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BISHOP ALVARO DEL PORTILLO


In preparing to write a short foreword for this
book I thought immediately of the love Blessed Josemaría Escrivá had for the
Church. For, if it is true that to understand Opus Dei one needs to study its
founder, that applies even more when one intends to examine that aspect of Opus
Dei which is the subject of this volume.


Anyone who knew Blessed
Josemaría even slightly can attest to his enthusiasm whenever he spoke about
the Spouse of Christ, and the intensity with which he embraced wholeheartedly
anything which in one way or another had to do with the Church. In the forty
years I lived by his side, I was a daily witness to the fact that our Holy
Mother the Church was one of his great loves. The Church was the family to
which he belonged and he heroically dedicated himself to its service.


In 1918, while still an
adolescent, he first experienced intimations of love for God, a love which grew
from that moment on. He decided to become a priest so as to be more available
to carry out God's plans. Over the years, on more than one occasion, when
referring to himself he said that his sole, ardent desire was to be "a
priest of Jesus Christ". That priest, on 2 October 1928, felt himself
called by God to found Opus Dei. From that moment on, with the grace of the
Holy Spirit, he devoted himself entirely to that institution, motivated by the
love for Christ and for the Church that filled his heart.


The holy zeal of Blessed Josemaría
on behalf of Christ's Church showed itself constantly in his words and deeds,
at times in an especially marked and dramatic manner. One example of this was
an event that occurred in 1933. He was praying in a Madrid church, and during
his fervent conversation with our Lord, he began to experience great anxiety.
He began to imagine that all his efforts to found and develop Opus Dei might be
misguided; that perhaps he had been misled, and might mislead others. He
reacted by making a humble act of faith, and told God, "Lord, if Opus Dei
is not here to serve the Church, destroy it!" The reasoning behind his
reaction is evident: the Church was all he lived for. His thoughts and actions
reflected his conviction that the Church was the Body of Christ—Christ himself
present in the souls of the faithful, as he liked to see it.


Among the published homilies
of Opus Dei's founder, there is one which he delivered on the campus of the
University of Navarre—"Passionately Loving the World". I remember
very well that it was Blessed Josemaría himself who chose the title when the
Italian edition of the homily was published. He really did have a great
capacity for love, and he cherished all that was noble, wholesome and beautiful
in this world. This honourable passion of his had very deep roots. His love for
and dedication to Jesus Christ and his Church led him to see in the world, in
society and in any noble human endeavour, a reflection of God's love for
mankind and our capacity to respond to our Creator's affection by sanctifying
our work. Blessed Josemaría's passionate love for the world was simply an
extension of his love for Christ and the Church. One can say that he took to
heart what St Augustine once declared: Ecclesia, hoc est mundus
reconciliatus. Love for the world and for the Church did not constitute two
separate things in the mind and heart of the founder of Opus Dei.


This theological view of
history led him to see Christians as men and women, as children of God, whose
rightful place it is to be in the very heart of civil society in order to bring
the world back to its Creator, thereby contributing to the work of Redemption
in and through their ordinary human occupations. It was this acute awareness of
the transcendent destiny of man which led the founder of Opus Dei, in his
actions and through his preaching, to stress the great value of all earthly
realities, even those which seem ordinary and unimportant. He always saw the
Church not only as an institution or structure, but also as the People of God,
the sum total of all Christians. He saw the Church in the heart of each one of
Jesus' disciples, to the point where he asserted, with a deep conviction, that
"the Church is present wherever there is a Christian who strives to live
in the name of Christ". This Church, which is both institution and
charism, structure and life, hierarchy and fraternity, is the same Church which
Monsignor Escrivá de Balaguer loved with all his heart, without any limits or
reservations. That is why I feel I can say quite confidently, glossing the
title of that homily, that he spent his life "passionately loving the
Church".


It was in that Church
to which Blessed Josemaría devoted his life that Opus Dei was born. This book
is a study of the prelature and its place in the Church. "An
Ecclesiological Study of the Life and Apostolate of Opus Dei", as the
subtitle says. The authors have produced a profound and insightful study on the
nature of Opus Dei as a personal prelature within the structure of the Church,
on vocation to Opus Dei as a specific manifestation of baptismal vocation, and
on secularity as the proper condition of ordinary Christians and therefore of
the faithful of the prelature.


Throughout these pages, one
can see that the authors have understood and expounded the ecclesiality of Opus
Dei using two principal sources— the writings of its founder and the living
reality of the prelature. Naturally, before it became the object of theological
study, that ecclesiality was lived out in the priesthood of Blessed Josemaría
Escrivá de Balaguer, and in the apostolates of Opus Dei. I frequently heard the
founder speak about a criterion for interpreting the history of the Church
which he found verified in the very institution which God had inspired him to
found. "First," he would say, "comes life, the living pastoral
phenomenon. Next comes the juridical norm, usually derived from custom.
Finally, the theological theory which is developed from the living
reality." This approach has allowed the authors to emphasize how the
founding of Opus Dei and its historical development can only be understood as
an expression of the living reality of the Church, which is the source and
touchstone of everything Christian. Precisely because of this, in writing the
foreword to this book, I have tried to set it in the framework of Blessed
Josemaría's contemplation of the mystery of the Church. That contemplation, and
the love which it involves, underlies the reality of Opus Dei and explains its
apostolic activity, that is, the specific pastoral task for which the Pope
established this ecclesiastical circumscription, the prelature, some ten years
ago.


+Alvaro del Portillo


Prelate of Opus Dei


Rome, 9 January 1993
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Ten years ago today, on 28 November 1982, Pope
John Paul II signed the Apostolic Constitution Ut sit, establishing Opus
Dei as a personal prelature. This was a decisive event in the process whereby
Opus Dei assumed the canonical structure suited to its theological and
spiritual reality. A few months later, on 19 March 1983, the oral promulgation
of the Constitution took place in a ceremony during which Archbishop Romolo
Carboni, papal nuncio to Italy, solemnly presented the papal bull to the
prelate of Opus Dei.


At the beginning of this year,
1992, the year of the beatification of the founder of Opus Dei, we all happened
to be in Rome at the same time on academic business. All three of us are
involved in theological research and teaching and, more to the point in the
present case, we are all members of Opus Dei. These two things have a connexion
since there is a profound relationship between theology and life. The spiritual
experience which comes from belonging to Opus Dei encourages theological
thought; and in turn, our analytical turn of mind naturally leads us to reflect
on the spirit and apostolic approach of Opus Dei.


At our meeting in Rome, with
the beatification of the founder looming ever closer, we reflected on how
important an ecclesial event the establishment of Opus Dei as a personal
prelature had been. That was when we began to think of jointly writing a
theological study. The first step was to determine the exact content and
structure of the work. From our original discussions it was clear that the
approach should be ecclesiological. Accordingly, the first chapter would
explain and analyze from a theological perspective the structure of Opus Dei
and its particular place within the Church.


Without abandoning that
ecclesiological approach, it seemed advisable to allow for anthropological and
spiritual perspectives in the subsequent chapters, for completeness' sake. So,
we decided on a second chapter which would start by studying Christian vocation
and go on to look at vocation to Opus Dei. Since vocation to Opus Dei is a call
to holiness and apostolate in the world, that is, in secular occupations and
situations, it seemed necessary to round off the book with a third chapter, on
the lay status of the members of the prelature.


From the beginning we agreed
that the book should have a certain cohesiveness, even though it would consist
of separate contributions by the three authors. We accordingly kept in contact
with each other after our early meeting in Rome; we exchanged ideas and read
each other's drafts, providing observations and suggestions and arriving at
shared conclusions. It is therefore true to say that the book is the result of
a combined effort.


Having explained our
objectives and methodology, it remains to set out our sources, of which there
were essentially two—our personal experience of Opus Dei and, above all, the
writings of its founder, Blessed Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer. These writings
include, on the one hand, his published works, and, on the other hand, various
unpublished works addressed to the members of Opus Dei. Among the latter, we
call particular attention to those which the founder called "Letters"
and "Instructions", two series of documents in which he commented on
aspects of the spirit of Opus Dei and various events in its history; the
content and authority of these documents justify their being called "foundational".


Another source should be
mentioned—the Statuta of the Prelature. This document, by which Opus Dei
governs its life and activity, was approved ten years ago today. It was the
result of the foundational light and apostolic experience of the founder, and
was written by him. The text was later presented by his successor, Bishop
Alvaro del Portillo, to the Holy See for approval. This approval was granted
via the above-mentioned Bull Ut sit, by which the Holy See established
Opus Dei as a personal prelature. Because of their importance and the frequency
we use them in our work, we thought it appropriate to include these two
documents as Appendices, that is, Ut sit and the Statuta (Code of
Particular Law of Opus Dei). The translations of passages from these documents
quoted in the book are unofficial.


To end this brief
introduction, we would like to express our gratitude to the Prelate of Opus
Dei, Bishop Alvaro del Portillo, who encouraged us throughout our endeavour. We
hope that this study will contribute to a better and more profound
understanding of the ecclesial reality of Opus Dei.


28 November 1992
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PEDRO
RODRIGUEZ


Rome, 2 October 1958: a handful of people were
informally gathered at mid-morning with Monsignor Escrivá. Looking back on the
Work of God's first thirty years, Opus Dei's founder, nothing if not grateful,
called them "a history of God's mercies". He was, of course,
conscious of the fact that Opus Dei's institutional development had not been an
easy one—and that even greater difficulties lay ahead (things would not be
settled until after his death, when Opus Dei was established as a personal
prelature). Back in 1958, however, in reply to a query about the Work (as
members usually call it) he simply said, "Opus Dei is a little bit of the
Church".


With that non-technical
expression the founder doubtless meant to ignore the legal framework into which
the Work was slotted at the time, in order to highlight better its essence as a
"little bit of the Church". It struck me at the time (and still does)
that he was pointing the way to understanding the ecclesiology of Opus
Dei—getting to the very core of the question. To think and speak of Opus Dei
soon sends us back to what the Church essentially is, to its saving riches. All
that Opus Dei is, it is within the mystery of the Church. Consequently, to
study Opus Dei one needs to have a good grasp of ecclesiology. The better we
understand the Church, the better will we see how the "little bit"
fits in. That is what this first chapter is about.


Opus Dei was given its
definitive juridical configuration as a personal prelature in the Church by the
Apostolic Constitution Ut sit (28 November 1982). In its introduction
John Paul II said this step was taken "bearing in mind its true nature and
theological characteristics". Both "true nature" and
"theological characteristics" lie at the basis of its canonical
configuration and therefore will always be a key to understanding the
institution. So, we need to dwell theologically on Opus Dei's true nature in
order to understand its place and role in the structure of the Church. That
will also help us to understand how and to what extent the various elements of
the Church are to be found in Opus Dei; finally, we shall examine those institutional
elements that are unique to Opus Dei.
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Blessed Josemaría Escrivá often spoke of
"the pastoral phenomenon of Opus Dei". That expression covered the
spiritual, institutional and apostolic reality that God caused him to see on 2
October 1928, a reality which gradually took shape in the Church under God's
loving guidance. The ecclesiological development of that pastoral phenomenon
has many facets; it affects many difficult aspects of Church life. For example,
what we call Opus Dei is not merely a personal prelature, strictly speaking;
properly and inseparably united to it is the Priestly Society of the Holy
Cross, an association of secular clergy. Prelature and Society make up a single
entity, even though they are distinct in themselves. Thus those members of the
Priestly Society who are incardinated in dioceses are part of Opus Dei; yet
they neither fall under the jurisdiction of Opus Dei's prelate nor in any way
form part of the prelature's clergy, since they answer only to their respective
diocesan bishops. Moreover, Opus Dei's "spirit" or
"spirituality" is so evidently at work in the lives of very many
Christians that it clearly overflows the limits of Opus Dei as an institution.


On 2 October 1931, Josemaría
Escrivá noted down: "It was three years ago today . . . that, in
the house of the Vincentians, I managed to make sense of the various notes I'd
been jotting down up to then. From that day on, this mangy donkey came to
see the beautiful yet heavy burden that God, in his unfathomable goodness,
had laid on his back. On that day the Lord founded his Work: from then on I
began to have contact with souls of laymen, students and others, but all of
them young people. I also began to bring groups together. I began to pray and
to get others to pray. And I began to suffer . . . " Three years later in
an Instruction to Opus Dei members, he claimed: "Opus Dei is not a human
invention . . . Years ago God inspired it in a clumsy and deaf instrument, who
saw it for the first time on the feast of the Guardian Angels, 2 October
1928." Josemaría Escrivá thus testifies to a divine initiative. In other
words, the "little bit" of the Church, before becoming an established
thing, was charism, grace, light, inspiration. Or, rather, the institution was
born of a charism, of an intervention by God in the Church's life at a
particular time through a man called to this task. This charism declared God's
will, an imperative command of Christ pointing to a task, to an apostolic
mission. This was followed, first, by subjective awareness of both mandate and
mission; then, by immediate action—what Scripture calls the "obedience of
faith". Vatican II teaches that the Holy Spirit enriches and directs his
Church with various gifts, both hierarchical and charismatic. We have here a
further clear example of how he continues to endow the Church.


The charism Josemaría Escrivá
received on 2 October 1928 is crucial to this study; it is the enduring root of
the "pastoral phenomenon" born at that time and extending down to our
days, with its already long history of apostolic experience and institutional
development. What Opus Dei's founder "saw" on that day (because God
showed it to him) also constitutes the theological (and "foundational")
criterion for understanding the nature of this "little bit" of the
Church.


There is nothing new in all
this. What we have here is an instance of the "rule" that governs the
whole plan of salvation. Christ—God's very Word who became man to redeem us by
his cross and resurrection—is what he is by reason of his redemptive mission:
propter nos homines et propter nostrum salutem. The very make-up of
Christ's being—his "exodus" from the Trinity to man in hypostatic
union—is a mission from the Father to redeem us: "Behold, I have come to
do your will, O God." And Christ's Church, imitating its Lord, shares in
that divine way of salvation: "As the Father has sent me, so I send
you." The Church is not self-explanatory nor does it live for itself; it
exists for Christ and for mankind. It originates in the trinitarian mission (of
both Son and Spirit) and it exists for a strictly redemptive mission.
Consequently, like Christ, the Church's being is determined by its mission. Its
founder and head has given his Church a precise, fundamental structure,
sacramental as well as charismatic, so that it may carry on the mission,
continue the "sending" that originates in the Father. A similar
connexion between mission and structure is found in Opus Dei. We shall now
examine the imperative command and the mission that gave rise to Opus Dei in
the bosom of the Church.
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As earlier quotations show, Josemaría Escrivá was
clearly conscious from the start, of the meaning, for himself and for the
Church, of what happened on 2 October 1928: "That day the Lord founded his
Work." He saw the Work as God's, not as his own invention; its mission
defined it, created it. What did the 26-year-old priest see that October
morning, as he sorted out some papers? What divine lights, what enlivening
graces did the Holy Spirit infuse into his soul? At the heart of the event was
something obviously mystical. Finding the right words to convey an ineffable
divine communication is a challenge both for the person who receives the message
and for any later researcher who wants to analyze what happened. Useful studies
have been written that shed both biographical and theological light. What
interests us here are the ecclesiological implications of the event. (We know
there is the risk of "desiccating" what was, above all, an ineffable
intimacy of God with his creature.)


We can discern two aspects of
that divine illumination. On the one hand, for Josemaría Escrivá, it takes the
form of what we could call a "message", a word from God for his
Church. Then, within the bosom of that Church illuminated by that message, he
"sees" that God wishes to raise up an "ecclesial community"
(Opus Dei) entirely devoted to serving that message. There was to be an
institution, a coetus fidelium, whose raison d'etre was wholly
defined by that message and whose nature and ecclesial structure would be
intrinsically conditioned by it. There was no "background" of any
kind; or rather, the only background was the message itself and the Church in
which it arose. Let us now examine these two aspects of what happened on 2
October 1928.


That event, as we have said,
involved a "message" above all; this was what we might call its
"prophetic" dimension. God engraved with fire on Josemaría Escrivá's
soul a fundamental fact of Christian faith and life—the call to holiness God
addresses to every Christian by virtue of baptism. Indeed, no dimension of
Church life is more radical and primary than that: it sums up the very reality
of salvation in Christ. In this sense there is nothing new about what happened
on 2 October; or rather, to put it positively, it partakes of the ever-newness
of the Good News. Really, nothing can be "founded" in the Church,
since everything personal or institutional is "founded" on the Church
itself. That is self-evident. Every authentic realization of Christian life,
every true following of Christ—whatever the path and spirituality, whatever the
ecclesiological position of the person or institution concerned—can be nothing
other than faithfulness to, and unfolding of, the baptismal vocation. Holiness
in the Church is, always and objectively, a response to God's goodness, who
calls us to unite ourselves to the mystery of his Son. Nonetheless, this is
compatible with the often verified fact that this radical demand that baptism
makes is something many Christians have been unconscious of or have done little
about.


Therefore, in trying to
understand the "message" of 2 October 1928 we need to go deeper.
Josemaría Escrivá did not receive a general insight into the universal call to
holiness; he was being shown that the holiness originating in and founded on
baptism to which God is calling Christians is holiness in the midst of the
world. In other words, God calls this multitude of Christians in three
ways: first, baptismally. they are called to be configured to Christ in
the Church, called to holiness; secondly, personally, they are called,
not en masse, but one by one, each by name ("vocavi te nomine
tuo": I have called you by your name); thirdly, they are called in
the midst of ordinary life: they must seek holiness in and through the
ordinary realities of life, among which everyday work plays a key part. In this
way God causes them to experience that positive acceptance of human affairs as
a road to salvation which the Incarnation implies. A "new light" shed
on baptism is thus inseparably linked to this other aspect of the
"message". Those crowds of Christians (whom Josemaría Escrivá will
repeatedly call "ordinary Christians", a term he will give a technical
meaning) are the true protagonists of what began on 2 October 1928.


Both aspects of the "message",
while conceptually
distinct, are in fact closely connected. Indeed, the "universal" call
to holiness would be Utopian (or
illusory), if the wide range of human situations (all human life) could not be
sanctified and absorbed into the redemption. This was an aspect of the message often referred
to by Josemaría Escrivá in these words: "The divine paths of the earth
have been opened up!" Everything truly human has become a way to God, to
salvation.


The "message" also
shows that the universal call to divine intimacy includes, as a necessary
consequence, the fact that everyone is called to the apostolate. In keeping
with what we have just said, this is a call to discover and act on the
apostolic possibilities latent in all the various situations where secular
Christians find themselves, especially in the wide world of work. The vista of
human sanctification which Opus Dei's founder perceived through the special light
God gave him also reveals the apostolic mission ordinary Christians are called
to, by virtue of their baptism.


In the historical
circumstances of our time, explaining and spreading this message (about
holiness, ordinary life, and apostolic mission) necessarily took the form of
asserting of the laity's call for holiness. For centuries the prospect
of deep friendship with God seemed linked, or even restricted, to the canonical
and institutional forms of the religious life (or approximations thereto). Josemaría
Escrivá never tired of saying, in many different ways, that "holiness is
not something for a privileged few", that is, it is not limited to people
called to follow some very special route. Rather, God was having him focus his
attention on the ordinary lives of ordinary people. Here is his message:
"God is calling us all, he expects all of us to love him—wherever we are,
whatever our state in life, whatever our job or role. That common, ordinary,
humdrum life can be a means to holiness. To seek God there is no need for us to
leave our place in the world (so long as God doesn't call us to the religious
state): every walk of life can lead to an encounter with Christ."


Religious life (and what we
today call "consecrated" life) always merited his heartfelt respect
and veneration. He numbered among his best friends many prominent members of
religious orders or congregations. For this authentic vir Ecclesiae (man
of the Church), moreover, the Church's life and apostolate would be
inconceivable without the contribution of religious. Long before Vatican II
formulated it, he had always taught, in similar terms, what we read in Lumen
gentium: the religious state "belongs to the Church's life and
holiness" (ad Ecclesiae vitam et sanctitatem pertinent).
Yet, we must emphasize that the core of his message was that, for
"ordinary Christians", answering God's call to holiness and radical
imitation of Jesus Christ need not involve becoming religious. What they have
to do is to respond to God, with all the Gospel's vigour, wherever they may be,
fully involved in their affairs and responsibilities, for "all the earth's
paths can occasion an encounter with Christ".


Josemaría Escrivá's life and
his life's work were, then, determined by this "message". Earlier we
called this aspect of what he "saw" on 2 October 1928, its
"prophetic" dimension. That is in fact what a prophet does— proclaim
a message to God's people. From that day on, he realized that his whole life
would be tied up with spreading this good news. And so it was until he died.
"How loudly did God make this truth resound when he inspired his
Work!", he wrote early on. But on that autumn morning in 1928 there was
more than a "message", even though, as we have just seen, that was a
key element in that supernatural event. For Josemaría Escrivá was not just
someone who proclaimed a word, a divine design: the "light" that
flooded his soul showed him that God wanted something more. He grasped the
message and his duty to spread it tirelessly—but God showed him that to make the
message truly part of the Church's social fabric he had to bring about an
enduring "convocation of men and women"—that is, establish an
institution wholly dedicated to spreading the news and incarnating the message.


Thus once again in Church
history the essential structure of salvation is clearly to be seen—word and
realization of the word; proclamation and God's power at work, effecting
salvation. Therefore, Josemaría Escrivá was not only a prophet; he was
also a pastor (in this case a founder). Essential to that October
inspiration was what we can call its "institutional dimension". God
made Josemaría see that he was to be used to call others to an "organic
and vocational commitment"—not just a commitment to take to heart the
content of that message (personal holiness, ordinary life, apostolate, a
message for the multitude), but also a commitment to make it resound throughout
the Church and the world. He was to bestir himself to show people that the
message was not Utopian; it was something down-to-earth, made of flesh and
blood. This organic reality within the Church, which Blessed Josemaría began
simply calling "the Work", is Opus Dei as an institution. Getting
others to commit themselves is what he called "doing Opus Dei". He
himself tells us: "As part of God's providence in caring for his holy
Church and preserving the Gospel spirit, the Lord entrusted to Opus Dei, from 2
October 1928 onwards, the task of showing and reminding all souls, through your
exemplary life and word, that there is a universal call to Christian perfection
that and it is quite possible to follow it.


"God wants each of you,
amid the particular circumstances of his or her position in life, to strive to
be holy: haec est enim voluntas Dei, sanctificatio vestra (1 Thess4: 3),
this is God's will, your sanctification. Often this will be a hidden
(inconspicuous) holiness, daily, heroic, designed to co-redeem with Christ, to
save creatures with him, to direct human affairs towards him.


"God wishes to avail
himself of your personal holiness, sought according to the Work's spirit, to
teach everyone, in a specific and simple way, what you yourselves know
well—that all the faithful, incorporated in Christ by baptism as they are, are
called to seek the fullness of Christian life."


Our analysis has shown that,
from the very beginning, the pastoral phenomenon of Opus Dei involved two
things—a prophetic message and its institutionalization (Christian community or
organization). In the founder's eyes both dimensions were related. Still, the
message transcends the organization, and it is in fact an essential feature of
the Church itself—the universal calling to holiness. (Vatican II's Lumen
gentium will later devote all its fifth chapter to this subject.) However,
this prophetic element is not merely proclaimed; it also becomes the prime
purpose and mission of an institution, from which will stem that institution's
ecclesial structure and its place within the structure of the Church.


The linkage of message and
institution in Opus Dei is a primary datum or foundational fact and therefore a
key to theologically understanding the position of the Work in the structure of
the Church. This key will guide us in this chapter as in the following two. We
plan to use it circumspectly, because it is easy to go wrong. For example, if
one concentrated on the (true) fact that Opus Dei members are fully committed
to following Christ, one could (wrongly) think that Opus Dei (whatever its
canonical position, which is a secondary matter) is theologically a
"form" of the "religious life". Such misunderstandings are
easy to explain. They stem from ways of thinking which have been around for
centuries and which in part derive, I think, from an evident fact—that
historically the Church has scarcely any experience of institutions featuring a
profound commitment to follow Christ that are not in fact forms of consecrated
life. If this circumstantial historical experience were allowed to identify
the search for holiness with consecrated life, the prospect of radically
imitating Jesus in any existential and institutional setting other than that of
the religious life would be inconceivable. But such thinking represents an
unwarranted freezing of history: it would "forbid" the Holy Spirit to
bring about new structural and communitarian developments in the Church.


