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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the doctrine of purgatory within the context
of Christian theology, especially within the purview of Roman
Catholic teaching, so as to establish a theological and systematic
balance. The persistent theological tension between modern
ecumenical dialogue and traditional Catholic dogma on purgatory,
which is often misinterpreted, is the motivation for this paper. The
objective of this work is to examine the historical, doctrinal, and
scriptural bases of purgatory and evaluate its significance in
contemporary ecclesiological contexts. The misrepresentation of
purgatory and conceptual ambiguity in both pastoral and academic
settings is where the problem lies. Hence, this study provides a
structured theological synthesis that upholds tradition with an
invitation for ecumenical discourse as it seeks to bridge
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the gap. This work employed a qualitative theological
analysis, using historical-critical methods for systematic
theology and scriptural interpretation for doctrinal
coherence. Primary ecclesiastical documents such as
Council of Trent decrees, Catechism of the Catholic
Church, writings of Church Fathers, and mother
theological scholarship are used as instruments for data
collection. Findings reveal that purgatory is not a mere
peripheral concept; rather, it serves as a bridge between
divine mercy and justice, which are deeply rooted in the
Church’s soteriological framework. The paper concludes
by asserting that a balanced understanding of purgatory
reinvigorates both the Church’s pastoral care for the
faithful departed and its eschatology. This study therefore,
recommends encouraging ecumenical engagements to
reframe and demystify purgatory in the light of the shared
Christian hope, and fostering catechesis on eschatological
doctrines.

Keywords: Purgatory, Church, Theological, Systematic,
Balance

Introduction

Standing at a crucial junction in Christian soteriology and
eschatology is the doctrine of purgatory, which is a
subject of both ecclesiastical contention and theological
intrigue. Purgatory which simply means the state of
purification for souls, who die in God’s grace but are not
yet fully sanctified, is one of the basic elements of Roman
Catholic teachings for centuries. “In Roman Catholic
theology, is the place where those who have died in a state
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of grace undergo limited torment to expiate their sins.”!
Nevertheless, some Christian denominations completely
rejected it, especially within protestant traditions, tagging
it as lacking a firm biblical basis and seeing it as
undermining the sufficiency of the atonement of Jesus
Christ. Purgatory occupies a marginal role in
contemporary  theological discourse, @ which is
oversimplified or misunderstood. It is frequently depicted
among lay believers in terms that are folkloric than
doctrinal. However, it is either sidelined in favour of more
ecumenically palatable themes among theologians or
approached apologetically. This has posed a significant
challenge to the Church’s mission of catechesis and
evangelization, essentially in postmodern and pluralistic
societies where traditional beliefs face scepticism and
scrutiny due to the disconnect between doctrinal
orthodoxy and modern reception. The very tension of how
the Church can uphold its doctrinal integrity regarding
purgatory while engaging constructively with ecumenical
sensitiveness and modern theological concerns is the
motivation for this study. This paper, therefore, seeks to
offer a theological and systematic balance by examining
the sources of the doctrine, its development, and exploring
its modern implications within the broader Christian
community and the Church.

The concept of purgatory was not just defined in a vacuum
historically, but gradually through the lived experience of
the Church. It is shaped by the theological reflection on
divine justice and mercy, pastoral concerns for the dead,

' Oxford Advanced Dictionary, Oxford, England, Oxford University Press, 2020.
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and the interpretation of scriptural passages such as 2 Maccabees
12:45, 1 Corinthians 3:15, and Matthew 12:32. This passage from
2 Maccabees, when it is examined from 38-46, highlights the
theological implications for concepts such as purgatory and the
afterlifez There were some early Church Fathers who contributed
immensely to the conceptual foundations of post-mortem
purification, the likes of Augustine of Hippo, Origen of
Alexandria, and Gregory the Great, and their contribution
preceded the period when the term “Purgatory” became
standardized doctrine in medieval theology. The definitive
formulation of the doctrine reached its formal state at the Councils
of Florence (1439) and Trent (1545-1563), of which the Church
not only articulated the purgatory's relationship to the communion
of saints but also asserted its existence, demonstrating the efficacy
of prayers for the dead3 and the significance of indulgences. It is
worth stating here that the Protestant Reformation in the 16"
century (1517AD) had already opposed this doctrine despite its
reaffirmation at the Council of Trent, as the Protestants viewed it as
abusive and unscriptural, particularly as regards the practices
surrounding indulgences in the Church then. Mixed reactions
continue to evolve due to the doctrine today.

