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Shohreh Davoodi:  You are listening to episode #129 of Conjuring Up Courage. In today’s 

episode, I’m delighted to introduce you to Reverend Maureen Cotton, 

the coach and officiant behind The Soulful Wedding. Maureen is on a 

mission to revive the understanding that a wedding is a powerful and 

transformative rite of passage. We discussed intention as a magic 

ingredient for wedding planning, how to balance the needs of the 

couple getting married with the needs of the guests attending the 

wedding, where to draw inspiration from for non-religious ceremonies, 

the unique joy of queer weddings, and more. 

To access the show notes and a full transcript of this episode, head to 

shohrehdavoodi.com/129. That’s shohrehdavoodi.com/129. 

 [Music plays]  

This is Conjuring Up Courage, and I’m your host, Shohreh Davoodi. As a 

self-trust coach, I help people come home to themselves so they can be 

more of who they are and less haunted by who they think they’re 

supposed to be.  

I created this podcast to celebrate what’s possible when you commit to 

being brave. You’ll hear from diverse guests who are refusing to let fear 

and self-doubt stop them from building fulfilling lives and creating a 

better world for everyone. I’ll also teach you my favorite tools, 

strategies, and mindset shifts so you can do the same.   

Consider this your invitation to stop living according to “shoulds” and 

to step into your motherfucking magic instead. Stay open, get curious, 

and let’s grow together.  
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[Music fades] 

Hi, Maureen! Thank you so much for joining me today. How are you? 

Maureen Cotton: I’m wonderful. Thank you for having me. 

Shohreh: Absolutely. So Instagram is, as you can imagine, one of the most 

common ways that I find folks I’m interested to interview for the show. 

And in this case, you had followed me and liked some of my stuff, so I 

checked out your profile. And I was so intrigued by what you do that I 

think nearly instantly invited you to come on the show. 

Maureen: [Laughs lightly] I was very excited to get that DM. That was awesome. 

Shohreh: Yes, always happy to give people exciting DMs. So, I know a bit about 

what you do, but to fill everyone else in, can you talk a bit about who 

you are and what lights you up, whether that’s professionally, 

personally, or both? 

Maureen: I am Reverend Maureen Cotton. I am an interspiritual minister. That 

makes me a minister for the spiritual-but-not-religious and non-

dogmatic people of faith. I’m currently focused on helping engaged 

couples. I was initially officiating weddings, and as I was going through 

that, I was seeing the need for a little bit more compassion and TLC and 

understanding and exploration in people’s process when they plan their 

wedding. So that’s been my recent shift. 

So that lights me up big time. You know how these things go: you can 

think about something for a while, and then one day the language 

lands, which is great for your websites and stuff. 
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Shohreh:  Mhm. 

Maureen: My mission, right now, that is lighting me up is to remind people that 

weddings are a rite of passage. 

Shohreh: I love that. And I’m curious, so what drew you to weddings and the 

wedding industry initially? 

Maureen: So I ended up in the wedding industry itself, um, kind of unintentionally. 

I was a photographer. In high school, I was interested in photography, 

and I actually did an internship with a photographer nearby. And I was 

like, oh, well, this sucks. This is, like, [light laughter] let’s stand over here 

and have the bride and the groom cut the cake, and let’s stand over 

here. And, like, you know, here were all these different beautiful, 

complex, interesting people, and these photographs and these rituals 

were just making everything, like, boxes and templates. And I was like, 

well, wedding photography sucks. I’m never going to do that. 

 But I explored other kinds of photography. My first and only nine-to-

five was working at Kripalu Center here in Massachusetts. It’s a yoga, 

holistic retreat center. So I lived there for a time and got exposed to an 

infinite number of spiritual paths when I was doing photography and 

marketing there. 

I decided it was time to go out on my own. Then, the 2008 market crash 

recession happened, and some of my dreams for that time seemed not 

possible. It was a little bit of, like, a panic moment. So I started 

photographing weddings just ‘cause it was one of the few creative 

things someone would pay me for at that time.  
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There was a wedding I did that led to a change of heart about what was 

possible at weddings. So, this person, she was actually someone I knew 

through someone who I worked with in marketing at Kripalu—it was her 

sister. And she was the director of event planning at a big hotel in 

Cambridge. And for her wedding, she was specifically looking for a not-

wedding photographer to shoot her wedding photojournalistically. 

Shohreh: Oh. 

Maureen: Because she’s like, I don’t want to pose all day and I don’t want to just 

be treated, like, you know, a Barbie [light laughter]. Like, I really want 

moments. So, I photographed her wedding, and it was awesome. And I 

went away that day thinking, oh, I actually can decide for myself how I 

want to do this and what I want to focus on. And weddings are 

beautiful, multigenerational, community events. And so I went with it, 

and wedding photography was my career for 15 years. 

Shohreh: Wow. 

Maureen: So, I was in weddings when I got the call to become a hospice chaplain 

after my grandfather’s death. And that call led me to go to seminary. 

And I was not a religious person, but I had always been deeply spiritual. 

And interspirituality is the path of seeing the overlap and the shared 

mystic part in all the traditions. That’s something I had experienced in 

so many ways. And I can’t remember the exact discernment process, 

but I ended up learning that word, that interspiritual was a word and 

was a movement and that someone actually put together a seminary 

[light laughter] and that I could become clergy and I could learn how 
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spirituality works in our life and I could minister and I could help people 

over life’s thresholds without having to espouse a specific doctrine. 

 So my plan was to work as a hospice chaplain. I began training in that. 

