying a house there in 2005. Ms. Warden participates in the work of the 

Gateway Arts District Community Development Corporation, which works to promote 

neighborhood development and the arts in the Brentwood area. Ms. Warden owns her own 

business, which she has run since 1981.  

 13. Ms. Warden has attended Town Council meetings in the past. Most recently, 

in February 2013, she attended a Council meeting because the meeting addressed issues 

related to the Gateway Arts District. That meeting featured The Lord’s Prayer.  

 14. Ms. Warden expects to attend Town Council meetings in the future when 

issues of concern to her—including issues related to the Gateway Arts District—are 

discussed. 

 15. Ms. Warden is Buddhist. She objects to, and is offended by, the Town 

Council’s alignment with Christianity through the persistent presentation of The Lord’s 

Prayer. This practice imposes The Lord’s Prayer and the Christian faith on citizens—such 

as herself—who follow other faiths, makes her feel unwelcome at Town Council meetings, 

and causes her to feel as if the Council is not representing her interests or the interests of 

all Brentwood citizens.  

 16. Defendant Town of Brentwood is a town in the State of Maryland subject to 

the jurisdiction and venue of this Court. As an “incorporated municipality,” the Town of 
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Brentwood “may sue and be sued, and may pass and adopt all ordinances, resolutions, or 

bylaws necessary or proper to exercise the powers granted herein or elsewhere.” Md. Code 

Ann., Art. 23A, § 1. Under the Town’s charter, “[a]ll legislative powers of the Town shall 

be vested in a Council.” Brentwood, Md., Town Charter § 300, available at http://www.md 

municipal.org/DocumentCenter/Home/View/61. 

 17. Defendant Brentwood Town Council possesses “general power to pass such 

ordinances . . . as they may deem necessary in order to assure the good government of the 

municipality, to protect and preserve the municipality’s rights, property, and privileges, to 

preserve peace and good order, to secure persons and property from danger and 

destruction, and to protect the health, comfort and convenience of the citizens of the 

municipality.” Md. Ann. Code, Art. 23A, § 2; see also Brentwood, Md., Town Charter § 401, 

available at http://www.mdmunicipal.org/DocumentCenter/Home/View/61. 

Facts 

 18. The Brentwood Town Council meets at 7:30 pm on the first and third 

Tuesday of each month. These meetings take place at the Brentwood Town Hall, which is 

located at 4300 39th Place. The Town Charter mandates that “all meetings of the Council 

shall be open to the public,” Brentwood, Md., Town Charter § 303, available at http://www. 

mdmunicipal.org/DocumentCenter/Home/View/61, and Council meetings are also 

subsequently broadcast on public-access television. 

 19. Brentwood residents attend Town Council meetings to, among other things, 

seek building permits, alcoholic-beverage licenses, and permits to use town facilities for 
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private events; support or oppose proposed changes to sanitation and recycling fees, taxes, 

and other fees; discuss crime issues and request police patrols; comment on proposed 

budgets; discuss street closures, road signs, and other traffic issues; view and discuss 

presentations from civic organizations or contractors about Town projects; obtain 

information about upcoming elections; and support or oppose the passage of ordinances. 

Residents also attend to observe and participate in public hearings or simply to witness 

the functioning of their local government. 

The Prayers 

20. Each Town Council meeting begins with the Mayor and Town Council 

members rising, clasping their hands, and bowing their heads. Mayor Roger Rudder or, in 

his absence, Vice Mayor Aneeka Harrison, then asks the audience to “stand” or “join” in a 

“moment of silence and/or prayer.” The Mayor or Vice Mayor then leads the Council and 

the audience in a recitation of The Lord’s Prayer over the Town Council’s microphone 

system. While reciting the prayer, Mayor Rudder stands at the head of the Council’s table 

and faces the audience. Members of the audience typically stand, bow their heads, and 

recite the prayer. Upon the prayer’s conclusion, the Council and audience members take 

their seats. 

Efforts to Resolve the Matter Without Litigation 

21. On December 13, 2011, Ms. Pomerleau attended the Town Council’s Special 

Meeting and raised her concerns about the Council’s recitation of The Lord’s Prayer. See 

Minutes of Dec. 13, 2011 Meeting (attached as Exhibit A). In response, Mayor Rudder 
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“stated he ‘takes umbrage’ at the attack on the Lord’s Prayer” and affirmed his belief that 

the Council should continue reciting it. Id. Councilmember Nina Young then informed the 

meeting that she had received multiple complaints from residents about The Lord’s Prayer 

and suggested that the Town investigate the matter. See id. Vice Mayor Harrison 

suggested the Council vote on the issue. See id. No vote was taken on the presentation of 

The Lord’s Prayer and the Council continued its practice unchanged. 

22. On April 16, 2012, Plaintiffs’ counsel Americans United for Separation of 

Church and State wrote a letter to the members of the Brentwood Town Council. Letter 

from Ayesha Khan, et al., to Brentwood Town Council, Apr. 16, 2012 (attached as Exhibit 

B). In the letter, counsel explained that legislative prayers that are used to advance one 

religion are unconstitutional, and requested that the Town Council cease using The Lord’s 

Prayer to open its meetings. Plaintiffs’ counsel never received a response to that letter. 