? Nicholas P.L. Allen and Pierre J. Jordan, “Counting Half Shekels — Redeeming
Souls? In 2 Maccabees 12: 38-45,” HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological
Studies74,1n0.3 (2018):a5011, https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v74i3.5011.

3 Denzinger H. Compendium of Creeds, Definitions, and Declarations on Matters
of Faith and Morals (R. Fastiggi & J. Neuner, Eds., 43" ed.). Ignatius Press,
(2012),693.
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This doctrine of purgatory is interpreted in Catholic theology as a
process of healing and sanctification, not necessarily a place of
fiery torment. Purgatory has been re-imagined in more existential
and relational terms by some theologians, such as Pope Benedict
XVI and Hans Urs von Balthasar, as they focused on its purifying
love rather than punitive suffering. Common ground has been
sought for ecumenical dialogues, particularly with Orthodox
partners on the idea of prayers for the dead and intermediate states,
but till now, full agreement seems elusive. The theological
underpinnings of purgatory, its development within the Church's
pastoral and magisterial tradition, and its potential for ecumenical
reinterpretation will be systematically examined by this paper.
Hence, this study aims to posit the doctrine firmly within the
Church's soteriological framework as a testament to both divine
mercy and justice, and not as a mere psychological experience or
metaphor. Besides, this paper likewise responds to the recovery of
a robust eschatology that addresses contemporary concerns
without abandoning traditional wisdom. This study, therefore,
hopes to offer a constructive contribution to ongoing debates
within the Church and, at the same time, foster greater
understanding among Christians of different traditions as it
explores the doctrine of purgatory through a theological and
systematic lens.

Methodology

Qualitative theological research methodology is adopted for this
study, integrating doctrinal, historical, and systematic theological
analysis. Descriptive and analytical approaches are employed,
aimed at clarifying the doctrine of purgatory through
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the doctrine of purgatory through the lens or framework
of Catholic theology and at the same time evaluating its
place in contemporary ecclesiastical and ecumenical
contexts and space. The research design for this work is
interpretive and exploratory, which seeks to unravel the
ecclesiastical implications, theological coherence, and
historical evolution of the doctrine of purgatory. This
design is structured around these three domains:
Historical-Theological Inquiry, which traces the
development of the purgatory doctrine from its early
Church roots to its dogmatic formulation in ecumenical
councils. Secondly, around Doctrinal-Systematic
Analysis, which engages with theological arguments,
magisterial texts, and contemporary reinterpretations of
purgatory, and thirdly, around Ecumenical Consideration,
which analyses how the doctrine is perceived and
critiqued in other Christian traditions and what means for
dialogue exist.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this work is built around
the basic doctrinal, soteriological, and theological
concepts that underpin the doctrine of purgatory of the
Catholic Church. It gives the definitions for understanding
purgatory as a component within the wider systematic
theology of salvation, ecclesial intercession, and the
afterlife, and also provides for the essential categories. For
instance, Purgatory is defined as a state of final
purification after death for those who die in God’s grace
and friendship but are still imperfectly purified by the

Catholic Church*. It is a process of sanctification for the
already saved, and not a “second chance” at salvation.
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This doctrine was formalized at the Council of Florence
(1439) and the Council of Trent (1545-1563), affirming
both the authority of the Church to pray for the dead and
the reality of purgatory”. Two main premises of purgatory
are theologically established, which are the essentiality of
total sanctification before entering the beatific vision
(Hebrews 12:14), and the continuance of temporal effects
of sin, even after forgiveness.®

Furthermore, justice and mercy form part of this concept
of purgatory, which highlights a theological balance
between God’s justice and mercy. According to the justice
of God, it demands that nothing unclean enter his presence
(Revelation 21:27), while the mercy of God makes
provision for the sanctification of those not yet perfect at
the time of death. This teaching about purgatory exists as
a merciful extension of sanctifying grace, from which the
soul is healed and prepared for eternal fellowship with
God’. Purgatory is seen as an integral part of the divine
pedagogy with this dual dimension, underscoring God’s

Catechism of the Catholic Church. Vatican Publishing House (1997), para. 1030.
Retrieved from https://www.vatican.va/archive/ENGOD15/ INDEX.HTM.
Denzinger H. Compendium of Creeds, Definitions, and Declarations on Matters
of Faith and Morals (R. Fastiggi & J. Neuner, Eds., 43" ed.). Ignatius Press,
(2012),693.

