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3 men arrested in robbery at Euless apartment complex

Posted Friday, Oct. 16, 2009

— COURTESY EULESS POLICE DEPARTMENT
Jose Ortiz

— Three men were arrested early Friday in the pistol-whipping and robbery of a 19-year-old man
at a Euless apartment complex, police said.

— After beating the man, the robbers took his wallet, a box of personal items and audio speakers
from his car, police said.

Euless police have charged Jacob Scott Berns, 17, Jose Ortiz, 18, and Donald Ray Sanders,
25, with aggravated robbery.

The men are accused of holding a man at gunpoint at the Sycamore Square apartments in the
3000 block of Raider Drive in south Euless.

The man told police that shortly after 1 a.m. he and a female friend were sitting in his car at the
complex when two men opened his car door and began hitting him and demanding money.

He told police that he was able to run away from the suspects while he was being hit with a
pistol. The woman also was able to get away, police said.

While running away, the man said he turned around and saw a third person in a pickup truck
parked next to his car while the other two men took items from his trunk.

Euless police officers were able to locate the pickup truck just east of the robbery location at E.
- Trinity and S. Industrial Boulevards. All of the stolen items were recovered, police said.

NATHANIEL JONES, 817-390-7635
njones@star-telegram.com
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Nonprofits
fill gaps in
area’s mass
transit

Money comes from &onations, contracts
with cities and some state fundmg

One in an occasional serles

By GORDON DICKSON
gdicksan@star- telegram.com

EULESS — Beatrice Hebert doesn't drive
a car and, like many people in Tarrant Coun-
ty, lives in a city without public transporta-
tion. ,

The Euless resident, who gave up driving
several years ago, was recently diagnosed
with breast cancer and gets radiation treat-
ment five times a week. At first, she was wor-
ried about how shed get to the appoint-
ments, but she learned through her doctor’s
office that she could ride each day on an
American Red Cross bus. 1

In an aréa where few cities invest their tax
dollars in public transportation, and sub-
stantial gaps in the mass transit system re-
main for those who don't have a car, non-
profits such as the Red Cross are shoulder-

_\.' .

ing an increasingly larger share of the load;

in helping resrdents get where
they need to'go.

“They are so wonderful.
Thank God they have this ser-
vice,” said Hebert, who is orig-
inally from Beaumont but
moved to Euless three years
ago to be closer to her daugh-
ter, son-in-law and grandchrl
dren.

On a recent afternoon, she
climbed aboard an 18-seat
Red Cross bus for the 10-min-'
uteride from her apartment to
the Edwards Cancer Center at
Texas Health Harris Methodist
Hospital H-E-B.

Bus driver Paula Lewis
helped Hebert, who uses a
walker, off the bus and escort-
ed her into the treatment cen-
ter.

Growingneed - - .
Thé American Red Cross.Chis-
holm Trail chapter in Fort:
Worth has helped people with
transportation needs for 30-
years, transportation diréctor
Leah Schumann said. B
- But it can only do so much.
“Were willing to expand-

“our program. It's just trying to-

find the money,” Schumann
said. “We do our very best to

* fill these gaps, but there's only

so much we:can do to fill that,
need.” . T ;

The chapter provrdes vari- ]
ous services with a fleet of 41 |
buses and vans on an annual \
operating budget of $1.9 mil- i
lion, Schumann said. The i
money comes from dona-"
tions, contracts with cities,
partnerships with other agen-
cies and some state funding
for capltal purchases. :

-But it's not as if the riders
can just hop on a bus. In most
cases, rides are provided:
based upon need, usually to
residents who are disabled,
are seniors or cant afford
other transportation. Mast -
services require riders to make
a reservation, sometimes sev-
eral days in advance.

Some transportation . ser-
vices are purely for medical
needs. Others, such as HEB

Transit, are partnerships with

churches and other groups to ;
help people get to work. - . °
Still others are contracted .
by cities — such as Northeast
Transportation Services in

-Bedford, - Euless, Grapevine,

Haltom City, Hurst, Keller and ‘

* North Richland Hills — to pro- *
‘vide rides anywhere within the

cities’ borders to qualified se- ;
niors or people w1th disabili-
ties.

Ridership on the rise

‘Overall Red Cross ridership

has’ increased 11, percent in
five ‘years. It provided more

“than 101,000 passenger trips.

in the fiscal year ending June.
30.

Ridership on HEB Transrt
has more than doubled in:
three years to 3,921 passenger
trips annually. That increase
occurred even though Colley-:
ville and Watauga dropped out .

- of the program, citing low rid-;

ership and budgetary con-

-cerns.

