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The word “indulgence” can evoke a variety of images and often raises questions and
misunderstandings. However, it is a profoundly meaningful and spiritually rich concept which,
when understood and practiced, allows us to experience God’s mercy in a very tangible way.
In this article, we will explore what indulgences are, their origin and significance in the
Catholic Church, and how they can be a spiritual resource for our lives in the 21st century.

What is an indulgence?

According to Catholic doctrine, an indulgence is the partial or total remission of the temporal
punishment that remains after a sin has been forgiven. Remember, sin has two effects: guilt
(the rupture in our relationship with God) and punishment (the need to repair the harm
caused). Through the sacrament of confession, God grants us forgiveness of our sins, freeing
us from guilt. However, the consequences of sin—the damage it causes to our soul and to the
world around us—require a process of purification.

This is where indulgences play a crucial role. By granting an indulgence, the Church offers a
way to heal the damage our sins have caused, both within us and within the community.
Indulgences are divided into two types: partial indulgences, which remit part of the
temporal punishment, and plenary indulgences, which remit all of the temporal
punishment.

The historical origins of indulgences

The practice of granting indulgences has deep roots in the Church’s history. From its earliest
days, Christians understood that sin was not only an offense against God but also a wound to
the community of believers. In the early centuries, penitents often undertook intense public
penances to repair the damage caused by their sins. Over time, theologians and Church
leaders began to develop a deeper understanding of the Church’s role in the “communion of
saints” and in spiritual treasury.

The “spiritual treasury” refers to the abundance of merits won by Christ in His sacrifice, as
well as the virtues of the Virgin Mary and all the saints. By virtue of this “communion of
saints,” the Church, as a loving mother and teacher, can apply the merits of Christ and the
saints for the benefit of the faithful, granting them the opportunity to obtain indulgences.

The theology behind indulgences

Indulgences are based on some essential pillars of Catholic theology. Here are the most
important:
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The Communion of Saints: Every Christian is part of one Body in Christ. This means1.
that our actions have an impact beyond ourselves; we are a family in faith. When we
sin, we cause harm to this Body, and when we do good works, we strengthen it.
Indulgences are a sign of this unity since, through them, we receive the Church’s help
to heal our souls and renew our commitment to goodness.
The remission of temporal punishment: Although confession removes the guilt of2.
sin, the “temporal punishment”—the disorder left in the soul—remains. Indulgences,
then, offer a process of spiritual healing that cleanses these consequences from our
lives.
The Church’s “treasury”: This concept implies that all the merits of Christ and the3.
saints are like a common treasure from which the Church can draw for the benefit of
her children. By seeking indulgences, we are tapping into God’s mercy and the example
of those who have gone before us in faith.

Plenary and Partial Indulgences: A Key Difference

A partial indulgence remits only a part of the temporal punishment and can be obtained
through many pious practices and good works. Some of the actions that can gain a partial
indulgence include praying the Rosary, reading the Bible for a set time, or simply performing
an act of charity for others.

On the other hand, a plenary indulgence remits all temporal punishment. To obtain a
plenary indulgence, certain specific conditions must be met, including:

Sacramental confession,
Reception of the Eucharist,
Prayer for the Pope’s intentions,
Performing the specific action (for example, making a pilgrimage to a shrine, praying
before the Blessed Sacrament, or reading the Scriptures for half an hour).

Additionally, it is necessary that the person be free from any attachment to sin, even venial
sin. This last requirement can be a spiritual challenge but reflects the depth of the
commitment required for a plenary indulgence and the desire to be completely united to
God.

Indulgences in daily life: A spiritual resource for everyone

The concept of indulgences may seem a bit abstract at first. However, the beauty of this
teaching lies in its practical applicability and its power to transform us daily. Here are some
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practical ways to live and obtain indulgences:

Join in the celebration of indulgences on special occasions: The Church offers1.
plenary indulgences on specific days, such as the feast of Saints Peter and Paul, or
during the Jubilee Year of Mercy. Participating in these moments can be a
transformative spiritual experience as we renew our faith in the communion of saints
and in the healing power of the Church.
Daily prayer and acts of mercy: Many common prayers, like the Rosary, offer the2.
chance to obtain partial indulgences. By incorporating these practices into our daily
lives, we are accumulating spiritual riches that strengthen our relationship with God.
Visiting the sick and the imprisoned: Indulgences are extended to those who3.
perform works of mercy. Visiting someone who is ill or imprisoned, praying for them,
and offering them comfort is an act of love that not only benefits the one visited but
also benefits us spiritually.
Reading Sacred Scripture: Dedicating at least 30 minutes to reading the Bible can4.
gain a partial indulgence. In a world where so many distractions draw us away from
God’s Word, this act of love toward Scripture becomes a powerful means of spiritual
growth.

Indulgences and the value of mercy today

We live in a time that needs healing. The reality of indulgences reminds us that forgiveness
and reconciliation are within our reach and that God’s mercy has no limits. Indulgences offer
a concrete way to live out this love and experience the peace that reconciliation brings.

Additionally, the practice of seeking indulgences teaches us humility and reminds us that we
are part of something bigger than ourselves. In an individualistic world, the communion of
saints and the power of intercession help us see ourselves as one Body united by love.

Final Reflection: Living indulgences in a spirit of love and faith

At the heart of the practice of indulgences is God’s love, always calling us to grow in holiness.
Living out indulgences is not just about fulfilling a list of requirements; it is an opportunity to
open our hearts to divine grace and to the intercession of the saints. By seeking indulgences,
we renew our commitment to God and our community.

Indulgences are not a “magic solution” but a path of love and faith. They invite us to
recognize our weaknesses and to desire a life more centered on love and holiness. On this
path, the Church accompanies and guides us, reminding us that we are not alone: we are
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surrounded by brothers and sisters in faith and, above all, by the infinite mercy of God.

Let us continue our journey, then, with confidence in the mercy that God offers us and the
treasure that His Church grants us on the way to eternal life.


