
Purgatory 

 
This is one of the most contested doctrines among non-Catholics, yet one of the easiest to 

explain by reason and to demonstrate by Scripture.  To begin arming ourselves with the 

necessary facts to speak to someone about this doctrine, let’s first be sure that we are 

clear about the terms in question: 

 

Question:  What exactly is meant by Purgatory? 

 

Answer:  As the Catechism of the Catholic Church explains in paragraph #1030, all who 

die in God’s grace and friendship, but still imperfectly purified, are indeed assured of 

their eternal salvation; but after death they undergo purification, so as to achieve the 

holiness necessary to enter the joy of Heaven. 

 

People often distort the concept of Purgatory as a type of contradiction of God’s mercy, 

yet it is a great manifestation of His mercy.  As the Book of Revelation states in 21:27, 

nothing unclean may enter Heaven.  This, of course, only makes sense and should come 

as no surprise to any Christian, or anyone familiar with the concept of Heaven.  Yet, to 

insist there is no Purgatory is to say that only people who have achieved perfection by the 

time of their death may enter.  Heaven would indeed be a sparsely populated place (at 

least the human section), but God, in His mercy, gives us the posthumous opportunity to 

reach the perfection we did not achieve in this life.  It is curious that people who admit 

they are sinners are adamant that no such possibility exists, as they are predicting their 

own damnation.  Purgatory is, truly, the hope of sinners. 

 

Question:  Why is it necessary to be punished for sins forgiven and still offer some form 

of expiation after death? 

 

Answer:  The Catechism (#1472) speaks of our need to be purified of the unhealthy 

attachments of creatures which are a consequence of sin that endures after death.  Perhaps 

this is difficult to understand in our liberal culture where forgiveness is often equated 

with the absence of consequences.  Yet, in the spiritual life, the consequences of sin 

cannot be ignored, even after the sins have been forgiven.  A couple of examples may 

help to clarify the point: 

 

• Suppose a high school senior were to drop out of school in October, and then in 

May relent of her decision and want to come back to graduate.  The school would 

welcome her back, she would be restored to full status as a student, yet this does 

not mean she would graduate with her classmates.  The deficiency of that absence 

remains, and she must make up for all she has missed.  This is a question of 

simple justice to those who did the right things the first time around, and a 

question of the integrity of the institution.  God will raise us to the requirements 

of eternal life which we failed to achieve the first time around, not exempt us 

from them. 

 



• Along with the negative consequences of every sin is the lack, or void, created in 

us by not doing good.  If someone abandons the practice of the Faith for twenty 

years, and then makes a good confession, he is restored to a state of grace.  Yet, 

this confession does not supply for all that is lacking in their character and 

spiritual being after twenty years of neglect.  Obviously, if that time had been 

spent in earnest prayer and constant works of charity, he would be a very different 

person by now.  Likewise, all those lives which God intended for him to touch 

would be negatively affected as well.  This disparity must be accounted for, and 

this is why there is Purgatory.   

 

Question:  Does Scripture support this notion that God still punishes a sin, even after it 

has been forgiven? 

 

Answer:  Funny you should ask; yes, it does.  In the Book of Numbers, Moses is told that 

he would not enter the promised land because he sinned.  Yet, as he appears with Jesus in 

glory at the Transfiguration, it is clear that he was forgiven and his salvation secured. 

 

Likewise, upon committing adultery and then orchestrating the death of the husband of 

his mistress, King David was told by the prophet Nathan that God had forgiven him, but 

that the illegitimate child from that union would die as punishment.   

 

Question:  Can a Catholic still choose to not believe in the existence of Purgatory? 

 

Answer:  No, as this is an infallible teaching of the Church, formally declared at the 

Councils of  Florence and Trent. 

 

Question:  But didn’t the belief in Purgatory arise in the Middle Ages as a type of 

superstition or, worse still, a fundraiser? 

 

Answer:  Certainly not.  One of the most compelling and beautiful writings on the matter 

comes from the hand an early Roman martyr: 

 

St. Perpetua (A.D. 203) related another of her visions in the following words: “A few 

days later while we were all praying, I happened to name Dinocrates—at which I was 

astonished, because I had not had him in my thoughts. And I knew that same moment that 

I ought to pray for him, and this I began to do with much fervor and lamentation before 

