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The Praying Hands 
 
In the year 1490 two young men, Albrecht Durer and Franz 
Knigstein, were struggling young artists.  Some folklore tales tell us 
that Albert and Franz were brothers; some call them friends.  All 
folklore tales claim they were poor and had to work in order to 
support themselves while they studied art. 
 
Work took so much of their time and advancement was slow.  
Finally, they reached an agreement: they would draw lots, and one of 
them would work to support both of them while the other would 
study art.  Albrecht won and began to study, while Franz worked at 
hard labor to support them.  They agreed that when Albrecht was 
successful he would support Franz who would then study art. 
Albrecht went off to the cities of Europe to study. As the world now 
knows, he had not only talent but genius.  When he had attained 
success, he went back to keep his bargain with Franz.  But Albrecht 
soon discovered the enormous price his friend had paid.  For as 
Franz worked at hard manual labor to support his friend, his fingers 
had become stiff and twisted.  His slender, sensitive hands had been 
ruined for life.   He could no longer execute the delicate brush strokes 
necessary to fine painting.  Though his artistic dreams could never be 
realized, he was not embittered but rather rejoiced in his friend’s 
success. 
 
One day Durer came upon his friend unexpectedly and found him 
kneeling with his gnarled hands intertwined in prayer, quietly 
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praying for the success of his friend although he himself could no 
longer be an artist. Albrecht Durer, the great genius, hurriedly 
sketched the folded hands of his faithful friend and later completed a 
truly great masterpiece known as “The Praying Hands.” 
 
Today art galleries everywhere feature Albrecht Durer’s works, and 
this particular masterpiece tells an eloquent story of love, sacrifice, 
labor and gratitude. It has reminded multitudes world around of 
how they may also find comfort, courage and strength. 
 
 
Whenever I start focusing on the story Transfiguration this particular 

year, I often go back to this story about The Praying Hands for me. The 

Bible is a story that communicates a message of God, to us – a message 

of sacrifice, a message of covenant and a message of completion that 

Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of all Old Testament prophecies. We learn 

that there are stories in the Old Testament of sacrifice and suffering, of 

disobedience from a people who did not follow the ways of God. 

We are taught that, in the New Testament, Jesus Christ is the 

fulfillment of all the prophesies we are taught from the Old Testament. 

The story of The Praying Hands reminds me that there are so many 

people that have gone before us who have labored a great deal for our 

behalf. In my life, I think about the example of my own father and 
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mother, about the priests that have influenced me and who have 

sacrificed so that I could celebrate Mass at this altar. So many 

individuals have come for me and have sacrificed so that I could be here 

today. 

If I would just stop and reflect on what they had done for me, 

perhaps I would do the same for someone else is we read in these 

stories. There is a great deal of sacrifice and fulfillment of this covenant 

between God and us that has been presented to us today. In the first 

reading from Genesis, we read the story of Abraham sacrificing his son, 

Isaac, to fulfill the promise that this “Father of the Jewish People” 

offered to our Lord. Abraham made a covenant with God, who said to 

this father of the Jewish race, “I will be your God and you will be my 

people” (Gn 17: 7-8).  

In this covenant with Abraham, the Lord established this testament in 

a way familiar to the Jewish folks of the time that was commonplace at 

the time. According to tradition, whenever a covenant was established 

between two parties, an animal would be split in two and the two 

parties would pass through the sacrifice to bind the agreement. In this 
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particular case, God passed through this sacrifice but Abraham did not. 

Metaphorically, God fulfilled the covenant from the end of the divine 

but symbolically we did not fulfill the covenant on our part. 

In the story we just read from Genesis, when God asked Abraham to 

make a sacrifice to fulfill humanity’s end of the covenant and show 

humanity’s obedience to God, Abraham was willing to do so with the 

sacrifice of his son. Because of this great sacrifice that Abraham was 

willing to make, God spared Abraham and allowed his son to live. 

Symbolically, we learn that Abraham’s son was not capable of 

fulfilling the Old Testament covenant; practically no one in the Old 

Testament was able to do so. Instead, God the Father sent God the Son 

down into the world to become this sacrifice instead. As a result of 

Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his only son, God “sealed” this 

covenant with Abraham (Genesis 15) and promised Abraham that his 

descendants, the faithful would be as numerous the stars in the sky 

(Genesis 22: 17-18). 

