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Welcome to Purgatory

By Ron Harris

This is Purgatory.  It isn’t Hell.  You have to remember that and keep telling it to yourself constantly, or it will be much worse for you here.  It’s not eternal damnation like that other place.  Call it temporary damnation if you will.  How long is it for?  It’s different for all of us, and only God knows why.  He’s the warden of this particular penitentiary.  When He feels you’ve had enough and paid Him what you owe, bam!  You’re paroled to Heaven.  Just like that.  How long have I been here?  Let’s see, I died in December of 1985, and you say it’s what, 2002 now?  Seventeen years isn’t considered very long here.  There doesn’t seem to be an average sentence, but I’ve talked to people who have been here since the Middle Ages.  At first I didn’t even realize they were speaking English, the accent and dialects were so heavy.  I think they’ve been here the longest, but it’s hard to say for certain.  For one thing, a lot of people here don’t speak English, and translators are tough to come by.  There could very well be folks that have been here for thousands of years who just don’t speak any of the current languages.  Sanskrit and Aramaic are Greek to me.  For another thing, nobody knows just how big this place is.  It could be bigger than Earth for all we know, or even infinite.  Nobody I know has seen it all.  Some scientist character speculated that this might actually be a planet somewhere, or an alternate universe.  Maybe it’s the Twilight Zone.  All I know for sure is that you don’t get out until He takes you out.  

One thing that had a lot of us confused was the whole Judgement Day scenario.  I mean, what are we doing here already when we haven’t been judged before the throne of God?  We all thought nothing was supposed to happen until the end of the world, when the living and the dead would be judged.  It says so in Revelations.  I think the problem with the Bible is that it was written by men after being handed down over who knows how many generations.  You know how things get mixed up when they’re told enough times to a bunch of different people.  The facts get confused, warped, and generally mucked up.  People like to embellish stories and add their own details and interpretations.  That’s what must have happened with the concept of Judgement Day.  Either that, or the earth really is gone as we know it.  Maybe we were all unaware of any time passing from the time we died until the time we got here.  Judgement Day came and went while we were sleeping in the transition period.  

Hope is what we have here.  The pain, the suffering and torture, it’s all the same as in Hell, but with that critical difference.  With the loss of hope the agony must be a hundred times more miserable.  Here in Purgatory, no one is staying forever.  You can be roasted alive over and over again, devoured by rats, skinned by laughing little trolls with paring knives, yet you know that sooner or later it will end.   It really doesn’t matter whether it’s for a day, a year, or two hundred years.  We all live forever.  A million years from now, what’s a hundred years of pain going to seem like when we’ve lived that long?  Just an unpleasant little blip on the big screen of eternal life, that’s all.  We’re all going to Heaven eventually.  It just takes a while.

Another good thing about Purgatory is the type of people here.  All the really bad people are in Hell; the murderers, rapists, thieves, molesters, bullies, the perverts, the pimps.  We all have our faults and we slipped up in life more than once, but as a whole we’re a good lot down here.  God considers us worthy of the Kingdom of Heaven, as long as we’ve paid for our mortal transgressions.  Most of us were materialistic.  We all lied or cheated here and there in minor ways.  Mostly we didn’t believe all the time.  We lacked true faith.  He really doesn’t like when people doubt him or His Word.  I think guys like you and me were at a huge disadvantage in that department.  We grew up in the 20th century, with all the science and technology to explain away every one of His miracles.  When the earth was believed to be flat and people thought it was alone in the Universe, it was easy to blindly accept the Bible as the one truth.  Me and you, we had people walking on the Moon, cures for many of the plagues and illnesses that used to mysteriously wipe out entire civilizations in the Old World.  We had three hundred channels of satellite TV, computers that practically ran our lives for us, cellular phones, and nuclear missiles that rival anything the Lord could dream up for sheer death and destruction.  You’d think He would have understood that we had too much evidence for a completely random creation and evolution to accept the Book of Genesis.  Maybe our sentences are shorter as a consequence.  I would hope so. He is a just God, isn’t He?  I’m sure He took it all into consideration.  

