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Abstract  

This paper seeks to delineate the doctrine of purgatory from dogmatic perspective and show its 

relevance in Africa from pastoral perspective. The work presents the scriptural and traditional 

teaching of the Catholic Church on the dogma of purgatory and then explores the elements in 

which Christians can find the meaning of the doctrine especially in relating the Christian faith, to 

the practical and pastoral ways of understanding and facing with hope the reality of death in the 

African families and Small Christian communities.    
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1.0 INTRODUCTION   

The noun Purgatory comes from the Latin verb ‘purgare’1 which means to purify or to cleanse. In 

the Tradition of the Church, Purgatory refers to “the process of purification, in the other world, 

that frees persons from every defect and makes it possible for them to enter into the fulfilment of 

heaven.”2 The Church describes Purgatory as the final purification whereby, “all those 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.”3 In this sense, it is important to note that: “In traditional Catholic theology 

Purgatory does not provide a further opportunity for a fundamental turning to God; it is only for 

those who have already made their decision for God.”4 Hence, those who go to Purgatory cannot 

go to eternal damnation because they are already in the number of the elect. Pope Benedict XVI 

explicates the rationale under which the Church teaches about Purgatory this way.   

Among the Christians who die in peace with God there can be people who are utterly pure, 

completely permeated by God, and thus fully open to their neighbours – people for whom 

communion with God even now gives direction to their entire being and whose journey towards 

God only brings to fulfilment what they are.5  

  

This means that, even if such people had offended God, they completely repented and with these 

people there is nothing that hinders their atonement. However, in normal circumstances, complete 

repentance is almost impossible, especially when compared to the righteousness of God. “Thus, 

for the great majority of people, there remains in the depths of their being an ultimate interior 

openness to truth, to love God. At the same time, in the concrete choices of life there are some 

compromises with evil, that some filth covers their purity but their thirst for purity remains present 

in their soul.”6 In this context, the Catholic Church does not understand purgatory as a physical 

place but rather, as a spiritual state of the soul7 in which, one is purified before entering heaven. It 

is a process which should be conceived less in terms of juridical expiation or punishment for sins 

than as maturation and spiritual growth.8  

2.0 PURGATORY IN THE SACRED SCRIPTURES  Consequences and Reparation of Sin    

The doctrine of purgatory presupposes the understanding that sin has two-fold consequences. This 

means that when we sin we incur both guilt and the obligation to make some reparation or 

satisfaction for our offense. In that perspective even when we receive the forgiveness of the guilt, 

we still remain with the debt of satisfaction or reparation. In the Holy Scripture we can deduce this 

in the second book of Samuel, when Prophet Nathan tells David that: Yahweh has forgiven your 

sin, you are not to die but since you have outraged Yahweh, by doing this sin, the child born to 

you will die. (2 S 12:13-15) In other words: “Atonement for David’s sin costs the child its life.”9 

This means although David's sin has been forgiven still he has to suffer the loss of his child as a 

temporal consequence due to sin.      

Moreover, in the Sacred Scriptures, we are shown that through acts of penance and mortification 

human beings can do partial reparation to God for sin. We see this in the second book of Samuel 

when David offers sacrifice to God and it turns away God’s wrath. (2 S 24) This means that, 

“David's action transfers his guilt to an altar where it is expiated through the offerings he 
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presents.”10 Also in the first book of Kings, Ahab does penance by putting on sackcloth which at 

the end turns away God’s anger (1 Kgs 21).  

Furthermore, the Holy Scripture teaches us that some sacrifices and acts of penance can be applied 

on behalf of others. The second book of Maccabees11 (Cf. 2 M 12:42-46) attests to the fact that the 

Jews in this era who believed in the resurrection of the dead felt that it was perfectly proper to pray 

for the dead so that they may be loosed from sins after death (but before the resurrection).12 And 

also, we see the same view in the book of Genesis when Abraham intercedes for Sodom. (Cf. Gn 

18:16-33) This highlights the fact that, in Christian faith, praying for each other is something noble. 

In fact, this tradition is not limited to the pilgrim Church alone but continues even in the afterlife 

because of the communion we share as members of the Mystical Body of Christ. This kind of view 

was common in Judaism as well as in early Christianity – where it was very prevalent. This Biblical 

teaching gives the Church the basis for the longstanding tradition of offering prayers and sacrifices 

and especially the sacrifice of Mass for the dead. Today, this tradition is still practiced by both 

Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic Christians. Therefore, the Christian prayers of the pilgrim 

church have an impact on the souls in Purgatory. The tradition of praying for the souls in Purgatory 

is firmly held by the Church. How the Christian prayers have an impact on the souls in Purgatory 

is a mystery. It is important to note that, the Church has authority to assert and teach about those 

who go to heaven, and through the process of canonization can publicly declare with certitude 

saints, all those who are believed to be in heaven. On the other hand, since the immensity of the 

mercy of God remains a mystery to finite human beings, the Church does not assert anything on 

the state of all those who could have gone to hell. Hence, the Church has never declared anyone to 

be in hell, instead, she leaves all those who could have gone to hell in the mercy of God.  