The tenacity with which the
founder fought the Work's inclusion in the moulds of the religious state or any
of its many varieties or derivations, witnesses to his deep conviction that the
Church's experience of the mystery of Christ is not restrictive but open-ended.
More specifically, he was convinced that in our day God had sought to open new
horizons. As far as the present study is concerned, this means that Opus Dei's
institutional newness must be examined in the light of both its new message and
the specific way it is called upon to promote it (its mission).


[bookmark: _Toc339296137]2. The institution in
the light of its mission


The message of the universal call to holiness is,
as we have seen, central to the very message of the Church. It is to be found
at the very root of the historical accomplishment of Christ's work of
salvation. This means that it is not up to any particular ecclesial
institution, but rather to the Church as such, to muster every human and
supernatural resource to carry out this wide-ranging pastoral task. The warp
and the woof of the Church as sacramentum must everywhere clearly show,
by word and sacraments, that God calls everyone to holiness, for "this is
the will of God: your sanctification". After Second Vatican Council
especially, we can say that both the Church universal and particular Churches
have a greater duty than ever to broadcast the message of holiness and its
apostolic overflow.


In theory, one could argue
that now that the Church has so publicly and formally proclaimed the core of
that 2 October message there is no need for Opus Dei. But that would be at odds
both with the facts and with history; indeed, the Council's proclamation of the
universal call to holiness and the Church's embracing of that message confer a
special responsibility on that part of the Church that is Opus Dei (and on
everyone else who has worked to spread and broadcast this truth). If the entire
communio is to be imbued with this truth, does it not make sense that there
should be people who set an example and dedicate themselves to that mission? A
truly ecclesiological outlook would readily appreciate that Opus Dei, given the
universal nature of its aim, never addresses the Church from outside, but,
rather, born as it is in its bosom, it speaks as a "little bit" of
the Church itself. Nor does the Church look upon the Work as distinct from
itself; it sees it as a development of itself. As with all true developments in
the Church, here too the Holy Spirit is at work, promoting the Church's own
God-given mission.


At any rate, what I want to
stress is that Opus Dei's mission within the Church clearly highlights that its
aim and mission are not something narrow or relevant just to a sector or two,
but rather affect the whole body. It addresses not one particular group, but
everyone, with no limitations of gender, race, age, job, social background,
civilian status, political views or secular creed. It seeks only to help to fan
everyone's baptismal grace and channel it toward work and other duties—secular
realities which will thereby take their rightful place in people's awareness
and daily agenda as the scenario for their "obedience of faith".
Ordinary life then becomes the setting where one responds to the baptismal call
to holiness. From the very start this was Josemaría Escrivá's apostolic horizon
and task; initially he worked alone at the job God had given him—to do Opus
Dei. He began to work with young people, and to suffer—two clear Christian
traits. "From then on I began to have contact with souls of laymen,
students and others, but all of them young people. And to bring groups
together. I began to pray and get others to pray. And I began to suffer
..." Afterwards he would get around to the "not so young". In 1930
he extended the work to women. From the very beginning he sought out both
college students and workers.


It is noteworthy that Opus
Dei's prophetic and institutional aspects, linked as they are, were especially
so in the early years. They are "dimensions" of a single reality, of
a divine event, perceived by Blessed Josemaría as one and the same thing and
carried out, as we have said, in "obedience of faith".


In those days "spreading
the message" and seeking men and women for the pusillus grex
(little flock) God had charged him with forming and shepherding were almost
indistinguishable aspects that overlapped and reinforced one another. In fact,
even today (in Opus Dei members' experience, despite organizational advances)
substantially the same cross-fertilization takes place. Then, however, the
pusillus grex had scarcely any institutional form.


Josemaría Escrivá saw with
noonday clarity that, in the daily discharge of God's will, spreading the
message was inseparably linked to "convoking" men and women who would
make it their raison d'etre, committing themselves to carry it to all
nations. He also saw that the nascent institution was internally dominated by
the "message"; the institution would be the instrument and echo
chamber for the God-given message. Josemaría Escrivá well knew that to spread
the message and to do Opus Dei were but the two sides of a single divine will.
For the "word of God" (the message) to resound the world over, God
would have to bring to his Work many of the People of God. That is, Opus Dei,
the institution desired by God, had to grow.


Word and realization of the
word; announcement of God's mercy and bestowal of the grace conferring that
mercy—this is, as said before, the ecclesial-sacramental structure of
salvation. In this sense Opus Dei as an institution—"founding" and
developing God's Work—seemed to Josemaría Escrivá to be the first step God
wanted him to take in order to carry out the message. The Work, we could
say, is the message itself understood and structured in terms of its ability to
change people.


Consequently, from what we
have already seen and aiming at a theological understanding of the phenomenon,
we could offer the following summary:


a) The public to which
Josemaría Escrivá's message-mission is addressed is the vast and varied People
of God—old and young; single, married and widowed; men and women of every race
and social status.


b) These men and women,
whom Opus Dei has come to remind that holiness is not an elitist privilege, are
those very crowds of Christians already "convoked" in God's Church by
baptism, regardless of how conscious of, and responsive to, this dignity they
may be. Indeed, Josemaría Escrivá's message only makes sense in the context of
that convocation. His mission has a direct connexion with it, seeks to serve
and enliven it, to make it more evident and attractive, so that those called by
baptism understand its sanctifying promise. In doing so, he had to highlight
the indispensable role played by secular, everyday realities, the
"home" of ordinary Christians, who in this regard do not differ from
their fellow-citizens and even non-Christian colleagues.


c) To the extent it takes
place, the transformation of Christian life in those who heed the message is
brought about by Christ's grace; it is the salvific fruit of the Church's holy
reality present and operative (inest et operatur) in the local
Churches to which those people belong. Ultimately, this transformation is the
life, personal and communitarian, of the universal Church.


d) The message, service
to the universal "convocation" that is the Church, seen from the
supernatural event of 2 October 1928, led directly to the founding of Opus
Dei—constituting that "little bit" of the Church by a special
convoking of those already convoked to the Church—for two related purposes (the
first leading to the second). Firstly, they would commit themselves to
developing in their lives the original, baptismal convocation in line with the
requirements of the call to holiness as spelt out in the message of 2 October
1928. Secondly, those men and women would establish a lasting and stable
institution dedicated to spreading as widely as possible the message God
revealed to the founder.


e) Consequently, Opus Dei
as an institution is both an implementation of, and a permanent service to, the
message. Thus, by analyzing the 2 October 1928 event, we have seen how its two
elements are necessarily linked and how that linkage implies an immanent order,
an internal structure. The message is the first thing God is concerned about;
the institution is something he desires insofar as it can spread it. The
message, therefore, determines the institution's end, mission and structure;
the institution is to be understood in view of the message, which thus becomes
the theological criterion to direct and discern the way it develops,
institutionally, apostolically or pastorally.


f) Finally, our analysis
shows that between the "little bit" of the Church and the Church
itself there is an innate similarity, as we discover when we look at the
coetus fidelium that is Opus Dei and the Populus Dei that is the
Church. The "little flock" that Josemaría Escrivá convoked and
shepherded reflects the myriad people and situations found in the People of
God. The explanation remains the same: by reason of Opus Dei's message-mission,
so central to the Church's very mission, those "convoked" in Opus
Dei—or, if one prefers, Opus Dei as a "little flock" or ecclesial
community—can and in fact do reflect the same variety found among the ordinary
faithful of God's People. They are "ordinary Christians" whom God has
called to Opus Dei to serve their brothers and sisters, "ordinary
Christians" like them. If we want to understand this analogy or innate
similarity we must take another step in our theological reflections.


[bookmark: _Toc339296138]3. The institution's structure


Christ founded one Church, "his"
Church, and the various institutions found therein derive their meaning and
theological place from the salvific power and spiritual richness of Christ's
Spouse, circumdata varietate. This is the same as saying that a
community or institution is only justified in the Church to the extent that its
aim and mission share in the aim and mission of the Church itself. Opus Dei's
aim (from which its mission derives) is not, therefore, identical with the
Church's aim, but rather shares in it. That is self-evident. If the aim of Opus
Dei were the same as that of the Church, Opus Dei would be the Church or, to
put it another way, Opus Dei would have no Christian raison d'etre. On
the contrary, Opus Dei's aim is a sharing in the Church's aim, a specific aim,
as we have seen.


Yet that aim, though
participative and specific, is not restricted or sectional. Opus Dei is not
designed to do specific things in the field of charity or justice or education
or catechetics or missions etc. (practically all such ventures, however, can be
"corporate" activities or may be carried out by its members). Rather,
Opus Dei's pastoral task is to help spread and encourage response to the
original call to holiness (the very core of the Gospel) among people of all
walks of life. An "immense horizon", a "sea without
shores", was how its founder described that task. Moreover, Opus Dei asks
those who take this message to heart, or are called to Opus Dei, to dedicate to
this aim and task, not a certain amount of "time" or energy, but
their whole lives, each in his place. For only one's whole life—all of it—is of
a magnitude adequate to the search for holiness. A person can aspire to
holiness—in this case, through his or her occupation and ordinary life— only by
being committed fully to it. Here too, we can see, Opus Dei's aim is not a
"sectional" one. While having its own aim (in a certain sense, a
specific one) that aim partakes, very profoundly, of the aim of the Church
itself.


The same could be said of the
people to whom Opus Dei's message is addressed. We have already said that,
within the Church, the Work addresses not a special kind of person, but,
rather, Christians at large. Though called by God in baptism, their sense of
vocation often lies dormant or ineffectual, certainly separate or cut off from
what most occupies them— their jobs and families. Only religious (and, in
general, members of institutes of consecrated life) would formally be excluded
from this "convocation". Not, of course, because of any kind of
discrimination. Religious have already been divinely called to holiness; theirs
is a vocation long proclaimed and acknowledged; their contribution is a
permanent one, as is their specific place within the Church. Besides, anyone
with a lively sensus Ecclesiae—an appreciation for the Church as a
joyful communion of brothers and sisters who offer one another the benefit of
the gifts and charisms each has received—will see how the two callings
complement each other. Opus Dei's message to "ordinary Christians"
can stimulate desires for holiness within the monastery or convent, just as the
latter's consecrated life will remind their brethren struggling on in the world
of the why and wherefore of their efforts.


I offer these reflections on
Opus Dei's own particular "but non-sectional" aim and apostolic
horizon, because they seem to reflect the all-embracing sense of the mission of
the Church that from early on God inspired in Josemaría Escrivá. This shaped
his apostolic endeavours and the steps he actually took to establish the
institution God was asking him to establish. I think we can say this: the
ecclesial community Josemaría Escrivá was establishing from 2 October 1928
gradually came to reflect the broad variety of persons who make up the People
of God. There came to Opus Dei, convoked by Josemaría Escrivá, men and women,
priests and lay people, married or not, all with the same vocation. The founder
tended to this small flock, and all of them—led by "the Father", as
he was called—began to play their part in this mission directed towards their
fellow "ordinary Christians".


At this point in our inquiry
into the theological nature of the new "space" in the Church being
created by Fr Escrivá, let us turn to a key feature, that of the presence in
the Work of both priests and laity. Opus Dei is well known to be a largely lay
organization. For many, to speak of Opus Dei is to refer to lay people and
their role in the Church. Speaking of the "vein" into which Opus
Dei's spirituality and action flow, the founder said it is "the active,
theological process leading lay people fully to assume their ecclesial
responsibilities, in keeping with their specific way of participating in the
mission of Christ and his Church". One reason why the founder used such terms
was his desire to avoid Opus Dei's being seen as a new, "modern",
"updated" phase of the centuries-long evolution of the Church's
"states of perfection"; Opus Dei belongs in that other
"vein", one of more recent origin and extraordinary richness. Yet,
although it is something genuinely lay in character, the Work has never been
just a lay association or movement or grouping whose members pool their
ecclesial contributions and, when they deem necessary, ask ecclesiastical
authorities to provide "chaplains" for particular functions (in some
cases the provision of chaplains is the initiative of the authorities
themselves). The "organic and ministerial" presence of priests has
always been essential to Opus Dei.


Indeed, from October 1928
onwards, Opus Dei comes into being as the action of a priest (the founder),
opening apostolic horizons for the lay, secular life of ordinary people. In
close union with that priest, these lay people begin to achieve all that
secular apostles can achieve with their word and example, up to the point which
Blessed Josemaría called "the sacramental wall". At that point a
priest's specifically ministerial presence and action are required by the very
nature of the economy of salvation. Led by his thorough ecclesial
appreciation of the lay apostolate and its role in renewing the Church, Fr
Escrivá saw that, to "do Opus Dei" as God wanted it done, the
co-operation of priests and lay people was "essential". That was how
he acted from the start. His early pastoral experience soon showed him that
this wide-ranging apostolate could only be fully carried out by lay people and
priests who were vitally and institutionally identified with the original
inspiration; in other words, Opus Dei's priests must come from the ranks of lay
members. The year 1944 saw the first ordinations.


As far as our study is
concerned, the conclusion to be drawn is this: Opus Dei has never been a
"branch of the laity" aided by clerics from outside, or a grouping of
laity and priests who associate simply as christifideles (faithful).
Rather, from day one, Opus Dei has seen itself as an ecclesial institution
essentially and organically made up of lay people and priests. This fact
gives rise to important consequences when trying to understand how Opus Dei
fits into the structure of the Church. In a certain sense, almost everything we
shall go on to discuss is contained in what we have just said. That is why we
must first examine the fundamental structure of the Church in some detail and
its relationship to Christ's priesthood. We will return then to Opus Dei to see
how it fits into that structure.



[bookmark: _Toc339296139]II. THE FUNDAMENTAL STRUCTURE OF THE CHURCH


At the deepest level, the Church is a mystery of
communion; she is the mysterium communionis hominum cum Deo et inter se per
Christum in Spiritu Sancto ("the mystery of men's communion
with God and among themselves through Christ in the Holy Spirit"). Yet as
long as she is a pilgrim in history, the Church is also the sacrament of
that communion. On the one hand (as a sign), this expression indicates the
"structural moment" taken by the mystery of communion in its earthly
phase (the "compages socialis" of Lumen gentium, 8). On
the other (as an instrument), it expresses the way salvation works
in and through the Church. In effect, it is part of its very mystery that the
Church is, here on earth and since its origin, both communio and
sacramentum—a spiritual community with a social structure or institution.


These are basic concepts used
in general ecclesiology; we need to understand them to deal with the subject in
hand—Opus Dei's true nature and theological characteristics.


[bookmark: _Toc339296140]1. Community and
structure in the Church's origin 


The Church as a society [bookmark: A]is made up
of its members, Christian women and men who belong to Christ's Body, citizens
of the People of God. But the Church is no mere aggregate or ensemble of people
who, sharing ideas, come together at some early point in time, only later to
define for themselves, and impose upon themselves, an institutional framework.
(Such an organization by its very nature would alter in line with social
change; about the only permanent thing would be its abiding generic need for
some sort of social order.) Nor is the Church a community of wholly intangible
links that, through a historical process of assimilating cultural forms,
acquires certain social structure. In both cases we would have a concept of
Church that separates the community of persons from its respective social
structure; in both scenarios, the community would be the "true"
Church, and its organization simply a "superstructure".


Rather, the mystery of the
Church, at least in its earthly phase, embraces at once both community and
social structure (institution). This excludes not only chronological priority
(first communion, then its institutional arrangement), but also the mere
juxtaposition of both elements (the institution or structure alongside the
community). On the contrary, the simultaneity we refer to includes communion
and structure as dimensions of a single reality that is the sacrament of the
Church. The pilgrim Church is always a community of people and, to that extent,
is always a community endowed with a social framework. Never is the former
present without the latter, while the latter exists only in the former. That is
tantamount to saying that both dimensions stem from God and are facets of a
single reality—not self-standing, autonomous things.


The Church is always—not just
in her historical origin—a convocation-congregation that God brings about
through Christ in the Holy Spirit. Its members are called and congregated to
form a communion with a definite structure that is equally divine its origin.
It is God who calls and gathers mankind, and he likewise establishes once for
all the appropriate arrangement for this convocation-congregation. This proper,
permanent and transcendent arrangement is found in the Church's structure,
which is always incarnated in concrete people yet always transcends those
called and congregated. This permanent and transcendent character of the
Church's structure with respect to its members, while not being distinct from
them, is what allows us to speak of the Church as an institution.


God's enduring activity of
calling and congregating people in Christ through the action of the Holy Spirit
takes place precisely in the sacramental and prophetic institution of the
Church. The Church is continuously being recreated by trinitarian action which
avails itself of "the ministry of the word and the sacraments". The
word that convokes and gathers, and the sacraments that bring about what is
thus proclaimed, are radically divine actions. They have for subject Christ
himself as man; he, through the mission of the Spirit, associates persons to
the Church sacramentaliter (that is, the Church acting as both sign and
instrument), so as to bring about in an ongoing way the
convocation-congregation that is the Church.


To help us understand the
Church's structure, the following outline scheme may be useful: Christ sends
his Spirit in the word and sacraments and thereby brings the Church into being,
both her members and sacramental structure; and this structure (the compages
socialis, the Church as institution) is used by the Spirit of Christ for
the celebration-administration of the sacraments. In this way, by building up
the members of his Body and assigning them functions, Christ maintains the
Church in its structure. Man's response to the trinitarian and ecclesial action
of preaching and sacraments is faith, and, along with faith, those same
sacraments (of faith) insofar as they call for man's collaboration. Men and
women "live" in the Church through the sacraments, at the same time
"situating" themselves in the Church's structure. And, through those
same sacramental actions, the Church continuously constitutes herself as Church
and thereby maintains itself as Church.


[bookmark: _Toc339296141]2. The Church-sacrament
as a structural dimension of "communion"


a) The internal dimension of the Church's
structure: "faithful" and "sacred ministers" as primary
elements. The inseparability and simultaneity of the two dimensions of the
Church on earth (community of persons and sacred structure) are affirmed by
Vatican Council II in a dense expression: "the sacred nature and organic
structure of the priestly community". The structure, therefore, is not
"superstructure", but rather the very substance of the Christian
community. And this is so (there is no harm in repeating), because the
structure is not "added on to" an already existing community, but
rather is the sacramental dimension of the communion: it is that by
which the communion, already inchoate in history and present to the community,
is at the same time the sacrament of full, eschatological communion. The
sacraments themselves, drawing us as they do into communion with God and
the brethren, bring forth (in its unity and its differentiation) the
sacrament, the Church-community insofar as it is endowed with its
fundamental structure.


It is clear from what has been
said that this structuring action is principally brought about by the actions
of those sacraments that "imprint" character—baptism (and
confirmation), on the one hand, and holy orders, on the other. There thus arise
the two most primary elements of the fundamental structure of the Church, which
we respectively call "christifideles" and "sacred
ministry".


Baptism creates the state of
being a "member of God's People" (it makes a person a Christian, a
christifidelis), and it presents the Church-community in its most primary
and naked condition—the assembly or congregation of the Christian faithful (congregatio
fidelium). Prior to any division of functions and duties, of distinct
states and conditions, we have in the Church the radical equality of all
christifideles, which arises from God's baptismal call; we are on the
elementary and eschatological level of the communion of the faithful, of
Christian fraternity.


In the bosom of God's People,
however, Jesus calls some members for a particular ministry, a "sacred
ministry". In the words of the last Council: "The Lord also appointed
certain men as ministers, in order that they might be united in one body in
which 'all the members do not have the same function' (Rom 12:4). These men
were to hold in the community of the faithful the sacred power of
Order, that of offering sacrifice and forgiving sins, and were to exercise
the priestly office publicly on behalf of men and women in the name of
Christ." By means of the sacrament of Orders, which enables them to act
in persona Christi, Christ configures the hierarchical dimension of the
Church's fundamental structure. This "sacred ministry" embraces all
deacons, priests and bishops, including the office of the bishop who succeeds
Peter in the Roman see (but there is no need for us here to examine the
internal features of the "sacred ministry"). This new element of its
structure is what makes the communion of the Church not only a communion of
the faithful but also and simultaneously a hierarchical communion.


It is important to note that
the sacraments that give rise to the first dimension of the structure are those
that confer a participation in Christ's priesthood. That serves to highlight
how the first level of the Church's fundamental structure evidences the various
elements and functions of the ecclesial society structuring itself into
something radically priestly—so much so that, evoking the conciliar formula,
the Church, all of it, is called a "priestly community". Let us
explore this feature.


b) The priestly nature of the Church's
structure. As much in its structure as in its deepest being (communion),
the Church is to be understood from the mystery of the Incarnate Word—not only
because it was founded by him, but also because in itself the Church is a
mystery of "christification" in the Spirit whereby it becomes
Christ's Body. But Christ, in his humanity, by the Spirit's anointing (the
hypostatic union itself), is essentially the one Mediator between God and
mankind, the eternal priest of the New Covenant, whose fruit is the Church.


The Second Vatican Council
linked Christ's saving mission to his messianic identity as priest, prophet and
king. Likewise it saw the Church's structure as a sacramental participation in
his threefold ministry (munus) designed to make the Lord's
salvific mission present to the world. The "worship" the Church
offers the Father, the "word" of salvation proclaimed in it and the
exousia or sacred power directing and governing it are three functions that
should not be separated from one another. Rather, they form an "organic
complex" rooted in Christ's unity. Since its ontological centre is found
in the only Mediator, its core is Christ's (ontological) priesthood, which is
displayed in the priestly, prophetic and kingly dimensions of his salvific
activity. Analogically, the same can be said of the Church, a priestly community
by reason of its consecrated, priestly structure which unifies the whole. In
the Church the radically priestly reality (in its threefold priestly, prophetic
and kingly forms) derives, as we said, from baptism, confirmation and holy
orders.


The dimensions of
"faithful" and "sacred ministry", born of Christ's sacramental
gift of the Spirit, are operatively qualified to collaborate with Christ's
salvific action, which is why the Church calls them "common
priesthood" and "ministerial priesthood". In this regard, we
should note that, even though the Council did not say so expressly, it follows
from the ecclesiology of Vatican II that the essential distinction (not merely
one of degree) between the "common priesthood of the faithful" and
the "ministerial priesthood" also holds good, when the Church
participates in Christ's two other munera—the kingly and prophetic. Thus
both the Church's "redeemed life" (Christian life), which will reach
its plenitude in the consummated kingdom, and the redemptive structure proper to
her pilgrim phase, are historical expressions of that radical transformation in
Christ. This work of the Spirit ensures that, through Christ, with him and in
him, all honour and glory be given to the Father.


c) The external dimension of the Church's structure—universal
Church and particular Churches. The two elements of christifideles
and sacred ministry certainly do not exhaust the Holy Spirit's
"structuring" action in the Church. Two further dimensions of that
action deserve mention. On the one hand, the Spirit's action continues to
express itself in charisms (this subsequent and ongoing action presupposes the
primary structural nucleus).


On the other, as our analysis of the fundamental
structure also shows, Christ's one Church on earth is found in the forms of
"universal Church" and "particular Churches". We will not
concern ourselves here with the charismatic aspect of the Church's structure
(part of its internal dimension). Staying at the more radical and
primary level, we should inquire into the relevance to our subject of the
second binomial—"universal Church/particular Churches".


The "christifideles/sacred
ministers" binomial affects the basic, aboriginal sacramental structure of
the Church founded by Christ, making of it an "organically structured priestly
community". And it also pertains to the Church's mystery that this organic
priestly community—People of God and Body of Christ—manifests itself in human
history under the dual form of "universal Church and particular
Churches".


