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Introduction 
An Uncomfortable but Necessary Truth 

 
   1. In the Liturgical calendar, November has traditionally been the month for commemorating 
All Saints Day and All Souls Day. It’s a special time to remember our brothers and sisters who 
have gone to their rest in the hope of everlasting life. On All Saints Day, we turn our hearts and 
minds to the Saints, the Church Triumphant, and ask them to intercede for us the Church 
Militant. 
 
   2. Within the Church there is a third group of our brothers and sisters who are no less 
members of the Church. Like us, they can also benefit from the prayers of the faithful. We 
commemorate them on All Souls Day. Those Holy Souls are the Church Suffering, being purified 
in Purgatory. 
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   3. Purgatory is one teaching of the Church that can make people uncomfortable. It almost 
sounds contrary to Jesus’ teaching and the Gospel message of a loving merciful God. The 
teaching on Purgatory tends to be at times avoided or just ignored. It’s also a doctrine that has 
been misunderstood. When I was younger I honestly didn’t like to think of Purgatory, it was the 
idea of suffering and fire that didn’t exactly make me feel warm and fuzzy inside. Needless to 
say, being purged after death wasn’t exactly consoling, even if it was God’s divine justice. 
 
   4. I wrote this article around some of the questions and concerns I had trying to understand 
Purgatory. I hope that this article will answer your questions as well and give you the same 
consolation I now have. The consolation came after clarifying what Purgatory IS and ISN’T. 
Understanding the teaching is not only beneficial for ourselves as we remember our last day, 
but it is also beneficial for our loved ones who have gone before us. 
 
   5. Purgatory or being purified after death has been defined and reaffirmed from the Second 
Vatican Council in 1964, going back to the Second Council of Lyons in 1274. The councils take as 
their reference point the teaching of the Church Fathers and Sacred Tradition. Tradition and the 
Fathers, of course, base their teaching on Sacred Scripture. St Paul and Our Lord both taught 
what the Church calls Purgatory. 
 
   6. We’ll take as our starting point what is taught about Purgatory from the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church. (CCC # 1030-1031). I use the Catechism because it synthesizes or combines all 
the sources mentioned above, Tradition, Scripture, the Fathers, and Councils. 
 
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, 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, which is 
entirely different from the punishment of the damned….. (Emphasis added) 
 

 
I. Why Is Purgatory Even Necessary? 

 
“You, therefore, must be perfect as your Heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt 5:48) 

 
“As obedient children, do not be conformed to the passions of your former ignorance, but as he 

who called you is holy, be holy yourselves in all your conduct; since it is written, "You shall be 
holy, for I am holy." (1Peter 1:14-16) 

 
   7. It is the Lord God’s holy and divine will that those whom He created in His image return to 
Him. We were created to see, that is to know God completely and intimately. The Father wants 
you to see Him as clearly as the Son sees Him. Put another way, we were created to share in His 
Divine Life, the communion of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. To share in this eternal communion 
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with the Triune God requires being transformed by His Grace and made perfect and Holy. Our 
souls need to be reconciled to God and made clean. If that purging or purification of ourselves 
is not complete when we die, it will be completed in Purgatory. To be purified after death is a 
requirement of divine justice and divine mercy for our good, NOT the wrath of God. 
 
   8. Jesus Christ reconciled humanity with His life, death, and Resurrection so that when we 
sinners, moved by grace to repent of our sins, are forgiven and reconciled to Our Heavenly 
Father. Once forgiven we no longer stand accused or guilty before God of the injustice of sin. 
Like the Catechism, #1030 teaches, our soul and those of our loved ones “die in God’s friendship 
and a state of grace”. So the souls in Purgatory are forgiven and reconciled with the Lord God, 
“No longer do I call you servants,…..I have called you friends.” (John 15:15) 
 
   9. The same paragraph, #1030, in the Catechism mentions “imperfectly purified”.  After we 
are reconciled, we work at purifying the sinful inclinations from our souls. Another term for this 
purification is “penance” and “satisfaction”. After being reconciled, we cooperate with His 
grace in removing our sinful tendencies. Or we could say, achieving the conversion of our wills 
to the will of the Father. When we satisfy our will, it leads to sin, when we satisfy God’s will, it 
leads to holiness and perfection. The soul cannot offer penances, since it no longer has a body.  
With that being said, Purgatory is God Himself applying His merciful justice to cleaning off the 
imperfections on your soul. 
 
   10. So why is Purgatory necessary? To made pure and “achieve the holiness necessary to enter 
the joy of heaven” (CCC #1030). So we can know God completely and intimately with nothing 
clouding that communion between God and ourselves. Sinful tendencies are a smudge on the 
lens of the soul that is trying to see God. We call it divine justice because it is the action of 
Almighty God making things right or just. Sometimes we may think divine justice is simply 
divine retribution. That can lead to an unhealthy understanding of punishment as purely 
reactionary. In purgatory, God is NOT angry! As St Paul teaches, we are saved by fire, not 
condemned by it, “If any man’s work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he will be saved, 
but only as through fire” (1 Cor. 3:10–15).  
 
