What is an indulgence?

Indulgences, although often misunderstood,

are a beautiful part of Catholic teaching. There are
many ordinary ways to receive indulgences (such as
reading Sacred Scripture) but there are also special
occasions when the Church offers additional
indulgence opportunities.

An indulgence is “a remission before God of
the temporal punishment due to sins whose
guilt has already been forgiven, which the
faithful Christian who is duly disposed gains
under certain prescribed conditions through
the actions of the Church which, as the
minister of redemption, dispenses and
applies with authority the treasury of the
satisfactions of Christ and the saints”

(CCC 1471).

Let’s look at that definition bit by bit:

“A remission before God of the temporal

punishment due to sins whose guilt has “..which the faithful Christian who is duly
already been forgiven... disposed gains under certain prescribed
conditions...”

All sin has two consequences or penalties: eternal,
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restitution or justice that is due for the sin. This is
why priests usually assign penance as part of
Confession; it’s a concrete action that helps repair
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What is an indulgence? (cont.)

“..through the actions of the Church which,
as the minister of redemption, dispenses
and applies with authority the treasury of
the satisfactions of Christ and the saints.”

How exactly do we receive that remission of

temporal guilt when we get an indulgence? Where
does it come from? Any good work gone in
cooperation with God’s grace can heal some of the
temporal consequences of sin. But since we are all one
body in Christ, the good works of those in Heaven can
also benefit the faithful on Earth and in Purgatory. To
encourage certain works on Earth, the Church agds
an indulgence to them, taking works that are already
good and magnifying their healing effect through the
infinite merits of Jesus and the saints.

That'’s the essence of an indulgence: When we
perform a prescribed work under the right conditions,
the spiritual goods of the Communion of Saints (“the
treasury of the satisfactions of Christ and the saints,”
in our definition) are applied to the temporal guilt of
the sins of those on Earth or in Purgatory.

There are two types of indulgences:

partial and plenary. A partial indulgence remits a
part or portion of the temporal punishment due to
forgiven sin. A plenary indulgence remits all of the
temporal punishment due to forgiven sin. The
grant of the indulgence will specify the type of
indulgence attached to the specific work.

The Conditions to Obtain Indulgences

To obtain an indulgence, one must perform the
prescribed work with at least a general intention to

gain indulgences. A plenary indulgence also requires

four conditions to be met: 1) detachment from

all sin; 2) receiving Holy Communion; 3) going to
Confession; and 4) praying for the intentions of the
Pope. A partial indulgence can still be received if
any of these are lacking.

Frequently Asked Questions

Didn’t the Church get rid of indulgences?

No; while the Church has ended some dishonest,
abusive, or superstitious practices related to
indulgences, indulgences remain as part of the
Church’s teaching and practice, and they fit into the
Church’s whole understanding of salvation.

Can | apply an indulgence to someone else?

Indulgences can be applied to yourself or to someone
who has died, but indulgences cannot be applied to
other living persons.

How many indulgences can | obtain per day?

You can normally receive only one plenary indulgence
per day, but there is no limit on the number of partial
indulgences that can be received in a day.

Is an indulgence automatically granted when
I carry out a prescribed work, even if | don’t
know that it can gain an indulgence?

No; as stated above, a person must have at least a
general intention of gaining an indulgence when he
or she carries out the prescribed work.

What is meant by “detachment from all sin”’?

It means a true freedom from affection for sin, the
elimination of all fondness to sin, and the exclusion of
any openness to sin. It is more than just a commitment
to avoid sin, and it does not come easily or quickly,

but even someone who is not totally detached from
sin can still receive a partial indulgence.

What kinds of works can obtain an indulgence?

There are lots of ways to obtain indulgences, but here
are some of the most common:

+  Spending at least one half-hour in Eucharistic
Adoration (plenary; or partial for a shorter visit)

«  Making an Act of Spiritual Communion (partial)

+  Praying the Hail, Holy Queen or the Memorare (partial)

«  Pious use of a cross/crucifix, Rosary, scapular, or
medal that has been blessed by a priest (partial)

+  Recitation of the Rosary in a church or public
oratory, or in a family group, religious community,
or pious association (plenary; partial for recitation
individually or in other circumstances)

+  Reading and meditating on Sacred Scripture for at
least one half-hour (plenary; partial for shorter periods)

+  Making the Sign of the Cross while reciting “In the
name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the
Holy Spirit” (partial)

+  Visiting a cemetery to pray for the dead (plenary
for Holy Souls in Purgatory November 1-8; partial
at other times)

What are some special occasions or feasts
when the faithful may receive an indulgence?

Some specific occasions and feasts that have
indulgences attached to them include:

«  Jubilee years

+  Divine Mercy Sunday

+ Al Souls Day (applicable to the Holy Souls in Purgatory)
+  Devoutly visiting a church on its titular feast day

+  Devoutly attending a priest’s first Mass

+  Spending at least three full days on retreat

The necessary works for obtaining these indulgences vary.

Where can | learn more about indulgences?

Catholic Answers: catholic.com
(just search “indulgences” on the site)

Catechism of the Catholic Church 1471-1479

A document called the Enchiridion Indulgentiarum
(Manual of Indulgences) offers a detailed treatment
of indulgences and how to obtain them. It is
available for free at:
www.freecatholicebooks.com/books/indulgences.pdf

You can also visit the websites below (in bold) and
search them for these articles:

EWTN: “A Primer on Indulgences”

National Catholic Register: “The Biblical Roots
and History of Indulgences”

Biblical Evidence for Catholicism (Patheos):
“Biblical Evidence for Indulgences”