God. The same night this was shown me. I saw Dinocrates coming out of a dark place 

where there were many others, hot and thirsty; his face was pale with the wound which 

he had on it when he died. Dinocrates had been my brother according to the flesh, and 

has died pitiably at the age of seven years of a horrible gangrene in the face. It was for 

him that I had prayed and there was a great gulf between us, so that neither of us could 

approach the other. Near him stood a font full of water, the rim of which was above the 

head of the child, and Dinocrates stood on tiptoe to drink. I was grieved that though the 

font had water he could not drink because of the height of the rim, and I awoke realizing 

that my brother was in travail. But I trusted that I could relieve his trouble and I prayed 

for him every day until we were removed to the garrison prison—for we were to fight 



with the wild beasts at the garrison games on Geta Caesar’s festival. And I prayed for 

him night and day with lamentation and tears that he might be given me. The day we 

were in the stocks, this was shown me. I saw the place I had seen before had its rim 

lowered to the child’s waist; and there poured water from it constantly and on the rim was 

a golden bowl full of water. Dinocrates came forward and began to drink from it, and the 

bowl failed not. And when he had drunk enough he came away—pleased to play, as 

children will. And so I awoke and I knew he suffered no longer. 

 

This one document aside, there more than sufficient historical proof that, from the 

beginning, the Church has offered prayers for the dead, with the Sacrifice of the Mass 

being the most essential offering made to God on behalf of the deceased. 

 

Question:  Does anything in Scripture confirm the existence of Purgatory? 

 

Answer:  Yes; even in the Old Testament we read of prayers being offered to expiate the 

sins of the dead.  In 2 Maccabees chapter 12, we are told of a battle in which many of the 

Jewish soldiers were slain.  Afterwards, it was discovered that each of the dead had been 

wearing a pagan amulet, something forbidden to them.  In order that their souls might be 

nonetheless saved, Judas Maccabees took up a collection and sent it to the Temple that 

sacrifices might be offered on behalf of the fallen.  “In doing this he acted very well and 

honorably, taking account of the resurrection.  For if he were not expecting that those 

who had fallen would rise again, it would have been superfluous and foolish to pray for 

the dead.  But if he was looking to the splendid reward that is laid up for those who fall 

asleep in godliness, it was a holy and pious thought.  Therefore he made atonement for 

the dead, that they might be delivered from their sin.” 

 

Question:  Did Jesus ever mention Purgatory? 

 

Answer:  He never used that specific term, but yes, He spoke of the reality: 

 

• In Matthew 5: 23 – 26, Jesus taught of the need to be reconciled with our enemies.  

“Make friends quickly with your accuser, while you are going with him to court, 

lest your accuser hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you 

be put in prison.  Amen, I say to you, you will not be released until you have paid 

the last penny.”  Of course, Jesus Himself is the Judge, and this is a parable for 

using our time on earth to atone for our wrongdoing.  If we arrive at our 

judgement unsettled, we will be released in the end, but only after our debt is 

paid. 

 

• In Matthew 12:32, Jesus taught that “whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit will 

not be forgiven, either in this age or the age to come.”  This verse makes it clear 

that there are some sins that can be forgiven in the age to come, otherwise this one 

would not have been singled out.   

 

 

 



Question:  Are there any other references to Purgatory in the New Testament? 

 

Answer:  Yes, beginning with St. Paul in 1 Corinthians 3: 11 – 15.  “For no other 

foundation can anyone lay that that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ.  Now if any one 

builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble – each 

man’s work will become manifest; for the Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed 

with fire, and the fire will test what sort of work each man has done.  If the work which 

any man has built on the foundation survives, he will receive a reward.  If any man’s 

work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself will be saved, but only as 

through fire.” 

 

Also, in 1 Peter 3:18 – 20, we read, “For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous 

for the unrighteous, that He might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but 

made alive in the spirit; in which He went and preached to the spirits in prison, who 

formerly did not obey…”  This is a reference to those who disobeyed in Old Testament 

times, who were waiting in the “prison” of which Jesus warned in the Gospel of St. 

Matthew, and were freed by Christ after His death on the Cross.   

 

Before offering some closing thoughts, here are a few treasures from the Church’s 

saints… 

 

The Dialogue of St. Catherine of Siena 
 

“How great is the stupidity of those who make themselves weak in spite of my 

strengthening, and put themselves into the devil’s hands! I want you to know, then, that at 

the moment of death, because they have put themselves during life under the devil’s rule 

(not by force, because they cannot be forced, as I told you; but they put themselves 

voluntarily into his hands), and because they come to the point of death under this 

perverse rule, they can expect no other judgment but that of their own conscience. They 

come without hope to eternal damnation. In hate they grasp at hell in the moment of their 

death, and even before they possess it, they take hell as their prize along with their lords 

and demons. 

 

The just, on the other hand, have lived in charity and die in love. If they have lived 

perfectly in virtue, enlightened by faith, seeing with faith and trusting completely in the 

blood of the Lamb, when they come to the point if death they see the good I have 

prepared for them. They embrace it with the arms of life, reaching out with the grasp of 

love to me, the supreme and eternal Good, at the very edge of death. And so they taste 

eternal life even before they have left their mortal bodies. 

