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Introduction

At the onset of the medieval period, referencesguitual purgation of one’s sinful
nature, symbolized as a cleansing fire, along whth belief in the efficacy of prayers for the
dead, had led theologians and church leaders tsidemthe possibility of a “purgative state,”
existing after death, which prepares one to emiter paradise. By the 1400’s, the church had a
well defined doctrine of a third state after deathstate calledPurgatory, which was a place,
somewhere in the upper subterranean realm, wheredhd would spend a certain amount of
time being purged of their venial sins, that amoahttime determined by the number and
severity of sins committed during their lives, grabsibly shorted by prayers and offerings made
by the living for of the dead. By this era, theeeage person could have a graphic visual image
of purgatory, consisting of various forms of togwnd punishment, combining elements of fear
and dread with hope for relief through eventuaask into paradise.

This transition from a theological conceptualizatio a firmly established doctrine with
numerous popular devotions and imaginative visoelgery took place by in large during the
medieval period. The development of purgatory dan traced by noting theological
development, and debate, but must also take irtouat the influence of popular mysticism and
social evolution. Through these influences, a iloetand popular belief would emerge that
would not only influence the Eastern Schism andReé&rmation, but would make its mark on

Christian society as a whole.
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Patristic Influences and Augustine

Concepts that would forerun Purgatory were alrga@dyalent within the Patristic period.
Offering prayers for the dead had been a long-stgnttadition and liturgical practice, with
biblical foundation in 2 Mac 12:43-45.1t was indeed believed that prayers for the deadld
be effective for their well being, as illustrated ancient writings, like those of Tertullian and
Origen, but also in inscriptions written in catadmnwhich request prayers of the living for
those buried there. In addition, Fathers like Tertullian, Origin, a@lement considered the
possibility of some third state of existence beydedth, through which one may be purified of
ones sins. This idea of purification seemed tguséified by such verses as 1 Cor 3:10-15,
which refers to purifying fires, giving spiritualeansing® In addition, Tertullian and Irenaeus
both referred to an intermediate state, which tbal) arefrigerium, where the dead await the
general resurrectich. At times such a state has been referred to aBésem of Abraham,
particularly by Tertulliart. Also influencing a concept of Purgatory are darteystical
writings, most notably th@assion of Perpetua and Felicity, which relates Perpetua’s vision of
seeing her dead brother in a state of sufferinty, tmnbe freed from it later through her pray@rs.
Origen also takes up the idea of a purgative steeyould say that after baptism, the Christian
undergoes various forms of suffering for the puepad education and purification, like a
purgative fire’ That fire not experienced in life would have ® bndergone after death. He

however believed this fire would be reserved uh# last judgment, and develops a peculiar and
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confusing method of calculating time of purgatfon any event, these two notions, prayers for
the dead, and purgative fire, would be the undeipgs that would lead later church leaders,
particularly Gregory 1, in the direction of the didce of Purgatory.

In addition to holding fast to the practice of grayfor the dead, which he regarded as
and “integral part of the deposit of the faiffi, Augustine considered the possibility of a third
state beyond death (in addition to heaven and t&lBre one might undergo purifying fires as
part of one’s journey towards Got. This was closely connected to his allowing theiteen
the totally good and the totally reprobate groupinfjhumanity, there may be a third class, the
not totally good, within his systef. References to such a purgative fire, which cafobed in
both Enchiridion andDe civitate Dei,*® speak of the duration that one must undergo soetas
being proportional to one’s love of worldly things, to sins one has not experienced sufficient
penance for. He even stated his belief that thietebus dead in such a state may be positively
affected by the piety of the living} and prayers and Masses offered for the deadugustine
has one only reservation to making his conjectursfirm doctrine: the threat of moral laxity
that the existence of such a state could encodfageherefore he suggests that the pain and
suffering that must exist in this state would syiteé worse that anything experienced in tffe.

In spite of this reservation, and although hiseysttization of ideas was not as complete as later
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efforts in this are¥, it is generally understood that Augustine was fitet to consolidate a

position on Purgatory in the West.