The cited text in the second book of Maccabees notes that the tradition of praying for the dead 

which was prompted by the belief in the resurrection of the dead is fine and noble. This means, 

this tradition of praying for the dead in the Old Testament particularly in the cited second book of 

Maccabees, can implicitly refer to the purification which the dead have to undergo for the venial 

sins and temporal punishments due to mortal sins which have been already forgiven. Thus, in other 

words, this refers to the purification from the damaging effects of sin. This means that one dies in 

a state of friendship with God that is without mortal sin, but somewhat short of the perfection 

required to be in God’s presence.13   

Therefore, the concept of purification after death, on which Catholic tradition builds her doctrine 

of Purgatory is a pre-Christian concept, whereby the living pray for the dead whom are thought to 

have died in a state of imperfection.   

The Intermediacy of Purgatory     

In the New Testament, the passage in the Gospels according to Matthew 12:31-32, Mark 3:29 and 

Luke 12:10, serves as one of the texts that implicitly allude to the doctrine of Purgatory. The quote 

states: “And so I tell you, every human sin and blasphemy will be forgiven, but blasphemy against 

the Spirit will not be forgiven. And anyone who says a word against the Son of man will be 

forgiven; but no one who speaks against the Holy Spirit will be forgiven either in this world or in 

the next.” These words of the Lord, “leave open the possibility that sins are forgiven not only in 

this world but in the world to come.”14 Therefore, the listed scriptural texts serve as a basis for the 

tenet of Purgatory in the sense that as Jesus talks of blasphemy against the Spirit as a very serious 

and grave sin that will not be forgiven, he also presupposes that there are other sins that are not 
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only forgiven in this life but also in the next. Although Jesus’ statement of the fact that one sin, 

which is the sin against the Holy Spirit, will not be forgiven either here or in the next life does not 

prove that other sins will not be forgiven; categorically Jesus distinguishes between the forgiveness 

of sins in this life and in the life to come.    

In addition, traditionally the Church defends the existence of Purgatory on the basis of the parable 

in the Gospel according to Matthew where Jesus talks of the judge who would not release his 

prisoner until he pays the last penny. (Cf. Mt 5:26) “Through further interpretation of this parable, 

a time-limited condition of punishment in the other world began to be seen expressed in the time-

limited punishment of the prison.”15 This makes Purgatory a temporal and intermediate state of 

purification rather than an eternal state. Therefore, the doctrine of Purgatory, which means 

forgiveness of venial sins and temporal punishment due to sins after death, for the person who is 

already saved and certainly makes it to heaven in due course finds relevance.    

Furthermore, the Holy Scripture teaches that the purification necessary for union with God comes 

by way of suffering. In the letter to the Romans Saint Paul says that: “The Spirit himself joins with 

our spirit to bear witness that we are children of God. And if we are children, then we are heirs, 

heirs of God and joint-heirs with Christ, provided that we share his suffering so as to share his 

glory.” (Rm 8:16 – 17) In addition, in the first letter to Corinthians Paul says that: “I punish my 

body and bring it under control, to avoid any risk that, having acted as herald for others, I myself 

may be disqualified.” (1 Co 9:27) Here, Paul does not just advocate for penitential practices but 

brings out the fact that our bodies are vehicles of commitments which are undertaken in view of 

the eternal destiny of the souls.16   

Moreover, the same tone of purification is seen in the letter to the Hebrews and the book of 

Revelation which brings out that in heaven every tear is wiped away and there is no loss (Cf. Heb 

12:29; Rv 21:4). Thus, all these scriptural hints allude to the reality of the purification required in 

Purgatory so that the saints in Purgatory may finally have the new accessibility of God’s holiness.17   

The doctrine of Purgatory is often misunderstood to be a spiritual jail or some kind of hell with 

parole. It is important to bear in mind that the Catholic Church does not teach that everyone goes 

to purgatory but believes that there are people who are not bad enough to go to hell and at the same 

time not good enough to go directly to heaven.18 The Sacred Scriptures elaborate that: “The servant 

who knows what his master wants but has nothing ready and has done nothing in accord with those 

wishes, will be given a great many strokes for the lash. The one who did not know but has acted 

in such a way that he deserves a beating, will be given fewer strokes.”  (Lk 12:47-48a) This means, 

according to the Holy Scriptures, the Lord’s judgment differentiates between those of a great many 

strokes, which could be understood as hell and those of fewer strokes, which could be referred to 

as those in Purgatory because those who go to heaven directly cannot be given any strokes.  

