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Forging Courage,
Midwifing Wisdom
A Brigit Festival in Canada

An Interview with Mary Condren
The Circle is delighted to be hosting Mary Condren, Th.D. as a
guest facilitator for our 2008 Brigit Festival. She is the National
Director of the Institute for Feminism and Religion in Dublin,
Ireland. She has degrees in theology, sociology and social
anthropology from the University of Hull; religion and society
from Boston College and a doctorate in religion, gender and
culture from Harvard University. She is a Research Associate in
Women’s Studies at the Centre for Gender and Women’s
Studies, Trinity College Dublin; a former Research Associate in
Women’s Studies at Harvard University and has published widely
on issues of feminism and religion and on the interrelationship
between religion, violence and gender. Mary is the author of
The Serpent and the Goddess: Women, Religion, and Power in Celtic
Ireland. The following is an interview Mary gave to The Circle
Newsletter in preparation for her visit to London.

Even at that young age, my bodily cells knew that I stood on holy
ground. I knew also that I would be irrevocably attached to that
place even if it took me a lifetime to find out why.

The Circle: What spoke to you personally about Brigit?
Mary Condren: From 1968 to the early years of this millennium,
in Ireland we were in the midst of civil war. I had begun to study
theology at the University of Hull in 1970 and was in touch with
the emerging liberation theologies around the world. From 1974
to 1979 I edited a journal Movement in Britain and Ireland through
which I introduced issues of feminism, class, race and sexual
liberation, attempting to correlate these with liberation theology.

Z
The Circle: How did Brigit first enter your life?
Mary Condren: I could not have been more than about eight

years old when my family set off in a green Vauxhall for our
summer holidays. In those days, one never traveled too far
without stopping, and so we did for our first picnic along the
way. Tumbling out of the car, my feet hit the soft, green grass
that seemed to spread for miles around, as far as the distant hills.
Tame sheep and lambs surrounded us, indifferent to our
presence.

I can still feel the energy surging through my body as though my
very cells recognized some ancient roots. Turning to my
grandmother, I asked about the place. Why was it so flat? Where
were we? She told me the story of how St. Brigit had asked a
rich man for land to build her monastery. He responded that she
could have as much as her cloak could cover. She opened her
cloak and it spread and spread until it covered the whole of what
had become the Curragh of Kildare, the ground where we had
now laid our picnic cloth.

Artwork by Joanna Powell Colbert

But in Ireland, where I
returned in 1975, few
social activists wanted to
hear anything about
theology— liberation or
otherwise. Northern
Ireland was a maelstrom
of religion, history,
politics and ethnicities,
and religious language
provided a read-made
language and symbol
system that fuelled the
ongoing conflict.
Contrary to international perceptions of
Irish religiosity, an
anti-religious movement
had already begun.

In 1980, I began doctoral
studies in the U.S. and was intimately aware of the need to find
paradigms that transcended the old sectarian boundaries. The
figure of Brigit, goddess, saint, and folklore figure appeared to
provide a very amenable focus and doctoral thesis. The
complexity of the sources (they are widespread throughout
Europe) quickly disabused me of that notion. (I would have spent
Continued on back page...
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Down to Earth
by Kim Young Milani

I have long loved the tales of Brigit; they
are numerous and wonder-ful. She was a
figure of great warmth, gentleness and
generosity, while at the same time
embodying a spirit of fortitude, nerve and spunk! It was easy to
see why women were drawn to her and to being a part of the
monastery she was credited with founding in Kildare.
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of a long column on top of which a bronze acorn cup (that holds
the flame) is nestled into large oak leaves. The use of the oak tree
symbolises both the Christian beliefs of St. Brigid and the earlier
Druidic worship of the trees; also the oak is the namesake of
Kildare itself.

