INTERNATIONAL RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

ROUNDTABLE

October 5, 2026

The Honorable Donald J. Trump
President of the United States
The White House

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20500

RE: A Discredited “Psychological Coercion” Doctrine Threatening Religious
Freedom

Dear Mr. President,

We write as a multi-faith coalition of organizations and individuals — religious leaders, religious
freedom advocates, scholars, and legal practitioners — convened through the International
Religious Freedom (IRF) Roundtable, to raise a major concern and request corrective actions. A
legal doctrine built on scientifically discredited “brainwashing” theory — written into the federal
forced-labor statute in 2000 — is being used against religious and spiritual communities here in
America: first through a decade of civil lawsuits reaching ever closer to mainstream churches,
and now through the first federal criminal conviction based purely on “psychological coercion.”
There is at least a dozen more cases in the pipeline.

In connection with America’s 250™ anniversary, we respectfully ask you to take immediate
actions, detailed below:

1) Convene a multi-faith White House meeting to discuss this doctrine;

2) Pause federally funded training built on rejected “coercive control” methodologies; and

3) Direct the Department of Justice to adopt a religious-freedom review before bringing
such prosecutions.

The Supreme Court warned against exactly this — but Congress opened the door.

In United States v. Kozminski (1988), the Supreme Court held that federal forced-labor law
reaches only physical or legal coercion — warning that extending it to “psychological coercion”
would criminalize the conduct of “a religious leader who obtains personal services by means of
religious indoctrination.” As long as that line held, religious practice was categorically outside
the statute. In 2000, however, Congress erased the line, defining “serious harm” in 18 U.S.C. §
1589 to include psychological and reputational harm — removing the old protection without
replacing it. In 2003, Congress went further and added a private right of action, which enabled
private plaintiffs to test this same standard in civil court long before any prosecutor embraced it.
More than $100 million in federal grants have since conditioned prosecutors, judges, and service
providers on a “victim-centered approach” under which a participant's own denial of harm is
treated as further proof of harm — a subjective, unfalsifiable standard.
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For over a decade, the theory marched through civil litigation toward mainstream
churches.

In 2012, a federal appeals court confronted the claim that a church's shunning of a former
member — protected First Amendment conduct — was itself evidence of coercion. In 2020, a
former novice sued the Catholic Maryknoll Sisters, a century-old missionary order, on the theory
that religious formation is forced labor. In 2021, temple volunteers sued BAPS, one of the largest
Hindu organizations in the world. By 2023, the theory carried the government's own imprimatur:
a Department of Justice report named “forced labor perpetrated by religious organizations”
among the most notable trafficking trends, and the Department weighed in against a Christian
youth camp in Wyoming. In 2024, the Salvation Army's voluntary rehabilitation program faced
the same claim; by 2025, suits were pending against the Community of Jesus and against Shen
Yun, the Falun Gong performing-arts company. In every case, religious teaching, communal life,
and volunteer service are reframed as “psychological coercion.”

In 2025, the theory crossed into criminal law — and it is spreading.

In United States v. Cherwitz (E.D.N.Y.), federal prosecutors obtained the first-ever forced-labor
conspiracy conviction against leaders of a meditation and spiritual-teaching organization on a
pure “psychological coercion” theory. The government conceded that no one was physically
restrained and that every alleged victim was free to leave. In their closing argument, prosecutors
told the jury the “serious harm” was exclusion from a spiritual community. James R. Lawrence
III, an evangelical Christian and former HHS Deputy General Counsel in your first
Administration, warned that against conservative Christians “the playbook would be
straightforward. Evangelization becomes recruitment. Labor is extracted through church
ministries... There is no limiting principle.” Professor Alan Dershowitz calls it “a terrible,
terrible, terrible precedent,” observing that “with a few changes of words, this indictment could
have been directed against Mormon groups, against Hasidic groups, against various Protestant or
Catholic sects.” Scholars now count at least a dozen active U.S. cases — roughly a third against
mainline Pentecostal and Baptist churches — and these cases proceed even when the alleged
victims deny being victims and forensic evaluations find them psychologically healthy.

The methodology was rejected by courts and scientists — yet it is embedded in federal
training, and its architects now target Christianity itself.