 

There are others who have passed through life and arrive at the end point of death with 

only a commonplace love, and were never very perfect. These embrace my mercy with 

the same light of faith and hope as those who were perfect. But these have this light 

imperfectly, and because they are imperfect they reach out for mercy, considering my 

mercy greater than their own guilt. 

 



Wicked sinners, on the other hand, do the opposite. When in despair they see their place, 

they embrace it in hate. 

 

 So no one waits to be judged. All receive their appointed place as they leave this life. 

They taste it and possess it even before they leave their bodies at the moment of death: 

the damned in hate and despair; the perfect in love, with the light of faith and trusting in 

the blood. And the imperfect, in mercy and with the same faith, come to that place called 

Purgatory.” 

      

“And if you turn to purgatory, there you will find my gentle immeasurable providence 

toward those poor souls who foolishly wasted their time. Now, because they are 

separated from their bodies, they no longer have time in which to merit. Therefore I have 

provided that you who are still in mortal life should have time for them. I mean that by 

giving alms and having my ministers say the Divine Office, by fasting and praying while 

you are in the state of grace, you can be my mercy shorten their time of punishment. O 

tender providence! I have told you all this about the soul’s interior life and your salvation 

to make you fall in love with my providence and clothe yourself in the light of faith and 

firm hope. Thus you will free yourself of selfishness and, in all that is yours to do, trust in 

me without any slavish fear.”  

 

 

St. Catherine of Genoa: Treatise on Purgatory 
 

I see that the sufferings of the souls in purgatory 

are endurable because of two considerations. 

The first is the willingness to suffer, 

the certainty that God has been most merciful to them 

in the light of what they deserved 

and of what God offers them. 

If God’s mercy did not temper His justice— 

that justice which has been satisfied with the blood of Jesus Christ— 

one sin alone would deserve a thousand eternal hells. 

Knowing, therefore, that they suffer justly, 

those souls accept the ordinance of God 

and would not think of doing otherwise. 

The other consideration that sustains those souls 

is a certain joy that is never wanting 

and that, indeed, increases as they come closer to God. 

Their rejoicing is for God’s ordinance, 

His love and mercy, 

into which each soul sees according to his capacity, 

these insights are not of the soul’s own doing. 

They are seen in God, in whom they are more absorbed 

than in their own suffering, 

for the briefest vision of God 

far surpassing, does not attenuate in the least 

their suffering and their joy. 



 

From The Dialogues of St. Gregory the Great 
 

Peter:  I should like to know if we have to believe in a cleansing fire after death. 

 

Gregory:  In the Gospel our Lord says, ‘Finish your journey while you still have the 

light’ (John 12:35).  And in the words of the Prophet He declares, ‘In an acceptable time I 

have heard thee, and in the day of salvation I have helped thee’ (Isa. 49:8).  St. Paul’s 

comment on this is : ‘And here is the time of pardon; the day of salvation has come 

already’ (2 Cor 6:2).  Solomon, too, says, ‘Anything you can turn your hand to, do with 

what power you have; for there will be no work, nor reason, nor knowledge, nor wisdom 

in the nether world where you are going’ (Ecc. 9:10).  And David adds, ‘For His mercy 

endures forever’ (Ps. 177:1).  From these quotations it is clear that each one will be 

presented to the Judge exactly as he was when he departed this life.  Yet, there must be a 

cleansing fire before judgment, because of some minor faults that may remain to be 

purged away.  Does not Christ, the Truth, say that if anyone blasphemes against the Holy 

Spirit he shall not be forgiven ‘either in this world or in the world to come?’ (Matt. 

12:32).  From this statement we learn that some sins can be forgiven in this world and 

some in the world to come.  For, if forgiveness is refused of a particular sin, we conclude 

logically that it is granted for others.  This must apply, as I said, to slight transgressions, 

such as persistent idle talking, immoderate laughter, or blame in the care of property, 

which can scarcely be administered without fault even by those who know the faults to be 

avoided, or errors due to ignorance in matters of no great importance.  All these faults are 

troublesome for the soul after death if they are not forgiven while one is still alive.  For, 

when St. Paul says that Christ is the foundation, he adds:  ‘But on this foundation 

different men will build in gold, silver, precious stones, wood, grass or straw…and fire 

will test the quality of each man’s workmanship.  He will receive a reward, if the building 

he had added on stands firm!  If it is burn up, he will be the loser;  and yet he himself will 

be saved, though only as men are saved by passing through fire’ (1 Cor. 3:12-15).   

