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Abstract 

This paper examines the manner in which the Western concept of Purgatory 
was perceived and received in the East, from the 1230s until the aftermath of the 
Second Council of Lyons (in the 1270s). References can be found in various types of 
texts: theological treatises, official letters, confessions of faith and conciliar acts, 
dialogue reports and 'lists of errors'. 

 
Purgatory is arguably a medieval creation of the Western Church. 

How did it come about is a legitimate question in itself, already addressed 
magisterially1. For the historian of the Byzantine Church, or of the 
Orthodox Church, for that matter, Purgatory, while being in effect an 
‘external’ matter, is of a certain interest when trying to depict the 
ecclesiastical and political life of the Mediterranean during the thirteenth 
to fifteenth centuries.  

While a half-motivated researcher would understandably content 
himself with assessing the matter in light of the debate at the Council of 
Ferrara-Florence, my paper will investigate the lesser known, early period 
from the encounter of the Greeks with this Western concept (in the 
1230s) until around the time of the Second Council of Lyons (in the 
1270s). The resulting notes should serve to draw a picture of the early 

                                               
1 Notably, by Albert MICHEL, “Purgatoire”, in: DThC 13.1, Paris, 1936, cols. 1163-326; 
Yves M.-J. CONGAR, “Le Purgatoire”, in: Le mystère de la mort et sa célébration, Paris, 
1956, pp. 279-336; Jacques LE GOFF, The Birth of Purgatory, trans. Arthur Goldhammer, 
Chicago, 1986. For an overview of the concept of an ‘intermediate state’ in the Ancient 
and Medieval East see Nicholas CONSTAS, “To Sleep, Perchance to Dream’: The Middle 
State of Souls in Patristic and Byzantine Literature”, in: DOP 2001, pp.  91-124. 
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‘Purgatory in dialogue’ and should present the reader with some of the 
important circumstances leading to the truly momentous mid-fifteenth-
century theological dispute. I hope to continue my investigation into the 
fourteen and fifteen centuries in a future paper.  

The Rise of yet another Difference: Purgatory 

Despite dealing here with an unworldly matter, the Purgatory, 
attention to the ecclesiastical and political background of the period is by 
no means unimportant. More than a century and a half had passed since 
Cardinal Humbertus of Silva Candida and Patriarch Cerularius of 
Constantinople inadvertently generated what has remained to this day an 
unhealed schism in the Church of Christ. Far from moving toward a 
desired reconciliation, during the thirteenth-century the Eastern and 
Western ‘Churches’ took on rather independent paths. And if the days of 
the first crusades had given some, if any, comfort to all Christians in their 
united fight against a common threat, there was indeed little room left for 
such a feeling on the part of the Byzantines in the aftermath of the fourth 
crusade (1204)2. One of the characteristics of note during the thirteenth-
century is that, while the papacy was obviously sympathetic toward the 
Latin ecclesiastical control of Constantinople, the Greek Christians 
thought of it as a disastrous captivitas and dreamt of the day of return to 
their own good ways. 

This is the period that witnessed the first encounter between the 
ecclesiastical culture of the Greeks in the East and the Western 
understanding of a cleansing fire, which gave birth to heated debates 
between the two major Christian traditions, Greek and Latin. In this 
section, I shall try to present the earliest few extant testimonies. 

Purgatory made known to the Greeks: the first encounter 

The first time when the Greeks came to learn about the Western 
teaching about the afterlife occurred when the Greek Metropolitan of 
Corfu, George Bardanes, was questioned by a Franciscan friar, 
Bartholomew, in a general discussion, about the destiny of the departed 

 
2 On the gradual estrangement of the Greek and Latin halves of the Christianitas, see 
Henry CHADWICK, East and West: The Making of a Rift in the Church. From Apostolic 
Times until the Council of Florence, Oxford, 2003. 
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ones. This meeting happened most probably in 12313, possibly in 12364, 
at the Greek Monastery Casole near Otranto in Italy5. 

The record of the dialogue has reached us only in the redaction of 
the Greek metropolitan. He admitted to being puzzled to learn from the 
friar that the Latins believed in the purification through fire of those 
souls who found themselves in an intermediate state between redemption 
and perdition. This intermediate state was experienced by those who 
confessed their sins but did not have the time to commit acts of penance. 
Thus, the souls in such a condition will spend a period of time suffering 
the effect of a corporeal fire, so that they may be cleansed and 
consequently received in paradise before the advent of the Last 
Judgment6. 

