“Current News: What’s Up With Indulgences?”

Based on a 2-10-09 Plain Dealer Article: Revival of Indulgences Gives Catholics Amnesty, by Paul Vitello, New York Times
6th Sunday after the Epiphany
Sunday  (  February 15, 2009  (  8:15 & 10:45
Introduction: Dear Members of Bethlehem, as your pastor, I am your shepherd, serving under Christ, to (nourish your souls with the Word and the Sacrament, (equip you for works of service in God’s kingdom, and (protect you from teachings which are inconsistent with God’s Word!  So today we will consider a very recent Plain Dealer article entitled: Revival of Indulgences Gives Catholics Amnesty

Theme: May the Almighty God use this sermon to help us better understand (some current teachings of the Roman Catholic Church, (the precious truth of God’s Holy Word, and (the only basis of our full assurance!
Official Catholic teaching, but not common knowledge: The announcement… “Bishop Announces Plenary Indulgences” …has gone over the heads of a vast generation of Roman Catholics who have no idea what it means…
A Catholic definition of an indulgence: …a sort of amnesty from punishment in the afterlife -- and reminding them of the church's clout in mitigating the wages of sin. [Does any church or person have the clout or influence to remove the wages of sin apart from the finished work of Jesus Christ?  No!  “…the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Rom. 6:23 NAS)]
This is the official definition from the Catholic Catechism: “An indulgence is a remission [forgiveness] 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 action of the Church which, as the minister of redemption, dispenses and applies with authority the treasury of the satisfactions of Christ and the saints.”

· Where is the holy Christian church to be found? “…where the Gospel is preached in its purity and the holy sacraments are administered according to the Gospel.” (Small Catechism Explanation, question 174)
· What are saints?  “the faithful in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 1:1 NIV)
· Christ alone has done it all: “For Christ also died for sins once for all, the just for the unjust, in order that He might bring us to God…” (1Peter 3:18 NAS)
Indulgences have been on the back burner: Like the Latin Mass and meatless Fridays, the indulgence was one of the traditions decoupled from mainstream Catholic practice in the 1960s by the Second Vatican Council…
Further Explanation: According to church teaching, even after sinners are absolved [forgiven] in the confessional and say their Our Fathers or Hail Marys as penance, they still face punishment after death, in Purgatory before they can enter heaven.  In exchange for certain prayers, devotions or pilgrimages in special years, a Catholic can receive an indulgence, which reduces or erases that punishment...
· Are believers forgiven or not?  “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” (1John 1:9 NAS)
· Is God’s forgiveness earned or given freely?  “For by grace [God’s undeserved love] you have been saved through faith [trust alone in Jesus as Savior]; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, that no one should boast.” (Eph. 2:8-9 NAS)
Purgatory: There are partial indulgences, which reduce purgatorial time by a certain number of days or years, and plenary indulgences, which eliminate all of it, until another sin is committed.

· Do believers go straight to heaven?  Jesus said to the repentant criminal, who would soon die on his cross: “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.” (Luke 23:43 NIV)
· What are a believers two possible locations?
· “…as long as we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord.” (2 Cor. 5:6 NIV)
· “…away from the body and at home with the Lord.” (2 Cor. 5:8 NIV)
· Sin is serious business, but salvation is about a person’s relationship with the Father and the Son:  Jesus prayed: “Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.” (John 17:3 NIV) (see Matthew 7:21-23)
Purchasing indulgences: You cannot buy one -- the church outlawed the sale of indulgences in 1567 [Martin Luther died in 1546] -- but charitable contributions, combined with other acts, can help you earn one.
· Are God’s eternal blessings earned or by faith?  “Now to the one who works, his wage is not reckoned as a favor, but as what is due.  But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is reckoned as righteousness…” (Rom. 4:4-5 NAS)
Penance: “Indulgences are a way of reminding people of the importance of penance.”
· What is penance?  Catholics are instructed to “say their Our Fathers or Hail Marys as penance…” (from earlier in this article) The Catholic Catechism: “Those who approach the sacrament of Penance [who do what the church says] obtain pardon from God’s mercy for the offense committed against him, and are…reconciled with the Church which they have wounded…” (357:1422)
· Our sins are against God: David confessed: “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight...” (Psalm 51:4 NIV)
· How did Paul compare his actions with Christ?  “I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things.  I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ--the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.” (Phil. 3:8-9 NIV)
Conclusion: Dear friends, so much more could be said, but please understand: (we have sinned, (we deserve death, and (we cannot earn God’s forgiveness; so God freely provided it for everyone in Christ!  Therefore, clinging to Christ alone – His sinless life and His sin-canceling death – let us know we are forgiven and honor the Triune God!  Amen!
This and other sermons are available on Bethlehem’s website: www.blc7500.com
Please share them with your family, friends, neighbors, and coworkers!
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� Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1994, 370