The framework behind these cases, Steven Hassan's “BITE Model,” descends from
“brainwashing” theories previously excluded from federal court as unreliable science (United
States v. Fishman, 1990) and never endorsed by the American Psychological Association. Yet by
his own account and that of the Department of Labor's federal trafficking coordinator, it has been
incorporated into DOJ and DOL training since at least 2023. Mr. Hassan is also the author of 7The
Cult of Trump, which brands tens of millions of your own voters as “mind-control cultists”
requiring “deprogramming.” And the movement no longer hides its endgame: the newest anti-
religious book, The Savior Complex, applies the same “coercive control” analysis to Jesus and
Christianity itself, calling Christianity “a full-stack system of control.”
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Abroad, this theory has just dissolved an entire religious denomination in Japan — upheld by
Japan's Supreme Court in March, its assets now being liquidated. Meanwhile, Korea has jailed
both that church's 83-year-old leader and the 95-year-old leader of another Christian movement,
and Argentine prosecutors have indicted senior officials of Opus Dei on the same theory. The
U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) has condemned this “pseudo-
scientific” ideology for years when used by governments abroad.

We respectfully urge you and your Administration to:

1. Convene a multi-faith meeting at the White House with White House counsel, the
White House Faith Office, and a designated DOJ liaison. Topic: the need to restore the
protection for religious practice that federal forced-labor law provided before 2000, as the
Trafficking Victims Protection Act comes before Congress for reauthorization this term.

2. Direct an immediate review and pause of federally funded prosecutorial and judicial
training that embeds “coercive control” methodologies rejected by the courts and the
relevant scientific bodies.

3. Direct the Department of Justice to issue interim guidance requiring a religious-
freedom review step before prosecuting a recognized religious or philosophical
organization under 18 U.S.C. § 1589.

Religious freedom is a foundational American liberty and a defining commitment of your
Administration. A supporting memorandum documenting the cases, quotations, and sources cited
above is enclosed. We stand ready to assist in any way that would be useful.

Respectfully,

Greg Mitchell
Managing Co-Chair, International Religious Freedom (IRF) Roundtable
Founder & Chairman, IRF Secretariat

Nadine Maenza
Co-Chair
International Religious Freedom (IRF) Roundtable

Alan Dershowitz
Felix Frankfurter Professor of Law, Emeritus
Harvard Law School

Massimo Introvigne
Founder and Managing Director
Center for Studies on New Religions (CESNUR)

John Lauro
Attorney
Lauro & Singer
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Ron Sullivan
Jesse Climenko Clinical Professor of Law
Harvard Law School

ORGANIZATIONS

ADVOCATES FOR FAITH AND JUSTICE IN VIETNAM (AFJV)

ALIANZA DE IGLESIAS CUBANAS NO REGISTRADAS (AICNOR)

ASSOCIATION FOR VICTIMS OF DEPROGRAMMING

BAPS SWAMINARAYAN SANSTHA

THE CENTER FOR STUDIES ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION, BELIEF AND CONSCIENCE
CENTRAL EUROPE FORUM FOR FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF

CHRISTIAN LAWYERS FELLOWSHIP NEPAL

CHURCH OF SCIENTOLOGY NATIONAL AFFAIRS OFFICE

COORDINATION DES ASSOCIATIONS ET DES PARTICULIERS POUR LA LIBERTE DE
CONSCIENCE

CRISTIANOS CUBANOS EN COMUNION (C3)
EUROPEAN FEDERATION FOR FREEDOM OF BELIEF (FOB)
FAITH BEYOND RELIGIOUS NATIONALISM

FAMILY FEDERATION FOR WORLD PEACE AND UNIFICATION-JAPAN (FFWPU-
JAPAN)

FOREF EUROPE (FORUM FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM)

FREEDOM OF RELIGION - UNITED SOLUTIONS (FOR-US)

FRIENDS OF THIEN AM ZEN MONASTERY

GERARD NOODT FOUNDATION FOR FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF
HUMAN RIGHTS LAW FOUNDATION

HUMAN RIGHTS WITHOUT FRONTIERS

INCIDENCIA



INGLESIDE INTERNATIONAL INC

THE INSTITUTE OF PEACE POLICIES

INTERBELIEF RELIEF

INTERFAITH COUNCIL OF GREATER SACRAMENTO
INTERFAITH LEAGUE AGAINST POVERTY

INTERNATIONAL COALITION FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM
INTERNATIONAL MULTI-FAITH COALITION (I.M.E.C.)
INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY FOR KRISHNA CONSCIOUSNESS (ISKCON)
INTERRELIGIOUS FEDERATION FOR WORLD PEACE - JAPAN
IRF SECRETARIAT

LEVANT COUNCIL OF THE UNITED STATES

MARYKNOLL SISTERS OF ST. DOMINIC, INC.