We have demons here.  They do a lot of the torturing, just like in Hell.  They like to tell us how much worse Hell is.  Punishments down there are more individualized to play on your particular fears and memories.  Say a guy was claustrophobic, for instance.  They might have him stuck inside a little box where there isn’t even room to move, or in some narrow underground cave or tunnel with no exit.  I don’t know how the demons go from here to there, or vice versa.  A lot of them talk about our world, so they obviously have the ability to go there too.  Looking at them now, it’s hard to believe they were angels once, a long time ago.  They look a lot like the old Bosch paintings, conglomerations of animals and bizarre human features.  Did he somehow catch a glimpse of them?  I’ve overheard them speaking their old language, from before our world began.  Sometimes it sounds a little like Arabic, but there are some sounds I’ve never heard in any language – little clicks and scraping sounds that remind me of insects.  I wonder if this is the same language the angels in Heaven speak.  Something tells me it can’t be.  It sounds too ugly, harsh on the ears.  Perhaps it evolved from the angelic language to fit their evil natures.  Everything sounds angry and bitter, even though they laugh sometimes.  They seem to think a lot of the punishments are hilarious.  Sadistic creatures, as you would expect.  Even though they like to brag about how bad Hell is, I secretly think they must be a little crueler to us here.  See, we’re all going to Heaven.  They all wish they could go back themselves, but it ain’t gonna happen.  They chose their side eons ago, and the choice was final.  At least they have no reason to be jealous of the damned souls in Hell.  Those sorry bastards and bitches are stuck in the Abyss with no hope of ever leaving or dying.  We’re going back to their old home someday, the one they all pine for even though they would never admit it.  That would show weakness, vulnerability, and that’s something the demons try their best not to do.

  They’re jealous of us the way a ne’er-do-well brother or sister hates a goody-two-shoes sibling who gets all of mom and dad’s love and attention.  They hate humans in general for even having the chance to enter Heaven in the first place.  Those of us who they know are going to Paradise must give them a special sense of frustration.  You’ll notice it out of the corner of your eye.  Like I said, they never show any weakness in front of us.  But if you get really good at relaxing your eyes and using your peripheral vision, you can catch their expressions changing from gloating or rage to a kind of sadness when they turn away from you.  They’re miserable, tormented things, these demons.  Inside, they feel so much pain.  The only way they seem to be able to distract themselves from the hurting is to torture us.  

Why aren’t you and I being tortured right now?  Like me, you must have been borderline Heaven-worthy.  They barely bother us.  I led an almost exemplary life.  I was a religious man, and I walked the walk.  But I had lust for women other than my wife in my heart, and I placed a bit too much emphasis on material things.  We were all supposed to give everything we had to the poor, apparently, and I didn’t do that.  I lived in a house, while others slept in the streets.  We drove around in new cars while third-world people walked the hard earth in bare, blistered and bloody feet.  My wife and I always had full bellies while many of God’s children were dying of hunger, flies buzzing over them.  Of course we gave to the missions, but it wasn't enough.  We all should have taken vows of poverty, but who would have imagined it was necessary?   That life was just a brief moment, a probationary period where we had the chance to show our faith and devotion.  Even I, who believed that we would all be responsible for our deeds in the afterlife, didn’t always take that seriously enough.  
There are some down here who think praying will get them some sort of “time off for good behavior.”  I strongly doubt anything you do here can help your fate.  Just because you get a big group together and sing hymns and pray, I can’t even imagine for a second that God would care.  You were supposed to do that while you were alive and weren’t quite sure that places like this awaited us after we cast off the mortal coil.  Once you know the consequences of your faith or lack thereof, it’s too late to suddenly erase your doubts and see the light.  The movement has been growing over the past couple hundred years, I hear.  I’m friendly with some of them sometimes, but mostly they don’t associate with the “non-believers.”  They think associating with us will taint them.  I pray inside my head.  Not that I think it’s going to do anything for my situation here, but just because I should.  

