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The Praying Hands

Many of my readers have seen the picture of the praying hands, and some will remember the story. I revisited this masterpiece recently and it still brings a tear to my eye.


In fifteenth century Nuremberg, in a tiny village, lived a goldsmith who had eighteen children. Despite his efforts working eighteen hours a day he could not provide for the full education of his children. Two brothers decided they would flip a coin to see which one would work to help the other through art school. Then they would reverse the process.


Albert lost, and Albrecht quickly became famous for his etchings, woodcuts and oils. At a ceremonial supper Albrecht now offered to send his brother through art school. “No…no…no…no,” sobbed Albert aloud, tears streaming down his cheeks. “It is too late for me. Look…what four years in the mines have done to my hands! The bones in every finger have been smashed at least once…I have arthritis…I cannot hold a glass to return your toast…” [http://www.ftmagic.com/prayinghands.html].


Albert paid the dearest tribute to his brother’s sacrifice by drawing those hands with palms together and fingers stretched skyward. The world named his work “The Praying Hands”.


As I reflected on the powerful message in this story I realized I had witnessed similar sacrifice and love in twentieth century Saskatchewan. I can still feel my father’s roughened hands with a finger missing here and a depression there where a bone was absent. He and my mother raised sixteen children on a dry-land farm. The sacrifices involved in nurturing and educating those children would make a sizeable volume.


My parents’ hands are still very much alive to me today, thirty years after their deaths. The hours, weeks, months and years of my mother’s cooking, sewing, washing, knitting, stitching and praying are still bearing fruit in the extended family that carries on the same traditions of caring and sacrifice. My father’s hands as well, like the hands of Christ stretched out and pierced, brought a love to our world that is not bound by time and place, but in a mystical sense continues to give to us.


Our hands today, when they are not folded “…with palms together and their fingers stretched skyward”, are at work loving God’s kingdom into reality. When you reach out and touch someone, help someone, your hands are the hands of Christ still at work on earth. When parents care for their children, when lovers touch, God’s love is still communicated with a sweet mystery that somehow makes up for the calluses and blisters, for the scars and the scrapes.

(440 words)