6 Catechism of the Catholic Church. Vatican Publishing House (1997), para. 1472.
Retrieved from https://www.vatican.va/archive/ENGOD15/ INDEX.HTM.
Ratzinger J. Eschatology: Death and Eternal Life (M. Waldstein, Trans.).
Catholic University of America Press (1988), 230.
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method of sanctifying the soul through a process that
respects moral responsibility and human liberty, while
administering continual transformation. It is worthy of
note that, another pertinent concept is the distinction
between temporal and eternal punishment, where
temporal punishment remains and should be satisfied
either in this present life or the life after, and while
through sacramental absolution is eternal punishment
remitted.

Theoretical Framework

It is within several broader theological systems that the
doctrine of purgatory situated, covering soteriology,
eschatology, doctrinal document, and ecclesiology. While
engaging with ecumenical theology and philosophical
anthropology, it also draws upon classical Catholic
theological categories. Key thinkers that support the
doctrine and theological framework and its ongoing
development are outlined in this section.

Thomistic Soteriology and the Justice of God: The
distinction between temporary and eternal punishment is
at the core of Thomistic theology, of which this distinction
is vital to the logic of purgatory. The issue that forgiveness
of sins removes eternal guilt but not essentially the
temporal effects of sin is emphasized in Thomas Aquinas
Summa Theologiae, which might persist and require
purification®. Aquinas affirms that the justice of God
demands satisfaction for sin as a restoration of the moral

8 Aquinas T. Summa Theologiae (Fathers of the English Dominican Province,
1981, Trans.),Suppl.q.71, art.6.Retrieved from,
https://www.newadvent.org/summa/ 20th May 2025
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order and not as form of vindictiveness. Purgatory
becomes a merciful and just mechanism by which the
justice of God is satisfied without condemning the soul
eternally since not all individuals have been able to
achieve complete sanctity at death. The purification in
continuity with the state of grace of a person is allowed
for, at death. Beside, Aristotelian metaphysics was
integrated by Aquinas to explain the immaterial nature of
the soul and its susceptibility to purification. Hence, in
this framework, purgatory serves a rational outworking of
divine justice, grounded in a nuanced understanding of
moral responsibility and metaphysical realism.

Augustinian Anthropology and the Desire for God: Many
aspects of Catholic eschatology are undergirded by the
theology of St. Augustine, especially regarding sin,
human nature, and the necessity of grace. The journey of
the soul is described by Augustine as a restless yearning
for God, declaring that “our hearts are restless until they
find rest in Thee”®. Purification is both an ontological and
a moral necessity as far as Augustine is concerned. Sin
disrupts its orientation toward God and also wounds the
soul, underscoring the need for the lingering disordered
desires to be healed even after forgiveness. Augustine
posits that this healing may extend beyond death in many
of his writings!®. Though, the term “Purgatory” was not
used by Augustine but he acknowledges the possibility of

9 Augustine. Confessions (H. Chadwick, Trans.). Oxford University Press, (2006),
3

10 Augustine. Enchiridion on Faith, Hope, and Love (T. S. D. Skinner, Trans.). in
A. C. Outler (ed.), Augustine: Earlier Writings (pp. 343-420). Westminster
John Knox Press, (1996), 109.



Oyewole Actor E. & Popoola T.
Y P 167

post-mortem purification for those who require cleansing
before they can behold the face of God after they die in
communion with the Church. The groundwork for later
theological formalization of this concept was laid by his
framework.