In addition, basing on the Sacred Scriptures, the Catholic Church believes that the innocent people 

who are living this life with much sufferings from diseases, poverty, persecution or other 

calamities, could be living their purgatory now because some difficulties and sufferings in this life 

could provide an opportunity for self-awareness that makes one realize the need of God’s mercy 

and compassion, which in turn leads one to spiritual purification. This kind of reasoning finds 

implicit scriptural support in the parable of the rich man and Lazarus. (Cf. Lk 16:19-26) This is 

the same reasoning that Saint Augustine describes:  
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But temporary punishments are suffered by some in this life only, by others after death, by others 

both now and then; but all of them before that last and strictest judgment. But of those who suffer 

temporary punishments after death, all are not doomed to those everlasting pains which are to 

follow that judgment; for to some, as we have already said, what is not remitted in this world is 

remitted in the next, that is, they are not punished with the eternal punishment of the world to 

come.19  

  

Therefore, the necessity of satisfaction for sin, the need for moral purification, the biblical practice 

of praying and offering sacrifices for the dead give the Church the basis for her belief in the 

existence of purgatory.   

3.0 ECUMENICAL COUNCILS   

Strictly speaking, an ecumenical council is the highest legislative and decision-making body in the 

Catholic Church, composed of the entire episcopate together with the Roman Pontiff.20 With the 

exclusion of the Second Vatican Council, which was called for pastoral reasons, all the other 20 

ecumenical councils were called for a doctrinal problem that challenged the Church at a time.  

The doctrine of Purgatory is a dogma21 of the Faith that has been defined by the First and Second 

Councils of Lyons in 1245 and 1274 respectively, redefined by the Council of Florence in 1439, 

the Council of Trent in 1563, reiterated by the First Vatican Council in 1869 – 1870 and finally 

explicated in a new perspective and context by the Second Vatican Council in 1962 – 1965.  

Scriptural Basis for Purgatory   

According to the Catholic Church, the First General Council of Lyon was the 13th ecumenical 

council. This council was convened and presided over by Pope Innocent IV, and took place in 

three solemn sessions on June 28, July 5 and July 17, 1245.22 Among other issues, the council 

defined the doctrine of purgatory through the interpretation of the Gospel according to Matthew 

12:31-33 that: “Finally, because the Truth in the Gospel affirms that if anyone speaks blasphemy 

against the Holy Spirit he will not be forgiven either in this age or the age to come. By this, it is 

understood that some sins are to be loosed in the present age and others in the future age.”23 The 

Council also went on to elaborate the doctrine of Purgatory by interpreting Saint Paul’s letter to 

first Corinthians that: “The work of each one, whatever it may be, will be tested by fire and he 

whose work is burned up will suffer loss; though he himself will be saved but only as through 

fire.”24 (1 Co 3:13, 15) Here, the apostle uses the figure of fire because, “in the Scriptures, fire is 

often the symbol of God and the Holy Spirit is compared to fire.”25 Consequently, “Fire can be 

understood as the cleansing, purifying and sanctifying power of  

God’s holiness and mercy.”26 This means that “purification in Purgatory is the gradual liberation 

from sinful inclinations.”27 Therefore, “Purgatory is primarily a condition in which man is kept 

from the vision of God as a penalty for sins committed during lifetime, and he experiences this 

waiting as a pain surpassing any earthly suffering.”28 For further elaboration of the doctrine, the 

Council appealed to Tradition29 that:  

  

Because it is said that the Greeks themselves, truly and without doubt, believe and affirm that the 

souls of those who die after receiving penance but without having performed it, or who die without 
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mortal sin but with venial and slight sin, are purified after death and can be assisted by the suffrages 

of the Church: because they say that a certain and proper name was not indicated to them by their 

doctors for such a place of purgation; and because, according to the tradition and authority of the 

holy Fathers we call it “purgatory”; we wish that from henceforth it be called by this name among 

them. For indeed this temporary fire purifies sins, not however mortal or capital sins that were not 

previously remitted by penance, but small and minor sins that still weigh down after death even if 

during life they were forgiven.30   

  

The Second Council of Lyons was the fourteenth ecumenical council of the Catholic Church. On  

September 1, 1271, Pope Gregory X succeeded Pope Clement IV who died on November 29, 1268, 

then convoked the Second Ecumenical Council of Lyons on March 31, 1272 and opened it on May 

7, 1274. It was an ecumenical council that lasted for 10 days from May 7 -17, 1274.31 The council 

reaffirmed the teaching of the First Council of Lyons on Purgatory by stating that:   

  

