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To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor.
QUESTION: My friend does not believe that a loving God would punish people. How can I explain purgatory to her?


The word “purgatory” means a process of purification, from the Latin purgare, to purge. Purgatory is the process by which, after death, the infinite holiness of God penetrates completely the souls of the redeemed  - in which his love, his justice and his mercy purify us. Perfect saints will go straight to heaven, but most of us will probably require some purification before we are ready to enter the Pearly Gates.


As the late Cardinal Hume once said in a funeral sermon – “We must not assume that God’s standards of goodness are no higher than our own.” It is precisely because God is so good, so selfless, so burning with love, that our own loves are often shabby and egocentric in comparison. Therefore, in order to share His life and His existence fully in heaven, we will need to be changed. St Paul suggests that this is “in the twinkling of an eye,” but how long does the Divine Eye take to twinkle?

Here is an analogy, contrasting our mediocre earthly virtue with the glorious heavenly life. In dull, overcast weather, your house windows or your car windscreen may seem clean enough. But in brilliant sunshine, marks and spots become apparent: the glass is not as clean as you thought. Similarly, upon approaching the radiant presence of God, the redeemed soul sees her own blemishes, her selfishness and unworthiness more clearly than she ever did in this life, and yearns to be cleansed of all that would sully heaven. We wouldn’t want to gaze at the Beatific Vision through spectacles which badly needed wiping!


Adapting the Biblical parable slightly, neither would we go to a wedding banquet in a dirty dress or soiled suit. How embarrassed we would feel at a wedding reception if we suddenly noticed our trousers had a dark unpleasant stain all down them, or that our white bridesmaid’s dress was grubby round the edges and marked with the stains of dribbled food.


One can present the notion of purgatory as a type of pre-celestial laundry or perhaps a sauna to cleanse our pores for heaven. A more painful image is that of the dentist, drilling out the decayed bits in our teeth. Unpleasant, but it has to be done. 


C.S.Lewis put it like this: "My favorite image on this matter comes from the dentist's chair. I hope that when the tooth of life is drawn and I am 'coming round',' a voice will say, 'Rinse your mouth out with this.' This will be Purgatory. The rinsing may take longer than I can now imagine. The taste of this may be more fiery and astringent than my present sensibility could endure. But . . . it will [not] be disgusting and unhallowed."  (Letters to Malcolm)

In the confusion after Vatican II, especially in the rush to false ecumenism, the doctrine of purgatory was swept under the carpet as an embarrassing Catholic peculiarity.  However, unlike the limbo-hypothesis, the existence of a purgation after death is a defined dogma of Catholic Faith. The Council of Florence (1439) offered a statement agreed by both Latin and Greek churches on the eternal fate of the dead: 


“If they are truly penitent, and die in God’s love before having satisfied by worthy fruits of penance for their sins of commission and omission, their souls are cleansed by purgatorial penalties. In order that they be relieved from such penalties, the acts of intercession of the living faithful benefit them, namely the sacrifices of the Mass, prayers, alms, and other works of piety which the faithful are wont to do for the other faithful according to the Church’s practice.” 

Note that out of consideration for the Greek approach, this definition does not speak of “purgatory” as a place, but of a process of purgation. 


The doctrine of purgatory realistically faces the fact that few of us are perfect at the hour of our death. God allows a process of purification after death. Purgation is thus an expression of Divine Love and Mercy, preparing our souls for the eternal Glory.


The more we sin – even venially – the more we are unforgiving towards others, the longer and harder we make our own purgatory. The more virtuous and merciful we are towards others, the shorter our purgatory. 


People who have led evil or careless lives, and begged God’s forgiveness only near the end, will suffer more punishment. With painful sadness they will understand the discrepancy between what God wanted them to be, and what they have become. When a tree has grown badly warped, it takes a long time for it to straighten out again – so too with the human personality and the purifying pains of purgatory.


