
Homily for seventeenth Sunday of year, July 24, 2022 

Many legal scholars consider the eighteenth century English jurist, William Blackstone to be one of the most influential 

thinkers in the history of criminal law. His influence remains vital even in the twenty-first century. 

One of his legal opinions is recognized today: 

“It is better that ten guilty persons escape than that one innocent person suffers”. 

He was not the first to hold such a view. Consider the Patriarch Abraham in our first reading from the Book of Genesis 

(Gen. 18: 16-32). 

Abraham intercedes (speaks on behalf of) the doomed cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, whose sin, we are told, is “grave”. 

In his appeal to the Lord, he says, “Will you sweep away the innocent along with the guilty?” He added, “Should not the 

judge of all the world act with justice?”. 

In other words, must the innocent suffer for the sins of the guilty?” 

It is the first time in the bible that a human being calls into question a divine decision. Abraham assumes God is just, and 

that he can distinguish between the virtuous and the wicked. It is imperative that in punishing the guilty, God does not 

allow the innocent to perish, for otherwise the guilty and the innocent would be treated alike. 

Can the justice of a few win God’s mercy for the many? 

To be also noted is that Abraham was the first to inaugurate the ministry of intercession (acting on behalf of others). It 

will later be taken up by the prophets and even Christ himself. In the Letter to the Hebrews, the author writes,  

“Christ is always able to approach God through him, since he lives forever to make intercession for him”. 

In Hasidic Jewish folklore, one story illustrates the power of intercessory prayer. 

A rebbe, Baal Shem, engages in dialogue with a fellow teacher. He asks a rhetorical question. “Why has the Almighty not 

unleashed his wrath on our people? Was it because of our fasting, the litanies, and the Divine favor we enjoy as the 

Chosen People? No! It was a woman, a common woman who saved us” He explained. 

“She went to the synagogue and began weeping and praying. 

‘Master of the universe, are you not our Father? Why do you not hear your children when they cry out to you? 

Look at me. I am a mother of five children, and when they shed one tear, my heart is broken. 

But you, Father, have many more. All are your children. And they all cry and cry. Even if your heart is of stone, how can 

you be insensitive to it” 

  And the rebbe said, “And God decided in her favor!” 

A personal story: In 1983 I was diagnosed with lymphoma, one of the blood cancers. Following surgery in March of that 

year I had to undergo chemotherapy and, later, radiation treatment. My aunt, who lived in Elmira at the time, informed 

one of her close friends of my grave illness. Although she did not know me, she made a decision to fall on her knees 

every day and pray for my recovery. 

She unexpectedly turned up at my ordination in May of i984. When she came to me for a blessing at the conclusion of 

mass, she introduced herself to me. I was overwhelmed with gratitude. She asked if she could attend my reception. I 

replied, “It would be an honor.” 

Can I be at all certain that her prayers player a role in the restoration of my health? I must candidly admit the answer is 

no. However, I could be grateful for her thoughtfulness and daily acts of Christian charity. What an angel! 

In today’s gospel, Jesus speaks of the power of prayer. He said, “Ask and you shall receive”. 

Persistence in prayer pays off eventually.  

Never forget the power of prayer. 


