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STATEMENT OF THE ISSUES PRESENTED FOR REVIEW
To better focus Appellant Andrew Perry’s (“Perry” or “Plaintiff”) appeal,
Appellee Dordt University (“Dordt” or “the University”) restates the issues

presented for review as follows:

1. Was the district court’s ruling in Dordt’s favor following a bench trial
supported by substantial evidence and free from legal error?
2. Did the district court abuse its discretion by denying Perry’s motion to

reopen the record after the conclusion of trial?!

! This Brief is timely submitted pursuant to Iowa Code § 4.1(34). Appellant served
his Brief on January 29, 2026. Appellee’s Brief was due 30 days later on Saturday,
February 28, 2026. Because the deadline for Appellee’s brief fell on a Saturday, its
deadline was extended to the following Monday by operation of lowa Code § 4.1

(34).




ROUTING STATEMENT
Dordt submits that the issues raised in this appeal can be resolved by applying
existing legal principles. The outcome of this appeal depends on whether the district
court’s fact findings following the parties’ bench trial were supported by
“substantial evidence”, which is a well-established legal principle. Under these
circumstances, transfer to the lowa Court of Appeals is appropriate under lowa Rule

of Appellate Procedure 6.1101(3)(a).



STATEMENT OF THE CASE

On June 7, 2022, Perry filed a lawsuit against Dordt in the lowa District Court
for Sioux County. D0001, Petition (6/7/2022). Perry alleged that Dordt violated the
Iowa Civil Rights Act (“ICRA”) and discriminated against him on the basis of his
religion by denying his request for a religious exemption from the COVID-19
vaccine mandates adopted by the University’s clinical partners. /d., at pp. 2-5.

The case came before the Honorable Robert Tiefenthaler for a two-day bench
trial on June 10 and 11, 2025 in the District Court for Sioux County, lowa. D0175,
Court reporter Memorandum and Certificate (6/11/2025). The district court took the
matter under advisement at the conclusion of trial. D0184, District Court Ruling, p.1
(9/26/2025). After the close of evidence, Perry and Dordt submitted post-trial briefs.
DO0181, Perry’s Post-Trial Brief (8/18/2025); D0182, Dordt’s Post-Trial Brief
(8/18/2025).

Roughly two months after the close of evidence, Perry moved the district court
to reopen the record to admit an additional exhibit. DO179, Motion to Reopen Record
(August 4, 2025). The district court denied Perry’s motion. D0183, Order Denying
Plaintiff’s Motion to Reopen the Record (8/21/2025).

On September 26, 2025, the district court issued a Ruling in Dordt’s favor,
which included findings of fact and conclusions of law. D0184, District Court

Ruling, (9/26/2025). Among other findings, the district court concluded that Perry’s



request for a religious exemption was not based on a sincere religious belief. /d. at
pp. 13. The district court entered judgment for Dordt. /d.; DO195, Order Amending
Judgment (10/28/2025).

Perry filed a notice of appeal on September 29, 2025. On appeal, Plaintiff
contends that: (1) he established a violation of the ICRA at trial; and (2) the district
court erred in denying his motion to reopen the record to allow the admission of an

additional exhibit. Brief of Appellant, at p. 7.



STATEMENT OF FACTS

Dordt is a private Christian University in Sioux Center, lowa. D0193, Tr. Trial
Day 2, at 22:25-23:2, 27:21-24 (6/11/2025). Dordt is affiliated with and shares a
faith tradition with the Chrisitan Reformed Church in North America (“the Church”).
(Id. at 66:11-67:13). Plaintiff was a student at Dordt pursuing an undergraduate
degree through the University’s nursing program. D0075, Stipulation of the Parties,
atq 1 (6/3/2025). Perry was a junior in the 2021-2022 academic year. 1d.

Dordt nursing students are required to complete clinical rotations, which begin
sophomore year and continue each semester until graduation. D0193, Tr. Trial Day
2, at 117:5-118:5 (6/11/2025). The University partners with various local medical
facilities and hospitals, including the Sanford and Avera systems, for the clinical
learning component of its nursing program. Id., at 118:6-22. Students cannot
graduate from Dordt University with a nursing degree unless they complete their
clinical rotations. /d., at 118:23-119:6.

In the spring of 2021, many of Dordt’s clinical partners began implementing
policies that required individuals working in their facilities to receive the COVID-
19 vaccine. Id., at 119:7-23. These vaccine mandates applied to Dordt’s nursing
students participating in clinical rotations at those facilities. /d. As a result, nursing

students were generally required to receive the COVID-19 vaccine in order to attend
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clinicals. /d., at 121:2—6. However, if a nursing student wished to abstain from the
vaccine, they could seek a religious exemption. /d., at 72:7-12.

The University’s clinical partners relied on Dordt to process and evaluate any
student requests for religious exemptions. /d., at 25:1-13. Thus, Dordt formed a
three-member committee that was responsible for reviewing such requests and
deciding whether to grant or deny religious exemptions (“the Committee™). /d., at
25:20-26:23. The Committee consisted of Dordt’s Director of Campus Health, Beth
Baas, Dordt’s Vice President of Student Success and Dean of Students, Robert
Taylor, and Dordt’s Dean of Chapel and Chief of Staff, Aaron Baart (“Baart”). Baart
chaired the Committee. /d., at 26:9—18.

The Committee developed criteria for evaluating religious exemption
requests. Id., at 74:12—16. Specifically, students seeking a religious exemption were
required to provide support for their claimed religious objection in the form of: (1)
a published statement from the student’s denomination clearly stating opposition to
the vaccine; and (2) evidence demonstrating the student previously sought religious
exemptions from vaccine requirements prior to college. D0154, Defendant’s Exh.
114, Email between Plaintiff and Baart.

In crafting these criteria, Baart and the Committee first considered the
University’s relationship and shared faith tradition with the Church. D0193, Tr. Trial

Day 2, at 41:16-19, 74:17-75:2 (6/11/2025). Indeed, the Committee made a

11



concerted effort to stay true to Dordt’s theological principles and values when
developing its exemption criteria. /d., at 79:25-80:6. For instance, the requirement
of a denominational statement was born out of the theological principle of sphere
sovereignty, which drives decision-making in other areas at Dordt and permeates
many aspects of student life. /d., at 76:19-79:3. The denominational statement
requirement was the byproduct of the University’s consistent application of this
theological concept. Id. The Committee also consulted external sources, including
Iowa law governing public secular institutions, to inform its process for handling
exemption requests. /d., at 75:3—13, 76:7—18. In particular, the language in the lowa
code distinguishing between a religious belief and a mere personal, philosophical,
or scientific viewpoint was helpful in communicating the distinction to students. /d.,
at 42:5-23, 75:8-76:3.

Ultimately, the Committee developed its criteria to assess whether an
exemption request was predicated on a sincere religious belief. /d., at 73:10-20. As
a religious institution of higher education, Dordt took very seriously the invocation
of religious convictions as a means to circumvent the COVID-19 vaccine. /d., at
73:21-74:11. The Committee implemented this standard to meaningfully probe
whether students were seeking exemptions based on sincere religious views, as

opposed to using religion as a convenient vehicle of avoidance. Id., at 73:21-74:11,

75:17-76:3.
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I. PLAINTIFF REPEATEDLY INFORMS DORDT’S DIRECTOR OF
NURSING THAT HE DOES NOT OPPOSE THE COVID-19
VACCINE.