The mystery of the Church is
indeed the mystery of the unity of communion of all the faithful under Christ's
exousia activated in Spiritu Sancto through a life of faith and
through the supreme ministry of the Pope and the episcopal college. This is the
ecumenical "congregation of believers", the mysterious ekklesia—dispersed
the world over and always congregated in the Lord—of those who "devoted
themselves to the apostles' teaching and fellowship (koinonia), to the
breaking of bread and the prayers". The article of the Apostles' Creed
"I believe in the catholic Church" is the definitive witness to this
identity-setting. When Vatican II relates "Christ the only Mediator"
to the "only Church of Christ", it is only reflecting this
fundamental dimension of the redemptive work of the Word made flesh.


But the Second Vatican Council
made a further decisive contribution to the theological understanding of the
Church's mystery and its fundamental structure. According to Lumen gentium,
the Church is not only the universal "congregation of the faithful",
but also the "body of the Churches". That is, the Church founded by
Christ not only assembles the ecumenical multitude of the faithful under the
supreme authority of the Pope and the episcopal college; these faithful are convoked
and congregated in particular Churches, each headed by its bishop. The
communion of all these Churches constitutes Christ's Church. So teaches
Lumen gentium, 23, where we find this passage: "... the whole Mystical
Body, which ... is a corporate body of Churches". Thus the
"mystery" of the particular Church within the framework of the
universal Church consists in the fact that while it is "particular"
or "part", "in it is truly present and operative (inest
et operatur) Christ's Church: one, holy, catholic and apostolic".


Gerard Philips, secretary for
the conciliar commission that drafted the Constitution on the Church, holds the
view, with conclusive arguments from tradition (from the New Testament to
Vatican II) that the particular Church, in its theological content, belongs to
the ius divinum of the Church founded by Christ. Consequently, we can
say that the mutual implication or "mutual interiority" of universal
Church and particular Churches is a constitutive dimension of the mystery of
the Church here on earth. To put it another way: it pertains to the mystery of
the Church that this double dimension never be an alternative (universal Church
or particular Church), nor therefore can it be resolved by excluding one of
the terms. Both must be affirmed simultaneously. So, according to the Catholic
faith, the Church, which is one and unique, is at the same time a "body of
Churches", or, if you wish, "the body of the Churches".


If we look at what we have
called the institutional dimension of the fundamental structure ("universal
Church/particular Churches") in relation to that other, radical and
self-standing dimension ("christifideles/sacred
ministry"), it is easy to see that the latter binomial effectively lends
its structure to the former's double manifestation of Christ's Church. Both the
universal Church and the particular Churches are Christ's Church, because they
are "structurally" constituted by the institutional articulation of
both christifideles and sacred ministers. The Christian community, in
its most basic form, is always structured in this way.


Speaking now at this second
level, we ought to stress that the "sacred ministry", in turn, has an
internal, sacramental articulation. The ministerial priesthood finds its
fullest expression in the bishops, who, under the Holy Spirit, tend to God's
Church and ordinarily head the particular Churches. As successor to St Peter,
the bishop of the Church in Rome is the head of the episcopal college and
presides over the universal Church and the communion of all the Churches. The
episcopal college and the Pope, who as presides over the college, are thus the
two particular moments of the "sacred ministry" dimension at the
level proper to the universal Church. For their part, priests, "prudent
cooperators of the episcopal college", says Vatican II, at both the
universal and the particular levels, form around the bishops the great priestly
and ministerial body that most of the faithful "experience" in daily
life as expression of the structural element we have called "sacred
ministry". The "Christian community" (both the total Church and
the smaller, local one) thus appears as a group of Christian faithful presided
over by a bishop, who shepherds them with the help of priests (and deacons). As
ever, we have before us the Church as a community structured by the ministerial
priesthood and the common priesthood of the faithful.


The time has come to
transcribe the Vatican II text of greatest theological relevance to our
purpose. According to the decree Christus Dominus, "a section of
the People of God [is] entrusted (concreditur) to a bishop to be guided
by him with the assistance of his clergy, so that, loyal (adhaerens)
to its pastor and formed (congregata) by him into one community in the
Holy Spirit through the Gospel and the Eucharist, it constitutes one particular
Church in which the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church of Christ is truly
present (inest) and active (operatur)." These words speak
clearly of the "mystery" of the particular Church, though previously
the Council pointed out no less clearly the three elements that form the
organic reality of the particular Church—a portion of God's People, the bishop
who brings unity to it, and the clergy collaborating with the bishop. To be
rigorously theological, without all three there is no particular Church.


[bookmark: _Toc339296142]3. The Church-sacrament
as an "operative" moment of "communion"


We will now look at the purpose of this
priestly structure, whether of the universal or particular Church. The
Church has been so constituted—that is, with a dual structural element
(universal and local) and with a dual way of participating in Christ's
priesthood—to serve the Lord's salvific action in history. That is simply
another way of saying that the Church's mission is carried out and fulfilled by
the workings of the sacramentum salutis. Now, the most basic stratum of
this ecclesial activity is one whose dynamism stems from the relationship
between the common priesthood of the faithful and the priestly ministry. We
ought, therefore, to return—not now in a structural, but in an operative
"mode"—to the priestly community that is the Church, to study that
dynamism. Lumen gentium, 10 is relevant here: "Though they differ
essentially and not only in degree (essentia et non gradu tantum), the
common priesthood of the faithful and the ministerial or hierarchical
priesthood are none the less ordered one to another; each in its own proper way
(suo peculiari modo) shares in the one priesthood of Christ. The
ministerial priest, by the sacred power that he has, forms and rules the
priestly people; in the person of Christ he effects the eucharistic sacrifice
and offers it to God in the name of all the people. The faithful indeed, by
virtue of their royal priesthood, participate in the offering of the eucharist.
They exercise that priesthood, too, by the reception of the sacraments, prayer
and thanksgiving, the witness of a holy life, abnegation and active
charity." Let us see how these priesthoods differ and, then, how they are
ordered to each other. This analysis will point to "structural"
consequences.


a) Two ecclesial forms of participating in
Christ's priesthood: their difference. First Pius XII and then Vatican II
expressed a unanimous conviction of Catholic faith by affirming that the two
forms of participating in Christ's priesthood differ essentially and not merely
in degree. The terminology has given rise to much debate, mainly in an effort
to explain metaphysically the meaning here of essence and
participation. That does not concern us now. As I see it, the Council
itself interprets the expression "in essence and not merely in
degree" when it says that this is so because each priesthood
participates in Christ's single priesthood suo peculiari modo. I take
this to mean that:


1. As participations in
Christ's priesthood, both are inalienable: one cannot be derived from or
reduced to the other. Only through the activity proper to both priesthoods (or
both forms of participation) does Christ's unique priesthood fully display its
salvific power in history: what in Christ is one is found in the Church under
two forms.


2. They are essentially
complementary; thus the text, "one is ordered to the other", has more
than a moral or legal meaning (it does not simply mean, for example,
"helpful to ecclesial life"). Rather, it expresses the profound
"why" for that essential differentiation—the theological mode of the
priestly being of the Church as a whole, as a priestly community.


This essential difference and
mutual correlation express the mystery of the Church as (priestly) body of
Christ (the priest). Let us explore the essential difference by delving into
the content of each form. With the concrete and historical acts of his life
culminating in the paschal mystery, Christ is the priest and victim eternally
pleasing to the Father. He alone, the Son of God made man, "the man Christ
Jesus", is the "one Mediator between God and men", as we read in
the First Letter to Timothy (2: 5). The common priesthood of the faithful means
participating in the priesthood bestowed on his own by Christ. Believers are
thereby enabled to offer their lives—"their bodies", says St Paul
(Rom 15: 1)—as living, holy hosts, pleasing to God: the common priesthood of
the faithful is an "existential" priesthood. Opus Dei's founder was
perfectly correct when he said that Christians are made by God "priests of
our own lives". The exercise of the common priesthood consists primarily
in the daily hallowing of real, concrete life: what are transformed into the
"spiritual hosts" St Peter refers to (1 Pet 2: 5) are the particular
deeds of a Christian person, deeds that display the consecration of a
Christian's whole being, of his "body" in the Pauline sense. Through
the common priesthood, Christ associates Christians to his sacrifice and praise
of the Father.


A. Feuillet concluded his
research into this subject as follows: "The spiritual sacrifices spoken of
in 1 Peter 2:5, seen within the context of other passages mentioned, ought,
above all, to be interpreted as a voluntary imitation by Christians of the
sacrificial offering of Christ, the suffering Servant." The practice of
the faithful's common priesthood is, then, nothing other than Christian life in
action. Accordingly, every Christian can say of himself, in words of Blessed
Josemaría, that his is radically a "priestly soul", one that imbues
everything he does.


The common priesthood of the
faithful, then, is something priestly, prophetic and kingly practised in the
concrete circumstances of life in the midst of the world—something that cannot
be reduced to, although it includes, liturgical actions. The joyful offering of
one's life to God as continual praise in the Holy Spirit is something that
belongs to the essence of the common priesthood. In this sense, its exercise
will never disappear, but rather will reach eternal culmination in the
consummated Church (Ecclesia inpatria). But it is also praise per
Filium: so, here on earth it relates essentially to the eucharistic
sacrifice. As Feuillet remarks: "The baptized are, in similarity to
Christ, priests and victims of the sacrifice they offer, but this sacrifice
becomes possible through the one sacrifice of Christ." This
last statement brings us to discuss what is proper and specific to the
"ministerial or hierarchical priesthood", the undeniable need for it
and its irreducibility to the common priesthood. Despite the accuracy of
everything we have said about the priesthood of all the baptized, it is still a
central truth of our faith that there is no priest but Christ and no sacrifice
more pleasing to God than the gift Christ makes of his very existence. The congregatio
fidelium does not bestow on itself the salvation it witnesses to, nor does
it generate the saving word and sacrament, for it is Christ alone who saves.
Therefore, Christians can be living hosts only by "receiving" from
Christ here and now the power of his word and sacrifice. The ministerial
priesthood, in the economy of grace, is, so to say, the divine
"invention" whereby Christ, exalted at the Father's right hand,
delivers today to mankind his word, pardon and grace. This is the
raison d'etre of the ecclesiastical ministry—to serve as the infallible and
efficacious sign and instrument, of Christ's presence, head with the body,
amidst the faithful. As Bishop del Portillo put it: "Christ is present
to his Church not only insofar as he attracts to himself all the faithful so
that with and in him they all might form one Body; he is present, and eminently
so, as Head and Pastor who instructs, redeems and ever watches over his People.
And it is this presence of Jesus Christ the Head that is brought about through
the ministerial priesthood he instituted in the bosom of the Church."
"The central meaning of priestly ministry in the Church is the ministry of
Jesus Christ himself, who, through the conferring of priestly ordination,
continues to live in the Church's ministerial priesthood."


The ministerial priesthood is,
then, a "sacramental" priesthood, distinct from the
"existential" priesthood common to all the faithful. It is
sacramental, not by reason of its origin (both priesthoods derive from their
respective sacraments), but rather because the specific purpose of the
ministerial priesthood and its functions is to serve as a
"sacramental" (re-presentative) channel of the presence of Christ,
the mediator and head. As Blessed Josemaría wrote: "All of us Christians
can and should be, not just alter Christus, but ipse Christus:
other Christs: Christ himself! But in the priest this happens in a direct way,
in a sacramental way." The actions proper to the common priesthood, on
the other hand, are not "sacramental" (re-presentative), but rather,
as we have seen, "real", belonging to the res of sanctified
Christian life. The ministerial priesthood, which seals forever those
ordained, belongs nevertheless to the category of medium salutis
characteristic of the Church's pilgrim phase; but the royal priesthood of the
baptized belongs to the category of ends (fructus salutis), for it
consists in the doxological communion with Christ, priest and victim, which is
the very heart of Christian existence, and which will reach its fullness in
eternal life.


Let us now look at the mutual
relations between the two priesthoods, something implied in the preceding
considerations. Both forms of priesthood, with their practical expressions,
need one another: each is "for" the other, but in different ways.


b) The ministerial serves the common
priesthood: substantial priority of the "christifideles"
"Our sacramental priesthood," wrote John Paul II in 1979 with respect
to sacred ministers, "constitutes a particular ministerium: it is a
service to the community of the faithful." The ministry's orientation to
the faithful should be seen in this perspective. The first and most radical
relation between ministry and faithful is the service of ministering to the
"congregation of the Christian faithful". Here is how Lumen
gentium solemnly affirms it: "The office . . . the Lord committed to
the pastors of his people is, in the strict sense of the term, a service, which
is called very expressively in holy Scripture a diakonta or ministry
(cf. Acts 1: 17&25; 21: 19; Rom 11: 13; 1 Tim 1: 12)."


The formal reason of this
service, as we saw, is the "re-presentation of Christ". To exercise
it, priestly ministers are endowed with "sacred power", as the
Council declares: "The bishops, as vicars and legates of Christ, govern
the particular Churches assigned to them by their counsels, exhortations and
example, but over and above that also by the authority and sacred power (auctoritate
et sacra potestate) which indeed they exercise exclusively for the
spiritual development of their flock in truth and holiness, keeping in mind
that he who is greater should become as the lesser, and he who is the leader as
the servant." "For the exercise of this ministry, as for the rest of
the priests' functions, a spiritual power is given them, a power whose purpose
is to build up the Church."


Thus, to say that ordination,
the orientation of the priest to the faithful, is essentially diakonia
or service is equivalent to saying that the "ontology" of Church
structure indicates the substantial priority of the "Christian
condition" (the common priesthood). "With you I am a Christian; for
you I am the bishop," said Augustine of Hippo. With respect to the common
priesthood, the "priestly ministry" element has a relative
character, theologically subordinate: "Christ instituted the hierarchical
priesthood for the benefit of the common priesthood."


This priority is
"substantial", which does not mean that the ministerial priesthood is
derived from the common priesthood (a position formally at odds with Catholic
faith). Both forms of priesthood are "basic and aboriginal", as we
have sufficiently seen, and "essentially" distinct.


Having skirted error, we
nonetheless ought to affirm this substantial priority. To understand and affirm
it with all its consequences pertains to the essence of the Catholic conception
of the Church. Given the common priesthood's priority, we can clearly see why
the ministerial priesthood's power to represent Christ does not mean that
clerics are more Christian than others or that they contribute more to the
Church's mission, as if the faithful could be reduced to mere recipients of
clerical ministrations.


We here witness one of the
greatest developments brought about by Vatican II's theology of the Church, one
that paradoxically reveals something most ancient and primordial in its
structure. It shows that it is all God's priestly People, organice
exstructus, that bears the message of salvation to the world, and that what
really matters and abides forever is the substantive condition of
"christifideles", of "being a Christian". Consequently,
ministry is something structurally relative—relative to Christ and to
the "congregation of Christians". The cleric relates to Christ
insofar as his service to the Lord consists in being a sign and instrument of
Christ's saving gift to the community. And he relates to the congregation
insofar as, through his priestly ministry, he enriches the congregatio
fidelium with godly gifts. Thus the latter are spurred to practise their
priesthood (the "priestly soul" Blessed Josemaría refers to) by
living the substance of that faith and by their in-worldly worship of God, the
charity that Christ himself, not his ministers, has granted them in the Spirit.
This smacks of Scripture, even of Old Testament Scripture: "The role of
the kohanim (hiereis) is essentially that of keeping the people
aware of their priestly character and spurring them to live in such a way as to
glorify God by everything they do."


This ecclesiological twist
produced by Vatican II is found in its definition of the particular Church: no
longer is it a territory or jurisdiction, but rather a portion of God's People.
The above-quoted conciliar text succinctly puts forth the theology of the interaction
of twofold participation in Christ's priesthood. In defining the Church, the
substantive element is the community, the portio, the ensemble of
Christian faithful, which is the focus of the dual ministerial element that
composes it and structures it as Church—the bishop, "visible source and
foundation of unity" and the priests, "prudent cooperators of the
episcopal college and its support and mouthpiece". By the ministerial
action of the bishop with the clergy (exercising the "ministerial
priesthood": preaching and sacraments, above all the eucharist), the
particular Church, the portion, is and lives as Church: there the Church
of Christ as such inest et operatur. But having said that much, we are
already pointing to the "functional" priority of the sacred ministry.


c) How the common priesthood relates to the
ministerial: the latter's "functional" priority.  It is now time we looked from the other side
at the mystery of participation in Christ's priesthood in the Church, both in
its communion and in its structure. To affirm the substantive priority
of the "Christian condition" with respect to the ministry only fully
makes sense when admitting the latter's functional priority. This
priority stems from the ordinatio the faithful have to the ministry of
the clergy. Christifideles and ministry are ordered to one another (ad
invicem ordinantur). In the light of what we have seen, their mutual
relations should be easy to grasp.


Christian
"substance" (what Augustine calls nomen gratiae) is radically
found in the faithful: all baptized persons in the Church are on the way to
salvation and holiness by reason of their status as Christians. But the congregatio
fidelium does not bestow this substantive condition on itself; rather it is
a fruit of the Spirit, whom Christ sends in the word and the sacraments. So,
the specific service rendered the community by the ministers of the word
and the sacraments is no mere "option"; it is indispensable to
Christian life. In the economy of salvation established by Christ, availing
themselves of this ministry is essential if the "congregation of the
faithful" are to develop as Christians. In this sense ministers, because
they represent Christ the head, enjoy functional priority within the
Church structure; this testifies to Christ's being the head and saviour of his
Body.


From this can be seen the
common priesthood's special ordinatio to the ministerial. While the
relationship of ministerial to common priesthood is that of service, not so the
relationship of common to ministerial. If anything, it is a relationship
expressing the need to be served. The faithful need the sacramental,
prophetic and pastoral services of ministers in order to be and live as
Christians. They require the ministerial priesthood's specific actions if they
are to exercise those pertaining to the common priesthood. Without the
"help" of the priestly ministry, they could not be what they are, in
the words of John Paul II, who bases himself on Vatican II: "Beloved
brothers, the sacrament of Order, specific to us, fruit of the grace particular
to our vocation and basis for our identity, by virtue of its very nature and
everything it produces in our life and activity—all this helps the faithful to
be aware of their common priesthood and to actualize it (cf. Eph 4: 11ff). It
reminds them that they are God's People and equips them to 'offer spiritual
sacrifices'(cf. 1 Pet 2: 5) through which Christ himself makes us an
everlasting gift to the Father (cf. 1 Pet 3: 18).Thishappens,aboveall, when the
priest, 'by the sacred power he has . . . effects the eucharistic sacrifice and
offers it to God in the name of all the people' (Lumen gentium,
10)."


This functional priority of
the sacred ministry has led some theologians to speak of it as the
"structuring" ministry of the community. Indeed, if the Church's
fundamental structure arises from Christ's convoking the congregation through
word and sacraments, thereby giving himself to the faithful, the role belonging
to ministers is that of instruments which Christ the head uses to maintain the
Church as Church, that is, endowed with the fundamental structure that enables
it to perform its mission. That is the reason why ministers, despite being
essentially servants, ought to be loved and honoured by the Christian
community, as St Paul asked the Thessalonians: "But we beseech you,
brethren, to respect those who labour among you and are over you in the Lord
and admonish you, and to esteem them very highly in love because of their
work" (1 Thess 5: 12-13). The reason for their dignity is
"structural", to do with the "work" they carry out; it is
not something "personal".


[bookmark: _Toc339296143]4. The foundational
dynamics of the Church's structure


We have just considered the
"faithful/ministers" binomial, with their mutual relations
(substantive priority of the former, functional-structuring priority of the
latter). That helps us to appreciate better the unity-totality of the Church's
basic structure, which, through both elements, is configured in its most
primary dimensions. Here on earth, the Church, "organically
structured" (organice extructa), is not just the faithful, or just
the ministers; rather it is the priestly community consecrated by the Spirit,
whom Christ sends from the Father, a community endowed with a structure wherein
the common and ministerial priesthoods operate ineffably to make the Church
Christ's Body.


This structure is basic and
aboriginal inasmuch as its two component elements represent the most radical
structural positions, though not the only ones, found in the Church. From this
perspective we can understand theologically the historical entities in which
this structure expresses itself, both at the universal as well as at the
particular level. And this essential articulation, in turn, distinguishes those
entities from other forms of Christian community where only one of the elements
comes into theological play.


To sum up: the structure of
the Church, as disclosed by divine revelation, is this: priestly ministers, by
dedication to their ministry, serve their brethren (the "faithful"),
so as to enable the latter, exercising their existential priesthood, to serve
God and the world. The priestly ministry exists for "the growth of the
Christian community to the point where it is enabled to radiate faith and love
in civil society". The dynamics of this twofold, stepped, service are
eschatological—the mission, the building up of Christ's Body. In this context
the Pope's title of "Servant of the Servants of God" acquires its
full strength and meaning. By divine institution he presides and unites all the
ecclesiastical "ministry". This title synthesizes all the theology of
the ministerial priesthood and, with it, the true sense of the twin
priority—substantive and functional—we have examined.



[bookmark: _Toc339296144]III. OPUS DEI'S INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURE


As is known, Opus Dei has undergone a complex
evolution within the forms of ecclesial institutions. A very detailed monograph
on this subject has been published entitled El itinerario juridico del Opus
Dei, on which we will rely in part. The subtitle of that work,
"History and defence of a charism", alludes to what lies behind that
evolution—the founder's effort to ensure that the Work's "true nature and
theological characteristics", as the papal constitution Ut sit put
it, be guided, at times against wind and countercurrent, to reach port
unharmed. On the other hand, a safe harbour—to the extent that there is such a
thing dum peregrinamur a Domino'1—is only found when the
"true nature and theological characteristics" are safe from every
storm . . . And that eventually happened when Pope John Paul II established
Opus Dei as a praelatura personalis ad peculiaria opera pastoralia
perficienda.


Opus Dei's "true nature
and theological characteristics" embrace more questions (spiritual,
pastoral and so on) than what concerns us here—the ecclesiology of Opus Dei.
What, in theological terms, is the ecclesial structure of Opus Dei that has
braved so many seas and made it necessary to put in at such different ports?


[bookmark: _Toc339296145]1. The ecclesiological
nature of Opus Dei


In the previous section we went into the theology
of the Church at some length, highlighting the primary elements of the Church's
fundamental structure, while keeping in mind what we had said about Opus Dei
earlier on. This leads us to suggest that Opus Dei—the Christian community
formed by Josemaría Escrivá and his followers—in its native reality does seem
to be an ecclesial body whose initial structure is "analogous", we
might say, to those self-structuring forms (particular Churches) that arose
originally in the Church. If that is so, it is quite paradoxical, because it
would situate Opus Dei (which in some ways represents no little novelty in the
Church) into an organizational framework similar to the oldest forms of
communion and service known to the Church. Maybe that is what led its founder
to call Opus Dei's message as "old as the Gospel and like the Gospel
new". But let us not get distracted.


We only said an
"analogous" institution. As we saw earlier, the basic and aboriginal
forms of Christ's Church are those of "universal Church" and
"particular Churches". Opus Dei is moreover something born
"inside" the Church. It is not "the" (particular) Church,
though it is still Church. This affirmation, so obvious that it is in a certain
sense the very basis of everything Christian, is, nonetheless, the route to
understanding the institutional analogy we have made. It in turn sends us again
to a further consideration of the Church's fundamental structure.


a) How the Spirit and history affect the
Church's structure.  To reflect on
the "structure" of the Church is always to consider the Church as a
sacrament in time and history. We see how Christ, by means of the sacramentum
salutis, brings about the definitive and eschatological "communion of
men with God and with one another". Now, in this history of the
sacramentum salutis we must distinguish between the "basic, aboriginal
structure" of the Church as sacrament, endowed with the dimensions and
elements we have described, and the "historical forms" in which that
basic structure manifests itself. Without the former (the basic structure), the
Church is not Church (or at best it is an impaired Church: this is a hotly
debated ecumenical subject). Therefore, the one Church, the catholica,
to use St Augustine's word, always has that structure and therefore is
effectively and fully Church; it is the Church. The structure we are
talking about is, consequently, what grounds the identity of the sacramentum
salutis throughout the centuries. From the tiny group in the Cenacle at
Jerusalem to the great, worldwide body on the eve of the third millennium,
Christ's Church is always identical.