To the friar’s question about the fate of those who passed away 
without having had time to do acts of repentance (ta epitimia), the Greek 
prelate responded that he believed that, until the Last Judgement Day, 
the fate of their souls is undecided. Thus, no soul is already doomed for 

 
3 This is the opinion to be found first in P. RONCAGLIA, Georges Bardanès métropolite de 
Corfou et Barthélemy de l’ordre franciscain. Les discussions sur le Purgatoire (15 
octobre-17 novembre 1231), Rome, 1953, then in Gilbert DAGRON, “Byzance et l’union”, 
in: 1274 — Année charnière. Mutations et continuités, Paris, 1977, p. 198 or LE GOFF, 
Birth of Purgatory, p. 281. 
4 The choice for the year 1235-6 is made by J.-M. HOECK and R.-G. LOENERTZ, Nikolaos-
Nectarios von Otranto, Abt von Casole, Ettal, 1965, p. 155, agreed upon by J. GILL, 
Byzantium and the Papacy, 1198-1400, New Brunswick, New Jersey, 1979, p. 64. 
5 The fact that Purgatory had not been an issue of debate earlier can be inferred from its 
absence in the catalogue of differences compiled in 1210 by Constantine Stilbes, as G. 
DAGRON rightly noted. See his “La perception d’une différence: les débuts de la ‘Querelle 
du purgatoire”, in: Actes du XVe Congrès International d’Études Byzantines, Athènes, 
Septembre 1976, IV: Histoire, Communications, Athens, 1980, pp. 84-92 (here p. 85). 
6 I read the edition of RONCAGLIA in his Georges Bardanes, pp. 55-71. Bartholomew is 
said to have specifically indicated that Pope Gregory the Great supported the idea of a 
corporeal fire. This patristic understanding had been already noted in the East as a bone 
of contention, best dismissible as a scribal error, in the Theological Chapters of the mid-
twelfth-century writer Michael GLYKAS, ed. S. Eustratiades: Eἰς τὰς ἀπορίας τῆς Θείας 
Γραφῆς Κεφάλαια, 2 vols., Athens, 1906; Alexandria, 1912. It is impossible to say if the 
question addressed to Glykas reflected a concern associated with the Latin doctrine of 
the Purgatory, as no such specific mention is made. However unlikely, it remains 
possible. Chapters 21 and 22 (vol. 1, pp. 240–46, 247–57) discuss at length a number of 
issues reflecting the Eastern understanding of the fate of the souls after death. For an 
introduction to Glykas, see Paul MAGDALINO, The Empire of Manuel I Komnenos, 1143—
1180, Cambridge, 1993, pp. 370–82. See also Michael ANGOLD, Church and Society in 
Byzantium under the Comneni, 1081-1261, Cambridge, 1995, pp. 449-451.  
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eternity; instead, they all stay in some dark places and experience some of 
the punishment that is reserved for the damned. 

The friar answered back that the Latins had no such 
understanding, believing instead that those who performed minor evil 
deeds shall be cleansed by the purifying fire7, and will then escape the 
fate of the damned.  

At this precise point, Bardanes replied in shock that such a belief in 
a fire cathartic is clearly reminiscent of Origen’s apokatastasis, which 
goes against the Lord’s clear acknowledgment of the eternal punishment 
for those who deserve it8. “Since God himself gives notice of so terrible a 
punishment that will be applied to those who passed away having 
committed heavy sins and without having repented, who shall dare say 
that there is a cleansing fire and an end to the punishment before the 
Judge’s Judgment?”. The report ends by saying that he, Bardanes, after 
failing to be persuasive through his interpretation of the Scripture, tried 
to bring forth the interpretation of the Fathers. However, no argument 
could change Bartholomew’s convictions.  

