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STATEMENT CONCERNING TEACHING
ON SITUATION OF THE SOULS AFTER DEATH
OF THE CHRISTIAN DEPARTED

1

The Joint International Commission for dialogue
between the Coptic Orthodox Church and the Catholic
Church had prolonged discussions concerning the situa-
tion after death of the Christian departed. One of the
matters discussed was the doctrine of Purgatory, which
the Coptic Orthodox Church cannot accept. At the same
time it is worthy to state that the following is the
outcome of the discussions:

ity Both Churches pray for the dead deriving this
from the Holy Scriptures (cf. 2 Macc. 12: 42-45; 2 Tim.
1:18; Rev. 6:9 ff) and the liturgical traditions of our
Churches. The basis for this prayer is our belief in
the communion of the members who are the one Body of
the Lord Jesus Christ; through His Cross He redeemed
the world from sins, by His own blood.

2. Just as we are accustomed to submit the various
situations of the members of the Church - e.g. birth,
baptism, marriage, illness, etc. - to the Lord to be

blessed, so we submit the departed to the merciful
hands of God, by reciting the Absolution on their be-
half.

3. The Church never neglects the necessity of per-
sonal repentance of everyone during his 1life because
there is no opportunity for repentance after death.
Being Christ’s Body she intercedes efficaciously for
the departed, particularly by offering the Eucharist on
their behalf, so that the Lord may grant them rest and
comfort, the forgiveness of sins and mercy on the Day
of Judgement.

4. These prayers are also meant for the community,
comforting the relatives and inspiring all to repent
and be prepared for their own death.
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demptive sacrifice of the Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ
which is present and active in the Eucharist and is ac-
ting in the life of the Church to fulfil this forgive-
ness in each member.

6. Both Churches believe that the souls after death
are awaiting for the resurrection of the body and the
universal Jjudgement by Christ coming in glory. Only

after this judgement, the beatitude will be complete.
With resurrection we will be granted the new heavenly
nature enabling us to inherit the everlasting kingdom
of heaven.

74 We should always remain aware that death . and
afterlife, as parts of the mystery of our salvation,
have not yet been fully manifested to us: «Eye has not
seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man conceived
what the Lord has prepared for those who love him», as
St. Paul reminds us (cf. 1 Cor 2:9). Therefore, intel-
lectual efforts or human imagination cannot be preci-
se, can often be dangerously misleading and should be
engaged in with great restraint and in fidelity to the
Holy Scriptures and the authentic tradition of our
Ehurches  (cfi Romil2:-33 -1 -Cor 13:123 1 ' John 3:2),
Particularly, speculation about places and times in the
intermediary period between the death of the believers
and the day of their resurrection should be avoided. We
have no precise experience nor idea about the meaning
of space and time in relation to the soul separated
from the body.

8. The Coptic Orthodox Church emphasizes the
following:
(a) She does not accept the doctrine of purgatory,

since she believes that it has no support neither in
the Holy Scriptures, nor the early Church Tradition.

(b) The sacrifice of our Lord Jesus Christ on the
Cross is sufficient for redemption and purification of
repentant believers, personal repentance during 1life
being the essential factor in forgiveness of sins.
Catholic references mention that Councils of Lyons,
Florence and Trent state the need for satisfaction and
purifying punishments after death.

(c) Praying for the departed is to express the com-
munion between the members of the Body of Christ, to
ask for forgiveness of sins based on their repentance
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but to have peace in heart concerning their final de-
stiny (Rev. 6:11; 15:13), and asking for mercy in the
Last Day (2 Tim 1:18).

d) The Coptic Orthodox Church does not accept the
idea of punishment and purifying pains of any type
after death for the righteous souls, believing that
they wait in rest in Paradise till the day of general
Resurrection and Judgement, when they will go with glo-
rified bodies to the Kingdom of Heaven. No need for
temporal punishment, during life or after death, becau-
se this implies the insufficiency of the Lord’s sacri-
fice and because no punishment - whatever it may be -
can fulfill the Divine Justice. Otherwise what can be
the need for Lord’s Sacrifice, as long as there is a
way for achieving forgiveness outside the Cross ? The
Church disciplines imposed on the repentants during 1i-
fe aim at spiritual edification and not for atonement.
After death it is impossible to impose discipline wupon
the soul without the body that participated with it in
committing sins.

Therefore she refuses the anathema mentioned in canon
30 of the Council of Trent (1547), as having no bibli-
cal, theological or traditional base.