But the so-structured Church,
with its in-built orientation to the salvific mission received from the
Redeemer, is in the Holy Spirit's hands. The Spirit is like its soul, and he
sends upon it his charisms to enrich and "restructure" it. By the
very nature of history, assumed already by Christ in the incarnational mystery,
the Church ever meditates on the Lord's word, while symbiotically relating to
the ways and culture of each age. All these factors combine in the historical
development of the Church's basic structure. "From the start the Church's
history is, from this point of view, the history of organizational developments
and of pastoral adaptation of divinely instituted elements to the growth of the
People of God. The Church must always be responding to apostolic and spiritual
needs encountered throughout the ages as it goes about its saving mission,
while rightly leaving inviolate its essential elements."


We can furthermore say that
the Church's "basic structure" never appears in a "chemically
pure state", so to speak. It always adopts some particular form of
historical organization. In each age one finds a concrete "historical
structure", which evidences a particular degree of development of its
fundamental elements, and which remains open to further change. The
International Theological Commission, in a 1985 document, called these two
levels the "essentialis Ecclesiae structural and its "Ecclesia
definita et mutabilis forma" (or "Ecclesiae organizatio").


Earlier I pointed out that
this development and "articulation" of the "basic
structure" are due to the Spirit's graces and charisms, to the Church's
own reflection and meditation, and to its connexions with the culture in which
it lives. We need not examine each of these aspects. It suffices to note that
it is in this developmental context where we ought to look for Opus Dei's
novelty


b) Opus Dei's novelty and the Church's
structure.  The foundational charism
which Josemaría Escrivá received, let us not forget, found him as a
"sacred minister", one of Christ's priests. Seen from the perspective
of the Church's historical structure, this God-given grace led him to promote
within the Church a Christian community whose members—lay faithful and
priests—began to relate to each other just as they had before coming to the
Work, as "faithful" or "sacred ministers". They did so in
order to attain the goal God had assigned to Opus Dei—to proclaim and practise
the universal call to holiness. Thus, it will be those same ecclesial positions
that determine the structure of the new "organization", Opus Dei.


On the other hand, the Church
in its wisdom, "taught by the Holy Spirit", has grasped that the
basic form of a Christian community, and therefore of Christian mission (how
christifideles and sacred ministry relate) can also articulate communities
that are not particular Churches but institutions of the universal Church.
Among the myriad ecclesial forms that have developed over time, the Church has
discerned Christian groupings that can best express their message and serve
communion and mission as institutions of the universal Church. This is what
John Paul II has done with respect to Opus Dei through the Constitution Ut
sit. This discernment, coming as it does from the head of the Communion of
the Churches, deserves close attention. First, however, we should
note that in carrying out this theological assessment of Opus Dei, the Pope
availed himself of a previous discernment, that of Vatican II. Its
Presbyterorum Ordinis, 10, adumbrated a type of institutions called
praelaturae personates ad peculiaria opera pastoralia. Let us turn to the
text of John Paul II.


The Pope says that Opus Dei
has become present in the Church's life "as an apostolic organism made up
of priests and lay people, both men and women, that is at the same time organic
and undivided, that is to say, as an institution endowed with a unity of
spirit, of aims, of government and of formation". This is a very accurate
way of summarizing the existential and operative reality of Opus Dei. The
Christian community launched by Blessed Josemaría Escrivá and now spread
throughout the Church universal displays these fundamental features—a) a
structured social community (compages); b) galvanized by its mission (apostolica);
c) consisting of clergy, and laity of both sexes; d) whose internal structure
is "organic and undivided"; and e) endowed with a unity of aim,
spirit, organization and training.


This important document
tersely but clearly identifies the kind of social body that Opus Dei is and,
therefore, the position the Work occupies in the Church—how it functions within
the larger body. There are other kinds of social arrangements among the
faithful. The Church's richness, as a recinct of freedom in Christ, knows many
forms of gathering and community, diverse ways for Christians to relate to one
another. For instance, there are many forms of associative life, in which the
christifideles component of the Church's structure expresses its Christian
initiative and responsibility. These associations gather in their ranks both
lay people and clerics, precisely under the structural dimension of
christifideles. There are also associations for priests with various
purposes, particularly those devoted to improving their spiritual and apostolic
life. Then, finally, we have the immense ecclesial phenomenon of institutions
which are "forms of consecrated life". Modelled on religious Orders,
their social arrangement is structurally determined not by the
"christifideles/sacred ministers" relationship (though the entity
may contain both), but by the profession of the evangelical counsels insofar as
these configure a way of life. How the faithful deploy their social nature is a
classical and rich vein within canon law, not to mention theology.


Now, the theological reality
according to which Opus Dei is structured is none of the above, but rather the
one to which John Paul II refers in the Constitution. Opus Dei's social
arrangement as a "Christian community" stems from what we have called
the "internal dimension of the Church's structure". That is, it is
born of mutual relations of christifideles and "sacred
minister", or, if you prefer, it derives from the two forms of
participating in Christ's priesthood. That is also why Opus Dei as a social
reality in the Church is organic and undivided. Its lay faithful (men and
women) and the priests who act as its clergy complement each other in exemplary
adherence to the basic aboriginal relationship obtaining in the Church between
christifideles—called to live out the requirements and implications of
their baptism—and sacred ministers, who bring in, besides, the
"ministerial" consequences of the sacrament of Order. As the Work's
Statutes (no. 1) put it: "Opus Dei is a prelature embracing in its bosom (simul
complectens) clerics and lay people." Three numbers later this
statement is developed: "The ministerial priesthood of the clergy and the
common priesthood of the lay people are so intimately linked that both, in
unity of vocation and government, require and complement each other (ad
invicem) in striving for the end proper to the prelature."


Thus, to the question, What is
the ecclesiological nature of Opus Dei? one could reply: "It is an
institution whose internal structure replicates the basic ecclesial
articulation between the common priesthood of the faithful, possessed by virtue
of baptism, and the ministerial or hierarchical priesthood, possessed by the
clerics incardinated in it."


So, what we find in Opus Dei,
different yet complementing one another, are the two ecclesial forms of
participating in Christ's priesthood. We find both the "substantial"
priority of Opus Dei's lay faithful, at whose service is the priestly ministry,
and the "functional" priority of the sacred ministry, in whose head
(the prelate) resides the sacra potestas that governs the prelature. The
clergy's "functional" priority was described by the founder when he
said that the ministerial priesthood "impregnates with its spirit our
personal life and all our apostolic work". Opus Dei's Statutes put it more
technically: "Under the prelate's authority, the clergy, by means of their
priestly ministry, enliven and inform all of Opus Dei." But if these
terms—inform, enliven—point to a "functional priority", they also
clearly manifest the "substantial priority" of Opus Dei's lay
faithful. Graphically, the founder told the Work's priests that their task is
to be a "carpet" for others. He wrote: "In Opus Dei we're all equal.
There's only a practical difference: priests are more bound to place their
hearts on the floor like a carpet, so that their brothers and sisters may tread
softly."


Among other things, this means
that the life of the institution, the way it is Church, its projection towards
its God-given mission, in a word, the dynamics of its structure, theologically
relate to what we said above concerning sacramentality as an operative
moment of the Church. A Holy See document, studying Opus Dei's Statutes,
lucidly described this dynamic, calling it "reduplicatively
pastoral".


"In effect," we
read, "the prelate and his clergy carry out a 'particular pastoral work'
in favour of the prelature's laity . . . and all the prelature, clergy and
laity, carry out a specific apostolate at the service of the universal Church
and the particular Churches. There are, therefore, two fundamental aspects of
the prelature's aim and structure that explain its reason for being and its
natural and specific insertion within the global pastoral and evangelizing
activity of the Church—a) the 'particular pastoral work' the prelate and his
clergy develop to sustain and tend to the lay faithful incorporated to Opus Dei
in the fulfilment of the specific commitments (ascetical, formative and
apostolic) they have undertaken and that are particularly demanding; and b) the
apostolate that the prelature's clergy and laity, inseparably united, perform
with the aim of spreading in all social sectors a profound awareness of the
universal call to holiness and apostolate and, more concretely, of the
sanctifying value of ordinary professional work."


The double purpose (or double
apostolic step) expressed by this document fits in very well with the double
moment of the Church's dynamics developed by St Paul in a celebrated passage of
his Letter to the Ephesians: "And his gifts (edoken) were that some
should be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers,
for the equipment of the saints (pros ton katartismon ton hagion)
for the work of ministry (eis ergon diakonias), for building up
the body of Christ (eis oikodomen tou somatos tou Christou."
Synthesizing, we can say that the first verse of this passage describes the
Church's ministerial dimension ad intra—beginning with the apostles'
fontlike and all-embracing ministry—which is presented to the Ephesians as a
"gift" from Christ to his Church, for the Church that they are. Note
the "objective" character of the gift ("structural", we
should say in the language we are using), to be related to the preceding v. 8,
which speaks of how the exalted Christ "gave gifts to men". St Paul
does not look directly to the persons of the ministers—who are called to be
apostles and so forth—but rather to the community, the Church, enriched by the
roles that these persons carry out or, if you prefer, enriched by those
persons, who by virtue of their roles are gifts for the Church.


The sacred ministers do not
exist for themselves, but for the faithful, to serve the "saints", as
the following verse says. The ministers exist "pros ton katartismon ton
hagion". Their first and fundamental task (here we have the first
apostolic step) is "for the equipment of the saints", as the Greek
expression is translated, which is much denser and richer than to
"perfect": to capacitate them, organize them; that is, to prepare and
ready them— the original word suggests all of these. In theological language it
means to serve one's brethren, to provide them the service that only they can
provide, the service of the word and sacraments.


That is why St Paul goes on to
describe the second step, that is, the purpose of this supernatural outfitting:
to equip them, he says, "for a work of ministry", to minister, we
could say, to all the Church. Structured in this way, the
"saints" are able to offer the Church and world the work God himself
has entrusted to them and that St Paul expresses christologically, when he says
its aim is "building up the body of Christ". So, it is not only the
ministers, but rather the whole Christian community, organically structured of
laity and sacred ministers, that achieves the Church's mission, the building up
of Christ's body in the midst of the world.


This double step, which
expresses the Church's basic apostolic dynamism, is well reflected in the
following text of Opus Dei's founder: "It is in the practice of that
ministry—ministerium verbi et sacramentorum—that they are to show
themselves to be God's ministers and servants of all souls, especially those of
their brothers and sisters . . . Servants, I say, because, forgetting
themselves, they should concern themselves primarily—subordinating everything
else, however important it may appear—with the holiness of their brethren
[first step] and active co-operation with them in all the apostolates proper to
our spirit [second step]." It is the same teaching with which Lumen
gentium begins its treatment of the Church's sacred ministry: "The
holders of office, who are invested with a sacred power, are, in fact,
dedicated to promoting the interests of their brethren, so that all who belong
to the People of God, and are consequently endowed with true Christian dignity,
may, through their free and well-ordered efforts towards a common goal, attain
to salvation."


c) The theological reason for Opus Dei's
institutional form.  What we have
just described is the structure and dynamism of Opus Dei seen from an
ecclesiological perspective. This is how it was first perceived by its founder
in the light of the foundational charism. Later it was fleshed out by dint of
his prayer and ecclesial experience, illuminated by studying and meditating on
God's word, submitted constantly to the Church's authority and, finally,
recognized and promulgated by the Church. The question about its
ecclesiological nature now takes a new turn. Why does Opus Dei have this
structure and not another? Why does the Work claim that its establishment by
John Paul II as a personal prelature is the "definitive juridical
solution" to its long evolution?


First, a clarification.
"Definitive" here means the last of a series of solutions perceived as
inadequate to its "true nature and theological characteristics".
Blessed Josemaría knew this full well throughout the canonical vicissitudes.
While he waited for better times and did his best to bring them about, he
spoke, not without a touch of irony, of finding the "least inadequate
possible" formula. God did not grant him to see the "definitive
solution" he longed for. Definitive therefore means appropriate, the
juridical solution thanks to which the structure's various elements and
functions fit together (mutua compositio), making the legal norms
conform perfectly to the foundational charism.


It is common knowledge that
the reason why the founder wanted Opus Dei to become a personal prelature had
to do with two main concerns. On the one hand, this framework fully expresses
the secularity of Opus Dei members, both clergy and laity. And on the other,
this canonical status assures the Work's unity: all its members, men and women,
priests and lay people, with but one vocation, constitute a single jurisdictional
unity governed by its prelate and pastor. In the light of the foundational
charism, both aspects seem truly central to Opus Dei's ability to provide the
Church with the service God has called it to offer—the proclamation and
practice of the universal call to holiness through work and life's ordinary
situations, and that with its own specific spirituality. In a certain way it
can be said that Opus Dei either stands or falls on the Work's secularity and
unity. The precariousness (or juridical exceptionality) of both features in the
previous phases of its evolution have been duly studied by specialists.


Now let us see how these two
essential features acquire, with the "definitive solution" sanctioned
by John Paul II in Ut sit, the greatest clarity and protection. The
"personal prelature" formula, appropriating as it does an institution
that expresses the internal dimension of the Church's basic structure,
locates Opus Dei within the order of ecclesial realities prior to the
historically verified tensions between canonically secular and religious
persons or institutions within the Church, with their legal and social
consequences. A personal prelature simply indicates that in Opus Dei there is
no consecration other than that of character-imprinting sacraments, which
alone, as we have said repeatedly, structure this kind of institution. Opus
Dei, as an institution, enjoys the secularity proper to the Church's
hierarchical institutions. Consequently, all the members of Opus Dei are
secular: the lay faithful are ordinary faithful who live their Christian life
from the lay or secular status characteristic of all lay people; and the
priests incardinated in the Work are simply secular priests, who find their
place in the prelature—and therefore in the Church—through the
"ministeriality" that structurally defines sacred ministers. In a
certain sense it can be said that Opus Dei's establishment as a personal
prelature simply leaves its previous juridical problem behind: it is now
irrelevant.


The same can be said,
congrua congruis referendo, about the vocational and institutional unity of
the Work. Those who incorporate themselves into the personal prelature of Opus
Dei are lay faithful (men and women, single, married or widowed), all of whom
have, in different forms, the same vocation. (In chapter II the rich subject of
unity and variety will be amply discussed.) Once they become members of Opus
Dei, the one vocation is found in the different structural roles proper to the
lay faithful/sacred ministers binomial, since some of the laymen are later
ordained as priests. On the other hand, a personal prelature, as a hierarchical
institution, ensures in the simplest way governmental unity among men and
women, laity and clergy. Men and women are structurally envisioned for what
they are—"lay faithful", the prelature's faithful. There are not two
institutions, one for men and another for women, nor one for priests and
another for lay people, but rather a single one, the prelature of Opus Dei,
where each plays his own structural part under the prelate.


Considering the
historical-institutional process leading to Ut sit, one can also reach
another conclusion. If this configuration of Opus Dei as a personal prelature
(an ecclesial institution responding exclusively to the christifideles/sacred
ministry dimension) resolves the problems and dissipates the threats or
precariousness seen by the founder, it does so because this "ecclesial
form" does indeed correspond to the "mission" laid on Opus Dei
by its foundational charism.


We devoted the first section
of this chapter to discussing how "mission" determines
"institution". That seemed the best way to an ecclesiological
understanding of Opus Dei. What we said there about the Work's charismatic
origin, reappears here at the level of theological reflection. The first facet
of that 1928 "illumination", we said, was the renewed message of the
universal call to holiness and apostolate of all Christians—not just a few, but
the general mass of ordinary lay faithful. But this "prophetic" dimension
was inseparably interwoven with God's call to Josemaría Escrivá to
"incarnate" the message. It is at that point that we find what
theologians call "foundational charism" in the strict sense—a charism
that gives rise to a form of Christian community and institution in the Church.
Referring to the historical experience of Opus Dei (the theological analysis of
which led to his making it a personal prelature), John Paul II notes:
"From its very beginnings this Institution has in fact striven not only to
illuminate with new lights the mission of the laity in the Church and in
society, but also to put it into practice." By the prophetic
dimension of that charism, Blessed Josemaría and his followers endeavoured to
remind everyone in the Church of that call to apostolic holiness amid everyday
life in mundo et in Ecclesia. The institutional dimension also had to
respond in its ecclesial structure to those ordinary circumstances; otherwise
the institution's social arrangement would negate, or at least weaken, the
pristine power of the prophetic message that it proclaims and claims to carry
out. In this sense, only an institution organized in line with the internal
dimension of the Church's structure (christifideles/sacred ministry)
appears adequate to manifest the ordinary ecclesial circumstances of the
multitudes God has called, via baptism, to holiness and apostolate, however
unaware of it these lay people may be. Therefore, Opus Dei's establishment as a
personal prelature, an institution reflecting the Church's ordinary
constitutional structure, simultaneously consolidates these two important
institutional dimensions of Opus Dei—its members' secularity and their
vocational and institutional unity.


[bookmark: _Toc339296146]2. Analogous to the
particular Church


a) Opus Dei's organizational form At times
particular Churches, personal prelatures etc. are described as
"hierarchical" institutions or "belonging to the hierarchical
structure of the Church". In itself this expression is correct and
sanctioned by Vatican II; but it needs to be properly understood. It does not
refer to institutions that autonomously organize the Church's ministerial or
hierarchical element, but rather to Christian communities whose social form is
the one we have been discussing. In these latter, the ministerial or hierarchical
element is an element internal to the social arrangement, though not the only
one; they are institutions where not only the communio fidelium but also
the communio hierarchica configure the whole social arrangement from
within.


As we saw in the second
section, particular Churches—"principally dioceses", says the Code of
Canon Law—are the communities where, by divine law and in an eminent way, what
we have just said is realized. On the other hand, the particular Church,
precisely since it is an element of the "Church's essential
structure", to quote the International Theological Commission,
historically takes a variety of forms de iure ecclesiastico (those
described by canon 368: diocese, territorial prelatures, and so forth). These
forms pertain to the Church's definita et mutabilis forma, and the
communion of all of them in the universal Church makes up the Corpus
Ecclesiarum of Vatican II.


The "eminent"
character of the particular Church makes of it a natural analogue for understanding
theologically those other institutions that, without being particular Churches,
do respond to the structural element "christifideles/sacred
ministry". These other forms of Christian community are structurally
canonical creations (de iure ecclesiastico) that thus represent
an historical development of the oft-cited structural dimension of the Church
("christifideles/sacred ministry"). As we have seen, this
dimension is certainly primary, basic, aboriginal (de iure divino).
I called the former "canonical creations", but I added
"structurally", to signify that the community in itself can be of
charismatic origin, as is manifest in the case of the convocation wrought by
Blessed Josemaría. When this is so, the granting of the legal form by Church
authority implies that the Church has discerned the foundational charism and
the social arrangement immanent in the Christian community born of that
charism.


Opus Dei's organizational form
reflects the internal dimension of the fundamental structure of the
Church. We can see this from its Statutes, which spell out the prelature's
organization by articulating the consequences of that dimension. Let us take a
brief look at these Statutes. The document has five titles. Title I, first
chapter, deals with Opus Dei's nature. Here, in concentrated and synthesized
form, it says (as we have partially seen) that the Work is in fact organized in
line with the structural dimension under discussion. The following three
chapters describe in some detail the structural element of "faithful".
The Catholic faithful incorporated in Opus Dei and their structural role in the
prelature by reason of their bond correspond to what in our general analysis of
the Church's structure we have called its "substantive element". In its
regard, everything else in the structure is "relative": it concerns
"service", "function". The Statutes here describe the
Work's lay faithful, diverse but with one vocation, since they make up the vast
majority of the prelature's members. However, with theological rigour, the
Statutes also include "sacred ministers" within the term
"faithful of the prelature", since, as we saw above, they do not
renounce their baptismal condition or the common priesthood of the faithful,
when ordained.


Paraphrasing Vatican II, we
could say: in order to coalesce its members into a single body, God has chosen
some, from among Opus Dei's faithful, to be ministers . . . This is, in effect,
the link between titles I and II of the Statutes, where the element of
"sacred ministry" is formally treated— how the prelature's
presbyterium is constituted; how Opus Dei's faithful accede to it; how one
receives canonical mission; and so forth. Express mention is made of how the
prelate and his vicars strive to foster among the prelature's priests a spirit
of communion with all the other priests of the local Churches in which the
former are at work. In this context we find the norms governing the
"Priestly Society of the Holy Cross".


Having covered the double
structural element that sustains the institution, title III describes the
"dynamics" of the compages apostolica that is Opus
Dei—"Life, Training and Apostolate of the Prelature's Faithful."
Then, title IV is devoted to how the prelature is governed; its direction
pertains to the prelate, who governs this organic body of clergy and laity with
the help of his vicars and councils.


Opus Dei, in sum, has a
tripartite structure in keeping with the ecclesial bodies we have been speaking
of—the prelate, his clergy, and the faithful people whom he guides. Later we
will have more to say about this threefold element in Opus Dei. But now we
should return to our theme and consider more closely the analogy with the
particular Church—a comparison that has emerged naturally from our analysis of
Opus Dei's internal ecclesiological nature.


b) Content and scope of the analogy To say
that one thing is analogous to another presupposes differences and
similarities. As we have said above, Opus Dei is not a particular Church, but
it has in common with the particular Church a certain level of
"theological substance". So, it will be the simultaneous
understanding of how they differ and how they overlap that will disclose in
what the analogy consists and therefore Opus Dei's role within the Church.
Ultimately, the question has to do with the difference between particular
Churches and personal prelatures. I explored the subject in a book with that
title, but it might be worthwhile to look at it from the concrete and vital
perspective of Opus Dei.


Internally structured in the
"christifideles/sacred ministry" form, the Church manifests
itself in history under the double form of "universal Church/particular
Churches", what we earlier called the "external dimension of the
Church's structure". To dwell on Opus Dei's relationship with both of the
Church's basic forms of configuration is the best way to identify
ecclesiologically the difference between Opus Dei and particular Churches,
because Opus Dei is an institution of the universal Church; it is not a
particular Church.


We can say that the ground for
the analogy between Opus Dei and the particular Church is the common
"theological substance" of ecclesial bodies structurally organized
according to the basic "common priesthood/ministerial priesthood"
relationship—the fact that both have the substantial elements of the
internal dimension of the Church's structure. But that co-possession can
involve different meanings and purposes as far as the Church's saving mission
is concerned. These give rise to different roles in the Church's structure, when
seen against what we call the "external" dimension of that structure
(the "universal Church/particular Churches" binomial). Let us look at
it more carefully.


The triple substantial element
(head, clergy, faithful) of that internal dimension is found in the particular
Church in ways adequate to the expression and realization of its
"mystery", that is, of the mysterious emergence in it (adest,
inest, operatur) of the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church. Hence the
need that its head be an ordained bishop and for the relationship between both
priesthoods to be expressed in the celebration of all the sacraments and in
openness to all charisms. Indeed, particular Churches are the universal Church
fulfilling itself, concentrating itself existentially in a particular moment;
each Church represents the whole in the part, the sacramental
"plenitude" in the portio. It is this concentration of the
universal Church's saving reality in the particular Church that permits each
particular Church to have all the virtualities, both existential and
institutional, of the one Church. Thus the particular Church has the potential
to integrate in its life all the qualitative variety of charisms and
ministries. Therein, not otherwise, consists its sacramental mystery. Therefore
the particular Church is in the image (ad imaginem) of the
universal Church.


