
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.
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On the brink of death
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tian discipline. A few barely escaped with their 
lives. In addition, in two settled lawsuits, a 
mother said her son was forced to hike on broken 
feet; a father said his son was handcuffed, bound 
at the feet, locked away for three days and struck 
by other boys at the instruction of the home.
• Adults have ordered children to participate in 
the punishment, requiring them to act as jailers, 
to bully troublemakers or to chase, tackle and sit 
on their peers. 
• Teens have been denounced as sinners, called 
“faggots” and “whores,” and humiliated in front of 
their peers for menstrual stains and suspicions of 
masturbation.
• Parents share the blame. Some sign away their 
children for a year or more without first visiting 
a home or checking credentials. But state officials 
bear some responsibility because they have not 
warned the public about programs they believe 
are abusive.
• Florida taxpayers have supported some unli-
censed homes with hundreds of thousands of 
dollars in McKay scholarships — a government 
program to help special needs students pay 
tuition at private schools.

In Florida, the vast majority of children’s homes 
are regulated and inspected by the state Depart-
ment of Children and Families. But under Florida 
law, a home can shield itself from that oversight 
by claiming a religious exemption.

Instead of state-trained child safety workers, 
these homes are regulated by the Florida Associ-
ation of Christian Child Caring Agencies, a pri-
vate, nonprofit group run almost entirely by 
the same people who run the homes.

FACCCA executive director Buddy Morrow said 
his organization condemns extended isolation, 
humiliation and the shackling of children. He also 
said the association aggressively monitors homes 
for abusive practices, but he refused to provide cop-
ies of inspection reports and other documentation.

In response to the Times investigation, he expects 
his board will strengthen restrictions on corporal 
punishment, limit seclusion and ban shackling.

Morrow would not talk about specific homes, but 
he said his association has revoked or refused to 
renew accreditation for at least three homes since 
2005. Some continued to operate — without a state 
license or a religious exemption — the Times found. 

At least four religious homes are accepting chil-
dren without any legally recognized credentials. Fos-
ter children in state care have been illegally placed 
in at least two of those homes, the Times discovered.

In response, DCF officials have launched a state-
wide review to identify rogue children’s homes 
and any state-dependent children who have been 
placed in them.

More must be done, says Robert Friedman, a 
psychologist and professor emeritus with the Uni-
versity of South Florida’s Department of Child and 
Family Studies. Friedman founded an advocacy 
group to stop abuse in residential facilities and has 
given congressional testimony on the topic.

“For us not to be able to regulate these programs,” 
he said, “for us not to be able to provide the oversight 
of these programs that’s needed is just shameful.

“We don’t know even the scope of the prob-
lem, and we allow these youngsters behind these 
closed doors.”

Religious homes
For years the Florida Association of Christian 

Child Caring Agencies has listed its primary 
address as 2603 SW Brim St., a three-bedroom 

house in Lake City.
The agency’s two full-

time employees and 
two part-timers must 
process new applica-
tions and fan out across 
the state to monitor 
and investigate more 
than 20 Christian child 
care facilities.

Every year, associa-
tion officials say, they 
check on the nearly 
700 girls and boys 
whose parents have 
placed them in the 
homes. Many parents 
come to the homes in 
desperation, hoping 

religion or strict discipline can get their child off 
drugs or correct severe emotional problems.

“They’ve been through state-supported or state 
programs. None of the programs have worked for 
them,” said Doug Smith, a former board member who 
runs Safe Harbor Maritime Academy with his wife. 
“And for some of these children, this is a last resort.”

Parents who can afford it pay tuition that can 
.  Continued on  next page 

David Wilkins of the 
Florida DCF says: 
“There are these 
fine lines. Where 
does parenting stop 
and abuse begin?” 

.  HOMES continued from 1A 

For parents, a last resort 

A Times investigation > 
Every year, MORE THAN 700 GIRLS AND BOYS live in unregulated group homes in Florida. 

S
AMSON LEHMAN LAY in a hospital 
bed with quarter-sized blisters on his 
feet and a patch of raw skin on his face, 
plugged into a machine filtering the 

blood the 15-year-old’s kidneys could not.
It was March 6, 2008, 10 days after he entered 

a Christian boot camp, seven days after he took 
off in a helicopter, hearing the word dialysis.

His uncle held a camera, asking for answers. 
This is what Samson said:
On Feb. 24, a Sunday night, his mother took 

him to her new boyfriend’s house, where she said 
she needed to wait for a friend. Samson walked 
out to find a stranger blocking his way: 

“Sit in the chair, son. … Your mother loves you, 
it’s for your own good.”

Samson says his mom’s boyfriend emerged 
and threatened him with duct tape, put him in a 
choke hold, slammed him and sat on him. 

Samson looked up, struggling to breathe, and 
saw his mom with her arms folded, watching.

•

There is the American justice system, and then, 
there is this: An honors student is manhandled 
by a felon and sent somewhere the state can’t 
legally send the worst of its foster kids.