(e) Transformation of our nature in resurrection
(Phil. 3: 20-21; Rom 8:23) is the only way to achieve
complete freedom from corruption, and attain sanctifi-
cation and glorification. No purgatory pains, exerted
on the soul only, can sanctify the human nature.

(L), The Coptic Orthodox Church ask the Catholic
Church to put and implement an edifying plan, to reject
written material or artistic expression that proclaim
purifying pains and fire in purgatory.

(g) Indulgences (to be discussed in our future dia-
logue) granted by repetition of certain prayers or vi-
siting certain places, etc. are not accepted in the
Coptic Orthodox Church. The intercession of the Church
cannot forgive sins except through personal repentance
during life. Nobody has surplusses to grant for for-
giveness of other’s sins, the Atonement of the Lord
being the only way for salvation of all humankind (Mt
25: 1-13; Acts 4:12). We believe in one final Judgement
after the second Advent of the Lord (Mt 25: 31-46; John
5: 28-39; Mt 16: 27 and 13: 38-413 Jude 14:15; 2 Cor.
5:10;5 Rew. . 20: 11-15).
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(a) She believes that, immediately after death, the
destiny of every human being is fixed for ever. Those
who died in perfect love of God receive the beatifying
vision. The sinners without repentance before death are
completely deprived of this vision. Those who died tru-
ly repentant and in charity, but with the consequences
of their past sins must be purified from these conse-
quences by purifying pains which unite these departed
with sufferings of Christ on the Cross that transform
them in full members of the Body of Christ. This puri-
fication is, therefore, essentially different from the
pains of hell because it is borne out of love of God
and is lightened by the hope.

(b) The distinction between what has been defined
by the Catholic Church concerning purgatory and the ma-
ny theological speculations and devotional practices
which have developed around the doctrine, is of extreme
importance in carrying on the dialogue between our two
Churches in this matter.

Therefore the Catholic Church has taken an official
stand concerning those typs of speculation and devotio-
nal practices which could lead to abuses, excesses or
defects in the explenation or practice of this doctri-
ne. For example the Council of Trent, the Second Vati-
can Council and, more recently, the Letter of the Con-
gregation for the Doctrine of the Faith to the Presi-
dents of all Catholic Episcopal Conferences (1979)
warned preachers and catechists against imaginative
and arbitrary representations of the Purgatory and, in
general, of the human condition after death, <«because
such excesses contribute to difficulties Christians
often encounter».

¢c) Anything else is theological speculation or de-
votional practice which have often imagined these puri-
fying pains in terms of a place of fire and torments,
of periods of suffering of more or less time, inflicted
to complete the demands of Divine Justice. The sobriety
in teaching and practice so strongly recommended by the
Council of Trent - and repeated in the Second Vatican
Council - were not always observed in popular teaching,
in seminary text books, in catechisms and other instru-
ments of instruction and artistic presentation, and em-
phasis was often given to aspects which are not part of
the defined Catholic faith. Furthermore, in books pu-
blished 1in Arabic, sometimes a false impression was
given that the unicity and sufficiency of the redempti-
ve work of Christ was obscured. For this reason, the
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these official warnings and recommendations are not
observed properly by Catholic faithfuls or communi-
ties.

) By <«indulgences», the Catholic Church under-
stands either: (1) for the living person the remission
of an earthly pain given for the consequences of the
sins (prayer, fasting, alms, pilgrimages, etc.); or
(2) for the departed an intercession for the repose of
the souls of persons who have died in repentance but
need purification before they achieve the full vision
of God.

In no way «indulgences» may be understood as a remis-
sion of the sins or of the consequences of the sins of
the departed, but are only efficacious intercession for
them in virtue of the all-satisfactory sacrifice of
Christ.

(e) Purification (purgatory) and indulgences are not
intended at all as a payement of any debt to God. The
human debt towards God was fully and in a definitive
~nd unique way solved by the sacrifice of Christ on the
Cross.

(677) Thus, by <«purification», the Catholic Church
does not mean any completion of the objective redempti-
ve act of Christ, which has been unique and sufficient
once and for all.
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107¢ The Joint International Commission for dialogue
between the Coptic Orthodox Church and the. Catholic
Church agreed that this statement should be passed to
the authorities of both Churches for their considera-
tion before being published by any means. The two co-
chairmen should inform each other concerning this mat-
ter.

April 24rd, 1991, Ol.o00 pm