In July 2007, my husband and I stepped off a bus from Dublin eager
to see this sacred flame burning brightly in the market square. I
wanted to look upon it and feel connected to the women of a
thousand years ago and stand upon ground where an ancient ritual
The monastery in Kildare contained many interesting features, one was still presiding. But to my disappointment, the flame was out. I
of which was the perpetual flame that was said to have burned in wondered what had happened. Why was it extinguished? We
pre-Christian times and then was kept alight by Brigit and the
walked a short way to Solas Bhríde (a townhouse around the
women or nuns of her abbey. It is said that this flame had only
corner from market square) and asked Sr. Mary Meehan where
been doused once in the 1 000 years or so between Brigit’s
was Brigit’s flame?
lifetime (451-525 CE) and the suppression of the monasteries
Sr. Mary welcomed us warmly and was delighted to speak to us
during the Reformation. There are many historical accounts
pilgrims about Brigit. Upon asking her about the flame, she
containing a description of the sacred flame of Kildare. This was
pointed to a flame burning in a large, glass candle in the centre’s
important, as it allowed me to place these dedicated and magical
altar space. She went on to explain that the Brigidine Sisters are
women within an admirable and firm reality, not just within a
inspired by values that include reconciliation and caring for the
fantastical mythology.
earth. After the flame was permanently relit, they realised that
In 1992, the Sisters of St. Brigit returned to Kildare and opened
the reality of keeping it alight meant the continual burning of fossil
Solas Bhríde (Brigit’s Fire), Christian Community Centre for Celtic fuels and the pollution of the environment. As such, the Brigidines
Spirituality in the Spirit of Brigit of Kildare. In 1993, Sr. Mary
have returned to tending to the flame within Solas Bhríde until an
Cullen, resurrected the ancient tradition and lit Brigit’s flame in
alternative to burning fossil fuels is found.
the market square, Kildare on Féile Bhride (St. Brigit’s Day) for the
Mary was also excited to share with us the plans to build a new
opening of a justice and peace conference. Since then, the flame
eco-centre within which to host Solas Bhríde. The Kildare parish
has been tended by the Brigidine Sisters in Solas Bhríde and used
and town and the Cairde Bhríde (Friends of Brigit) are supporting
yearly to relight the market square flame.
this project and helping them fundraise. A plot of land has been
In 2006, Brigit’s flame was presented by President Mary McAleese bought in between the market square of Kildare (that contains St.
to the people of Ireland and beyond and was permanently lit in the Brigit’s cathedral, the flame and St. Brigit’s church) and the site of
market square! A sculpture to house the flame was commissioned Brigit’s Well (a 15 minute walk out of town). I look forward to
from artist Alex Pentek by the Kildare County Council. It consists watching their progress!

Did You Know...?
A few facts about Brigit, Ireland and the Celts.
• The word “Celt” came from the Greek work “Keltoi” meaning
barbarian. This was not a name they originally called
themselves.
• Brigit is known by many names including: Breo-Saight meaning
Fiery Arrow, Brighid meaning Exalted One; Brigantia,
worshipped by The Brigantes—namesakes of Britian; Brid,
Bhride, Bride, Briginda, Brigdu, and Briddie; Ffraed (Wales);
Bánfhile (poet-woman); Mary of the Gael.
• Brigit was a goddess of smithcraft and the forge. The role of
smith was sacred in Celtic tribes. It involved the mastering of
the element of fire and the esoteric knowledge involving the
extraction of metal from the earth and moulding it for use.
• Brigit is a figure of liminality—the spaces betwixt and between.
In her Lives, it states St. Brigit was born in a doorway at

•
•
•

•
•

sunrise, symbolising her entry into the world as not indoors or
out, during neither night nor day.
The word “Kildare” comes from the Irish Cill Dara meaning
“Church of the Oak.”
St. Brigit insisted that a vital element in living a spiritual life is
having a soul friend, known in Irish Gaelic as an anam cara.
As a goddess, she was a patroness of midwives and Brigit
would be invoked or prayed to by women entering labour. As
a saint, her legend include stories of her being the midwife to
Mary at the birth of Jesus.
On Candlemas or St. Brigit’s Day (2 February), Brigit’s crosses
are woven across Ireland to this day and are often placed
above doorways for protection.
Brigit is associated with justice, wisdom and creativity.

The Circle Women’s Centre at Brescia University College 1285 Western Road London, Ontario, Canada
www.brescia.uwo.ca/thecircle
circle@uwo.ca (519) 432-8353 ext. 28288
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Upcoming Events at The Circle
Open Circle…a tapestry of ritual, spirituality, activism and the mystical experience of women gathered to reflect on
the sacred in our lives. Last Wednesday of the month, Merici Lounge, Brescia UC, 7:30 p.m. Members: free, Non-members: $2.
All Women Welcome!