Popular Belief in Purgatory Leading into the Middle Ages, and Gregory the Great

Caesarius of Arles (c.470-543) shared similar regems to those of Augustine. In
response, he made lists of serious and slight diashguishing the two. In this way, Caesarius
contributed to laying the groundwork for what wakter be a complicated system of mortal and
venial sins, and assisted in the didactic betweel &hd Purgatory® In addition, Caesarius’
writings seem to illustrate the Purgative statmre punitive than curative terrfis.

During the period leading up to the sixth centunye can seeing a growing popularity in
apparitions, particularly of people returning frothe dead and asking for prayers and
supplications. Such visions often showed the a€fycof prayers and particularly Masses offered
for the deceased. Many considered these visiodsraracles to be of great theological value,
particularly Gregory the Great, who frequently usesiions to substantiate his arguments about a
third purgative staté* This reflected a growing trend towards supetstidmong many writers
in the church during this centufy. Also by the time of Gregory, there had developeuuch
more thorough and systematic penitential systemgclwdifferentiated mortal and venial sins,
and a continuing concern with the subject of nféritn addition, the culture had changed. The
clear binary social system of Christians and Pagfagiswas present at the time of Augustine no

longer existed. The community of Christian sociegd become more ambiguous in faith
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practice. More variety was tolerat€d.These factors would allow Gregory to developitiea
of Purgatory further, from an intuitive idea torified theological concept.

For Gregory, forgiveness may remove sin from thal,sbut not the “residues of
selfishness” that cause people to*8irThey can be removed by acts of selfishnesseén difd if
any remain upon death, can be removed prior tdds¢ Judgment by some kind of purgatorial
fire. He makes use of Mt 12:32, claiming thatiiteg evidence of the forgiveness of sins after
death. The location of such a realm was oftenghbto be where the sins were committédr
in some subterranean realm, perhaps the mouth BfHeln any case, imagery often also
included fire, and the anguish of separation frood& Of course, Gregory placed a strong
emphasis on the importance of prayers by the living intersession of the saints, and especially
Masses for the deafl. In spite of the enthusiasm with which he graspsahe idea of
Purgatory, Gregory is careful not to open up actesisis Purgatory to all sinners, reserving it to
the virtuous still stained by sinful natures orlguby ignorance’”

Although Bede’s contribution should be noted inc#ly affirming that those in Purgatory
were indeed destined for salvatimafter Gregory, there doesn’t seem to be much tlycal
development of Purgatory until the eleventh centfiryHowever, imaginative images, and a
popular spirituality of Purgatory did continue tourish. Visions of Purgatory like the very
popular story,The Purgatory of &. Patrick (c.1170)3* with its accompanying pilgrimage in

Ireland, would fuel the imagination, and the feairthe Catholic faithful in the West. These
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Irish images certainly were instrumental in preuentPurgatory from deterring people from
repentance, through their graphic, violent, and @@m imagery of temporal suffering and
purification, and would provide the basis for lameagery, particularly that of Dant?. It is also

to be noted that society was shifting from varitwrgary to ternary systems, most notably the
“those who pray, those who fight, those who worldléectic, and through the growth of cities in
later centuries, the emergence of a merchant tassmplement the noble and peasant cla¥ses.
This may also be a contributing factor towards ewgmg acceptance of the idea of Purgatory
among the massés.

During the eleventh century, the feast of All Saddy was introduced at Cluny, with the
purpose of commemorating the souls of the d&adThis practice soon spread throughout
Christendom, encouraging even further the concéfusgatory. At around 1170, the word
Purgatory had been used as a noulaee where purification after death could occur. Fribris
point on, Purgatory would occupy a permanent pladgatholic belief? It is also to be noted
that theological discussion seemed to pick up agading into the 1200’s, particularly in Peter
Lombard’s Sentences and subsequent commentaries on it; these writtethbologians like

Alexander of Hales, Bonaventure, Albert the Graat] most notably, Thomas Aquirés.
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Thomas Aquinas, and the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries

