
T HEY SHAVED HIM BALD that fi rst morning in 2008, put him in an 
orange jumpsuit and made him exercise past dark.    •    Through the 
night, as he slept on the fl oor, they forced him awake for more.   •   The 
sun had not yet risen over the Christian military home when Samson 

Lehman collapsed for the sixth time. Still, he said, they made him run.   •   The 
screaming, the endless exercise, it was all in the name of God, a necessary step at 
the Gateway Christian Military Academy on the path to righteousness.    •   So when 
Samson vomited, they threw him a rag. When his urine turned red, they said that 
was normal.   •   By Day 3, the 15-year-old was on the verge of death, his dehydrated 
organs shutting down.   •   Slumped against a wall, cold and immobile, Lehman 
recalls men who recited Scripture calling him a wimp. And he thought:  Maybe, if I 
die here, someone will shut this place down.   •   Not in Florida.

In God’s name 

WHEN PARENTS TURN to “Christian” group homes for help with a troubled 
child, religion can be an excuse for abuse and secrecy. Teenagers have been 
shackled, beaten, hurt so badly they nearly died. The Bible offers cover for 
extreme discipline. Florida officials say they are powerless to stop it.  

STORIES BY ALEXANDRA ZAYAS   •   PHOTOGRAPHS BY KATHLEEN FLYNN   •   OF THE TIMES 

In this state, unlicensed 
religious homes can abuse 
children and go on oper-
ating for years. Almost 30 
years ago, Florida legisla-
tors passed a law eliminat-
ing state oversight of chil-
dren’s homes that claim 
government rules hamper 
their religious practices. 

Today, virtually anyone can 
claim a list of religious ideals, 
take in children and subject 
them to punishment and iso-
lation that verge on torture — 
so long as they quote chapter 
and verse to justify it.

The Tampa Bay Times 
spent a year investigat-
ing more than 30 religious 
homes that have housed chil-
dren in recent years across 
Florida. Some operate with 
a religious exemption, legally 
regulated by a private Chris-
tian organization instead of the state. Others lost 
their exemption and operate with no legal accredi-
tation at all.

Although most drew few complaints, nearly a 
dozen have been hounded by allegations of abuse. A 
review of thousands of pages of investigative files and 
interviews with dozens of former residents found: 
• State authorities have responded to at least 165 
allegations of abuse and neglect in the past decade, 
but homes have remained open even after the state 
found evidence of sex abuse and physical injury.
• The religious exemption has for decades allowed 
homes to avoid state restrictions on corporal pun-
ishment. Homes have pinned children to the 
ground for hours, confined them in seclusion for 
days, made them stand until they wet themselves 
and exercised them until they vomited.
• Children have been bruised, bloodied and 
choked to unconsciousness in the name of Chris-

THE FEAR OF GOD: A drill instructor escorts a young man in an orange jumpsuit at Gateway Christian Military Academy, also known as Teen 
Challenge, in Bonifay on Oct. 5. The jumpsuits single out newcomers — and rule breakers. Parents know this place is tough. It’s why they choose it.   

A SURVIVOR: Samson Lehman, with girlfriend Alayna Stitely at his side, plays a video game at 
his Gainesville home June 13. Lehman nearly died after extreme exercise at Gateway Academy. .  See HOMES, 11A 

ONLINE 
Stories from survi-
vors, details about 
unlicensed religious 
homes investigated 
for alleged abuse. 
Go to tampabay.
com/faccca
INSIDE
A 15-year-old 
recounts being 
snatched by a 
stranger and taken 
to a religious home 
where he nearly 
died. 11A 

A Times investigation   |  First of three parts 

BY ADAM C. SMITH
Times Political Editor

It has been a fundamental rule of Florida 
politics for decades: Statewide campaigns are 
won and lost on the I-4 corridor.

Today that celebrated swing-voter swath 
s t r e t c h i n g  f r o m 
Tampa Bay to Day-
tona Beach is poised 
to deliver Florida’s 29 
electoral votes to Mitt 
Romney.