As a personal prelature,
however, Opus Dei is not, by its theological structure, ad imaginem of
the universal Church. Rather, personal prelatures, and therefore Opus Dei, are
designed for particular pastoral tasks (ad peculiaria opera pastoralia).
The universal Church's end and mission— all aspects of which are, in
concentrated form, found at least potentially in each particular
Church—acquires in the prelature a particular dimension, albeit one
which is as radical and "non-sectional" as that which configures Opus
Dei. That dimension is what determines the jurisdictional scope of Opus Dei's
prelate, the ways in which the ministerial priesthood is exercised in it, the
presence among its faithful of lay people and not of religious, and so forth.
But that particular mission and task are carried out in Opus Dei, as in the
particular Church, from a common theological substance; that is, from the
"prelate/clergy/faithful" relationship and from the two kinds of
social arrangements we have called communio fidelium and communio
hierarchica.


How the internal
dimension of the Church's structure works in Opus Dei determines in turn, as we
have said, its different role in the Church's structure, now looked at
externally. Opus Dei is not a particular Church, but an institution of the
universal Church. It pays to understand this. The document of the Congregation
for the Doctrine of the Faith already cited, referring to the
"institutions and communities established by the Apostolic Authority ad
peculiaria opera pastoralia", says of them that "as such,
they pertain to the universal Church, although their members are also members
of the particular Churches where they live and work". Since it is one of those
institutions and communities, Opus Dei, therefore, belongs, as such, to the
universal Church.


Translated to the
ecclesiological categories we have been using, that "as such" means
"at the level proper to the external dimension of the Church's
structure". And applied to our subject: Opus Dei, as a Christian
community, is not a particular Church, but rather a transdiocesan, universal
convocation of the faithful that transcends particular Churches (even though it
has in common with them, as we have pointed out, the internal dimension
of their structure). But that "as such" also means that Opus Dei's
ecclesial reality does not entirely consist in being an institution of the
universal Church. Being what it is, it is inserted in the mystery of the
"mutual interiority" or "mutual immanence" of the universal
Church/ particular Churches binomial. Therefore, though structurally Opus Dei
belongs to the universal Church, its existential reality—the reality of its
members' Christian life—belongs to the richness of the particular Churches, to
the real communion of each diocese. In other words: since the universal communio
fidelium that is the universal Church is historically realized (exsistit,
inest, operatur) in the portiones Populi Dei which the particular
Churches are, members of Opus Dei (a Christian community that "belongs to
the universal Church") are also members of the particular Churches where
they live and work. It could not be any other way, for that is the ecclesial
structure of salvation. Personal prelatures and, therefore, Opus Dei "are
institutions of the universal Church in the dimension of particularity"
or, as Ocariz says, "particular expressions of the universal Church in the
particular Churches, not exclusively reducible to one or the other". From
what has been said and speaking in scholastic terms, a particular Church (say,
a diocese) and a personal prelature are not distinguished by an
"adequate" distinction, sicut aliud et aliud: like two
different things. That distinction does apply between two dioceses or between a
diocese and a territorial prelature, but not between a particular Church
(diocese, territorial prelature and the like) and a personal prelature, since
they are "inadequately distinct" entities.



[bookmark: _Toc339296147]IV. SOME PARTICULAR MATTERS RELATED TO OPUS DEI'S
STRUCTURE


The preceding thoughts about Opus Dei's nature
and structure help us to see it as an "apostolic organism" endowed
with the unity of which John Paul II speaks in his introduction to Ut sit.
This manifold unity is due to Opus Dei's having the structure we have been
analyzing; that is, it corresponds to the internal dimension (christifideles/sacred
ministry) of the Church's structure. It is expressed moreover by the social
arrangement suited to that dimension—the dual form of communion that we call communio
fidelium and communio hierarchica. That having been established, let
us now turn to some details of its structure that help to sketch the
ecclesiological profile of Opus Dei, beginning with the subject of
incorporation into the prelature.


[bookmark: _Toc339296148]1. The incorporation of
christifideles into the prelature


How do the lay faithful become linked to Opus
Dei? What is the nature of the act whereby a person becomes a member of the
prelature? In its first number the Statutes say that members join "in
response to a divine vocation", and from the act of incorporation a
"legal bond" arises whereby they are incorporated to the prelature.
Again according to the Statutes, the act is a "formal declaration",
before two witnesses, by the prelature, on the one hand, and the Christian, on
the other, of the mutual rights and duties succinctly enumerated therein. The
bond with Opus Dei arises in the person as a form of exercising his or her
lay options as such and consequently its theological and legal nature
differs from sacra ligamina (vows, oaths, promises and the like) proper
to institutes of consecrated life. We have already discussed this; it was one
of the reasons that led Blessed Josemaría and Opus Dei to ask for it to be made
a personal prelature. This step certainly ensures the secular character
of the bond, but it still does not disclose the ecclesiological nature of the
act of incorporation. For that we must investigate further.


Since the incorporation
embodies an exchange of declared wills (obliging in justice on both parties) we
can speak of an agreement or contract, as do both Ut sit and the Code of
Canon Law. Nonetheless, the term "agreement" or "contract"
by itself cannot express all the ecclesiological meaning of that "formal
declaration", which Opus Dei's founder from the early days used to call a
"commitment of love and service". We say this because the
relationship which incorporation establishes between Opus Dei's faithful and
the prelature is not in the strict sense a contractual relationship, inasmuch
as there is no longer a "bilaterality" (prelature/faithful):
bilaterality would make the relationship betweeen the parties an
"extrinsic" one. The effect proper to this "contract" is
"incorporation", the "legal bond of incorporation"; the
original bilaterality ceases once a christifidelis becomes a
"member" of Opus Dei, that is, joins Opus Dei itself. What this means
is that for a member of the Work his relationship with the prelature takes
place "within" of the prelature itself, not in the vis-a-vis
style characteristic of a contract.


The canonist Javier Hervada
aptly says that here "the commitment or agreement acts as the cause
of the incorporation and of its continuation". Opus Dei in
effect is not the ecclesiological "product" of a successive series of
contracts (which would make it a structure with contractual bonds); rather, it
is something organic, having an ecclesial structure prior to the
"contract" it makes with each of its faithful. That ecclesial
structure stems from the basic structural roles of "christifideles/sacred
ministry", with its internal communitarian linkage of the communio
fidelium and the communio hierarchica. In sum: by the formal
declaration under discussion a person is incorporated into the prelature's
particular communio, and the prelature recognizes him or her as a
legally full member thereof.


But with this we have not said
everything about the ecclesial nature of the act of incorporation. The
communio that structures Opus Dei is, as we have already said, analogous
with, not identical to, that which structures a particular Church. We found
that the difference between them stems mainly from Opus Dei's having a
specific purpose within the general aim of the Church. That specific
purpose and the consequent opera peculiaria define the area and the
modes of the communio that obtains in Opus Dei. This communion is the
same, certainly, as that arising from baptism—communio fidelium and
communio hierarchica—that is, the same as that found in particular Churches
to which Opus Dei's faithful belong, but it is qualified in the
prelature by the vocational commitment all its members make to practise
their baptismal commitments in keeping with the aim, spirit and
administration of Opus Dei; this involves "serious and qualified
obligations". At the same time, the aim proper to Opus Dei configures the
act of incorporation, which is a "declaration" and "commitment"
subsequent to baptism whereby one gains entry to that particular communion.
What we have here is a declaration of will by the future member that does not
make Opus Dei an associative entity; rather, that mutua declaratio results
in a person's incorporation into a structure that corresponds, as we have now
seen sufficiently, to the Church's constitutional communio.


[bookmark: _Toc339296149]2. The prelate and his
pastoral task


Opus Dei is a prelature because it has a prelate
directing it, possessed of sacra potestas. And, of course, because it
has clergy and laity—its faithful people. But a gathering of priests and lay
people does not produce the "organic unity" of a "personal
prelature" unless it has a head, who brings unity to that grouping and
makes it the compages apostolica identified and regulated by John Paul
II in Ut sit. In other words, that "little bit" of the Church
of which Monsignor Escrivá spoke is a personal prelature because the Church's
supreme authority has entrusted its pastoral care (cura pastoralis) to a
prelate. Within Opus Dei we find the constitutional dimension of the
communio hierarchica, because we find a prelate who belongs to the Church's
hierarchy and is the hierarchical head of the prelature.


His jurisdiction extends to
all members of the prelature, priests as well as lay people, but it is
circumscribed by the specific aim and the apostolic mission that the Church has
recognized and approved for Opus Dei. In a stricter sense one could say that
the prelate's power has the scope and content determined in the Statutes as approved
by the Holy Father in Ut sit. To the prelate's jurisdictional power
corresponds the obedience owed him by the prelature's members, both priests and
lay people. Here too we meet another aspect of the analogy with the particular
Church. Like the faithful with regard to their diocesan bishops, Opus Dei's
faithful obey the prelate (on matters to do with the prelature's special
mission) under the same and only title—the power of jurisdiction invested in
its prelate. There is no other basis for accepting mandates and obeying in Opus
Dei.


Moreover, there is no
collision of jurisdictions or jurisdictional parallelism with regard to
particular Churches, because Church and prelature have different areas of
competence. In what has to do with the ordinary pastoral care of the faithful,
the diocesan bishop alone is competent; in what concerns the specific
formative, pastoral and apostolic tasks of Opus Dei, its prelate is competent.


Opus Dei's prelate, we said
earlier, is endowed with the sacra potestas that underpins the
prelature; he directs it, as Ut sit puts it, as its own ordinary and
pastor. This is a clear legal norm, developed throughout title IV of Opus Dei's
Statutes. Ecclesiological reflection needs to use this as the basis for
discovering the origin, foundation and meaning of this power, within the
context of the sacred power wherewith the Church is endowed.


Before all else let us say
that Christ's exousia-diakonia, whereby he has been constituted as
priest, prophet and king, is present in the Church and doubly participated
in—through the power of the Spirit (common priesthood of the faithful, personal
holiness, charisms, ecclesial initiatives on the part of the faithful, since
the "soul" is in "all" the body) and through the sacra
potestas of the apostles, who "shepherd the Church sub ductu Domini
ministrando", that is, fulfilling their pastoral office through the
power of the Spirit sent by Christ. What concerns us now is this second power,
given in the Church by apostolic succession and transmitted by the effusion of
the Spirit in episcopal ordination and therefore found in the bishops,
successors to the apostles. We can thus say that the sacred power whereby
Christ's Church is governed, both at the universal and particular or local
level, is of an episcopal nature.


In the universal Church the
structure of this sacred power—both in its original apostolic moment as in
successive ones—is a hierarchical communion, with a double
manifestation, primatial and collegial. The Pope and the episcopal college are
the supreme, constitutional, hierarchical dimensions whereby Christ,
sending his Spirit, exercises his saving exousia. The universal Church,
in its internal and external growth, in the development of its mission, is
"hierarchically" structured by its Lord and head by means of the
ministerial power of the Pope and the episcopal college. These dimensions of
exousia-diakonia, wherein acts the Spirit of Jesus, make of the ecumenical
multitude of believers "the" Church convoked by Christ, the
"only" Church, "the" very Body of the Lord.


But the exousia-potestas
also extends to the local Church in its mystery. The bishop is source and
foundation of the unity of the Church entrusted to his pastoral ministry. The
Supreme Authority certainly entrusts to him the local Church he governs, but
the power wherewith he serves it comes radically neither from the Pope nor the
episcopal college, but from Christ himself by means of episcopal ordination.
That is why Lumen gentium says that bishops of particular Churches
discharge their mission as "vicars and legates of Christ".


This doctrinal background
helps to illustrate better the origin, foundation and meaning of the prelate's
power in Opus Dei. The power whereby bishops of particular Churches govern
their portiones Populi Dei is of a sacramental origin, since episcopal
ordination confers the fullness of the priesthood. Opus Dei's prelate, however,
governs the prelature entrusted to him with a power conferred by a juridical
act (that has no sacramental nature) of the Church's Supreme Authority. If the
origin is diverse, so too is the basis of this power: we said above that
personal prelatures, and therefore Opus Dei, are institutions of the universal
Church in the dimension of particularity; in the light of exousia-potestas,
the theme reappears in Opus Dei's prelate, whose power is manifested as a
particularized moment of the structural exousia of the universal
Church, where it finds its basis and support. The power conferred by the Pope
on whoever presides over Opus Dei is, in fact, sustained by the (episcopal)
exousia belonging to the Supreme Authority and appears as development and
participation—for particular, concrete pastoral tasks—in its universal
sacra potestas.


This should not be construed
to mean that the prelate's power is vicarious, in the canonical sense,
of the Supreme Authority. We already saw that the prelate is the rightful
ordinary and pastor of Opus Dei. But, nonetheless, his is an authority whose
theological formal reason is found in the universal dimension of the sacra
potestas. It falls within the purpose and content of the Church's universal
hierarchical dimension, which is to serve the particular Churches by means of
the particular tasks entrusted to it.


Therefore, the prelate's power has an intrinsic
theological dependence on the Supreme Authority. And this not only or
principally because the prelate need not be a bishop, but rather because the
power he receives participates in the native character of service to the
mission and communion of the Churches that is proper to the Supreme Authority.
From this perspective, the constitutive theological dependence could be
understood as a form of theological vicariousness in the broad sense.


The power of Opus Dei's
prelate, having this origin and basis, has a jurisdictional content of an
episcopal nature (even when the prelate is not a bishop). This is so, because
the object of that power radically consists in moderating and regulating the
constitutional "faithful/sacred ministry" relation, which is the
nucleus of the internal dynamism of the Church and of the
"pastoral" function of bishops. Opus Dei's prelate carries out this
function with regard to his faithful and clergy in order to serve the communio
Ecclesiarum entrusted to the prelature. We already said that the power in
question can have this content, because it is supported and grounded in the
episcopal authority of the Pope and participates in it. It is not, therefore,
"the mere immanent unfurling of the 'clerical' possibilities of the
ordination received", as Villar so aptly remarks. Rather, on the basis of
priestly ordination, when a priest is made prelate of Opus Dei, functions are
conferred on him in Ecclesia that in themselves are episcopal,
theologically sustained in the Supreme Authority, and specified by his canonical
mission and the prelature's Statutes. Therefore, even if he be only a priest,
his power is of an "episcopal" nature, that is, he is canonically
capacitated "as if he were a bishop" (ad instar episcopi).


The kind of power its prelate
has is explained by the theological nature of Opus Dei. He does not
"need" the fullness of the priesthood as a bishop does, since his
role, unlike that of the bishops presiding over local Churches, is not one of
making the universal Church's sacramental fullness present in a particular
place (local Church). Rather, his role is to gather faithful and priests in
Opus Dei in order to carry out its own particular apostolic mission, which is
one of a universal scope. But, at the same time, it is very appropriate that
Opus Dei's prelate, since he has episcopal powers, should also have episcopal
ordination. However, even if the prelate is ordained a bishop that in no way
modifies the theological and legal nature of the coetus Populi Dei of
the prelature, or its relation with particular Churches, or the statute of his
authority, which continues to be a canonical development of the power-service
of the universal Authority in the Church—not a form of presiding over a
local Church. But episcopal ordination does give whoever heads up Opus Dei
a new sacramental title to exercise the ministry he discharged. Thus his
ministry moves from being a priestly way of co-operating with the Corpus
episcoporum (though, as we have seen, with some powers of an episcopal
nature) to an episcopal ministry of a member of the episcopal college and in
collegial communion with all of them. In effect, if the sacred power that
sustains the prelature as a hierarchical institution is concentrated in the
prelate, in a certain way he also personifies the prelature's communion with
the Pope and the episcopal college, and represents the sollicitudo of
the Pope and episcopal college to serve the communion of the particular
Churches, within the scope of the pastoral task entrusted to the prelature. His
episcopal ordination then acquires a profound theological meaning, because it
brings the prelate into a sacramental relation of communio with the
diocesan bishops of the particular Churches, and the prelature itself is seen
more clearly as a structure at the service of the communio Ecclesiarum.


[bookmark: _Toc339296150]3. Opus Dei's family
structure


Any prelate's munus pastorale includes the
"power of jurisdiction" under discussion, but the endeavours and
concerns of a pastor do not end there. Moreover, looking at things in an
existentially Christian fashion, we ought to say that in Opus Dei's
institutional life and in its members' relations with their prelate, what is
decisive is neither his "jurisdiction" nor their obedience. Rather,
what truly defines Opus Dei's prelate is his "fatherhood", his role
as a pastor who is a father to all the prelature's faithful. That is why in
Opus Dei he is usually called "Father". The prelate's role in the
life of Opus Dei deeply configures the prelature. Therefore it is important to
consider it when determining the ecclesial profile of the social arrangement
lived therein.


Holy Scripture, not to mention
its echoes in Vatican II, uses many images to describe and explain the
Church—People of God, Christ's body, spouse of Christ, temple of the Holy
Spirit and so forth. We could say that, in Opus Dei, the image or dimension of
the Church's mystery that most stands out in its ecclesial experience is that
of "family", the "Church as family of God". Lumen
gentium alludes to this when it says that the Church is the "house of
God where dwells his family". In a beautiful historical perspective,
Gaudium et spes puts it this way: "Proceeding from the love of the
eternal Father, the Church was founded by Christ in time and gathered into one
by the Holy Spirit. It has a saving and eschatological purpose which can be
fully attained only in the next life. But it is now present here on earth and
is composed of men; they, the members of the earthly city, are called to form
the family of the children of God (familiam filiorum Dei) even in this
present history of mankind and to increase it continually until the Lord
comes."


For its part, contemporary
biblical exegesis has put forward the image of familia Dei as Christ's
favourite image to describe the new People of God. For Jesus, "the Father
is God (Mt 23: 9); Jesus is the master of the house and those who live with him
are his own (Mt 10:25); the older women who listen to his word are his mothers;
the men and youths are his brothers (Mk 3: 34). And, at the same time, all are
little ones, children, the nepioi of the family (Mt 11: 25) in fact,
whom Jesus addresses as children (Mk 10: 24) even if they are grown-ups."


The source of this experience
of the "Church as family of God" in Opus Dei is not primarily
ecclesiological reflection on the matter, but rather two spiritual events in
the founder's life dating from 1931 whereby he mystically understood and
overwhelmingly experienced God as Father and saw himself as God's son in
Christ. Besides, Josemaría Escrivá understood these experiences as "having
to do with the foundation", that is, a gift from God designed to shape
Opus Dei, which God himself had shown him barely two years earlier. From then
on, speaking or writing about "awareness" of divine filiation would
be a constant theme of Blessed Josemaría's life, right to the very end. As seen
in the first regulations he composed, divine filiation would be, in the strict
sense, a "fundamental" or foundational norm for the Work: "The
solid foundation on which everything rests in Opus Dei, and the fruitful root
that enlivens everything else, is humble and sincere awareness of divine
filiation in Christ Jesus, whereby we believe in and relish the paternal
charity with which God loves us."


From the perspective of Opus
Dei's structure and nascent life, these spiritual experiences were definitive
also in another sense (although more research would be required to prove a
genetic relationship). Josemaría Escrivá, who knew himself called by God to
shepherd that pusillus grex that was taking shape, also felt,
from those early days, that God was expanding his heart to love those children
of God (and all those to come later) as his own. Here we see the
ecclesiological implication. If God wanted people in Opus Dei to live the
Christian calling on that "foundation"—on the "sweet
awareness" that forms its very core (divine filiation in Christ)—its
pastor's role, precisely owing to the Church's sacramental structure,
had to be radically that of a father, who would be a kind of "living
sign" of the love God the Father has for us in the Son. That is how Fr
Escrivá lived, as the college students and workers at his side were
discovering. The ecclesial experience which they initiated had its root and
richness in the joyful practice of divine filiation in Christ, whose ecclesial
dimensions were the brotherhood of all (including the secular aspects of
Christian life) and the fatherhood of that priest, of that pastor, who loved
them with God's love, who took care of them and guided them with a
"fatherhood" that partook of the Father "from whom every family
in heaven and on earth is named". For them, Fr Josemaría was
simply "Father"; and their group a family within the great familia
Dei of the Church.


This spiritual experience was
no mere "spiritual incident"; rather, as said above, it had indeed
"foundational" implications. This experience of the Church and of
Opus Dei as "family" is a real and permanent gift in that
"little bit" of the Church under study. Looking at the Work, the
founder saw "an extraordinary reality of brotherhood and unity ... a
family of supernatural bonds, where Jesus' words are fulfilled: ecce mater
mea et fratres mei; quicumque enim fecerit voluntatem Patris mei qui in caelis
est, ipse meusfrater et soror et mater est (Mt 12:49-5o):beholdmymotherand
brethren, because whoever does the will of my Father who is in heaven is my
brother and my sister and my mother." Opus Dei's Statutes, what is more,
given the fatherhood practised by Blessed Josemaría (which is likewise a gift
to and a duty for his successors), handsomely describe the prelate as father:
"For all the prelature's faithful he is to be teacher and Father, who
truly loves everyone in the heart of Christ, who in pouring out charity takes
care of and teaches everyone, who cheerfully spends and outdoes himself for the
sake of all."


From what has been said, one
can see how the biblical categories of family, father, brethren, rooted in
Christ's own preaching express (in the scriptural language Blessed Josemaría
used so much) what we have earlier described in ecclesiological
terms—structure, sacred ministry, Christian faithful. In a single brush stroke
the founder synthesized this experience of the Church: "In your apostolic
undertaking don't fear the enemies 'outside', however great their power. This
is the enemy most to be feared: your lack of filial spirit [communio
hierarchica] and your lack of fraternal spirit [communio fidelium]."


This aspect of the Church's
mystery is relevant to understanding the prelature's insertion into the
universal Church and the particular Churches, how it sees and breathes the
Church. In the eyes of Josemaría Escrivá and his followers, the Church is as
the great family of God's children, and fatherhood the main feature of its
pastors. From this ecclesiological perspective new light is shed on what will
later be said about the "unity of vocation" of Opus Dei members; and
on the attitude of the prelature's members toward the Pope and the bishops of
the local Churches ("filial union" with the Pope, "filial
love" for the bishops); and their joyful openness to the catholic
communion of the universal Church, pastors and faithful very united to the Holy
Father. They thus rise above any provincialism, making Chrysostom's phrase a
daily and familiar reality: "He who dwells in Rome knows that the Indians
are his brethren."


In Opus Dei the dynamics of
this twofold "apostolic step" described above are shot through with
this sense of "family": "The prelature's faithful carry out
their personal apostolate primarily among their peers, on the basis mainly of a
relationship of friendship and mutual trust. We are all friends (vos autem
dixi amicos: Jn 15: 15); still more, we are children of the same Father and
therefore una simul brothers in and of Christ."


Opus Dei's
"familial" structure, carrying as it does this theological and
ecclesiological imprint, derives (following Jesus' word and style) from
the anthropological experience of the social arrangements proper to a
family. In other words: the family of Opus Dei, being supernatural in its
origin and bond, is completely imbued with Christian "secularity".
Indeed, the vast majority of Opus Dei members live with their own families and
their call is to hallow the family and its human context. Moreover, Opus Dei
centres, where some members reside, have a lifestyle (the founder called it
"family life") which simply reflects the style of a Christian family.


An important aspect of the
presence of women in the prelature has to do with this human and supernatural
context of Opus Dei as a family. Because it is a part of the Church, what St
Paul calls for holds good in Opus Dei: "There is neither Jew nor Greek,
there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, because you
are all one in Christ Jesus." The man/woman distinction is, in effect, irrelevant
from the point of view of Christian substance. The men and women God calls to
Opus Dei are simply its "faithful", just as they continue to be
"faithful" of the dioceses to which they belong. The apostolic
horizon of sanctification in the midst of the world is common to all men and
women of the prelature, in "unity of vocation", with great
professional, social, etc. diversity.


Nevertheless, women in Opus
Dei have a special responsibility, with respect to the entire prelature—to make
all the Work a "family". They are responsible for the material
care and housekeeping of the prelature's centres; for many of them this is
their professional work, the very place that defines them socially and
where they thus encounter Christ. In Opus Dei, as in most normal families,
feminine hands make its houses truly homes of a Christian family. And all that
with the "distance" that separates the centres and apostolic tasks of
the men from those of the women (despite the closest unity of spirit and
direction).


