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The Inside Story on the Turnpike Mass, 

From the Priest Who Led It 
 

You’ve probably heard the basic story by now: busses full 

of students heading home from the March for Life in 

Washington D.C. got stuck on a highway because of a 

blizzard, and while they were waiting they constructed an 

altar out of snow and held Mass on the side of the highway. 

Amazing!  

ChurchPOP tracked down the priest who presided over this 

historic Mass, Fr. Patrick Behm, and interviewed him 

about his experience. 

The Best Photos of the Historic Turnpike Mass of 

2016! https://churchpop.com/2016/01/23/photos-of-

the-historic-turnpike-mass-of-2016/ 

Here’s a Video of the Great Turnpike Mass of 2016! 

https://churchpop.com/2016/01/23/heres-a-video-of-

the-great-turnpike-mass-of-2016/ 

Fr. Behm is the parochial vicar of All Saints’ Parish in Le 

Mars, IA as well as parochial vicar of St. Patrick’s Parish 

in Akron, IA, and the chaplain of Gehlen Catholic High 

School in Le Mars. He was chaperoning five students 

from the high school. 

According to Fr. Behm, his group plus several other big 

groups from other schools got stuck near the mile marker 

133 on the Pennsylvania Turnpike. They were  there for 

approximately 22 hours! The cause of the jam, Fr. Behm 

was told, was an accident involving two tractor-trailers that 

blocked all of the westbound lanes of traffic. In the time it 

took to clear this accident, the snow in turn rendered the 

road impassible and the vehicles immobile. 

He couldn’t claim credit for the idea of having Mass: “I was 

the principal celebrant of the liturgy,” he said, “but credit 

for the idea, and credit for building the altar, and credit for 

going around to the various buses inviting people to join 

them belongs completely to the pilgrims from the 

Archdiocese of St. Paul and Minneapolis, particularly Mr. 

Bill Dill, their youth minister.” 

It was those students from the Archdiocese of St. Paul and 

Minneapolis who built the snow altar: “Those Minnesotans 

apparently know how to build stuff out of snow!” 

The now famous Mass was a powerful spiritual experience 

for Fr. Behm and everyone else involved. 

“It left me with many impressions, but among them was the 

fact that Jesus enters into the storm. Jesus comes to us, in 

the storms of our life, and enters in to be with us. He desires 

to be with His people, and if we respond to this invitation to 

let Him in, then the message is profound hope and joy.” 

Fr. Behm praised everyone for responding positively to 

such a hard situation: “Everyone on that turnpike had a 

choice: to respond with joy and a positive outlook, or to 

respond with negativity and anger. Neither approach would 

have gotten us out of there any faster. But, one approach at 

least made the waiting more bearable and tolerable.” 

Further, he saw God reap spiritual fruit from the event: 

“God, in His providence, used this event to share the 

Gospel with scores of people who may never hear the Good 

News.” 

Lastly, wanted to express an immense gratitude to all the 

workers who helped them: “the Pennsylvania National 

Guard, the Highway Patrol, the Pennsylvania DOT, local 

law enforcement, and the local fire department. It was a 

massive undertaking, and these first responders did a 

remarkable job.” 

Q: Who built the altar? Was it just snow? 

Pilgrims from the Archdiocese of St. Paul and Minneapolis. 

And yes, it was completely made out of snow. Those 

Minnesotans apparently know how to build stuff out of 

snow! 

Q: Did only people from your group participate in the 

Mass, or did other people stuck on the turnpike also 

participate? 

It was far more than our group. The groups that I know 

were in attendance were from Dioceses from Iowa, 

Nebraska, Minnesota, Missouri, North Dakota, South 

Dakota, Wisconsin, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. In addition, 

there may have been others who got out of their vehicles 

and joined us. I’m not sure about that though. 
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