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♦  QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS  ♦ 

CONCERNING THE JUBILEE OF MERCY AND INDULGENCES 
 

Posted at the Holy Door of the Cathedral Church of the Immaculate Conception,  
Diocese of Springfield in Illinois.  

 

Modestly adapted from work by Father Daren Zehnle  
 

What is a jubilee?  
 
A jubilee – also known as a Holy Year – is a designated space of time – generally a year or a period very 
close to it – which the popes use to urge the faithful to an ever greater conversion and holiness of life, 
symbolized by undertaking a pilgrimage to Rome.   
 
To encourage this pilgrimage of conversion, the Supreme Pontiffs have offered the grace of a plenary 

indulgence to the faithful who participate in the jubilee and fulfill the usual requirements for the 
reception of an indulgence. 
 
Pope Boniface VIII called the first Christian Jubilee in the year 1300.  When he did so, he expected a 
Jubilee year to be held at the beginning of each new century, but it soon happened that a jubilee was 
celebrated every thirty-three years.  Since the Jubilee year announced by Pope Paul II for 1475, a jubilee 
has been held every twenty-five years (with the exception of 1800 and 1850 for political reasons).   
 
The notion of a jubilee is found in the Book of Leviticus in which is recounted the Lord's declaration to 
Moses:  “You shall treat this fiftieth year as sacred.  You shall proclaim liberty in the land for all its 
inhabitants.  It shall be a jubilee for you, when each of you shall return to your own property, each of 
you to your own family.  This fiftieth year is your year of jubilee; you shall not sow, nor shall you reap 
the after growth or pick the untrimmed vines, since this is the jubilee.  It shall be sacred for you” (Lev 
25:10-12a--RNAB). 
 
Since all of the faithful are not able to journey to Rome, the popes in recent times have made provisions 
for the jubilee indulgence to be received outside of Rome also.  
 

What is the difference  

between an ordinary and an extraordinary Jubilee? 
 
An ordinary jubilee is held every twenty-five years.  At the present time, 26 ordinary jubilees have been 
held.  
 
An extraordinary jubilee is called by the Supreme Pontiff for a particular reason of great importance.  
Saint John Paul II announced the last extraordinary jubilee year in 1983 to celebrate the 1,950th 
anniversary of our redemption by the Death and Resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Before this, Pope Pius XI 
announced an extraordinary jubilee in 1933 to celebrate the 1,900th anniversary of our redemption.   
 
His Holiness Pope Francis has announced this new extraordinary jubilee to celebrate the greatness of 
God's mercy.  The Jubilee of Mercy began on the Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception on 8 
December 2015 – the 50th anniversary of the conclusion of the Second Vatican Council – and will 
conclude on 20 November 2016, the Solemnity of Our Lord Jesus Christ, King of the Universe 
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What happens during a Jubilee? – What about indulgences?   
 
A jubilee begins with the opening of the Holy Door of the Basilica of St. Peter in Rome and concludes 
with the closing of the same Holy Door.  Throughout the jubilee year, the faithful are invited to pass 

through the holy doors as a sign of spiritual pilgrimage and receive a plenary indulgence.  Along 
with passing through the Holy Door, a plenary indulgence is obtained by  

• celebrating the sacrament of Reconciliation,  

• the reception of Holy Communion, and 

• praying for the intentions of the Holy Father.   
All of the previous conditions must be done in a timely manner, though not necessarily on the same day, 
to receive a plenary indulgence for the Jubilee of Mercy.  More than one indulgence may be received 
throughout the jubilee year. 
 
Throughout the holy year, the faithful are called to greater lives of love and charity, of faith and hope, 
both internally and externally. 
 
Pope Francis grants a plenary indulgence to those members of the faithful who pass through the Holy 
Door of one or all of the principle basilicas in Rome.  He also grants this same indulgence to those who 
visit a diocesan cathedral (and any other church or sacred place established by the diocesan Bishop ) and 
pass through its designated Holy Door. 
 

What is an indulgence? 
 
Canons 992 and 993 of the Code of Canon Law describe indulgences as follows: 
 

An indulgence is 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.  
 
An indulgence is partial or plenary insofar as it partially or totally frees from the temporal 
punishment due to sins. 

 
In his Apostolic Constitution Indulgentiarum doctrina, Blessed Pope Paul VI explained: 
 

The remission of the temporal punishment due for sins already forgiven insofar as their guilt is 
concerned has been called specifically “indulgence.” 
 
It has something in common with other ways or means of eliminating the vestiges of sin but at 
the same time it is clearly distinct from them. 
 