Although he saw Purgatory purely in terms of hovititinto the larger picture of sin,
redemption and grace, and tended to focus moreinah than transitory states of existence
(heaven and helfft Thomas Aquinas had a much more systematic apptoacrd the doctrine
of Purgatory than did his theological predecesséi@. him, Purgatory was a matter of doctrinal
fact, and to deny its existence was to contradiietprinciple of divine justic& He saw it as a
necessary step towards restoring “an order ofioelship between God and man [sf¢]that had
been disrupted by sin. For Aquinas there mustBargatory, as it was clear that those who died
in a state of grace could not behold the beautifston without being totally purified of sin
first.**

His theology of Purgatory is situated within hiscttme of sin, and the return to God,
visual descriptions and locations being of lessgrartance to him. According to Le Goff:

What interests Thomas throughout is the sin, tmeliton of the soul, and not the
contingencies of a transitory place of which heastent merely to affirm the
existence since it is within the faith and the autly of the Church and in
conformity with the rational demonstration of tleations between God and man
[sic].*

Purgatory thus fits tightly within the already filynestablished differentiation between mortal
and venial sins. Those who were in a state of ahain, and thus without charity, were
obviously confined to hell, but those in a statevehial sin remained in a state of grace, and

were therefore capable of experiencing the purigdtoeansing’®
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His view also fits well into the prevalent understang of sin and penance. From the
Patristic age there had been a shift from givingoaliion after satisfaction for sin through
penance to giving it before penariéeThis shift, evident in the development of theraament of
penance, also helped support the notion of Purgatahich situated punishment after
forgiveness and grace. Penance after absolutiale migossible for one to develop the proper
disposition for repentance that may have been hacprior to absolution. Thus the efficacy of
the sacrament could be maintained despite inteligposition. If one did not make sufficient
satisfaction for sins committed in life to credtestproper disposition of repentance, satisfaction
would be made in Purgatory inste&d.

Thomas also goes to great lengths to explain thaeaf this purgative experience: for
him, those in Purgatory are destined for heaved,aag aware that they are so, otherwise they
would not request prayers and suffrages, as theyblegn known to ask from the living in
various dreams and visions. To purge is to mowaitds God”® He also describes the pain of
purgatory as twofold, consisting both of punatiwe,fand of delay in attaining the beautific
vision>® This pain he describes as worse that any paifersdf on earth, but eased by the
assurance of salvation: one day beholding Godsmlairy.

As for the amount of time spent in Purgatory, iikely that a soul will be delivered from
Purgatory prior to the Last Judgment, the amouninoé determined by the number and kind of
sins committed in life by the sinner being purged #hat person’s disposition, of course with
the possibility of that time being shortened thitoygayers, suffrages, and most effectively,

Masses offered for the dedd. Thomas himself, possibly foreseeing the excefisaswould

“"ibid. Theology of Purgatory 33
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follow in the form of indulgences, sought to aveidid calculation of the amount of time one
spent in Purgatory

It must be noted that Thomas’ focus on Purgatoryn@e in terms of its being an
instrument of divine mercy than divine justifeHe distances Purgatory from Hell, removes the
activity of demons from the experience, and viewsgRtory purely as a means of restoring
humans to God' Defining Purgatory in terms of hope and love niey Thomas' greatest
contributions to the doctrir. This view marks a shift to a more optimistic viefvPurgatory
that can be seen in some later mystical writekg, 8t. Catherine of Genoa (1447-1510), who
would described Purgatory as consisting of theyfleve of God">°