Most probably, George Bardanes’ report reached the court of 
Nicaea, as we know that the ecumenical patriarch residing with the 
emperor there, Germanus II (1222-1240), wrote himself – probably as a 
consequence to the warning of his metropolitan bishop – a treatise on 
the matter. Unfortunately, this treatise is lost, but we may suppose, on the 
basis of subsequent events, that it contributed significantly to the early 
dispute with the Latins9. The rumours about the Greeks rejecting 
Purgatory and believing that nothing is decided until the Last Judgment 
spread throughout the West10. Ultimately, it led to including this ‘error’ 
of the Greeks (i.e. of rejecting the cleansing fire) in many polemical 
writings composed the

Innocent IV’s letter to the Greeks 

Before saying a few words on the said theological works, it is very 
important to take note of the official papal position concerning the fate of 

 
7 Here appears for the first time in Greek the ‘neologism’ πῦρ ποργατόριον, no doubt 
reflecting Bartholomew’s use of ignis purgatorium. 
8 For the Western doctrine of Purgatory as being reminiscent of Origenism, see J. 
PELIKAN, The Spirit of Eastern Christendom (600-1700), Chicago, 1974, p. 279. 
9 Daniel STIERNON, “Le Problème de l’union gréco-latine vu de Byzance: de Germain II à 
Joseph Ier (1232-1273)”, in: 1274 — Année charnière…, p. 147. 
10 A. MICHEL, “Purgatoire…”, col. 1247. 
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those who passed away without repenting. Just before his death, Pope 
Innocent IV, on 6 March 1254, sent an official letter to his legate in 
Cyprus, Odo of Châteauraoux. Given the increasing disputations on the 
union, the pope strongly demanded that Greeks accept the term 
Purgatory. Jacques Le Goff was of the opinion that this letter is the birth 
certificate of Purgatory as a definite spiritual place11. 

Considering that there are a lot of similarities between the Latin 
and the Greek understanding of the fate of those that have fallen asleep 
(most importantly, the common belief that people can be helped through 
the prayers of the living) Innocent proceeds to clarify and impose on the 
Greeks the acknowledgment of the existence of Purgatory: “… learning 
that the Greeks maintain that they cannot find at their learned forefathers 
no proper name to designate this place of the cleansing of the sins, and, 
on the other hand, knowing that, according to the tradition an authority 
of the Holy Fathers, this name is Purgatory, we desire that this word will 
be used by them as well”12. In addition, it was specified that only lesser 
sins were to be cleansed, and not the capital ones. 

The ‘Contra Graecorum’ Treatises 

The pontificates of Gregory IX (1227-1241) and Innocent IV (1243-
1254) witnessed serious attempts at unification with the Greeks. The 
Council of Nicaea-Nimphaea (1234) dealt with the traditional bones of 
contention: the Filioque and the use of unleavened bread. Although we 
have no mention that Purgatory was discussed, it is important to note 
that amongst the Latins was present the future author of an important 
treatise, Tractatus contra Graecos (1252)13. In this work he sought 
support for Purgatory in the Eastern writings, in an attempt to show that 
the contemporary Greeks were ignorant of their own tradition, which was 

 
11 J. LE GOFF, Birth of Purgatory…, p. 284. The text in H. DENZINGER, Enchiridion 
symbolorum definitionum et declarationum de rebus fidei et morum, Freiburg et al, 
Herder, 371991, pp. 830-39 (Sub catholicae professione). The adjective has become a 
noun for the first time. For a discussion, see also P. MIQUEL, “Purgatoire – I. Origines et 
développement de la doctrine”, in: DS 12.2, Paris, 1986,  cols. 2653-2654. 
12 H. DENZINGER, Enchiridion, p. 838. 
13 PG 140, 487-574, on Purgatory 487-488; 511-517. Written in 1252, it was reedited in 
1305 by Bartholomew of Constantinople. On this important Tractatus and his exquisite 
influence up to the Council of Florence, see A. DONDAINE, “Contra Graecos, premiers 
écrits polemiques des dominicains en Orient”, in: AFP 1951, pp. 320-446. See also G. 
DAGRON, “La perception…”, pp.  88-91. 
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in accordance with the belief of the Latins. His reading of the Greek 
Fathers is unreliable: he often commits errors of interpretation, especially 
due to a limited knowledge of the Greek language. Interestingly, he 
attempts to strenghten his argument by observing certain icons and 
mosaics depicting the fate of the departed. 

Significant for our topic is also the work of Nicholas of Durazzo, a 
bilingual Greek bishop of Crotona in Calabria, who elaborated between 
1254 and 1256 a Greek work entitled Libellus de processione Spiritus 
Sancti et fide Trinitatis contre errors Graecorum. The work was actually 
an anthology of more or less false affirmations and citations taken from 
the Greek Fathers in defence of the Filioque. The idea behind his attempt 
was similar to the anonymous treatise of 1252. This text could play a role 
in the rushing discussion on the union with the Greeks, as the political 
landscape had changed with Michael VIII’s recovery of Constantinople 
from the Latins in 1261. Having received this anthology, Pope Urban IV 
(1261-1264) had it translated and sent to Thomas Aquinas, so that the 
most famous theologian of the time could assess it properly14. The 
significant thing is that this Libellus was later used by Thomas when 
writing his own famous Contra errores Graecorum15. 

