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Prayers to and for the dead? 
 

While our culture makes far too much of Halloween, the Catholic Church has two days with a focus on, 

what appears on the surface, the dead: 

All Saints Day –– 1 November, the day on which we officially honor God's Saints of the Church 

Triumphant; and,  

All Souls Day –– 2 November, the day on which we officially commemorate and pray for all the 

faithful departed of the Church Suffering. 
 

Protestant Evangelicals do not understand this (maybe many Catholics don’t either). Critics charge the 

Catholic Church with idolatry (praying to someone other than God) and even necromancy (the practice of 

supposedly communicating with the spirits of the dead in order to predict the future).  To support the 

condemnation of this, “biblicists” like to cite Deuteronomy 18:11 which says that anyone who “consults 

with the dead” is “detestable to the Lord.” So what is this Catholic practice and on what basis can it be a 

right thing to do? 
 

First, praying to or for the dead has nothing to do with “communicating with the spirits of the dead.” On 

the other hand, praying to or for the dead is based on two very “biblical” realities: 

Physical death does not terminate a person’s being or consciousness. Jesus himself told the 

Sadducees (who scoffed at the idea of physical resurrection) that the God of Abraham and Isaac 

and Jacob is a God of the living (Mk 12:26a,27). 

The Communion of Saints is a term used to describe the oneness and inter-connectedness all people 

of God (throughout time) have in the life and unity of the Holy Spirit (e.g., 1Cor 12:12–13, 26; 

Eph 4:4, 15b–16a). 
 

Then there is the use of the word “prayer.” In the mind of most Protestants “prayer” is understood 

restrictively as “talking with God.” A Catholic understanding of “prayer” is broader and encompasses 

“any and all spiritual communication in and through the Holy Spirit” 

(maybe not so unlike a “spiritual internet”!). So, the saints are neither 

omnipresent nor omniscient. Even the Blessed Virgin Mary is not 

everywhere, all time ready personally to hear our petitions. The Catholic 

Church does not try to deify, nor does it idolize, the saints. The saints, as we 

Christians here now, have a life together in the Spirit. Prayer to the saints is 

simply asking, through the Spirit, for the intercession of a particular saint 

just as we would ask a cherished friend to pray for us. Few (and foolish) 

would be any “Christian” who wants no prayers to ascend to God for him 

but his own! In the Catholic Church, we celebrate our belonging to an 

expansive people of God and we welcome the prayers of that cloud of 

witnesses (Hebrews 12:1).

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Deuteronomy%2018.11


So what about praying for the dead? Isn’t it too late? When a person dies it’s either heaven or hell, right?   

The most basic answer to that is “yes” –– but, “reality” is not simple and basic. Just as reality in the 

physical world is complex and multi-layered, so is life in the Spirit. Salvation is not merely 

“forgiveness” but also a total healing of the whole person so that salvation is ultimately holiness –– all 

Christians are called to be (will actually be) saints. 
 

What about the myriad imperfections (sins) that plague most of us even into death? The Church teaches 

there will a phase of purification after death. A New Testament picture of this is 1 Corinthians 3:13–15, 

where each Christian’s works (life) is subjected to the fire of Christ’s judgment so all that is impure can 

be burned away leaving the person truly holy. It for this process that that we pray for people after death. 
 

Another Scripture (but contested by Protestants) is 2 Maccabees 12:43-46: And making a gathering, he 

[Judas] sent twelve thousand drachms of silver to Jerusalem for sacrifice to be offered for the sins of 

the dead, thinking well and religiously concerning the resurrection. For if he had not hoped that they 

that were slain should rise again, it would have seemed superfluous and vain to pray for the dead. And 

because he considered that they who had fallen asleep with godliness, had great grace laid up for them. 

It is therefore a holy and wholesome thought to pray for the dead, that they may be loosed from sins. 
 

Those who've died in a state of grace are not truly "dead"; they are our beloved in Heaven or in 

Purgatory (on their way to Heaven) and will forever be, world without end, part of the Communion of 

Saints –– the Church Triumphant (the Saints in Heaven, whether or not they are beatified or canonized), 

the Church Suffering (the saints in Purgatory), and the Church Militant (the saints on earth). 
 

Because we can't know for sure, aside from those the Church has beatified or canonized, who is already 

in Heaven, or who is in Purgatory for a time, or who is damned (only God is the final judge), it is good 

to pray for the dead –– assuming they are in Purgatory, while hoping they are in Heaven and not 

damned.  
 

As to the damned, there is no hope; no prayer can help them and we can't pray formally for those in 

Hell. The problem, of course, is that we can't know who is damned, and so we pray generally for "all the 

faithful departed." 
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