Not because Samson did drugs or got drunk; 
his mother had no proof of that. Or because he 
was a criminal; teachers found him polite and 
responsible, and he had no juvenile record.

But because his older brother had gone to jail 
and she had heard rumors Samson had been 
seen drinking.

In her sons, Laura Ketchem sees the men of her 
past. Bad genes, she said. Samson, she believed, 
had them, too.

•

“Stand at attention,” a camouflaged man at the 
Gateway Christian Military Academy, also known 
as Teen Challenge, told Samson. “Give me 20 
laps.”

It was 7:20 a.m. He was tired after the eight-
hour ride north to Bonifay. He needed to brush his 
teeth.

Instead, Samson ran around the bunkhouse. 
He did 15 laps but failed to “sound off,” so he got 
20 more, then jumping jacks, then push-ups. 

When another new “cadet” showed up, Sam-

son had to join in that boy’s exercises, too. More 
boys came. Samson lost track of the laps. 

Boys held cups the size of Big Gulps, but 
couldn’t drink until told to “consume.” They ate 
lunch standing up, ate dinner standing up, were 
led to the showers, but made to exercise there. 

Samson collapsed. Men forced him to the 
ground, pulled his hands behind his back 
and his elbows up. Samson felt both pain and 
relief.

For the first time all day, he wasn’t standing.
Samson got to use the bathroom. He peed a 

stream so dark red, it looked black. 
He reported it, but heard: “Everybody usually 

pisses blood the first couple of days.”

• 

Monday night, Samson slept fitfully between 
push-ups. He spent Tuesday night vomiting.

For more than 72 hours, Samson said he went 
without a healthy night’s sleep, and in that time, 
was dragged with his cheek scraping the ground, 
tossed in a corner and called “useless,” made to 

sleep in his sweaty jumpsuit and 
allowed to change only after he 
defecated himself.

He was taken to the emer-
gency room, his doctor would 
later write to an investigator, on 
the brink of death.

In the hospital, Samson’s 
mother gave up on raising her 
son. “If I’m such a sh---- parent,” 
she remembers telling her father, 
“you do it.” Samson went home 
from the hospital with his grand-
father.

Ketchem said she spent four 
years assuming her son was at 
fault, believing he dehydrated 
himself by refusing to drink water 
or by crying too much, like the 
toddler who howled during hair-
cuts. 

She never asked for the Sher-
iff’s Office report, which cited stu-
dents and staff who watched Sam-
son vomit, fall and turn yellow. But 
hearing it read recently, she won-
dered if she had misjudged her son. 

“Had I known they were doing such unreason-
able stuff,” she said, “I would not have sent him.”

Ketchem said she feels “a little guilty.” But that 
subsides when she remembers the “positive” 
side of it all: “It took him almost dying to get his 
head out of his a--.”

• 

No, Samson says, it didn’t.
He spent months in dialysis, thinking.
“Just sitting on that machine and knowing it 

was completely avoidable,” Samson said. “That 
was extremely frustrating. …

“I would just get so mad. … And then, I don’t 
know, you just feel kind of, like, helpless.”

He is now 20, majoring in engineering at the 
University of Florida. Not because of his time 
away, he said. In spite of it. 

Freshman year, he got a tattoo to commemo-
rate his survival, to symbolize he was not a pow-
erless victim, or the pawn of some greater order, 
but a man who would dictate his own fate:

Sum Mihi Dominus. I am my own master.

On the brink of death 

Courtesy of Samson Lehman

KIDNEY FAILURE AND DIALYSIS: As Samson Lehman 
lay in a hospital bed in 2008, he talked of being forced to 
exercise at a religious home until he collapsed. He spoke 
of vomiting and urinating blood. The “cadet” was an 
honors student. He had no juvenile record. He was 15.

NEVER FORGET: Samson Lehman, now 20, displays the tattoo he got to show he is a survivor and to remember his near-death experience 
after he was forced to perform extreme exercise at Gateway Academy in Bonifay in 2008. He suffered kidney and liver failure.

THERE IS THE AMERICAN JUSTICE SYSTEM, and then, there is this: 
An honors student is manhandled by a felon and sent somewhere 
the state can’t legally send the worst of its foster kids.

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

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

‘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. 

At this Christian reform school, teen girls are not 
allowed to wear pants and can be punished for look-
ing someone in the eye at the wrong moment or for 
using words like “yeah” and “cool.”

The state has investigated Lighthouse for abuse
13 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 wak-
ing 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 
pinning 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.”
.  Continued on  next page

NEVER FORGET: Samson Lehman, now 20, displays the tattoo he got to show he is a survivor and to remember his near-
death experience after he was forced to perform extreme exercise at Gateway Academy in Bonifay in 2008. He suffered kidney 
and liver failure.

THERE IS THE AMERICAN JUSTICE SYSTEM, and then, there is this: An honors student 
is manhandled by a felon and sent somewhere the state can’t legally send the worst of its foster 
kids.