Those are relanvely small
numbers compared with a
public agency such as the Fort
Worth Transportation Author- '

-ity, which provides tradmonal
bus and rail service in Fort |

Worth and Richland Hills and
co-owns the Trinity Railway:
Express. In 2008, the T provid-
ed a total of 8.5 rmlhon pas-
senger trips. '

But these nonproﬁt agen-

i cies intentionally keep a low

profile because, for the most
part, they're already helping
about as many people as they

:
can, reglonal planners sard

The Red Cross doesn't even
publicize its - services; most,
passengers. learn “about” it .
through word of mouth, often”
from a church or a medical
professional who' recognizes -
‘that 'they. need help. Many
others learn about nonprofit

. transit providers through the

United Way of Tarrant County,
which operates a 211 referral
service that helps callers sort
through their transportation
opnons :

- “You have the main pubhc
transportatron provider, and
in Tarrant County it’s the T"
said Michelle Bloomer, public
transportation coordinator for
the North Central Texas Coun-

cil of Governments. “They're

- able to provide a certain level

of .general public or mass
transportation, either fixed-
route busservice or commuter

_tail service, But there'sa signif-

“icant need they just aren't able

“to meet. So a lot of the small

. honprofits are popping up to
fill those needs.”
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Dollar bills in the mail
_There are also several smalier

transit providers. Among them
is the Mid-Cities Care Corps, a
‘church-supported group that|
enlists the help of volunteers |
to take senior citizens to plac--
es such as the doctor’s office,
grocery store and pharmacy.

The group n~w regulazly
provides rides for 616 clients,
up from 584 last.year. The ser- .
vice is free to residents 65 and |
older — 60 and older for those
on Social Security disability —
and the drivers don't accept
money.

But many riders want to

pay a fare anyway, office man- °

ager Anne Agee said.

“We get little dollar bills
wadded up in the mail all the :
time,” she said. “A lot of our
riders want to pay something.”

The service, which started
in 1981, has 103 volunteer
drivers who take clients in
their own cars. Mid-Cities i
Care Corps conducts a crimi- |
nal background check on the
volunteers and provides sup- ‘
plemental insurance. o

No signs of slowmg
‘The trend shows no signs of
slowing, as area cities cut their
services to make ends meet.
Last month, Lake Worth
abruptly canceled its contract
with. Yellow Cab to, serve -its -
residents, leaving several rid-
ers- stuck without the: trans-
portation that they had de-
pended on for years. ‘
Richland Hills officials are.
studying alternatives to T bus
service and have called a refer-
endum for next year to ask vot-
ers whether they want to leave
the transportation authority.
City officials have been
briefed by the Red Cross and-:
Yellow Cab’s parent company,
Irving Holdings, about other -
options that could fill the
transportation gaps. :

_the nonprofit agencies to pro-

: she said.

The T is encouraging Rich--
land Hills residents to keep -
their T bus service, but else-
where it welcomr=s any help it
can get from nonprofit groups.
It's a way to expand transit bes,
yond the T’s service area, said
Nancy Amos, T senior vice
president. F
.~ More than half of Tarrantf
County’s 1.8 million residents | i
live outside the T's fixed-route |
jurisdiction. ., - ' ‘f

“The T even contracts'with

Kl

vide some of its Mobility-Im-

-paired Transportation Service |

in Fort Worth, Amos said. = *,
“We try to make these ser-’
vices available to the best of '
our ability, rather than try to.
do it all ourselves,” she said.
Sharon Lindly of Watauga
rides a Red Cross bus to doctor’
appointments two . to three
times a week. Llndly,,who has
emphysema, recently” quit
driving at the request of her
.grown children.
- “These - drivers — bless
their hearts. They're so sweet,”

GORDON DICKSON, 817-390-7796 X

Need a ride?

If you live in Tarrant County but not in an area

served by the Fort Worth Transportation Au-

thority, call the United Way’s 211 referral line

— or 877-886-4833 or 817-258-8100 — to find

out what other transit services you qualify for,
In most cases, a reservation is required,

-often several days in advance. Most services . -

also require a small fare, usually $1 to $3 each’
‘way. :
A sample of what’s out there

Handitran, Arlington. Door-to-door rides for
qualified residents who are 65 and older or
have disabilities. $2.

: Northeast Transportation Service (NETS)

Door-to-door service to most destinations in
Bedford, Euless, Grapevine, Haltom City, Hurst,
Keller and North Richland Hills: Riders must be
55 and older or disabled. $1.50.
HEB Transit. Primarily a ride to work for
qualified residents of Hurst, Euless and Bed-
ford. Access to Trinity Rallway Express stations
is also available.
Tarrant County Transportatlon Serwces
Door-to-door transportation in Azle, Benbrook,
Crowley, Everman, Forest Hill, Kennedale,
Mansfield, Saginaw, Sansom Park and West-
"worth Village. Each city is guaranteed service
one day per week. $2.50 each way.
American Red Cross. Rides to and from
medical appointments — a program formerly
known as WHEELS — for qualified residents
who are 60 and older or disabled. $2.50 to $5,
depending upon ability to pay. Calls prioritized
by medical need.

Source: North Central Texas Council of Gavernments

Online exclusive o
===\ Keep up on Metroplex transportation
news at star-telegram.com/blogs
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Margaret Earline Zahn

RICHLAND HILLS — Margaret
Earline Zahn, 86, passed away
Wednesday, Oct. 14, 2009, in Rich--
land Hills, o o oifonr sy

* MEMORIAL SERVICE: Aprivate,
service was conducted Friday in
Dallas-Forth’ -National; Cemetery,
with her son, Charles W.-Zahn Jr.,
offidiating. -+ A sigstn g ke

- MEMORIALS: - The.. family -re--
quests, in lieu of, floW_g@ .dona-

tions bemade to the library fund of

Richland Hills, Christian " Churh,

“3908 Ruth Road, Richland Hills,,
*Texas: 76118-5233; the .Longhorn
-Council, Boy. Scouts.“of ‘America,.

