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Priesthood Reinvented

Pat Callahan served
as a priest for the
Archdiocese of Seattle
from 1968-84 when he
married his wife Julie.
He worked in public
affairs, retirement home
management and as a
real estate appraiser but
eventually focused on a
growing wedding and
funeral ministry. He has
been Coordinator for the
Seattle Group of resigned
priests for over 30 years
and also served on the
CORPUS BOARD as
treasurer and business
manager for 8 years. He
helped launch the Seattle
chapter of CALL TO
ACTION and continues
to serve on its Board.

Little did I guess in early 1984 as I transitioned from fifteen years of active ministry
in order to marry that new ministerial
opportunities would emerge within weeks
of my resignation. As a pastor of two large
parishes I had often faced the dilemma of
young couples with very little current connection to the Church coming to the rectory,
often with parental pressure, to arrange a
full Catholic wedding. It was clear that the
Church did not play a significant role in
their current lives, but if I did not accommodate them, what were their options? Going
to another church where they had little or no
history or settling for a secular justice of the
peace with no religious context?
Within a few weeks of my resignation, I had
Catholic families who had become friends
at my various parish assignments over the
years approach me to ask if I could officiate
a wedding and bring to it some religious
context consistent with their Catholic background. Typically their children either had
no current connection to the Church or
wanted a ceremony outdoors or at a reception venue. I was very clear to them that
weddings I officiated would not have official sacramental status in the eyes of the
Church. The Seattle Archdiocese was very
stringent on insisting that weddings take
place in a Catholic church with a properly
credentialed priest or deacon officiating. I
also knew that very often these newlyweds
once they had children would want to have
those children baptized in the Catholic
church and given some instruction in
Catholic values.

It would be very simple at that time to meet
with the priest and arrange a simple validation. It was important to me that since the
wedding I officiated would, in the eyes of
the Church, be only a civil ceremony, my
officiating the initial wedding would not
create complications for validation at a later
date. I knew I would have welcomed a
resource like this when I was a pastor as a
more authentic option when a full Catholic
wedding was not appropriate.
I did not anticipate the level of interest and
need for my services as a wedding officiant
as I started responding to friends who contacted me. Very quickly the phone started
ringing with couples saying “you don’t
know us, but we attended a wedding you
conducted”. I found it interesting that the
term Vocation is based on the Latin word
“vocare” or “to call.” I felt these phone
calls were quite literally for me a new call,
a new vocation, as it were. Not this time
from the bishop at ordination but directly
from those seeking my ministry.
I was initially a bit shy about promoting my
ministry, but was approached by a group
publishing a handbook listing all sorts of
resources for weddings: venues, caterers,
DJ’s, photographers, and officiants. I
decided it was time to not “keep my light
under a bushel basket” and signed up for a
space in the book describing my ministry as
“warm, personal, and reverent”. That ad
resulted in a wide exposure and a rapid
increase in inquiries. Soon after a resigned
priest friend designed an attractive website
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describing my services that was another key marketing tool. It
has been “tweaked” over the years and is still an important
resource: www.weddingpriestseattle.com.
Over the years a number of the top quality venues where I conducted weddings
observed that each wedding I conducted was customized and
celebrated the couple and invited me to be on their roster of
“preferred providers”. Although my background made me particularly attractive to couples with a Catholic background, I
found that others from different Faith backgrounds valued my
approach as well. Couples with a Catholic connection were less
than half of those I served.
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Catholic weddings which would require an active priest or deacon and a ceremony in a Catholic church. Once that was clear
I would explain my goal of helping them design and celebrate a
wedding that was “warm, personal, and reverent”.
First Meeting
The process began with an initial “no obligation” meeting at my
home where I would share more about myself and my approach
to wedding ministry and also interview the couple to learn their
story so I could personalize the ceremony by weaving into it
things about them. At that first meeting we would also review
a Planning Booklet I had developed with a wide variety of materials from traditional to contemporary for readings, vow

Several of my colleagues in our SEATTLE GROUP of resigned
priests became aware of my new ministry and with some coaching from me also launched similar ministries. We would meet
occasionally to share our experiences and at one time our group
of about six resigned priests were together conducting over 400
weddings a year, a number equivalent to the full Catholic weddings in our area. In my peak years I myself officiated over 150
weddings a year, the great majority between April and October,
the “wedding season” in Seattle. This meant some very busy
weekends during the summer months with five or six weddings.
THE PROCESS
The Initial Phone Call
I would get an initial phone call or email inquiry and ask how
they heard about me (wedding resource book, internet, venue,
friend). I would establish if I was available for their date and
then had a somewhat standard “boilerplate” explanation. I
made it very clear right away that although my ordination as a
Catholic priest credentialed me to officiate weddings in the state
of Washington, the weddings I performed were not “official”

exchange, ring exchange, and final blessing. They would be
able to select the blend of materials that they felt best expressed
their vision from my materials or any others they might prefer. If at the end of the first meeting they decided to have me
serve as their officiant, they would take the planning booklet
home, copy off any materials that were attractive, and return it
to me with an initial deposit.
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Second Meeting
A week or so before the wedding we would arrange a second
meeting. They would bring their Marriage License to that
meeting (here in Washington State they are active for sixty days
after application and a three-day wait period). I would take
charge of the license, type up the various copies, and bring it to
the wedding ready for signatures. At that meeting we would
also go over the choices they had made for the various components: readings, vows, rings, blessing. I would also do an
“imaginary” walk through with them to give them a sense of the
flow of the ceremony and rehearse their central part in the
exchange of vows and rings.
Unless the wedding involved a
complex venue or elaborate wedding party, I preferred to have wedding coordinators or venue staff
conduct rehearsals prior to the day
of the wedding. The time and travel for a rehearsal is almost equivalent to the wedding itself and
although I made a small charge to
Day of Wedding
I always arrive at the wedding site a
full hour before the ceremony and
am available for a “walk through” if required. The last half hour
prior to the wedding I meet with bride and groom and review
their spoken parts and check in with the DJ or musicians to
make sure cues for the music are clear. I conduct the wedding
which typically runs around twenty-five minutes. At the beginning I introduce myself since I am typically in suit and tie. “My
name is Pat Callahan, for fifteen years I served as a Catholic
priest in the Seattle area. I resigned from that ministry to marry
and now conduct an ecumenical wedding ministry under the
auspices of the Federation of Christian Ministries. Today we are
here to celebrate Jack and Jill”. I then use my notes from the
first meeting to briefly describe their life journeys up to when
they meet and start dating. After the exchange of vows and

