Author Nicholas Sparks in legal battle over attempt to ban
school LGBT club
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The bestselling romance novelist Nicholas Sparks has been locked in a five-year legal battle
over his attempts to ban a LGBT+ club and lesbian student protest at the Christian school
he co-founded.

Sparks is a prolific writer whose twenty romance novels, including The Notebook, have all
been international bestsellers. Eleven of his novels have been made into multimillion dollar
box office films.

In 2006 the author co-founded a small faith-based prep school in New Bern, North Carolina,
called the Epiphany School of Global Studies.

Emails obtained by The Daily Beast reveal a bitter battle between Sparks and the school’s
former headmaster, Saul Benjamin. In his role as Chairman, Sparks criticised Benjamin for
showing “what some perceive as an agenda that strives to make homosexuality open and
accepted” and advised him not to “rock the boat on this issue.”

In one email, Sparks lists a catalogue of complaints against the headmaster, including
“misplaced priorities at the school level (GLBT, diversity, the beauty of other religions, as
opposed to academic/curricular/global issues, Christian traditions, etc).”
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Dafa: Sun, Now 17, 2013 1124 am

Saul,
I @& fittle while, 1 bé Sending you my opening romarks for the BOT Forum. I'm just wailing for Trustes comments firsi.

In regand bo your lstier: firsl | wand lo thank you for witing 1o the BOT. While | may have mone specific comments labsr,
I'rmi gl Bhat you seam to fully understand the severlly of the orisis at the présent lime.

On @ perscnal beval, F'm both angry and frustrated. Again, my e i beng made very dfficult. and | don't have fime for
this. | told you this would happen and fhe BOT tokd you this would heppan il you gt follow our advice, which was
smply, "don rock P boad on this parboular issue.” MNow, 'm having o put out fires — big, raging niermos — because of
somie of tha things sl have ocoumed since Ma opening days of gchodl,

Trust i hard io sttsn; iNs even hander 10 regain when kost, ard i@ will be & rough road for you for & while, even among the
BOT. Unfortunately, | can't help you with thal, other than to again offer my advice. So hore goss:

1) As I'va noted bafore, you are perceived by Some employess 0 be armogant, rude and condescending: 1o these peaple,
you should apologize. | know you wani names. bul frankdy. | don't know thal ifs all fhal importend. | think yow should sit
divans first - i ondér — with your leadership team, then the rest of the admn, then the tacully, eilher one by one or In
groups, and . epologize if necessary, And ask them bo give you another chance. (Without delensieness, by he way. )
And sk iham io frankly call you on il if you do such things agsin. You ars blessad with a vary good leam and they should
all fesd appreciated for what they do.

2) Yiou should handle the siluation with the .. il @gain, keep in mind, hey percehmad thal you wers
threatening [ =ven if (n your mind) you and then making & demand ihat he do something in dirsct
contradiction bo his faith. Again, I'd slad wilh an apology, and Sen ks ... and Fen ask what YOU can do be make §
Better

3) Make sure all Cheision iraditions feal aspedcally Chiiskan, espacialy &8 we move into e Christmas season

4) Understand that many people now paroeies you o5 having on agenda wiih which they disagres. Again, you dhose 1o
rock his boal aany and hard, not anly with Chapsl changes (including 4 bells, not 3). but with what some perceive a3 an
agenda thal sirives to make homosesxuality open and accapted - and nol anly that, it's one of te mos! important hings
v naad o do o “fix cur school ® (Percapiion maliers). My opinicn i3 you should have wated al leasd a year for hase
kinds of fhings — and | said a8 mwch o you nemenous Bmes — and Fm Nol Sune how you can fix 1, ofher than o do he
things you oulined in your lether, As for the "Club,* thers obwiously canl be one now, though you might open your doons
Bl yosiar Mo of youw besl qualified bo falk ko Mhem abouwl it in smsll group settings.