Box 54190, -850 Cannon Drive;
Hurst, Texas 76054; or the South
Texas Council;. Boy - Scouts of

"America, 700 Everheart Road, Cor-
“pus Christi, Texas 78411 . -

-, Margaret. was; born_April 18,

1923, inJackson,.Tenn,, fo Earl and
“Myrtle Pruett.”Margaret was an
" active ‘member 6f Richland Hills

- Christlan:Chdrch. She serveéd many

wyears.as.a member. and officer of
.the . Tarrant :County., Veterinary
. Medicine Auxiliary, as a member

and leader of a denand pack for the

"Boy Scouts of America, as well asa

teader in the Girl Scouts of Ameri-

-ca. She also served as amember of
.the.Tarrant County. A&M Mothers

" Club, and was also involved: along

with her children; in the Texas Age

“Group Swimming Association. -

-She was ‘preceded in death by

.her husband of 56 years, Charles -

. W.Zahn. . ‘

_ SURVIVORS: Sons, Charles W.
Zahn Jr."(Linda) of Port Aransas,

- George W. Zahn (Patsy)'of Euless

“‘and Williarry Curtis Zabniof Irving;
- daughters, ' Margaret” Copher of

Bedford and Linda Skidmore (Lar-
ry) of Irving; grandchiidren, Kim-

_berly Rene Zahn of Spring, Charles
"W Zabn 1} (Jessica)of Spring

- Branch,.Elisa Earline'RisIey.(Chris-v
. topher).of Trophy Club, George W.
; Zahn' Jr. (Marla) of New Baden,

Larry- Elton_ Copher Jr.. (Sandy) of

" Dallas, Margaret Anne Culver (Bry-

--an) of Humble, Laura Elizabeth
* ‘Copher of Bedford, Larry Dale Skid-
» more of Irving and Danny Skigmore

of Irving; .and great-grandchitdren,
Brittney Walker, Matthew Walker,

“Christopher Munoz, Sofia’Patricia

Zahn;" Kyle - Christopher. Risley,
Benjamin Brady Risley, Rachel

“.Copher, Dylan Copher, Kylie Culver;

. Tara Michelle Zahn, Glen Curtis

", Zahn, ‘Katherine Elizabeth™~Zahn

".and Christopher WilliamZahn.

“Greenwood Funeral Home

3100 White Settlement Rd,, 817-336-0584
View and sign guestbook at
www.star-telegram.com/obituaries

George Zahn is a member
of our Planning & Zoning Commission.
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A court case forced a Santeria priest to reveal
some of his religion’s secrets. It’s ritual of animal
sacrifice, he revealed on his own.

By Kimberly Thorpe
Published on October 21, 2009 at 2:33pm --- Dallas Observer News

Jose Merced

Inside Jose Merced's shrine room, devotees of all ages participate in the cleansing ceremony for Virginia Rosario-Nevarez as
part of her seven-day initiation into the Santeria priesthood.

The Euless neighborhood is mostly quiet, a sleepy suburb of pleasant ranch-style homes, winding creeks
and mossy oaks that looks as if it could have been plucked from any American city. Except, of course, for
the ancient gods that populate the home and religion of one of the area's most controversial residents.

But Jose Merced doesn't shy away from controversy—and he has no plans of doing so on this crisp day
in late September. No matter that his neighbors remain uneasy with the ritual singing and drumming that
are part of his Santeria religion; no matter that they might, as before, call the police if they feared he was
engaging in animal sacrifice; no matter that the city of Euless, even after losing a drawn-out lawsuit that
tested the boundaries of religious liberty in Texas, is still searching for new ways to shut down Merced's
spiritual practices. For him, the deities who reside in the back room of his house have been silenced long
enough.

It's been nearly three and a haif years since he stopped the ritual slaughter of four-legged animals in his
home to pursue litigation against the city over his right to do so. With a decision from the 5th U.S. Circuit
Court of Appeals in his favor and against the city's health and safety concerns, Merced, a flight attendant,
will resume his full religious practices tonight.

As the sacrificial hour approaches, several priests (Santeros) are preparing the 40 assorted goats,
roosters, hens, guinea hens, pigeons, guail, turtle and duck who grow noisy and nervous in their cages.
Their lives will be taken in an exchange mandated by Qlofi, Santeria's supreme god and source of all
energy, to heal the broken body and spirit of Virginia Rosario-Nevarez and to initiate her into the Santeria
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priesthood. No medical doctor has been able to alleviate her suffering—the intractable back pain that
makes walking unbearable, her debilitating depression and loneliness.

During a spiritual reading, lesser deities have told Merced that for Nevarez to be healed, she must
become a priestess. In the initiation ceremony for priesthood, a high priest will sacrifice animals, which
must die so she can live a heaithy and spiritual life. in a theology similar to Christian grace in which Jesus
died to forgive the sins of his followers, the animais will be offered in sacrifice to Olofi and the other
deities (Orishas), who will purge her of negative energy as she makes her commitment to them.

Mounted against a wall in the back room shrine in Merced's house are shelves containing clusters of
small ceramic pots, ornately decorated and filled with shells, stones and other artifacts—the physical
manifestations of the Orishas that reside in the room. To initiate Nevarez as a priestess, new godly
manifestations of the old gods on Merced's shelf must be born. To make this happen, animal bloed will be
spilled onto new pots, which the priestess will take home to begin her own shrine with her own newly
manifested gods.

