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Catholicism has been criticized over the centuries since the Reformation for our 
teaching on purgatory. Disagreements revolve around concerns that “purgatory” is 
nowhere mentioned in Sacred Scripture and it seems to replace a merciful God with 
an angry God only concerned with justice. 

Some of these criticisms have validity. Catholic popular piety has distorted this 
teaching over the centuries. The Roman system of justice with strict legalisms also 
influenced Catholic theology regarding sin and divine justice. These distortions and 
influences come through as: souls agonizing in fires similar to the fires of hell. God 
demanding justice and the repayment of sin through the soul’s suffering. Some souls 
in purgatory experiencing abandonment for lack of anyone praying for them or caring 
about their lengthy stay in purgatory’s fires. 

Dorothy Day puts these distortions in perspective in her usual feisty manner, “So little 
is expected. The moral theology we are taught is to get us into heaven with scorched 
behinds.  What kind of an unwilling, ungenerous love for God is that?” 

Teaching on purgatory is very ancient in Catholic Church life, but always flowing from 
the church’s experience of a loving and merciful God. The ancient churches both 
Eastern and Western were quite similar in teaching of continual purification following 
death, but not one of punishment or exacting pain for sin. 

Both Pope St. John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI taught that purgatory is less a place 
and more of a process of purification preparing the soul for eternal glory and joy. The 
word “purgatory” does not appear in the New Testament. But certain encounters with 
Jesus in the gospels can manifest a healthy understanding of purgatory. One 
encounter occurs on Good Friday after Jesus’ arrest and St. Peter the Apostle has 
denied three times he even knew Jesus. 

“Just as he was saying this, the cock crowed and the Lord turned and looked at Peter, 
and Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said to him, ‘Before the cock 
crows today you will deny me three times’. He went out and began to weep bitterly.” 
Luke 22:54-65 

What did Peter see in the Lord’s eyes? Did he see an angry God ready to exact 
punishment in justice resulting in Peter overwhelmed with fear? Did Peter see 
disappointment in a God offended by his denial resulting in him reacting with shame? 
Did Peter see in Jesus’ eyes a God now rejecting him because of his three denials 
leading him to despair? “No” to all these questions. 

In Jesus’ eyes Peter saw the intensity of divine love for him, a love not only not 

diminished by his actions but deepened to bring him to repentance and healing. Were 
Peter’s tears intense sorrow for denying Jesus? Yes. Were his tears the experience of 
fear, shame, or despair of ever being close to God again? Absolutely Not! Peter’s tears 
were tears of sorrow but also hope.  And St. Paul reminds us in Romans, “Hope does 
not disappoint.” 

Peter remembered Jesus predicting his three denials and this brought him to the 
depth of his sorrow. But Peter also saw the depth of Jesus’ love for him and he 
believed and hoped for a renewed relationship healed with mercy. Looking into the 
Lord’s eyes brought him to guilt of his own sin, but simultaneously saw the greater 
power of God’s mercy. 



Church language over the centuries names this “The Beatific Vision”. It is the 
intensely intimate and passionate love of Triune God overflowing upon all creation 
especially all humanity. St. Peter’s Good Friday encounter with the Lord was a 
purgation. This was his purgatory. Peter’s ultimate response was repentance and love. 
This response flowed out initially as tears. 

What happened to Jesus immediately after Peter looked into his eyes? St. Luke tells 
us, “The men who held Jesus in custody were ridiculing and beating him. They 
blindfolded him…” 

“They blindfolded him.” Did they do this only to keep Jesus from seeing while they 
ridiculed him? Or did they also do this to keep anyone else from looking into his eyes, 
lest they also come to repentance? Witnessing Peter’s redemption, was this a Satanic 
but futile attempt to rob humanity of the beatific vision? 

Purgatory does not begin after physical death. Rather, purgatory begins only in the 
present life often continuing after physical death. It begins and ends with the Lord’s 
words from last Sunday’s gospel reading, “You shall love the Lord your God… and 
your neighbor as yourself. The whole Law and the prophets depend on these two 
commandments.” 

If we have no fire in the heart for God now, more than likely will also be missing after 
death. The soul that looks into God’s eyes in this life or the life beyond and responds 
only with indifference, malice or contempt is the soul in extreme danger of eternal 
loss. 

We begin our purgatory the moment we realize God’s intense love for us. The more we 
realize this, the more we will desire to grow in love with God. This desire becomes a 
fire in our soul that purifies us from the inside out. This is our purgatory and it 
should already have begun. This love is meant to extend to all people, especially with 
the poor, abandoned, stranger and sick. In their eyes, we are called to see the eyes of 
Christ. In our eyes, they need to see the eyes of Christ. In our eyes, they need to see 
the eyes of Christ. Reflections of the Beatific Vision in all directions. 

God continues and completes the purification of our life so that everything about us 
will be everything about God. As St. Paul again tells us in his Second Letter to the 
Corinthians, “so that God may be all in all”. (15:28) 

If our call is to love God, love neighbor and to love our self, then the process of 
purgation involves our relationships this side of death. Growing more in love with 
people of our everyday life results in a purgation of all that is self-centered and 
controlling of others. When love is wounded, violated, or exploited, only love’s vision 
can repair and restore. 

A spouse returning from the store missing the one essential ingredient for cooking and 
the guests are on their way might encounter a very angry retort when the grocery bags 
are emptied. Hopefully such moments are forgotten and healed in a shorter space of 
time. 

A marriage wounded by infidelity or drifting into cold indifference takes a longer time 
for healing. 

A parish priest known for being disorganized and arriving late for a funeral Mass or a 
wedding ceremony has a lot to answer for. A parish priest having an affair with a 
parishioner or embezzling parish funds has violated trust in a far greater degree. Time 
for healing relationships with the parish community takes longer. 



This is also true on the workplace. The longer the Fairpoint Communications strike 
lasts, the deeper the resentments and bitterness and the longer it takes for those to 
dissipate. True healing takes place with good faith negotiating at the bargaining table. 

None of these examples are beyond the power of God’s merciful love to purify, restore 
and reunite. They require efforts on everyone’s part to be cleansed, purified, and 
healed of sin. Humility and hope are non-negotiable elements of this process. 

Here is a quote I often use in homilies from the late Fr. Pedro Arrupe, Superior of the 
Jesuit order in the 1960’s and 1970’s. It is appropriate for this homily as well. “Fall in 
love with God in an absolute way. What you are in love with, what seizes your 
imagination, will affect everything. It will decide what will get you out of bed in the 
morning, what you do with your evenings, how you will spend your weekends, what 
you read, who you know, what breaks your heart, and what amazes you with joy and 
gratitude. Fall in love, stay in love, and it will decide everything.” 

The most repeated words in all the gospels without any serious competition are the 
words, “Do not be afraid.” Here then are the most repeated words with Fr. Arrupe’s 
pearls of wisdom. Fall in love with God. Stay in love with God. Grow deeper in love 
with God. Let that love for God decide everything we do, and then do not be afraid. 

 


