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“What are Indulgences?” 

Indulgences are probably one of those most misunderstood things in the Catholic faith. There has been a certain stigma against them since the 

Protestant Reformation when Martin Luther nailed his 95 Theses on the church doors in Wittenberg, Germany. He spoke out against the 

injustice of the selling of plenary indulgences, which was certainly a problem during that time. The question that we are considering here is not 

whether it is unjust to sell indulgences (which we should know the answer to already), but rather, are indulgences wrong altogether? To begin 

discussing indulgences, let’s see what the Catechism has to say about what an indulgence is in the first place: “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 gain under certain prescribed conditions through the action of the Church which, as the minister of redemption, dispenses 

and applies with authority the treasury of the satisfaction of Christ and the saints.” (CCC 1471). The Catechism is essentially saying that 

an indulgence cancels out some or all of our temporal punishment at that particular time. If we continue reading into paragraph 1472, the 

Catechism goes on to clarify that temporal punishment is not some vengeance God seeks out, but instead, a natural consequence to sin which 

gives us an unhealthy attachment to the world. In other words, the more we sin, the more attached we get to things that are not of God.  

We must purify ourselves of this attachment to sinful tendencies and the venial sins on our soul either on earth or at some point before we 

reach the beatific vision (heaven). With regard to the latter scenario, the Church speaks of Purgatory as a state in which we are purged of our 

attachments to the world and purified before we can be united with God himself. But in terms of our purification on earth, there are things we 

can do in order to fight against this attachment so that we desire only God. When we are working towards an indulgence, it is not that we are 

working for our salvation. In the Catechism quote above, it mentions that the work involved in indulgences remit temporal punishment. Remember 

that our work does not remove guilt, since God alone can remove the guilt of sin. Technically speaking, we can gain partial indulgences by being 

in a state of grace (going to Confession is a good way to ensure this) and by doing acts of charity such as the Corporal/Spiritual Works of 

Mercy, or simply setting aside time for prayer. We can gain a full (plenary) indulgence ordinarily by being in a state of grace and making a 

devotion to God that takes an extended period of time such as: Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, Divine Mercy devotion, public rosary, etc.  

Understood properly, we can know that the Church has the power to grant indulgences in a similar way that she has the authority to forgive 

sins through the saving power of Christ. Jesus gave his Church this power as we see in John 20:23, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are 

forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained” and the power to “bind and loose” in Matthew 18:18. In the Sacrament of 

Reconciliation, grace is extended to us in order that we may be forgiven for our sins. Through indulgences, the Church offers us a confirmation 

that we are realigning our wills and training our nature to only be attached to God instead of other finite things such as our own personal 

power, honor, or glory. In reality, through our devotions, we progressively come to understand that all true power, honor, and glory belong to 

God alone. It is in this way that we are remitted of our temporal punishment since we are removing our inordinate attachments to the world.  

With all of this in mind, we can now answer questions like, “How does an indulgence reduce time in purgatory?” or “Doesn’t the Church 

granting indulgences mean that no further work is necessary?” I hope that we could now answer the first question with confidence and say that 

an indulgence reduces time in purgatory because we are already taking the time to re-order our souls to God right now. By taking this time to 
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devote to God, we can better prepare ourselves to be ready for union with God in heaven at the hour of our death. The imagery that I like to 

use is that when we are in a state of mortal sin, our souls are soiled in mud. We go to confession to be washed clean. Yet, there is still some 

dust that adds up through our venial sins which causes us to be inclined to love the world more than God. The indulgence from the Church 

confirms that we have taken the proper steps to dusting ourselves off so that we are pure enough to be with God. This leads to the answer to 

the second question. When the Church grants us an indulgence, it do not simply make a blanket statement to all people. Rather, it assures you 

that if you are in a state of grace, and you spend time doing a specific action for God, you will be wiping that excess dust off of your soul so 

that you will be ready for that intimate moment when we see God face to face.  
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