An exclusive Tampa 
Bay Times/Bay News 
9 poll of likely voters 
along the Interstate 4 
corridor finds Rom-
ney leading Obama 51 
percent to 45 percent, 
with 4 percent unde-
cided.

“Romney has pretty 
much nailed down Florida,” said Brad Coker 
of Mason-Dixon Polling and Research, which 
conducted the poll for the Times and its 
media partners. “Unless something dramati-
cally changes — an October surprise, a major 
gaffe — Romney’s going to win Florida.’’

I-4 vote 
going to 
Romney, 
poll says 
Given the importance of the 
corridor in state voting, it may 
be over for Obama in Florida.

Voters in the
I-4 corridor

51%
ROMNEY

45%    
OBAMA                   
More results, 10A

Tampa Bay Times/
Bay News 9 poll

IN PERSPECTIVE: What Main Street thinks, 1P

BY ADAM C. SMITH AND LEE LOGAN
Times Staff Writers

LAND O’LAKES — Democrats like to chant 
“Four more years!” at their Barack Obama 
campaign rallies, but on Saturday fired-up 
Florida Republicans offered up their own ral-
lying cry.

“Ten more days! 
Ten more days!” 
thousands of people 
chanted as Mitt Rom-
ney joined them at the 
Land O’Lakes High 
School football field 
Saturday night.

The boisterous and 
optimistic Tampa Bay crowd of an estimated 
15,000 provided a stark contrast to four years 
ago, when John McCain struggled to generate 
large Florida crowds in the final days of the 
campaign.

“When we win Florida, we win the White 
House,” said Romney, who also campaigned 

Roar of crowd 
lifts Romney 
at Pasco stop
About 15,000 greet the GOP 
candidate, who is moving 
aggressively to the middle.

Early voting 
draws crowds
Thousands of eager, 
patient voters stood 
in line and filled out a 
lengthy ballot Satur-
day. Local, 1B

.  See POLL, 10A

.  See ROMNEY, 9A

DANIEL WALLACE   |   Times

Mitt Romney speaks at a rally at the Land 
O’Lakes High football field Saturday night.

WORLD SERIES

Giants 2, Tigers 0
San Francisco takes 3-0 series 
lead over Detroit. 1C
Game 4 tonight: 8:15, Detroit, Ch. 13

No. 12 Georgia’s defense forces six turnovers in 17-9 
victory over No. 3 Florida. Complete coverage in Sports, 1C

COLLEGE FOOTBALL

Bulldogs upset Gators
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Mid-Atlantic states 
prepare for Sandy
O�  cials expect the hurricane to 
cause damaging fl ood and wind 
conditions from Virginia to New 
England, and as far west as the 
Great Lakes. 2A

I N FLORIDIAN

Life and death in 
Rattlesnake, Fla. 
Fear and hunger drive people to eat 
strange things. In 1937, George K. 
End got rich killing snakes on the 
Tampa side of the Gandy Bridge. 
It didn’t last. 1E
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Homes operating without state 
oversight
In Florida, dozens of group homes for children have operated outside state regulation, granted a religious 
exemption from licensing. While many homes have had no complaints, more than a dozen have been accused 
of abuse or neglect over the past decade. Here are some of them. For more homes and accounts from former 
residents, go to www.tampabay.com/faccca

‘THEY SAT ON ME:’ Lindsay Brooks, shown with mother Michelle 
Brooks at their home in St. Petersburg, was “floored” by other girls 
while at Lighthouse of Northwest Florida.

