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Dear Postulants and Professed members, 

It is sometimes said that the Holy Ghost is the “forgotten” Person of the Holy Trinity, His mission being the 
invisible and non-sensible work vivifying both the Church and each individual soul. Whereas the Father is in the 
limelight by His probably unconscious acknowledgement of being the object of all the monotheistic religions, and 
His incarnate Son is clearly the centre of our whole Catholic life, the Holy Ghost can easily be lost sight of. In a 
similar manner, when we consider the 3-tiered structure of the Catholic Church Triumphant, Militant and 

Suffering, it is probably the latter which is most often short-changed. 

As we come to the conclusion of another November devoted the poor souls, let us revisit (or discover for the 
first time) the doctrine of Purgatory, and take from it a renewed fervour and generosity that will influence not 
just this last month of the Liturgical year, but our whole lives. 

Purgatory is that place where human souls (not angelic spirits) go to be cleansed of either a) unpaid temporal 
punishment for mortal or venial sin, or b) the guilt of unforgiven venial sin.1 Unlike Heaven, which always was 
and always will be, and Hell, the creation of which gives it a definite beginning, Purgatory is the most finite and 
limited of the three, since it had a beginning and will have an end. The word “Purgatory” takes its name from 

the latin verb “purgare”, meaning “to cleanse” or “to refine”. Like any cleansing or refining process, Purgatory is 
not a final destination, but has an end beyond itself; cleansing always denotes cleansing from something and for 
something. 

Unlike heaven and hell, both of which are referenced continually, Sacred Scripture contains not even one direct 
reference to the existence of Purgatory, let alone its nature. Surprising though it may seem, it is in the Old 

Testament, not the New, wherein is found the most clear reference to it. In the 12th chapter of the 2nd Book of 

the Machabees2, we are told that when Judas Machabeus (after one of his many successful battles) and his men 
came “to take away the bodies of them that were slain...they found under the coats of the slain some of the 
donaries of the idols of Jamnia, which the law forbiddeth to the jews”. Realizing that “for this cause they were 
slain”, Judas made a gathering and “sent 12,000 drachmas of silver to Jerusalem for sacrifice to be offered for 
the sins of the dead, thinking well and religiously concerning the resurrection. For if he had not hoped that they 
that were slain should rise again, it would have seemed superfluous and vain to pray for the dead. And because 

he considered that they who had fallen asleep with godliness, had great grace laid up for them. It is therefore a 
holy and wholesome thought to pray for the dead, that they may be loosed from sins”. 

That last sentence in italics is the standard proof text for the existence of Purgatory, since it not only sums up a 
passage showing the existence of prayers being offered by the jews for their dead, but it encourages and 

blesses such a practise. Those dead soldiers, although they had done something truly sinful in pocketing 
valuable items connected with idol worship, had nevertheless not sinned gravely, otherwise they would not be 
referred to as having “fallen asleep with godliness”. Since “to pray for the dead, that they may be loosed from 
sins” can refer neither to the souls in heaven (for whom there is no need to pray, and who have no sin), nor to 
the souls in hell (for whom there is no point in praying, since their sins can never be loosed), then it must refer 

to a place in which those who die “with godliness” are purged/loosed from their sins so as to one day enter 
heaven and finally “rise again” at the resurrection. 

In the New Testament, there are two less obvious references to Purgatory. The first occurs just after the 
Pharisees have accused Our Lord of casting out devils “by Beelzebub the prince of the devils” (Matt 12). Our 
Lord then directs a double refutation at them: firstly by showing them the silliness of their accusation, (“if Satan 

 
1 The 2 devilish “horns” of  every sin, whether mortal or venial, are 1) guilt and 2) punishment. For example, you might forgive 
your son the guilt for breaking a window, but he still must pay the punishment for its repair. For mortal sins, only the Confessional 
can take away the guilt, whereas for venial sins one only needs to express sorrow whilst in the state of  grace. Regarding the 
punishment, penances given in the Confessional and the gaining of  Indulgences are the most potent forms of  remission. 
2 This is one of  the 7 books left out of  the Old Testament by Martin Luther and his Protestant progeny, thus providing more excuse 
for adherents of  this heresy to reject another Catholic teaching. 



cast out Satan, he is divided against himself”), at which even Satan himself would laugh; and secondly by 
turning the tables on their own daily practise (“And if I by Beelzebub cast out devils, by whom do your children 
cast them out?”). Our Lord then accuses them of the unforgivable sin “against the Holy Ghost”, saying of this 
latter sin (which of its very nature excludes the possibility of forgiveness) that “it shall not be forgiven neither in 

this world, nor in the world to come”. Since neither heaven nor hell are places which admit forgiveness of sin, 
then there must be a third place: Purgatory. 

The second reference is found in the 3rd chapter of St Paul’s 1st letter to his faithful at Corinth. Some of the 
preachers at Corinth, although orthodox and founded upon “the foundation...which is Christ Jesus”, were being 

overly-eloquent and pompous in their preaching, which vanity St Paul calls “wood, hay, stubble”, as compared 
to the more perfect “gold, silver, precious stones” of selfless and straightforward preaching. On the “the day of 
the Lord (i.e. Judgment)...fire shall try every man’s work, of what sort it is. If any man’s work abide, which he 
hath built thereupon, he shall receive a reward. If any man’s work burn, he shall suffer loss; but he himself shall 
be saved, yet so as by fire”. That is, even if one dies founded on Christ and in sanctifying grace, nevertheless 
there will be a fire that will consume the worthless “wood, hay, stubble”, which latter had looked so valuable to 
earthly eyes. Since no one is “saved” in hell, and there is no “fire” in heaven, then a fiery third realm must exist 

to purge away the cheap frills and tinsel with which we had clothed our earthly actions. 

Unlike the “poor” that surround us here on earth, who can at least beg or work to obtain relief for their physical 
poverty, the “poor souls” in Purgatory are utterly dependent upon the generosity of others. Who are these 

others? They are both the Church Militant on earth with their prayers and sacrifices, and the Church Triumphant 

in heaven with their prayers (not sacrifices). Of course these suffering souls are not poor if we consider the 
sanctifying grace filling their souls, but they can in no way obtain relief of themselves from the fire that is 
consuming their lukewarmness and imperfection. 

It may seem like an inappropriate time to be writing of the poor souls at the end of November, but now is 
precisely the time that we should be resolving to help them all throughout the year. After all, the furnaces in 

Purgatory are not turned off from December to October, and the modern Church does not exactly encourage 
Catholics to pray for them. Surely the souls there have never been in more desperate need of our help than 
today. 

So let us strive to be more generous to them than we have been in the past by having Masses offered for them, 
offering up fervent and short ejaculatory prayers for them, and encouraging others to do the same. Remember 
also that the poor souls are themselves great intercessors for us even in Purgatory, both for our spiritual and 
temporal welfare. 

We can be assured that they will not be outdone in gratitude and generosity for all the agony we will have 
delivered them from by our small efforts. 

In the Sacred Heart, through the Immaculate Heart of Mary, 

 

 

 
Fr Jordie Stephens 

Spiritual Director of the Third Order of SSPX for Australia 

 

 