Other important works that were subsequently produced will be 
mentioned below, as we pass now to the more heated period around the 
Union of Lyons. 

Purgatory in the Projects for Union and at the Second Council of 
Lyons 

The post-1261 state of affairs demanded a quick settling of all the 
disputes and the conclusion of a Union between the East and the West. In 
the eyes of the papacy, this was the only way a crusade could have had 
any success16. As for Emperor Michael VIII Paleologus, he needed 
primarily to set himself free from the menace that was King Charles of 
Anjou. The following aims to present the important moments where 
Purgatory was explicitly an issue. 

 
14 It seems to have been poorly translated: H. CHADWICK, East and West…, p. 246. 
15 Opera Omnia, XL, Rome, 1969. Purgatory at c. 40: “Quod est Purgatorium, in quo 
purgantur animae a peccatis non in vita praesenti purgatis”. On the work of Nicholas, see 
A. DONDAINE, “Nicolas de Crotone et les sources  du ‘Contra errors Graecorum’ de Saint 
Thomas”, in: DT 1950, pp. 313-40. 
16 Now also against the Tartars. For a discussion, see J. GILL, Byzantium…, pp. 86-88. 
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Purgatory as requirement for the Union: Clement IV, Gregory X 

After witnessing with great displeasure the never-ending disputes 
and postponement practiced by the Greek legates who had come in early 
1267 at Rome, Pope Clement IV (1265-1268) took the initiative and acted 
from a position of power: in a letter addressed to the emperor on 4 March 
1267 the Greeks were presented a confession of faith expressing the 
Roman doctrine on Trinity, eschatology, the sacraments and the papal 
primacy. The emperor and the Byzantine hierarchy were to examine it 
and, if found imperfect, were to send to Rome plenipotentiary delegates 
so that everything could be settled straight. Only after the Greeks had 
accepted this profession of faith and the submission to the see of Rome, 
an ecumenical council would be convened so that the union treaty could 
be signed17. Clement IV’s desire that the Emperor should act strongly to 
solve the problem18 could not be answered, as the latter had serious 
internal problems after murdering the legitimate emperor Vatatzes. 

The new Pope Gregory X (1271-1276) kept roughly the same line 
as his predecessor.  In March 1272 he announced that a council would be 
held at Lyons in 1274. On 25 October 1272 he invited Patriarch Joseph 
and informed also the emperor of his intentions. The letter Qui 
miseratione proposed four steps: a confession similar to that composed 
by Clement IV would be signed at Constantinople, the political-religious 
treaty would be signed at the Council of Lyons, the legates would confess 
publicly and acknowledge officially in Rome the primacy of the pope, and, 
in Graecia, the same confession and acknowledgement would be 
reiterated by the emperor and all the Greeks (or at least by the patriarch 
and the most prominent prelates)19. 

It is worth mentioning here as well that Gregory X benefited 
around this time from two other significant theological texts. The first 
was a treatise composed by the Dominican Humbert of Romans near 
Valence, under the title Opusculum Tripartitum. The other was a 
‘rapport’ from 1273 by Jerome of Ascoli to Pope Gregory X. 

 
17 D. STIERNON, “Le Probleme de l’union…”, p. 158. The council would have been thus a 
formality, since no discussion was envisaged. 
18 He was told to simply coerce his subjects into union: H. CHADWICK, East and West…, 
247. 
19 D. STIERNON, “Le Problème de l’union…”, p. 158. 
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The ‘Confessio’ of Emperor Michael VIII Paleologus and the 
Union Act 

As it is not my purpose here to introduce each and every step that 
was taken around the Council of Lyons, I will only try to find indications 
of where the Purgatory issue was present20. 

An important first moment was on 24 December 1273, when 
Michael VIII found finally support for union at home – the synod 
included – and issued successfully the much desired imperial chrysobull. 
In March 1274, Michael VIII’s profession of faith reached Rome. It 
included a request that the Greeks would preserve their rites unchanged, 
most notably the recitation of the Creed unaltered21. 