On May 4, 2021, the chair of Dordt’s nursing department, Dr. Deb Bomgaars
(“Bomgaars”), notified all nursing students that Avera would be requiring COVID-
19 vaccinations for clinicals the following academic year. D0147, Defendant’s Exh.
107, May 4, 2021 Email from Dr. Bomgaars. Prior to receiving Bomgaars’s email,
Plaintiff was aware that the University’s clinical partners were considering
mandating the COVID-19 vaccine. D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at 24:10-15, 94:14-19
(6/10/2025). Plaintiff testified that he heard “chitter-chatter” to that effect in the
spring, which prompted him to begin taking steps to educate himself regarding what
he characterized to be “red flags” surrounding the vaccine. Id., at 24:10-15, 94:20—
23, 95:15-96:1.

As a sophomore in the Spring of 2021, Plaintiff reviewed articles, watched
interviews, and attended lectures regarding the vaccine. Id., at 97:10-21, 100:11-15.
The information Plaintiff consumed addressed some of his initial concerns about the
vaccine, including the fact that it was new, experimental, relatively rushed, and
potentially dangerous. /d., at 100:17—101:22. In addition to conducting this research,
Plaintiff met with Dordt faculty to discuss the vaccine and attended a faculty panel
regarding certain issues surrounding the vaccine. /d., at 97:22-24, 101:23-102:22.

He also spoke with his mother (“Gayln”) about her views and concerns. /d., at 97:25—
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98:4. Based on his conversations with his mother, Plaintiff understood that she
believed the vaccine was dangerous and that she was adamantly opposed to him
receiving the vaccine. /d., at 102:23—-104:4.

Having sought and consumed all of this information, Plaintiff understood the
religious implications of taking the vaccine by the time he received Dr. Bomgaars’s
email on May 4, 2021. Id., at 96:9-97:9.

A.  Plaintiff Did Not Personally Have Any Objection to the Vaccine,
but His Parents Did.

On May 19, 2021, after his painstaking efforts to educate himself about the
vaccine, Plaintiff sent an unsolicited email to Bomgaars stating, unequivocally, that

he did not oppose the vaccine.

From: Andrew Perry

To: Deb Bomgaars

Subject: COVID Vaccine

Date: Wednesday, May 19, 2021 1:34:42 PM

Good Afternoon Deb,

| personally do not have a problem with the vaccine. The main issue revolves around my parents
beliefs, and concerns. With that being said | want to respect my parent’s opinions and worries as
much as | can, but if it begins to interfere with my nursing education | think that that needs to be
addressed. So would me not getting the vaccine, in your opinion, hinder my nursing education?
Thanks

Andrew Perry

Id. at 106:8—-107:17, 108:22-25; D0151, Defendant’s Exh. 111, Email from Plaintiff
to Bomgaars. Plaintiff was not personally opposed to receiving the vaccine as of
May 19,2021. D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at 112:17-11 (6/10/2025). However, Plaintiff

understood his mother’s strong views, and he was trying to navigate how to
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accommodate her perspective and concerns with the reality that he would need to
receive the vaccine to remain in the nursing program. D0151, Defendant’s Exh. 111,
Email from Plaintiff to Bomgaars.

May 19, 2021 was not the first time Plaintiff communicated with Bomgaars
regarding his predicament. Plaintiff met with Bomgaars on multiple occasions in the
spring of 2021 to discuss the pressure he was facing from his parents to resist the
COVID-19 vaccine. D0193, Tr. Trial Day 2, at 126:2—15 (6/11/2025). In these
meetings, Plaintiff never suggested his religious views had anything to do with
whether he would receive the vaccine. Id., at 126:16-22. Instead, Plaintiff told
Bomgaars his parents did not want him to be vaccinated, and it was not his decision
to make. /d.

Gayln communicated that reality to Bomgaars as well. She flooded
Bomgaars’s email inbox with information in opposition to the vaccine throughout
the summer and fall of 2021. Id., at 121:22-123:19; D0148, Defendant’s Exh. 108,
Emails between Bomgaars and Gayln. Gayln also spoke with Bomgaars over the
phone about her position regarding the COVID-19 vaccine. Bomgaars testified at
trial regarding one such interaction, wherein Gayln emphatically and definitively
stated that Plaintiff would not be receiving the vaccine. D0193, Tr. Trial Day 2, at

123:20-124:7 (6/11/2025). This exchange left Bomgaars with the firm impression

15



that Gayln was dictating whether Plaintiff would receive the vaccine. /d., at 125:10—

14.

B. Plaintiff Remained Willing to Receive the Vaccine in the Fall of
2021, but His Parents Threaten to Cut Off All Financial Support if
He is Vaccinated.

When Plaintiff returned to campus in the fall of 2021 to begin his junior year,
he explained to Bomgaars that his mother still would not let him take the COVID-
19 vaccine. Id., 127:23—-128:6. However, Plaintiff was able to participate in clinicals
that semester because the facility where he was assigned had not yet mandated the
vaccine. D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at 117:23—-118:6 (6/10/2025). Plaintiff continued
to meet with Bomgaars throughout the fall of 2021 to discuss the changing landscape
around vaccine mandates at the University’s various clinical sites. Id., at 119:24—
121:1.

On October 20, 2021, Bomgaars informed Plaintiff that the hospital where he
was scheduled for clinicals the following spring would be requiring the vaccine.
DO0153, Defendant’s Exh. 113, Email from Bomgaars to Plaintiff. In light of this
development, Bomgaars met with Plaintiff several times, at his request, to discuss
his vaccine status. D0193, Tr. Trial Day 2, at 129:1-16 (6/11/2025). Plaintiff
expressed that he was conflicted over whether to receive the vaccine because his

mother was still opposed. /d., at 129:19-130:3. However, Plaintiff had an idea that

would allow him to remain in the nursing program. Plaintiff told Bomgaars that he
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and his father (“Emmett”) were considering Plaintiff taking the vaccine in secret,
behind his mother’s back. /d., at 130:4-11; D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at 121:2-10
(6/10/2025). This was not a one-off proposal. Plaintiff spoke with Bomgaars about
his clandestine plan to secretly receive the vaccine on multiple occasions in the fall
0of2021. D0193, Tr. Trial Day 2, at 131:18-25 (6/11/2025). At no point during their
many meetings did Plaintiff ever tell Bomgaars that his religious views were
impacting his decision-making. /d., at 129:24—-130:3. These discussions reinforced
what Bomgaars already believed to be true — Plaintiff was willing to receive the
vaccine, and Gayln was the reason he had not been vaccinated. /d., at 131:11-17.

During this period, Plaintiff also spoke with his parents about the possibility
of receiving the vaccine so he could participate in clinical rotations. D0141,
Defendant’s Exh. 102-2, Perry’s Texts with Emmett, p. 1. On November 1, 2021,
Plaintiff told his father that he needed to have a conversation with his mother about
the vaccine. D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at 136:16-137:3 (6/10/2025). At this point,
Plaintiff was willing to receive the vaccine. D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at 142:7-10
(6/10/2025). However, Plaintiff promised his mother that he would consult with her
before moving forward. Id., at 142:2—6; D0141, Defendant’s Exh. 102-2, Perry’s
Texts with Emmett, p. 1.