      

Although this may be taken to signify the fire of suffering we experience in this life, it 

may also refer to the cleansing fire of the world to come, and if one accepts it in this 

sense, one must weigh St. Paul’s words carefully.  When he says that men are saved by 

passing through fire, he is not referring to men who build on this foundation in iron, 

bronze, or lead, that is, in mortal sins which are indestructible by fire.  He specifies those 

who build on this foundation in wood, grass, and straw, that is, in venial or trivial sins 

which fire consumes easily.  In this connection we should also remember that in the 

world to come no one will be cleansed even of the slightest faults, unless he has merited 

such a cleansing through good works performed in this life.   

      

When I was still a young layman, I heard my elders and men acquainted with the 

circumstances tell of Paschasius, a deacon of the Apostolic See.  His highly orthodox and 

brilliantly written books on the Holy Spirit are still read.  He was a man of outstanding 

sanctity and very zealous in the practice of almsgiving.  His kindness to the poor was 

remarkable, while for himself he had nothing but contempt.  In the dispute over the 

papacy between the parties of Symmachus and Lawrence, which was accompanied by the 



excitement of popular demonstrations, he cast his vote for Lawrence.  Even though 

Symmachus was later on accepted unanimously by both parties, Paschasius would not 

change his affiliations, but to the end of his life reserved his devotion and respect for 

Lawrence, the man whom the Church by the judgment of her bishops had refused to set 

up as her head.   

     

 Paschasius died during the reign of Pope Symmachus.  A possessed person touched his 

dalmatic, which had been laid on the coffin, and was instantly cured.  A long time 

afterward Germanus, Bishop of Capua, whom I have already mentioned, came to the 

baths of Angulus at his doctor’s advice.  As he entered the hot baths, he found the deacon 

Paschasius standing there as an attendant.  Germanus was shocked and asked what a man 

of his dignity was doing in such a place.  ‘The only reason I am serving here,’ the deacon 

ansewered, ‘is that I endorsed the party of Lawrence against Symmachus.  But I beg you, 

pray for me to the Lord.  When you come back and no longer find me here, you will 

know that your prayers have been heard.’ 

     

 Germanus, therefore, gave himself to fervent prayer, and, when he returned a few days 

later, Paschasius no longer appeared.  This purification from sin after death was possible 

because the deacon had sinned through ignorance, and not through malice.  What we are 

to believe is that through his previous almsdeeds he obtained the grace of receiving 

forgiveness at a time when he was no longer able to do meritorious works.   

 

 

Some final words… 

 

• The suffering in Purgatory is entirely different from the suffering of Hell.  

Imagine an athlete who is pushed to his limits as his muscles feel like they are on 

fire and his lungs and heart as though they are about to burst.  His suffering is 

very real, yet it is one he desires, as it makes him stronger.  Now, imagine the 

same athlete laying on the side of the road with a broken leg.  Again, he is in pain, 

but this time it is a miserable pain, as it means the end of his hopes.  In Purgatory, 

all suffering leads the soul towards perfection; this goal which they desire makes 

the suffering bearable, even desirable.   

 

• We, the living, should heed the words of Jesus in the Gospel of St. Matthew when 

He spoke the parable about our final judgement using the analogy of sheep and 

goats (to be cited fully in the chapter on suffering).  Jesus assured us that when we 

attend to those in prison, or fail to do so, He will regard it as done to Him.  Both 

Jesus and St. Peter used the analogy of prison in Scripture to describe Purgatory, 

and we have the power to tend to those who are suffering there by our prayers.  

St. Gemma Galgani, although a simple country girl, learned to read Latin at the 

age of five because she wanted to be able to pray the Church’s formal prayers for 

the dead for the souls in Purgatory, as she knew what a great benefit this was for 

them.  Likewise, we should do all we can to assist the faithful departed and, if we 

are fortunate enough to make it to Purgatory, we can be certain that they know 

how to repay a favor.   



 

Finally, let’s here from someone who’s been there… 

 

An innocent man was condemned to death, and St. Vincent Ferrer accompanied him to 

his place of execution, all the while pleading his innocence.  Although he was greatly 

respected, no one gave much heed to Fr. Vincent, and they arrived at the town square 

where the innocent man was to die.  At that time a funeral procession was also passing 

through the square, with the deceased lying on an open bier.  Fr. Vincent called to the 

corpse, “You who have nothing to gain by lying – is this man innocent?”  The corpse sat 

up, turned to Fr. Vincent, and said, “He is innocent.”  As a reward for sparing innocent 

blood, Fr. Vincent offered to restore the man to life, but he responded, “No, thank you, 

Father, for I am assured of my salvation.”  He then laid back down and was taken to his 

place of rest.  The moral of the story:  Purgatory is better than earth, because once you are 

there Heaven is guaranteed. 