Much of theology behind Santeria's rituals remains unknown to Nevarez, though more of its secrets will
be revealed to her as she grows in her commitment.

Secrecy defines the Santeria religion, which is why estimates, even by its own followers, of the number of
its U.S. adherents vary widely between one and five million. The religion's clandestine nature was also a
point of contention during the lawsuit. At trial, the city asked Merced if its health officials could witness a
sacrifice to determine if it violated Euless' ordinances prohibiting animal cruelty, the possession of
livestock and the disposal of animal remains, but Merced said only initiated priests were permitted to see
one. The exclusion of outsiders stems from the iong history of persecution Santeria's followers suffered.
Santeria came to Cuba from West Africa during the slave trade centuries ago, a peculiar melding of the
Yoruba religious traditions of captured slaves and the Catholicism of their masters. Slaves were forbidden
from practicing their indigenous beliefs, so they hid that practice from their oppressors, adopting the
names of Catholic saints for their Orishas (Saint Peter for Ogun, for example) whose divine intervention
they could call upon when seeking protection, health and wisdom.

But tonight, Merced has had enough of secrecy. The litigation has taken a toll on his physical
appearance. He looks heavier, grayer, worn out. The national media generated by the case, however,
has left him more comfortable with the presence of strangers in his house, even with local news trucks
parked in his front yard. And this evening Merced is allowing his first nonbeliever to witness an animal
sacrifice.

"I'm going to let her see one and that's it," he says, standing in front of a long, flowing curtain concealing
the entrance to his shrine. He is unwilling to listen to any who oppose the outsider observing the
ceremony. Some in the shrine raise their eyebrows but return to the task at hand. They figure Merced's
deities are in control today. If he's allowing the Orishas to be seen by a nonbeliever, then the gods must
be OK with it.

Merced has recently disregarded other premonitions of danger. Three days earlier in his home, he held a
séance for Nevarez in preparation for her priestly initiation. Ten members, all wearing white, gathered
inside his converted garage, now a spare kitchen. On top of a white tablecloth sat a crucifix, prayer
books, pencils, paper and a fishbowl of water—there to cleanse the spirits from negative to positive.
Hanging on the wall were decorative hollowed-out gourds, painted in primary colors to represent a
handful of the 60 or so Orishas in Santeria. in one corner sat a life-size female black doll dressed in a
flowing skirt and bandanna, a half-empty bottle of rum and lighted candles placed nearby.
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The deities, or Orishas, communicate through cowrie shells, telling one woman about her past, present
and future in a divination reading.

o] ;

A Santeria priest performs the cleansing ceremony on Nevarez (center) before 60 or so deities, which sit
in pots on the shelves to her left.

One of the Santeros at the table knotted his face, his expression troubled. He began to grunt and take
short breathes, acting possessed by the spirit, which came alive through him and asked for some rum. A
woman handed him a gourd brimming with white Bacardi. As he gulped the rum, he walked hastily toward
Merced.

This was a negative spirit, and it had a message: It would be best for Merced to leave the area or send
everybody away from his home and remain alone.

Merced folded his arms defensively across his chest. Time and again, throughout his legal troubles,
lawyers, neighbors, friends and even Santeros had proposed he do the same. Why didn't he just leave
Euless? Worship somewhere else? Why come out and create so much controversy when he could just
keep things secret and live in peace like the others? To Merced, this spirit represented an insult to
everything he had accomplished.

"How dare you?" accused Merced, reminding the spirit that it was "immaterial"~—and in Merced's house. "|
don't have to go anywhere. I'm going to keep up the fight.”

Jose Merced never intended to be the face of Santeria in North Texas, although he might argue that it
was his fate.

He grew up in San Juan, Puerto Rico, and recalls his childhood as happy and stable—that is, until his
father left the family. Merced, at 12, felt abandoned and grew physically ill, developing a sharp, chronic
pain in his stomach and intestines. A medical doctor suggested exploratory surgery, but his mother
wouldn't hear of it.

She had grown up in a home where regular séances took place between family members. When
pregnant with Jose, a stranger stopped her in a shoe store and told her she would give birth to a male
child on April 20 who wouid possess the gift of spirituality. Merced was born on April 19 and early on
became intrigued with the spiritual realm.

After Merced became ill, he asked his mother to bring him to a woman his mother had been seeing for
private spiritual readings. Even without him menticning it, the woman told him about his intestinal pains
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and his nightmares. Hoping she could cure him, Merced began attending weekly séances at her home. ze
Many of those attending wore colorful, beaded necklaces, and he asked the woman how he could get
some. She told him those who wore the necklaces were followers of Santeria, and he could only get them
when he needed them, not when he wanted them. A year and a half iater, she did a reading for him with
the deities of Santeria and told him it was time.

At 14, he donned his collares—necklaces that represented the protection granted by the Orishas. For a
short while, Merced, who weighed 210 pounds, began to feel better, but it didn't last. "Spirits also can
bother you when you're not knowing or understanding what it is you come in life to do,"” he now explains.

The woman became his godmother in Santeria, and she continued to treat him with herbal potions and
spiritual readings. Over the next 18 months, he lost 60 pounds and had good months as well as bad.