If being truly repentant, the deceased who die in charity before having satisfied by worthy fruits of 

penance for their sins of commission and omission, their souls are cleansed after death by 

purgatorial and purifying penalties; and to alleviate such penalties the acts of intercession of the 

living faithful benefit them, namely the sacrifices of the Mass, prayers, alms and other works of 

piety that the faithful are wont to do for the other faithful according to the Church’s institutions.32  

  

Moreover, as has been pointed out, the doctrine of Purgatory in the Roman Catholic tradition has 

a history that can be dated back from the practice of praying for the dead even among the 

nonChristians, as mentioned in the second book of Maccabees 12:42-44. Consequently, some of 

the  

Church Fathers, such as Saint Augustine Hippo, who was one of the historical exegetes interpreted 

some texts in the New Testament like the Gospel according to Matthew 12:31-33, in a way that 

clarifies the doctrine of Purgatory. Thus, he says:   

  

For some of the dead, indeed, the prayer of the Church or of pious individuals is heard; but it is for 

those who, having been regenerated in Christ, did not spend their life so wickedly that they can be 

judged unworthy of such compassion, nor so well that they can be considered to have no need of 

it. As also, after the resurrection, there will be some of the dead to whom, after they have endured 

the pains proper to the spirits of the dead, mercy shall be accorded, and acquittal from the 

punishment of the eternal fire. For were there not some whose sins, though not remitted in this life, 

shall be remitted in that which is to come, it could not be truly said that they shall not be forgiven, 

neither in this world, neither in that which is to come.33   

  

The dogmatic reaffirmation of the doctrine of purgatory was done by the Council of Florence in 

1439, stating that:  

  

We define that if those who are truly penitent die in the love of God before having satisfied by 

worthy fruits of penance for their sins of commission and omission, their souls are cleansed after 

death by purgatorial punishments. In order that they be relieved from such punishments, the acts of 
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the intercession of the living faithful benefit them, namely, the sacrifices of the Mass, prayers, alms, 

and other works of piety that the faithful are wont to do for the other faithful according to the 

Church's practice.34  

  

Affirmation of the Dogma of Purgatory   

The Council of Trent which was opened by Pope Paul III on December 13, 1545, at Trent in 

northern Italy was 19th Ecumenical Council of the Roman Catholic Church. This Ecumenical 

Council, which took place between 1545 and 1563 was prompted by the Protestant Reformation. 

It is one of the longest Ecumenical Council which lasted for 18 years and the meetings took place 

in three parts, 1545 – 1548, 1551 – 1552 and 1562 – 1563.35 Pope Paul III convoked, opened and 

presided over the sessions between 1545 and 1548, then Pope Julius III oversaw the sessions 

between 1551 and 1552, and Pope Pius IV oversaw the sessions between 1562 and 1563 and closed 

the Council on December 4, 1563. This Council is understood to be the embodiment of the 

Counter-Reformation.36 It clarified every doctrinal statement that was contested by the Protestants. 

For instance, it defined, affirmed and declared infallibly the doctrine of Purgatory against the 

Protestants who claimed that after the reception of the grace of justification37 the guilt of sin is 

remitted and the debt of eternal punishment is also blotted out to every repentant sinner to the 

extent that there is no debt of temporal punishment which remains to be discharged either in this 

world or in Purgatory before one enters heaven.38 Hence, while Purgatory as a state of purification 

does not exist for the Protestants, it is rather defined as a dogma for the Catholics. In addition, 

other doctrinal statements that were issued and defined by the Council include the Mass as a true 

sacrifice, the sacrament of holy orders, matrimony, indulgences, and veneration of saints, images 

and relics.    

On the other hand, it is important to note that the Protestant Reformation was also prompted by 

some of the abuses in the Church such as the selling of the indulgences which were not part of the 

official Catholic teaching. In this regard, the Council called for serious reform in the understanding 

and practice of indulgence and condemned the reformers who held that indulgences are useless 

and the Church does not have any power to grant them. It is in this perspective, therefore, on 

December 3, 1563, the Council came out very strongly with a Decree on Purgatory against the 

Reformers. This ecumenical council stated that:  

  

The Catholic Church, instructed by the Holy Spirit and in accordance with Sacred Scripture and the 

ancient tradition of the Fathers, has taught in the holy councils and most recently in this ecumenical 

council that there is a purgatory and that the souls detained there are helped by the acts of 

intercession of the faithful, and especially by the acceptable Sacrifice of the Altar. Therefore, this 

holy council commands the bishops to strive diligently that the sound doctrine of purgatory, handed 
down by the holy Fathers and the sacred councils, be believed by the faithful and that it be adhered 

to, taught, and preached everywhere.39   

  