The Council was declared open on 7 May 1247 but welcomed the 
Greek delegation only on 24 July. This one was extremely thin, a proof 
that the main intention of Emperor Michael was political, i.e. to ensure 
papal support against the menace of the king of Sicily. The required steps 
mentioned above were followed, and George Acropolites, a layman, swore 
on behalf of the emperor before the council, professed the Roman faith 
and acknowledged the papal primacy. To make the act more trustworthy, 
Acropolites had with him a chrysobull in golden ink, including the 
sanction of the doctrine of Purgatory as it had been explained to him by a 
Greek Franciscan at Constantinople22. 

In these conditions, there was no discussion at all about Purgatory 
at the Council. The reference to the doctrine appears in an addition to the 
Confession of the emperor, Additio specialis contra errors Orientalium. 
Let us follow a translation of the fragment of interest, De sorte 
defunctorum: 

 
«If, when undertaking a true penance, they die in charity before having 
absolved, through rightful deeds of penance, the committed and the 
omitted ones, their souls, according to what we have been taught by 
Fr. John [Parastron], are cleansed after death and through purgative 
or expiatory torments, and, for the release of which the good deeds of 
the living people are of help, that is the services, the prayers, the alms 
and the other noble deeds that the faithful do one for the other, 

 
20 On the council in general see Burkhard ROBERG, Das Zweite Konzil von Lyon [1274], 
Padeborn, etc., 1990. 
21 Jean DARROUZÈS, “Les documents grecs concernant le Concile de Lyon”, in: 1274-
Année charnière…, p. 169. 
22 H. CHADWICK, East and West…, p. 249. 
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according to the teaching of the Church. As for the souls of those who 
were baptized and did not commit a sin after that or, having 
committed, had themselves cleansed while in flesh, or, having sinned, 
had themselves cleansed either while in flesh or after they left the 
flesh, as it was said before, they will be accepted immediately in the 
heavens»23. 
 
It has been rightly noticed that the word purgatorium does not 

appear (not even ignis purgatorius). No place, and no fire.24 Instead, 
poenis purgatoriis, sive catherteriis is used. It is natural to compare this 
expression with the one in the other ‘official’ text we have, the earlier 
letter of Pope Innocent IV, which had explicitly asked, as noted, for the 
recognition by the Greeks of the term ‘Purgatory’ proper. Thus, we can 
wonder about the reason behind the cautious expression in the conciliar 
text. Although the unionist Greeks would show allegiance to the name of 
Purgatory during the next few years – see below – it may be that the 
westerners in Lyons were rather unenthusiastic about the true 
commitment of their partners, so they decided to express the doctrine as 
neutrally as possible (i.e. with respect to the noun and its implied 
physicality), to give the union a better chance for being accepted in 
Graecia. 

The Immediate Posterity of Lyons II 

Let us now follow briefly the evidence that we have on the 
Purgatory debate in the Byzantine world immediately after the Union of 
Lyons. These mentions should complete the overview of the presence of 
the Purgatory issue in the exchange of ideas between East and West 
during the thirteenth century. 

The Greek reaction to Lyons II 

Most importantly, there are the two ‘Confessions’ sent by Emperor 
Michael VIII to the popes John XXI (1276-1277) and Nicholas III (1277-
1280), in 1277. They both mention the noun ‘Purgatory,’ as they say – in 
the Latin version – poenis purgatorii seu catharterii: the punishments of 
Purgatory or of expiation. The Greek version reads the same. The 

 
23 H. DENZINGER, Enchiridion, pp. 856-857. 
24 A. MICHEL, “Purgatoire”, col. 1249. 
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confession of Co-emperor Andronicus II Paleologus, also from 1277, uses 
the same expression25. 

There is also a reference to Purgatory in the allegiance that the 
new patriarch of Constantinople, John Bekkos (1275-1282) had to make 
to Pope John XXI.26 Thus, in 1277, he admits to the existence of 
Purgatory, but in a rather condescending way. While the Greeks agree to 
it as conforming to the tradition, orthodoxy and truth of the Roman 
Church, Bekkos expects, in return, that the Greeks should be rightfully 
allowed to retain their rites and particularities27. This mutually acceptable 
otherness seems to have been part and parcel of Bekkos’ dream of a 
brotherhood in faith rather than of the Greeks living in submission to 
Rome. 

