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At the request of some parishioners, the subject of purgatory will be discussed in this column 

over the next two weeks. 

 

A couple months ago the Four Last Things were mentioned here.  Our Catholic faith teaches that 

The Four Last Things are: Death, Judgement, Heaven and Hell. 

 

Our faith also teaches that the Church (the communion of saints) has three parts.  They are: 

 

1. The Church triumphant – the Church in Heaven 

2. The Church militant – the Church on Earth (you and I are members of this Church) 

3. The Church suffering – the Church in Purgatory 

 

Purgatory, it’s not a “place” 

 

You may have heard someone say that we should pray for the souls in purgatory.  The word “in” 

makes purgatory sound like it’s a place.  However, purgatory is not a place, but a condition or 

process that occurs after death and before entering heaven. 

 

It’s our final purification 

 

Someone who dies in God’s grace (and therefore at peace with God and their neighbor) but still 

needs purification before they can see God face to face is in purgatory. 

 

Why does purgatory exist? 

 

One of the answers can be found in Scripture.  In Revelation 21:27 regarding heaven we read: 

“nothing unclean will enter it…” 

 

What the Church teaches 

 

Paragraphs 1030 – 1032 from the Catechism of the Catholic Church (see below) provide more 

explanation on purgatory. 

 

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. 
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1031 The Church gives the name Purgatory to this final purification of the elect, which is 

entirely different from the punishment of the damned. … The tradition of the Church, by 

reference to certain texts of Scripture, speaks of a cleansing fire: 

  

As for certain lesser faults, we must believe that, before the Final Judgment, there 

is a purifying fire. … He who is truth says that whoever utters blasphemy against 

the Holy Spirit will be pardoned neither in this age nor in the age to come. From 

this sentence we understand that certain offenses can be forgiven in this age, but 

certain others in the age to come. ~ St. Gregory the Great 

 

1032 This teaching is also based on the practice of prayer for the dead, already mentioned in 

Sacred Scripture: “Therefore [Judas Maccabeus] made atonement for the dead, that they might 

be delivered from their sin.” From the beginning the Church has honored the memory of the dead 

and offered prayers in suffrage for them, above all the Eucharistic sacrifice, so that, thus purified, 

they may attain the beatific vision of God. The Church also commends almsgiving, indulgences, 

and works of penance undertaken on behalf of the dead:  

 

Let us help and commemorate them. If Job’s sons were purified by their father’s 

sacrifice, why would we doubt that our offerings for the dead bring them some 

consolation? Let us not hesitate to help those who have died and to offer our 

prayers for them. ~ St. John Chrysostom 

 

What might purgatory be like? 

 

Purgatory could be thought of this way: When Peter had betrayed Jesus, the Lord turned around 

and looked at Peter: “and Peter went out and wept bitterly” – a feeling like being in purgatory. 

 

Just such a purgatory awaits most of us at the moment of our death: the Lord looks at us full of 

love – and we experience burning shame and painful remorse over our wicked or “merely” 

unloving behavior. 

 

But the word purgatory is not in the Bible. 

 

Catholic beliefs do not come only from the Bible.  The word Trinity also does not appear in the 

Bible.  Some faiths that came after the Protestant Reformation excluded purgatory as a doctrine, 

because the word does not appear in the Bible. 

 

Catholic doctrine comes from the Sacred Scripture and from Tradition – teachings orally handed 

down through the centuries from the first Christians – teachings like purgatory and the Trinity. 
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Consider this thought: What sins or behaviors below might we still be committing (to some 

degree) right up until the time of our death? 

 

• Anger 

• Impatience 

• Judging others 

• Greed 

• Jealousy 

• Lust 

• Unforgiveness 

• Etc. 

 

Can any of these sins or behaviors (to any degree) exist in Heaven? 

 

Our souls need to be completely purified of our attachment to sins and behaviors like these 

before entering the joy of Heaven. 

 

Thank God for Purgatory! 

 

Deacon Tim 

 