If here I anticipate this
aspect of Opus Dei (to be covered amply in the following chapter), it is
because it is a structural dimension of the Work, as the founder saw and
understood it. Without it, all the men and women who make up Opus Dei would hardly
experience life in the Work as the life of a family, with that warmth
(human as well as supernatural) of filiation and brotherhood which they all try
to practise as God's children in Christ. But let us take up our broken thread.


Opus Dei's structure, on the
one hand, is that of a corpus ecclesiale, fully and legally defined and
analogous to a particular Church; but it is also that of a Christian family, a
"large and highly varied" family, in Blessed Josemaría's words, where
a "spirit of personal freedom" is the order of the day. One
can thus see why the founder used to call Opus Dei an "organized
unorganization". Here is how he explained this paradoxical definition:
"I mean that in our apostolate we give primary and fundamental importance
to the spontaneity of the individual, to free and responsible initiative
guided by the action of the Spirit, and not to organizational structures,
commands and tactics imposed from above, from the seat of government." One
can thus see that, amid this "blessed unorganization", the
prelature's prelate and pastor does not govern mainly by
"jurisdictional" acts, but, rather, through fatherhood, which
certainly includes and embraces such authoritative acts, but which transcends
them from the viewpoint of "caritas pastoralis". So affirm the
Statutes, with words similar to those found in Lumen gentium when it
describes the munus regendi of bishops: "His pastoral solicitude
ought to manifest itself in counsels and suggestions and also in laws, precepts
and instructions", and "principally in the concern that all those
entrusted to him, priests and laity, are abundantly supplied with the spiritual
and intellectual means and assistance necessary to nourish and foster their
spiritual life and to carry out their apostolic aims."


[bookmark: _Toc339296151]4. How clergy and laity
participate in directing Opus Dei


As an ecclesial body belonging to the Church's
hierarchical structure, Opus Dei has both priests and lay people participating
in its pastoral governance, in keeping with the basic theology immanent to their
respective Church roles. In both cases their roles are of course coloured by
Opus Dei's specific aim and spirit. Lest we get ahead of ourselves, however, we
must not forget that it was to the prelate that the Pope entrusted the pastoral
government of the Work. But in the very act of doing so, he also approved the
Statutes whereby it is directed. In making the first prelate, Alvaro del
Portillo, a sharer in his episcopal status, he granted him sacra potestas
to be exercised "according to the Statutes". They read: "The
prelature's administration or government is entrusted to the prelate, who is
helped (qui adiuvatur) by his Vicars and Councils, in keeping with the
norms of general law and of this Code." The sacred power that sustains the
prelature thus resides in the prelate, who is its own ordinary and pastor. Opus
Dei members help him in the exercise of that power in a twofold
way—"vicariously" and by "collegial co-operation".


By the very nature of sacra
potestas and in accordance with canon law, only priests serve as vicars,
once named by the prelate for overall or regional government of the prelature.
As their name indicates, they possess "vicarious power". At central
headquarters (Rome) they are: the Auxiliary Vicar (if there is one), the Vicar
General and the Central Vicar Priest Secretary. At the regional level, they
are: the Regional Vicar, the Regional Vicar Priest Secretary and whatever
Delegate Vicars are needed. As vicars, these priests personally
represent the prelate ex officio and, within established limits,
exercise the power that he has conferred on them.


"Collegial
co-operation", on the other hand, pertains to the various
"Councils". Collegial style of government is one of the main features
of Opus Dei's administration, as practised and taught by the founder, who
insisted that government always be so. This collegial cooperation takes place
in the bodies that assist the prelate in his work—two Councils at the central
level in Rome and two more in each region or major circumscription of the prelature
(one each for men and women). To these respective Councils belong as members
the priest vicars named above and other prelature members, almost all lay
people. We now take a closer look at this co-operation of clergy and laity.


At first glance the role of
the prelature's priests in its administration comes as no surprise. The fact
that sacra potestas is possessed by a priest (presbyter or bishop) who
is the prelate and that those (except for the prelate himself) who are
ordinaries in the prelature are always priests acting as his vicars—this raises
no question; it is simply a requirement of the Church's constitutional
structure. But, as we have seen, these priests are few in number. The vast
majority of priests in Opus Dei do not serve as directors. A "sociological"
glance at Opus Dei's institutional life clearly discloses that lay people are
in charge. The founder's word and the Work's experience leave no doubt:
"As a rule, priests are not there to govern."


What lies behind that
statement, that experience? To my way of thinking, the answer really has to do
with Blessed Josemaría's appreciation and practice of the ministerial
priesthood and the "sacred ministry/lay faithful" relationship. The
priest, for him, was a servant of others, whom he does not order around. He
wanted to avoid "among us any trace of clericalism, with all that
this implies of caste, exclusivity and dominion". In matters
of government, the founder felt the need to be helped by the
"collegial" collaboration of priests and, above all, of lay people,
to avoid any hint of despotism. He realized that, in the munus pastorale,
more radical than the power of jurisdiction is the "fatherhood" of
sacramental origin, which leads to guiding, serving and directing the souls of
those who approach the priest.


Hence it can be said, in more
strictly theological terms, that for Blessed Josemaría the typical exercise of
the munus pastorale in Opus Dei's priests is "spiritual
guidance", which is channeled through the other two munera—the
ministry of the word and of the sacraments: the "authority" and
"power" of Christ's priests stem from having God's word on their lips
and having Jesus Christ's saving power and Jesus Christ himself in their
sacramental actions. To be a priest in Opus Dei's clergy is to enter, by
ordination, into the "sacramental brotherhood" of the Ordo
presbyterorum and thereby be equipped to attend as a priest to Opus Dei's
other members. The canonical mission conferred by the prelate defines a
coetus fidelium within the prelature that a priest is to care for as a
priest, that is, by serving them in their spiritual life and in their
apostolic undertakings, by preaching and administering the sacraments. This is
how the prelature's clergy exercise the mission assigned by St Paul to sacred
ministers—to live and work "pros ton katartismon ton hagion"
(for the equipment of the saints), to prepare and help their brethren in their
apostolic service of the world.


As we continue to explore the
nature of the prelature, of maximum interest is the way the lay people
cooperate with the prelate. From the ecclesiological point of view, what does
it mean for a lay person to be a member of Opus Dei's General Council or
Regional Council? The point of departure has already been established: Opus
Dei's prelate is a member of the Church's hierarchy, and the prelature is a
corpus ecclesiale of its constitutional structure. Canon 228 says:
"Lay people who are found to be suitable are capable of being admitted by
the sacred Pastors to those ecclesiastical offices and functions [munera]
which, in accordance with the provisions of law, they can discharge. Lay people
who are outstanding in the requisite knowledge, prudence and integrity, are
capable of being experts or advisors, even in councils in accordance with the
law, in order to provide assistance to the Pastors of the Church"
(our italics). It is interesting, moreover, to note that this is a perfectly
lay option, which the Code of Canon Law regulates in fact under the title
"Obligations and rights of the lay faithful".


But Church law says even more.
Not only may certain officia or munera be performed by the laity,
but also in canon 129 § 2 of the Code we read: "Lay members of Christ's
faithful can co-operate in the exercise of this same power [of
jurisdiction] in accordance with the law" (our italics). Thus there is
room for lay persons in the very exercise of the power of jurisdiction. This
is precisely what we are discussing: it applies to that form of cooperation
whereby some of the prelature's lay faithful play a part in the exercise
of the jurisdictional power the Holy Father has conferred on the prelate.
Indeed, the prelature's lay people who make up these councils have been called
to co-operate in the prelate's pastoral role, and they discharge this ecclesial
ministry, as the canon says, "in accordance with the law", which in
this case is the prelature's Code or Statutes in the first instance. This
ministry, moreover, involves considerable responsibility, since it implies no
more and no less than working on councils whose ecclesial task is not just to
"advise" the prelate, but also to cooperate formally in the exercise
of his sacra potestas.


In the perspective of Opus Dei
as family, all this theological-canonical reality (since it is a true ecclesial
ministry of co-operating with the hierarchy) can be expressed very simply—to
help the Father and pastor of this large family shoulder the weighty burden of
directing Opus Dei; to occupy oneself, in direct co-operation with him, in
serving one's brothers and sisters.


Congrua congruis referendo,
something similar applies to the lay persons who direct Opus Dei's numerous
centres the world over. Theirs is an "apostolic assignment", a
ministry in the prelature's structure, one of the munera mentioned above
in canon 228 § 1. It is an office entrusted to them by the prelate or his
vicars, with their respective councils. These local directors serve as channels
whereby the directives and encouragement from above reach all the prelature's
members, whom they also "direct" on a daily basis in their spiritual
and apostolic life.


The ecclesiological difference
between this ecclesial munus and that of the members of council we have
been discussing hitherto is not only the "local" scope these directors
have. The main difference lies in the fact that their participation in the
prelate's pastoral munus involves formal co-operation in the exercise of
his jurisdictional power only in those specific acts for which they receive
express delegation from the vicars with their councils. Using categories
spelled out above, we could say that these ecclesial ministries within the Opus
Dei prelature involve, above all, participating in the prelature's pastoral
munus; they are to perform this task, as the founder would say, ad
mentem Patris, in keeping with the prelate's "fatherhood",
described earlier. Since the Work is a family, the directors of Opus Dei
centres, along with the prelature's priests who exercise their priestly mission
therein, are like older brothers who tend to their siblings in the father's
absence. Their role is to enliven, energize and "demand" of the
others daily faithfulness to their God-given vocation and apostolic duties.


The apostolic assignment of
council members, as of those who direct the prelature's centres, is always for
a period only. Nevertheless, it calls for considerable investment of time,
which usually is compatible with continuing in one's occupation; only in a few
cases does it become full-time. Be that as it may, Opus Dei's founder often
explained and stressed that this service is to be discharged with a truly
professional outlook. Not only because directors are called to invest in these
assignments their specific professional, social and apostolic experience, but
also because they are to bring to this co-operation with the prelate a
professional, secular style that implies vigour, seriousness, dedication,
deliberativeness and enthusiasm.


In both cases (part-time and
full-time) these lay people are perfectly up to this work by virtue of their
being "faithful" of the prelature. The strictly ecclesial nature of
these tasks and ministries in no way means—neither in the Church in general nor
more particularly in Opus Dei—any kind of derealization, as is also true in the
case of a lay person who participates in a diocesan pastoral council, teaches
catechism or reads the Lesson in liturgical celebrations. We have already seen
Blessed Josemaría's attitude on this matter; clericalism is nowhere in sight.
The idea of "clericalization" could only occur to someone who thought
that the Church and its tasks were only for clerics.


Lay people are perfectly
capable of carrying out this work, I have said. But it would be a serious
mistake (one that has in fact wrought confusion and havoc in the Church's
pastoral work) to imagine that the laity's participation in the Church's life
and apostolate consisted in "collaborating in the mission that belongs to
the hierarchy". In Opus Dei, starting with those the prelate calls to work
with him as council members or local directors, all are conversant with the
truth that the essence of secularity (indoles saecularis), the substance
of the laity's life and apostolate, in the Church and therefore in the
prelature, does not consist in "co-operating in the munus of
pastors". Rather, their role is to redeem the ordinary situations of life
by drawing on the divine gifts conferred by baptism and confirmation (conditio
fidelis) and seeing Christ's gift of the world and worldly affairs as their
own "place" in the Church (conditio laicalis).


First Vatican II and then the
1987 Synod of Bishops have left the subject unequivocally clear at the level of
the magisterium. In Opus Dei doctrinal and practical clarity on this point
dates from 2 October 1928: this "foundational" feature is found in
the very essence of Opus Dei and its mission in the Church. Thus in Opus Dei no
one would think that, because he holds some "position" in the
prelature, he is "more" Opus Dei, or "more" Church, or more
"lay" (assuming the person in question is lay). The vast majority of
Opus Dei members, just like their fellow lay Catholics, live their call to
apostolic holiness and their duties in regard to the prelature exclusively
through their professional, social and familial lives (I mean, with no "position"
in the prelature). In Opus Dei one always accedes to a "position"
passively: the prelate does the calling. And in the daily life of the
"family" that is Opus Dei an assignment from the prelate is seen as a
sacrifice, especially when it entails curtailing or postponing one's career
(the natural habitat of the lay person). But at the same time it proves a
savoury and joyful sacrifice, because in a "family" to help the
parent is always an honour and joy for the children.


On this basis one can easily
understand how the apostolic dynamism of this particular family (the prelature
of Opus Dei) is that of an "organized unorganization" or the
"blessed unorganization" Josemaría Escrivá spoke of. In Opus
Dei, he explained in an interview, there is a minimum of organization, but
there is organization. Opus Dei is something quite different from a
"powerful organization, spread out like a vast network to the farthest
corners of the world. Rather, imagine an unorganized organization in
which the principal work of the directors is to ensure that all the members
receive the genuine spirit of the Gospels (a spirit of charity, harmony,
understanding, all of which are absolutely foreign to extremism) by means of a
solid and appropriate theological and apostolic training. Beyond this each
member acts with complete personal freedom. He forms his conscience
autonomously. And he tries to seek Christian perfection and Christianize his
environment by sanctifying his own work, be it intellectual or manual, in all
the circumstances of his life and in his own home."


This spirit of the founder,
which influences all the structural dimensions of Opus Dei, is like a secular
"exegesis" of the double "apostolic step or articulation"
(seen above) that St Paul proposed to the Ephesians. On Opus Dei's "first
step" work is done not only by the ordained ministers, but also by the
prelate and those who help him (priests and lay persons) to guide,
serve, teach, prepare, equip ("for building up the saints" in Pauline
words): here we have the "organization", the "minimum of
organization" to quote Monsignor Escrivá. The "second step" is
the "deeds of the saints in building up the Body of Christ": it is
here that we find the plurality of charisms and services the Spirit evokes in
the Christian community, "the apostolic spontaneity of the individual,
his free and responsible initiative", the "unorganization" that
Monsignor Escrivá called "blessed", because he saw it "guided by
the action of the Spirit".


[bookmark: _Toc339296152]5. The Priestly Society
of the Holy Cross


Our structural description of Opus Dei would not
be complete if, after dealing with the prelature as such, we did not at least
outline the ecclesiological framework of another important institutional
dimension of Opus Dei—the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross. Founded by
Monsignor Escrivá on 14 February 1943, it is according to Opus Dei's Statutes
"an association of clerics that is proper and intrinsic to the
prelature", inseparable from it, since together they constitute aliquid
unum. It is regulated, as we said, by the second title of the Statutes (De
Praelaturae Presbyterio deque Societate Sacerdotali Sanctae Crucis).


It may be useful first to
restate somewhat technically what we already know: namely, that the prelature's
clergy consists in those Opus Dei faithful who are ordained, become
incardinated in it and dedicate themselves to its service. These clerics, by
being ordained, belong ipso facto to the Priestly Society of the Holy
Cross. Priests and deacons incardinated in particular Churches can also join this
Society, whose president is the prelate of Opus Dei. The association's purpose
is "priestly sanctification . . . according to the spirit and ascetical
praxis of Opus Dei". It is one of the associations that Vatican II said
are to be fostered in the Church and held in great esteem—namely, approved
groups that, through assistance in spirituality and fraternal help, promote
priestly holiness in and through the ministry and offer a service to the entire
Ordo presbyterorum.


The Priestly Society grew out
of Monsignor Escrivá's deep love for priests (in the thirties and forties he
devoted a considerable part of his pastoral endeavours to preaching to the
secular clergy). The Society is made up of priests who had been laymen in Opus
Dei and of diocesan clergy whom God calls to Opus Dei. Its profile, as
regulated by the Statutes and therefore in the ecclesiological context of the
personal prelature, is of great interest. Number 57 describes the Society as an
institutional "self-opening" in favour of priestly holiness and
brotherhood by the prelature's clergy to their colleagues and brothers from all
dioceses. The prelature's clergy (which as such has with its prelate relations
of dependence and hierarchical communion stemming from incardination)
constituitur in Associationem, becomes an Association; at this point the
relations of incardination disappear, so that diocesan clerics can be called to
Opus Dei through an appropriate ecclesial channel, leaving untouched and intact
their native and permanent incardination in the dioceses to which they belong.


We find, then, in the Priestly
Society priests (and deacons) incardinated in many different presbyterates,
among them, that of the Opus Dei prelature, which is as it were the matrix of
the Association. All these clerics strictly depend on their bishops or
prelates. Moreover, by the very nature of the ministerial priesthood and of the
holiness to which God calls these priests, the spiritual dynamic of the
Priestly Society consists in fostering and reinforcing their confreres'
obedience to their respective bishops. That obedience and filial dedication is
an element internal to the practice of the priestly ministry, which is
the path to and means of sanctification. So crucial is this feature that the
Statutes lay down as a condition for joining the Society that priests and
deacons "above all have the desire of fulfilling perfectly the munus
pastorale conferred on them by their own bishop and the clearest awareness
that only to the Ordinary of the place may they report on its fulfilment".
So, the Association is not situated in the sphere of relations of communio
hierarchica (for no jurisdictional power operates in it), but rather in
that of mutual spiritual help and brotherhood. And for this, a few simple
regulations suffice.


The Priestly Society's
openness to all secular priests called by God to Opus Dei has its radical
foundation in the founder's conviction that the 2 October "message"
(sanctifying work and ordinary life with certain specific features of spirituality)
also includes secular priests—those of the prelature, owing to their essential
involvement in Opus Dei's very structure, and diocesan priests in general,
owing to their secular way of living the ministry, which characterizes the
ecclesial role of the priest. Whence Blessed Josemaría could say to priests
that the priestly ministry is "professional work". He analogically
employed this term central to Opus Dei's spirituality, knowing that, in the
strict sense, "professional work" is something belonging to the order
of creation. With those two words he emphasized that a priest's holiness
consists in taking his priestly ministry seriously, and at the same time he
projected on to it all the spiritual richness God had helped him to understand.


The "self-opening"
under discussion is an expression of the tendency toward ecclesial communio
immanent in Opus Dei and its spirituality; it takes a familial form
(friendship, familiar dealings with colleagues, joint prayer, material and
spiritual concern for others and so on) and in the case of priests it has an
additional ecclesiological foundation—the conviction that priestly
brotherliness does not end with the prelature's clergy, but rather is
constitutively open to the fraternity of the whole Ordo presbyterorum,
which is essentially universal. That Ordo, as Vatican II said, is
a sacramental brotherhood, based on ordination and not only on
incardination.


For its part, the Priestly
Society with its international reach offers priests belonging to it (or those
who take part in it without joining) a special experience of the universality
of the Ordo of priests. A local Church's clergy, by its service to the
local Church, is the ministerial instrument— ever united to the bishop as
head—for effecting the mystery of the particular Church through the word and
sacraments. And that mystery, as we well know, is the mysterious presence in it
of the universal Church. But, thanks to the mysterious character of that
presence, the experiences of the universal Church at all levels, for
both faithful and priests, are a considerable help to "live the
mystery" and overcome the temptation to "provincialism"
(sociologically, the other side of the coin) which always dogs the local
Church. In this sense, the life and activities of an international, interdiocesan
association offer members of the various local clergies an experience of
priestly friendship and fraternity that strengthens and stimulates the local
clergy's openness to other presbyterates and, ultimately, to the entire Ordo
presbyterorum. From the perspective of the Church's catholicity, priests
are a worldwide reality linked and proportioned to the Ordo episcoporum.



[bookmark: _Toc339296153]V. AT THE SERVICE OF THE COMMUNIO ECCLESIARUM


As seen throughout this chapter, Opus Dei is an
institution of the universal Church; that is the same as saying that it is a
body at the service of the mission and communion of the Churches. So, it does
not act in their regard as a distinct portio, but rather, by its formal
reason of origin and its pastoral reality, it lives and actualizes itself in
the particular Churches, in the bosom of their sacramental mystery, in fullest
communion with the bishops presiding over them. This means that Opus Dei and
the particular Churches are theologically, constitutionally, linked, as are the
universal Church and particular Churches. This mutual involvement expresses
itself in the concrete co-ordination determined by the Apostolic See (as
guarantor of the communio) in Opus Dei's Statutes.


The Statutes devote a chapter
to this subject, entitled "Relations with diocesan bishops". In fact
its content is wider than the title indicates, since the first three articles
refer mainly to the prelature's relations with the Pope. This is theologically
very appropriate, since its relations with bishops can only be understood
within the whole framework of the communio, headed by the successor of
Peter. What is prescribed in the Statutes is dominated by the idea of
"service", echoing the foundational charism.


Within the rigour of legal terms, so too are the
two numbers which, as I see it, "govern" this chapter. The first
refers to relations with the Apostolic See: "The prelature of Opus Dei
depends directly and immediately on the Holy See, which approved its purpose
and spirit and also reinforces and fosters its governance and discipline in
bonum Ecclesiae universae." The second looks to relations with the
bishops of particular Churches: "The sum of the apostolic labours that, in
keeping with its own nature and end, the prelature carries out contributes
ad bonum singularum Ecclesiarum localium, and the prelature always
cultivates propitious relations with the territorial ecclesiastical
Authority." It is clear that the service rendered by the prelature of Opus
Dei to the Church (universal and local) conforms to its own ecclesial identity,
that is, in line with its nature and purpose. Faithful to its role in the
communio, the Apostolic See fosters this identity, which is manifest in the
sum of the apostolate (universus labor) carried out in the local
Churches, where adest the universal Church.


It is interesting to see a
legal text spelling out these relations in language more akin to charity than
to law. But that seems appropriate, dealing as the text does with the relations
of communio. Indeed, speaking of how the prelature's faithful relate to
the Pope, it says that all of them are bound (tenentur) humbly to obey
the Pope in everything (in omnibus). And to drain the expression
tenentur of any hint of mere duty, the text adds, in words of love, that
this duty is really, for one and all, a "sweet and strong bond" (forti
ac dulci vinculo). And a little later: "Opus Dei's spirit cultivates
maximo amore a filial union with the Roman Pontiff." Not for nothing
was Blessed Josemaría's motto to inspire its steps from day one: Omnes cum
Petro ad Iesum per Mariam.


Similar language describes its
relations with bishops. First, a fundamental principle is affirmed: the
prelature's faithful, in keeping with the Church's universal law and their own
Statutes, come under (subiiciuntur) diocesan bishops, just the
same (eadem ratione) as the other Catholics. We have repeatedly
said that by virtue of the ecclesiological foundations of Opus Dei, its
faithful are "ordinary Christians" in the dioceses to which they
belong and therefore enjoy the same ordinary, structural relationship with the
bishops presiding over them. That is true, in strictly legal terms. But in the
vital reality of the communio, charity informs law and transcends it. As
when dealing with the Pope, now, speaking of bishops, the subiiciuntur is
transformed by love: the directives coming from bishops, say the Statutes, are
carried out by Opus Dei's faithful in a spirit of filial charity (amore
filiali).


That is the spirit of the
founder, who began one of his Letters: "At the start of these
considerations, there comes to mind the heavy burden weighing on the Pope
and the bishops, and I feel urged to remind you of the veneration, the
affection and the help you should give them through your prayer and dedication.
The members of the Mystical Body are very diverse, but all can reduce their
mission to serving God, the entire Mystical Body and all souls."


Towards the Pope and bishops,
then, Opus Dei's spirit and norm tell its faithful to have a filial attitude.
This is something that infuses Opus Dei and its members, and something they try
to share with all Catholics. On the other hand, its ecclesiological humus,
as we saw earlier, is an awareness of the Church as familia Dei. Besides
daily prayer for the Pope and the bishop, "all the faithful of the Work
show them the greatest reverence and love, and they strive zealously to foster
the same among others." The "vital" and "apostolic"
feature of this love translates into two norms. First, the prelate makes sure
that all Opus Dei members are very familiar with the documents of papal
magisterium that refer to the universal Church and that they spread this
teaching. Also the prelature's regional authorities strive to make sure that
the faithful are fully acquainted with the pastoral directives from the local
bishops and episcopal conferences, "so that each, within his personal,
family and working circumstances, may carry them out and co-operate in
them". Opus Dei's authorities—the prelate with the Pope and his
collaborators, the vicars with diocesan bishops—must also maintain this
dialogue, characterized too with filial love, "accepting the bishops'
indications" and getting the prelature's faithful to carry them out.