Samson Lehman lay in a hospital bed with quarter-
sized blisters on his feet and a patch of raw skin on 
his face, plugged into a machine filtering the blood the 
15-year-old’s kidneys could not. 

It was March 6, 2008, 10 days after he entered a 
Christian boot camp, seven days after he took off in a 
helicopter, hearing the word dialysis. 

His uncle held a camera, asking for answers. 
This is what Samson said: 
On Feb. 24, a Sunday night, his mother took him to 

her new boyfriend’s house, where she said she needed 
to wait for a friend.Samson walked out to find a 
stranger blocking his way: 

“Sit in the chair, son. ... Your mother loves you, it’s 
for your own good.” 

Samson says his mom’s boyfriend emerged and 
threatened him with duct tape, put him in a choke 
hold, slammed him and sat on him. 

Samson looked up, struggling to breathe, and saw 

By ALEXANDRA ZAYAS
Times Staff Writer

his mom with her arms folded, watching. 
 
There is the American justice system, and then, there 

is this: An honors student is manhandled by a felon 
and sent somewhere the state can’t legally send the 
worst of its foster kids. 

Not because Samson did drugs or got drunk; his 
mother had no proof of that. Or because he was a 
criminal; teachers found him polite and responsible, 
and he had no juvenile record. 

But because his older brother had gone to jail and 
she had heard rumors Samson had been seen drinking. 

In her sons, Laura Ketchem sees the men of her past. 
Bad genes, she said. Samson, she believed, had them, 
too. 

“Stand at attention,” a camouflaged man at the Gate-
way Christian Military Academy, also known as Teen 
Challenge, told Samson. “Give me 20 laps.” 

It was 7:20 a.m. He was tired after the eight-hour 
ride north to Bonifay. He needed to brush his teeth. 



Instead, Samson ran around the bunkhouse. He did 
15 laps but failed to “sound off,” so he got 20 more, 
then jumping jacks, then push-ups. 

When another new “cadet” showed up, Samson had 
to join in that boy’s exercises, too. More boys came. 
Samson lost track of the laps. 

Boys held cups the size of Big Gulps, but couldn’t 
drink until told to “consume.” They ate lunch standing 
up, ate dinner standing up, were led to the showers, 
but made to exercise there. 

Samson collapsed. Men forced him to the ground, 
pulled his hands behind his back and his elbows up. 
Samson felt both pain and relief. 

For the first time all day, he wasn’t standing. 
Samson got to use the bathroom. He peed a stream 

so dark red, it looked black. 
He reported it, but heard: “Everybody usually pisses 

blood the first couple of days.” 

Monday night, Samson slept fitfully between push-
ups. He spent Tuesday night vomiting. 

For more than 72 hours, Samson said he went 
without a healthy night’s sleep, and in that time, was 
dragged with his cheek scraping the ground, tossed 
in a corner and called “useless,” made to sleep in his 
sweaty jumpsuit and allowed to change only after he 
defecated himself. 

He was taken to the emergency room, his doctor 
would later write to an investigator, on the brink of 
death. 

In the hospital, Samson’s mother gave up on raising 
her son. “If I’m such a sh---- parent,” she remembers 
telling her father, “you do it.” Samson went home 
from the hospital with his grandfather. 

Ketchem said she spent four years assuming her 
son was at fault, believing he dehydrated himself by 
refusing to drink water or by crying too much, like the 
toddler who howled during haircuts. 

She never asked for the Sheriff’s Office report, 
which cited students and staff who watched Samson 

                                                          Courtesy of Samson Lehman
KIDNEY FAILURE AND DIALYSIS: As Samson Lehman lay in a 
hospital bed in 2008, he talked of being forced to exercise at 
a religious home until he collapsed. He spoke of vomiting and 
urinating blood. The “cadet” was an honors student. He had no 
juvenile record. He was 15.

vomit, fall and turn yellow. But hearing it read recent-
ly, she wondered if she had misjudged her son. 

“Had I known they were doing such unreasonable 
stuff,” she said, “I would not have sent him.” 

Ketchem said she feels “a little guilty.” But that 
subsides when she remembers the “positive” side of it 
all: “It took him almost dying to get his head out of his 
a--.” 

No, Samson says, it didn’t. 
He spent months in dialysis, thinking. 
“Just sitting on that machine and knowing it was 

completely avoidable,” Samson said. “That was ex-
tremely frustrating.... 

“I would just get so mad.... And then, I don’t know, 
you just feel kind of, like, helpless.” 

He is now 20, majoring in engineering at the Univer-
sity of Florida. Not because of his time away, he said. 
In spite of it. 

Freshman year, he got a tattoo to commemorate his 
survival, to symbolize he was not a powerless victim, 
or the pawn of some greater order, but a man who 
would dictate his own fate: 

Sum Mihi Dominus. I am my own master.