Communion Ecclesiology and the Theology of Solidarity:
Purgatory is a doctrine that is not only individualistic but
also deeply ecclesial. Catholic theology calls this doctrine
the communion of saints, of which it is presumed that
there is an ongoing communion between the living and the
dead!'. Grounded in the mystical body of Christ is this
ecclesiology (1 Corinthians 12 12-27), of which all the
members are spiritually united, either living or deceased.
The practice of the Church of praying for the dead and
offering indulgences is justified by this unity, believing
that the merits of one member can help the other (see
Colossians 1:24). Attention has been shifted away from
individual retribution toward a corporate dimension of
salvation by the solidarity model, where the sanctification
of members after their death is participated even by the
Church. This relational soteriology has been emphasized
by contemporary theologians such as Henri de Lubac!?
and Yves Congar!3, asserting that salvation is the
restoration of communion with God and one another, and

1 Catechism of the Catholic Church. Vatican Publishing House (1997), para. 1475.
Retrieved from https://www.vatican.va/archive/ENGOD15/ INDEX.HTM.

12De Lubac H. Catholicism: A Study of Dogma in Relation to the Corporate
Destiny of Mankind (W. J. O'Hara, Trans.). Burns, Oates & Washbourne (1950),
55.

13 Congar, Y. (1960). The Mystery of the Church (A. V. Littledale, Trans.). Geoffrey
Chapman (1960), 128.
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not just about isolated souls. This highlights that
purgatory becomes an ecclesial expression of love and
intercession in this context, and not a divine punishment
chamber.

Development of Doctrine: Newman and Doctrinal
Maturation; The theory of doctrinal development by John
Henry Newman is pivotal to understanding how the
relatively undeveloped references to post-mortem
purification in the Scripture and the early Church evolve
into the fully articulated doctrine of purgatory'?.
Authentic development is marked by an increase in
understanding, continuity in principles, and consistency
with the magisterial authority of the Church, according to
Newman. This developmental logic is exemplified by
purgatory. Praying for the dead, for instance, in liturgies
and catacomb inscriptions, was an early Christian
practice, which reflects an implicit belief in intermediate
purification. Pastoral necessity and theological reflection
clarified the purpose and nature of this state, and this
culminated in the decrees of the Councils of Trent and
Florence. This evolution is validated by the framework of
Newman as organic growth under the guidance of the
Holy Spirit and not as doctrinal innovation. So, the
teaching about purgatory is a deepening understanding of
God’s sanctifying justice and not a mere medieval
aberration.

Purgatory in Contemporary Theology: Benedict XVI and
Balthasar. An attempt has been made to reframe the
doctrine of purgatory in terms that are more accessible to

14 Newman, J. H. An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine.
Longmans, Green, and Co. (1878), 133
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modern sensibilities by contemporary Catholic theology.
A vision of purgatory was proposed by Pope Benedict
XVI, who was formerly known as Joseph Ratzinger, as an
existential encounter with Christ’s purifying love rather
than a spatial-temporal location'®. He wrote that judgment
i1s not so much a courtroom drama as an intense
experience of truth and love that burns away sin in his
encyclical Spe Salvi. Furthermore, purgatory is described
as a Christological event by Hans Urs von Balthasar,
showing it as further immersion into the paschal mystery.
He reiterates that purgatory occurs not outside of divine
grace but in the loving presence of Christ. Purgatory is
transformative intimacy and not retribution in this vision,
thereby aligning the soul with holiness. A more pastoral
and spiritually enriching interpretation of purgatory is
offered by these perspectives while remaining within
doctrinal orthodoxy. Showing that focus from juridical
imagery is shifted to a theological anthropology grounded
in personal encounter and divine love.

Ecumenical Consideration: Orthodox and Protestant
Responses: Certain ecumenical dialogues reveal areas of
convergence even though the doctrine of purgatory still
remains a point of division between the Protestants and
Catholics. The Orthodox Church does maintain belief in
post-mortem purification and the efficacy of prayers for

" Benedict XVI. Spe Salvi [Encyclical Letter on Christian Hope]. Vatican
Publishing House (2007), 45. Retrieved from
https://www,vatican.va/content/benedict-vi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf ben-
xvi_enc 20071130_spe-salvi.html. 20th May 2025
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the dead even though it rejects the term “Purgatory’!®.

The underlying principles may be more widely accepted
than the terminology implies, with this theological
overlap. Purgatory is rejected generally on the ground of
sola fide (faith alone) and sola scriptura (Scripture alone),
however, some theologians have entertained the
plausibility of a purgative process after death, like C. S.
Lewis, outside the structures of Catholic!’. The potential
for doctrinal reinterpretation in light of shared Christian
eschatology and anthropology is pointed to with such
openness.