This means that, in connection to Purgatory, the Council of Trent re-emphasized the truths that: 

there is Purgatory and secondly the souls of the deceased in Purgatory can be assisted by suffrages 

especially the Holy Sacrifice of Mass offered by the living faithful on earth. In other words, the 

Council declared infallibly that: “There is purification that takes place before one enters heaven, 
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this purification involves some kind of pain or suffering and this purification can be assisted by 

the prayers and devotions of the living.”40 Consequently, the Council came out strongly with 

canons in response to the Protestant Reformation. For instance, the first canon was against the 

Protestants who claimed that for any repentant sinner, after the grace of justification has been 

received, the guilt is remitted, and the debt of eternal punishment is blotted out. This means, the 

Protestants rejected the doctrine of Purgatory and claimed that there is no debt of temporal 

punishment that remains to be discharged either in this world or in the next life.41   

The second canon was to oppose the Protestant doctrine of sola fide, which refers to Protestant’s 

emphasis on the justification by faith alone. This means, this doctrine of sola fide asserts that God's 

pardon for guilty sinners is granted to and received through faith alone.42 In this way, this doctrine 

excludes all merit from works. Thus, the council asserted that any justified person does not sin by 

performing good works with a view to an eternal reward.43 Therefore, in opposing the Protestant 

doctrine of sola fide, the Catholic Church intends to show that, it is not possible for a man, once 

justified to avoid all sins – even venial throughout his entire life without a special privilege of 

God.44 Therefore, the Council of Trent affirmed and defined the doctrine of Purgatory as a dogma 

of the Church because it is an important part of the Church’s liturgical and devotional tradition 

which is grounded in Scripture and celebrated in Tradition.     

Purgatory in the Tripartite45 Church  

The First Vatican Council is known as the twentieth ecumenical council of the Roman Catholic 

Church. It was a council that was provoked by some of the contemporary ideas related to the rise 

of liberalism, rationalism, and materialism. Thus, Pope Pius IX convoked this council on 29 June 

1868, opened it on December 8, 1869, and closed it on October 20, 1870.46 This ecumenical council 

did not delineate the doctrine of Purgatory at length but reiterated the profession of this doctrine 

as taught by the previous councils that Purgatory exists and that the souls detained there are helped 

by the suffrages of the faithful. Likewise, the council firmly professed that the Sacrifice of Mass 

which is offered to God is a true, proper and propitiatory sacrifice for the living and the dead.    

The Second Vatican Council, which took place between October 11, 1962, to December 8, 1965, 

and nearly 100 years after the First Vatican Council, did not change the dogma of the Catholic 

Church on Purgatory but rather developed it and presented it in new context and perspective so as 

to bring out its deeper understanding, significance and relevance. In that way, the Council 

succeeded in highlighting the place of the souls in Purgatory as members of the Tripartite Church 

who are not far from us. As a result, the Second Vatican Council treated the doctrine of Purgatory 

in relationship to the Church, whereby the Council re-emphasized the solidarity we share with all 

believers in Christ both the living and dead. Thus, the Council says:  

  

Until the Lord shall come in His majesty, and all the angels with Him and death being destroyed, 

all things are subject to Him, some of His disciples are exiles on earth, some having died are 

purified, and others are in glory beholding clearly God Himself triune and one as He is; but all in 

various ways and degrees are in communion in the same charity of God and neighbour and all sing 

the same hymn of glory to our God. For all who are in Christ, having His Spirit, form one Church 

and cleave together in Him. Therefore, the union of wayfarers with the brethren who have gone to 

sleep in the peace of Christ is not in the least weakened or interrupted, but on the contrary, according 

to the perpetual faith of the Church, is strengthened by communication of spiritual goods.47    

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God_in_Christianity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God_in_Christianity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God_in_Christianity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_views_on_sin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_views_on_sin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_views_on_sin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Good_works
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Therefore, the Second Vatican Council clarifies the aspect that has always been believed by the 

Church about how the souls in Purgatory are members of the Mystical Body of Christ. This means 

that the Catholic Church continues to re-emphasize the doctrine of Purgatory because she believes 

in an interval in a person's destiny between death and his corporeal fulfilment as a whole, thus it 

is difficult to deny the existence of Purgatory as a process of personal maturation during this 

particular interval.48    

Moreover, the Church teaches that those who live exceptionally holy lives on earth may bypass 

Purgatory and go directly to heaven. The Second Vatican Council brings this out that:   

  

The Church has always believed that the apostles and Christ's martyrs who had given the supreme 

witness of faith and charity by the shedding of their blood are closely joined, together with the 

Blessed Virgin Mary and the holy angels. To these were soon added also those who had more 

closely imitated Christ's virginity and poverty, and finally, others whom the outstanding practice of 

the Christian virtues and the divine charisms recommended to the pious devotion and imitation of 

the faithful.49   

  

