
Jones v. City of Opelika, (62 S.Ct. 1231, 1237, 86 L.Ed. 1691): "Courts, no more 

than Constitutions, can intrude into the consciences of men or compel them to 

believe contrary to their faith or think contrary to their convictions, but courts are 

competent to adjudge the acts men do under color of a constitutional right, such as 

that of freedom of speech or of the press or the free exercise of religion and to 

determine whether the claimed right is limited by other recognized powers, equally 

precious to mankind. So the mind and spirit of man remain forever free, while his 

actions rest subject to necessary accommodation to the competing needs of his 

fellows." 
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Respondents, two local churches, voted to withdraw from petitioner general church with which they had 

had a doctrinal dispute and to reconstitute themselves as an autonomous religious organization. A church 

tribunal proceeded to take over respondents' property on behalf of the general church. Respondents, 

without appealing to higher church tribunals, sued in the Georgia state court to enjoin the general church 

from trespassing on the disputed property. The general church moved to dismiss and cross-claimed for 

injunctive relief on the ground that civil courts had no power to determine whether the general church 

had departed from its tenets of faith and practice. The motion to dismiss was denied and the case was 

submitted to the jury on the theory that Georgia law implies a trust of local church property for the benefit 

of the general church on condition that the general church adhere to doctrinal tenets existing at the time 

of affiliation by the local churches. The jury, having been instructed to determine whether the general 

church's actions were a substantial abandonment of its original doctrines, returned a verdict for 

respondents; the trial judge issued an injunction against the general church; and the Georgia Supreme 

Court affirmed. Held: Civil courts cannot, consistently with First Amendment principles, 

determine ecclesiastical questions in resolving property disputes; and since the departure-

from-doctrine element of Georgia's implied trust theory requires civil courts to weigh the 

significance and meaning of religious doctrines, it can play no role in judicial proceedings.  