Finally, Merced says that the Orishas spoke through the woman and told her that the only way to make
his pain disappear was to get initiated as a priest. Merced was ready, but the ceremony was expensive,
$3,000, and he didn't have enough money. For a year after graduating high school, Merced saved up,
working as a clerk for the Puerto Rico Department of Education in San Juan. By early 1979, with his
mother's help, he had saved enough money, though he still had no idea what to expect.

He had helped with other initiations at his godmother's house but was never allowed inside the shrine-
room. "l saw the animals going in alive and coming out dead,” Merced recalls. But he had no idea why.
He helped by cleaning or cutting up the meat or plucking chicken feathers. Sometimes he would ask the
people outside the room what was happening inside. "And when you asked something, all they answered
was, ‘It is a secret.' If you're not crowned [a priest], you're not supposed to know. So when | went in to my
ceremony, | didn't have a clue.”

On the day of his initiation, he was called inside the shrine and told to keep his eyes closed. Four hours
later, he was dressed in regal-looking robes, his head completely shaven. Later he was told he had been
possessed by his Orisha, but he remembered nothing.

After the crowning ceremony, it was time for the animal sacrifice. As the animals were brought in, he was
told to touch his head to the animal's head and its hooves to other areas of his body. The animal was
absorbing his negativity. He had to chew pieces of coconut, swallowing the juice but spitting the coconut
meat into the animal's ear.

Money is part of the ritual offering to the Orishas during a cowrie shell reading.

He would later learn that this was necessary for the "the exchange ceremony,” which came next. The
pieces of coconut represented Merced's message—his thoughts, feelings, needs—which were
transferred to the goat for direct passage to Olofi. His physical contact with the animal was also symbolic
of his commitment to God. As soon as the animal's blood was spilled, Merced's negativity, which had
been absorbed by the goat, was released. The purified blood then spilled into the pots.

Shortly after the initiation, he says his stomach pains subsided. "l never, ever have felt again the same
pain that | used to feel before," he says.
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Although he had little contact with his father, a nonbeliever, he invited him to his divination readings two
days later. His father aiso visited him at his mother's house immediately after the seven-day ceremony
concluded. Merced was wearing all-white, his head shaved clean, and his father insisted this was all his
mother's doing—she was the one who had become a priestess a year earlier. His father demanded he
end these religious practices and join the National Guard like he had. Merced told him, no: He had
become a priest for health reasons, and he refused to let him shake his faith, particularly after his father
had been so uninvolved in his life for so long.

If his father had learned anything from the divination readings, he would know what the Orishas had in
store for his son. The priest had told him he would trave! the world. He told him he would become a priest
who would initiate others. And he told him that people would have reason to remember his name.

The first year of his priesthood was a difficult one. At the department of education, many of his co-workers
would shoot him strange, even hostile glances when he wore his necklace and dressed in the all-white
attire his religion required him to wear in the year following his intiation.

In 1989, he learned about a job opening with a commercial airline, and the next year he began to work for
the company in Dallas. The work was good, but his spiritual life suffered.

He didn't know any Santeros here and removed his necklaces to avoid drawing attention to himself. "|
didn't want people to know [about my religion]," Merced says. "That's hiding. And | lived hiding for a long,
long time."

A closet in his apartment in Euless served as the shrine for his Orishas, which he had brought in cloth
bags when he first traveled from Puerto Rico to Dallas.

A year after the move, he bought his first home and dedicated an entire room to his deities. Using the
Yellow Pages, he located a botanica (a spiritual supply store) ocn West Jefferson and felt brave enough to
introduce himself as a Santero. Here he would find others who shared his beliefs.

Over the years, he would become godfather to at least 500 followers and initiate at least 17 priests. As
these new priests went out into the community and gave out necklaces to their own godchildren, Merced's
own house grew. He estimates that today there are close to 1,000 believers in his Santeria community.

As Merced grew more confident in his job and in himself, he stopped hiding his religion to outsiders and
would tell them about it when asked. He took the same approach in his personal life. And in 2002, when
his boyfriend, Michael, decided to take his last name, their commitment to each other seemed a natural
progression. "This is me," Jose says. "And everyone will accept me for what | am.™

In 2002 Merced moved into the house he currently owns in Euless, but it wasn't until 2004 that he started
attracting the attention of the authorities. On September 4, Euless police and animai control officials
showed up unannounced at his home. An anonymous caller had complained that goats were being
illegally slaughtered in his backyard. When the authorities arrived, Merced was in the middle of a
sacrificial ceremony inside his shrine. The police told him to stop~—that if he didn't they would fine him or
arrest him. But the animal control officer intervened: Merced was allowed to continue the ritual and would
not be arrested, at least not that day.

The incident was only the beginning of a lengthy legal struggle that would thrust this otherwise private
man into the national spotlight.

In May 2006, authorities again appeared at Merced's home, responding to a neighbor's complaint that he
was preparing to kill goats. But Merced and a friend were just sitting outside, celebrating another
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Santero's birthday with a beer and a cigarette. Merced invited the authorities to search his backyard for
goats Only two small dogs came running.

DISTRIBUTED TO:

Merced recalled what the police told him in court: "They said, well, if you're not doing it today, make sure
you don't do it tomorrow, either, because you cannot do it." Shortly after the second complaint, Merced
went to Euless City Hall and asked far a permit that would allow him to perform animal sacrifices. City
staff said no such permit existed.