Obviously, diocesan bishops
are supposed to respect the Christian and ecclesial identity Opus Dei has
within the universal communion, since the prelature and its members can truly
serve the Church only by working from that identity. For the bishops, this is a
requirement of the office they have received and of the very nature of the
communio they serve. Their office makes them well aware that the local
Church's life is ad imaginem Ecclesiae universalis and therefore
reflects (as it must) the pluralism of the universal Church. Pope John Paul II
has noted that it is this diversity that gives the


Church its character of communio, of
"unity in communion". According to the Letter Communionis notio,
this pluralism has to do, among other things, with "the diversity of
ministries, charisms, forms of life and apostolate within each particular
Church". Therefore, the pastoral and apostolic task that these corpora
ecclesialia and their members, from their ecclesial identity, carry out in
the Church "not only does not harm the unity of the particular Church
grounded in the bishop, but, on the contrary, helps to give to that unity the
interior diversification that is proper to communion".


Opus Dei's founder wrote:
"As in heaven, so too in the holy Church, God's dwelling-place on earth,
there's room for everyone, for all forms of apostolic endeavours, each with its
own features: unusquisque proprium donum habet ex Deo: alius quidem sic,
alius vero sic (1 Cor 7: 7): each has from God his own gift, one of this
kind, another of that." But Blessed Josemaría knew very well that such
variety only makes sense within unity, a unity (he wrote) that only the Pope
confers on the entire Church; and the bishop, in communion with the Holy See,
on the particular Church.




[bookmark: _Toc339296154]CHAPTER TWO
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Given the ecclesiological context of this book, a
theological reflection on vocation to Opus Dei is appropriate in the light of
the previous chapter, which revolves around one basic fact: Opus Dei is an
institution belonging to the ordinary structure of the Church which presupposes
in anyone who joins it a special vocation.


Blessed Josemaría Escrivá
constantly referred to one's needing a special divine election/vocation
to be in Opus Dei. For him, the light he received on 2 October 1928 meant a
personal call and a foundational mission; it also showed him that life in Opus
Dei would involve a personal calling for all those who, over the years, would
form part of that institution God caused to be born within the Church on that
day. This deep conviction he expressed in words that stressed the divine
initiative of the calling, on the one hand, and its personal nature, on the
other. For example, he wrote in 1934: "In my conversations with you I have
often emphasized that the undertaking which we are engaged in is not a human
undertaking, but a great supernatural undertaking, which from the start
could be called, without any presumption, the Work of God; and by a
divine calling we form part of it." Addressing himself again to members of
Opus Dei, he wrote: "Our Work, my dear daughters and sons, has come to
accomplish in the world and in the bosom of the Church a very definite purpose,
a supernatural one. You and I are in Opus Dei not because we decided to carry
out some good, or even very noble, work. We are here because God called us,
with a special and personal vocation."


What we are dealing with here,
therefore, is not an institution (its divine inspiration notwithstanding) that
men and women join solely by a personal decision which, although certainly
influenced by ordinary divine Providence (as every event is), does not arouse
in them a sense of vocation. Admission to Opus Dei, and one's personal decision
to join, presupposes a special election/vocation from God.


While he spoke of the
existence of this vocation, the founder also made it clear quite forcefully
from the very beginning, as we shall soon see, that it is a vocation that does
not "take a person from his place": it does not call for a new
consecration over and above baptismal consecration. While being a special
divine vocation, it does not make the person who receives it any different from
an ordinary member of the faithful. This statement and the previous one deserve
some explanation; this, in turn, requires that we set our reflections within
the wider framework of the theology of vocation.



[bookmark: _Toc339296156]I. VOCATION TO HOLINESS IN THE CHURCH


The concept of "vocation"—a very
important one in the Old Testament as well as in the New—concerns a basic
aspect of man's relationship with God; man is "called" into existence
by God with a well-defined purpose that gives him meaning. This purpose is
salvation, holiness, communion with God in Jesus Christ. However, vocation as a
calling from God is not confined to revealing that terminus of every person's
journey in time; it also points out the way he or she should take: everyone is
called by God to a particular life, through a unique and personal vocation
which is a specific mode of that general or common vocation to holiness, grace
and glory.


Everyone's vocation, aside
from being personal, also involves the community: God calls within and through
the Church by means of a word which, because it is divine, is not a mere
external invitation but an interior grace as well—a light that reveals the
ultimate meaning and the specific path God wants that person to follow, and an
impulse that enables him or her to walk along that path. It is the
"grace" of vocation. In some cases the person has a psychological
experience which convinces him that he is called by God. In others, the calling
may not be psychologically perceptible but it is there, just the same. In any
event a person's response to vocation is not only a free action but also in
some way gives shape to that very vocation.


We shall now look at some
aspects of vocation that seem particularly relevant to the main subject of this
chapter.


[bookmark: _Toc339296157]1. The universal
salvific will of God and the vocation to holiness


Man's calling to communion with God is at the
heart of divine Revelation in history: "The invisible God, from the
fullness of his love, addresses men as his friends and moves among them in
order to invite and receive them into his own company." This vocation,
which is "the deepest source of man's dignity," expresses the
universal salvific will: God "desires all men to be saved and to come to
the knowledge of the truth." In the language of the New Testament, coming
"to the knowledge of the truth" means "attaining personal union,
through knowledge and love, with the Truth, who is the Way and the Life, that
is, with Christ and, in him, with the Father and the Holy Spirit".
"We do not exist in order to pursue just any happiness. We have been
called to enter the intimacy of God's own life, to know and love God the
Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, and to love also—in that same
love of the one God in three divine Persons—the angels and all men.


"This is the great
boldness of the Christian faith—to proclaim the value and dignity of human
nature and to affirm that we have been created to achieve the dignity of
children of God, through the grace that raises us up to a supernatural level.
An incredible boldness it would be, were it not founded on the promise of
salvation given us by God the Father, confirmed by the blood of Christ, and
reaffirmed and made possible by the constant action of the Holy Spirit."


This communion with the
Trinity is precisely what holiness is—the created person's sharing in the
uncreated holiness of God. Taken objectively, that is, setting aside semantic
differences, salvation and holiness coincide: the universal call to holiness
follows on from the universal salvific will of God.


The universal salvific will is
the eternal plan of God affecting each and every human being, who has been
created—as everything else—in Christ and in view of Christ. Since God
creates through the Word," we can look at the existence itself of every
human person, in all its aspects, as a call to holiness by God in Christ:
"one's whole life is a vocation." In this sense, the universal
salvific will of God is not simply a vocation to holiness: it is a specifically
Christian vocation, that is, in Christ and from Christ: "in God's plan
each human being is conceived and loved in Christ, that is, as a Christian. Man
has no vocation other than to be a Christian."


Vocation in turn presupposes
and includes a choice: God has chosen us in Christ, "before
the creation of the world, to be saints"; thus, "we can say that God
first chooses man, in the eternal and consubstantial Son, to share in
divine filiation, and only later decides to create the world to which
man belongs." As St Clement of Rome put it: God "chose the Lord Jesus
Christ and, through him, us". To put in another way, "Jesus Christ,
the Chosen One par excellence, concentrates in himself every divine
choice; consequently, Christians are men and women in Christ." We can also
say—disregarding the context of "christological concentration" of the
following quotation from Karl Barth—that "the chosen one is neither man in
general, nor an individual man, but Jesus Christ, through whom the choice
extends from Israel to the Church, and thence to man."


All this shows the depth of
Vatican II's thinking when it said that it is only in Christ that man is fully
revealed to himself: only in the mystery of the Word Incarnate can one find,
ab aeterno (from all eternity), the source, meaning and purpose of the
existence of every human being, that is, the majesty of his vocation.
Therefore, fidelity to the divine call is the only way man can be true to
himself, to his entire being: "the gravest commitment to myself, and
the fullest honour and consistency in my own being are found in my commitment
to God who calls."


[bookmark: _Toc339296158]2. The Church, the
"place" of the Christian vocation


When considering the universal scope of the
Christian vocation, what comes immediately to mind is the huge number of men
and women who do not know anything about it or have even heard of it.
Furthermore, is it not a contradiction to say that God calls a person to be a
saint and yet the person knows nothing about that call? Aside from the fact
that it is impossible to know the different ways the word of God works in the
depths of consciences, the previous statement and this question lead us to two
key aspects of the way the word of God becomes present in history:


a) In the first place,
they remind us of the human mediation in God's word: when the word of
God is addressed to man, it necessarily requires some type of human mediation
for it to be heard. Human mediation is indeed a constant datum in the history
of Revelation—from the Word of the Covenant and the Prophetic Word up to the
fullness of Revelation when the eternal Word became Man in Jesus Christ.


b) Secondly, they also
point to the individual and at the same time, collective (personal and
communitarian) nature of God's call to man, a characteristic that
describes also the divinization (sanctity) to which that call is aimed: thus,
God used Israel and, later on, the Church to reveal his plans to mankind.


These two dimensions (human
mediation and the individual and communitarian aspects of vocation) merge
towards an obvious fact—the ecclesial nature of the Christian vocation:
God not only calls man to the Church, he calls him through the Church and in
the Church. While it is true that the call to holiness is universal, we must
not forget that every divine plan is such that (regardless of the way God's
word is communicated to each human being—a process that is beyond our
understanding) we can only see that that word really is a divine call through
the mediation (human and communitarian) of the Church, the general sacrament of
salvation and of the communion of men with God and among themselves. "St
Peter," we read in a homily of Blessed Josemaría Escrivá, "applies to
Christians the title gens sancta (1 Pet 2: 9), a holy nation. And being
members of a holy nation, all the faithful have received this vocation to
holiness, and must strive to respond to grace and be personally holy." The
Church not only is the object of a choice/vocation, prefigured by Israel; she
also receives, as something inseparably linked to that vocation, the mission to
bring that same vocation to all men by means of the intrinsic efficacy of God's
Word, which both calls people to holiness and makes them holy.


The Church is the Ekklesia,
the assembly of the saints (hagioi), who are none other than
those who have been chosen (eklektoi) and called (kletoi). Baptism
itself is an effective call to holiness; Christians are "called by means
of water" (aqua vocatos); they are called to communion with the
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, and they are truly involved in that
communion, the essence of sanctity: "in the baptism of faith they are
truly made children of God and sharers of the divine life, and thus, they are
really saints."


And so it is that the
Christian vocation is also usually described as "baptismal vocation";
and, by being found within the vocation of the Church, that vocation is a
vocation not only to holiness but to apostolate as well: it entails announcing,
fulfilling, and spreading the mystery of communion constituted by the Church,
reuniting all mankind and all things in Christ. As Blessed Josemaría said:
"It is up to those millions of Christian men and women who fill the earth,
to bring Christ into all human activities and to announce through their lives
the fact that God loves and wants to save everyone. The best way for them to
play their part in the life of the Church, the most important way and indeed
the way which all other ways presuppose, is by being truly Christian precisely
where they are, in the place to which their human vocation has called
them."


So, the fact that very many
people have never heard of the call to holiness does not limit the true
universal scope of that call; rather, it reminds us (pace the
inscrutable ways God speaks to the conscience of each person) that the economy
of the redemptive Incarnation continues to operate in the mystery of the
Church: the divine Word speaks to all men through the Church's word, through
the word of our Lord's disciples.


[bookmark: _Toc339296159]3. Unity and diversity
in the Christian vocation


The universal scope of the Christian vocation, in
the sense explained above, does not imply that it assumes the same form in
everyone; in fact, it is "individualized" in each person. True, it is
a common vocation, insofar as the call embraces all, and its terminus is
the same for all; in this sense the Christian vocation is one and the same for
everyone. Nevertheless, this vocation always comes about as a personal
vocation: it is a calling to each person to attain full communion with God
in Christ by following the unique path towards which Providence guides him in
ways that are often mysterious. "Every human situation is unique; it is
the result of a unique vocation which should be lived intensely, giving
expression to the Spirit of Christ." A personal vocation is simply a
"manner of living out the Christian dignity shared by all and the
universal call to holiness in the perfection of love".


In other words, through a
personal vocation God calls every man and woman to practise the Christian faith
in a specific way. Since being Christian affects all facets of one's life, we
can say therefore that one's entire life is a vocation; in short, the
Christian vocation, in each of its individualized forms, is all-embracing
as far as the life of a person is concerned: "Christian faith and calling
affect our whole existence, not just a part of it. Our relations with God
necessarily demand giving ourselves, giving ourselves completely. The man of
faith sees life, in all its dimensions, from a new perspective—that given us by
God." To say that the Christian vocation is all-embracing involves recognizing,
through faith, that divine Providence is not only something general; it affects
every single dimension of the world and of man. When a person realizes this, he
comes face to face with the mysterious ways of God's actions in a history that
also depends on created freedom.


Nevertheless, although we say
the Christian vocation as found in an individual affects his whole existence,
that does not mean that his every decision and action is predetermined to only
one choice, thereby reducing Christian freedom to merely accepting a divine
plan that is clearly and unmistakably knowable. On the contrary, within the
gradual shaping of personal vocation (where, so to speak, God's eternity meets
with man's temporality) one's free decisions intervene. What the all-embracing
nature of a personal vocation does imply is that in all circumstances and in
all decisions and actions (even those not determined specifically as to their matter,
which are the usual kind) the Christian vocation requires that the person give
them the form of the love of God and others. Therefore, the Christian
vocation is not only all-embracing but is also something that unifies one's
whole life. This is what Blessed Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer called
"unity of life", something that he preached about with such depth and
originality.


Since the common or general
Christian vocation is never found in its indeterminate form but rather is
always received by an individual, theology admits the existence of special
vocations that imply not so much the action of the ordinary Providence of God
guiding a person's freedom, as a divine initiative preceding any
reflection and judgment on the individual's part. Obviously, God can call
someone to do something (a special mission, even within a limited
time-frame) in such a way that the calling does not completely affect his life,
or does so only temporarily. Likewise, God can also call someone through a
special vocation, in the sense referred to above, to take on a new way of
being that affects his whole life. A case in point that has explicit
biblical basis is the priestly vocation. A person who receives the vocation to
priesthood does not strictly speaking have three vocations (the common
Christian call, the priestly, and the personal), but only one personal vocation
that specifies the priestly vocation, which in turn, is a specific mode of the
Christian vocation, for the priesthood is not a mere office that affects a
person only partially; it influences his entire life. As John Paul II wrote to
priests: "you are always and everywhere bearers of your specific
vocation."


Let us now focus on special
vocations in the last-mentioned sense. Precisely because the call comes from an
initiative of God prior to the decision of the person called, and since that
call affects the person's whole life, every special divine vocation is
permanent, because its scope is permanent as are the gifts and the call of
God. Consequently, although the person may prove unfaithful to his own
vocation, "strictly speaking, no one ever loses his vocation"—neither
his Christian vocation nor its special form. The efficacy of the divine Word
that calls (we shall discuss this later) does not nullify the responsibility of
the person called: in that mysterious fusion of grace and freedom he too has
his part to place in making that call fully effective. St Peter had this in
mind when he exhorted the faithful: "Therefore, brethren, strive even more
by good works to make your calling and election sure."


On the other hand, by reason
of the link between Christian vocation and mission, between personal
sanctification and apostolate, it follows that the manner of being Christian
called for by a special vocation involves a specific Christian lifestyle
(spirituality) and a special way of participating in the one mission of the
Church. "Vocation, mission and spirituality are intimately
connected." Special vocations usually involve an institutional
dimension— although not necessarily so, in principle. They are vocations in
which God calls people to follow a path or a special channel within the Church
and pursue that specific spirituality and mission. Since the Church is the
place where every authentic Christian vocation is found, it is the Church that
has the authority to decide on the ecclesial and Christian authenticity of
special vocations.


It is important to underline
again the universal scope of the Christian vocation in order to avoid the
mistake of thinking that someone whose personal and unique vocation is a
personal expression of a special vocation has a "greater call" to
communion with God and to the building up of the Church than someone whose
personal vocation is directly derived, so to speak, from the general Christian
vocation. In this context, and also in view of what we shall go on to say about
the connexion between vocation and grace, it is customary to consider a special
vocation (for example, priesthood) as a special grace of God, or a sign of
divine predilection. That is very true; however, the concept of vocation as
such (which, in reality, always exists as a personal call) makes it imperative
to maintain that these words of God are addressed to every man and woman:
"I have redeemed you, and have called you by your name: you are
mine." In fact, in one way or another, God has a special love for everyone;
his love is universal and reaches the whole person in his uniqueness: "It
is not surprising that our Lord, who is a Father, should show special fondness
to each one of his children: he may do so in various forms but he does love
each person in a special way; to each one he gives what is appropriate, for
himself and for the benefit of the family and the apostolate." In other
words, "God does not abandon any soul to a blind destiny He has a plan for
all and he calls each to a very personal and non-transferable vocation."


[bookmark: _Toc339296160]4. Vocation, grace and
freedom


In some cases, particularly but not exclusively
special vocations, divine Providence (through various channels, but always with
the help of some form of human mediation) lets the person have a
"psychological experience" of his own vocation. He becomes conscious
of the plan for himself and conscious too of the appeal it makes for his free
answer.


The founder of Opus Dei
described the psychological experience of a calling in this way: "If you
ask me how the divine call is perceived, how one becomes aware of it, I would
say that it is a new outlook on life. It is as though a new light is lit within
us; it is a mysterious impelling force that pushes a person to dedicate his or
her noblest energies to an activity which, through practice, becomes second
nature. That vital force, somewhat like an avalanche sweeping all before it, is
what others call vocation.


"Vocation leads
us, without realizing it, to take a stance in life which we will maintain
eagerly and joyfully, filled with hope until the moment of death itself. It is
something that gives a sense of mission to work, that dignifies and gives value
to our existence. Jesus authoritatively comes into the soul, into yours and
mine; that is what vocation means." These words, written in connexion with
the vocation to Opus Dei, apply to any consciousness of the radical nature of
the Christian vocation.


The divine call manifests
itself in a person's conscience as a light and an impulse; that is, if
it is authentic, it is always the effect of a special divine grace.
"Vocation is a grace. It is such that it presupposes and requires the
perception of a voice. It is the voice of the Father, through Christ, in the
Spirit, giving an ineffable invitation: Come. This is a grace that has the
power of attraction, of conviction, and of certainty." But the concept of
divine vocation would be unduly restricted if one thought that a real vocation
exists only if one has a psychological experience, or thought that only some
vocations involved a grace (light and impulse) of God.


The personal and communitarian
(ecclesial) "usefulness" of each particular vocation allows us to
link the idea of vocation to the concept of charism, charisms being
"specific vocations the Holy Spirit directly nurtures in the community of
the faithful in order to increase the holiness and apostolate of the
Church". What St Paul wrote, in the context of the choice between
matrimony and celibacy, can have a broader application: "each of us has
his own gift [carisma in the Greek original] from God, one to
live in this way, another in that." Just as some personal vocations are
particular modes of special vocations (which, in turn, are forms of the
Christian vocation), so some charisms are also special, the discernment
of which belongs to Church authority.


The divine call's light and
impulse is due to the fact that the word of God, in all its manifestations, has
not only an intellectual but also a dynamic force. It does not merely transmit
a message, an invitation, a teaching; it has an efficacy of its own.
Consequently, a vocation, inasmuch as it is the divine word calling, is not a
mere external invitation (not necessarily experienced psychologically); it is
also an internal grace—a light thrown on the path one's life should take, and
an impulse to walk along that path.


Every vocation, as light in
the intellect, makes a person "see" concretely -and not only as a
general doctrine—the fundamental nature of the demands of holiness and
apostolate that are part and parcel of being a Christian. It is a maturing in
the faith, "that surrenders to the discretion of God one's entire life in
all its dimensions, as shown by turning one's Christian life into an offering
of oneself and a commitment". And because it is a maturing in the faith,
the light of a vocation does not exclude all traces of darkness; rather, it
refers to an unconditional openness of the person to an unpredictable future
that wholly depends on God. When a vocation is psychologically experienced with
its exact special features, it always involves setting out on a journey, with
the obedience of faith and trusting in God's word, as Abraham did at the dawn
of the Old Covenant and the Virgin Mary at the start of the New and definitive
Covenant.


Insofar as it is an impulse in
the will, the grace of vocation is love responding to divine love: it is a
blossoming of charity, and therefore, of freedom. The response of love to a
vocation is not a denial of one's personal freedom but an exercise of freedom
that strengthens freedom itself. As St Thomas Aquinas put it, "the more
charity there is, the greater the freedom". Looking at love as an act of
freedom allows us to understand obedience to God not only as a free action, but
also as an action that liberates: "The love of God shows the way to truth,
justice, and goodness. When we make up our minds to tell our Lord, 'I put my
freedom in your hands', we find ourselves loosed from the many chains that were
binding us to insignificant things, ridiculous cares, or petty ambitions. Then our
freedom, which is a treasure beyond price, a wonderful pearl that it would be a
tragedy to cast it before swine (Mt 7: 6), is used entirely to learn how to do
good (Is 1: 17). This is the glorious freedom of the children of God."


The Christian vocation is
simply an initial call which a person refers to as a thing of the past, even
though it affects present and future; it is, as mentioned above, a
permanent call. And it constantly shows itself in numerous calls and
appeals of God to a person's conscience; it is a light and a singular impulse
or grace for the here-and-now of one's life: "God does not call only once.
Bear in mind that our Lord is seeking us all the time." This is
why the response—of faith and love—to one's vocation is not just a single
action that determines his whole future life; it requires an on-going exercise
of freedom—which the founder of Opus Dei called "actual willingness".


In the psychological
experience of special vocations, God's call is not ordinarily perceived so
clearly that it dispels all doubt; consequently, a person has to make an effort
to discern his own vocation. Except in extraordinary cases, that psychological
experience does not impose God's call on a person's conscience by tangible
evidence; rather, vocation is perceived through moral certainty based on signs
that are naturally known, yet illuminated by a maturing faith that acts as the
"light" of vocation. This growth in faith, shedding light on the
signs of a vocation and leading to moral certainty, is above all the conviction
that God really calls every person to holiness and exercises a loving
Providence over our lives. In short, while faith tells an individual that there
is a general vocation to sanctity (communion with God in Jesus Christ), the
existence of a special vocation for oneself is not the direct object of
theological faith; it comes from natural knowledge of signs which, when seen in
the light of the grace of that special vocation, lead the mind to a moral
certainty that one is being called.


The fact that God (normally)
does not impose a special vocation as an evident truth allows us to think that
he wants the person's freedom to come into play not only in the moment of
answering the call but in its shaping as well. In every theological reflection
on personal vocation, the mystery of God's eternal action is projected onto the
world's temporal condition; and it is within this dim brightness that we can
understand in some way that God calls "since before the world was
created", but also through the free choice of the person called. This
choice is the product of human freedom and of divine grace (vocation acting as
an impulse, as described above). Clearly, this does not destroy nor lessen the
priority of call over personal decision, which we have referred to as a feature
of special vocations, but it puts this priority in the context of the whole
mystery of the presence of divine eternity in man's life on earth.


The ascetical and pastoral
implications of the above are noteworthy, but since they are not what concern us
in this present study, suffice it to say that when a person is uncertain about
the existence of a special call of God for him, he must ask the Holy Spirit for
"light to see" his vocation. But if the person concerned and those
whose role it is to help in the discerning of vocations (for example, through
spiritual direction) see no objective impediment, and if Providence (ordinarily
through human channels) has actually guided him towards that experience, then
in addition to continuing to ask for "light to see", it is important
(a first priority, I would say) to ask the Holy Spirit for "strength to
want to", so that by that strength which lifts up freedom in time, the
divine vocation itself may take shape.