On the other hand, there are definitely some people down here whose sins continue after death.  They are unkind to others.  They lie, they blaspheme, and they engage in fornication.  How are they here, and not in Hell?  And though they are dead, do their sins not go unseen?  So many more questions needing to be answered than when I was alive.  Though I’ve been here so much longer than you, don’t think I’m used to the whole idea either.  Everything you knew is gone, your world, your existence.  Of course, you had to have a belief in something like this or you would have gone straight to the worse place anyway. This is reality.  You can choose to try and adapt, or you can go insane.  The problem is, they won’t let us become insane enough to lose touch with this reality.  That would be escaping, and there’s no getting out of here until we’re deemed exonerated of our worldly sins.  Funny how it works.  When people here go insane, they just start to hallucinate.  Only, they’re all bad trips.  I’ve heard some of them described.  They see horrors at a pace that the demons could never keep up with. Ironically, their own minds are doing the demons’ work for them.  God only lets you escape this reality if your own mind can come up with something more terrifying.  I suppose it’s a credit to the creativity of the human mind that we even have that capability, even if it is a curse.  The demons like to make us feel inferior, but I think it’s obvious that we have certain traits they don’t.  They can be quite intelligent, but they almost completely lack creativity.  I think it’s Satan that dreams up most of the tortures.  Or maybe it’s God.

I’ve seen people taken out of here.  There’s almost no warning.  These tiny little lights appear around them, dancing around their bodies.  The lights swirl really fast, then there’s a flash and a popping sound.  That’s it.  They’re gone.  Whatever sins they committed, whatever debt they owed to God, it’s all been paid in full.  Your first inclination is to say “lucky bastard,” but luck hasn’t got a thing to do with it.  Everything we did, didn’t do, thought or didn’t think while we lived was duly noted and recorded somewhere.  Some of us have tried to figure out how much punishment we get for specific sins.  The problem with that is that no one really remembers every little sin from his or her lives except God.  You could have disrespected your mother when you were five, and that counts against you.  Maybe you idolized some rock band as a teenager and put them before God.  What’s that worth here?  Two years in boiling blood?  A decade wandering naked through a freezing, windswept tundra?  Me, I get beaten to a bloody pulp every few weeks by a few demons wielding maces – you know, the clubs with the spikes sticking out.  I heal up within a few days, and then everything’s fine again for a while.  I bet they’d like to beat me more often, but they’re compelled to follow orders from whoever they answer to.  Everyone has a predetermined sentence to be carried out to the letter.  Most of the people here are in perpetual torture.  Like I said, I have it pretty easy compared to the average denizen of Purgatory.

Yes, we’ll be in Heaven sooner or later.  Who else that I knew made it?  Will we be sad if some of our family and friends aren’t there, or will the rapture of being with God supercede any sadness and loss?  My father was a good man, but he was also a racist.  Was he already here, and paid his due amount of suffering before my arrival?  Or, as I suspect, is he in Hell forever?  It’s hard to comprehend paradise being perfectly wonderful if some of the people we loved and cared for aren’t there to share it with us.  Of course, another possibility is that we cease to be individuals there.  Perhaps we all meld with God and become one with the Holy Spirit.  All our earthly memories, being inconsequential in the celestial scheme of things, will be wiped away.   It makes sense, when you consider how brief our mortal lives are in the vast span of eternity.  The only ones here who know what heaven is really like are the demons, and they aren’t talking about it. 

I’ve got to leave you now, but before I do, I need to tell you something.  You had your chance to go to Heaven and you fucked it up.  There is no such thing as Purgatory.   It’s nothing more than wishful thinking conjured up centuries ago by optimistic sinners who thought God gives second chances.  Where you are now is Hell, and this is where you shall remain for all time, stupid human.  Then again, maybe I’m lying.  You never can tell with us, stinking fleshbag.  My master is the Father of Lies.  