Lighthouse of Northwest Florida, Jay • Status: 
FACCCA-accredited

By ALEXANDRA ZAYAS,
Times Staff Writer

In Florida, dozens of group homes for children have 
operated outside state regulation, granted a religious 
exemption from licensing. While many homes have 
had no complaints, more than a dozen have been ac-
cused of abuse or neglect over the past decade. Here 
are some of them. For more homes and accounts from 
former residents, go to www.tampabay.com/faccca 

* * * 
Lighthouse of Northwest Florida, Jay - Status: 

FACCCA-accredited 
At this Christian reform school, teen girls are not 

allowed to wear pants and can be punished for looking 
someone in the eye at the wrong moment or for using 
words like “yeah” and “cool.” 

The state has investigated Lighthouse for abuse13 
times, most recently in 2011. It found evidence only 
once, of inadequate supervision. 

Girls at Lighthouse may go for months unable to 
contact their parents. Bad behavior sometimes lands 
them in the “Room of Grace,” a small, barren room 
where children are kept in isolation almost every 
waking hour. Four former students interviewed by the 
Tampa Bay Times said they knew of girls sent to isola-
tion daily for more than a month - an allegation school 
officials deny. The head pastor, Russell Cookston, said 
girls are confined for days, never weeks. 

A dozen recent residents interviewed by the Times 
also described a system of discipline in which girls are 
called upon to physically restrain other girls by pin-
ning them to the ground. They call it “flooring.” The 
pastor says peer involvement in restraint is minimal. 

Lindsay Brooks, 20: 
“They sat on me like I was their mattress and they 

were having a slumber party,” said Brooks, who girls 
recall was “floored” repeatedly in 2007 and 2008, 
by six to seven girls, sometimes, for hours. “My body 
would go numb after a while.” 

* * * 
Camp Tracey, Glen St. Mary 
Status: FACCCA-accredited 
Police have been called to the facility more than 50 

times in the past decade, most often to track down 
children who ran away. Some of them disappeared for 
several weeks or showed up on the other side of the 
state. 

The co-ed program focuses on outdoor work and 
relies on paddling and other forms of corporal pun-
ishment. Children there in recent years say they have 
been made to “crab walk,” carry two 5-gallon buckets 
full of dirt, swallow soap and eat the cigarettes they 
were caught smoking. 

DCF has investigated the school 22 times since the 
1980s and found evidence of abuse in a third of the 
cases. 

The school’s founder, Pastor Wilford McCormick, 
declinedto be interviewed. 

Sequoyah Ozorowsky, 20: 
Ozorowsky said camp staff placed a videocamera 

in the room when DCF came to ask questions. “They 
wanted to make sure DCF wasn’t manipulating the 
kids,” he said. “Some people say that there’s people 
that deserve to go to hell. I wouldn’t wish something 
like this on anybody.” 

* * * 
Marvelous Grace, Pace 
Status: Unaccredited 
On the old grounds of New Beginnings, Marvel-

ous Grace Girls Academy is run by a street preacher 
once photographed outside a bar holding a sign about 
Sodom with a fellow protester who was dressed like 
Satan. Girls describe a program similar to New Be-
ginnings, where teens are expected to strictly follow 



fundamentalist Christian ideals. 
Marvelous Grace does not have a state license, does 

not have a religious exemption through FACCCA and 
is not accredited as a boarding school. By law, the 
school has three years to get accredited. The school’s 
leader, Steven Blankenship, said the school would be 
accredited by January 2013. 

In 2010, Santa Rosa County sheriff’s deputies came 
upon two scratched and sunburned runaways who 
told them Blankenship had called them “faggots” and 
“bastards,” forced them to street preach and shut girls 
who weren’t “preaching hard enough” in a van.They 
threatened suicide if taken back to the school. DCF 
investigated and found no evidence to support their 
claims. 

Chris Hicks, 29: 
Hicks was a student from 1998 to 2002 when, he 

alleges, he was sodomized by a former staff member 
mentioned in other lawsuits. He says he has retained 
an attorney to pursue his own case. “He kind of held 
me down and told me to be quiet, not to say anything,” 
he said of the staff member. “I was more worried 
about the physical abuse than the sexual abuse. I 
could handle the sexual abuse. I could handle it out of 
fear.”




