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A federal court ruled Monday against reinstating a Philadelphia Catholic Social 
Services’ foster care contract unless the Catholic agency agrees to work with 
same-sex couples. 

A 2018 investigation into Catholic and Christian organizations revealed that 
Catholic Social Services also chose not to work with same-sex couples for 
faith-based reasons, after Bethany Christian Services refused to work with a 
same-sex couple on the basis of their religious beliefs, according to the 
Inquirer. Though Bethany Christian Services capitulated to pressure from the 
city to change their policy, Catholic Social Services refused — causing the city 
of Philadelphia to end the Catholic company’s foster care contract. 

The case, Sharonell Fulton, et al. v. City of Philadelphia, went to the Supreme 
Court which denied Catholic Social Services its foster care contract 
reinstatement in July of 2018, according to the Inquirer. U.S. District Court 
Judge Petrese B. Tucker said at the time that the decision was to ensure “that 
the pool of foster parents and resource caregivers is as diverse and broad as 
the children in need of foster parents.” 

A court ruled Monday, for the second time, denying Catholic Social Services 
their foster care contract after examining the Catholic company’s complaint 
that the previous ruling was an infringement on their religious liberty, 
according to the Inquirer. The Third Circuit Court of Appeals said that they saw 
no hindrance of religious liberty but instead admired the city’s judicial 
attempts to ward off discrimination. 

“At this stage and on this record, we conclude that CSS is not entitled to a 
preliminary injunction,” the decision said. “The City’s non-discrimination policy 
is a neutral, generally applicable law, and the religious views of CSS do not 
entitle it to an exception from that policy…It has failed to make a persuasive 
showing that the City targeted it for its religious beliefs, or is motivated by ill 
will against its religion, rather than sincere opposition to discrimination on the 
basis of sexual orientation. Thus we affirm.” 

“Religious liberty is one of our most fundamental freedoms, and it protects all 
of us from government interference in whether, when, and how we practice 
our faith. It does not entitle taxpayer-funded child welfare agencies to impose 
their own religious eligibility criteria on important government programs,” said 
Leslie Cooper, deputy director of the American Civil Liberties Union’s LGBT & 
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HIV Project, in a statement issued by the ACLUMonday. (RELATED: ACLU 
Issues Florida ‘Travel Warning’ For Black, Brown And Latinx People) 

“The city of Philadelphia recognizes the need to maximize the number of 
families available for children in foster care and has every right to insist that 
the agencies it hires accept all qualified families. Nothing in the Constitution 
puts the religious beliefs of these agencies ahead of the needs of the children 
in their care,” Cooper said. 

BREAKING: We won our case against Catholic Social Services of Philadelphia, 

which can no longer use religious criteria to turn away same-sex couples as 

prospective foster families. 

Religious freedom cannot be used as a license to discriminate. 

— ACLU (@ACLU) April 22, 2019 

Lori Windham, senior counsel at Becket, the law firm representing Catholic 
Social Services, said that the ruling proves devastating for families, parents, 
and foster children alike. “We’re disappointed that the court decided to let the 
city place politics above the needs of kids and the rights of parents, but we will 
continue this fight,” Windham said in a statement. 

Today the Third Circuit ruled against foster families and the agency they work 

with, holding that they can’t continue serving children in need while still following 
their religious beliefs. #KidsRightsNotFights 1/ pic.twitter.com/roHsvbAsLj 

— Nick Reaves (@NickRReaves) April 22, 2019 

However, Mayor Jim Kenney of Philadelphia voiced gratefulness for the Court’s 
“thoughtful decision.” 

“Our policy ensures that same-sex couples do not face discrimination as they 
seek to offer loving homes to Philadelphia children in need of foster care,” 
Kenney told The Inquirer. “At the same time, the policy safeguards religious 
liberties. We are proud that Philadelphia is a welcoming, inclusive city that 
values the diversity of its residents. This policy is the embodiment of those 
values, and we are pleased that the court has now upheld it.” 
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