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A NEW LOOK AT PURGATORY 

Fr Leo Watt O.M.F. 

 

We must immediately put aside all misconceptions about the nature of 
Purgatory. A good deal that is offensive, sentimental and sensational has crept into 
representations of the Holy Souls. In some areas there still linger late medieval 
ideas about the gruesome sufferings of Purgatory, and about souls changed into 
hideous animal shapes. To arrive at a correct notion of Purgatory, we need to 
discard the unworthy images of the past. 

A state beyond 

According to the teaching of the Church (Denz. 456, 693), Purgatory is "a state 
beyond and abode of those souls who leave this life in the grace of God, but 
subject to punishment not yet undergone for their sins, or infected with unatoned 
venial sins, and therefore in need of purification." 

It is a place or state for those who depart this life in God's grace, but are 
not entirely free from venial sins or have not fully paid the satisfaction due to their 
faults. 

Purification and waiting 

As we will soon see, Purgatory is not a torture-chamber. Sober Catholic 
doctrine explains Purgatory as a place of purification and waiting for those souls 
on the threshold of heaven, unworthy to enter God's presence. There is 
suffering, but there is also joy. St. Catherine of Genoa (d. 1510) wrote, in her 
"Treatise on Purgatory": "After the happiness of the blessed heaven, I do not believe 
there could be any happiness comparable with that of the souls in Purgatory." 

 

HOW DO WE KNOW? 

"The least that can be said is that the existence of Purgatory is implied and 
hinted at in the Bible, and this is seen yet more clearly if we search the Scrip-
tures in the way the Fathers did. That is, not a narrowly judicial and literal 
spirit, that expects each statement to be materially supported by a formal refer-
ence . . .; but looking for 'sign-posts' to the sort of attitude required of us by the 
truly religious harmony which should govern our life."1 

That God wants us to pray for the dead is shown by the story of Judas 
Machabaeus (2 Mach 12:39-46). This Jewish leader sent money to Jerusalem "for 
sacrifice to be offered for the sins of the dead, thinking well and religiously 
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concerning the resurrection." After a battle, he found pagan amulets on the bodies 
of his dead Jewish soldiers. And so he paid for atoning sacrifices to be offered 
for them, because he was convinced that the dead, while being purified between 
their death and resurrection, can be helped in this by the prayers of the living. "It is 
a holy and wholesome thought to pray for the dead they may be loosed from 
their sins." 

From Scripture  

Other scriptural passages are often edited, e.g. 

“If one has a claim against thee, and thou art going with him to the magistrate, 
then do thy utmost, while thou art still on the road, to be quit of his claim; or it 
may be he will drag thee into the presence of the judge, and the judge will hand thee 
over to his officer, and the officer will cast thee into prison. Be sure of this, thou wilt 
find no discharge from it until thou hast paid the last farthing." (Lk. 12:58-59). 

And again: 

"Fire will test the quality of each man's workmanship . . . and yet he himself 
will be saved, though only as men are saved by passing through fire". (1 Cor 
3:13,15).  

We must not exaggerate the scripture passages mentioned above. They have a 
certain weight and validity, and were used from early time to bolster Christian 
belief in Purgatory. The doctrine has, at least, some basis in revelation.2 

From tradition 

For Catholics, the doctrine of Purgatory comes from a tradition dating back 
more than seventeen centuries. Tertullian (d.c. 220) appealed to scripture for 
support in his belief about a place beyond death where venial sins are 
punished. St. Perpetua (d. 203) saw, in a vision before her own martyrdom, her 
brother, first in a state of punishment, and then released from punishment. 

All Christians believed in Purgatory for sixteen centuries. Since the time of the 
Protestant Reformation, non-Catholics have rejected Purgatory, just as they 
rejected the doctrine of Indulgences. 

Purgatory remains, however, a reality attested by the Holy Spirit who has 
always guided God's Church, the "pillar and ground of truth". (1 Tim 3:15). If the world 
refuses to accept Purgatory, perhaps it is because it has taken too lightly the 
purity of God, and the evil of sin. 
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A PLACE OF PUNISHMENT 

In the Western world we are heirs to the tradition that Purgatory is a 
place where souls not burdened with mortal sin at the time of death undergo the 
temporal punishment due to their sins, and thus make satisfaction to God. 

Sin involves two things: guilt and punishment. The Bible tells us, for example, 
that God pardoned Adam and Eve their sin, forgiving their guilt; yet Adam and his 
descendants have to suffer and undergo death as punishment. King David was 
forgiven for his sin of murder and adultery; yet God punished him by the death of 
his son. 

Our part of redemption 

It is not that God cannot do without our penance. By his death and 
resurrection. Jesus "made up" for our sins and the sins of the world. But we have 
to become part of his redeeming work. We have to enter into the satisfaction 
made by Christ, by faith and works of penance. We must suffer to the extent of 
forcing our rebellious will to surrender to God. Every sin has its root in 
selfishness. Therefore, we need to do penance, by turning back to God. 

