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

 
All quotations are from the prose translation by 

Charles S. Singleton (Princeton University Press, 1973) 
 
Biblical basis for Purgatory: 
 
1 Corinthians 3:10-15 
 
According to the grace of God given to me, like a wise master builder I laid a 
foundation, and another is building upon it. But each one must be careful how he 
builds upon it, for no one can lay a foundation other than the one that is there, 
namely, Jesus Christ. If anyone builds on this foundation with gold, silver, precious 
stones, wood, hay, or straw, the work of each will come to light, for the Day will 
disclose it. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire itself will test the quality of 
each one’s work. If the work stands that someone built upon the foundation, that 
person will receive a wage. But if someone’s work is burned up, that one will suffer 
loss; the person will be saved, but only as through fire. 
 
From Canto 1 
 
Sweet hue of oriental sapphire which was gathering in the serene face of the sky, 
pure even to the first circle, to my eyes restored delight, as soon as I issued forth 
from the dead air that had afflicted my eyes and breast. The fair planet that 
prompts to love was making the whole East smile, veiling the Fishes that were in 
her train. I turned to the right and gave heed to the other pole, and saw four stars 
never seen before save by the first people. The heavens seemed to rejoice in their 
flames. O northern widowed clime, that are deprived of beholding them! 
 
Psalm 51 (The Miserere, a prayer of repentance) 
 
Have mercy on me, O God, in your kindness. 
In your compassion blot out my offense. 
O wash me more and more from my guilt 
and cleanse me from my sin. 
 



My offenses truly I know them; 
my sin is always before me. 
Against you, you alone, have I sinned; 
what is evil in your sight I have done. 
 
That you may be justified when you give sentence 
and be without reproach when you judge. 
O see, in guilt I was born, 
a sinner was I conceived. 
 
Indeed you love truth in the heart; 
then in the secret of my heart teach me wisdom. 
O purify me, then I shall be clean; 
O wash me, I shall be whiter than snow. 
 
Make me hear rejoicing and gladness, 
that the bones you have crushed may revive. 
From my sins turn away your face 
and blot out all my guilt. 
 
A pure heart create for me, O God, 
put a steadfast spirit within me. 
Do not cast me away from your presence, 
nor deprive me of your holy spirit. 
 
Give me again the joy of your help; 
with a spirit of fervor sustain me, 
that I may teach transgressors your ways 
and sinners may return to you. 
 
O rescue me, God, my helper, 
and my tongue shall ring out your goodness. 
O Lord, open my lips 
and my mouth shall declare your praise. 
 
For in sacrifice you take no delight, 
burnt offering from me you would refuse, 



my sacrifice, a contrite spirit. 
A humbled, contrite heart you will not spurn. 
In your goodness, show favor to Zion: 
rebuild the walls of Jerusalem. 
Then you will be pleased with lawful sacrifice, 
holocausts offered on your altar. 
 
From Canto 8 
 
Then I saw that noble army silently gaze upward as if expectant, pallid and 
humble; and I saw come forth from above and descend two angels with flaming 
swords, broken short and deprived of their points. Their robes were green as 
newborn leaves, which they trailed behind them, smitten and fanned by their 
green wings. One came and took his stand a little above us, and the other alighted 
on the opposite bank, so that the company was contained in the middle. I certainly 
discerned their blond heads, but in their faces my sight was dazzled, like a faculty 
confounded by excess. 
 
“Both come from Mary’s bosom,” said Sordello, “to guard the valley, because of 
the serpent that will presently come”…. 
 
As he was speaking, lo! Sordello drew him to himself, saying, “See there our 
adversary!” and pointed with his finger that he should look that way. At that part 
where the little valley has no rampart was a snake, perhaps such as gave to Eve 
the bitter food. Through the grass and the flowers came the evil streak, turning 
from time to time its head and licking its back like a beast that sleeks itself. I did 
not see and therefore cannot tell how the celestial falcons moved, but well did I 
see both one and the other in motion. Hearing the green wings cleave the air, the 
serpent fled; and the angels wheeled round, flying alike back up to their posts. 
 
(We always will have free will, but only in Heaven will our wills be so perfected as 
to only choose good. Here at the lower levels of Purgatory the temptation to sin is 
still there until we have been perfectly purified.) 
 
 
 
 



From Canto 9 
 
Seven P’s are traced on Dante’s forehead. They are the marks of each of the 
seven deadly sins. The angel opens the gate to Purgatory with keys he received 
from St. Peter. 
“From Peter I hold them, and he told me to err rather in opening than in keeping 
shut, but if the people prostrate themselves at my feet.” Then he pushed open the 
door of the sacred portal, saying, “Enter; but I bid you know that he who looks 
back returns outside again.” 
 
From Canto 11 
 
The proud penitents praise God, praying their own version of the Lord’s Prayer: 
 
Our Father, who art in Heaven, not circumscribed, but through the greater love 
Thou hast for Thy first works on high, 
 
Praised be Thy name and Thy worth by every creature, as it is meet to render 
thanks to Thy sweet effluence. 
 