As Thomas provided the systematic justification Rurgatory for the scholastic world,
Dante (1319) provided the visual description fa thasses. In hidivine Comedy, specifically
in the Inferno and Purgatorio, Dante synthesizes prior visual concepts of Paorgaf For
Dante, Purgatory is a mountain that must be climiidths seven cornices, corresponding to the
seven deadly sins, each cornice with its own imlial purgations. These purgations involves
punishment that “mortifies the wicked passions ardills virtue”, meditation on ones sinful
nature, and prayef. Dante described these punishments as graphib@mitle tortures, and of
course also includes the image of fire. The pwrpighis suffering is to restore the love that sin
has removed® At the base of the mountain is an ante-chambkerevsouls must wait before

they can begin their climb. At the summit of theuntain awaits the earthly paradise, which

leads one into the heavenly paradise (heaven. tdt be noted that Dante parts with doctrine in
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that he does not reserve Purgatory to those gofiltgenial sins only, for clearly the seven deadly
sins are all mortal sins. For him, it is a matkdegree, intent and repentance in life that cause
one to end up in Purgatory rather than 52II.

Dante’s descriptions would further encourage thetrilee of Purgatory to take hold
within popular belief. His and other literaturesdebing Purgatory would lead to pictures and
images, vivid in their depiction of the tortuouses of Purgatory, that would take hold within the
hearts and minds of the mas&ksThese images would prevail within popular Cathoklief for
centuries to come.

Consequences of this more thoroughly defined deetcropped up fairly quickly. One
can even find some indirect references to Purgatowills, in which the deceased bequeathed
sums of money to the Church so that masses coubtdféxed for their souls on the anniversaries
of their death§? Guilds and confraternities also developed; thesee associations concerned
with funerals and suffrages for the dead, who dfitéred themselves to new mendicant religious
orders®® In England, where images of Purgatory remainéatively negative, Chantry chapels
were also founded, whose primary function was sy gor the relief of the souls in Purgatory,
particularly those souls who were wealthy enougéftord to endow therft!

As mentioned earlier, precise calculations of theoant of time one was to spend in
Purgatory developed very quickly. Subsequentlgséhcalculations were connected to a system
of indulgences, which predicted exact amountsroétthat could be taken off one’s Purgatorial

sentence. Often these predictions erroneouslytifaihthe amount of time specified by the
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indulgence with the amount of time remitted fronrgatory®> Not surprisingly, this practice
soon led to various abuses in the selling of ineltgs for profit®® a factor which would play a
significant role in the Protestant Reformation. eOof the most famous lines referring to
Purgatory, which incidentally was condemned both_bther in his95 Theses (1517), and the
Church (1482 by the Sorbonne), referred to how Iséapt out of the flames of Purgatory as

the florins rattled in his coffer’”

Lyons|l, Ferrera-Florence, and Trent

Purgatory was ultimately fixed in Catholic doctrinethe councils of Lyons Il (1274) and
Ferrera-Florence (1439), where it was affirmed r@gfaihe Greeks, and Trent (1562), where it
was affirmed against the Reformation. It shoulchb&d that these councils focused primarily
on doctrinal elements, leaving Purgatory’s imagiratontent to other§®

Purgatory had not caught on in the East as it hatdle West, despite early conjecturing
of a purgatorial state by Origen. In addition histdivergence from the West, many other
cultural and doctrinal differences had developedastorbated by growing political strife.
Prayers for the dead had been a longstandingitradit the East, however most understood this
practice as praying for those who await the Lasigdhent, rather than existing in PurgatGty.
Leading up to Lyons, the issue of Purgatory wasadrée points of doctrinal division between
East and West, and became the subject of a grabotlpolemic. Examples of such rhetoric can
be seen in the writings of figures like Bardanestropolitan of Corfu, the Dominican Master

Humbert of Romans, and a document calleactatus contra errors Graecorum, written by an
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anonymous Dominican; all these tended to use cuedile logic and even inflammatory
language in their argumentati6h.

