PAGE  
6

32- Catholic teaching on Indulgences
What is indulgence? "An indulgence is what we receive when the Church lessens the temporal (lasting only for a short time) penalties to which we may be subject even though our sins have been forgiven." In simple words, an indulgence remits temporal punishment due to sin which is already forgiven. It is granted by the Church.  The Church has the power remit the penalties to due sin because Christ gave it the power to forgive sins ["Whose sins you forgive are forgiven them, and whose sins you retain are retained"]. Canon 992 of the 1983 Code of Canon Law defines indulgence as ‘the remission before God of temporal punishment for sins whose guilt is already forgiven, which a properly disposed member of the Christian faithful gains under certain and defined conditions by the assistance of the Church which as minister of redemption dispenses and applies authoritatively the treasury of the satisfactions of Christ and the saints." In his apostolic constitution on indulgences, Pope Paul VI said: "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 defined conditions through the Church’s help when, as a minister of redemption, she dispenses and applies with authority the treasury of the satisfactions won by Christ and the saints" (Indulgentiarum Doctrina 1). Indulgences do not forgive sin, but remit punishment due to already forgiven sin. The Council of Tent session 25, Decree on Indulgences, officially and authoritatively teaches on the authority of the Church to grant indulgences and on their efficacy. (Cfr also CCC 1478). 
The necessity of indulgences in Christian life: We need indulgences because we commit numerous sins each day [as Scripture says, "For the just man falls seven times" (Prov. 24:16)]. Even when we confess our sins, the slight penances given in Confession are not sufficient to remit the temporal punishment due to sin and leave a "debt of justice" to God. If this debt is not paid here, it must be paid after our death (e.g. in purgatory). Indulgences, drawn from the inexhaustible "Treasury" of the Church (which contains the merits of Christ, his blessed Mother, and the saints), are a relatively easy way of discharging the debt owed to God.
The mode of obtaining indulgence: Only a baptized and not excommunicated Catholic is eligible for indulgence.  He should have the proper intention, and he should be properly performing the prescribed works (on specified days, if so required). He should  also receive sacramental confession, worthily receive Holy Communion, pray for the pope's intentions (e.g. reciting the Our Father and Hail Mary for pope’s intentions), and be free from all attachment to sin (even venial). If a visit to a church or oratory is prescribed, this may require a devout visit, including recitation of the Lord's Prayer and Creed (unless the indulgence requires otherwise). Indulgences do not eliminate the need for or substitute for Confession, but rather presuppose that one has already received sacramental absolution in Confession (for those who were in a state of mortal sin). In the same way, Indulgences do not eliminate the requirement of restitution, but should be obtained in addition to making restitution. For example, if someone were to steal an item from another, he should go to Confession (and receive sacramental absolution), restore the item (or otherwise make full restitution), and obtain indulgences. One may be able to apply indulgences to the dead (if allowed), but one cannot apply indulgences to other living persons. It should be noted that it is an act of charity to gain indulgences for those in purgatory and may even be considered our Christian duty to assist the poor souls. 
Plenary indulgence and partial indulgence: A plenary indulgence is a complete remission of all temporal punishment due to sin. A partial indulgence frees a person from some of the temporal punishment due to sin. As stated in the 1983 Code of Canon Law: "Can. 993 An indulgence is partial or plenary insofar as it partially or totally frees from the temporal punishment due to sins." Traditionally, partial indulgences were measured in days or years. This time referred to an equivalent amount of days or years of penance that would be remitted. For example, a 300 days indulgence would cancel out the same amount of punishment that would have been remitted had one done 300 days of prescribed penance (e.g. the canonical penance in the early Church). [Note that this refers to days of penance - not days in purgatory.] One may be limited to the gaining of a single plenary indulgence per day (except at death). But one may obtain multiple partial indulgences per day. To obtain as many indulgences as possible each day, it is a good habit to include with one's morning prayers a request for all that day's indulgences. Remember that one must have at least a general intention of gaining the indulgences in order to receive them. It is also advisable to pray for the pope's intentions at that time. Of course, it will also be necessary to perform the necessary works and satisfy the other conditions to obtain the indulgences. A "toties quoties" indulgence is one that may be gained as often as one desires (and does the required works).
Authority granting indulgence: Generally, the pope grants indulgences. Bishops (or others, if permitted by the pope) may be allowed to authorize certain, limited indulgences. As stated in the 1983 Code of Canon Law: "Can. 995 §1. In addition to the supreme authority of the Church, only those to whom this power is acknowledged in the law or granted by the Roman Pontiff can bestow indulgences. §2. No authority below the Roman Pontiff can entrust the power of granting indulgences to others unless the Apostolic See has given this expressly to the person." Note that, In the Vatican, the Apostolic Penitentiary handles matters regarding indulgences. The Church may change, suspend, cancel, or transfer indulgences, limit them to certain areas or periods of time, change the requirements, etc. 