In an indulgence in fact, the Church, making use of its power as minister of the Redemption of 
Christ, not only prays but by an authoritative intervention dispenses to the faithful suitably 
disposed the treasury of satisfaction which Christ and the saints won for the remission of 
temporal punishment. 
 
The aim pursued by ecclesiastical authority in granting indulgences is not only that of helping 
the faithful to expiate the punishment due sin but also that of urging them to perform works of 
piety, penitence and charity – particularly those which lead to growth in faith and which favor 
the common good.” 
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Blessed Paul VI went on to note that an indulgence "cannot be acquired without a sincere conversion of 
mentality (‘metanoia’) and unity with God, to which the performance of the prescribed works is added.  
Thus the order of charity is preserved, into which is incorporated the remission of punishment by 

distribution from the Church's treasury.”  
 
Can those who are unable to pass through the Holy Door receive an indulgence? 

 

Yes.  Pope Francis writes: 
 

I am thinking of those for whom, for various reasons, it will be impossible to enter the Holy 
Door, particularly the sick and people who are elderly and alone, often confined to the home.  
For them it will be of great help to live their sickness and suffering as an experience of closeness 
to the Lord who in the mystery of his Passion, death and Resurrection indicates the royal road 
which gives meaning to pain and loneliness.  Living with faith and joyful hope this moment of 
trial, receiving communion or attending Holy Mass and community prayer, even through the 
various means of communication, will be for them the means of obtaining the Jubilee 
Indulgence.  My thoughts also turn to those incarcerated, whose freedom is limited.  The Jubilee 
Year has always constituted an opportunity for great amnesty, which is intended to include the 
many people who, despite deserving punishment, have become conscious of the injustice they 
worked and sincerely wish to re-enter society and make their honest contribution to it.  May they 
all be touched in a tangible way by the mercy of the Father who wants to be close to those who 
have the greatest need of his forgiveness.  They may obtain the Indulgence in the chapels of the 
prisons.  May the gesture of directing their thought and prayer to the Father each time they cross 
the threshold of their cell signify for them their passage through the Holy Door, because the 
mercy of God is able to transform hearts, and is also able to transform bars into an experience of 
freedom.  

 
Also: 

Furthermore, the Jubilee Indulgence can also be obtained for the deceased.  We are bound to 
them by the witness of faith and charity that they have left us.  Thus, as we remember them in the 
Eucharistic celebration, thus we can, in the great mystery of the Communion of Saints, pray for 
them, that the merciful Face of the Father free them of every remnant of fault and strongly 
embrace them in the unending beatitude.   

 

♦  EXCERPTS FROM MISERICORDIAE VULTUS  ♦ 
Bull of Indiction of the Extraordinary Jubilee of Mercy 

 
FRANCIS 

Bishop of Rome 
Servant of the Servants of God 

To All who read this letter 
Grace, Mercy, and Peace 

 
1.  Jesus Christ is the face of the Father's mercy. These words might well sum up the mystery of the 
Christian faith. Mercy has become living and visible in Jesus of Nazareth, reaching its culmination in 
him. The Father, "rich in mercy" (Eph 2:4), after having revealed his name to Moses as "a God merciful 
and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness" (Ex 34:6), has never 
ceased to show, in various ways throughout history, his divine nature. In the "fullness of time" (Gal 4:4), 
when everything had been arranged according to his plan of salvation, he sent his only Son into the 
world, born of the Virgin Mary, to reveal his love for us in a definitive way. Whoever sees Jesus sees the 
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Father (cf. Jn 14:9). Jesus of Nazareth, by his words, his actions, and his entire person reveals the mercy 
of God. 
 
2.  We need constantly to contemplate the mystery of mercy. It is a wellspring of joy, serenity, and 
peace. Our salvation depends on it. Mercy: the word reveals the very mystery of the Most Holy Trinity. 
Mercy: the ultimate and supreme act by which God comes to meet us. Mercy: the fundamental law that 
dwells in the heart of every person who looks sincerely into the eyes of his brothers and sisters on the 
path of life. Mercy: the bridge that connects God and man, opening our hearts to a hope of being loved 
forever despite our sinfulness. 
 
3.  At times we are called to gaze even more attentively on mercy so that we may become a more 
effective sign of the Father's action in our lives. For this reason I have proclaimed an Extraordinary 
Jubilee of Mercy as a special time for the Church; a time when the witness of believers might grow 
stronger and more effective. 
 