Plaintiff was unsuccessful in convincing his mother to change her stance.

When Plaintiff told his mother that he wanted to receive the vaccine, she responded

17



by threatening to cut off all of his financial support. D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at
63:24-64:4, 155:4-156:10 (6/10/2025). At the time, Plaintiff was totally financially
dependent on his parents. /d., at 159:19-22. They paid for his college tuition, his
housing costs, his meal plan, and they regularly provided him spending money for
other expenses. /d., at 158:2—159:17. Plaintiff understood that his mother’s threat
applied to all financial support he received from his parents. /d., at 159:24—160:2.

Ultimately, Plaintiff abandoned his plan to receive the COVID-19 vaccine and
proceeded down a new path. After months of telling Bomgaars that he had no issue
with the vaccine and that his parents were forcing him to refuse it, Plaintiff claimed
that he had a religious objection to the vaccine. D0156, Defendant’s Exh. 116,
Plaintiff’s Request for Religious Exemption.

II. PLAINTIFF REQUESTS A RELGIOUS EXEMPTION.

On November 14, 2021, Plaintiff submitted a request for a religious
exemption from the COVID-19 vaccine. (/d.). The religious conviction
underpinning Plaintiff’s exemption request, according to Plaintiff, was his belief that
his body is a temple made in God’s image, and he could not knowingly put
something harmful into his body. D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at 128:5-25 (6/10/2025).
Applying that concept to the COVID-19 vaccine, Plaintiff testified that his decision
to seek a religious exemption was driven by his conclusion that the vaccine was

harmful and potentially life-threatening. Id., at 131:5-20, 142:11-14.
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The Committee denied Plaintiff’s request on December 2, 2021. DO157,
Defendant’s Exh. 117, Dordt’s Exemption Denial Letter. The Committee’s decision
was driven by multiple factors. As a threshold matter, Plaintiff failed to satisfy the
Committee’s eligibility criteria for a religious exemption, which Baart had
previously communicated to Plaintiff. D0193, Tr. Trial Day 2, at 86:9-19
(6/11/2025); D0154, Defendant’s Exh. 114, Email between Plaintiff and Baart.
Plaintiff did not submit a denominational statement expressing opposition to the
vaccine, nor evidence that he previously sought religious exemptions from vaccines.
(D0193, Tr. Trial Day 2, at 86:9-19 (6/11/2025). The Committee denied Plaintiff’s
exemption request, in part, due to these omissions. /d., at 86:9—19.

In addition to failing to satisfy the eligibility criteria, Baart was also aware of
Plaintiff’s many statements to Bomgaars disclaiming any personal opposition to the
vaccine. /d., at 86:20—87:12. Specifically, Baart knew of Plaintiff’s May 19, 2021
email, and he was also aware that Plaintiff approached Bomgaars with a plan to
secretly receive the vaccine behind his mother’s back. /d. at 86:25-87:12. While not
expressly referenced in the denial letter, Plaintiff’s many past representations that he
was willing to receive the vaccine and was focused primarily on appeasing his
mother reinforced the Committee’s decision. /d., at 87:22-25.

Following the denial, Plaintiff’s father requested a meeting with Baart to

discuss options moving forward. /d., at 89:15-90:16. The two met on December 13,
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2021. Id. During the meeting, Plaintiff’s father raised the idea of Plaintiff getting
the vaccine without his mother’s knowledge. /d., at 90:17-91:7. This interaction left
Baart confident that the Committee made the correct decision in denying Plaintiff’s
request for a religious exemption, as Gayln’s wishes, not Plaintiff’s supposed

religious beliefs, had prompted Plaintiff to request the exemption. /d., at 91:8-92:2.

III. PLAINTIFF LOBBIED HIS PARENTS TO RECEIVE THE VACCINE
AFTER DORDT DENIED HIS REQUEST FOR AN EXEMPTION.

Plaintiff did not receive the vaccine after the Committee denied his
exemption. D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at 183:15-17 (6/10/2025). As a result, Plaintiff
could not continue to progress through Dordt’s nursing program in the spring of
2022. Id., at 38:4-23. Instead, Plaintiff remained enrolled at Dordt during that
semester and took courses towards an Associate’s degree. 1d.

During his final semester at Dordt, Plaintiff remained willing to receive the
vaccine and continue his nursing education at Dordt. In fact, receiving the vaccine
was Plaintiff’s preferred course of action. /d., at 157:10-15. However, his mother’s
threat of financial abandonment loomed large in his mind. Plaintiff testified that
from January 2022 through May 2022, his mother’s threat was animating his
decision-making around the vaccine. Id., at 180:1-5. Plaintiff’s contemporaneous
text messages from that period confirm as much.

In January 2022, Plaintiff exchanged several text messages with his sister

about his vaccine status. D0143, Defendant’s Exh. 103, Texts Between Plaintiff and
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his Sister, at pp. 1-2. Plaintiff explained that while he had considered receiving the

vaccine, he ruled out that option due to his mother’s threats:

Yeah it’s bull shit but it too late to
change my mind at this point.

You could change your mind and
know that you did everything you
could

I've thought about that but mom and
dad have hired a lawyer and mom
told me that if | got the vaccine she
would no longer pay for my
schooling. It's kinda messed up but
both my parents and my school have
backed me in a corner

Id. At the time Plaintiff texted his sister in January 2022, he was still willing to
receive the vaccine. D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at 168:1-13 (6/10/2025). Yet, he chose
not to pursue that path for fear that his mother would make good on her threat. /d.
This concern continued to weigh on Plaintiff’s mind months later. /d., at 167:18-22.

Throughout the spring of 2022, Plaintiff continued to explore the possibility
of receiving the vaccine. /d., at 168:14—169:4. In April, Plaintiff texted his mother
about the negative impact the vaccine saga was having on his college experience.
DO0134, Defendant’s Exh. 101-2, Texts Between Plaintiff and Gayln, at p. 6. Plaintiff
admitted that, when he sent the text, he was hoping his mother would relent and give
her blessing so he could receive the vaccine and remain at Dordt. D0194, Tr. Trial

Day 1, at 171:4-172:18 (6/10/2025). This hope persisted into May of 2022 when
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Plaintiff texted his mother that he wanted to revisit the possibility of getting the
vaccine so he could return to Dordt in the fall. D0134, Defendant’s Exh. 101-2, Texts
Between Plaintiff and Gayln, at p. 14-15. Given her prior threats, Plaintiff felt like
he needed his mother’s permission before taking the vaccine. D0194, Tr. Trial Day
1,at 176:22—177:2, 180:15-20 (6/10/2025). In fact, Plaintiff testified under oath that
if his mother had given her blessing, he likely would have taken the vaccine in May
2022. Id., at 184:19-185:13.

