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Fifty years ago, it was nearly impossible for Catholics to get annulments. In Orthodox Judaism, 
only husbands could grant divorces. In evangelical Protestantism, divorced men and women 



Session 1 Speakers  

Prof. Susan Aranoff  
Prof. Susan Aranoff is a professor of economics at Kingsborough 
Community College of the City University of New York. For more than 
three decades she has advocated for justice for agunot, women chained 
to dead marriages because their husbands refuse to grant them a get, a 
Jewish divorce. Aranoff is one of the founders of Women of the Wall, 
whose goal is to establish women's rights to pray according to their 
custom, with a Torah and tallit in the women's section of the Kotel, the 
Western Wall. She has written numerous articles and spoken widely 
about women and halakhah and Jewish feminism. Her book about her 
three decades of agunah activism, written with the late Rivka Haut, will 
be published by McFarland Press in 2015.  
 
 
Prof. Aranoff will present a brief outline of the 



Rabbi Yona Reiss 
Rabbi Yona Reiss is the av beth din (chief rabbinical judge) of 
the Chicago Rabbinical Council and a rosh yeshiva (member of 
Talmudic law faculty) at the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological 
Seminary at Yeshiva University (RIETS). He previously served as 
the Max and Marion Grill Dean of RIETS. Rabbi Reiss is a summa 
cum laude graduate of Yeshiva College and went on to receive 
his law degree from Yale Law School, where he was a senior 
editor of the Yale Law Journal. He received semikhah (rabbinic 
ordination) from RIETS, where he also earned the distinction of 
advanced Yadin Yadin (Jewish jurisprudence) ordination. Prior 
to serving as the dean of RIETS, Rabbi Reiss served as an 
associate at the law firm of Cleary, Gottlieb, Steen & Hamilton in 
New York, then as the director of the Beth Din of America. 
 



His presentation will profile cases of Jewish divorce refusal and explore the motivations of men 
who choose to chain their wives to dead Jewish marriages. Rabbi Stern will discuss the experiences 
of women who are denied a Jewish divorce and the tactics his organization employs to resolve these 
types of cases. 

 

 

Session 2 Speakers  

Prof. Lisa Sowle Cahill 
Prof. Lisa Sowle Cahill is the J. Donald Monan, S.J. Professor of Theology 
at Boston College. Prof. Cahill, who earned a doctorate in Christian 
theology from the University of Chicago, is a nationally noted ethicist. 
She is past president of both the Catholic Theological Society of America 
and the Society of Christian Ethics. Her books include Global Justice, 
Christology and Christian Ethics; Family: A Christian Social Perspective; 
and Sex, Gender, and Christian Ethics, among many others. Cahill has 
been honored with the John Courtney Murray Award from the CTSA, the 
Ignatian Award from Santa Clara University, the Yves Congar Award for 
Theological Excellence, and has received nearly a dozen honorary 
degrees. 

Prof. Cahill will speak on the Catholic Church’s teaching that 
sacramental marriage is an indissoluble union between one man and 
one woman. However, the Catholic tradition on marriage and divorce is more varied than many 
people think. Currently, Pope Francis is encouraging Catholics to think of "irregular" marriage 
situations in terms of "mercy," and is suggesting that divorced and remarried couples be allowed to 
receive the eucharist (communion). This offers an occasion to think about whether Catholic 
teaching on divorce might change; and how to combine a welcoming pastoral approach to divorced 
Catholics with a pastoral approach to marriage that encourages fidelity, stability, and responsibility 
for children. 

 
 
Rev. Mark O'Connell 
Rev. Mark O’Connell was ordained in 1990 as a priest of the 
Archdiocese of Boston. He is a graduate of Boston College, Saint John 
Seminary in Brighton, and the Pontifical University of the Holy Cross in 
Rome. He holds a doctoral degree in canon law. He currently works in 
the archdiocese as the judicial vicar and at Saint John Seminary as an 
adjunct faculty member. 
 
Rev. O’Connell will speak to the specific issue of Holy Communion to 
divorced and remarried Catholics. He will explain why a Catholic in this 
situation cannot take Holy Communion, the advance that was made 
with the 1982 document Familiaris consortio, and then look at the issue 
as it is being faced in the synods of Pope Francis.  

  
 
 



Prof. Melissa J. Wilde 
Prof. Melissa J. Wilde is an associate professor of sociology at the 
University of Pennsylvania. Her research focuses on religious change, 
including the cultural and organizational factors behind Vatican II; the 
demographic factors that explain why American Protestantism has gone 
from being majority mainline to majority conservative; the cultural and 
competition-related factors that led to the Catholic Church’s increase in 
marital annulments; and currently, how race and class intersected with 
American religious groups to explain early stances on birth control and 
ultimately their positions on sex and gender today.  

Prof. Wilde will address how, since the Second Vatican Council (1965), 
Catholic marital annulments have risen dramatically, especially in the 
United States. A comparison of American and international rates 
demonstrates that annulment rates have risen only in countries where the Church competes with 
other religious institutions. However, the American rate is still double that of other countries with 
similar religious economies, even after divorce rates are taken into account. The American Catholic 
Church was alone in officially excommunicating divorced Catholics who remarried. She will argue 
that the 



(Public Religion Research, Sojourners), and domestic and global media consultation.  
 
Prof. Gushee will speak about evangelicals and divorce, in particular the diverse responses 
evangelicals deployed while the divorce rate was rising, ranging from exclusion from community to 
therapeutic responses to biblical reinterpretations to baffled silence. He thinks it makes for a great 
case study in how a community committed to the high authority of an unchanging canon still finds 
diverse ways to adapt to changing culture. 

 
Prof. Heather White  
Prof. Heather White is a research scholar and adjunct assistant professor 
of religion at the New College of Florida. She is a specialist in American 
religious history, with a focus on gender and sexuality. Her first 
book, Reforming Sodom: Protestants and the Rise of Gay Rights, is 
forthcoming (in fall 2015) from UNC Press. It investigates a religious 
history of homosexuality politics from the early 20th century to the rise of 
the Christian Right, and it illuminates the ways that liberal Protestant 
ideas and practices influenced both pro-gay and anti-gay sides of what is 
often perceived as a secular versus religious debate. She is also a co-editor 
(with Bethany Moreton and Gill Frank) of a forthcoming anthology, 
Devotions and Desires: Religion and Sexuality in the Twentieth Century 
United States. She has served for the past five years as a core faculty with 
the Religion and Sexuality Summer Institute, a weeklong program for graduate students held at 
Vanderbilt Divinity School, and she is also currently on the advisory board of the LGBT Religious 
Archive Network. 
 
Prof. White will speak on therapeutic culture, the sexual binary, and the heterosexuality of 
Protestant divorce. She will address evangelical and mainline Protestants' changing teachings and 
practices around divorce in connection to their broader engagement with sexual science and 
therapeutic culture. She focuses on the relationship between teachings about divorce and teachings 
about same-sex sexuality to show the ways that Protestants' embrace of therapeutic sexuality—and 
particularly the oppositions of a sexual binary—contributed to new ideals and practices for 
heterosexual intimacy that encompassed divorce and remarriage. 
 

 