23. On September 13, 2012, Plaintiffs’ counsel sent a second letter to the 

Brentwood Town Council, reiterating that the use of legislative prayers to advance a 

single religion is unconstitutional. Letter from Ayesha Khan, et al., to Brentwood Town 

Council, Sept. 13, 2012 (attached as Exhibit C). This letter, too, went unanswered. 

24. On November 14, 2012, Plaintiffs’ counsel sent a public-records request to the 

Brentwood Town Council, seeking public records related to the recitation of The Lord’s 

Prayer at Town Council meetings. Letter from Caitlin O’Connell, to Brentwood Town 

Council, Nov. 14, 2012 (attached as Exhibit D). Plaintiffs never received a written reply, or 

any documents, in response to this letter. 
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25. Notwithstanding all of this correspondence, Town Council meetings continue 

to open with a recitation of The Lord’s Prayer by the Mayor and members of the Council. 

Claim for Relief 

First Claim for Relief: Violation of First Amendment Establishment Clause 

26. Paragraphs 1 through 25 above are incorporated as if fully set forth here. 

27. The Establishment Clause of the First Amendment to the United States 

Constitution provides that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of 

religion.” This provision applies fully to the acts of local-government officials through the 

Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution.  

28. The Lord’s Prayer is a distinctly Christian prayer. It appears in the Bible in 

the New Testament Gospels of Matthew and Luke. See Matthew 6:9–15; Luke 11:2–4. In 

the Gospel of Matthew, the prayer is delivered by Jesus Christ as a part of the sermon on 

the mount. Matthew 6:9–15. According to the Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod, “The 

Lord’s Prayer is the prayer above every other prayer because our Lord Jesus Christ 

personally gave this prayer to the Church.” Dr. A.L. Barry, What About ... The Lord’s 

Prayer, The Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod, 

http://lcms.org/Document.fdoc?src=lcm&id=1085 (last visited Feb. 26, 2012). 

 29. The Town of Brentwood and the Brentwood Town Council have violated and 

continue to violate Plaintiffs’ rights under the Establishment Clause by opening 

Brentwood Town Council meetings with a recitation of The Lord’s Prayer. This practice 

has the purpose and effect of promoting, advancing, favoring, and endorsing the Christian 
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religion. This practice also conveys the message that the Christian religion is favored or 

preferred by the Town and the Council over other religions and over nonreligion. The 

presentation of The Lord’s Prayer has the additional effect of placing coercive pressure on 

audience members to participate in a religious exercise. Finally, the practice sends the 

message that adherents of the Christian religion are political insiders, and simultaneously 

sends the message to non-Christians that they are political outsiders. 

Prayer for Relief 

30. Paragraphs 1 through 29 above are incorporated as if fully set forth here. 

31. The practice of opening Town Council meetings with The Lord’s Prayer 

constitutes the custom and policy of the Town of Brentwood and the Brentwood Town 

Council, thereby subjecting the Town and the Council to liability under 42 U.S.C. § 1983. 

See Monell v. Dep’t of Soc. Servs., 436 U.S. 658, 690 (1978). 

32. By violating the Establishment Clause as set forth above, Defendants have, 

under color of federal and state statutes, ordinances, regulations, policies, custom, or 

usage, deprived Plaintiffs of rights secured by the First and Fourteenth Amendments to 

the United States Constitution, entitling them to a remedy under 42 U.S.C. § 1983.  

A. Declaratory Judgment 

33. An actual controversy exists between the parties as to whether Defendants’ 

prayer practice violates the Establishment Clause of the United States Constitution. 

Plaintiffs respectfully request a declaratory judgment that Defendants’ prayer practice 

violates this constitutional provision. 
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B. Permanent Injunction 

34. Plaintiffs have no adequate remedy at law. Defendants’ violations of the First 

Amendment to the United States Constitution have inflicted, and will continue to inflict, 

irreparable harm upon Plaintiffs. Therefore, they respectfully request a permanent 

injunction prohibiting the Defendants from reciting, participating in, facilitating, or 

encouraging the recitation of The Lord’s Prayer at Town Council meetings. 

C. Nominal Damages 

35. Plaintiffs request nominal damages of one dollar each against the Defendants 

for the harm that they have suffered due to Defendants’ past violations of the 

Establishment Clause and the violations that continue or occur after the filing of this 

Complaint. 

D. Attorneys’ Fees and Costs 

36. Plaintiffs request an order awarding them the costs of this action, including 

attorneys’ fees, under 42 U.S.C. § 1988 and 28 U.S.C. § 2412. 

E. Other Relief 

37. Plaintiffs request any other relief that the Court deems just and proper. 

 

       

 

 

 



 
11

Respectfully submitted, 

       
________________________ 

      Conrad W. Varner 
      D. Md. Bar No. 03562 
      VARNER & GOUNDRY 
      121 East Patrick Street 
      Frederick, MD 21701 
      Tel: 301-631-1800 
      Fax: 301-631-9234 
      cvarner@vglaw.org 

 
      Ayesha N. Khan, Legal Director* 

AMERICANS UNITED FOR SEPARATION OF 

CHURCH AND STATE 
      1301 K Street, NW 
      Suite 850E 
      Washington, DC 20005 
      Tel: (202) 466-3234 
      Fax: (202) 898-0955 
      khan@au.org 

      Counsel for Plaintiffs 
 
* Application for admission pro hac vice 
forthcoming 

 
 

February 26, 2012 