Unfortunately, chaplain jobs really are crappy jobs in terms of pay and 

benefits. And my wife and I got married and we had two kids and being 

two women, we went into serious debt having these kids. That’s 

another conversation [laughter]. We can totally go there, or not. 

Anyway, I’ve gotta make money. 

Shohreh: I get it, trust me! [Light laughter] 

Maureen: Yeah. I, for so long, was like, I’m gonna be a hospital chaplain. It 

includes hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of [hours of] unpaid 

work. I did a few hundred of those. My daughter was born. I had post-

partum depression. The pandemic was here. And I was just like, I can’t. I 

can’t make myself a slave to this institution just to be a spiritual 

caregiver. And you know what? People need spiritual care every which 

way [laughs lightly]. I don’t have to submit myself to the medical 

institution of proving my theology. I can just get to work. 

 And I was officiating weddings, and through the process of officiating 

weddings, I actually saw what a need there was for guidance and 

spiritual care at that moment in people’s lives. 

Shohreh: Mm. Well, that’s so interesting how you started—well, you didn’t even 

really start with wedding photography because you were like, “I will 

never do this,” [light laughter] and then find yourself eating those 

words later on. But, for an important reason. Which, for me, the most 
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empowering part about being an entrepreneur is that we’re able to 

build our own paths in whatever industries that we’re in. We have so 

much more freedom and flexibility to do that.  

And I know for myself, like, I’ve been a business owner for just over five 

years now. And, like, more towards the beginning, it was like, I felt like I 

had to be in these certain boxes, I had to do certain things. And the 

more that I’ve allowed myself to figure out what I want to do and to let 

that be the guide, the more I’ve enjoyed running a business. And I can 

see that as something that you’ve done for yourself, too, throughout all 

these years. 

Maureen: Absolutely. And I would almost be embarrassed to tell you how long it 

took me to really set my own hours. I think, like a lot of entrepreneurs, 

at first, I was just like, just need to get it done. I just worked all the 

time, all the time, all the time. 

Shohreh: Yeah. 

Maureen: And then I had kids and so that changed the needs. But even still then, 

until recently, Shohreh, I would, like, rush back from bringing my kids to 

school and do a quick dog walk. I’m like, I gotta started working at nine 

because the work day is nine. And only recently, like, while I was kind of 

recovering from post-partum depression, did I realize, like, oh, hey, if I, 

like, give myself a break between nine and ten [light laughter], and I 

just, like, take the dog on a longer walk for my own benefit, if I get 

myself an overpriced coffee so I can see someone in my community 

face-to-face, and I start working at ten, everything goes a lot better. 
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And I was like, oh my god, I’ve been self-employed all this time and I’ve 

only just [Shohreh laughs lightly] given myself permission to shape my 

day. 

Shohreh: I mean, that just goes to show you how, like, deeply rooted some of 

these ideas are that come from the capitalist system that we all grow up 

in. That even those of us who have kind of extracted ourselves from it in 

working for ourselves still feel beholden to it in a lot of ways. I mean, I 

was working 70, 80 hours for the first four years of my business. It’s 

only been in the last year that I’ve really set a lot stronger boundaries 

about, like, the to-do list will always be long. It will never all get done. 

And so, I cannot run myself into the ground trying to make this happen. 

And that was a really hard lesson to learn. 

Maureen: Absolutely. 

Shohreh: So, before we dive into talking about all things wedding, I figured that 

it’s probably helpful for me to share with you what my lens is for this 

topic. A lot of my listeners know, but I was previously married to a man, 

so I’ve been through the wedding-planning process and experience 

once already. That marriage ended in divorce because I came out as 

gay. And now I’m in a serious relationship with a woman, and I 

anticipate that at some point in the future I will again be wedding 

planning. This time a queer wedding, which is super exciting.  

And something that not a lot of people know about me is that I’ve also 

had the honor of officiating two weddings for friends, which were both 

just really beautiful experiences. And I was so delighted to be asked 
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‘cause I think it is truly such an honor to act in that role in somebody’s 

big day. 

And while my marriage didn’t work out, I remain very proud of the 

wedding that we had because we were very intentional about what we 

wanted out of that day. And I know intention is something you believe 

is one of the magic ingredients for a wedding. So I would love to talk 

about that, because from my experience, I know that wedding planning 

comes with so much pressure, so many “shoulds”, all of these different 

voices coming at you about what you need to do and how it’s supposed 

to go. And so I think intention is maybe something that a lot of couples 

don’t think about when they’re wedding planning. 

Maureen: Absolutely. You know, it’s an interesting moment in weddings because 

on one hand, there are just more and more ways every single year to 

customize your wedding and to make it more personal. And there are 

lots of out-of-the-box things and there’s every kind of sign on Etsy. 

Shohreh: Yes. 

Maureen: And you can personalize, you know, down to the straws and napkins. 

But you’re right, the magic ingredient is intention. Just because you can 

customize it to you doesn’t necessarily mean it is even going to be an 

authentic expression of your partnership or relationship to your 

community. And weddings are so overwhelming and such multifaceted 

events. And really, it’s a skillset, right? That’s why wedding planning is a 

profession [laughs lightly]. 

Shohreh: Right. 
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Maureen: But lots of people with the right personality and the right similar 

skillsets in their own professional life enjoy planning their wedding. But 

it’s like, you do have to educate yourself as you go if you’ve never 

hosted a hundred people before. Because so many people will start out 

with certain ideas: oh, we want to be in this beautiful place, whatever. 