Gayln was unyielding in her position. Thus, in the face of her financial
coercion, Plaintiff transferred to Palm Beach Atlantic University (“PBA”) in the fall
of 2022 to continue pursuing his nursing degree. Id., at 39:24-40:8, 41:19-42:3.

Additional facts are discussed below, as necessary, with appropriate citations
to the record.

ARGUMENT

“I personally do not have a problem with the vaccine. The main issue revolves
around my parent’s [sic] beliefs, and concerns.” DO151, Defendant’s Exh. 111,
Email from Plaintiff to Bomgaars. It is difficult to craft a more succinct, accurate
synopsis of this case. These are Perry’s own words from an email he never thought
his mother would see. They represent a candid expression of his position on the
vaccine and his difficulty navigating his parents’ demands — not his religious views.

Despite his efforts to walk back these words, to equivocate about their meaning, and
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to explain them away, the district court was not persuaded. The district court rightly
concluded, based on substantial evidence, that this statement accurately reflected
Perry’s state of mind not only at the time he sent this email, but at all points relevant
to this case.

For the year that followed his email, Perry always remained willing to receive
the vaccine. But when Perry attempted to speak with his mother about the possibility
of receiving the vaccine, she responded by threatening to cut off all of his financial
support. The weight of this threat was significant, considering Perry was completely
financially dependent on his parents. Thus, from that point forward, the prospect of
being financially abandoned drove Perry’s decision-making around the vaccine.
Perry confirmed as much in text messages to his sister, text messages to his mother,
and throughout his trial testimony.

If Perry had a sincere religious objection to the vaccine, his mother would
have no reason to resort to financial coercion. Perry was not exercising his religious
prerogative when he declined the COVID-19 vaccine; he was simply obeying his
mother. The district court reached the same conclusion based on the significant and
substantial evidence presented at trial, and Perry cannot demonstrate that its ruling
and judgment were unsupported by the evidence or the result of any legal error. As

such, Perry’s appeal should be denied and the district court’s judgment affirmed.
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L. THE DISTRICT COURT’S RULING FOLLOWING A BENCH
TRIAL WAS SUPPORTED BY SUBSTANTIAL EVIDENCE AND
FREE FROM LEGAL ERROR.

Dordt agrees that Perry preserved the issues presented for appeal. Dordt
further agrees that following a bench trial, the standard of review on all issues is for
correction of errors at law and for findings of fact not supported by substantial
evidence. lowa R. App. P. 6.907.

The district court’s Ruling and Judgment in favor of Dordt should be affirmed.
Perry could not demonstrate that he had a sincere religious objection to the COVID-
19 vaccine. On the contrary, Perry affirmatively represented to Bomgaars that he
had no personal objection to the vaccine, but his mother concluded it was dangerous
and instructed him to refuse the vaccine. The record makes clear that Perry was
always ready and willing to receive the vaccine. The only obstacle was not his
religious conviction, but his mother’s threat to cut off all financial support if Perry
defied her. To that end, both Perry and his father spoke with Dordt representatives
about Perry secretly receiving the vaccine behind his mother’s back. This proposal
further demonstrated that Perry’s claimed religious beliefs had nothing to do with
his exemption request. The district court agreed.

Relying on the significant evidence presented at trial, the district court

concluded that Perry did not have a sincere religious objection to the vaccine,

thereby dooming his religious discrimination claim. In bringing this appeal, Perry
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takes the position that the district court erred in holding Perry to the elements of his
claim. Perry argues Dordt and the district court were obligated to take him at his
word that he had a sincere religious objection to receiving the vaccine. But that begs
the question — which words and at what point? Through his contemporaneous
statements to Dordt representatives, his text messages, and his trial testimony, Perry
made clear that his religious convictions played no role in his refusal to receive the
vaccine. But more importantly, Perry’s suggestion that he need not establish the
sincerity of a religious belief finds no support in the law of this state or any other
jurisdiction.

Because the district court’s findings were supported by substantial evidence
in the record, and its analysis was free from any legal error, its Ruling and Judgment

must be affirmed.

A. The District Court’s Findings of Fact Are Dispositive and
Supported by Substantial Evidence.

The district court’s Ruling turned on a factual question that it resolved in
Dordt’s favor. The district court concluded, in its capacity as the trier of fact, that
Perry’s request for a religious exemption from the COVID-19 vaccine was not the
product of a sincere religious belief. The district court’s Ruling included a thorough
discussion of the evidence supporting its finding that Perry’s claimed religious belief

was not sincere and further explained that it did not find Perry’s trial testimony
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credible. These findings and the district court’s credibility assessment are dispositive
here.

The threshold issue in every religious discrimination case is whether a
plaintiff has a sincerely held religious belief. See United States v. Seeger, 380 U.S.
163, 185 (1965). Sincerity is an element of the claim. See discussion infra Section
[.LB.1. As such, Perry had the burden of demonstrating that his request for an
exemption was based on a sincere religious belief. After weighing the evidence and
assessing the credibility of the witnesses, the district court concluded that Perry

failed to carry his burden. Judgement for Dordt necessarily followed.

1 The Standard of Review Dictates the Qutcome of this Appeal.

This appeal begins and ends with the standard of review. In a religious
discrimination case, the sincerity question is a fact issue resolved by the trier of fact.
See Wright v. Honeywell Int’l, Inc., 148 F.4th 779, 783 (5th Cir. 2025) (“The
sincerity of a person's religious belief is a question of fact unique to each case.”)
(emphasis added). As such, the district court’s factual conclusion that Perry’s
claimed religious belief was insincere can only be set aside if it was not supported
by the trial record.

The district court’s findings of fact have the effect of a special verdict and are
binding on the supreme court if they are supported by substantial evidence.

NevadaCare, Inc. v. Dep’t of Human Servs., 783 N.W.2d 459, 465 (Iowa 2010).
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“Evidence is substantial for purposes of sustaining a finding of fact when a
reasonable mind would accept it as adequate to reach a conclusion.” Id. at 468; see
also Tim O’Neill Chevrolet v. Forristall, 551 N.W.2d 611, 614 (Iowa 1996)
(“Evidence is substantial if reasonable minds could accept it as adequate to reach the
same findings.”). The ultimate question is whether the evidence supports the district
court’s finding, not whether it could support a different finding. NevadaCare, 783
N.W.2d at 468; see also Van Oort Constr. Co. v. Nuckoll's Concrete Serv., Inc., 599
N.W.2d 684, 691 (Iowa 1999); Tim O’Neill Chevrolet, 551 N.W.2d at 614 (“[I]n our
review, the question we face is not whether the evidence might support a different
finding, but whether the evidence supports the findings actually made.”).

Iowa appellate courts are highly deferential to the factual findings of the
district court. “When the challenge to the district court’s ruling is lack of substantial
evidence, we view the evidence in the light most favorable to the judgment. In our
review, we liberally construe the district court’s findings to uphold, rather than
defeat, the result reached.” Tim O'Neill Chevrolet, 551 N.W.2d at 614; see also
NevadaCare, 783 N.W.2d at 468.