Findings and Discussion

Through doctrinal, theological, and historical lenses, the
study of purgatory yields several key findings. The
continuing relevance of purgatory within the Catholic
tradition is affirmed with these findings, while at the same
time, suggesting pathways that are very significant for
ecumenical dialogue, reinterpretation, and renewal. These
findings are integrated into five major themes in the
discussion below.

Continuity of Tradition and Organic Doctrinal
Development: The doctrine of purgatory demonstrates a
clear line of doctrinal development that is consistent with
Catholic theological method, and is one of the core
findings, even when it is not explicitly present in early
scriptural texts under that name. The prayer for the dead

16 Ware K. The Orthodox Church (New ed.). Penguin Books (1997),222.
17Lewis C S. The Great Divorce: A Dream (Walter Hooper, ed.). Harper One
(1946), 58.
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was a practice of the early Christians which simply
implied a belief in post-mortem purification. Legitimate
doctrinal development occurs when later articulations
remain faithful to earlier principles as noted by Newman
(1878). Purgatory is a maturation of the early Christian
sense of solidarity with the death and not an invention of
the medieval Church in this sense. The belief of the
Church in purgatory codified in the decrees of the
Councils of Trent and Florence which articulates its
theological necessity in the light of divine sanctification
and justice. The place of the doctrine within the deposit of
faith is validated with this trajectory of development,
thereby confirming its authenticity as a component of
Catholic eschatology'®.

Purgatory as Theological Balance: Justice and Mercy; A
theological balance between God’s justice and mercy is
another significant finding that purgatory represents.
Purgatory allows for a more nuanced understanding of
God’s economy of salvation, unlike the binary division of
hell and heaven. This doctrine recognizes that many
people who are still in need of transformation die neither
fully saintly nor utterly damned. Aquinas, who articulates
how temporal punishment remains even after absolution,
has this balance affirmed in his writings'®. This emphasis
1s furthered in contemporary theology, demonstrating

'* Catechism of the Catholic Church. Vatican Publishing House (1997), para.
1030-1032. Retrieved from
https://www.vatican.va/archive/ENGOD15/ INDEX.HTM. 20th May 2025
Aquinas, T. Summa Theologiae (Fathers of the English Dominican Province,
1981 Trans.), Suppl. q. 71, art. 1. Retrieved from
https://www.newadvent.org/summa/.20th May 2025
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purification as a response to the merciful justice of God
rather than punitive wrath. Purgatory is described by Pope
Benedict XVI as a transformative encounter with the love
of Christ?®, shifting emphasis from fear-based
interpretations to one of hope-filled sanctification,
underscoring its redemptive dimension.

Existential and Pastoral Relevance: The pastoral and
existential relevance is another crucial finding of the
doctrine. Purgatory addresses deeply human concerns
about imperfection, guilt, and hope for post-mortem
healing despite its marginalization in modern catechetical
settings. A theological context for dealing with
unresolved sin, both in others and themselves, especially
the deceased, is offered in this doctrine of purgatory. The
doctrine can offer spiritual and psychological consolation
by emphasizing that purification is still possible after
death, thereby reinforcing the role of the Church as a
mediator of grace through sacraments, prayer, and
intercession. For instance, the offering of Masses for the
dead i1s a practice that continues to be a profound
expression of ecclesial solidarity and love, especially in
cultures where ancestor memorial rites and veneration
remain significant. Besides, there are implications that
purgatory has for Christian ethical living. The notion that
actions in this life have eternal consequences and that
sanctification is transformative and not mere declaration
is reinforced. The teaching of the Catholic Church on

" Benedict XVL Spe Salvi [Encyclical Letter on Christian Hope]. Vatican
Publishing House (2007),45. Retrieved from
https://www,vatican.va/content/benedict xvi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf ben-
xvi_enc _20071130_spe-salvi.html. 20th may, 2025.
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cooperation with free will, grace, and the process of
becoming fully conformed to Christ aligns with this
doctrine (Romans 8:29).