rings I share more about their courtship and lifestyle, travels,
etc. I end this piece with info I glean from this question at the
end of my initial interview: What are the qualities you admire
in your partner that either initially drew you to them or have
emerged over the courtship. What is the gift, reward, bonus
you get from the relationship…When I’m with Jill I feel…”
Happy. secure, safe, loved…” I have found that family and
friends greatly appreciate this insight into what this pledge of
love really means for the couple. Many guests also find helpful
the basic biographical background at the beginning since they
typically know just one of the parties and not the new spouse.
THE STIPEND
Initially since I was
officiating
for
friends and family
on an occasional
basis, I accepted a
very
nominal
stipend for my services. As my wedding
ministry
expanded and ultimately became a
primary source of
income, I saw the
need to suggest a stipend that was comparable to other officiants
in the area and realistic for the time and effort I
expended. Inevitably I get phone calls regarding a wedding
when the first question is “what do you charge”. I ask them to
allow me to explain WHAT I provide with the two planning sessions, preparing the marriage license, a walk through prior to
the wedding, conducting the wedding and registering the marriage with the County and then present the suggested
stipend. Because Seattle is a rather expensive metro area the
rate is higher than it would be in less pricey areas. An online
search for officiants in your area should be helpful in determining a realistic amount. If the wedding is going to be very simple or there are limited resources, I adjust the stipend
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accordingly. I have conducted three weddings in the County
Jail for couples in a long-term common-law relationship and a
legal marriage will enhance visiting privileges for the spouse. I
have also hosted several small weddings at our home which has
a pleasant living room and deck overlooking Lake Washington.
A PROFOUND BLESSING
Beyond the practical matter of providing a livelihood after my
resignation from active ministry, my wedding ministry along
with a funeral ministry that also developed, have been a huge
personal blessing in allowing me to utilize my ministerial training and my natural passion for ministry in a new setting. It is
tremendously satisfying to “make a difference” at a central family event like a wedding or funeral. Over and over again I have
had expressions of thanks from guests at the reception for elevating the ceremony from a dry ritual to a true celebration of the
unique couple and as an occasion for the married couples
attending to feel renewed in their own marriages. This has also
been the occasion for many Catholics to affirm my ministry and
express their support for a married clergy in the Catholic
Church. After over thirty years of wedding ministry it has been
an honor to assist various members of the same family. This
past spring a couple whom I officiated for at Mission Santa
Clara in 1982 invited me to do the same for their daughter at a
Country Club in Santa Barbara. These returns to families over
the years bring great satisfaction. Although I do not require current affiliation with a church organization to officiate here in
Washington State, I have valued my membership in (FCM)
Federation of Christian Ministries (www.federationofchristianministries.org) as again clarifying that my weddings aren’t
strictly Catholic and also as an indication of a professional
endorsement by a respected ecumenical group. I have had hundreds of “thank you” cards from my couples over the years, and
this one from Patricia and David captures the sentiments of
many: “David and I just wanted to let you know how pleased
we were with how the wedding went, and especially the ceremony. It turned out even better than we had imagined. Your
personal touches really made it special.

CORPUS REPORTS

23

We got compliments from everyone who attended. They
described it as “elegant, but fun”. Our families were both
touched and amused by the way you were able to incorporate
our own personal stories, but also maintain the sense of tradition
and reverence. You’ve helped provide us with a terrific beginning to our life together and a wonderful memory for us to look
back on throughout the coming years.”
LAUNCHING A WEDDING MINISTRY

Some years ago CITI (Celibacy is the Issue) conducted a workshop on Wedding Ministry at a Conference they held in Boston
and created a helpful workbook. CORPUS also has in the past
published resource materials. Some basics I would stress
regarding marketing would be the need for an attractive business card, brochure, and, most importantly, a website describing
you and your ministry. The great majority of my contacts come
from web searches and my web address, www.weddingpriestseattle.com is very effective by incorporating key search
words: wedding, priest, and location. In launching a wedding
ministry, it also pays to look into resource books for weddings
published in many areas. A small ad in the “officiant” section
of this kind of publication can pay off quickly. I also recommend contacting the popular wedding venues in your area and
arranging to meet with the wedding coordinator at that hotel,
country club, or other facility. It’s very valuable to be on their
recommended list of officiants.
I hope this reflection on my journey as a “Wedding Priest” is
informative and perhaps will inspire others to consider this
important and very satisfying ministry. I also suggest that you
check out the superb website for former CORPUS REPORTS
editor Dave Gawlik’s New Beginnings Ministries at www.dgawlik.com It is very impressive and captures eloquently the care
he gives his wedding ministry in the metro Milwaukee
area. I’m sure David would be happy to offer his ideas to those
considering a wedding ministry as would I. We can be contacted at the phone number or email address on our websites.