Finally, there is a noteworthy reference to Purgatory in an account 
entitled the “Trial of Nicephorus,” written in 1277. The author is an 
Athonite monk, Nicephorus, who, together with a fellow monk, Clement, 
were prominent figures of one of the numerous movements that had risen 
against the Union at Lyons28. To make an example, Michael VIII had them 
arrested in February-March 1276 and, after several months of 
imprisonment, had them delivered to the trial of the Latins, at the 
monastery St. John of Acra. The Venetian legate of the pope, Thomas of 
Lentini, engaged with Nicephorus in a debate over many issues, including 
Purgatory, before sending the monks in exile in Cyprus. It is useful here 
to include some larger quotations from the dialogue, as it is the only 
extant fragment of a post-Lyons ‘dialogue.’ 

 
L: And Purgatory? What do you think of it? 
G: What is Purgatory and from which Scripture did you get such 
name? 
L: From Paul, when he said that the people are put to trial through 
fire. [….] This is how we believe. If someone, after having sinned, went 

 
25 A. MICHEL, “Purgatoire”, col. 1249. 
26 Jean GOUILLARD, “Michel VIII et Jean Beccos devant l’Union”, in: 1274-Année 
charnière..., pp. 182-3. 
27 J. GOUILLARD, “Michel VIII et Jean Beccos...”, p. 183. 
28 Nicephorus the Hesychast is best known for his method of prayer. Born in Italy, he 
moved to the Byzantine Empire, converted to the Orthodox Church and became a monk 
in Athos (Gregory PALAMAS, Triad II.2.2, ed. with Fr. trans. J. Meyendorff: GRÉGOIRE 
PALAMAS, Défense des saints hésychastes, Louvain, 1959, pp. 320-322). He was 
apparently one of the most active opponents of the Union with Rome. See D. STIERNON, 
“Nicéphore l’Hésychaste”, in: DS 11, Paris, 1982, cols. 198-203.  
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and received a penance for his guilt and died before having 
accomplished that penance, the angels throw that soul into the 
purifying fire, i.e. into that river of fire, until the time set by his 
spiritual father for accomplishing the penance is up. It is only after 
doing this time that the soul can enter purified into the eternal life. Do 
you believe the same: yes or no? 
G: Not only that we do not believe in such thing, but we anathematize 
it, similar to the Fathers in council. Following the word of the Lord, 
“you go astray, not knowing the Scriptures or the power of God” […] 
L: Where do the souls of the just rest, and where those of the sinners? 
G: Following the words of the Lord, the just such as Lazarus are in the 
bossom of Abraham, and the sinners such as the merciless rich man, in 
the fire of Gehena.  
L: A lot of the simple faithful of our Church do not tolerate such a 
picture. The restoration, they say, has not yet come, so the souls do 
not feel punishment or rest. In this case…29 
 
It is of note that the text contains the common accusation of the 

Greeks that Purgatory does not appear in the Scriptures and, moreover, 
contradicts the Scriptures. 

Purgatory in the Byzantine lists of errors of the Latins 

In order to complete a picture of Purgatory in the Greek texts, I 
also wish to record the mentions of Purgatory in the so-called ‘Lists of 
Errors of the Latins’, which tabulated the theological, liturgical and 
canonical peculiarities of the Latin Church that were in every way to be 
rejected and avoided by the Orthodox Greeks30. For my purpose here, I 
have found references in two of the lists. 

First, there is the one authored by Meletios Galesiotes, a fervent 
opponent of the Union with the Latins. The list is only an introductory 
part to a Poem against the Latins, composed between 1276 and 1280. 
The reference to Purgatory is to be found in para. 39: “They say that all 
sinners must get purification in the cleansing fire of Purgatory, and they 
learned this from the frightful Origen”31. It is impressive how relevant 
was the name of the Alexandrian theologian in making comparisons such 
as this one, without any further explanation. Any reader was supposed to 

 
29 V. LAURENT and J. DARROUZÈS, Le dossier grec de l’Union de Lyon (1273-1277), Paris, 
1976, pp. 496-500. 
30 See T. KOLBABA. The Byzantine Lists. Errors of the Latins, Urbana and Chicago, 2000. 
31 T. KOLBABA. The Byzantine Lists..., p. 198. 
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know exactly what Origen’s heritage meant in order to understand what 
this comparison implied.  

Second, there is an anonymous list entitled The Heresies of Franks 
and Their Neighbours, composed around 1281. The reference to 
Purgatory is to be found in para. 29: “They say also that sinners who are 
to be chastened with the devil in the age to come will have an end [to 
their punishment] after sufficient time. The devil and his angels will come 
back to their former nobility, and sinners will come with the just into 
[eternal] life”32. There is again the same emphasis on the eventual 
apokatastasis. 