Ecumenical Dialogue and Misunderstandings: The fact
that purgatory remains a critical point of doctrinal
misunderstanding between other Christian traditions and
Catholicism is another major finding. The critiques of the
Protestants typically revolve around their association with
medieval abuses and perceived lack of biblical support,
notably indulgences. However, even if the term
“Purgatory” itself is rejected, the interpretations of
historical-critical key texts such as 2 Maccabees 12:45, 1
Corinthians 3:15, and Matthew 12:32 reveal a valid
theological basis for belief in a post-death purification
process. Orthodox Christianity holds to a belief in a
process of purification and accepts intercessory prayers
for the dead even while formally rejecting the Latin
concept of purgatory. This view, therefore, suggests
philosophical and terminological differences and not
necessarily theological essentials, which actually
constitute the primary barrier. Considerable progress has
been made in the Anglican-Roman Catholic International
Commission (ARCIC) in asserting a shared belief in
ongoing sanctification after death, highlighting that, with
careful clarification, ecumenical convergence on this
issue is possible?!. Greater pastoral sensitivity and
theological precision are required to present purgatory as
a coherent and credible aspect of Christian hope and not
as a theological relic, which is what this study indicates.

21 ARCIC (Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission). The Gift of
Authority (1999), 63. Retrieved from
https://www.vatican.va 15th May, 2025
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Modern Reinterpretations and the Way Forward: A
significant trend towards contemporary reinterpretations
of purgatory has been revealed by this work. The doctrine
was re-imagined with the work of Benedict XVI and
Balthasar within the context of Christocentric theology,
seeing purgatory as a deepening into the paschal mystery
and not as temporal punishment per se. Purgatory
becomes more accessible to contemporary sensibilities
with this reframing, especially in cultures that resist
mechanistic or juridical understandings of divine action.
This emphasis is not placed on suffering for its own sake,
but rather on the purifying love of God. The
reinterpretations of this kind remain faithful to magisterial
teaching, as they offer a more spiritual and existential
nourishing vision of the doctrine. Bridge for dialogue can
be enhanced with other Christians and nonbelievers who
grasp reconciliation intuitively and the need for post-
mortem healing.

Recommendations

Several significant recommendations are inferred based
on the findings and conclusions of this study so as to
ensure that the doctrine of purgatory is pastorally applied,
properly  taught, preserved, and ecumenically
communicated. They are recommended for theologians,
Church leaders, educators, catechists, and ecumenical
bodies in their engagement in theological dialogue. They
are as follows;

Revitalize Catechesis on Purgatory: The lack of
comprehensive, clear catechesis on purgatory is a
recurring issue identified in this work. The doctrine of
purgatory is either misunderstood by many Catholics or
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they fail to appreciate its spiritual significance and
theological depth. Hence, the catechetical programs at the
parish level should include:

Age-appropriate teaching modules on the four last things,
which are death, judgment, heaven, and hell, should be
thoroughly explained while detailing them in relation to
purgatory.

Scripture-based instruction that underscores the biblical
foundation of the doctrine should be taught, for instance,
2 Maccabees 12:45, 1 Corinthians 3:15, and Matthew
12:32.

Clarification of common misconceptions, like the wrong
notion that purgatory contradicts salvation by grace or is
a “lesser hell,” should be thoroughly explained.

The foundational reference should be the Catechism of the
Catholic Church; however, it should have contemporary
theological reflections that present purgatory as a loving
purification process.??

Promote Theological Renewal and Contemporary
Reinterpretation: The ongoing theological work that
reinterprets purgatory should be actively supported by the
Church in ways that resonate with the contemporary mind
without compromising doctrinal integrity. Theological
faculties and seminary formations can encourage the
study of Hans Urs von Balthasar, Pope Benedict XVI, and
other contemporary theologians who frame purgatory as a

*? Catechism of the Catholic Church. Vatican Publishing House (1997), para. 1030-
1032. Retrieved from
https://www.vatican.va/archive/ENGOD15/ INDEX.HTM. 20th May 2025.
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Christocentric, existential purification in love. The
connection between the Paschal Mystery and purgatory
should be explored, whereby emphasis is made on
purification as a participation in the death and resurrection
of the Lord Jesus Christ. How purgatory relates to
memory, healing, and grief should be explored through
pastoral theology. The Church can enrich the spiritual
lives of the faithful by promoting such theological
engagement, and the eschatological hope that purgatory
signifies is better articulated.