May the peace of Thy kingdom come to us, for we cannot reach it ourselves, if it 
come not, for all our striving. 
 
As Thine angels make sacrifice to Thee of their will, singing Hosanna, so let men 
make of theirs. 
 
Give us this day our daily manna, without which he backward goes through this 
harsh desert who most labors to advance. 
 
And as we forgive everyone the wrong we have suffered, even do Thou in loving 
kindness pardon, and regard not our desert. 
 
Our strength, which is easily overcome, put not to trial with the old adversary, but 
deliver us from him, who so spurs it. 
 
This last petition, dear Lord, we make not now for ourselves, for there is no need, 
but for those who remain behind us. 



From Canto 12 
 
They enter the next terrace, and the climb is a little easier. One of the P’s has 
been removed from Dante’s forehead. They are now on the terrace of the 
envious. 
 
The fair creature came towards us, clothed in white and such in his face as seems 
the tremulous morning star. He opened his arms and then spread his wings and 
said, “Come: the steps are at hand here, and henceforth the climb is easy. To this 
bidding there are very few that come: O race of men, born to fly upward, why do 
you fall so at a breath of wind?”… 
 
As we were turning our steps there, “beati paupers spiritu” [“Blessed are the poor 
in spirit,” the antidote to pride] was sung so sweetly as no words would tell. Ah, 
how different these passages from those of Hell, for here the entrance is with 
songs, and down there with fierce laments. 
 
Canto 13-14 
 
The envious penitents are wearing course haircloth which is the same color as the 
stones around them. Their eyelids are sewn shut with wire, and they rest their 
hands on their neighbor’s shoulder, literally the blind leading the blind. 
 
From Canto 15 
 
Dante is puzzled by something said by one of the envious penitents: 
 
“My blood was so enflamed with envy that if I had seen a man become glad you 
would have seen me suffused with lividness. Of my sowing I reap such straw: O 
human race, why do you set your hearts where there must be exclusion of 
partnership?” 
 
Virgil explains: 
 
When a person desires something that can be divided up (and as a result, each 
share is small), then this inspires envy. But if the person turns his desire 
heavenward, envy is not possible because the more people there are in Heaven, 



the more love and happiness there is to go around. Dante is still confused--how 
can something shared between more people make them all richer than if it were 
only shared by a few? Virgil replies that Heaven doesn’t work like earth does. God 
is attracted to love and whenever he finds love in a person’s heart, he adds to it. 
Thus the more loving souls there are, the more love there is. 
 
They enter the terrace of the wrathful 
 
I seemed suddenly to be caught up in an ecstatic vision and to see persons in a 
temple, and a woman about to enter, with the tender attitude of a mother, saying 
“My son, why have you done so to us? Behold your father and I sought you, 
sorrowing”; and as she was silent, that which first appeared was there no more. 
 
Then there appeared to me another woman, with those waters streaming down 
her cheeks that grief distills when it arises from great resentment against another, 
and she was saying, “If you are lord of the city for whose name was so great strife 
among the gods, and whence all knowledge sparkles, avenge you of those daring 
arms which embraced our daughter, O Pisistratus!” And her lord seemed to me 
kindly and gently to answer her, with placid mien, “What shall we do to one who 
desires ill to us, if he who loves us is condemned by us?” 
 
Then I saw people, kindled with the fire of anger, stoning a youth to death, and 
ever crying out loudly to each other, “Kill, kill!” and him I saw sink to the ground, 
for already death was heavy upon him, but of his eyes he ever made gates unto 
heaven, praying to the high Lord in such torture, with that look which unlocks pity, 
that he would forgive his persecutors. 
 
After these visions Dante looks troubled, and Virgil asks what ails him. After Dante 
tells him about the visions, Virgil responds: 
 
“That which you saw was shown you in order that you might not refuse to open 
your heart to the waters of peace, which are poured from the eternal fountain. I 
did not ask ‘What ails you’ for the reason of one who looks only with unseeing 
eyes when another’s body lies insensible, but I asked in order to give strength to 
your feet. So must the sluggish be spurred who are slow to use their waking hour 
when it returns.” 
 



Canto 17 
 
They reach the terrace of the slothful. Virgil explains the difference between 
natural love--the infallible love of God which dwells in all of us because we were 
created in his image--and “rational” love, a love tainted by sin, that can choose 
the wrong object or can love too little. 
 
If rational love is directed toward God first and foremost, it will not succumb to 
evil. However, if it turns toward evil or does not love God above all things, then it 
turns against its maker. 
 
So love is the sole motivation of every action--either infallible natural love, well-
directed rational love, or “ill love.” 
 
Virgil concludes that “ill love,” then, can only mean faulty love for one’s neighbor, 
which results in pride, envy and wrath.. 
 
Those who love distortedly do indeed love God the best, but do not act enough 
upon their love to attain it. This fourth terrace purges those who have been 
slothful, which has contributed to the above sins. 
 
Other distorted loves target secondary goods (not God) as objects of primary love 
and thus love them too much. In the next three terraces to come, distorted love 
will be purged. 