It’s like, okay. You’ve gotta have a bathroom [Shohreh laughs lightly] for 

150 people. Is there a bathroom there? No. Then you’ve gotta bring it 

in. Can the bathroom come up the trail? No. Okay, you can’t have a 

hundred people for six hours up that mountain [Shohreh laughs lightly]. 

 So, it’s tough because there’s all of this, like, romance and beauty to it, 

but then it hits logistics hard. Especially the more you include people. 

So I think most people, they get engaged, they hit the internet, they 

just start downloading checklists. Like, there’s literally checklists of 

checklists. 

Shohreh: Oh, they’re everywhere. They’re all over Pinterest too. 

Maureen: Absolutely. So people—and it’s so overwhelming. And then this year, 

people have it especially tough because there’s all this media coverage 

of, like, the wedding boom. So there’s this message of, like, you have to 

get your venue. You have to get your photographer. You have to get 

your whatever right away or you won’t have one. So people are being 

pressured to make choices even faster. 

And, like, I am definitely the countercultural voice raising my hand over 

here, saying, sloooow down. And for your planning, you really need to 

have a visioning process first, and just really consider what it means to 
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host 100 or 150 people. What it means to ask your community to be 

there, to have your family there in all of these certain ways. And maybe 

what you’ve seen a hundred times and what you assume you’re going 

to do, maybe that’s not even the right fit for you guys. 

And there’s so many more ways to have a wedding or wedding events. 

There’s as many ways to do it as there are unique couples in the world, 

right? But logistics, and the overwhelm of the logistics, and the 

overwhelm of the cost, force people to think that they need to go 

about it a certain way. And there’s nothing wrong with a wedding that 

is completely traditional or classic; not everything has to be 

personalized. You could have a wedding with nothing that is 

personalized and is all very traditional, but could still be very authentic 

and still create a lot of connection for that couple and that community 

that day. 

Shohreh: Mhm. Yeah, and I think too, with the visioning—you know, the really 

hard thing about weddings is that they have this inherent tension 

between what the couple wants and is envisioning for their day, and 

then the fact that it’s an event that you’re inviting other people to. And 

so, you also have to take into account, like, what is their experience 

going to be? 

And that alone is tough enough just if it’s the two of you. But then, of 

course, you are getting advice, or strong recommendations, from family 

members, other people who want to be a part of the process. You 

know, especially if someone else is helping to pay for the wedding or 
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maybe is paying for all of the wedding so they have demands about 

what it should look like.  

I think that is so tough as a couple because you’re like, ugh, do we have 

to do this for them because they’re paying? And, like, I don’t know. 

That is one of the things I found the toughest when I was wedding 

planning, is just all these different voices. Especially the ones who were, 

like, making demands that I wouldn’t necessarily want for my wedding 

but that I felt maybe I was obligated to give them. 

Maureen: Absolutely. I mean, you put your finger on it right there. And, um, I 

think some of these tensions get a lot worse because it’s this funny 

thing where the truth, like, hides in plain sight, and some of our cultural 

values in America, like individualism, stop us from just having a 

reckoning with the truth. So the truth is, most weddings of a classic 

scale, so that’s maybe more than 75 people in a beautiful location 

receiving a full meal, because of just the cost of that, most of those 

weddings are paid for with generational money. That’s a fact. Most 

people who have that scale wedding are receiving money from other 

people to pay for it. 

But then we also have the, it’s your day—“your day, your way” thing. 

Shohreh: Right. 

Maureen: And I think a lot of the messages out there are, fuck everybody else [light 

laughter]! Do it your way. This is your way. This is your time. This is your 

day. But I think that’s not realistic. And not even realistic in a way of like, 

you have to be beholden to someone because of their money. But it’s 
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also just not a reflection of the truth of the nature of a community, 

multigenerational event. 

When you get married, it means something to other people, especially 

your parents. So it’s not just as simple as, your parents are paying tens 

of thousands of dollars for a party so they want to invite their friends. 

Which, totally fair. If I was paying tens of thousands of dollars for a 

wedding [light laughter], I would like to invite my friends. It’s deeper than 

that. Your wedding means something to them. It’s a milestone in their 

life.  

And if you don’t have any interest in honoring that, probably you should 

get eloped. Like, if you want to have a day where you don’t care what 

the day means to anyone else and you don’t care what other people need 

or want or prefer or how they think, how formal or informal, or special or 

traditional, or whatever it should be, then I really do sincerely—like I’m 

not being tongue in cheek—like, an elopement will be the most beautiful 

thing for you if you only want everything to be the preference of you and 

your partner. Elope. Have the world’s most amazing honeymoon for the 

cost [light laughter] that that could have had. If your parents are 

disappointed, they can throw you a party with their money and they can 

pick the invite list [Shohreh laughs lightly] and they can pick the food. 

And you can show up to that party. And some people do that. 

But if you decide to have a family or a community wedding, you’re doing 

so because the presence of those people means something to you. And 

so when you start to plan a community event, but then you say, but I just 

want it my way, like, those two things aren’t lining up. 
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So, like, this is one of the main things I coach people on from the 

beginning. This day honors you, it’s about you. But the minute you start 

to invite other people, it is about them as well. And if you’re gonna 

embrace that, it’s a little bit of work to navigate, both logistically and 

emotionally, but it’s very rewarding. But if that work or those finances 

are just too much for you, for your intention, then don’t make it a 

community event. You truly don’t have to. 