For the Second Vatican Council, the relevance and significance of the doctrine of Purgatory are 

found in the understanding of the Church as the communion of Saints. In that perspective, the 

Council’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church asserts that: “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.”50 This is the understanding 

of the Church today that: “Some of the disciples of Christ are pilgrims on earth, others have died 

and are being purified, while still others are in glory, contemplating in full light God himself triune 

and one, exactly as he is.”51 Therefore, like the previous ecumenical councils, the Second Vatican 

Council did not change the doctrine of Purgatory and its related elements, but brought out its 

positive aspect of the communion of saints which the Church continues to teach even today that: 

“Because of the communion of saints, the faithful who are still pilgrims on earth are able to help 

the souls in Purgatory by offering prayers in suffrage for them, especially the Eucharistic sacrifice. 

They also help them by almsgiving, indulgences, and works of penance.”52 This means that the 

Church still believes in Purgatory and its related elements which are Temporal punishment and 

Indulgences in a positive perspective whereby the approach is not to dwell on sin and punishment 

but on the abundance of God's merciful love and healing grace.    

Finally, it must be understood that, although Purgatory has been the most misunderstood 

doctrine, it still remains a very important part of the Catholic faith. This means that:    

  

The magisterium pondered the events that accompany death, and in particular described final 

purification or Purgatory as the person’s ultimate encounter with the love of Christ that overcomes 

the imperfection of sin. The intercession on behalf of the dead is understood as a participation in 

the saving mission of Christ. The resurrection of the individual bodies and vision of God is 

understood as entering into full communion with the three divine Persons.53  
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That is why, the Church has always linked this doctrine to the understanding of sin, redemption, 

moral purification and satisfaction or reparation. The Church in her sacred councils had to define 

the doctrine of Purgatory as a dogma of faith after realizing that the doctrine is implicitly grounded 

in the Sacred Scriptures and has been celebrated as Church’s liturgical and devotional tradition. 

Therefore, as Catholics, we have to proudly pray for the souls in Purgatory. Firstly, because the 

pain in Purgatory is real and, secondly because those in Purgatory are our relatives either blood 

relatives or brothers and sisters in the Mystical Body of Christ. Moreover, by the fact that all of us 

are still pilgrims here on earth, we need to know that, probably, we too, may pass through Purgatory 

on our way to heaven. Finally, beside the fact that, praying for the souls in Purgatory is not a 

difficult task but a practice that all of us can do; we also need to know that, it will bring us 

unexplainable joy one day to meet our brothers and sisters in Christ in heaven and to know that we 

helped them with our humble prayers.  

4.0 RELEVANCE OF THE DOCTRINE OF PURGATORY IN AFRICA   

Among Christian communities in pastoral setting, the practice of praying and offering Masses for 

the dead is a common phenomenon. In one way or another such a practice suggests the existence 

of purgatory because there is no meaning to pray for the dead in hell or in heaven, as the fate of 

both groups has already been determined.  Although purgatory is a doctrine that has gone into 

silence among Christian believers but there are elements that are related elements that make 

purgatory a relevant phenomenon in the lives of Christians today.   

Solidarity of Believers as Solidarity of Africans for true reconciliation   

In the Catholic tradition, the second day of November is commemorated as All Souls Day and the 

entire month of November is dedicated to charity for praying for the suffering holy souls in 

purgatory. This means that, according to Catholic teaching, the poor souls in purgatory are those 

who have died in grace yet failed in earthly life to make satisfactory reparation for all of their sins. 

This understanding highlights the belief that, in Purgatory, those who have died in grace but have 

not fully atoned for the temporal punishments resulting from their sins, go to finish their atonement 

before entering heaven. The Catholic Church gets authority to pray for the Souls in purgatory 

because of Christ who exists before all things, and in him all things hold together and He is the 

Head of the Body, that is the Church (cf. Col 1:17-18). This means that, just as, in their earthly 

life, all believers are united in the one Mystical Body of Christ, the same thing continues after 

death that those in the state of purification continue to experience the same ecclesial solidarity 

which works through prayer, prayers for suffrage and love for their other brothers and sisters in 

the faith. On this, the Catechism of the Catholic Church quotes the Second Vatican Council: “The 

union of the wayfarers with the brethren who sleep in the peace of Christ is in no way interrupted, 

but on the contrary, according to the constant faith of the Church, this union is reinforced by an 

exchange of spiritual goods.”54 On the same note, Nyamiti explicates that: “Like the saints in 

heaven, the suffering saints share in common with us membership in the communion of saints and 

Christ’s Mystical Body, kinship in Adam and, through the grace of adoption, divine filiation.”55  

The teaching of the Church, according to the Council of Trent, is that the prayers of the pilgrim 

