
Unversed as I am in Islam, I imagine the same when I see

Muslims kneeling for prayer, or walking at Mecca round and round

the Kabah which their tradition says was built by Adam and then

repaired/rebuilt by Abraham and his first born son (by Hagar)

Isma‘il.

Transcendent moments!

All religions have created such opportunities. As a boy I loved

the gospel songs we sang in church. Yes, the words were sung in the

language I knew, but it was something in the union of voices and the

rhythms of the music that enchanted me. I still love singing gospel

songs and spirituals, but if I were to take many of those words liter-

ally today, the experience of a-mystery-beyond would escape me.

In life a Jesus happens! A Moses happens! A Buddha, a

Zoroaster, a Mohammed happens. Religions arise attempting to per-

petuate the peak transcendent experiences of their first hero. They

formulate orthodoxy or right-thinking. They often become rigid

and dogmatic. In the midst of having to maintain the approved

right beliefs, religions again and again lose that original spark. The

mind and dogmas trump intuitive faith.

It doesn’t have to be this way. We can have an experience of the

mystery of life in a house of worship as long as we don’t get stuck

on the doctrines, the symbols, or the words. The mystery will rekin-

dle as long as we don’t let it––the indescribable experience that we

each create—ever be defined for us by others or finally in a fixed

way by ourselves. Definitions are limited. They are the enemies of

awe and mystery.

Mary Magdalene

In yet another place, Patricia and I look upon traditional reli-

gious scenes and symbols and are moved with awe at deeper mean-

ings. This time we are looking at the grand painting hanging on the

wall space at the end of a room in the Museo Civico in Sansepolcro,
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Italy. It is a scene of the Last Supper by an unknown artist of the

17th century, painted for the minor observant church which is now

closed and not open for visitors. The church was built in 1560 or

roughly a century before the painting adorned its wall. We stand

before this painting, stunned by its beauty, even its existence, and its

placement in this room!

Apparently recently refinished, the painting has a striking

resemblance to Leonardo Da Vinci’s famous painting(s) of the same

Last Supper. There are 13 at the table, mostly all facing the painter.

Jesus is in the center. To his left (not right as in Da Vinci’s rendition)

sits the only unbearded person, with braided hair and a very femi-

nine appearance. The title of the painting is “Suppressed Magdalene

of the Minor Observant church” and is recorded on the sign

describing the painting in both Italian and English. It is an intrigu-

ing title, and we eagerly turned our earphones to the appropriate

English translation.

The voice says something like,“Now on the far wall in the next

room you’ll see a painting of the Last Supper. On the wall facing

it…” Then began the customary long explanations of the other 

pictures in the room. Our friend Ted Hunter had done the same

tour with a guide. He had a similar experience and noticed that

questions about the painting were not answered!

Mary Magdalene is an important New Testament figure.

According to the New Testament, she was at the crucifixion and was

the first to “see” Jesus resurrected. She was, arguably, the one who

anointed Jesus (one of the rare events mentioned in all four

gospels.) She was close to Jesus. In the Gnostic Gospel of Philip (not

chosen in later centuries as one of the “orthodox” scriptures) she is

referred to as his companion “who he often kissed on the mouth.” A

strong tradition exists in southern France that she was his wife and

bore Jesus’ daughter, Sarah. Some claim she was, more than anyone,

his successor.
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