Changes made by the II Vatican Council: The council made various changes to the regulations for indulgences such as: a reduction in the number of plenary indulgences, the suppression of many traditional indulgences, the elimination of the distinction between real/personal indulgences, elimination of the measurement of days/years for partial indulgences, and the reduction of the comprehensive list of traditional & beautiful indulgenced prayers  to a small number of prayers, and an increased emphasis on good works. 
 Short list of plenary indulgences: 1) Public recitation of the specified prayer of Act of Dedication to Christ the King, on the feast of Christ the King. 2) Public recitation of the Act of Reparation to the Sacred Heart on the Solemnity of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. 3) Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament any time for at least a half hour. 4) Adoration of the Cross during the liturgy on Good Friday. 5) Devout visit of cemetery praying for the dead.  6) At one's First Holy Communion, or those devoutly assisting at the first Communion of another. 7) For those who hear some of the sermons during a mission or retreat and are present at the solemn conclusion. 8) Participation in Prayers & Devotions Held in Honor of Divine Mercy in a Church or Chapel on Divine Mercy Sunday (Sunday after Easter). 9) Devout participation in the Eucharistic procession held inside or outside a church on the Solemnity of the Body and Blood of Christ. 10) Devout recitation of a prayer before a crucifix, after Holy Communion on Fridays of Lent. 11) For the priest and the faithful at a Priest's First Mass (with a congregation).  12) Devout recitation, five uninterrupted decades of the rosary (including meditation, vocal prayer, and proper annunciation of the mysteries), in a church or oratory or in a family, religious community or other applicable gathering (or in union with the pope via live radio/TV broadcast). 13) Renewal of Baptismal Vows at the celebration of the Easter Vigil or one's own anniversary of Baptism, using approved formula. 14) Reverent reading of the Bible or by listening to an audio/video recording of approved translation of the Bible for at least a half hour under specified conditions.  14) Praying the Stations of the Cross devoutly before lawfully erected stations, including devout meditation and progression from station to station (as applicable) [or in union with the pope via live radio/TV broadcast]. 15) Devout assistance at recitation or solemn singing of Veni Creator (Come Holy Spirit) prayer on the feast of Pentecost  to implore divine assistance for the year). 16) Visit to parish church, including devout recitation of Lord's Prayer (Our Father) & Creed on the feast day of its heavenly patron. 17) Apostolic Blessing when in danger of death. A priest who administers the sacraments should impart the apostolic blessing (if a priest is unavailable, the indulgence may nevertheless be received by those properly disposed, if they had the habit of prayer during their lifetime).  18) For priests celebrating 25th, 50th, 60th, or 70th anniversary of their ordination who renew promises regarding their vocation (also available to the faithful who devoutly assist at jubilee Mass celebrations). 
Short list of partial indulgences: Recitation of Prayers/Hymns: Act of Contrition;  Act of Dedication to Christ the King (specified prayer); Act of Faith, Hope and Charity, Act of Reparation to the Sacred Heart of Jesus (specified prayer); Act of Spiritual Communion;Act of Thanksgiving After Communion; Angelus / Regina Caeli (at stated times); Anima Christi (after Holy Communion, in thanksgiving); Apostles' Creed; Confiteor; De Profundis (Psalm); Gradual or Penitential Psalms; Litany of St. Joseph; Litany of the Blessed Virgin Mary; Litany of the Holy Name of Jesus; Litany of the Precious Blood; Litany of the Sacred Heart; Litany of the Saints; Little Office of St. Joseph; Little Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary; Little Office of the Immaculate Conception; Little Office of the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus; Little Office of the Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ; Magnificat; Memorare; Miserere (Psalm); Prayer for Benefactors (approved prayer) (under indicated conditions); Prayer for the Pope (approved prayer) (under indicated conditions); Prayer for Unity (approved prayer); Prayer in Honor of Saint / Blessed (on memorial day of saint / blessed, in their honor, prayer from Missal or other approved prayer); Prayer to One's Guardian Angel (approved prayer); Prayer to St. Joseph (approved prayer); Rosary (5 decades); Salve Regina (Hail, Holy Queen); Sancti Apostoli Petre et Paule; Sub Tuum Praesidium; And certain other indicated prayers. 
Other items of partial indulgence: Renewal of Baptismal Vows; Signing Self with the Sign of the Cross (with customary wording, devoutly); Studying or Teaching Christian Doctrine; Visits to the Blessed Sacrament for Adoration; Devout Use of Devotional Objects (blessed); Examination of Conscience (with purpose of amendment); Month of Recollection; Prayer to Jesus Present in the Blessed Sacrament (approved prayer); Prayers at Certain Times (e.g. beginning and end of day, start and completion of work, before and after meals, under specified conditions). Regarding the “Abuses” of indulgences in medieval Church read: 1) http://www.catholic.com/quickquestions/does-the-catholic-church-still-sell-indulgences 2) http://www.catholicculture.org/culture/library/view.cfm?recnum=7402 
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About the “Days” Attached to Indulgences
Jimmy Akin (Catholic Answers)
If you look at old indulgences (e.g., as found on holy cards from before the 1960s), you’ll find that they often contain a reference to a certain number of “days.”

