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Education: Trinity College
Dublin, Pomona College and
Northwestern University.
Position: Assistant professor of
religion at Simpson College in
Iowa.

Religion can be used to support
a whole range of ideas from the
sublime to the ridiculous. At the
National Prayer Breakfast last
week, President Obama spoke
about the “terrible deeds” that
were justified in the name of
Christ.
Of course, it’s never been easy

to separate genuine religious
motivation from other factors in-
volved.
For instance, in 1155, Pope

Adrian IV, who was from Hert-
fordshire, urged King Henry II
to invade Ireland “in order to ex-
pand the boundaries of the
church, declare the truth of the
Christian faith to an ignorant
and barbarian people, andweed
out the new growth of vices
from the field of the Lord.” But
in her book, “Templars, The
Witch and The Wild Irish,”
scholar Maeve Brigid Callan
writes: “Henry did not act on his
support until 15 years later, and
then he did so out of greater con-
cern for the threat his subject
Strongbow’s power might pose
than for the state of the faith in
Ireland.”
Her work, which is subtitled

“Vengeance and Heresy in Me-
dieval Ireland,” Callan told the
Echo, “explores the ways in
which religion was used to jus-
tify the English invasion and
subsequent colonization of Ire-
land. “
She added: “It focuses on Ire-

land’s medieval heresy trials,
which all occurredwithin the tu-
multuous 14th century, when
the Anglo-Irish colony was
under considerable strain.
“The first trial, of the Tem-

plars, was part of international
proceedings in which the
colonists were compelled to par-
ticipate,” Callan said. “The sec-
ond occurred when the lone
local inquisitor, the dean of St.
Patrick’s Cathedral, tried the tac-
tic in his ongoing feud with the
canons of Holy Trinity Cathe-
dral. Dublin is exceptional with
its two cathedrals so close to-
gether, leading to bitter rivalry
between them.

“The third, the sensational
Alice Kyteler case in Kilkenny
prosecuted by the aptly named
Richard de Ledrede, marks the
dawn of the devil-worshipping
witch in medieval European tri-
als,” she said. “Inspired by such
proceedings, the colonists then
intensified the rhetoric that had
justified the 12th-century inva-
sion, claiming the Irish were
heretics, executing an Irishman
for heresywhere Trinity College
now stands, and trying to con-
vince the papacy to call a cru-
sade against the native Irish and
those Anglo-Irish infected with
their heresy—the heresy, that is,
of being Irish, by culture if not
blood. Fortunately for the Irish,
the papacy was not persuaded.”

The book has won
praise from fellow scholars.
Mary Condren has described as
a “brilliant and accessible case
study of witchcraft and heresy,”
while Helen Nicholson of
Cardiff University said that the
author presents in detail mate-
rial that is important for under-
standing the “development of
witchcraft trials in Western Eu-
rope.”
For her part, Callan said:

“Writing and storytelling are in
my blood—bothmy parents and
two aunts are writers, and my
uncle produces movies, includ-
ing ‘Once.’”

� What advice do you have for
aspiring writers?
I’ll paraphrase my aunt, the au-

thor Lia Mills. Just write. If it’s
trulywhat youwant to do,make
it a priority, make the time, and
do it. She says that much more
eloquently, of course.

� What book are you currently
reading?
As an academic, I am usually
reading several at a time. But for
pleasure, currently it’s “The
Book of Life” by Deborah Hark-
ness.

� Is there a book you wish you
had written?
The novel about the Kyteler case
that I have been working on for
ages. It’s such a rich storywhich
deserves the full treatment.
Hopefully one day I will have
finished it!

� Name a book that you were
pleasantly surprised by.
I didn’t have much expectation
when I first read “Harry Potter
and the Sorcerer’s Stone.” I was
more than pleasantly surprised,
and I continued to be deeply im-
pressed by the books that fol-
lowed.

� If you could meet one author,
living or dead, whowould it be?
Such a tough question. I’ll go
with Catherine of Siena. She
would have a lot of guidance
and wisdom to share.

� What book changed your life?
BarbaraNewman’s “FromVirile
Woman to WomanChrist.” Not
only is it absolutely brilliant, but
because of it I went to North-
western instead of Stanford for
my Ph.D. That choice changed
my life in multiple ways – all
good.

� What is your favorite spot in
Ireland?
That’s even tougher than the au-
thor question. There’s no way I
can limit it to one. I’ll start with
Knocknarea in County Sligo. I
feel such peace and energy up
there. Slieve na Calliagh
(CountyMeath) is another glori-
ous site. Oweynagat (the Cave
of the Cats) at Rathcroghan
(County Roscommon) ismagnif-
icent, the Burren, the Aran Is-
lands, Beltany stone circle,
Beaghmore stone circles in the
North—the list could go on for-
ever. And I must include wher-
ever my family is gathered,
where my favorite people are,
that’s my favorite spot.

� You're Irish if...
You name it and claim it.
Arnold le Poer, one of the fasci-
nating 14th-century colonists in
my book, offered a spirited de-
fense of the “isle of the saints,”
giving him honorary status.
We’ve spread throughout the
world, combining our culture
and blood with so many. Ours
is an inclusive ethnicity.

Maeve Brigid Callan.

Quiz Answers

1. Waterford

2. “Man Men”

3. Joseph O’Connor

4. New York Times

5. Antrim

6. Quebec (Parti
Québécois)

7. Scotland Yard

8. Michigan

9. Buddhism

10. Poetry.

Questions are on Page 17.
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