Shohreh: Yeah, I think there is this balancing act, like you’re saying, when you go 

into the process of planning a wedding that is a community event. And I 

like the phrase that you use there, community event, because I don’t 

think people often use that in terms of their wedding. It’s like, it’s a 

celebration of you! It is, and other people are going to be in attendance 

at this celebration. 

And, you know, I know people who have done really beautiful 

elopements. Like, that’s actually become quite a popular thing to do, 

whether just the elopement, or, like you said, doing the elopement and 

then some kind of party with other people later. So, I think there are a 

lot of options now to set it up in different ways that maybe can honor 

both of those desires, if you don’t feel like the wedding itself is going to 

do that. 

Maureen: Absolutely. You can have a more low-key community event. My wife 

and I, our wedding was just our immediate family, 16 people, in a little 

hippie circle— 

Shohreh: Aww. 



 
Conjuring Up Courage 

#129 
 

Featured this episode: Shohreh Davoodi & Maureen Cotton 
 

14 
 

Maureen:  —in the grass at the farm. No shoes [laughs lightly]. Just very, very—

like, the ceremony was the heart of it, and the ceremony was also very 

spontaneous. People were invited to be a part of it. And we could do 

that because it was small scale. 

 But my father-in-law really wanted to do something with his church 

community. So my wife grew up in a church community. And if we’d had 

a traditional wedding, he probably would have had a table with his 

friends, of those people that watched Rachel grow up. And it means 

something to them! They saw her be baptized. They saw her come of 

age in the church. And she leads, like, an outdoor wilderness group, 

which is like a rite of passage for the kids in the church. So there’s all of 

those layers. So it meant something to them.  

But we decided we did not want a wedding of that scale. And he threw 

us a party, which was very low-key. It’s funny I’m mentioning this, 

actually, because my father-in-law is the most unassuming, low-key 

person on the planet [Shohreh laughs lightly]. But it goes to show, even 

for him, he had a desire, you know, for his daughter’s wedding. And so 

he threw us a pool party. 

Shohreh: Oh, I love that. 

Maureen: Yeah, he invited all the people. So I got to meet all the people that I 

would have met if we’d a bigger wedding and got to hear funny stories 

about, you know, Rachel playing her guitar as a teenager, like, 

whatever. So we got to have all that, but it wasn’t something that we 

were going into debt to do [laughs lightly]. 
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Shohreh: Mhm. 

Maureen: It wasn’t something that we were driving ourselves crazy trying to do a 

seating chart about. You know, we had our day that was very, very 

intimate. And my family lives a plane ride away, almost all of them. So 

for them to travel and be there and to have a weekend where we all got 

to connect and know each other better, like, that was our priority.  

Shohreh: I love that you did that. And I know that this was several years back, 

like, before that’s even become a more common thing to do, so that’s 

especially cool. 

Maureen: Yeah. And as you started to say that, I thought you were gonna say 

before gay marriage was federally recognized [laughs lightly]. 

Shohreh: That was true for you too, wasn’t it? 

Maureen: Yes. Yeah, it was 2012, so you could get married in Massachusetts, but 

it was not a federally-recognized union. 

Shohreh: I got married in 2015, and it was the same summer that Obergefell 

came down from the Supreme Court. My ex and I—well, I’m not a 

lawyer anymore, but we were both lawyers, and so we actually had a 

quote from Obergefell in the wedding in honor of that coming down in 

2015. So, yeah, I know, it’s like—now I’m like, god, that was so long 

ago. Like, all things considered. 

Maureen: Yeah. Long ago and not long enough, either. You know, I was just doing 

a live conversation about queer visibility in the wedding industry. And 

un preparation for that talk, I did a quick Google. I’m like, let me just 
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remind myself which were the actual cases. Especially being in 

Massachusetts, it was easy to forget that after DOMA fell with the 

Windsor case, and so our marriage was now federally recognized. And 

sometimes I forget, oh, people in other states still couldn’t actually get 

married in their home state, and that was the case you were talking 

about.  

So I just Googled “cases that led to marriage equality.” And the first 

case that the Human Rights Campaign identified was a 2003 case in 

Texas that struck down sodomy laws. Did you know that as a lawyer in 

Texas that up until 2003, it was basically illegal to have, like, queer 

relationships? 

Shohreh: When I was in law school, I was on the Law Review, and as part of being 

a Law Review member, you have to write—it’s called a note, but it’s 

essentially this, like, extremely long article that you spend an entire year 

of law school working on. And I wrote mine on adoption rights of same-

sex couples. So I had to do, like, a deep dive into all of the cases that, 

for same sex relationships, and then—and I’m using the phrase “same-

sex” because that is the term that was used in the legal terminology. I 

know that’s not as common to use in regular conversation now, but 

that’s why I’m using that term. 

 So yeah, I had to look at all of those cases to make my argument. The 

argument that I was making was that in a same-sex relationship, both 

members of the couple should be allowed to have their names on the 

birth certificate. And, fun fact, later, the Supreme Court found in the 

way that I did in my paper, and that became law, which was super cool. 
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Maureen: Woohoo! 

Shohreh: I actually do want to talk about queer weddings specifically, but first, 

before we get to that, one of the things that you had mentioned was 

how you did not go into debt to have the wedding celebration that you 

had. And wedding debt is absolutely a thing that a lot of people 

struggle with. You know, budgeting was one of the biggest things when 

I was planning my wedding, where it was like, you know, I had a 

spreadsheet, line items, like, calculating all the costs of different things.  

And one of the things that you have talked about that I love is kind of 

having this values-based piece to doing your wedding budget instead 

of just being like, we have to have this, this, and this. But actually 

thinking about, like, well, what’s most important to us as a couple to 

prioritize that first, and then see, like, do we even need all of this other 

stuff that we think we might need?  