But if God has forgiven you, why do you still have to be punished? 


There is a difference between God’s forgiveness of sin, and healing the effects of sin. Divine forgiveness is a prerequisite for healing, but it does not accomplish it. Full healing takes longer.

Catholic theology tends to speak in juridical terms about these matters. When we confess mortal sins in the Sacrament of Reconciliation, Christ, through the priest, absolves us and removes the eternal condemnation which our souls have incurred.


Although the damning guilt is removed, the “temporal punishment due to sin” remains. That is, we are still expected to make “satisfaction” for our sins, in other words, to do penance, to show and to complete our repentance. We need to make restitution to the Body of Christ, the community of saints, for the damage our sins have caused. 


Here is an analogy for this “temporal punishment due to sin.” Imagine that through inattentive or impatient driving you have a crash, in which you and another person are injured and your cars written off. They are willing to settle out of court and not to press charges. That is like “forgiveness.” You are spared a court appearance and a criminal record. You still have to spend a few days in hospital, and then go to the trouble of buying a new vehicle, making the insurance claim, losing your no-claims bonus etc. etc.


Penances in Confession nowadays are usually token penances, but in the early Church they could last several years. There existed a separate order of penitents for those who after baptism had committed grave sins – primarily adultery, murder or apostasy. 


What happened if a penitent died during his penance, without being fully reconciled to the Church? Did he somehow complete his penance in the next world? From such considerations there grew up the reckoning of months or years in purgatory, corresponding to the uncompleted period of penance. In the late Middle Ages it led to a highly mathematical approach to purgatory, with many prayers carrying indulgences of a specific number of days.


Given that we do not understand how process and time work in the state beyond death, such precise reckonings seem unwise. Yet the general idea is valid.

A “plenary indulgence” remits all the “temporal punishment due to sin”, a “partial indulgence” just part of it.  For a repentant Catholic close to death, a “plenary indulgence” is not difficult to obtain.


I have evangelical Christian friends, and they accuse the Catholic Church of inventing Purgatory and Masses for the Dead to make money. What can I reply to them?

It is indeed true that the word “Purgatory” does not appear in the Bible, but then neither does the word “Trinity,” and I doubt your friends would object to using the latter.


The Gospels warn that the blasphemy against the Holy Spirit – probably obstinacy in sin and final impenitence— is forgiveable "neither in this life nor in the future" (Matt. 12:32) – implying conversely that some sins are forgivable in the world to come. St Paul writes that "fire will test the work of each one [i.e. individual person], of what kind it [the work] is" (I Cor. 3:13). Catholic belief in a kind of after-death processing has good Scriptural foundations.

In the cemetery beneath St Peter’s basilica in Rome, the graffiti inscriptions reflect Christian belief in the second century. Some of them read: “Peter, pray for those who are buried near to you.” This attests to three things: the burial of Peter on the Vatican Hill, the invocation of the saints, and the practice of asking prayers for the deceased.

The word  Purgatory was first appears in a letter from the Benedictine Nicholas of Saint Albans to the Cistercian Peter of Celle in 1176. However the concept  is expressed by the early Fathers from the second century, Tertullian, Origen and St. Cyprian. 

St Gregory of Nyssa wrote (4th century):  "When he has quitted his body and the difference between virtue and vice is known, he cannot approach God till the purging fire shall have cleansed the stains with which his soul was infested. That same fire in others will cancel the corruption of matter, and the propensity to evil." 

One part of the mystical Body of Christ can help another. As the saints in heaven pray for us here on earth, so we too can aid the souls in purgatory. “The souls detained there are helped by the suffragia (acts of intercession) of the faithful, and especially by the acceptable sacrifice of the altar.” (Council of Trent xxv, Decree on Purgatory 1563)

If your friends could temporarily “suspend their disbelief” about the nature of Holy Mass, they would see how its immense value for the deceased follows logically – applying to the departed soul the redeeming Passion of Christ.