Conclusion 

The present paper has tried first to bring together relevant 
information about the Purgatory issue in the disputes between the West 
and the East during the thirteenth century. References were found in 
various types of texts: theological treatises, official letters, confessions of 
faith and conciliar acts, dialogue reports and lists of errors. 

On a general note, it should be firmly noted first that the entire 
religious dialogue carried on during the thirteenth century was motivated 
by a strong feeling of political insecurity. Beyond that, when focusing on 
the Purgatory issue, we have to acknowledge that the theological debate 
around it did not develop at this early stage a stature similar to the one 
the un/leavened bread had acquired by that time. Only at the time of the 
rebirth of the Union idea in the wake of the Council of Ferrara-Florence 
did the Purgatory issue become one of the main bones of contention. 
Actually, during the thirteenth century, there were hardly any serious 
talks about Purgatory. Most of the pieces of textual evidence we have had 
to consider were either popular (such as the list of errors) or 
unanticipated (such as the discussions at meetings). The only theological 
debate that could be considered as such was the first encounter, between 
George Bardanes and Fr. Bartholomew. However, when compared with 
the efforts that we notice at play in Florence – with Mark of Ephesus 
benefiting, if not fully, from the Palamite Eastern theology –, this early, 
unlooked for debate appears rather insipid. Clearly, for the thirteenth 
century, Purgatory appears as little more than an issue to play with. This 
is illustrated by the attitude of Patriarch John Bekkos, who saw the 
concept of Purgatory as more a local tradition that the Latins indulged in. 

 
32 T. KOLBABA. The Byzantine Lists..., p. 199. 
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An analysis of the content of the textual evidence gives the 
impression of insecurity on both sides of the floor. Neither the 
Westerners, nor the Easterners, appear totally sure on their own point of 
view as to the physicality of Purgatory as place or the material aspect of 
the expiatory fire. From their perspective, the Westerners preferred to 
approach the problem from a social perspective: after all, Purgatory is 
desired by the simple people. They also liked to think that the doctrine as 
they saw it was supported by many of the Latin, but also Greek Fathers, 
such as Basil the Great, Gregory of Nyssa, or Theodoretus of Cyrrhus. 
The Easterners, on the other hand, preferred to notice the novelty of the 
term its absence from the Scriptures and were utterly shocked to catch 
the smallest hint at Origen’s infamous heritage.   

Beyond the century in question, Purgatory has continued to remain 
for a long time a very slippery issue for debate in the dialogue between 
the East and the West. The ambiguity was present precisely due to the 
fact that there were also a lot of similarities between the beliefs and 
practices held and observed in the two traditions: the prayers for the 
dead, almsgiving, the belief in sin, the practice of repentance and 
penances, and others. 

The Western Church benefited from the dialogue with the 
Easterners in the thirteenth century, as its affirmations of faith at Ferrara-
Florence and later at Trent were built upon this early basis. In the case of 
the Eastern Church, the major discussion on Purgatory certainly took 
place in dialogue with the West, at Lyons II and especially Ferrara-
Florence. However, the nature of the fate of the dead was never fully 
explained in the East either on these occasions or by any individual 
theologian who took an interest in it (such as St. Symeon of 
Thessalonica). Two hundred years after the fall of Byzantium, the 
seventeenth-century Eastern Confessions of Faith – indeed composed in 
the context of the debate between the Catholics and the Protestants – 
could hardly avoid expressing an opinion about the existence of 
Purgatory. An indication of how unsure the Eastern Orthodox could be at 
the time was given with the occasion of the discussion and approval of 
Peter Mogila’s Confessio in 1642-1643. We know that the original text 
sanctioned the belief in Purgatory and was corrected in this regard in the 
Greek translation, which became as such the textus receptus in the East. 
Significantly enough, Mogila prudently avoided the Purgatory issue 
altogether in the Catechism he published in 1645. That this was a sign of 
hesitation as to the belief in the existence of Purgatory and not at all a 
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sign that he approved the emendation we can see from his unwillingness 
to accept another correction of the Greek translator, for the moment of 
the epiclesis. 