Church and especially the Holy Sacrifice of Mass reduce the suffering and shorten the time of the 

purification for the poor souls in purgatory. According to the Catholic Church this teaching is 

scriptural because it is the only way to demonstrate our love for our departed family members and 



International Journal of Culture and Religious Studies  

ISSN 2789-3898 (Online) 

Vol 1, Issue 1, pp 1- 19, 2019                                                             www.carijournals.org  

11  

friends.56 It is explained by the Sacred Scriptures in 2 Maccabees 12:46, that: “Thus Judas made 

atonement for the dead, that they might be absolved from their sin.” This practice also agrees with 

the commandment of our Lord who taught us to love and pray, not only for those we love, but even 

for our enemies (Matthew 5:44). Hence, it is also appropriate to pray for our departed enemies and 

all those who hurt us during their life on earth. In this regard therefore, the Catholic Church 

believes and understands purgatory as an expression of God’s love and God’s desire to cleanse our 

souls of all that might keep us from experiencing the fullness of joy in  

heaven. For that reason, the Catholic Church emphasizes that: “The Eucharistic sacrifice is also 

offered for the faithful departed who have died in Christ but are not yet wholly purified, so that 

they may be able to enter into the light and peace of Christ.”57   

Therefore, the key elements in the question of the solidarity of the believers as highlighted by the 

doctrine of Purgatory are love and forgiveness. That is, the love of God for human beings and the 

love among the members of the Body of Christ which is grounded on the belief that God’s 

forgiveness is immense for the open hands to receive it. Love and forgiveness are also important 

elements for healing and reconciliation process in many countries in Africa which for decades have 

been affected by civil wars, political crisis, tribal clashes and all sorts of fighting.  Therefore, 

Purgatory as a doctrine founded on the mercy and forgiveness of God, and practically relevant 

because of the love of God and of the members in the communion of saints; explicates the meaning 

of love and forgiveness. These are a solution to the conflicts in the African continent. This is an 

argument which is validated in the story of Angelina Atyam in northern Uganda whose daughter 

and many other children were abducted by the Lord’s Resistance Army on October 10,1996.58  As 

Angelina and the parents of the abducted children came together in solidarity to pray and discern 

the way forward, they realized that it was first necessary to get rid of the bitterness and anger 

within themselves. They had to accept the consequences of their sin, forgive themselves for their 

irresponsibility and not doing enough to protect their children.59 This means that, although the 

reparation in Purgatory is painful, the souls in Purgatory are neither bitter within themselves nor 

angry with anyone and for that we can call them the saints in Purgatory. Amidst their sufferings 

the souls in Purgatory feel the love and forgiveness of God and they are not even jealous of the 

saints in heaven who are not in a painful situation like theirs.  

This is an example that makes Purgatory relevant in Africa especially for those groups where 

bitterness and anger are still a stumbling block towards true peace and reconciliation in their 

countries. “It is in this kind of maturity that Jomo Kenyatta, the first president of Kenya, similarly 

described the effect of his imprisonment at Lokitaung Prison in Kapenguria, West Pokot District, 

by the British colonial administration in a 1968 book titled Suffering without  

Bitterness.”60  

In addition, the saints in Purgatory are those who have accepted the responsibility of the 

consequences of their sins, so as to embrace God’s mercy and forgiveness and do reparation for 

their sins. In this way, they are a role model for Africa, that as we aspire for peace in many countries 

and strive to eliminate wars, conflicts, poverty, corruption and other evils, we must first take 

responsibility and accountability of all that our predecessors and all of us did to bring us to the 

current situation.  
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Purgatorial Purification and the African Ritual of Purification     

The doctrine of purgatory brings out the essence of the purification that is required for communion 

with God. This is because any sinful act is committed at the ontic level of freedom where there is 

a fundamental option that produces habitual permanent orientation. This means any sin that a 

person commits makes that individual more and more attached to it. This is like a smoker who 

makes a resolution to quit smoking but as he quits smoking, he continues to live in suffering 

because his body system continues to demand the cigarettes that he was used to. So, all the time 

one refrains from smoking is like living in purgatory. Thus, physical integrity is necessary to enter 

into perfect communion with God. For that case, the term purgatory does not indicate a place, but 

a condition of existence, where Christ removes the remnants of imperfection.61 Therefore, with 

regard to the essence of the doctrine of purgatory, it is important to note that the sins we commit, 

orient and attach us to the tendencies to sin which remain even after repentance. Since God is 

absolutely pure, there is no possibility that we can be united with Him until all these tendencies to 

sin are washed away in purgatory.    