31 October
28 November
30 January

Soul Shadows: Exploring our Shades of Grey
Entering the Cocoon: Honouring the Dark
Lilith on Top, video and discussion

Circle Events
In the Hands of Women:
Cultivating Leadership in
Northern Tanzania
Thursday 22 November, 7:30 pm
Since its inception, Project TEMBO, a small Ottawa-based
charity, has been educating girls and providing women with
small business opportunities in two villages in northern
Tanzania. Now, TEMBO is committed to cultivating women’s
empowerment and self reliance, and personal and community
leadership. TEMBO founders and supporters invite you to hear
Jo Marchant, Marian Roks and Arlene McKechnie talk about the
important work being done and share in a collective inquiry into
how best to seed and cultivate leadership in a meaningful, lasting
way. For more info about TEMBO visit: www.projectembo.org.
Sponsored by The Circle & IWIL.

More Than Just a Book Sale
Saturday 24 November, 10am-3pm
Brescia Auditorium. Come and enjoy the warm,
rich atmosphere unique to this Circle
Fundraiser. There will be a great array of gently
used books, over 20 local artisans booths, live harp
Music and free refreshments. Proceeds support The Circle
library, programs and events. Free Parking.

Ritual of Re-Membering
Thursday 6 December, Noon
Brescia Auditorium. On December 6th, 1989 a
young man, enraged by the number of women in the
School of Engineering, entered L'École Polytechnique
and massacred 14 women students. This event awoke many
Canadians to the reality of violence against women in our society. The Ritual of Re-Membering seeks to honour the loss of
their young lives and the lives of all women that have been lost
to gender-based violence. The ritual moves through our grief
and sadness into hope and power for transformation and
change. Free Parking. A Sophia Series Event.

Brigit Festival: Forging
Courage, Midwifing Wisdom
1-3 February, Registration now open!
See brochure or web for details: www.brescia.uwo.ca/brigit.htm

Michelle Landsberg
The Sophia Series—IWD Lecture
Thursday 6 March, 2008
Check The Circle website or
www.brescia.uwo.ca/sophia for details yet to come.

...and Beyond
Sun. 18 November - WomenSpiritSong CD Launch &
$50.00, reception following performance. Tickets available at The
Performance of their first cd Cycles, Brescia Auditorium, 2-4pm. Grand and SACL. Info: 519-439-0844
All welcome –no tickets or RSVP required. CD's available for sale. Wed. 12 December - Celtic Harpist Jennifer White’s
Tues. 20 November - Maude Barlow’s Blue Covenant Book
Yuletide Concert, Landon Library,167 Wortley Rd., 7:30 pm,
Tour, 7 pm, Wolf Hall, Central Library, books available for
Tickets: $10, available at Landon & at the door. More info & other
purchase & signing, sponsored by the Council of Canadians.
concerts: www.knockgrafton.com
More info: londonchaptercoc@gmail.com or 1-800-387-7177
Ongoing Classes - Nia Classes with Juna Guetter -Nia classes
23 & 24 November - YE OLDE MEDIEVAL FEAST: A KNIGHT
TO REMEMBER, an Amabile Choirs fundraiser, 7pm, The Great
Hall, UWO, $60.00, for tickets (must be purchased in advance)
or more info: Ardath at 519-657-3000 or ardath@rogers.com.
Come in medieval costume!

blend the stillness of Tai Chi &Yoga with the power of Martial
Arts and the grace and spontaneity of Dance! Elite Ocean Spa,
305 Commissioners Rd. W. Nia Wednesdays: 5:30-6:30pm or
Saturdays: 9 -10am Dancing for The Health Of It! Gentle
Movement Class, Tuesdays: 5 - 6pm. For more info & registration:
Sun. 2 December - SACL Fundraiser– a staged reading of Sylvia www.synergy-in-motion.info
Ongoing Classes - Stained Glass with Lynette Richards –
Fraser’s My Father’s House and the presentation of the first
All levels, small class sizes, beginning monthly. More info:
Phoenix Women Rising Award. The Grand Theatre, 6pm,
519-673-4976 or lynette@rose-window.com
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many European traditions), fire, water, milk, cow, or imaged her as
midwife and healer. We approach such themes creatively, artistically, poetically or musically, depending on the resources available
and the energies of the groups. Every year participants dredge up
memories of ancient ritual practices or stories told by their
grandmothers that all add to the collective cloak being woven.