The Holy Year will open on 8 December 2015, the Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception. This 
liturgical feast day recalls God's action from the very beginning of the history of mankind. After the sin 
of Adam and Eve, God did not wish to leave humanity alone in the throes of evil. So he turned his gaze 
to Mary, holy and immaculate in love (cf. Eph 1:4), choosing her to be the Mother of man's Redeemer. 
When faced with the gravity of sin, God responds with the fullness of mercy. Mercy will always be 
greater than any sin, and no one can place limits on the love of God who is ever ready to forgive. I will 
have the joy of opening the Holy Door on the Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception. On that day, the 
Holy Door will become a Door of Mercy through which anyone who enters will experience the love of 
God who consoles, pardons, and instils hope. 
 
On the following Sunday, the Third Sunday of Advent, the Holy Door of the Cathedral of Rome — that 
is, the Basilica of Saint John Lateran — will be opened. In the following weeks, the Holy Doors of the 
other Papal Basilicas will be opened. On the same Sunday, I will announce that in every local Church, at 
the cathedral — the mother church of the faithful in any particular area — or, alternatively, at the co-
cathedral or another church of special significance, a Door of Mercy will be opened for the duration of 
the Holy Year. At the discretion of the local ordinary, a similar door may be opened at any Shrine 
frequented by large groups of pilgrims, since visits to these holy sites are so often grace-filled moments, 
as people discover a path to conversion. Every Particular Church, therefore, will be directly involved in 
living out this Holy Year as an extraordinary moment of grace and spiritual renewal. Thus the Jubilee 
will be celebrated both in Rome and in the Particular Churches as a visible sign of the Church's 
universal communion. 
 
4.  I have chosen the date of 8 December because of its rich meaning in the recent history of the Church. 
In fact, I will open the Holy Door on the fiftieth anniversary of the closing of the Second Vatican 
Ecumenical Council. The Church feels a great need to keep this event alive. With the Council, the 
Church entered a new phase of her history. The Council Fathers strongly perceived, as a true breath of 
the Holy Spirit, a need to talk about God to men and women of their time in a more accessible way. The 
walls which too long had made the Church a kind of fortress were torn down and the time had come to 
proclaim the Gospel in a new way. It was a new phase of the same evangelization that had existed from 
the beginning. It was a fresh undertaking for all Christians to bear witness to their faith with greater 
enthusiasm and conviction. The Church sensed a responsibility to be a living sign of the Father's love in 
the world. 
 
With these sentiments of gratitude for everything the Church has received, and with a sense of 
responsibility for the task that lies ahead, we shall cross the threshold of the Holy Door fully confident 
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that the strength of the Risen Lord, who constantly supports us on our pilgrim way, will sustain us. May 
the Holy Spirit, who guides the steps of believers in cooperating with the work of salvation wrought by 
Christ, lead the way and support the People of God so that they may contemplate the face of mercy. 
 
5.  The Jubilee year will close with the liturgical Solemnity of Christ the King on 20 November 2016. 
On that day, as we seal the Holy Door, we shall be filled, above all, with a sense of gratitude and 
thanksgiving to the Most Holy Trinity for having granted us an extraordinary time of grace. We will 
entrust the life of the Church, all humanity, and the entire cosmos to the Lordship of Christ, asking him 
to pour out his mercy upon us like the morning dew, so that everyone may work together to build a 
brighter future. How much I desire that the year to come will be steeped in mercy, so that we can go out 
to every man and woman, bringing the goodness and tenderness of God! May the balm of mercy reach 
everyone, both believers and those far away, as a sign that the Kingdom of God is already present in our 
midst! 
 
14.  The practice of pilgrimage has a special place in the Holy Year, because it represents the journey 
each of us makes in this life. Life itself is a pilgrimage, and the human being is a viator, a pilgrim 
travelling along the road, making his way to the desired destination. Similarly, to reach the Holy Door in 
Rome or in any other place in the world, everyone, each according to his or her ability, will have to 
make a pilgrimage. This will be a sign that mercy is also a goal to reach and requires dedication and 
sacrifice. May pilgrimage be an impetus to conversion: by crossing the threshold of the Holy Door, we 
will find the strength to embrace God's mercy and dedicate ourselves to being merciful with others as 
the Father has been with us. 
 
25.  I present, therefore, this Extraordinary Jubilee Year dedicated to living out in our daily lives the 
mercy which the Father constantly extends to all of us. In this Jubilee Year, let us allow God to surprise 
us. He never tires of throwing open the doors of his heart and repeats that he loves us and wants to share 
his love with us. The Church feels the urgent need to proclaim God's mercy. Her life is authentic and 
credible only when she becomes a convincing herald of mercy. She knows that her primary task, 
especially at a moment full of great hopes and signs of contradiction, is to introduce everyone to the 
great mystery of God's mercy by contemplating the face of Christ. The Church is called above all to be a 
credible witness to mercy, professing it and living it as the core of the revelation of Jesus Christ. From 
the heart of the Trinity, from the depths of the mystery of God, the great river of mercy wells up and 
overflows unceasingly. It is a spring that will never run dry, no matter how many people approach it. 
Every time someone is in need, he or she can approach it, because the mercy of God never ends. The 
profundity of the mystery surrounding it is as inexhaustible as the richness which springs up from it. 
 