We punish ourselves 

It would seem wrong to consider temporal punishment in Purgatory to be an 
extensive penalty imposed on us by God. Our sins punish us, not God. Every sin 
(pride, un-kindness, impurity, dishonesty, etc.), has a self-damaging effect. It 
weakens our love of God, undermines our faith, and strengthens our tendency to 
selfishness. And this damage we call "temporal punishment." 

Even though our sins be forgiven, the damage is done, and not all of it is 
suddenly healed. We still require healing and purification. If this is not achieved in 
this life, by works of penance, it must be undergone in Purgatory. 

 

THE FIRES OF PURGATORY 

There are no grounds for saying that the pains of Purgatory exceed in 
intensity all earthly pains put together. 

It seems logical, however, to believe that there are degrees in this suffering, 
according to the expiation one has made on earth and that still requiring to be 
made. 

Purification by fire is a biblical image, rich in symbolism. But there is 
nothing in the Bible or in any defined dogma of the Church which obliges us to 
believe in any material fire in Purgatory, or that it is a "place" in our spatial 
meaning of the word. "It would certainly be much nearer the truth to see 
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Purgatory as in line with those times and states of purification of their faith 
and love which are experienced by all religious people who are seriously treading 
the path of total adherence to God." 3 

 

HAPPINESS IN PURGATORY 

Punishment and suffering is only one aspect of Purgatory. 

In Eastern Catholic thought the traditional outlook has been more positive and 
optimistic. The emphasis here is not on the paying of a debt of satisfaction to 
God, but rather on a continuous purification by love, and the soul's transformation 
by grace. 

Found wanting 

Those in Purgatory are people who have died in the state of friendship with 
God. But when they come before God's judgement and the light of his truth, they 
see themselves as they really are: 

St. Catherine writes: 

"I see that God's being is so beautiful and holy, that when the soul is just 
separated from the body and beholds on itself the strain of sin, it would 
rather throw itself into a thousand hells than be seen with that stain in the 
presence of God. And when it sees that there is no way of getting rid of that 
stain except by means of Purgatory, it casts itself swiftly into Purgatory, of its 
own accord . . . Yet I think there is no joy to be compared with the joy of a soul in 
Purgatory, except the joy of the Blessed in heaven." 

The joy of the souls in Purgatory comes from the awareness that God's love is 
bringing them to perfection. Seeing their imperfection causes them suffering; ex-
periencing God's perfecting love brings them happiness. 

Transitory 

Purgatory is not a part of hell, nor is it correct to say that Purgatory is 
the same as hell, except that it only lasts for a time. 

Purgatory is the forecourt of heaven. Heaven has already begun for the holy 
souls, because they died in the state of grace. They do not have the Beatific 
Vision, but possess a more profound knowledge of God. Having seen him in 
judgement they long to enter his Kingdom. 

Sleeping in the Lord 
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No wonder then that the liturgy of the Catholic Church has no sympathy for 
those who regard Purgatory merely as a place of torment. 

On the contrary, the prayers of the Church speak of those who "sleep in the 
Lord." In the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass we remember those who have "gone 
before us with the sign of faith and rest in the sleep of peace." The Church's 
attitude towards the holy souls is one of trust, confidence and joy. 

 

DO MANY GO TO PURGATORY? 

Idle speculation on this point would be a sheer waste of time. 

We do know of some who are not in Purgatory. According to the tradition of 
the Church, martyrs for the Faith go straight to heaven. When a Saint is 
canonised, the Pope declares infallibly the dead person is in heaven and is 
entitled to the veneration of the faithful. 

However, there is not the same certainty regarding those who die having gained 
a plenary indulgence and freedom from all temporal punishment. Only God can 
know their dispositions at the moment of death. 

 

 

THE DURATION OF PURGATORY 

Once again, we enter the realm of opinion, and not fact. 

St. Augustine believed a person's stay in Purgatory would be brief, though 
severe; while St. Bede held that it goes on until the last day. 

Reports indicate that when Our Lady appeared to the children at Fatima, they 
asked her if they would go to heaven, and did so-and-so go to heaven? In reply to a 
question about one particular child, Our Lady is supposed to have said: "She will 
be in Purgatory till the end of the world."  

Such private revelations do not require our belief. We can accept the details 
of this incident, or base our ideas on Purgatory on the universal teaching of the 
Church. 

It will end 

On the last day, Purgatory will be no more. Our Lord (cf. Mt. 25:46) makes 
it quite clear that there will only be heaven and hell — eternal life, and eternal 
punishment. Those who had been in Purgatory will then be with God in Heaven. 
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OUR LINKS WITH THOSE IN PURGATORY 

It can and does happen that bereaved people add to their misery by dwelling 
on the faults they committed against their dear departed. "I never knew how good 
she was till she was gone," they say with a feeling of regret. 

And yet, it is much better to give the deceased what we failed to give them 
while they were living. Love is stronger than death; love goes beyond the grave. 
They do not want our tears; they want us to help them gain the possession of 
God. 

