
A NEW YEAR’S RETREAT WITH DANTE’S “DIVINE COMEDY” 
SESSION FIVE: PURGATORIO, PART TWO 

 
All quotations are from the prose translation by 

Charles S. Singleton (Princeton University Press, 1973) 
 

From Rerum Novarum (Pope Leo XIII, 1891): 
 
“It is one thing to have a right to the possession of money and another to have a 
right to use money as one wills. Private ownership, as we have seen, is the natural 
right of man, and to exercise that right, especially as members of society, is not 
only lawful, but absolutely necessary. "It is lawful," says St. Thomas Aquinas, "for 
a man to hold private property; and it is also necessary for the carrying on of 
human existence." But if the question be asked: How must one's possessions be 
used? - the Church replies without hesitation in the words of the same holy Doctor: 
"Man should not consider his material possessions as his own, but as common to 
all, so as to share them without hesitation when others are in need…. True, no one 
is commanded to distribute to others that which is required for his own needs and 
those of his household; nor even to give away what is reasonably required to keep 
up becomingly his condition in life, for no one ought to live other than becomingly. 
But, when what necessity demands has been supplied, and one's standing fairly 
taken thought for, it becomes a duty to give to the indigent out of what remains 
over….” 
 
(St. Gregory the Great wrote, “When we attend to the needs of those in want, we 
give them what is theirs, not ours. More than performing works of mercy, we are 
paying a debt of justice.” St. John Chrysostom said, “Not to enable the poor to 
share in our goods is to steal from them and deprive them of life. The goods we 
possess are not ours, but theirs.”) 
 
From Canto 22 
 
Statius to Virgil: 
 
“You it was who first led me toward Parnassus to drink in its caves, and you who 
first did light me on to God. You were like one who goes by night and carries the 
light behind him and profits not himself, but makes wise those who follow him, 



when you said, ‘The ages are renewed; Justice returns and the first age of man, 
and a new progeny descends from heaven.’ Through you I was a poet, through you 
a Christian.” 
 
From Canto 23 
 
Dante to his friend Donati Forese: 
 
“Forese, from that day on which you changed the world for a better life, not five 
years have revolved till now. If power to sin more came to an end in you before the 
hour supervened of the good sorrow that weds us anew to God, how is it you are 
come up here already? I had thought to find you down there below, where time is 
repaid for time.” 
 
And he to me, “Thus soon has led me to drink the sweet wormwood of the 
torments my Nella with her flood of tears; by her devout prayers and by her sighs 
she has brought me from the slope where they wait, and set me free from the 
other circles. So much more precious and beloved of God is my widow, whom I 
loved so well.” 
 
From CCC 1032: 
 
“From the beginning the Church has honored the memory of the dead and offered 
prayers in suffrage for them, above all the Eucharistic sacrifice, so that, thus 
purified, they may attain the beatific vision of God. The Church also commends 
almsgiving, indulgences, and works of penance undertaken on behalf of the dead: 
[quoting St. John Chrysostom] ‘Let us help and commemorate them. If Job’s sons 
were purified by their father’s sacrifice, why would we doubt that our offerings for 
the dead bring them some consolation? Let us not hesitate to help those who have 
died and to offer our prayers for them.’” 
 
From Canto 30 
 
Beatrice says (to the angels, but about Dante): 
 
“For a time I sustained him with my countenance: showing him my youthful eyes I 
led him with me turned toward the right goal. So soon as I was on the threshold of 



my second age and had changed life, this one took himself from me and gave 
himself to others. When from flesh to spirit I had ascended, and beauty and virtue 
were increased in me, I was less dear and less pleasing to him and he turned his 
steps along a way not true, following false images of good, which pay no promise 
in full. Nor did it avail me to obtain inspirations with which, both in dreams and 
otherwise, I called him back, so little did he heed them. He fell so low that all 
means for his salvation were now short, save to show him the lost people. For this 
I visited the gate of the dead, and to him who has conducted him up hither my 
prayers were offered with tears. The high decree of God would be broken if Lethe 
[another river of the underworld in Greek mythology. It means “forgetfulness” of 
“unmindedness.”] were passed and such viands were tasted without some scot of 
penitence that may pour forth tears.” 
 
From Canto 31 
 
As a crossbow breaks its cord and the bow when it shoots with too great tension, 
and the shaft hits the mark with less force, so did I burst under that heavy load, 
pouring forth tears and sighs, and my voice failed along its passage. Wherefore 
she to me: “Within your desires of me that were leading you to love that Good 
beyond which there is nothing to which man may aspire, what pits did you find 
athwart your path, or what chains, that you had thus to strip you of the hope of 
passing onward? And what attractions or what advantages were displayed on the 
brow of others, that you were obliged to dally before them?” 
 
After drawing a bitter sigh, I barely had the voice to make answer, and my lips 
shaped it with difficulty. Weeping I said, “The present things, with their false 
pleasure, turned my steps aside, as soon as your countenance was hidden.” 
 
And she: “Had you been silent, or had you denied that which you confess, your 
fault would not be less noted, by such a Judge is it known. But when accusation of 
the sin bursts from one’s own cheek, in our court the grindstone turns itself back 
against the edge. Still, that which you may now bear shame for your error, and 
another time, hearing the Sirens stronger, lay aside the seed of tears and listen: so 
shall you hear how in opposite direction my buried flesh ought to have moved you. 
 
 
 



From Canto 33 (Conclusion of Purgatorio) 
 
As a gentle spirit that makes no excuse, but makes its will of another’s will, as 
soon as that is disclosed by outward sign, so the fair lady, after I was taken by her, 
moved on, and with womanly grace said to Statius, “Come with him.” 
 
If, reader, I had greater space for writing, I would yet partly sing the sweet 
draught which never would have sated me; but since all the pages ordained for 
this second canticle are filled, the curb of art lets me go no further. I came forth 
from the most holy waves, renovated even as new trees renewed with new 
foliage, pure and ready to rise to the stars. 