Maureen: Absolutely. And doing that out of the gate. Most often, the most 

expensive thing is the venue—the venue and/or the catering. And so a 

lot of people will put that venue deposit down because they’re feeling 

the pressure to set the date. And then they don’t realize how many 

things they’re locked into. And then maybe later on they try to skip 

things or not pay for things. But this is where it gets tricky because, like, 

if you just say to yourself, we don’t care about music. We don’t care 

about having a dance party, so we’re not going to have a dance party. 

But if you booked a hotel ballroom where most of the space is a dance 

floor and there’s not really anything else to do but you don’t want to 

pay for a DJ or a band, then, like, it could get awkward [laughs lightly]. 
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Shohreh: Right. 

Maureen: You know, I just talked to someone the other day—she was actually my 

web designer—and we got talking about her wedding. And they were 

on a budget, but they cared a lot about certain things. And they 

basically did a really high-end cocktail hour in Boston. And they went to 

city hall, so that was like a hundred bucks. And then they spent maybe 

$7,000 or $8,000 to have, like, an amazing rooftop, harbor-side cocktail 

hour. 

So, traditionally, to have all of the typical things at a Boston wedding 

would be, like, $75,000. 

Shohreh: 75?!? Oh my god. 

Maureen: Yes. I know. There’s regional differences in costs and things. But like, 

the average wedding—the mathematical average wedding in 

Massachusetts is $43,000. 

Shohreh: Okay. But Boston is higher. 

Maureen: And then in Boston, it’s gonna be like $75,000 when you have all of the 

typical things on a Saturday. But I loved talking to her because out of 

the gate, they said, we’re going to be able to offer our guests amazing 

food and an open bar because of the simplicity that it’s just a cocktail 

hour. Instead of, you know, trying to do a banquet dinner but all you 

can afford is wedding chicken. Which, we’ve all had wedding chicken, 

right? And not that there’s anything wrong with that. Food doesn’t 
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have to be the centerpiece. But for them, like, they said, we want to be 

in Boston. 

 The reason I bring that up is when I was talking to her, she was saying 

that she and her husband had these discussions about how much they 

needed to have to do, how much structure they needed. And she 

wanted less and he wanted more. But something that I kind of reflected 

back to her was that a key element was the location because they were 

on a rooftop on Boston Harbor. So people can just enjoy having a drink 

watching the boats go in and out and looking at the skyline and things 

like that. 

Shohreh: Right, you’d go out for that on a date night, you know? Like, it’s just a 

fun thing to do. 

Maureen: Exactly. You could spend all day doing it; it’s a thing to do. But if you 

had a cocktail hour at, like, a random, I don’t know, Comfort Inn or 

Hyatt or something, you would need to give people something to do. 

You know what I mean? So it’s like, tough for someone who’s not an 

event professional. 

So, wading through some of the details here, but the idea about 

intention and really deciding what you need and what’s most important, 

what kind of connection you wanna create. Because it really doesn’t 

have to cost a lot of money. Feeding a hundred people costs a lot of 

money in general. But, you know, you can scale the numbers back.  

Something I recommend to people all the time, but so few people do it 

[laughs lightly], is to have a brunch. Because, you know, if you have 
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dinner and you’re trying to feed a bunch of people on a certain budget, 

it’s gonna only be wedding chicken. But if you have the same number of 

people and you do a waffle bar and an omelet bar and a mimosa bar, 

those things are fun and you can have high quality, and they’re, like, a 

quarter of the cost.  

So if you go into the day saying what’s most important is, you know 

what, we’re from a big community, I have 70 first cousins—and that’s, 

like, very common around here. We wanna be able to include everyone 

and we want everyone to be able to have a great meal. Great, do a 

brunch. You’ll be able to afford that. But people often get stuck on the 

nighttime thing. With that budget, you know, an after party is not too 

expensive. 

So not everybody has to do that, but that’s just an example, of, like, if 

you really narrow in on what’s the experience you want to have for 

yourself, there are so many more ways to have that and at all price 

points. 

Shohreh: I’ve been to a brunch wedding. I had some friends who eloped, and 

then a year later they had, like, an actual party part. And they were not 

really into the idea of doing, like, the dancing and stuff like that. It was, 

like, in this really beautiful courtyard in Chicago. So it was like, 

outdoors, brunch food. I love brunch food and I love mimosas, so for 

me, this was, like, the perfect situation. And then, you know, there 

wasn’t really an emphasis on dancing or a DJ or anything because of the 

time of day, and that worked perfectly for them.  
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And also, Chicago—so expensive to get married in Chicago. So this was 

one of the ways that they were able to get married in the city, ‘cause a 

lot of people end up getting married out in the suburbs, for a much 

better budget for them. And I thought that was really smart. 

Maureen: I love it. So they got to have that Chicago thing. They got to have you 

there. You got to have amazing food. And that’s why at some point—

we start planning, and you just right away picture certain things. Like, 

it’s so important to first talk about what’s the idea behind that? Like, 

before you see that certain image of that certain food or that certain 

location, like, you can probably have more of what you want than you 

realize if you take a step back to ask yourself, what’s the thing 

underneath it that you really want? So hey, you could drop the dance 

party. Like, dance parties are awesome, but it is only one way to 

celebrate. Humans know other way to express joy [Shohreh laughs 

lightly] than dancing.  