In this Jubilee Year, may the Church echo the word of God that resounds strong and clear as a message 
and a sign of pardon, strength, aid, and love. May she never tire of extending mercy, and be ever patient 
in offering compassion and comfort. May the Church become the voice of every man and woman, and 
repeat confidently without end: "Be mindful of your mercy, O Lord, and your steadfast love, for they 
have been from of old" (Ps 25:6). 
 
Given in Rome, at Saint Peter's, on 11 April, the Vigil of the Second Sunday of Easter, or Sunday of 
Divine Mercy, in the year of our Lord 2015, the third of my Pontificate. 
 

 

 
FRANCISCUS 
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APOSTOLIC PENITENTIARY.  
Manual of Indulgences:  Norms and Grants.   
Washington:  USCCB, 2006.   
 
ISBN:  978-1-57455-474-8.   
Hardbound, $19.95.   
Product Code:  5-474.   
 
eBook, $9.95.  
Product Code:  7-225.   

Individual Use  

 Small Group Use  

 w/ Discussion Q  

 w/ Study Guide  

 Bulletin 
Short  

 Handout  

 Other  

X        

Hardbound Link:  http://store.usccb.org/manual-of-indulgences-p/5-474.htm  
eBook Link:  http://store.usccb.org/manual-of-indulgences-p/7-225.htm  
 
From the publisher website:   

 
Grow in the life of grace with this official handbook, which contains the list of prayers and pious 
practices for faithful and repentant Catholics.  This exclusive English-language translation of the 
Manual of Indulgences explains what indulgences are and provides the many devotional prayers 
associated with them. 
 
Office for Worship and the Catechumenate Recommendation:   

 

• Translated into English from the fourth edition of Enchiridion Indulgentiarum:  Normae et 

Concessiones (1999), © 2006, Libreria Editrice Vaticana.   

• This is the most current edition of documents from the Apostolic See; norms, concessions, and 
grants concerning indulgences; and translations of ancient and common prayers.   

 

Contents:   

Decrees for the current edition 
Introduction  

Norms on Indulgences  

The Four General Concessions – with Introduction and The Grants 
Other Concessions – with Introduction and Grants [including texts of prayers]  
Appendices  

 Pious Invocations 
 Decree on Indulgences Attached to Devotions in Honor of Divine Mercy  
 Decree on Annual Plenary Indulgences in Co-Cathedrals (2002) 
 Apostolic Constitution Indulgentiarum doctrina (1967) 
Indices – Prayers; Plenary Indulgences, General Index  

 
________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Diocese of Springfield in Illinois – Office for Worship and the Catechumenate  
1615 W Washington St – Springfield IL 62702 – (217) 698-8500 – www.dio.org/worship  
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Edward Peters.   
A Modern Guide to Indulgences:  

Rediscovering This Often 

Misinterpreted Teaching.   

Chicago:  Liturgy Training Publications, 2008.   
 
ISBN:  978-1-59525-024-7.   
LTP Order Code:  HMGI.   
Paperback, 6 x 9, 128 pages.   
Price:  $13.95.   
 

Individual Use  

 Small Group Use  

 w/ Discussion Q  

 w/ Study Guide  

 Bulletin Short  

 Handout  

 Other  

X        

Link:  http://www.ltp.org/p-1801-a-modern-guide-to-indulgences-rediscovering-this-often-
misinterpreted-teaching.aspx 
 
From the publisher website:   
 

A Modern Guide to Indulgences is a practical and pastoral guide to the Church’s teaching on 
indulgences.  It begins with an explanation of the Church’s doctrine on indulgences, and offers a 
description and commentary on the major indulgences recognized by the Church.  Readers will 
appreciate Dr. Peter’s ability to expand upon this often misunderstood teaching while helpfully and 
pastorally linking indulgences to the Church’s teachings about sin, reconciliation, and sacramental 
confession.  
 

The perfect companion to both the post-conciliar and revised editions of the Enchiridion, which offer 
almost no commentary – other than official texts – and few answers to practical application; A Modern 

Guide to Indulgences is a must read book for anyone preparing to enter a ministerial role in the Church 
or anyone interested in learning more about the Church’s understanding of the grace offered to us 
through indulgences.  This title is part of the Hillenbrand Books™ imprint, Studies series.   

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
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