With the threat of arrest looming, Merced felt he had no choice but to sue. In December 2006, Merced,
through his attorney John Wheat Gibson, sought an injunction in a Fort Worth federal court prohibiting
Euless from preventing him from exercising his right to practice his religion. The suit alleged that the city
had violated the First, Fifth, and Fourteenth Amendments as well as the Texas Religious Freedom
Restoration Act. Because his case was the first to invoke the act's protections, Judge John McBryde had
no precedent upon which to rely.

During the one-day trial, Merced took the stand and told the judge: "I just want to practice my religion. |
just want them to leave me alone as long as I'm not harming anybody or it's not a risk or causing damage
to anybody in the neighborhood.”

Merced and a defense expert testified that the location of initiation ceremonies was divined by Santeria
deities and that Merced's deities requested those ceremonies be held where they lived—in his home. But
Merced also told the court that he had conducted initiation ceremonies outside of Euless—a fact the
attorney representing Euless, William "Mick" McKamie, seized upon in his argument.

"When you're looking at the overall practice of the religion, that's one aspect of it [and] it can be practiced
elsewhere,” he contended. "Mr. Merced moved into this place where it was illegal instead of selecting a
place that wasn't. And so he burdened himself."

The judge agreed that Merced's sacrifices could be performed outside of Euless and ruled against him.
Gibson was convinced the decision was wrong—that McBryde was unable to rule in favor of a religion so
alien to his own belief system.

"I think what happened in Euless is that we have people who don't understand what the Santeros are up
to,” Gibson says. "it's not that they're against dogma; it's just that this is the wrong dogma.”

Merced tock the decision as one more instance of people insisting he was the problem, and if he would
only move, he would be free to practice his religion in peace. Outraged, he decided to appeal.

The case gained recognition, embraced by religious liberty lawyers who sought a more expansive
interpretation of the Texas Religious Freedom Restoration Act.

Enacted in 1999 under then-Governor George Bush, the TRFRA prevents Texas state and local
governments from "substantially burdening" a person's free exercise of religion unless that government
can show a compelling interest in doing so. The law was a reaction to a 1990 U.S. Supreme Court
decision in a Native American peyote-use case, which held that the First Amendment did not prohibit the
state of Oregon from banning the sacramental use of peyote through general criminal drug laws as long
as they do not specifically target Native American religious ritual. It did say, however, that the legisiative
process could be employed to protect the free exercise of religion.

Congress took the court at its word and in 1993 passed the Religious Freedom Restoration Act. But the
Supreme Court fired back with a 1997 ruling that said it was unconstitutional to apply this federal law to
the states. So at least 14 states, including Texas, took it upon themselves to pass similar laws protecting
religious freedom.
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First Amendment scholar Doug Laycock, a law professor at UT-Austin at the time the Legisiature enacted
the TRFRA, said its authors intended the law 1o be expansive and apply to all religions, even the ones
"the Legislature has never heard of."

Laycock had successfully represented the Santeria church before the Supreme Court in 1983 after the
city of Hialeah, Florida, tried to ban the ritual killing of animals not for public consumption. The Hialeah
City Council enacted the ban specifically targeting the Santeria religion after it learned one of its churches
had plans to locate within city limits. The high court saw this ordinance as being applied exclusively to
Santeria and held it an unconstitutional restriction on the free exercise of religion.

So when Merced decided to appeal his case, he called Laycock. But Laycock, now a law professor at the
University of Michigan, had other obligations and couldn't take the case. He assured Merced he would
find him representation. And fast. The deadline to appeal was approaching.

Laycock contacted Plano-based Liberty Legal Institute, a nonprofit First Amendment law firm with a
history of advocating conservative causes. But the firm already had one TRFRA challenge before the
Texas Supreme Court and didn't want to detract attention from it. The conservative 5th Circuit also had an
abysmal track record when it came to religious liberty claims, especially those that had been adversely
decided by its lower courts.

Within days of the deadline, Laycock found Eric Rassbach, the national litigation director at the Becket
Fund for Religious Liberty in Washington, D.C. Legal Liberty's director Hiram Sasser aiso helped
Rassbach prepare for his oral arguments, stressing the importance of making the judges comfortable with
animal sacrifice in the context of religious freedom. "That's always the hardest part about handling a case
that involves weird facts," Sasser says. "Everybody has to understand that their religious freedom is tied
together.”

Rassbach hit that point hard during his arguments before a three-judge panel of the 5th Circuit, which on
July 31 ruled in favor of Merced and ordered the lower court to issue an injunction against the city of
Euless. The panel didn't decide the case on First Amendment grounds but rather on its interpretation of
the TRFRA.

In an August 7 Wall Street Journal op-ed entitled "Why | Defend Goat Sacrifice," Rassbach praised the
appellate court for championing religious freedom.

"The Court did not decide whether Mr. Merced's beliefs were right or wrong, orthodox or unorthodox,"
Rassbach wrote. "It simply held that as long as he is not endangering public health or safety, the
government had to leave those beliefs up to him and his gods.”

The fitigation had taken its toll on Merced. His testimony and the media attention that followed brought
many of Santeria's secrets into the open and unnerved those devotees who saw its mystery as part of its
theology as well as its enchantment.

He had written letters to the several hundred Santeros he had met over the years, asking each to
contribute $100 to his legal defense fund. But many turned him down. Some were fearfu! that his case
would reveal the secrets that gave power and meaning to their religion; others felt his case was his own
personal crusade and not a cause for all who practice Santeria. "They want to keep on hiding," Merced
says, "which | don't understand.”