So, yeah, when you step back, you’re like, we want to feel this. We want 

to honor that. There are so many ways to do it. I have such a beautiful 

image in my mind now of that Chicago wedding; that sounds wonderful. 

Shohreh: Yeah, I love thinking about this idea of intentionality in wedding 

planning. It’s something that I work on with a lot of my clients with the 

self-trust coaching that I do. And, you know, I always tell people, like, 

the first piece to anything is awareness. And we can’t know how we feel 

about something until we’re actually willing to take a look at it instead 

of just assuming, like, well, this is the way I have to do it. Or, this is the 

way it’s always been done.  
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You know, thinking about, like, what is a wedding to me? Why am I 

even throwing this party in the first place? Like, what would make me 

feel really good about this day? Like, I don’t know. I think it’s becoming 

more common to ask those questions. But certainly back when I got 

married for the first time, and I had a lot of friends who were getting 

married around that time, like, I wasn’t hearing many conversations 

about that.  

Maureen: Mm. I think the pandemic also has helped push those to the fore 

because so many people had to re-envision their wedding if they were 

going to have it during the pandemic. Or, if they postponed it, they had 

more time to consider. And we had more appreciation for gathering in 

person. 

Shohreh: The pandemic, on the wedding industry, like, the whole time I 

remember thinking, like, I am so glad that I am not planning a wedding, 

like, right now during this time. Because I just saw so many of my 

friends, like, had multiple postponements, like, lost a ton of money from 

having to shift things around with the industry. Like, it was one of those 

industries that was hit really hard because traditionally, prior to the 

pandemic, weddings were in-person events. Now, of course, we have 

virtual options and other things that people are doing due to the 

pandemic, which I think is cool because it’s kind of added some more 

creativity to the industry.  

But, I mean, kudos to anyone listening who was having to plan a 

wedding during the pandemic. Like, it just seems like already weddings 

are so stressful and then to add that on top of it where everything was 
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so uncertain, just like, oof. That’s tough. And I’m sure you saw a lot of 

that with your couples, too. 

Maureen: Mhm. Yeah, it was interesting because during the pandemic I had still 

been kind of transitioning out of wedding photography. Having my 

baby was kind of a point where I slowed down. But being a 

photographer and being an officiant in weddings was very, very 

different. Both were still kind of considered essential. You know, you 

might not have a dance party anymore, you might not have all these 

things. You still want it photographed. You still need an officiant. 

But, interestingly, officiants are not really highly regarded in the 

wedding industry. That’s a whole other conversation. Even though we 

are so critical, the average person doesn’t put that much thought into 

their ceremony—I do think it’s shifting. But the pandemic put 

ceremonies at the fore because a lot of the weddings that were the 10- 

and the 20-person weddings basically became just the ceremony. So it 

changed the kind of conversation that we were having. 

Shohreh: Oh, I think that’s absolutely changed. ‘Cause I know that when I was 

planning my ceremony back in 2015, and specifically a non-religious 

ceremony, like, there were not a lot of resources out there. I was 

scouring the internet for help to figure out, you know, how to put the 

ceremony together, and there was just not a ton out there. I ended up 

pulling pieces from a lot of different places and creating some of my 

own, but it’s tough. And I think a great question for you, too, is, like, 

what elements do you often see included for non-religious wedding 

ceremonies specifically? ‘Cause, obviously, if you’re from a religious 
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tradition, there tends to be more of a ceremony structure that people 

will follow. Versus, like I said, when I was planning a non-religious 

wedding, I was like, I don’t even know where to start ‘cause I don’t 

want anything religious in this. 

Maureen: So my advice might surprise you. Instead of hitting the internet, looking 

out there, I actually think if someone has no idea what to do, looking at 

religious ceremonies is the best place to begin. Because a religious and 

a non-religious ceremony is not so much about, oh, they’re totally 

different. They’re not, really. The elements of bringing a gathering 

together, of getting into a shared energy, getting pneumatically 

present to the moment, sharing a message throughout a group, 

opening everyone’s hearts, things like that, pretty much are the same. 

But it’s more about how they’re expressed.  

 So, for example, in a religious gathering, you’ll probably begin with 

prayer. Prayer within that tradition. And with prayer, people are going 

inward. People often are getting into a receptive mindset, a receptive 

brain space, I guess [laughs lightly]. I’m not coming up with the right 

word. But instead of a place where, like, you’re actively thinking, your 

mind becomes more receptive, open, quiet, things like that. So if you’re 

not having a religious ceremony, of course you’re not going to have 

prayer, but it would still behoove you to begin with a centering.  

And same as what we were talking about before, like, instead of 

jumping to, like, what does this look like? Like, what is the ritual for 

non-religious weddings? What is the whatever? It’s starting with the 

intention. So the intention is, we’ve got 100 people here. They’re from 
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all over the country, all over the world. They’ve been on planes and 

buses and cars. They’ve been hustling to get their makeup done and 

pick up their suits [Shohreh laughs lightly]. There’s all of this, like, 

frenzied kinetic energy that leads people there. How are we gonna shift 

all of that and bring it together and bring everyone in sync to be 

present for the moment? So they’re not just thinking about the road 

rage they just experienced [Shohreh laughs lightly] or wanting to take a 

photo for Instagram, going into the past or into the future with their 

mind. We want to get present. 

So if you’re not doing that with prayer, you can do that in other ways. 

You can do that by leading a really short moment of gratitude. This is 

also a moment where the yoga teacher in me comes out. Using your 

senses. You know, weddings are often in a really beautiful place, so 

taking a moment to look at the sky, to breathe the air. 