Strengthen Liturgical and Devotional Practice: The
devotional and liturgical life of the Church has tangibly
experienced  purgatory, especially through the
observances of All Souls’ Day, Masses to the death, and
the practice of indulgences. To strengthen these practices,
the meaning and spiritual efficacy of offering Masses for
the faithful departed should be thoroughly explained in
the parishes. The month of November, which is dedicated
to the Holy Souls, should witness more homilies and
bulletin reflections that clearly articulate the teaching of
the Church on purgatory. The understanding of how the
prayers, acts of charity, and sacrifices of the lay people
contribute to the sanctification of souls in purgatory
should be well communicated to the lay people®*. Pastoral
opportunities are offered through these practices, which
reaffirm belief in the interconnectedness of the body of
Christ across space and time and eternal life.

23 Catechism of the Catholic Church. Vatican Publishing House (1997), para. 1475.
Retrieved from
https://www.vatican.va/archive/ENGOD15/ INDEX.HTM.
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Enhance Ecumenical Dialogue and Clarification: The
Church leaders and Catholic theologians should work to
clarify the scriptural and theological foundations for
purgatory in dialogue with Orthodox and Protestant
communities, since there are ecumenical tensions
surrounding the doctrine. The following steps should be
taken: Documents such as ARCIC reports should be
engaged with, which show openness to shared concepts of
post-mortem sanctification. Also, academic publications
and conferences that address common misunderstandings
about purgatory, indulgences, and temporal punishment
should be promoted. Likewise, the concept that explains
traditional terminology should not only be dwelled upon,
but rather, terminological and conceptual bridges, like the
idea of “‘sanctification after death,” should be explored.
This approach will potentially narrow divides and deepen
shared eschatological vision, since the approach fosters
greater doctrinal comprehension and mutual respect.

Utilize Media and Digital Platforms for Theological
Outreach: The Church should harness media and digital
tools to disseminate balanced, theologically sound content
about purgatory to meet the needs of modern audiences.
The following actions are suggested to enhance this:
Social media posts, short videos, and podcasts that explain
the doctrine in an accessible and compelling way should
be created. Also, webinars that feature respected
theologians who can respond to public concerns and
objections should be hosted. Furthermore, stories and
testimonies of how belief in purgatory has helped people
deepen their spiritual lives should be published. Younger
generations, particularly many who receive their
theological information online rather than in traditional
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classroom or parish settings, will be reached with these
tools.

Conclusion

Purgatory’s doctrine remains a core and coherent element
of Catholic theology even though it is often neglected and
misunderstood in contemporary theological discourse.
Purgatory is demonstrated in this work as a well-
integrated aspect of the eschatological vision of the
Church, which is sustained by Tradition, grounded in
Scripture, and supported by the Magisterium, and not as a
theological anomaly, nor is it a merely medieval
construct. With this, it deserves renewed attention in both
pastoral application and theological scholarship.
Purgatory embodies a huge theological balance at its
heart, showing a harmony between divine mercy and
justice. Many who die are in a state of grace but not yet
fully sanctified, which is a reality it acknowledges,
showing that the souls are not yet ready to enter the
beatific vision even though they are saved. Hence, a
necessary process is offered by purgatory for purification,
paving the way for the soul to be more conformed
perfectly to God’s holiness (Hebrews 12:14, Revelation
21:27). It therefore ensures that salvation is relational and
transformative, reflecting the fullness of divine love, and
not merely external or juridical. The fact that purgatory is
essentially restorative and purgative is one of the most
compelling findings of this work. The soul undergoes a
process of purification that is best understood as an
immersion in divine love as it encounters God’s holiness,
and it is a love that transforms, heals, and completes the
sanctification that has started from the earth. Modern
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theologians, such as Hans Urs von Balthasar and Pope
Benedict XVI, which reorients the traditional imagery of
purgatory from a place of torment to a spiritual event of
sanctifying grace. In contexts where doctrinal teaching
must address existential concerns and contemporary
sensibilities, definitely, such a shift has profound
implications for the Church’s pastoral life. It is worthy of
note that, deeply embedded in the communal vision of
salvation and ecclesiology of the Church, is the doctrine
of purgatory. This communal of saints which involve the
living and the dead in Christ, and those who are being
purified reflects a superb and lasting bond of Charity. The
good works, Masses, and prayers that are offered by the
faithful on behalf of the dead are visible signs of the
mission of the Church to accompany all souls toward full
union with God, and not just an act of mercy. The
communal dimension of the doctrine helps to discard
dualistic or overly individualistic conceptions of the
afterlife and highlights the relational nature of salvation in
the theology of the Catholics. Purgatory provides an
important link between soteriology, eschatology, and
anthropology from a systematic theological perspective.
It affirms the ongoing need for conversion, the moral
seriousness of human life, and the ultimate hope of the
communion that is perfect with God. Within the broader
framework of the mission of the Church and liturgy, it
establishes the final sanctification of the soul, particularly
the Eucharist, which represents the sacrifice of Christ and
extends its fruits to the entire Church universal, not
excluding the faithful departed. This study has shown that
there are avenues for constructive dialogue, especially
with some Anglicans and Orthodox communities, even