In an attempt to reconcile on points of doctrind aolitics, the second council of Lyons
and the Council of Ferrera-Florence were conven€dese reunion councils were intended to
bring reconciliation in doctrinal areas like theoque, Papal authority, azymes, the blessedness
of the saints, and Purgatofy. Purgatory was debated in some detail during thesmcils,
particularly Florence. Ware believes this debatas vbased largely on a difference in
methodology: whereas the Latins wanted to analyme @define in their theological thought,
following along the lines of Thomas Aquinas, thee€its preferred referring to the authority of
the early church fathers, who did not make diref¢nence to Purgatory. Of course, the Latins
also came to these councils armed with a tradibanPurgatory, which included not only
systematic theological justification, but alsoGxsbres notes:

Latin piety shaped by works of art, liturgies, sens, the gaining of indulgences,
guilds and confraternities, directed toward thglgliof those in purgatory. Even
in terms of secular poetry they had the massiveiesement of Dante’s
Commedia [that is by the time of Ferrera-Florendg].
All these factors make up the tradition of Purgatihiat the Latins would have been so familiar

with, a tradition that was of course absent inEast. Thus, in reaction to the Latin stance, the
Greeks tended to fear the doctrine, believing til@oencourage moral laxity, that it tended

towards superstition or the Origenist hefésgnd catered to Latin greéd.They also preferred

Cibid. “Latins and Greeks in Debate over Purgat@880-1439" 2ff.
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to see prayers for the dead as beingfbthe departed, as Mark of Ephesus would write,cadd
not see this practice as evidence of Purgatorgiicaghe West®

Some Greeks were swayed for both doctrinal andigallireasons to consider the Latins
position, but there was little unanimity among thertyons Il, affirmed by Eastern Emperor
Michael VII Palaeogus, made reference to a statghich purgation took place for those who
died in a state of grace but not totally free of. sSiOmbres notes that this council makes no
reference to Purgatory being a place, or to itsainmg fire!’ Regardless, this was the first
time Purgatory was defined in Western Church doffina.

The reconciliation of Lyons Il was short lived, afetl into the council of Ferrera-
Florence. Motivated by frustration in the lackaoinsensus on the issue of Purgatory, Orthodox
officials sought to leave out references to Punyabo their debates, but the Latins would not
accept this, and at Ferrera-Florence Greeks raitigtaubscribed to formulas that had been
adopted by Latins at Lyons. This agreement waseffettive towards bringing reconciliation
however: Mark of Ephesus had refused to sign, ngakim a hero for the cause of Orthodox
independence from Rome, and a Saint in his Chiirchhus ended any hope for reconciliation
between the two churches on the doctrine of Purgato

Of course, in reaction to the Protestant Reformatithe council of Trent finally
cemented Purgatory into Catholic Doctrine once famdall. Finding no biblical reference to
Purgatory, and reacting strongly against the shiednllgences as “superstitious”, the Reformers

had rejected the doctrine of Purgatory complet®lyHowever, firmly established in Catholic
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tradition, Purgatory would go on to flourish amoi@atholics, in doctrine and popular

spirituality, most prominently in the fifteenth tugh nineteenth centuriéb.

Conclusion

The development of Purgatory has been a slow ak&g many centuries, influenced by
many different figures and social phenomena. Whkdene individuals and events are more
prominent than others in its formation, no singlerd or person can be considered decisive in
giving “birth” to the doctrine of Purgatory. Inaizing its historical development, | have found
two currents running parallel to each other: theotbgical development, influenced by great
figures like Augustine, Gregory, and Thomas, andytar belief, influenced by visual imagery
and spirituality, most notably given to us by Dant&s | followed their development, | found
that one current could not be separated from anotheather the two existed in continual
dynamic tension, spurring each other on to moveword, and at times providing corrective
influences for each other. In any event, it isefiasting to note the influence that the
development of doctrine and of popular belief camehon each other, by noting this dynamic in
the development of Purgatory.

While it seems at times that Purgatory has fallenod favor in this era, rarely finding its
way into homilies, theological debate, or populasstitism, one can not deny the influence that
Purgatory has had, both in evolving our notionssiof and penance, our celebration of the
Eucharist in commemoration for the dead, our estbgical models, and perhaps most notable,
the relationship between the Catholic, Orthodox #&rdtestant Churches. This influence
continues to be felt, and as the doctrine continaessolve, will very likely continue to spur on

discussion and debate for years to come.
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