You know, I did a wedding outdoors in the mountains in New 

Hampshire in November, and more than half the wedding was from 

Southern California. 

Shohreh: Oof. 

Maureen: So it was, like, this whole joke [laughs lightly] on so many levels ‘cause 

that segment of the family was just like, you’re joking, right? Like, that’s 

not a real thing. You’re gonna stand outside in November? So we were 

also really playful with that. And I was inviting people to notice the 

qualities of cold mountain air. So there’s different ways you can take it. 
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But yeah, whether it’s prayer or whether it’s just a sensory invitation, 

you want you start with getting centered. 

If you’re having a non-religious wedding, instead of Googling “non-

religious wedding ceremony outlines”—although I’m trying to create 

content for y’all [light laughter]. Maybe Google will send you to my site 

in the future. Actually look at the elements of a religious wedding. And 

you can see, okay, we’re not gonna do that, because that is about the 

doctrine. Or, you know, what this religion thinks marriage is. But let me 

think how we can instead say what marriage means to us. Okay, where 

they’re saying that, we’ll say this. And where they have this ceremony 

to acknowledge parents, maybe we’ll acknowledge our parents. Maybe 

our parents aren’t here because we’re queer and we’re gonna use that 

moment to acknowledge our chosen family and our queer elders.  

Um, I think it’s the deeper questions to form the ceremony. And I think 

so many non-religious weddings are too bare bones because people 

get overwhelmed and they don’t know where to look to for inspiration. 

But sometimes it is good to look back to religious tradition that is 

millennia old [laughs lightly] and has been showing us how to gather 

and how to have rites of passages and how to move through thresholds 

in our life. The wisdom is out there. 

Shohreh: Absolutely. And I think ultimately, you know, when I did design a 

ceremony, the pieces were there. And, like you said, they were just 

variations on that theme. Where it was like, okay, this is maybe not 

religious, but we’re having mostly the same steps as we’re going 

through the ceremony. So I think that’s actually really smart, if people 
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are like, I don’t know what to do, to think about that and see, like, what 

elements do you like there and what is the usual order of events and 

things, ‘cause definitely helpful. 

 Alright. We have to talk about queer weddings because queer 

weddings bring me the utmost joy. And I get my fix on Instagram. I 

really love the @dancingwithher and @dancingwiththem accounts. 

They’re just so beautiful, and I love to look at all the pictures and, like, 

see what everybody is up to. But I wanted to ask you, what do you love 

most about working with queer couples and getting to be a part of 

queer weddings? 

Maureen: Ooh. Well, queer couples are out of the gate questioning what 

everything means and being intentional, right? Because they don’t have 

a default to fall back on. You might a little if you’re a couple where one 

of you feels more masculine and one feels more feminine and you align 

with kind of the traditional mainstream imagery or rituals of those, then 

maybe you a little bit, like, fall into bride and groom.  

But yeah, queer couples, right from the beginning, you’re just faced 

with one heteronormative ritual [light laughter] after another, right 

down to the getting ready rooms. And it’s like, these rooms are not, 

like, you know, it’s not ritual, it’s not whatever, this is not church 

doctrine about what makes a wedding. But there is a bridal suite that is 

huge and beautiful and has a big mirror, and then there’s a groom’s 

suite that has, like, a small fridge for beer. 
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Shohreh: Okay, so my girlfriend and I have actually talked about this. ‘Cause I was 

like, I would really love for us to, like, get ready together. But one of 

the first things I thought of is the spaces usually aren’t designed for 

that. Like, the traditional ceremony spaces are, like, there’s a split and 

everybody’s supposed to go in different rooms. And I’m just like, ugh. 

You’re exactly right. It’s just all the hetero things, all the time. 

Maureen: Exactly. So, I think queer couples are willing and have to—I mean, you 

really have to be willing to adapt tradition, and you have to ask, what 

do these things mean? Is there a reason they’re gendered? Like, with 

parent dances, son and mother, and father and daughter, does that 

gendering mean anything to you? Reflect anything accurate? Do you 

want to dance with both your parents at the same time? Have dances 

with both of them? You know, walking down the aisle. All of it. 

Shohreh: Oh my gosh. Yes. All of it. 

Maureen: All of it. [Laughs lightly] 

Shohreh: I’m glad you’re saying this though because I think that for those straight 

people who are listening, especially those who have planned weddings 

and done wedding stuff, like, you’ve maybe never thought before about 

how much the wedding industry is geared toward straight people. And 

how, you know, it kind of forces queer couples to make a lot of 

interesting or even tough decisions when it comes to their weddings. 

Because not everything is designed for us the way that it is for straight 

people. 
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Maureen: Yeah, and you know, what’s so interesting to me is that even though 

the wedding industry, at this moment, is so much about customization, 

yet there’s still not a lot of room for the whole gender spectrum. And 

it’s like, wait a second. I can have any color straw with any pattern with 

any mammograms—not mammograms, oh dear lord [laughter]. With 

any monogram [laughs lightly]— 

Shohreh: I have to keep that in because it was hilarious, so. Ha! 

Maureen: It’s a nice reminder. I’m going to be 40 in a year, so, umm, public 

service announcement. 

Shohreh: Check your boobs, y’all [laughs]. 

Maureen: Things are so, so customized in so many ways, and yet, you know, for 

people with feminine features in their body, you know, getting a suit 

can be almost impossible, or vice versa. And I don’t understand why it’s 

such a big deal ‘cause, like, guys, we’re customizing everything! Like, 

you’re having five fittings for these clothes. Why is there not more 

space for the whole gender spectrum from the beginning? Like, I feel 

like if any industry can handle things being on a spectrum of expression 

or sizes or preferences, it should be the wedding industry.  