What do those days represent? If you’ve got a 500 days indulgences, what does that mean? Does it mean you get out of purgatory 500 days earlier than you would have otherwise?

No, but a lot of people were confused on this point, which is why–when the regulations regarding the granting of indulgences were revised in 1967, Pope Paul VI eliminated all references to “days” had had all such indulgences labeled “partial” (in contrast to “plenary”)–see Indulgentiarum Doctrina chapter 5; also norm 4.( http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/paul_vi/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_p-vi_apc_19670101_indulgentiarum-doctrina_en.html) 
So indulgences no longer have days attached to them, but when they did, what did they refer to?

The early 20th century Catholic Encyclopedia (s.v. Indulgences= http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07783a.htm ) explains them this way:

A partial indulgence commutes only a certain portion of the penalty; and this portion is determined in accordance with the penitential discipline of the early Church. To say that an indulgence of so many days or years is granted means that it cancels an amount of purgatorial punishment equivalent to that which would have been remitted, in the sight of God, by the performance of so many days or years of the ancient canonical penance. Here, evidently, the reckoning makes no claim to absolute exactness; it has only a relative value.

In the early Church, the penitential discipline frequently required a period of time in which a person did penance before they could be absolved and lead a normal sacramental and liturgical life.

The penalty for procuring an abortion, in some times and places, was ten years of penance.

Gaining an indulgences “of one year” thus would cancel the equivalent of one year of penance according to the early Church’s way of reckoning penances.

The “days” attached to indulgences were this analogous to the days used in the ancient penitential system.

I’ve known that for a long time, but I’ve always wanted an official statement of the fact, not just an explanation offered by the theological expert who wrote the article in the Catholic Encyclopedia.

So I thought: Why not look in the Raccolta?

The Raccolta was the Church’s official collection of indulgences before the 1967 revision. It’s the equivalent of the modern Enchiridion (Handbook) of Indulgences.

So I looked up a 1903 edition of the Raccolta online (http://www.archive.org/stream/newraccoltaorco00religoog#page/n24/mode/2up) . Sure enough, it carries an introduction (“On Holy Indulgences and the Conditions Requisite for Gaining Them”), which addresses the matter.

It states:

By Partial indulgences of days, or quarantines, or years, so much of the temporal punishment which had to be undergone either in this life or in the next, is remitted in favor of him who gains them, as would have been remitted by the performance of the penances of so many days, quarantines (penances of forty days’ duration), years, etc., prescribed in the ancient penitential canons of the Church.

This confirms what the Catholic Encyclopedia says.

It appears that the introduction was composed by the Sacred Congregation of Indulgences and Sacred Relics (see section VII), which would make it an official explanation and not something added by a publisher.

If so, that gives me the official explanation I’ve been wanting of what the “days” were.