The fact that some evidence may contradict the district court’s findings does
not invalidate those findings. “The trier of fact-here, the district court-has the
prerogative to determine which evidence is entitled to belief.” 7im O ’Neill

Chevrolet, 551 N.W.2d at 614. That is particularly true with respect to the district
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court’s assessment of witness credibility and conflicting testimony. As this Court
recently recognized, “great weight is accorded the findings of the trial court, because
the witnesses are before him and he is in a far better position to pass upon their
credibility than is this court, which is limited to the printed record.” Hora v. Hora, 5
N.W.3d 635, 645 (Iowa 2024). It is not the role of this Court to weigh the evidence
or credibility of witnesses; this Court’s task is “to determine whether substantial
evidence supports the district court’s findings according to those witnesses whom
the court believed.” Tim O’Neill Chevrolet, 551 N.W.2d at 614 (explaining the
district court has the better opportunity to evaluate witness credibility, and factual
disputes are best resolved by the district court).

Perry cannot overcome the deferential standard of review that applies to the
district court’s finding on sincerity, or lack thereof. He hopes the Court will step in
as a de novo trier of fact by crediting his testimony that the district court found
uncredible and disregarding the substantial evidence the district court citied in
support of its findings. But Perry cannot look to this Court to reassess the record and
cast aside the district court’s well-supported factual finding on the issue of sincerity.
See Tim O’Neill Chevrolet, 551 N.W.2d at 61; Hora, 5 N.W.3d at 645 (discussing
the role of an appellate court in cases involving conflicting evidence and credibility

assessment).
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For these reasons, and those discussed below, this Court should not disturb

the district court’s finding that Perry lacked a sincere religious objection.

2. The Record Overwhelmingly Supports the District Court’s
Findings.

After a two-day bench trial, the district court issued its Ruling and Judgment
in favor of Dordt. The district court’s Ruling included various findings of fact, with
reference to the trial record, that dictated judgment in Dordt’s favor. These findings
included the following:

e Perry was trying to convince his parents to agree to let him receive the

COVID-19 vaccine. D0184, District Court Ruling, at p. 4 (9/26/2025).

e Perry’s mother threatened to cut off all financial assistance to Perry if he

received the COVID-19 vaccine. /d.

e Perry was 100% financially dependent on his parents. /d.
e For several months, Perry agonized over a way to obtain the COVID-19

vaccine so that he could remain in Dordt’s clinical program. /d.

e Perry requested a religious exemption because he could not convince his

mother to allow him to receive the COVID-19 vaccine. Id., at 7.

e Perry’s testimony that he requested an exemption for religious reasons was not

credible. Id., at 9.
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e Perry decided not to get the vaccine so his parents would continue to pay for
his education. /d., at 10.

e Perry requested an exemption to please his parents and to ensure he could
finance his education; his request was not driven by religious beliefs. /d.

e Perry’s trial testimony was inconsistent with his deposition testimony in
several respects, which contributed to the Court’s conclusion that he was not
credible or sincere regarding his claimed religious beliefs. /d.

Each of these findings were supported by substantial evidence. Indeed, the
overwhelming evidence presented at trial proved that Perry’s refusal to receive the
COVID-19 vaccine had nothing to do with a religious conviction.?

As he explained in his own words in May 2021, Perry “personally [did] not
have a problem with the vaccine.” D0151, Defendant’s Exh. 111, Email from
Plaintiff to Bomgaars. It is not often that a party invoking a religious objection has
previously admitted, explicitly in writing, that he does not actually have a religious
objection. But that smoking gun exists in this case. At trial, Perry attempted to walk

back this admission. He testified that he sent the email “out of fear” and because he

2 Perry suggests the Court’s factual finding on sincerity was based solely on evidence
that Perry was not totally consistent in his observance of his claimed belief.
Appellant Brief, pp. 19-20, 25. While the district court noted Perry’s selective
invocation of his claimed belief, its factual findings did not rest on that evidence.
The district court merely cited it as “additional reasons” supporting its finding.
DO0184, District Court Ruling, at p. 9 (9/26/2025).
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“wasn’t trying to ruffle any feathers.” D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at 108:11-12, 109:16—
17, 110:1-2 (6/10/2025). Perry’s post-hoc attempt to contextualize his unequivocal
written statements was the product of his parents’ ongoing efforts to manipulate and
control. Perry testified that his parents coached him about how to explain the May
19th email and specifically workshopped how to reconcile his statements with his
subsequent request for a religious exemption. /d. at 113:12—-114:20. Perry offered a
rehearsed explanation at trial that was inconsistent with his contemporaneous
statements and his sworn deposition testimony, wherein he confirmed that he was not
opposed to the vaccine as of May 19, 2021. Id. at 112:23—-113:11. The district court
made an affirmative finding that Perry’s testimony was not credible in this respect.
DO0184, District Court Ruling, at p. 5 (9/26/2025).

While Perry’s admissions in his May 19, 2021 email are critical, the record is
rife with additional evidence supporting the district court’s findings. Perry claims his
position on the vaccine changed after sending the email, and by the time he submitted
his request for an exemption in November 2021, he had developed a religious
objection. However, Perry’s representations and conduct throughout the fall of 2021
and the spring of 2022 demonstrate that his objection to the vaccine was contrived
and had nothing to do with his religious beliefs, but everything to do with pacifying

his mother.
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Bomgaars’s testimony is particularly instructive on this point and demonstrates
that Perry’s position on the vaccine remained consistent between May and November
2021. Bomgaars testified that Perry met with her repeatedly throughout the fall of
2021, and at no time did he express any religious objection to receiving the COVID-
19 vaccine. D0193, Tr. Trial Day 2, at 129:24—-130:3 (6/11/2025). In fact, Bomgaars
testified that on multiple occasions, Perry told her he was considering receiving the
vaccine behind his mother’s back so he could stay at Dordt. /d., at 130:4-11, 131:18—
25; D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at 121:2-10 (6/10/2025). Baart testified that he had a
similar conversation with Perry’s father. After Perry’s religious exemption was
denied, Emmett met with Baart and discussed Perry secretly receiving the vaccine
behind his mother’s back. D0193, Tr. Trial Day 2, at 90:17-91:7 (6/11/2025).

Perry’s May 19, 2021 email and the testimony of Bomgaars and Baart were
not the only evidence supporting the district court’s finding, though they would be
sufficient. Perry’s trial testimony confirmed that his request for an exemption had
nothing to do with his supposed religious conviction. Perry testified that as of
November 1, 2021, he was considering receiving the COVID-19 vaccine, but he felt
that he needed to consult with his mother before moving forward. D0194, Tr. Trial
Day 1, at 136:4-137:3, 142:2-10 (6/10/2025); D0141, Defendant’s Exh. 102-2,
Perry’s Texts with Emmett, p. 1. Plaintiff testified he told his mother he wanted to

receive the vaccine, and she responded by threatening to cut off all of his financial
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support. D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at 63:24—64:4, 155:4-156:10 (6/10/2025). Perry
remained willing to receive the vaccine in the spring of 2022. Id., at 157:10-15.
However, Plaintiff was totally financially dependent on his parents, and his mother’s
threat of financial abandonment impacted his decision-making. /d., at 158:2—160:2,
180:1-5.