An Interview with Mary Condren, continued
twenty years just editing one of the Lives).
However, a young Irish publishing company invited me to write
a book on women and the church. My studies of Brigit began in
earnest (doctoral studies suspended) and in 1989, were
published as The Serpent and the Goddess.

The Circle: What has your experience been at the Brigit
festivals in Ireland?
Mary Condren: Back home in Ireland in 1986, there were few
opportunities for women working critically in feminism and
religion. Having spent many years opposing various Roman
Catholic church policies, I was more concerned to move on, to
find ways to developing an authentic female spirituality and
practice than to spend my life in perpetual opposition. The
figure, Brigit, provided inspiration, courage, images, symbols,
and metaphors on which we could draw.

We also use the various Lives of Brigit for poetic inspiration. They
are an extraordinarily rich mine of images and sources of
reflection. However, it is important to note that we do not
attempt to worship Brigit, or to make her a concretised image. In
ancient times poets rang her tinkling bell summoning the poets to
their craft. Similarly, we see Brigit as the Muse or ancient spirit of
Wisdom that some call Sophia, inspiring us to evoke, nourish, and
nurture our own creativity and personal commitments.

In the early1990s several people and groups such as Afri, a
development education group, began to explore celebrating
Brigit festivals. At Mount Oliver Institute in Dundalk, (where I
taught for three years), we held a Brigit festival in 1991.
In 1995, through the newly formed Institute for Feminism and
Religion, we held our first Brigit Festival, residential, in An Gríanan,
a women’s education centre in Drogheda. The five coordinators,
Barbara Callan (now deceased), Noirín Ní Riain, Caroline Kehoe,
Imelda Smyth and myself, had a rough idea as to what might
happen, but in several sessions we literally held hands, held
our collective breath and evoked the creativity of the
participants (about 70). They never failed to deliver.

The Circle: How can Brigit help women today?

Brigit had never been a part of my religious upbringing, although
her memories were carefully cherished in rural areas. Barbara
Callan had travelled to an island determined to secure a Crios
Bhíde (Brigit’s belt), then still being made by the locals for their
Brigit ceremonies. At our next festival, a Breton woman, Meroveé
Guerin, came and taught us many complex Brigit crosses.
Meroveé has been a continuing feature of our events ever since.

Mary Condren: Brigit provides an image of empowerment,
integrity, courage and complexity. She was pagan and Christian,
rich and poor, slave and free. She invites us, therefore, to focus on
what we have in common rather than on what divides us. She
resisted the war mongerers. In fact her successors, the Abbesses
of Kildare, were known as the Cailleach Libhtí (Those Who Turn
Back the Streams of War).

The Circle: What is it about Brigit that women today

The Circle: Are you excited to participate in a Brigit

connect to?

festival in Canada?

Mary Condren: In subsequent festivals, in Galway, Belfast and

Mary Condren: I have always admired Canadian women for their
groundedness, creativity and generous spirits. I am looking
forward to how Canadian women will add their own creativity
into the Brigit cauldron that can be drawn on for other women as
her cloak continues to spread around the world.

Dublin over the past twelve years, we have taken various aspects
of the rich resources surrounding Brigit and woven festivals
around them. We have focussed on her cloak, belt (sacred in

Mary Condren

Courtesy of The Irish Times

Just a Click Away
To learn more about the extraordinary figure of Brigit, visit:
Solas Bhríde
Brighid’s Fire:
The Institute for Feminism and Religion:
Brighid, Goddess and Saint:
Brigit’s Forge:
Cill Dara Historical Society:

www.solasbhride.ie
www.brighidsfire.com
www.instituteforfeminismandreligion.org
www.brighid.org.uk
www.brigitsforge.co.uk
http://kildare.ie/local-history/kildare/saint-brigid.htm

Links to these sites and more can be found on The Circle’s website on the “Brigit Festival” page.