Being purified 

The souls in Purgatory cannot help themselves. They can no longer sin, nor 
can they merit. Their pains are simply purifying; they bring no merit to increase 
their future glory. "The living," writes St. Jerome, "can perform meritorious acts 
in preparation for death. Once out of this life, they can add nothing to what they 
had on quitting this world . . . They cannot add anything at all either to their 
virtues or to their sins." 

Those in Purgatory are far from being helpless. They remain part of God's 
Church, His people. 

The Council says 

The Second Vatican Council has reaffirmed the doctrine of the Communion of 
Saints: 

"Very much aware of the bonds linking the whole Mystical Body of Jesus Christ 
pilgrim Church from the very first ages of the Christian religion has cultivated 
with great piety the memory of the dead." 

"This most sacred Synod accepts with great devotion the venerable faith of 
our ancestors regarding this vital fellowship with our brethren who are in 
heavenly glory or who are still being purified after death."3 

We believe, first of all, that the Church in heaven can intercede on behalf of 
the Church in Purgatory. In the Collect Prayer from a Mass of the dead we say: 

"O God, the bestower of pardon and author of the salvation of mankind, 
we beg thy mercy through the intercession of Blessed Mary ever virgin and of all 
the saints, to grant our brethren who are no longer in this world, the full 
possession of eternal happiness." 

We believe, secondly, that the faithful on earth can also assist the souls in 
Purgatory. 
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THE NATURE OF OUR ASSISTANCE 

"Every work," says St. Thomas, "which has charity for principle can be useful 
to the souls in Purgatory." 

According to the Church's teaching, we can benefit the Holy Souls by prayer, in-
dulgences, alms, fasting and sacrifice. Death has not separated them from the 
Church, and the solidarity of the Mystical Body of Christ. The Church never forgets 
them, for "it is a holy and wholesome thought to pray for the dead that they may be 
loosed from their sins." (2 March. 12:46).  

A special reminder 

The month of November has been set aside as a month for special devotion to the 
Holy Souls in Purgatory. November, with its feast of All Souls Day (instituted in the 
14th century) makes us more conscious of those dear to us, who have now left our 
company. 

"Have mercy on me, have mercy on me, at least you my friends, for the 
hand of the Lord has touched me." (Job 19:21). 

The greatest assistance we can give them is the offering of the Sacrifice of the 
Mass. According to the Council of Trent, Mass can be offered "as well for the dead as 
for the living," for those who have died in Christ, but who are not entirely purified 
and fit for heaven. 

In each Mass, there is a "Memento for the Dead," which reflects the custom, 
dating from earliest Christian times, of celebrating Mass for the dead. St. John 
Chrysostom wrote that "it was established by the apostles a memorial of the 
dead be made during the sacred mysteries." 

The souls in Purgatory, unable to help themselves, need our help and prayers 
so that they can be brought to perfection more quickly. We can help shorten 
their period of purification. 

They too, can help us. "They do not pray for themselves, for in their desire for 
expiation they are wholly at one with God's will for their purification. But they pray 
for those whose need they know by the prayers they receive, and their prayer bears 
fruit according to God's will."6  

We are not alone 

Even writers who say that to believe in eternal torment is superstitious," 
accept the fact that immortal human beings are, at death, often "too self-centred 
to be yet capable of being filled with the life of God himself." Once you accept the 
doctrine of the Communion of Saints, whereby no one stands alone, "it is difficult to 
see it is superstitious to pray for the dead, and even in some way, to share their 
suffering."7 
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CONCLUSION 

It would seem, then, that the old belief of Purgatory has taken on a "new 
look." 

A process of "re-thinking" is going on in the Church about the nature of 
Purgatory, in an attempt to find a balance between two traditions. In the 
Western world, the accent has been on a purification through suffering and fire; in 
the East, theologians have stressed a continuous purification by love. Both aspects 
must be accepted and studied. 

A new emphasis 

 Likewise, we are witnessing a shift in emphasis. No longer do we view 
Purgatory with fear and terror as being similar to hell in its punishments. 
Instead, we see it as the forecourt of heaven, a place of purification but also a 
consolation and hope. 

 This new understanding of Purgatory must eventually influence our thinking, our 
language, and emotions. In this anticipation, a scholar writes: 

 "The expression, 'Poor Souls,' though devout and charged with loving solicitude, 
contains much that is petty and belittling. The dead in the hand of God do not, as 
such, call for pity. They are undergoing inconceivable suffering, but a suffering that 
inspires awe. . . .  We must, therefore, erase from our ideas about the departed 
all pettiness, all may express man's secret desire to see the suffering of another, 
all busying of one's self with "helping" them, all importunate pleading for mercy. 
Scripture teaches us otherwise, so also does the liturgy of the Church. They are 
sons and daughters of God who are undergoing affliction, but who, at the same time, 
are in expectation of their triumphant entry into glory. . . . 

We should know about them in the Faith, stand by them lovingly, implore that 
power, the love of the Holy Spirit whose work it is to transform, to burn within 
them with increasing strength, to reach the very roots of their being, to draw 
them into the beginning of transformation, and to establish them in holiness."8 
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