Perry’s text messages with his family also confirm his vaccine status had
nothing to do with a religious belief. In January 2022, Perry exchanged text
messages with his sister explaining that he had considered receiving the vaccine, but
he ruled out that option due to his mother’s threats. D0143, Defendant’s Exh. 103,
Texts Between Plaintiff and his Sister, at pp. 1-2. Perry also testified that he was
willing to receive the vaccine in January 2022, but he chose not to pursue that path
for fear that his mother would make good on her threat. D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at
167:23-168:13 (6/10/2025).

Perry testified that he continued to explore the possibility of receiving the
vaccine in the spring of 2022. Id., at 168:14—-169:4. In April, Perry texted his mother
about the negative impact the vaccine saga was having on his college experience.
DO0134, Defendant’s Exh. 101-2, Texts Between Plaintiff and Gayln, at p. 6. Perry
testified that when he sent the text in April 2022, he was hoping his mother would
relent and give her blessing so he could receive the vaccine. D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1,

at 171:4-172:18 (6/10/2025). That hope persisted into May 2022. In fact, Perry
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testified that if his mother had given her blessing, he likely would have taken the
vaccine in May 2022. Id., at 184:19-185:13.

It is also important to note the language Perry used when communicating with
his parents about the vaccine issue. When Perry was imploring his mother to let him
receive the vaccine in May 2022, he begged her to “please think deeply about what
you are asking of me.” Id. at 180:21-181:5; D0134, Defendant’s Exh. 101-2, Texts
Between Plaintiff and Gayln, at pp. 14-15 (emphasis added). If Perry had a sincere
religious objection, his mother would not need to ask him to do anything. His
religious conviction would compel him to oppose the vaccine on his own accord.
The same is true of his mother’s threat to cut off all financial support. There would
be no reason for Perry’s mother to leverage him to resist the vaccine if his own
religious convictions already drove him to abstain. Finally, Plaintiff’s willingness to
secretly receive the vaccine behind his mother’s back flies in the face of a sincere
religious objection. This proposed course of action demonstrates, without question,
that the entire exemption process was an exercise to humor his mother.

Finally, outside of his own admissions, perhaps the most striking evidence
undermining the sincerity of Perry’s religious objection was the role he played
administering the vaccine to his classmates. In the Spring of 2021, Perry volunteered
to participate in a COVID-19 clinic at Dordt. D0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at 142:15—

143:21 (6/10/2025). The nature of Perry’s involvement in the clinic is also notable.
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Perry’s role was not clerical or administrative. He was not simply signing up his
classmates, coordinating appointments, or helping fill-out paperwork. Perry was
directly injecting his fellow-students with a vaccine that he claimed was so harmful
and potentially deadly that his own religious conviction compelled him to abstain.
Id., at 142:19-20. Perry was paid for the time he spent injecting his classmates. /d.,
at 145:6-8. It is impossible to square Perry’s role in administering the vaccine to his
classmates with his proffered religious belief.

Perry was always ready and willing to receive the vaccine. This was true from
the time he notified Bomgaars on May 19, 2021 that he personally did not have a
problem with the vaccine through the following May 2022 when he pled with his
mother to allow him to receive the vaccine so he could remain at Dordt. His views
never changed during that period. This conclusion is firmly established through
significant record evidence, including Perry’s testimony, his text messages, and his
written and verbal statements to Dordt representatives. The table below summarizes
the operative timeline and overwhelming evidence that proves Perry only resisted the

vaccine at his mother’s instruction:

Date Plaintiff’s Position on the Vaccine

May 19, | Perry emails Bomgaars that he does not oppose the vaccine, and the
2021 main issue revolves around his parents’ beliefs. Defendant’s Exh. 111,
Email from Plaintiff to Bomgaars.
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Aug. Perry returns to campus and tells Bomgaars his mother still would not

2021 let him receive the COVID-19 vaccine. D0193, Tr. Trial Day 2, at
127:23—-128:6 (6/11/2025).

Fall 2021 | Perry tells Bomgaars he is considering getting the vaccine behind his
mother’s back. Perry never mentions religion. /d. at 129:1-130:11.

Nov. Perry is still considering receiving the vaccine. D0194, Tr. Trial Day

2021 1, at 136:4-137:3, 142:2-10 (6/10/2025).

Nov. Perry tells his mother he wants to receive the vaccine, and she

2021 responds by threatening to cut off financial support. /d., at 63:24—64:4,
155:4-156:10.

Nov. 14, | Perry requests his religious exemption. D0156, Defendant’s Exh. 116,

2021 Plaintiff’s Request for Religious Exemption.

Dec. 13, | Perry’s father approaches Baart about Perry receiving the vaccine

2021 behind his mother’s back. D0193, Tr. Trial Day 2, at 90:17-91:7
(6/11/2025).

Jan. 2022 | Perry remains willing to receive the vaccine but felt he could not take
the vaccine because his mother threatened to stop paying his tuition.
DO0194, Tr. Trial Day 1, at 167:23—-168:13 (6/10/2025).

Spring Perry wants to receive the vaccine so he could stay at Dordt with his

2022 friends. 1d., at 156:5-12, 157:10-15.

Apr. 2022 | Perry hoped his mother would relent and allow him to receive the
vaccine and stay at Dordt. /d., at 171:4-172:18.

May 2022 | Perry admits that he likely would have taken the vaccine if his mother

would have given her blessing. Id., at 184:19—185:13.
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Jan —May | Plaintiff’s decision making around the vaccine was impacted by his
2022 mother’s threat of financial abandonment. /d., at 180:1-5.

In resolving the sincerity question, the district court did not “stray into the
realm of religious inquiry” or “undertake to dissect religious beliefs” as Perry
suggests. Appellant’s Brief, at p. 26. The district court did not have to speculate about
what Perry was thinking or feeling about the vaccine as it related to his supposed
religious beliefs because Perry repeatedly articulated his position on the subject. The
district court simply gave effect to Perry’s trial testimony and his many
contemporaneous statements expressing his view.

As Perry explained at trial, “convictions don’t just stop and start.” D0194, Tr.
Trial Day 1, at 97:6—7 (6/10/2025). Dordt agrees. Religious convictions do not ebb
and flow from one day to the next depending on whether they are personally
expedient in the moment. The district court’s factual finding that Perry lacked a
sincere religious objection to the COVID-19 vaccine was supported by substantial
evidence and should be affirmed. Any other outcome, on this record, would render
the sincerity element of a religious discrimination claim a dead letter.

B.  The District Court’s Analysis Was Free From Legal Error.

The district court issued judgment in Dordt’s favor after concluding Perry
failed to establish the sincerity element of his religious discrimination claim. On

appeal, Perry argues the district court erred by holding him to his burden of proof on
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this element of his claim. Perry argues the district court was obligated to take him at
his word that his objection to the COVID-19 objection was based on a sincere
religious belief, and any inquiry into the sincerity of his claimed religious belief was
out of bounds.

According to Perry, courts must take the sincerity element as a given in all
cases and assume a proffered religious belief is sincere anytime a litigant says so,
even in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary. Perry offers no support
— from this Court or any other — to support his sweeping assertion that religious
discrimination plaintiffs are excused from proving a discrete element of their claim.
Perry’s lack of authority is unsurprising considering his position grossly misstates

the law.