And I think queer couples have to be on this intentional meaning-

making journey kind of every step of the way. For straight couples, it’s 

optional. But, you know, straight couples, come on over to the 

intentional party [Shohreh laughs] whether you need to or not! That’s 

where the meaning-making is at. 
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Shohreh: It is. And I think—this is something I’ve talked about on the podcast a 

lot, where, you know, queer people are some of the most creative 

people that I know because we don’t get to have the mold. We don’t 

get to have certain traditions and things to fall back on. Like, we’re 

constantly having to be innovative and come up with solutions on our 

own that maybe didn’t exist before. But the thing is that when we do 

that, it benefits everybody, not just the LGBTQIA+ community. And so, 

I think that’s a really beautiful thing. And if straight people are paying 

attention, they also can take advantage of it. 

Maureen: Absolutely. And I have to say, having been a wedding photographer in 

Boston between, like, 2008 until recently, I have really seen firsthand 

some of the influences of queer weddings on traditional weddings. 

Thinking about, like, wedding trends, so to speak, is now lots of people 

have mixed-gender wedding parties. And lots more people—you might 

have a straight couple and the bride says, like, my brother is my best 

friend. So why am I gonna go send him to stand over there as a 

groomsman? Like, he should be standing at my back. 

Shohreh: Yeah. 

Maureen: So I think I’ve seen a lot of that. I did one wedding years ago, it was two 

women and they had a pretty big bridal party, and they were just like, 

wear whatever you want! Wear a dress, wear a suit, whatever. And if 

you’re wearing a suit, you’re gonna wear the tie that’s the wedding 

color, and if you’re wearing a dress, or just if you want it, you’ll have a 

sash of that color. So they still were into the idea of coordinating, but 

they were just, like, wide gender expression. 
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There’s actually some photographs of them that, um, I had published in 

a couple different blogs that they really kind of circulated. So I think 

definitely straight couples were like, oh yeah, why are we dividing up 

the closest people in our lives, like, based on gender? And also, like, let 

them wear whatever they want. That definitely has spread. 

And I think that’s good for everyone. ‘Cause wedding parties are 

definitely a place where there can be tension and mixed expectations 

and things like that. So, just keeping it open, you know, and keeping it 

to be, like, just a good inner circle. It doesn’t have to be bridesmaids, 

groomsmen. It can be more connected than that. 

Shohreh: Alright, Maureen. Well, I have loved getting to chat with you today 

about all things weddings. Last question for you: for anyone listening 

who is maybe planning a wedding right now, or if they might be in the 

future, if there is one thing that you would want them to remember, 

what would that be? 

Maureen: It would be to stop and really spend time visioning, with your partner, 

the experience that you want. And be open to what that could mean. 

And be open to listening to your partner. And just take time visioning 

before you jump into committing things or especially committing 

money. Just take that time to really set intentions. And know that 

almost anything is possible. I think people sometimes start planning 

weddings and it’s just like, what’s possible on the budget? But just start 

with what you want to feel, what you want to experience, who you want 

to be there. Really, really think that through.  
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And I know for certain brains, being abstract is hard, but I encourage 

you to be in the abstract place a little bit. Or if you can’t be abstract, 

just write down so many options. So much more is possible for this rite 

of passage than you might realize. And just really dream. Dream, 

dream, dream, before you start planning, about what this could mean 

for you and your partner. 

Shohreh: I love that. Alright, so, how can people find you? And, how can my 

listeners best support you at this time? 

Maureen: So digitally, I hang out on Instagram: @MaureenCottonCeremonies, you 

can find me there. My website is TheSoulfulWedding.com. I’m in the 

midst of giving that a little facelift, but when you get to that site, if you 

want to stay in touch with me and you’re not on social media, in the 

footer there you can sign-up for my email and, um, see what’s next.  

Through my Instagram, I’ve got one of those linktree links in the bio, 

and there’s a little “buy me a coffee.” So when you get over to my 

Instagram, if you listen to some of my live conversations, or I do lives 

where I reflect right after a ceremony about the structure, and then I’ll 

just jump on and offer random thoughts about community meaning-

making ritual. So if you get help from those, I absolutely invent the 

reciprocity of my “buy me a coffee” link. 

Shohreh: Perfect. Well, I will also link to all of those things directly in the show 

notes so people can easily find them. Definitely go check out Maureen 

on Instagram at a minimum. Grab the email list. Buy a coffee. Lots of 

options here for support. So, I will get that in the show notes, and thank 
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you so much for spending time with me today. I really enjoyed our 

conversation. 

Maureen: Thank you so much. This was beautiful. 

Shohreh:  [Music plays] 

And that’s our show for today. If you’re enjoying Conjuring Up 

Courage, don’t forget to subscribe through your podcast provider of 

choice so you never miss an episode. Additionally, if you haven’t left a 

rating and review in the Apple Podcasts app yet, you can do so from 

any Apple device to help more people find and benefit from the show. I 

also love hearing from listeners, so feel free to take a screenshot from 

your podcast player, post on social media, and tag me. My username is 

@ShohrehDavoodi on all platforms. Finally, you can sign up for my email 

newsletter, The Queer Agenda, and get more details about how to 

work with me by going to ShohrehDavoodi.com. Thank you so much for 

listening, and I hope you’ll join me for the next episode. 

[Music fades]  

 

 