As we learn in the scriptures, Abraham’s son Isaac was not suitable 

for being that sacrifice that fulfilled the prophesies of the Old Testament. 
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In fact, neither Isaac, nor Jacob, nor Joseph, nor David, nor Solomon, nor 

the judges, nor the Kings were able to fulfill this covenant because all of 

them had shortcomings; all of them had fallacies. The only way that this 

covenant could be fulfilled is if God came down from heaven, became 

incarnate, took on that human nature and that human will. The only 

way that this covenant could be fulfilled was if this God-man became 

the New Adam became the New Noah, became the New Abraham, the 

New Isaac, the New Jacob, the New Joseph, the New David, the New 

Solomon, the new Priest, Prophet and King. 

On that mountain of the transfiguration standing before the three 

apostles (Peter James and John), Jesus became the new Moses and Elijah, 

the fulfillment of what Old Testament prophesy referenced as the 

representatives of the law and the prophets. That image of Jesus 

standing on the mountain served as the completion and fulfillment of 

the law and the prophets from the Old Testament. That prophesy 

fulfilled on that mountain, then the voice came down from heaven: 

“This is my beloved son; listen to him” (Mk 9: 7). 
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I look at this three gospels that tell the story of the Transfiguration 

and I very much and more akin to the story as told by Mark’s gospel (9: 

2-10) than the story told by Matthew (17: 1-13) or Luke (9: 28-36). In 

Matthew’s version, the apostles at cluelessly, not really thinking very 

well about the vision in front of them, acting as if they had no idea what 

they were talking about. Luke’s apostles acted as if the Transfiguration 

was like an ecstatic dream and were not cognizant of the appearance in 

front of them. In Mark’s story, the apostles truly knew what was in front 

of them, they truly were afraid and Jesus had to touch them to say that 

everything was all right. 

In this story, Jesus appeared as the fulfillment of all the biblical 

stories that preceded him. In this gospel story from Mark, Jesus 

infinitely worked harder than any individual that came before. As we 

illustrate in the image of the praying hands, the image of Jesus’s hands 

extended on that cross is one of sacrifice and suffering for the sake of 

another. To me, the story of The Praying Hands is modeled by those 

extended hands that are placed on a crucifix. 
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In fact, if you look at one difference between the manner in which a 

typical Protestant or Catholic Church is designed, you might notice that 

the typical Protestant church will have a cross found in their worship 

space without the Corpus of Jesus affixed to it because Protestant 

churches focus on the resurrection of Jesus, not his crucifixion. In a 

typical Catholic church, we focus on that corpus; we focus on that 

suffering. We focus on that death that Jesus endured on the cross with 

his hands extended. We focused on those hands because we learn that at 

the altar, Jesus begins to sacrifice and on the cross, he fulfills it. The 

Holy Spirit, working through my hands, changes this simple bread and 

wine into Jesus’ Body and Blood. 

For this reason, we all come to worship today. What can we do with 

our hands? Do we utilize them for the good of others? Do we put in the 

work? We say that liturgy is the “work” of the church (see Catechism 

#1069). Do we put in the work in by praying with these hands? If we can 

do that as Franz Knigstein did with his gnarled hands, as he gave thanks 

to God his own sacrifice on behalf of his friend, then we, too, can 

persevere in the work of the Church. 
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We know what happens when a parent extends their hands in love 

for the sake of their children, a priest does for a community or a worker 

does for the vineyard. When hands are extended in love, those we serve 

can live in God’s presence, other people can persevere because we make 

that sacrifice through the work of our hands. For that reason, for that 

sacrifice, we are here today. We learn from Jesus’ example; we realize 

that Jesus is the completion of the Old Testament prophesies through his 

work on the altar and certainly on the cross. Because of what he did 

with his hands, we have a chance for salvation. 

Let us never forget that image in our minds, the image of The Praying 

Hands. Perhaps we can take that image and model that image when we 

pray the rosary, when we put our hands together for the benefit of our 

family, our community and our Church. May we realize what God has 

done for us with when he became incarnate and extended the divine 

hands to us so that we can do the same for the people that we meet. This 

is our prayer. 