5) Mumbars 1 and 4, when brought logether, seem o mmply thal you believe the “schoal nesded o be faoed =
Academically, yes. Financially, yas. Cunmicular inbegrationfimprovement? Cersindy. Bul spiriiually? Frankly, we ware
good Hare: il is. mmmmmmm a kind school, wher everyona is kind; & is in taci, the KINDEST school
e ever visited. Thare has nol, for instance, been & single fight in 8 years at the school. People scoep! olher peophe
hoere; our firsl student werne Jewish.  And unil ihe last 2 months, nearly everyone was fine with how we implemented e
Chiistian iradiions sl the schoal, which Fankly, go & long way loward creafing the culture of kindness

6 Asio the agenda people assume you have, you can't really blaeme them for thinking such Bhengs. Let's look ol the firsi
couple of months: Chapel has changed (Christion squivalance of lalam and Judsiam, for examphe), thene's a lol of talk
sitput diversity and how we'ne awhul because we don'l hane it we need o have 8 "GLET Club,” we need o suppon the
50ah annivergary of ihe March on Washingion, your relerences b our non-descrminalion policy (a3 opposed, lel's say, o &
much heavier emphasis on “celebrating cur Chrishan raditions™ ... and on the ofhier hand, not only don't we have a
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chaplain, but no one really knows what's going on with the chaplain search. |F's easy lo see why peoplé believe thal you
think your "baliafs" are more more important than theirs ... which is the very definition of "having an agenda.”

A couple of other things that you need to take (o heart;

1) To do the things we need to do academically/globallyfacultyfMinancial, you have to first win their hearts. You've lost a
ot of hearts lately

2) The BOT isin a lemible position right now. And i was, | remember, the one thing we needed you NOT o do.

3) While we on the BOT grant that YOU will hire the Chaglain, | mus! also let you know that there are many, many people
who don't believe you will hire the right person for this school and in this community, If | were you, I'd make it even more
inclusive than you originally planned, and take their (the community's) recommendations to heart. This is the most
important hiring decision you will make this year, and you will either lose people’s trust, or gain it, maybe this time for
good

4) Regarding diversily, I've now told you half a dozen fimes that our lack of diversily has NOTHING to do with the schoal,
or anyone at the school. It's not because of whal we as a school, has or hasn't done. It has nothing to do with racism, or
vesliges of Jim Crow. Il comes down to 1) Money and 2) Culture. Even when you have the money, it will be hard
sledding, no matier whal Jenna does as far as outreach. My point is, if you continually bring this up at the school, it seems
to imply that H‘s Iha sd:-mfs I'!uil 1I'|at pmpia at the smool have d'ane mrmﬂ'lmg wrong (which again, goes lo numbers 1,
4 & 5), _Again, it al the I you want fo talk to someona
about diversity, Hk to Jea'ma {whn’s dasmhg Iha d[vﬁ'ﬂl'y' sd‘n:da‘smp prugram]. or me (who will be responsible for raiging
the money to fund the scholarship program once Jenna has designed it.)

§) The schoal was nol “broken.” Its a greal place. It has grown EVERY year since our founding. It needed some
academic/globalcumcularfinancal improvements, but MOST SCHOOLS DO.

6) \While Dr. Ashton is qualified as a teacher, | noticed that he's not been a school Chaplain before, and | think we have to
g0 with someone who has specific experence in this area. The Chaplain, after ai, should be someone who is not only a
teacher, but the kind of person who goes fo nearly every co-curmicular event, the kind that parents love, another face of the
school, and aimost a youth pastor in temperament. Just my opinion at first glance, though | haven't met him obviously,

Please regard this email in the spirit in which it was ntended. \While | am angry and frustrated, I'm sfill the Chaérman, and
it's part of my job to help you navigate these waters.

| wish you well, and enjoy your lime with Dr. Ashton today,
Micholas

An email from Nicholas Sparks to headmaster Saul Benjamin (The Daily Beast)

Benjamin says the emails are indicative of a pattern of harassment, racism, and
homophobia from the author, who rejected Benjamin's attempts to make the school
inclusive of all faiths, races and sexualities.

Sparks has denied all claims and refused to comment on The Daily Beast's investigation.

The complaints started in 2013 when Benjamin began to hear reports of students asking
teachers questions about sexuality.