The doctrine of Purgatory, while remaining one of the official 
teachings of the Catholic Church, is not taken seriously or approached 
carefully today. Even Catholic theologians prefer to dispose of the matter 
as unsubstantial, when they do not reject it proper. The most common 
line is that most of us need ‘cleansing’ after death before we can enjoy 
the vision of God, but that this certainly does not involve physical ‘fire’ 
and should not be thought of lasting some definable length of time. As for 
the ‘serious’ Orthodox theologians, how many of them would dare tackle 
today the issue of the aerial toll-houses?33  

 
 

Rezumat: Primele contacte cu teologia Purgatoriului în Räsärit: 
privire de ansamblu asupra sec. al XIII-lea 

Lucrarea de faţă îşi propune să investigheze modul în care a avut loc 
„sosirea” teologiei apusene despre purgatoriu în Răsărit, în cursul veacului al XIII-
lea. Dacă discuţia teologică prin excelenţă între răsăriteni şi apuseni va avea loc abia 
la mijlocul sec. al XV-lea, cu ocazia conciliului florentin, am socotit a fi nu lipsită de 
interes explorarea perioadei timpurii a disputei despre purgatoriu, ce a avut loc 
începând cu anii ’1230 până spre sfârşitul secolului, după Conciliul al II-lea de la 
Lyon (1274). Pe o bază construită astfel, cercetarea noastră va putea fi prelungită cu 
mai multă încredere, într-un studiu următor, până spre sfârşitul Bizanţului. 

Este subliniată dintru început necesitatea de a înţelege contextul în care 
disputa religioasă a avut loc. După Cruciada a IV-a (1204), Răsăritul şi Apusul 
deveniseră mai distanţate decât oricând. Pe de o parte, Roma obţinuse controlul 
ecleziastic al Constantinopolului şi a altor importante teritorii răsăritene şi nu avea 
nici un interes să renunţe la el. Pe de altă parte, bizantinii se înţelegeau a fi într-o 
„captivitate” a latinilor, care impuneau obiceiurile lor în locul bunelor obiceiuri 
greceşti. 

Cercetătorul află referinţe la disputa despre purgatoriu în cadrul relaţiilor 
între Est şi Vest în tipuri diferite de text: tratate teologice, scrisori oficiale, mărturisiri 
de credinţă şi acte conciliare, rapoarte ale unor dialoguri şi liste cu erori teologice. 
Pe fondul unui sentiment de insecuritate politică, purgatoriul nu face obiectul unei 
dispute teologice în toată puterea cuvântului, în aceste prime decade ale cunoaşterii 
sale în Răsărit. De la prima „întâlnire” consemnată în discuţia dintre mitropolitul 
grec Gheorghe Bardanes şi franciscanul Bartolomeu şi până la perioada de după 
Lyon II în vremea unui Ioan Beccos şi a mişcărilor antiunioniste monahale precum 

 
33 I would like to thank the Rev. Dr. Richard Price for his kind assistance with this paper. 
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cea condusă de Nichifor din Singurătate, suntem martorii unei dispute fluctuante şi 
inconsistente teologic. Dacă e să facem unele consideraţii generale după adunarea 
acestor referinţe, se poate spune, mai întâi despre latini, că nu au nici o problemă în 
a accepta purgatoriul ca pe o „necesitate socială” a credincioşilor simpli şi că 
încearcă să se justifice din textele Părinţilor latini, dar şi greci (precum Sf. Vasile cel 
Mare, Sf. Grigorie al Nyssei sau Fer. Teodoret al Cirului). Răsăritenii resping sau pot 
accepta cu dificultate purgatoriul de vreme ce nu e scripturistic sau patristic şi are, 
mai mult decât atât, un parfum origenist inacceptabil. La limită, o viziune 
prounionistă precum cea a unui Ioan Beccos primeşte purgatoriul ca pe o tradiţie 
locală apuseană, în măsura în care tradiţiile răsăritene vor fi, la rândul lor, admise de 
către apuseni. 

Purgatoriul va rămâne o problemă ambiguă pe linia relaţiilor Răsărit-Apus, 
mai ales, paradoxal, pentru aceea că fundamentele credinţei sunt esenţial identice, 
precum în cazul recunoaşterii folosului rugăciunilor pentru cei morţi. Dacă la 
Concilui de la Trento Biserica Romană va fixa dogma purgatoriului (folosindu-se din 
plin de experienţa dialogului cu răsăritenii din secolele anterioare), în Răsărit 
problema existenţei unui loc spiritual intermediar rămâne dilematică chiar în sec. al 
XVII-lea, fapt ilustrat mai ales de cazul „Mărturisii” lui Petru Movilă. 
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