L The District Court Did Not Err by Requiring Perry to Prove the
Sincerity Element of his Claim.

To establish his claim of religious discrimination, Perry must prove that he
had a bona fide religious belief that conflicted with him receiving the COVID-19
vaccine. Ollis v. HearthStone Homes, Inc., 495 F.3d 570, 575 (8th Cir. 2007). “A
religious belief if ‘bona fide’ if the plaintiff establishes that it is both religious and
‘sincerely held.”” Id. (emphasis added). While the validity of a religious belief
should not be closely scrutinized, the sincerity of the belief must be established in

every case. See United States v. Seeger, 380 U.S. 163, 185 (1965) (explaining that a
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party must demonstrate that their religious belief is sincerely held). “To be sure we
have ruled ... that the truth of a belief is not open to question; rather, the question is
whether the objector’s beliefs are truly held.” Gillette v. United States, 401 U.S. 437,
457 (1971) (cleaned up).

As explained above, Perry has admitted away the sincerity element of his
claim. Apparently recognizing that reality, Perry argues the district court should
have turned a blind eye. He maintains that courts — even when functioning as the
trier of fact — cannot probe the sincerity of a litigant’s religious belief and must
actively disregard all contradictory evidence, including repeated and explicit
statements disclaiming any religious view. This premise could not be more false.

Sincerity is the threshold question in any religious objection case, and litigants
must prove the sincerity of their beliefs as an element of their claims. Seeger, 380
U.S. at 185; see also Kluge v. Brownsburg Cmty. Sch. Corp., 150 F4th 792, 811 (7th
Cir. 2025) (acknowledging that plaintiffs bear the burden of stablishing that they
truly hold their claimed religious belief). Chief Justice Roberts explained this
concept during oral arguments in April 2025: “[O]ur religious -- religion clause
jurisprudence does have the element of sincerity.” Transcript of Oral Argument at
22, Mahmoud v. Taylor, No. 24-297 (U.S. April 22, 2025),

https://www.supremecourt.gov/oral_arguments/argument_transcripts/2024/24-

297 p8k0.pdf. Justice Kavanaugh also echoed this sentiment during argument: “And
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then, in terms of sincerity, in other words, if you’re lying about your religious
belief, that can be inquired into . . . .” /d. at 39 (emphasis added).

As the Justices of the United States Supreme Court emphasized less than two
months before the trial in this action, sincerity matters when it comes to religious
objections. Perry cannot hide from this fact. The sincerity of Perry’s religious belief
is an element of his claim, and neither Dordt nor the district court were required to
take his claim at face value, particularly considering the substantial evidence that

contradicts Perry having any religious objection whatsoever.

2. The Concept of Judicial Shyness Does Not Tie the District
Court’s Hands.

In arguing that the district court erred in evaluating the sincerity of his
supposed religious belief, Perry invokes the principle of judicial shyness.
Appellant’s Brief, pp. 24-26. Perry cites several decisions from the Fifth Circuit
Court of Appeals to argue the judicial inquiry into the sincerity of a person’s
religious belief should be handled with a light touch, or judicial shyness, and a
plaintiff’s “credible assertions” are all that is needed to establish sincerity.
Appellant’s Brief, pp. 26; Wright v. Honeywell Int’l, Inc., 148 F.4th 779, 783 (5th
Cir. 2025); Tangore v. United States, 735 F.3d 324, 328 (5th Cir. 2013).

These concepts have no application here. Both Wright and Tangore involved

appeals from a summary judgment order, not adverse rulings following a bench trial
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where the district court was functioning as the trier of fact. In Wright and Tangore,
the Fifth Circuit reversed the district court’s award of summary judgment in favor
of the defendant after concluding a genuine issue of material fact existed with respect
to the sincerity of the plaintiffs’ religious beliefs. The discussion of judicial shyness
in Wright and Tangore had nothing to do with the degree to which a fact finder
could scrutinize a litigant’s sincerity.

Here, the district court resolved the factual dispute on the sincerity question
in its capacity as fact finder. Perry does not cite a single case wherein an appellate
court reversed a fact finder’s determination that a litigant was insincere in their
claimed religious belief. That comes as no surprise considering the sincerity question
turns on credibility determinations best made by the finder of fact. See Moussazadeh
v. Tex. Dep’t of Crim. Just., 703 F.3d 781 (explaining the sincerity determination
turns on a credibility assessment); Franks v. Nebraska, 4:10cv3145,2012 U.S. Dist.
LEXIS 2829, *40 (D. Neb. January 10, 2012) (explaining the sincerity issue involves
credibility determinations that are appropriate for the trier of fact). As such, Wright
and Tangore have no application here, nor does the doctrine of judicial shyness.

Perry further argues a plaintiff’s “credible assertions™ are all that is needed to
establish sincerity. Appellant’s Brief, pp. 26. Even assuming that standard is correct,
Perry cannot meet it. Perry submitted his request for a religious exemption only after

explicitly disclaiming, in writing, any objection to the COVID-19 vaccine and after
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telling Bomgaars that he was considering receiving the vaccine in secret behind his
mother’s back. Given this backdrop, Perry’s claimed religious objection was not
credible on its face. And more importantly, the question of credibility is a factual
issue for the trier of fact, which the district court resolved in Dordt’s favor. That
finding cannot be set aside on this record.?

The district court did not express any view as to the validity, wisdom, or
soundness of the religious belief that Perry advanced — that his body was a temple
made in God’s image. Nor did this district court opine as to whether that belief was
religious in nature, or whether abstention from vaccines was actually mandated by
Perry’s faith. Perry spends much of his brief discussing why such determinations
would be inappropriate for any judicial body. That may well be true, but the district
court did not engage in that analysis here. Instead, the district court merely concluded
that Perry did not seek an exemption based on his articulated belief. The district
court found, after receiving all the evidence, that Perry’s invocation of religion to
avoid the COVID-19 vaccine was insincere, and he only sought an exemption as a

result of the extreme financial coercion applied by his mother.

3 Perry argues that Dordt was not aware of the evidence undermining the sincerity
of his religious belief when it denied his exemption. That representation is untrue.
The Committee was aware of Perry’s prior email to Bomgaars that he had no
objection to the vaccine, as well as his discussions about receiving the vaccine
behind his mother’s back. This information reinforced the decision to deny his
exemption. D0193, Tr. Trial Day 2, at 86:9-87:25 (6/11/2025).
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3. The District Court Did Not Err in Applying the McDonnell
Douglas Burden Shifting Framework.

Perry argues the district court erred by utilizing the McDonnell Douglas
burden shifting regime in its analysis. Perry asserts that he established his claim
through direct evidence of discrimination, and the McDonnell Douglas framework
is only appropriate in cases involving indirect or circumstantial evidence of
discrimination.

As an initial matter, Perry’s failure to prove sincerity renders all remaining
analysis moot. Sincerity is the threshold issue in every religious discrimination
claim. One cannot be discriminated against on the basis of their religion if the
individual does not hold a sincere religious belief. Because Plaintiff failed to prove
the sincerity element of his claim, the Court’s subsequent analysis is immaterial and
cannot affect the outcome. In other words, even assuming the district court used the
wrong analytical framework, which it did not, Perry’s claim still fails for lack of
sincerity.