MIN. IGLESIA BAUTISTA PUEBLO GRANDE

NEW WINESKINS MISSIONS NETWORK (ANGLICAN)
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ORLIR (INTERNATIONAL OBSERVATORY OF RELIGIOUS LIBERTY OF REFUGEES)

PATH OF YAHRA (POYRA)

PATMOS INSTITUTE

RELIGION NEWS

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM COALITION
SHINCHEONJI (NEW HEAVEN AND NEW EARTH)
SOTERIA INTERNATIONAL

UNIVERSAL PEACE FEDERATION

UNIVERSAL PEACE FEDERATION-JAPAN



U.S. GLOBAL ADVOCACY & DEVELOPMENT FOUNDATION
U.S. INDIAN AMERICAN CHRISTIAN COALITION (USIACC)
VIETNAMESE WOMEN FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

THE WASHINGTON TIMES FOUNDATION

Individuals

Rawad Ahmad
Advocate

Guillermo A. Ahumada
President
International Multi-Faith Coalition (.LM.F.C.)

Alessandro Amicarelli
Chairman
European Federation for Freedom of Belief (FOB)

Mildrey Betancourt
Visual Artist / Media
INCIDENCIA

Congressman Dan Burton (R-IN, 1983-2013)
Global Chairman
Universal Peace Federation

Daniel Carrefo
Pastor
Min. Iglesia Bautista Pueblo Grande

Ania J. Chinea Carmona
Founder & International Representative
Alianza de Iglesias Cubanas No Registradas (AICnoR)

Rev. Kay Alice Daly
Vice President

Interfaith Council of Greater Sacramento

Anuttama Dasa

Governing Body Commissioner and Global Minister of Communications

International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON)
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Raffaella Di Marzio
Managing Director
The Center for Studies on Freedom of Religion, Belief and Conscience

Tuyet Dinh
Coordinator
Vietnamese Women for Human Rights

Eva Eichlerova
Deputy Head of International Relations
Path of YahRa (POYRA)

Jan Figel
President
FOREF Europe (Forum for Religious Freedom), Vienna

Rev. Séamus Finn, OMI
Director JPIC
Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate - US Province

Rev. Dr. David S. Fischler
Here I Am Charitable Foundation

Ryoshin Fukami
Priest
KamoSensyo-ji

Toru Goto
Representative Director
Association for Victims of Deprogramming

Masahisa Hayashi
Representative Director
The Institute of Peace Policies

Alejandro Hernandez Cepero
Pastor
Cristianos Cubanos en Comunion (C3)

Masaichi Hori
President

Family Federation for World Peace and Unification-Japan (FFWPU-Japan)

Ephraim-Tilek Tursunalievich Isaev
Pastor and Journalist
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Dr. Michael Jenkins
President
The Washington Times Foundation and Universal Peace Federation North America

Rev. M. Theolene Johnson
Executive Director
U.S. Global Advocacy & Development Foundation

Tamim Khromachou
Physician
Levant Council of the United States

Hirohisa Koide
Director
Association for Victims of Deprogramming

Rev. Mario Felix Lleonart Barroso
Patmos Institute

Liem Ly
Co-Founder
Advocates for Faith and Justice in Vietnam (AFJV)

Bobby Maddela
CEO
US Indian American Christian Coalition (USIACC)

Terri E. Marsh
Executive Director
Human Rights Law Foundation

Faith J. H. McDonnell
Director of Advocacy
Katartismos Global

Alexa Merriam
Independent Commission on Human Rights and Equitable Justice

Eva Miskelova
Executive Secretary
Central Europe Forum for Freedom of Religion or Belief

Masamichi MIZUTA
Chief Priest
Religious Corporation KONGOUIJI Temple



Oscar Omar Mora Olivera
Evangelist
Patmos Institute

Scott Morgan
Co-Chair
Africa Working Group, IRF Roundtable

William J. Murray
President
Religious Freedom Coalition

Masaki Nakamasa
Professor
University of Kanazawa, Faculty of Law

Loan Nguyen
Member
Advocates for Faith and Justice in Vietnam (AFJV)

Thanh Nguyen

Tien Nguyen
Religious Freedom Advocate

Tanya Nguyen-Do
Founder
Friends of Thien Am Zen Monastery

Marcelo Nieva
Pastor
Min. Iglesia Bautista Pueblo Grande

Jennifer Noyes
Executive Director
New Wineskins Missions Network (Anglican)

Father John Puodziunas, OFM
Commissary
Commissariat for the Holy Land

Sajid Sandhu
President
Interfaith League Against Poverty
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Rosita Soryté
President
ORLIR (International Observatory of Religious Liberty of Refugees)

Kristyna Tomanova
Head of International Relations
InterBelief Relief

Dr. Shunsuke Uotani
Secretary General
Universal Peace Federation-Japan

Thierry Valle
President
Coordination des Associations et des Particuliers pour la Liberté de Conscience

CC:

Pastor Paula White-Cain, Senior Advisor, White House Faith Office

The Honorable Riley Barnes, Assistant Secretary of State for Democracy, Human Rights, and
Labor

Enclosure:
Supporting Memorandum — Cases, Sources, and Documentation



