
31st Sunday (C)                                                       3rd November 2019 

‘Praying for the Dead’ 

(Sat Vigil Mass: readings of All Souls’ Day) 

Wis 11: [you] overlook men’s sins so that they can repent. Ps 144: The Lord is 

kind and full of compassion.   2Thess 1: complete all that you have been  

doing, through faith.   Lk 19: 1–10: Zacchaeus’s conversion and repentance.   

This autumnal month of November — when the leaves turn, 

and the temperature drops, and days draw in — is also in 

the Church, very appropriately, a month when we think of 

death and decay, of transition and of things passing: it is the 

month of prayer for the Holy Souls.  Particularly focussed 

on the 2nd November, the feast of All Souls’, yet carrying on 

throughout this month, we include as a part of our daily 

prayer a remembrance of the deceased, our dearly departed 

loved ones.  We will have the annual visit of prayer to the 

Ware Rd cemetery (this Sunday 2pm); and we will have the 

annual Mass for the NN deceased of the past year (Sat 16th, 

6.30pm).  And alongside these special occasions, one Mass 

a day will be offered for those deceased of your own 

families and acquaintance, whose names lie on the altar 

throughout the month.   

 It’s very important as Christians to pray for the dead.  

It’s one of the 7 pious practices that we refer to as the 

‘spiritual works of mercy,’ and is a part of our Christian 

duty.  Our love for family and friends is not just for the 

duration of this life; and when they die it is unnatural that 

our love and care just cease … but it is also true that it’s not 

just about memories … It has also to be about real devotion 

and spiritual help: prayer, in others words, by which we 

assist our loved ones after death.   

 Naturally, we must take our spiritual lives seriously 

while in this world.  We need so much to avoid sin, to 

confess our wrongdoing, to convert our lives to one of more 

charity and devotion to God — we are reminded of this, 

forcefully, in the Sunday Gospel of Zacchaeus’s heartfelt 

conversion.  Yes, this is so.  We should make sure that we 

are always preparing for death; always striving to be in 

friendship with the Lord; in other words, to be in a state of 

grace. We should make sure especially if we are going for 

major surgery, or if we are entering a time of serious illness 

that we get in touch with the priest for anointing, and for 

confession and Holy Communion too if one’s physical 

condition allows it.  We can and should most certainly take 



these steps if our mortal life is in any way endangered — 

and sometimes we will not even know when that is.   

 But at the same time, it is unlikely that most of us 

will die in any way perfect and ready for heaven.  And that 

is why our deceased loved ones — and we ourselves one 

day — are in such need of prayer.  Our time after death, in 

purgatory, is a time of healing, purification and being made 

ready for heaven.  It is a time that is often portrayed as a 

time of suffering — and perhaps that indeed is so, for we 

shall realise that compared with the person we might have 

been, we have been so much less loving of God and 

neighbour … this will be a painful realisation, and a there 

will be the pain of purification as we are made ready for 

God’s glory.  Just as surgery, though painful, is often a 

necessary part of making us well in body, so purgatory, 

though painful, is a necessary process in restoring our soul.   

 [Perhaps the most famous writings in Christian history on 

purgatory are by a 15th-c. mystic called St Catherine of Genoa.  

She helps us, I think, to understand that the fires of purgatory 

are part of the love of God, as He restores us to what it means to 

be fully human, freed of sin.  St Catherine reasoned that, except 

for heaven, there is no greater happiness than found in 

purgatory.  While not dismissing the spiritual suffering, she saw 

purgatory as a place or condition we enter into knowing it will 

lead to God; it is a stepping stone to heaven. The sufferings of 

purgatory, she believed, are the manifestations of God’s love. 

Here, “rust which is sin, covers souls, and … is burnt away by 

fire, the more it is consumed, the more the soul responds to God. 

… As the rust lessens and the soul is opened to the divine rays, 

happiness grows.”] 

 We on earth, and the saints in heaven, owe it to our 

brothers and sisters in purgatory to pray for them, to offer 

sacrifices and the Holy Mass for them, and by these acts of 

love and in particular in applying the merits of Jesus our 

Saviour in the Holy Mass, to bring them speedily through 

their time of purgatory to the glory of heaven.  I invite you, 

then, to make sure that remembrance of the Dead is part of 

your daily prayer this month; and I urge you to add the 

names of your loved ones to the purple sheets which are on 

the altar throughout November, which means that you know 

they are being held lovingly to the sacred heart of Jesus our 

risen Saviour, every single day Mass is offered this month.   


