
Muslim women and children sit in the back, in 
an area designated for them.  It’s not that 
Islamic women are considered inferior to men – 
to the contrary – they sit behind the men so as 
not to be a distraction to the men at prayer. 
 
While I had visited small Islamic prayer centers 
in the US, this was my first experience                              
inside a Mosque.  One couldn’t help but feeling 
dwarfed my the magnitude of this house of 
prayer – and this is probably as it was intended 
by the architect – we are reminded that as an 
individual we are mere specks in such a vast 
universe. 
 
Before leaving the Blue Mosque, I stopped by 
one of immense pillars to pray – not aloud and 
prostrate as Moslems pray – but standing and 
mediating in my own Catholic tradition.  In a 
sense I found myself feeling like a fresh-water 
fish who had found himself thrown into a salt-
water sea.  But water is water, and I began to 
swim. In this moment of silent serenity, I could 
not help but feel the presence of the divine. 

THE MINBER IN THE BLUE MOSQUE 
 
Hagia Sophia 
Having finished our tour of (and prayers at) the Blue Mosque, we again crossed back to 
the Hagia Sophia.  It was like taking a trip in a time capsule.  Originally called Megalo 
Ecclesia (Colossal or Mega Church) this earlier church was constructed some twelve and 
a half centuries before the Blue Mosque. Worthy of note is the fact that the second 
ecumenical council was held here in the year 381. As a church Hagia Sophia fell into 
disrepair numerous times, and had been rebuilt after two major fires (the first around the 
turn of the fifth century and the second in 532AD).  It was the emperor Justinian who, 
thirty-nine days after this second fire, ordered the building of a new and larger church on 
this sight.  This new church was completed in five years, and was reopened on December 
27, 537. Justinian’s structure, which is the one which stands today, has survived three 
major earthquakes: August 553, December 577 (which led to the eventual collapse of the 
main dome) and October 989.  The church of Justinian is adorned with the remains of 
some of the most magnificent mosaics from the first quarter of Christian history.  Perhaps 
one of the best know of these mosaics is the one over the door of the southwest vestibule 
opening into the interior narthex.  The picture is of the Virgin Mary holding the Christ 
child.  To her right is the emperor Justinian holding a model of the Hagia Sophia, and to 
her left is the emperor Constantine holding a model of the city of Constantinople.   
 

The height and sheer size of the narthex is almost unimaginable.  The span under the 
dome is so great that it will accommodate the Statue of Liberty, from the tip of her torch 
to the bottom of her feet. The nave is said to hold as many as 10,000 people.  
 
 



 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   THE DOME OF THE HAGIA SOPHIA      MIHRAP IN THE HAGIA SOPNIA  
     The span under the dome is so great that it         The  mihrap  is  a  niche  in  a  mosque  that 
    will accommodate the Statue of Liberty, from     indicates the direction of Mecca.  While still a 
     the tip of her torch to the bottom of her feet.   Church  the  altar faced Jerusalem, indicated 

by the blue stained glass window. In Istanbul  
the mihrap is eight degrees to the right 
of facing Jerusalem. 

 
 
 
 
INSIDE THE HAGIA SOPHIA CHRISTIAN MOSAICS AND THE ARABIC CALLIGRAPHY STAND SIDE 
                                                                                      

MOSIAC OF MARY HOLDING THE CHRIST CHILD              PANEL CONTAINING INSCRIPTIONS 
On her right is the  emperor  Constantine presenting       In Arabic, among others,  are the inscriptions of the  
her with the City and on her left is  Justinian handing     names of Allah and Mohammed. 
                           her the church. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