In response to bullying from fellow students, who allegedly told their classmates they
wanted to start a “Thomo-caust,” the children in question gathered informally to discuss their
own identities and sexualities. On hearing of this, Sparks accused Benjamin of secretly
authorising a “gay club” against school policy, and insisted that the club be banned.
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Benjamin alleges that he was accused by school board members of “promoting a
homosexual culture and agenda,” and that two bisexual teachers were threatened with
termination if they continued to discuss the issue or provide private support to students.

Benjamin’s attorneys wrote: “Sparks and members of the Board unapologetically
marginalised, bullied, and harassed members of the School community whose religious
views and/or identities did not conform to their religiously driven, bigoted preconceptions.

n

A month later (November 2013) two lesbian students approached the headmaster and
informed him of their plan to stage a protest and announce their sexuality during a chapel
service. This, too, was banned.

In an email to Benjamin, Sparks writes that previously gay students were “handled quietly”,
adding, “l expect you to do the same.”
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From: repors
o rcrorcrs
Subject: Re: Clubs
Date: Mon, Nov 18, 2013 8:41 am

Hey Saul,

Good. I'm glad you're in agreement. I'm sure | will be asked that question at the forum, and my answer will be: "There will
ba no dub in the fulura either *

Aboul the non-discrimination policy you keap bringing up: please remember that sexual orentation was NOT in there
originally, and that the only reason it was added was that YOU insisted it be specifically be added, or you said that the
school might get in serious legal trouble. Frankly, no one but you wanted it in there, prefemring to simply phrase it as “we
dor't discriminate agains ... and other legally protected calegories.” Please siop implying it was something the BOT
wanted to do if's the law. And, | will be checking on how that ralates to faith-based schools. If possible, we might be able
to change it back to whal it was bafore.

As far as the non-discrimination policy goes, do you realize that | have never, until the last two months, heard this phrase
from the headmasier ever when talking about the school? The reason | never heard it was because the school does NOT
nor has it EVER, discriminated. Not allowing them admitiance is discrimination. Mol allowing them lo have a club is NOT
discnmination. And - by the way -- tossing out that phrase "Mon-discrimination” 1o make your point is inaffactive; it's
forcing the remedy you want down their throats, even if there are other possible remedies.. And again, had you “won their
hearts first,” you would never need 1o use it. IF's a phrase, in fact, I'd eliminate from your vocabulary at the present time.

Also, remember, we've had gay students before, many of them. Tom handled it quietly and wonderfully, and the students
considerad themsaives foriunate, | expect you to do the same.

Also, after heanng your slory, | realize that it's imperative that | quickly offer a BOT resolution, prohebiting "protests” of any
kind on campus. Thanks for letfing me know about that, and stopping it in the first place.

Finally, we've spant way, way 1oo much time in the first few months talking about "lolerance, diversity, non-discrimination,
and LGET" in these first twelve weeks. There was no simmering, hidden problem with any of these issues, al least as far

as the school, of school personnel, or school policy was concemed: Nor was thers a simmering problem within the
student body.

What you should be talking about — and what we hope to hear over the rest of the year — is information about: "F aculty
mentoring and curmicular iImprovement, effactively working global 1esson plans into the tips we take, college placement
improvement, faculty evaluation, and issues conceming the raising of money.” In other words, we want you to be the guy
you said you'd be when we offered you the job.

Hope your well. Am | still meeting your friend on Tuasday before the BOT forum?
N

An email from Nicholas Sparks to headmaster Saul Benjamin (The Daily Beast)

Three days later, Benjamin was called into a lengthy meeting with the Board of Trustees
where he says he was not allowed to leave, call a lawyer or use the bathroom.

Sparks reportedly acted in a “loud, ranting and physically intimidating manner,” called him a
“liar" and demanded that he resign. Benjamin did so, after only 98 days in the post.

Sparks still maintains that Benjamin is a liar and denies all allegations in the lawsuit, which
Benjamin filed against Sparks and the Board of Trustees in October 2014. He is seeking

punitive damages for discrimination, breach of contract, emotional distress and defamation.

A six-day trial will be held in August.
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