The Church And Purgatory 180

while ecumenically, the doctrine of purgatory remains a
point of contention between Catholicism and other
Christian traditions. From historical and terminological
factors stem misunderstanding, not necessarily from
outright theological opposition to the notion of post-
mortem purification. Suppose a Christ-centred teaching of
the doctrine 1s carefully presented, focusing on
transformation through divine love. In that case, it can
serve as a bridge for greater reconciliation and
understanding, rather than focusing on legalistic
punishment.

Conclusively, the doctrine of purgatory serves as a
testament to the mercy, hope, and justice of God when it
is understood and properly taught. It posits that the saving
work of God continues in love beyond death and is not
bound by the limits of earthly life. Recovering a robust
and balanced theology of purgatory for the Church today
is not only a matter of doctrinal fidelity but also a pastoral
essentiality. Purgatory offers a theologically rich and
consoling vision in a world marked by ambiguity about
sin, death, and eternal destiny. In essence, it reassures the
faithful of the unwavering commitment of God to their
ultimate holiness and union with him in the afterlife.

Bibliography

Anglican—Roman Catholic International Commission
(ARCIC). The Gift of Authority. 1999. Retrieved
from https://www.vatican.va. 20th May, 2025.

Aquinas, Thomas. Summa Theologiae. Translated by
Fathers of the English Dominican Province. New



O le Actor E. & P laT.
yewole Actor opoola 181

York: Benziger Bros., 1948; reprinted Christian
Classics, 1981.

Augustine. Confessions. Translated by Henry Chadwick.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006.

. Enchiridion on Faith, Hope, and Love.
Translated by T. S. D. Skinner. In A. C. Outler
(Ed.), Augustine: Earlier Writings, 343—420.
Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996.

Benedict XVI. Spe Salvi: Encyclical Letter on Christian
Hope. Vatican Publishing House, 2007. Retrieved

from https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-
xvi/en/encyclicals/documents/

hf ben-xvi_enc 20071130 spe-salvi.html .20th May,
2025.

Catechism of the Catholic Church. Vatican Publishing
House, 1997. Retrieved from
https://www.vatican.va/archive/ENGO0015/ IND
EX.HTM. 20th May, 2025.

Congar, Yves. The Mystery of the Church Translated by
A. V. Littledale. London: Geoffrey Chapman,
1960.

De Lubac, Henri. Catholicism: A Study of Dogma in
Relation to the Corporate Destiny of Mankind.
Translated by W. J. O’Hara. London: Burns, Oates
& Washbourne, 1950.

Denzinger, Heinrich. @ Compendium of Creeds,
Definitions, and Declarations on Matters of Faith
and Morals. Edited by Peter Hiinermann, Robert
Fastiggi, and Jacques Dupuis. 43rd ed. San
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2012.



The Church And Purgatory 182

Lewis, C. S. The Great Divorce: A Dream. Edited by
Walter Hooper. New York: HarperOne, 1946.

Newman, John Henry. An Essay on the Development of
Christian Doctrine. London: Longmans, Green,
and Co., 1878.

Nicholas, P. L. Allen, and Pierre J. Jordan. “Counting Half
Shekels — Redeeming Souls? In 2 Maccabees
12:38—45.” HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological
Studies 74, no. 3 (2018):a  5011.
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v74i3.5011. 20th May,
2025

Oxford Advanced Dictionary. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2020.

Ratzinger, Joseph. Eschatology: Death and Eternal Life.
Translated by Michael Waldstein. Washington,
DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1988.

Ware, Kallistos. The Orthodox Church. New edition.
London: Penguin Books, 1997.



	Blank Page