  

  
II. Purgatory, God’s Justice AND Divine Mercy 

What Purgatory Is and What it Isn’t 
 

“The Being of God is so pure . . . that should a soul see in itself even the least mote of 
imperfection, it would rather cast itself into a thousand hells than go with that spot into the 

presence of the divine Majesty.”  (St Catherine of Genoa, Treatise on Purgatory) 

 

      11. "Purgatory is not an antechamber to hell; it is the waiting room for heaven." (Fr Paul 
Duffner, O.P., Theology for the Laity). In the above paragraphs, we discussed why divine justice 
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requires a period of purification after death. Here we will speak of what Purgatory is and isn’t. 
It’s a process whereby God applies both His justice and mercy to our souls. 

 

   12. When we die the soul is released from the body and stands before God to receive its 
eternal destination, whether it’s the Beatific Vision in heaven or eternal damnation in hell. In 
His justice, God demands that we have repented and made a satisfactory conversion of heart 
and mind. Just as oil will not mix with water or a lightbulb cannot be on and off at the same 
time, nothing impure may stand before the awesome holiness of God. 
 
   13. The soul is immediately aware of God’s love and goodness, as well as the folly of our sins. 
As the Catechism states, the souls are “still imperfectly purified, but are indeed assured of their 
eternal salvation”, (CCC #1030). In His loving-kindness and mercy, God reveals to the soul the 
certainty of salvation. That certainty of the Beatific Vision fills the soul with peace and joy. 
 
   14. Our soul will have a certain hatred of our sins and an intense yearning to see the face of 
God, stronger than anything we can imagine in this life. So is there pain or suffering in 
Purgatory? The simple answer is yes and no. If by pain and suffering we mean hopeless, 
agonizing torture, then NO… that would be Hell. Don’t get the two mixed up! 
 
   15. If by pain or suffer we mean the pain of temporary loss, mixed with a transforming peace 
of God’s friendship, then the answer is yes. In his encyclical letter, Spe Salve (Saved in Hope), 
Pope Benedict XVI described Purgatory as an encounter with Christ Himself as Judge and 
Savior… “Before his gaze, all falsehood melts away. This encounter with him, as it burns us, 
transforms and frees us, allowing us to become truly ourselves”. (No. 47). 
 
   16. Think of Purgatory as physical therapy or medical treatment for an injury. You know it will 
hurt, but you also have the peace of knowing that you’re being healed. Our souls cannot 
perform penances or make sacrifices since we’ll no longer have a body. So we must wait until 
the gaze of Christ Himself has burned away our impurities. So even though we will experience 
purifying fire, we will also have the sure knowledge of God’s friendship and salvation. I find it 
necessary to note that the Church has no definitive teaching on the severity or duration of 
Purgatory. 
 

 
III. Conclusion 

 
“This Sacred Council accepts with great devotion this venerable faith of our ancestors regarding 

this vital fellowship with our brethren who are in heavenly glory or who having died are still 
being purified; and it proposes again the decrees of the Second Council of Nicea, the Council of 

Florence and the Council of Trent”. (Lumen Gentium #51, Second Vatican Council) 
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   17. While our dearly departed await treatment in the Field Hospital for Souls, we here in this 
life can come to their aid. It has and remains the faith of the Church that we can comfort our 
loved ones with prayers, sacrifices, and penances on their behalf. Imagine yourself in the ER at 
a hospital. You can’t treat or heal yourself, so you have to suffer waiting while the physicians 
treat you. Being moved around, X-rayed and the like can be painful, but you know it is only 
temporary. A friend or family member who stays in the room with you can bring certain relief 
and comfort. 
 
   18. Souls in Purgatory are being treated by the Divine Physician. Both the souls and their 
loved ones on earth have been told, “They’ll make it and fully recover”. Praying for them in this 
life is holding their hand to comforting them while they’re being treated in the waiting room to 
heaven. By praying for them, we keep them company during their purification. We can be 
assured of their eternal gratitude for such an act of charity. It should also comfort us to know 
that the Church will be praying for your soul as well. It will have to be another article, but yes 
Purgatory can be avoided or greatly shortened by what we do in this life. So pray for those Holy 
Souls in Purgatory and become holy as your Father is holy. 

 
The Month of November, dedicated to the Souls in Purgatory 

 

 
(Painting by Curraci) 

Prayer of Saint Gertrude the Great 
 
"Eternal Father, I offer Thee the Most Precious Blood of Thy Divine Son, Jesus, in union with the 
Masses said throughout the world today, for all the Holy Souls in Purgatory, for sinners 
everywhere, for sinners in the universal Church, those in my own home, and within my family. 
Amen." 