Many of his co-workers at the airline started to give him strange looks, avoiding him altogether. But most
painful was the disappearance from his life of friends unrelated to Santeria, whom he had known for more
than a decade.
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They had visited his home many times for parties, but had never entered his backroom shine or the
converted garage where he practiced. "See, it's not my business card saying, I'm Jose Merced, and I'm a
Santero."

With the lawsuit, he also isolated himself. "| was just sharing with Santeros. | put shields up." One
relationship grew stronger though, as he and his partner Michael completed the process of adopting a
baby boy from Guatemala.

Suddenly his own father could read about him on the Internet or watch his interviews on CNN. After he
won, his father wanted to know what the decision meant. "I didn't sue for money, | sued for religious
rights," Merced told him. "It means that | can practice at home and they can't bother me...I made history."

Michael also saw the case as a huge victory for religious freedom and thinks the reaction from some in
the Santeria community is unjustified. "I would hope that this is a turning point for [them] not to be
ashamed of the religion you believe in," he says. "[Jose] has to be commended. if it wasn't for him, who
would fight?"

Doug Laycock hopes that with another win under its belt, the Santeria community will feel more protected.
"Now there're two decisions, and city attorneys will be more inclined to tell their clients they're just wasting
their time and money.”

That hasn't proven true, however, with the city of Euless. Even though the lower court issued its injunction
on September 16, Euless' attorney McKamie sees the adverse ruling as a minor hiccup.

"We are going to lock at our ordinances as they're written in light of the court's ruling and see if they can
be rewritten” he says. "Also, we are going to coordinate with other state and county officials on the
enforcement of their laws, not just city ordinances.”

McKamie says he has seen Merced's property and does not think there's enough land there to keep and
kill animals. "Oh my goodness, this is next door to homes! It's not like there's some kind of buffer zone
there or anything...Keeping them inside a house, and killing them with biood and waste inside the house,
that's a major league health problem."

McKamie is considering an appeal to the U.S. Supreme Court, convinced the 5th Circuit Court
misinterpreted the TRFRA. "l think it was never intended to be perverted in this way." He is shocked that
the court didn't find Euless' public health interests compelling enough to "burden" Merced's religious
practices. "How can you say the public health is not compelling? Protection of the public health is the
definition of a compelling interest.”

Several state statutes deal with the public health concerns of slaughtering animals in an urban setting.
"It's not just something simple as 'Oh, trust me, I'm going to kill this animal correctly, and by the way, I'll
double-bag it.' That's almost insulting it's so simplistic.”

During the trial, McKamie raised the issue of animal cruelty, but the defense countered that the Santeria
method of animal sacrifice—cutting the carotid artery—was a humane way of slaughter. It would be
difficult for the city to prove that killing animais in a ritualistic manner, such as the Jewish faith does, is
crueler than killing animals in a slaughterhouse.

None of this will stop McKamie from exploring animal cruelty concerns as he retoois his attack. But
redrafting health, safety and zoning ordinances or convincing state and county authorities to investigate
Merced for other violations smacks of targeting Santeria and may run afoul of constitutional protections.
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Merced insists he will keep practicing his religion openly, even at the risk of being threatened or arrested,
or being shunned by followers and friends.

Merced throws back the long curtain at the shrine's entrance, for the first time allowing a non-believer to
witness an animal sacrifice in his home. The ritual will mark the dramatic climax of the second day of
Virginia Rosario-Nevarez's weeklong initiation.

Other Santeros are hard at work preparing the first animal. The men and women all wear white—hats,
bandannas, shirts, skirts, pants, socks and shoes. Only Nevarez wears color—a yellow satin robe draped
over a long skirt. Her head has been shaved, painted and adorned with a crown.

Merced disappears into another room, and then yells, "Ahi va el primero!"

The first goat, a black and white male, is carried to the shrine and placed on the white tile. A woman
presents it to Nevarez, lifting its front legs into the air.

Nevarez leans forward and cups the goat's small head between her hands. She whispers into its right ear.
Her lips move quickly.

The goat relieves itself on the shoes of the woman behind her. The mess is swept up and the goat is
picked up—its front legs crossed with its rear to prevent it from struggling. A broad-shouldered man is
handed the goat to hold.

On the floor in the middle of the room sits a group of Orishas, their physical presence represented by
open pots containing shells and miniature axes, spears and carvings of roosters. Above these Orishas,
the goat is suspended on its side, as the other Santeros retreat into the room’'s shadows.

The high priest (Babalawo) picks up a sharp blade and braces the head cf the goat. He pinches the skin
on its neck and brings the knife in close. He cuts its fur, letting its shavings fall onto the heads of the gods
in anticipation of blood. As the Babalawo begins to sing a Yoruban song, his knife forcefully enters the
goat's neck so its esophagus remains untouched. Blood collects on the blade and spills off its tip.

The broad-shouldered man holding the goat moves with the Babalawo as he feeds the Orishas, pouring
blood into each container. The geat's tail continues to wag and the men and women begin to sing. After
several minutes, the Babalawo lays the goat on the floor. He completely severs the goat's head and
shakes its body over the Orishas to catch any remaining blood. He turns its head upside down and places
it on the floor beside the Orishas.