In many societies in Africa, belonging in the community is a very vital aspect. The different rites 

of passage delineate the importance of belonging in the community through different groups. At 

the end of all the rites of passage, there is an incorporation phase as a stage which is accompanied 

by feasting. This is when an individual is integrated in the society as a mature person.62 Therefore, 

for many African societies, exclusion from the community is a serious and painful experience that 

results from individual’s contumacious conduct such as serious disobedience to parents or elders 

of the community. For instance, among the Maasai community, curses work as one of the ways to 

exclude someone from the family and the community as a result of the rare crimes such as calumny, 

detraction, theft, rape and murder.63 A cursed person is excluded from the family and the 

community at large. He goes through difficult period of exclusion from the community such as 

free association with the other community members.  

Misfortunes, illnesses and eventually death are meant to follow him. “The removal of curses 

involves an elaborate process with gestures which suggest blessings in reverse and sometimes 

using analogous binding actions to render the curse insignificantly ineffectual.”64 The removal of 

a curse happens when an individual becomes remorseful and apologetic. “For the Maasai people, 

the most powerful instrument required for the removal of certain curses is the ritual slaughtering 

of animals.”65  

A cursed person undergoes a painful experience of exclusion from the community. Such a person 

could be living in the family or community but the rest of the members do not freely involve him 

all in the community events. This experience could be compared to the experience of the saints in 

purgatory. For those who would love reunion with the community have to go through a remorseful 

process of purification and to seek forgiveness and reconciliation with the community. 

Analogously, purgatorial experience can be compared to the African experience of a cursed person 

of exclusion from the community and later reunion with the community after repentance.     

  

Saints in Purgatory as Exemplars of Patience in Africa  

The saints in purgatory present to us an exemplary mode of passionate and irreversible love of 

God. Purgatory is a God-given state whereby poor sinners recover the splendour of Christ in their 
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souls, which they could not achieve after a lifetime of imperfection but good-willed attempts.  For 

that case, their suffering is found in their longing for an unending union with God in heaven. Thus, 

although in purgatory there is suffering, there is also joy and hope because to those in this state of 

purification, they know that, after their purification they will certainly attain perfect communion 

with God, and to those on earth get encouraged to continue working hard every day to achieve the 

perfect communion with God at the end of time. This means that, purgatory is for us a 

demonstration of a perfect patience, in the sense that the saints in purgatory continue to wait 

patiently with great hope for that union with God. Charles Nyamiti clarifies this that: “The saints 

in purgatory are excellent models of patience and resignation in their immense sufferings which, 

in perfect submission to the divine will, they accept joyfully as necessary means of their 

purification for the intimate and perfect union with God.”66 The immense sufferings of the saints 

in Purgatory as pointed by Charles Nyamiti, are founded on their longing to be in perfect 

communion with God, which they have to wait patiently without losing hope.  

The virtue of patience which is demonstrated in a special way by the saints in purgatory, makes 

purgatory relevant in Africa because in the African context patience is not something foreign but 

a life reality. For instance, for an African to reach adulthood, a lot of patience is required. It is not 

age that determines one’s adulthood but several rites of passage which move him /her from one 

stage to another. Even if one has advanced in age, he may never be considered adult if he has not 

gone through all the rites of passage progressively from infancy to adulthood. Therefore, an 

African in the traditional African context, must have the virtue of patience to wait for the 

appropriate time when particular rituals are performed for his incorporation into a particular stage 

of life in the community.   

5.0 CONCLUSION   

Conclusively, it has to be understood that, although purgatory has been the most misunderstood 

doctrine, it still remains a very important part of the Catholic faith. This means that:    

  

The magisterium pondered the events that accompany death, and in particular described final 

purification or purgatory as the person’s ultimate encounter with the love of Christ that overcomes 

the imperfection of sin. The intercession on behalf of the dead is understood as a participation in 

the saving mission of Christ. The resurrection of the individual bodies and vision of God is 

understood as entering into full communion with the three divine Persons.67  

  

That is why, the Church has always linked this doctrine to the understanding of sin, redemption, 

moral purification and satisfaction or reparation. The Church in her sacred councils had to define 

the doctrine of purgatory as a dogma of faith after realizing that the doctrine is implicitly grounded 

in the Sacred Scriptures and has been celebrated as Church’s liturgical and devotional tradition.   

Therefore, as Catholics, we have to proudly pray for the souls in purgatory. Firstly, because the 

pain in purgatory is real and, secondly, because those in purgatory are our relatives either blood 

relatives or brothers and sisters in the Mystical Body of Christ. Moreover, by the fact that all of us 

are still pilgrims here on earth, we need to know that, probably, we too, may pass through purgatory 

on our way to heaven. Finally, beside the fact that, praying for the souls in purgatory is not a 

difficult task but a practice that all of us can do; we also need to know that, it will bring us 
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unexplainable joy one day to meet our brothers and sisters in Christ in heaven and to know that we 

helped them with our humble prayers.  
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