
 

WHY DO CATHOLICS PRAY FOR THE DEAD 

 

Praying for the dead can be a helpful part of the grieving process, but it’s 

also part of Catholic tradition to pray for those who are no longer here on 

Earth with us. So, where did the practice come from? The earliest Scriptural 

reference to prayers for the dead comes in the second book of Maccabees. 

The books of 

 

Maccabees were among the latest written books found in the Old 

Testament, and they recount the struggle 

of the Jewish people for freedom against the Seleucid Empire, around 100 -

200 years before the birth of Christ. As such, they are written from an 

Orthodox Jewish point of view. The second book of Maccabees tells how 

Judas Maccabee, the Jewish leader, led his troops into battle in 163 B.C. 

When the battle ended, he directed that the bodies of those Jews who had 

died to be buried. As soldiers prepared their slain comrades for burial, 

they discovered that each was wearing an amulet taken as booty from a 

pagan Temple. This violated the law of Deuteronomy and so Judas and his 

soldiers prayed that God would forgive the sin these men had committed 

(II Maccabees 12:39-45). 

 

This is the first indication in the Bible of a belief that prayers offered by the 

living can help free the dead from any sin that would separate them from 

God in the life to come. It is echoed in the New Testament when 

Paul offers a prayer for a man named Onesiphorus who had died: “May the 

Lord grant him to find mercy from the Lord on that day” (II Timothy 1:18). 

The cave-like tombs under the city of Rome, which we call catacombs, also 

bear evidence that members of the Roman Christian community gathered 

there to pray for their fellow followers of Christ who lay buried there. By 

the fourth century, prayers for the dead are mentioned in 

Christian literature as though they were already a longstanding custom. 

 

The practice of praying for the dead is rooted first in Christian belief in the 

everlasting life promised in Jesus’ teachings and foreshadowed by his 

disciples’ experience that God had raised him from the dead. After 



death, even though separated from our earthly body, we yet continue a 

personal existence. It is as living persons that God invites us into a 

relationship whose life transcends death. Praying for the dead has further 

origins in our belief in the communion of saints. Members of this 

community who are living often assist each 

other in faith by prayers and other forms of spiritual support. Christians 

who have died continue to be members of the communion of saints. We 

believe that we can assist them by our prayers, and they can assist us by 

theirs. 


