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pUrGatory in the chUrch’s teachinG 

 Consider these popes and Church councils which have spoken about Purgatory: 

 Pope St. Gregory the Great, AD 540 – 604: “Before the final judgement, 

there is a purifying fire…certain offenses can be forgiven in this age, but 

certain others in the life to come.” 

 Pope Innocent IV, AD 1195 – 1254: “Some sins are to be loosed in this age 

and others in a future age.” “The souls of those who die after receiving 

penance but before having performed it, or who die without mortal sin but 

with venial sin…are purified after death…according to the Tradition and 

authority of the Church Fathers, we call it “Purgatory” for this temporary 

fire purifies sins.” Pope Innocent highlights a new dimension to Purgatory, 

previously unexplored: the remission, via the purgative fire, of unperformed 

(or underperformed) penance received after Absolution. 

 The Council of Lyons, 1272-1274: “If, being truly repentant, they die in 

charity before having satisfied…penance for their sins, their souls are 

cleansed after death by purgatorial and purifying penalties. Acts of 

intercession of the living faithful benefit them.” The Council reaffirms Pope 

Innocent’s declaration (above). This Council further states that this purgative 

fire can come to an end before the Final Judgement: “Those souls 

who…have been cleansed…are received immediately into Heaven.” See 

how the Church doctrine on Purgatory is developing organically through the 

Magisterium, the teaching arm of the Church. The doctrine is not departed 

from; it is further developed under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. 
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 Pope Benedict XII, 1285-1342: Baptized 

souls who die with the need for purification are 

received into Heaven having been purified; they 

will be with Christ…” and see the Divine essence 

with an intuitive vision and even face to face.” 

They will take up their bodies again on the Last 

Day. Pope Benedict XII reaffirms the teaching of 

the Council of Lyons. 

 

 Pope Eugene IV, 1383-1447 defined at the 

Council of Florence (1439) that souls “cleansed 

after death by purgatorial punishments…(are) 

relieved from such punishments (by) the acts of 

intercession of the living. Souls who after baptism 

incurred no sin at all…and those whose sins are 

purged, are immediately received into Heaven.” 

Pope Eugene, issuing this as a Bull at the Council, raised the doctrine of 

Purgatory to the level of infallibility.  

 Pope Leo X, 1475-1521 declared in a Papal Bull in 1518: “The Roman 

Pontiff…can, for reasonable causes, concede indulgences from the 

superabundant merits of the saints to the same faithful…whether in this life 

or in Purgatory…we decree that this must be held and preached by all.” This 

is a confirmation by Pope Leo of the infallibility of the doctrine of 

Purgatory. 

 Pope Leo X, 1475-1521 declared in a Papal Bull in 1520: Pope Leo 

condemns some of the errors of Martin Luther in regard to Purgatory: 

 Error: the fear of death is Purgatory enough 

 Error: Purgatory can’t be proven from Scripture 

 Error: Souls in Purgatory aren’t assured salvation 

 Error: Souls in Purgatory sin by resting and resisting 

punishment 

 Error: the souls in Purgatory are unhappy with the freedom won for 

them by the living’s prayers and sacrifices on their behalf 
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 The Council of Trent, 1545-1563 – the canons of the Council of Trent are 

infallible; the decrees of this Council are not, but they are Church teaching. 

 Decree: “The Catholic Church, instructed by the Holy 

Spirit…has taught that there is a Purgatory; and that they souls 

thereby detained are assisted by the suffrages of the faithful…the holy 

synod commands the bishops that they insist that the sound doctrine 

of Purgatory…be believed by the faithful.” 

 Canon: “If anyone says that after the reception of the grace of 

justification (through baptism) is so remitted…that no debt of 

temporal punishment remains to be discharged either in this or in 

Purgatory…let him be anathema.” 

 Decree: “The Mass is offered…not only for the sins and 

punishment of the faithful on Earth, but also ‘for those who have died 

in Christ but are not wholly purified.’” 

 Canon: “The Council anathematizes anyone who believes that 

the Mass ‘should not be offered for the living and the dead.’” 

 

 Pope Paul VI, 1897-1978, in an Apostolic Constitution in 1967: “It is a 

Divinely-revealed truth that sins bring punishment…these must be expiated 

either on this Earth…or else in the life beyond through fire and torments or 

‘purifying’ punishments.” 

 

 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Letter from 1979: “In fidelity to 

the New Testament and Tradition, the Church believes in the possibility of a 

purification of the Elect…a purification altogether different from the 

punishment of the damned.” 
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 From the Catechism of the Catholic Church as 

promulgated by Pope St. John Paul II, 1992: 

 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.” 

 1031: “The Church gives the name Purgatory to this final 

purification of the Elect,” distinguished from the “punishment of the 

damned.” 

 1472: Purgatorial sanctification purges the Elect from unhealthy 

attachments and discharges the temporal punishment due from sin. 

 1473: “The forgiveness of sin and restoration of communion 

with God entail the remission of the eternal punishment, but temporal 

punishment of sin remains.” We can discharge the debt of temporal 

punishment in this life by prayers, sacrifices, patiently bearing 

sufferings, corporal and spiritual works of mercy, and penitential 

practices. There are indulgences which discharge some of the debt 

given for certain acts, such as: recitation of the Divine Mercy chaplet; 

participation in the Feast of Divine Mercy; loving Jesus’ Sacred 

Heart, especially when a statue, picture, or other depiction of His 

Sacred Heart is seen; keeping the nine first Fridays devotion or the 

five First Saturdays devotion. Any debts due for temporal punishment 

not discharged in this life will be purged in the final purification of 

Purgatory. 

 Pope St. John Paul II: 1999 General Audience: “God’s fatherly love does not 

rule out punishment…understood as part of a merciful justice…for man’s 

own good…temporal punishment expresses the condition of suffering of 

those who, while reconciled with God, are still marked by those ‘remains of 

sin’ which do not leave them totally open to grace. The sinner is called to 

undertake a journey of conversion toward the fullness of love…which serves 

as ‘medicine’…to undertake his own profound conversion. This is the 

meaning of the ‘satisfaction’ required in the Sacrament of Penance.” Pope 

St. John Paul II did not limit this ‘satisfaction’ to this life, but encompasses 

the afterlife, where the ‘medicine’ will be applied in Purgatory. 
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 Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI in his encyclical Spe Salvi, 2007: “The fire of 

Purgatory which both burns and saves is Christ Himself, the Judge and 

Savior. The encounter with Him is the decisive act of judgement. Before His 

gaze, all falsehoods melt away…Yet in the pain of this encounter, when the 

impurity and sickness of our lives become evident to us, therein lies 

salvation…the touch of His Heart heals us through an undeniably painful 

transformation ‘as through fire.’ But it is a blessed pain, in which the holy 

power of His Love sears through us like a flame.” 

 

 Summary of the Magisterial Teaching: 

 

 Souls in Purgatory are assured of their eternal salvation 

 Souls are cleansed of all stain of sin and the effects of sin 

 The purifying punishment discharges all remaining debt 

incurred by sin 

 The purifying punishment cleanses the soul of all unhealthy 

attachments 

 Souls are not held in Purgatory until the Last Day (the Final 

Judgement, the Second Coming). Once the soul wholly loves God, is 

free from sin, the stain/effects of sin, and is purified from all 

unhealthy attachments, they will enter the joys of Heaven. 

 Souls in Purgatory benefit from the prayers and sufferings 

offered on their behalf by the living faithful in the Church Militant. 

 The doctrine of Purgatory is an infallible teaching of the 

Catholic Church 