Next, roosters and pigeons are brought in, and then another goat. The ceremony repeats itself for the
next two hours until all 40 animais are killed.

After each Orisha is fed, the animal carcasses are taken to an enclosed patio where the remaining live
animals are kept in separate cages before slaughter. Ten people are set up in stations here, skinning
goats, plucking chickens, carving up body parts and separating meat from bone.

The smell of animal waste and flesh is strong on the patio. Merced would rather this be done outside, but
he has yet to receive a copy of the injunction and wants its security before he risks offending his
neighbors.

The next day calls for another locng ceremony. Twice as many Orishas sit on the floor, with fruit, sweets
and money baskets laid beside them as offerings. The Orishas are now covered by hollowed-out gourds
brimming with cooked animal feet, legs and heads. The odor emanating from them is strong only up close
and smells of fried skin and hair.
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Nevarez seems rested today. "l feel very calm," she says. "It's a new life. The old ways are gone." She
looks forward to being healed from what doctors could not cure. She holds her head proudly and relishes
the formal greeting process, which has her blessing each visitor who enters the shrine.

After the greeting ceremony, musicians enter the shrine, followed by Santeros who dance to the beat of
the drums and the songs sung by the Babalawo. In the kitchen the meat waits in pots, separated by the
type of animal—goat, chicken and lamb—being prepared for a large feast.

From out of nowhere, a squad car pulls up in front of the house and waits. Merced rushes outside,
pointing to his neighbor's house. A Euless police officer explains he received an anonymous call over his
radic—something about a blocked driveway. Merced turns to the driveway of his next-door neighbor,
whom he suspects has been the anonymous caller all along, and notices a car has blocked its entrance,
just slightly.

The police officer seems friendly enough. "'l tell you what my call screen says." He reads from it
"Vehicle white truck blocking drive way. People in backyard have been chanting all day and ali night and
have been known to sacrifice animals.”

Merced throws his head back and laughs. He invites the officer to look for himself and when he
approaches the house, the musicians stop playing. But Merced urges them to continue. In the meantime,
he leads the officer inside the house and straight to the shrine. "The police came to visit!" Merced
announces. "Say hil"

Nevarez, unsure of how to react, lifts her hands and folds them diagonally across her chest in ceremonial
greeting. The officer looks at the shelves of pots and the new priestess, and squeezes himself back
outside.

Inside Jose Merced's shrine room, devotees of all ages participate in the cleansing ceremony for Virginia
Rosario-Nevarez as part of her seven-day initiation into the Santeria priesthood.

"It's different,” the officer says to Merced, as they tour the backyard in search of animals. "You know how
people are with different. They just don't like different.”

The officer is satisfied and returns to his squad car, driving away. Merced glances toward his neighbor's
house. "If they're trying to put pressure on me in order to get me out of here," he says, shaking his head.
"I'm not moving."
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Rising home prices spotty in Dallas
Friday, October 23, 2009 By STEVE BROWN / The Dallas Morgjng News

More than one in five Dallas-area residential districts have managed to eke out home price increases so
far this year. That's a bit of improvement from the start of 2009 but is still off from a year ago, when
almost half of Dallas-area neighborhoods were ahead in the home price game, a close look at local home
sales patterns shows.

Compared with the same period last year, sales prices for pre-owned homes were down an average of 4
percent in the 45 North Texas residential districts that The Dallas Morning News tracks each quarter.

The biggest median price increase — 14 percent — was in Westlake in Northeast Tarrant County,
according to an analysis of numbers by the Real Estate Center at Texas A&M University and the North
Texas Real Estate Information Systems. Sales prices were also up by much smaller rates in Cedar Hill,
Duncanviiie, Richardson, Garland, Arlington, Euless, Wylie, and Ellis and Denton counties.

But prices in most Dallas-area neighborhoods have deteriorated this year, statistics for the first nine
months show.

Some of the largest single-family home price declines were in Southeast Dallas, the Park Cities, North
Dallas, Lancaster and East Dallas, the analysis, based on statistics from the Realtors’ Multiple Listing
Service, shows.

Still, housing analysts are encouraged that the overall price declines in North Texas appear to be leveling
off after almost two years of decreases.

Dr. James Gaines, an economist at the Real Estate Center at Texas A&M University, said, "The near-
term expectations are, at best, that the market won't get worse. Good news there, again, for Dallas is that
home prices have held up relatively well” compared with the rest of the country.

But none of the Dallas area's home markets has seen an increase in the number of pre-owned homes
sold this year. And year-over-year sales decreases top 20 percent in many neighborhoods.

Significant declines in the numbers of both pre-owned and new homes for sale in North Texas are helping
to build a floor under prices, analysts say.

"With buyers having fewer choices available to them, they can't negotiate as hard," said David Brown,
who heads the Dallas office for housing research firm Metrostudy Inc. "Neighborhoods with a higher
percentage of foreclosures are likely to see more downward pressure on prices.

"As long as the inventory of available homes doesn't climb significantly, prices should remain relatively
stable.”

With home foreclosure filings up more than 20 percent in North Texas this year, the market still faces
challenges.

"The foreclosure process dictates an expedited sale of a house, and that often puts downward pressure
on a value,” said Ted Wilson of housing analyst Residential Strategies Inc.

"Furthermore, if appraisers use the foreclosure as a market comparable, it can effectively lower the value
on other nonforeclosed houses in the submarket.”