In any case, the district court did not err by applying McDonnell Douglas
because Perry has no direct evidence of discrimination. Perry argues the fact that
Dordt granted another student a religious exemption from the COVID-19 vaccine is
direct evidence of discrimination. If that were true, then every disparate treatment
case under Title VII or the lowa Civil Rights Act would necessarily involve direct

evidence. Of course, that is not the case.
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Dordt’s decision to deny Perry’s exemption request was not discriminatory.
The University made this decision for two reasons (1) Perry did not satisfy the
Committee’s eligibility criteria by providing a denominational statement and
evidence or past opposition to vaccines on religious grounds;* and (2) the Committee
was aware of Plaintiff’s prior representations that he had no objection to the vaccine
and was willing to receive it behind his mother’s back. D0193, Tr. Trial Day 2, at
86:9-87:25 (6/11/2025). Dordt treated Perry the same as every other student who
failed to meet its criteria by denying his request. Perry cannot identify any students
who received a religious exemption without providing a denomination statement,
and he certainly cannot point to a student who received a religious exemption after
explicitly admitting they had no religious objection to the vaccine.

In other words, Dordt was not passing judgment on Perry’s proffered religious
belief one way or another when it denied his exemption. Dordt made its decision by:
(1) applying the criteria it developed pursuant to its own institutional values and faith

tradition; (2) relying on Perry’s prior representations to faculty.

* Dordt understands that Perry takes issues with its criteria. However, as a religious
institution itself, it was Dordt’s prerogative to craft criteria for assessing the sincerity
of its students’ requests for religious exemptions. Indeed, Dordt enjoys immunity
from a religious discrimination claim by operation of lowa Code § 216.9(2).
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C. If the Court Reverses the District Court, this Matter Must Be
Remanded for Adjudication of Dordt’s Immunity Defense.

Dordt advanced an immunity defense under lowa Code § 216.9(2) at trial and
in its post-hearing brief. D0182, Dordt’s Post-Trial Brief, at pp. 21-26 (8/18/2025).
Put succinctly, the lowa Civil Rights Act exempts religious entities from claims of
religious discrimination in certain contexts. Under the Act, bona fide religious
institutions do not engage in religious discrimination by imposing qualifications
based on religion, when such qualifications are related to a bona fide religious
purpose. See Iowa Code 216.9(2). Dordt is a bona fide religious institution that
developed qualifications for religious exemptions that were based on religion and
were tethered to Dordt’s religious purpose and tradition. As such, Dordt is immune
from Perry’s religious discrimination claim.

Having concluded that Perry lacked a sincere religious belief, the district court
did not address Dordt’s immunity defense in its Ruling. In the event this Court
reverses the district court, which it should not, the case should be remanded to the

district court for adjudication of Dordt’s immunity defense.

II. THE DISTRICT COURT DID NOT ABUSE ITS DISCRETION BY
DENYING PERRY’S MOTION TO REOPEN THE RECORD.

Dordt agrees that Perry preserved the issues presented for appeal. Dordt
further agrees that this Court should review the district court’s denial of Perry’s

motion to reopen the record for abuse of discretion.
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On August 4, 2025, nearly two months after the close of evidence, Perry filed
a motion to reopen the record to admit a 12-page exhibit, which purportedly related
to Perry’s alleged damages. DO0179, Plaintiff’s Motion to Reopen Record,
(8/4/2025). Exercising its significant discretion on such matters, the district court
denied Perry’s motion. D0183, Order Denying Plaintiff’s Motion to Reopen Record,
(8/21/2025).

Perry cannot show that the district court abused its discretion in denying his
motion. “The standard for finding an abuse of discretion under these circumstances
is that ‘such discretion was exercised on grounds or for reasons clearly untenable or
to an extent clearly unreasonable.’” State v. Jefferson, 545 N.W.2d 248, 251 (Iowa
1996) (quoting State v. Teeters, 487 N.W.2d 346, 349 (Iowa 1992)). Here, the district
court had ample grounds to deny Perry’s motion. Most notably, the proffered exhibit
was inadmissible in several respects.

First, the document was not authenticated. Perry’s counsel seemingly
attempted to lay a foundation for the admission of the document through the body
of his motion. However, for any document to be admitted at trial, it must be
authenticated through a witness or stipulation of the parties. Perry did not present
any foundational testimony for his proposed exhibit (i.e. the nature of the document,
the purpose for which it was offered, whether the figures contained therein were

accurate, etc.).
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Second, the document contained inadmissible hearsay. Specifically, it
included information regarding Perry’s earnings in a position that he accepted after
the completion of trial. Those figures were out of court statements that were
necessarily offered for their truth. To the extent Perry believed an exception to the
hearsay rule applied, he did not present any testimony to lay a foundation for any
such exception.

Third, Perry did nothing to explain the relevance of the proposed exhibit. The
document contains information regarding his compensation in a position that he
accepted effective August 3, 2025 in Florida. Presumably, Perry intended to use this
information to calculate his alleged lost wages for the period between his anticipated
Dordt graduation (May 2023) and his graduation from Palm Beach Atlantic
University in Florida (May 2025). Perry presented no testimony or other evidence
regarding this category of damages at trial, and his motion represented an effort to
cure that oversight. This approach is particularly troubling because any lost wage
assessment necessarily assumes Perry would have graduated from Dordt and would
have never transferred to a university in Florida. Thus, information regarding Perry’s
compensation in his current role in Florida is entirely irrelevant to what he may have
earned at a medical facility in /lowa had he received a religious exemption and

graduated from Dordt in May 2023. Further, Perry did not establish that this position
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was available in May 2023, or that the pay rate would have been the same. For these
reasons, the information set forth in the proposed exhibit was entirely irrelevant.

In addition to these evidentiary issues, admitting the exhibit would have
unfairly prejudiced Dordt. Dordt had no opportunity to conduct third-party discovery
to confirm the accuracy of the figures set forth in the proposed exhibit. Further, Perry
requested that the document simply be admitted, and he did not request that
additional testimony be provided with respect to the document. Admitting evidence
under such circumstances would deprive Dordt of the opportunity to cross-examine
Perry or another witness regarding the document.

Finally, Perry had an opportunity to present evidence at trial regarding this
category of alleged damages. He chose not to retain an expert to testify about his
earning capacity or to present any other evidence regarding what he could have
earned between May 2023 and May 2025. That was his choice, and the consequences
of that decision are Perry’s alone. The district court was under no obligation to
reopen the record to cure Perry’s failure to adequately consider how to present
evidence of his damages at trial.

For all of these reasons, the district court was well within its discretion to deny

Perry’s motion to reopen the record.
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CONCLUSION
The Court should affirm the district court’s Ruling and Judgment in its
entirety. Each of the Court’s factual findings were supported by substantial evidence,
and its analysis was free from any legal error. The Court should decline Perry’s
invitation to relitigate the factual issues resolved by the district court and affirm its
order.
REQUEST FOR NON-ORAL SUBMISSION
This case should be set for non-oral submission. In the event argument is
scheduled, Dordt asks to be heard.
Dated: March 2, 2026.
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