[bookmark: _Toc339296161]II. ASPECTS OF THE UNIVERSAL SCOPE OF THE CHRISTIAN VOCATION


The universal scope of the vocation to communion
with God in Christ, which means that all are called, contains various
aspects which need to be explained at this point. This more direct meaning of
the universal call to holiness could be designated as the
"subjective" dimension, in the sense that all men and women are
personally called. Closely linked to it is what we might call the
"objective" dimension of the universality of the Christian
vocation—the fact that everything that shapes the life of a person, situating
him or her in the Church and in the world, constitutes the place and the
medium of his or her Christian sanctification and apostolate. In turn,
this implies another dimension that we can describe as cosmic, in the
sense that one is called to sanctify all created things. Lastly, the
universality of vocation has an ecclesial dimension, for it is a call
that never isolates a person; on the contrary, by its very nature it leads to
the universal communion of the Church.


[bookmark: _Toc339296162]1. Subjective and objective
dimensions


From the very start of his mission as a founder,
Blessed Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer constantly preached the universal call to
holiness. Then, and for many years to come, that teaching was not common in
Christian thought. The subjective aspect of the universal scope of the call to
holiness, even when found in the preaching and writings of many saints and
spiritual writers of various times (just to mention a few—St Augustine, St
Thomas Aquinas, St Francis de Sales, St Therese of Lisieux), was usually not
stated emphatically: holiness was considered as possible for any Christian, but
at the same time it was seen as probably exceptional for the majority, namely,
those involved in the affairs of the world.


It was even less common for
people to perceive what we have referred to as the "objective"
dimension of the universal call to holiness, namely, that all the situations
and circumstances of ordinary life can and should be the place and medium of
communion with God, of sanctification. For the majority of Christians, immersed
as they are in temporal activities and situations in the midst of the world,
holiness is possible not "in spite of" —not even "outside
of"—ordinary life: it is to be found precisely in and through the
incidents of that ordinary life. "For those who knew how to read the
Gospel, how clear was that general call to holiness in ordinary life, in one's
profession, without leaving one's own environment! But for many centuries most
Christians did not understand this: there was no evidence of the ascetical
phenomenon of many people seeking sanctity in this way, staying where they
were, sanctifying their work and sanctifying themselves in their work. And
soon, by dint of not practising it, the doctrine was forgotten."


Nowadays, especially as a
result of Vatican II, this teaching is fairly well known, although the idea
that sanctity is objectively extraordinary and existentially attainable by only
a few is still rooted in the minds of many people. As a result, it has been
remarked that "the word 'saint' has undergone a dangerous restriction in
meaning with the passage of time, which is still very much around. When we
think of the saints on the altars, and of miracles and heroic virtues, we
regard all that as something reserved for a chosen few among whom we have no
place. Let us then leave holiness for these few unknown people and settle for
being what we are. Josemaría Escrivá has shaken people out of this spiritual
apathy: no, holiness is not an unusual thing; it is something common and normal
for all the baptized. It does not involve epic achievements of a vague and
unattainable heroism; it assumes countless forms, and can be achieved in any
state and condition in life."


Holiness (communion with God
in Christ) is the "fullness of divine filiation". It is total
identification with Jesus Christ, the only Son of the Father.


Total identification with
Christ is inseparably united with the perfection of charity, because charity is
a "a kind of participation in infinite Love, who is the Holy Spirit".
And it is through the Holy Spirit that we are "regenerated as children in
the Son". That being so, charity is the "fullness of the law"
within the operative order of the virtues: "By practising charity—Love—you
practise all the human and supernatural virtues required of a Christian. These
virtues form a unity and cannot be reduced to a mere list. You cannot have
charity without justice, solidarity, family and social responsibility, poverty,
joy, chastity, friendship . . . ".


Holiness, the perfection of
charity, is not necessarily nor generally linked to certain actions that are
more or less extraordinary or have little bearing on ordinary life; charity can
and should influence all that a person does, including seemingly unimportant
actions; in and through those actions a person can live in communion with God.
St Paul wrote: "Everyone should remain in the state [vocation, in
the Greek original] in which he was called." What this means is that the
Christian vocation as such (except for some of its specific forms), does not
require changing one's position in the world. Moreover, that vocation, inasmuch
as it asks each person to stay where he is, reveals the validity of ordinary
life in the midst of the world as the place and medium for attaining the goal of
the vocation—holiness.


Every noble human reality can
therefore be a channel for the Christian spirit, and for the love which is the
source of the fullness of the law. Blessed Josemaría emphasized this point on
several occasions, for it is part of the very core of his message. For
instance, with reference to a very basic human reality, work, he said:
"Man ought not to limit himself to producing things. Work is born of love;
it is an expression of love and is directed toward love. We see the hand of God,
not only in the wonders of nature, but also in our experience of work and
effort. Work thus becomes prayer and thanksgiving, because we know we have been
put on earth by God, that we are loved by him and made heirs to his promises.
We have been rightly told: 'So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do,
do all to the glory of God' (1 Cor 10: 31)."


To recognize this
"objective" aspect of the universal scope of the call to holiness one
needs a deep understanding of the mystery of the Incarnation —that reality
summarized in John Paul IPs words as the time when "the first-born of
all creation (Col 1: 15), becoming incarnate in the individual humanity of
Christ, unites himself to the whole reality of man, who is himself flesh—and
thereby unites himself to all flesh, to the whole of creation." The
world, which is good and has a logic, for it was created
by God through the Logos, has been given a new goodness and a
new logic through the redeeming Incarnation. This is why "we must love
the world and work and all human things. For the world is good. Adam's sin
destroyed the divine balance of creation; but God the Father sent his only Son
to re-establish peace, so that we, his children by adoption, might free
creation from disorder and reconcile all things to God."


[bookmark: _Toc339296163]2. The call to
reconcile all creation to God


The divine call to holiness, considered in the
"objective" aspect of its universality (all the noble things of the
world can and must be the medium for communion with God) is therefore not just
a vocation to sanctify oneself and co-operate in the sanctification of others.
It is also a vocation to liberate creation from disorder, to reconcile all
things to God; in a word, to sanctify the world. Hence the cosmic dimension of
the Christian vocation: "Everything on earth, both material things and the
temporal activities of men, need to be directed to God (and now, after man's
sin, to be redeemed and reconciled), in accordance with the nature of each
thing, and the immediate end given it by God, but without losing sight of its
supernatural final end in Jesus Christ: 'for in him all the fullness of God was
pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether
on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross' (Col 1: 19-20).
We must put Christ at the summit of all human activities." The
sanctification of the world and all temporal activities and structures
therefore entails respecting above all their own nature and purpose, that is,
their created value that points to their divine origin. This is a prerequisite
for discovering "their supernatural final end in Jesus Christ".


The vocation and mission to
sanctify the world applies to the whole Church, and thus all the faithful,
according to the personal vocation of each one. As Vatican II has stated, the
laity have the role of sanctifying the world from within temporal
structures and endeavours. However, it would be narrow-minded to think, for
instance, that a contemplative religious in a cloister does not directly
co-operate in the mission of reconciling all things to God. That attitude would
mean denying or forgetting the ecclesial nature of every vocation and the unity
of the Church as the general sacrament of salvation.


The universality of the call
to holiness, taken in its different aspects, is a clear and emphatically
positive appraisal of the world and of all secular concerns (particularly human
work), and places them in their theological context. Consequently, it is not
only far removed from naturalism, but it further demands the theoretical and
practical acknowledgment of the primacy of divine grace in the plan of the
redeemimg Incarnation. "Humility, and recognition of man's dignity
(especially the overwhelming fact that grace has made us children of God) are
one and the same thing for a Christian. It is not our own strength that saves
us and gives us life; it is the grace of God."


So it is not really our own
ability that allows us to sanctify the world but the strength that Christ
grants us in the Holy Spirit. To illustrate this point, let us recall St Mark's
short account of the calling of the apostles: our Lord "appointed twelve,
to be with him and to be sent out to preach and have the authority to cure
diseases and to cast out demons". Being with Christ is the premise
and condition for the effectiveness of the apostles and of all Christians,
called as they are to participate actively in the apostolic mission of
spreading the Gospel which is "an instrument of God's power, that brings
salvation to all who believe in it", able to alleviate every human pain
and free man from the power of evil.


This eagerness to be with
Christ is fully expressed in the eucharist, in which our Lord gives us his
Body and transforms us into one Body. The eucharist has therefore a central and
fundamental place in Christian life; the eucharistic sacrifice is truly
"the centre and the root of the spiritual life of a Christian". It is
from the eucharist, where the mystery of the Church in its most essential form is
fulfilled and expressed, that the entire life of a Christian becomes the
life of the Church, and therefore, a sign and instrument of salvation of
the world. 


[bookmark: _Toc339296164]3. The ecclesial
dimension of the universal character of vocation


Turning once again to the divine gift, the
love poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit (on the perfection of which
depends holiness), we can clearly see the ecclesial dimension of the
universal scope of the Christian vocation. This vocation is a call to
holiness; and, being a communion with God, is also necessarily a communion
with all the saints, with the universal Church. It is a life of communion
in charity which is the bond of perfection; charity, together with the
eucharist, the source of its nourishment, is the root of Church unity.


Consequently, discovery of the
Christian vocation in any of its personal modes never isolates a person or
makes him self-centred. It rather entails openness to the universal communion
of the Church and, in the Church, to all men and women, "always acknowledging
whatever is good in others, never falling into the narrowness of a closed,
cliquish outlook, but being men and women with an open and universal
heart".


Since ecclesial communion does
not mean uniformity but rather unity in diversity, the ecclesial aspect of the
universality of the Christian vocation does not prevent internal
diversification in the People of God. "In heaven as in the holy Church,
which is the house of God on earth, there is room for everyone, and all forms
of apostolic works, each with its own characteristics: unusquisque proprium
donum habet ex Deo: alius quidem sic, alius vero sic (1 Cor 7: 7); everyone
receives from God his own special gift, one of one kind and one of
another." However, this always goes hand in hand with everyone remaining
in the "unity that only the Pope gives to the whole Church, and that the
bishop, in communion with the Holy See, gives to his diocese".



[bookmark: _Toc339296165]III. CHRISTIAN VOCATION AND VOCATION TO OPUS DEI


[bookmark: _Toc339296166]1. The existence of a
special vocation to Opus Dei


In the light of the preceding general
considerations concerning vocation, we can now tackle the main subject of this
chapter. Incorporation into Opus Dei is the result of a vocation, of a divine
call. In other words, it is not the outcome of a mere personal decision to
undertake what one has seen to be something good—"signing up" for a
job, as they say; it is a decision a person makes upon realizing that he is
being called by God. The fact that this vocation is a special one does not make
the person who receives it any different from an ordinary member of the
faithful and, in the case of a priest, it does not distinguish him from other
secular priests.


Theological reflection on this
subject needs to focus both on the existence of that vocation and on its
special nature; it needs to examine the features of special vocations already
studied above, in particular their all-embracing nature and (perhaps their key
feature) their priority in time over any personal decision; without this
feature, all the others may be present but, strictly speaking, they will not
point to a special vocation, in the sense we have given this term. All of these
factors will refer us to a foundational light coming from God and recognized by
the Church. Therefore, our study will revolve around the testimony of Blessed
Josemaría regarding the foundational light, the divine inspiration, that gave
birth to Opus Dei in the bosom of the Church.


The founder of Opus Dei
continually affirmed in direct and clear terms that there is a "special
vocation to Opus Dei", as we have read from a letter of his to the members
of the Work, quoted at the beginning of this chapter: "You and I are in
Opus Dei not because we decided to carry out some good, or even a very noble,
work. We are here because God called us, with a special and personal
vocation." These words do not simply refer to the vocational nature of a
particular dedication to a good work, in the sense that all of human life is a
vocation; they refer to a vocation which is personal (as is any form of the
Christian vocation) but at the same time special, being rooted in a divine
initiative prior to one's own personal freedom. Helped by a foundational light
Blessed Josemaría saw that vocation to Opus Dei had this primary attribute of
every authentic vocation, and (this is the clinching factor) this was later
confirmed to be so by the judgment of the Church.


The divine initiative of
choosing and calling is not, in Opus Dei, a summons to do some particular
things, or to give a particular confirmed direction to some aspects of one's
own life; it is an invitation to give a new meaning to one's whole existence,
in all its dimensions. Blessed Josemaría explained this, by saying, for
instance, that vocation to Opus Dei is a "full vocational encounter"
that affects one's whole life. "It is a full vocational encounter, I say,
because—whatever civil status a person may have—his is a full dedication to his
work and to the faithful fulfilment of the duties of his state, in accordance
with the spirit of Opus Dei. Therefore, to dedicate oneself to God in Opus Dei
does not mean choosing to do certain things, nor does it mean devoting some of
our time to do good works, instead of doing other things. Opus Dei affects our
whole life." It is, then, a call not only "to do something", but
"to be something": "each of us, by means of his or her
self-giving in the service of the Church, must be Opus Dei—that is, operatio
Dei—work of God, in order to do Opus Dei on earth.'"08The
comprehensive nature of vocation implies that "to be Opus Dei" is
simply one way of "being Church"—one of the many present and future
ways of "being Church"—because the Church is the place where
God calls and where the purpose of every vocation—communion with God—is
achieved.


For lay people, that is,
Christians whose personal vocation does not require them to withdraw from the
ordinary situations of secular life, the comprehensive nature of the Christian
vocation involves, includes, what is usually known as "human vocation"
or, more specifically, "professional vocation". By "human
vocation" is commonly understood the inclination of a person, resulting
from his natural talents, education, and circumstances in life, that lead him
to have a particular lifestyle. Faith enables a Christian to see in all that
the ways of divine Providence that "calls each person to carry out a task
in the world".


Blessed Josemaría explained in
a homily how human vocation "belongs" to divine vocation: "Your
human vocation is a part—and an important part—of your divine vocation. That is
why you must strive for holiness, contributing at the same time to the
sanctification of others, your fellow men, precisely by sanctifying your work
and your environment—that profession or job that fills your day, putting its stamp
on your human personality (your way of being in the world), your home and
family, and your country where you were born and which you love."
Naturally, he gave the same teaching to members of Opus Dei: "Your
professional vocation, my children, forms part of your divine vocation because
God our Lord wants that you sanctify your profession, sanctifying yourselves in
your profession, and sanctifying others through your profession. This has been
my teaching since 1928." At times, he put this idea even more strongly,
saying that "your professional vocation is not only a part, but a
principal part, of your supernatural vocation."


Given that vocation to Opus
Dei is as we have described above (a calling coming from a divine initiative
prior to human freedom, and one that affects one's whole life), then it must
also be permanent. That is how Blessed Josemaría saw it from the very
beginning. Because it does not originate in the person called, but rather in
God's initiative, this vocation "is not a 'state of mind'"; it leads
to a definitive and permanent self-surrender to God. "Our self-surrender
to God," the founder wrote members of Opus Dei in 1934, "is not a
'state of mind', a temporary affair." Due to the close link between the
comprehensive nature and the permanent character of the vocation, the founder
used to say that the latter is the result of the former. Using a graphic
illustration, he told the members of the Work: "Our commitment of love to
God and of service to his Church is not like an article of clothing you put on
and then take off: it affects our whole life, and our desire (counting on our
Lord's grace) is that that always be so."


As regards the other feature
of special vocations we referred to above— the fact that they involve a
particular manner of Christian living (a particular spirituality
and way of sharing in the one mission of the Church), which is also a
consequence of their affecting a person's entire life—this was something the
founder also taught from the very start. The Statutes of Opus Dei explain it
thus: "The prelature, in accordance with the norms of its particular law,
aims at the sanctification of its members through the practice of the Christian
virtues, each in his own civil state, profession and social position according
to its specific spirituality which is totally secular.


"Moreover, the prelature
tries to do all it can to help people of every walk of life and civil state,
particularly intellectuals, sincerely to follow the precepts of Christ the Lord
and put them into practice in the midst of the world, also through the
sanctification of the professional work of each one, in order to orientate all
things to the will of the Creator; it also trains men and women to do
apostolate in civil society."


With the light of the
foundational event, Blessed Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer clearly saw that, for
someone to form part of what he would soon call Opus Dei, a divine vocation was
required. This vocation, preceding the person's response, embraces his whole
life, and is definitive or permanent, entailing a specific manner of Christian
living. When he spoke of a vocation he did so in this strict sense of a
"special vocation", which has, besides, the "institutional
dimension" usually, although not necessarily, present in what we have
called "special vocations". This dimension is found in Opus Dei not
as a mere matter of fact, but as part of its essence; in other words, it forms
part of the foundational charism itself.


Like any other special
vocation in the Church, the vocation to Opus Dei involves "becoming
aware" of a divine calling, that is to say, the person has a
"psychological experience" of the call, in the sense explained above
(as a light and an impulse of the grace of vocation). It is a light that makes
one see the way for him to live to the fullest the demands of being a Christian
in his ordinary life in the world (his work, family, social relations, etc.).
Thus, the founder used to say that the vocation to Opus Dei "is the same
as that which those fishermen, peasants, merchants or soldiers received in
their heart as they sat at Jesus' feet in Galilee and heard him say, 'You must
be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect' (Mt 5: 48)"; also pointing
out the particular institutional channel (Opus Dei) to which God calls, and
encouraging the person to take that path.


[bookmark: _Toc339296167]2. Special vocation and
ecclesial mission of Opus Dei


We have so far considered the existence of
a special vocation to Opus Dei as attested to by the founder's own explanation
of the various features of such a vocation. Let us now move on to consider the
content of its special nature. The key element in this regard (on which the
other elements studied thus far depend) is the mission to which the
vocation summons.


From the beginnings of Opus
Dei, Blessed Josemaría underscored its special mission as being closely
connected to the universal call to holiness. He wrote the members of the Work:
"My daughters and sons, as part of divine Providence's care for the Holy
Church and for the conservation of the spirit of the Gospel, our Lord has
entrusted to Opus Dei since 2 October 1928 the task of showing, of reminding,
all souls by the example of your life and your word, that there is a universal
call to Christian perfection, and that it is possible to follow that
call."


It is always possible to
follow the divine call to holiness because, as explained above, the universal
scope of the Christian vocation is not only "subjective" (everyone is
called) but also "objective": ordinary life can and should be the
place and the medium of sanctification, leading to communion with God the
Father, in Christ and through the Holy Spirit. Blessed Josemaría thus expressed
this point in a letter already quoted above: "We have come to say, with
the humility of one who knows himself to be a sinner and not worth talking
about—"homo peccator sum'' (Lk 5: 8), we say with St Peter—but with
the faith of someone who lets himself be led by God's hand, that holiness is
not something for the privileged few. Our Lord calls us all; he expects Love
from all of us—from everyone, wherever he may be; from everyone, whatever his
state in life, profession or job. That common, ordinary, apparently unimportant
life can become a means of sanctity: it is not necessary to leave one's own
place in the world to seek God, if the Lord has not given one a religious
vocation; all the ways of the earth can be occasions of finding Christ."


The founder of Opus Dei would
usually explain (also when referring to the mission of Opus Dei) that the
sanctification of ordinary life is ultimately a matter of sanctifying everyday
work: "Our Lord desires that through us all Christians at last discover
the sanctifying value and power of ordinary life—of professional work—and the
efficacy of the apostolate of giving doctrine through one's example, friendship
and confidence." It is certainly not a matter of reducing all that can be
sanctified in ordinary human life to ordinary work, but rather of referring to
something quite complex by one of its characteristic elements. Besides, it is a
particularly good way of stressing, among other things, the social and
apostolic dimensions of personal sanctification.


At the core of Blessed
Josemaría Escrivá's spiritual message is the very clear teaching that the
vocation/mission to sanctify oneself and to spread that call, and help others
to practise it, is something all Christians have; furthermore, it is proper to
the laity to carry it out in the midst of the world, that is, ab
intra secular activities. The founder defines the mission of the members of
Opus Dei in this manner: "What our Lord wants is that each of you strive
for holiness in the specific circumstances of your condition in the world:
haec est enim voluntas Dei, sanctificatio vestra (1 Thess4: 3), this is the
will of God, your sanctification. It is frequently a hidden sanctity —without
any outward glitter—ordinary, heroic: in order to co-redeem with Christ and
save all with him, directing all human affairs to him." And in
one of his Letters we read: "(God) has called us to seek our holiness in
our ordinary, daily life; and to teach others the way of sanctification in
one's own state, in the midst of the world—providentes, non coacte, sed
spontanee secundum Deum (1 Pet 5: 2)—prudently, without any coercion;
spontaneously, according to God's will."


The special features of
vocation to Opus Dei parallel the special ecclesial mission for which God
brought it into being. It is apparent from the quotations above that it is a
mission that involves reminding all souls, by word and example, about the call
to holiness in the midst of the world— helping them see that ordinary life, in
particular one's work, can and must be a means of Christian sanctification and
apostolate; it also involves teaching the individual how to go about
sanctifying himself in practice according to his personal circumstances.


After describing the call to
Christian holiness and apostolate in the world, through one's work and the
ordinary vicissitudes of human life, Blessed Josemaría goes on: "What I
have just said is applicable to Catholics in general. But you, my daughters and
sons—who, like all other Christians, have been consecrated to God by baptism,
and by the sacrament of confirmation have later renewed that consecration and
been made milites Christi, soldiers of Christ—have freely and willingly
renewed your dedication to God once more by answering the specific
calling we have received, in order to try to seek sanctity and do apostolate in
the Work." It is, then, a call to a self-giving or dedication to God
required by the baptismal vocation, but at the same time it is a special call,
because (as we read in the text just quoted) God calls a person to live that
general Christian condition "in the Work", that is, by being a member
of a particular Church institution (Opus Dei) which, according to the judgment
of the Church, requires its members to have a special divine vocation.


To underline even more the
mission to which the vocation calls, the founder wrote: "we have been sent
to be salt and supernatural leaven in all human activities. Also, as Christian
faithful we have heard Christ's command: euntes ergo docete omnes gentes!
It is not a function delegated by the ecclesiastical hierarchy, an extension of
its own mission to suit particular circumstances; it is the specific mission of
the lay faithful insofar as they are living members of the Church of God.


"It is a specific mission
which in our case (by the will of God) has for us the support and assistance of
a special vocation. We have been called to the Work to impart doctrine to all
men, in a lay and secular apostolate, in and through the practice of
professional work, in the personal and social circumstances of each one,
precisely in the sphere of those secular activities which have been left to the
free initiative of men and the personal responsibility of Christians." In
other words, the mission to which vocation to Opus Dei summons is nothing other
than the specific mission of the laity in the Church (and, analogously, of
secular priests). But, as the words of the founder quoted above attest, vocation
to Opus Dei gives special "strength and aid" to enable a person to
meet the full demands of the baptismal vocation.


He also said: "Opus Dei
welcomes and channels the beautiful fact that any state and any professional
work, as long as it is upright, can lead one to God. Our Work takes up that
possibility in a well-defined vocation—a personal dedication to God in
the midst of the world, so as to turn our ordinary life and our professional
and social work into means of sanctification and apostolate, whatever one's age
and circumstances."


The concepts used here by
Blessed Josemaría are very enlightening: vocation to Opus Dei "takes up,
welcomes, channels" the self-surrender or dedication to God and to others
as required by the Christian vocation; the only special element
"added" is, precisely, the "channel"—that the same
dedication be carried out by forming part of a particular institution of the
Church (Opus Dei) which has a specific spirituality and also specific means of
formation and apostolate in keeping with the condition of its members as
ordinary lay people or secular priests. Those means are the channels through
which the "support and assistance and aid" needed to fulfil the
vocation's mission are received.


Although the present study is
not about spirituality (besides, spirituality as such is much broader than
vocation), it is nevertheless not superfluous to point out that—as mentioned
earlier regarding the objective universality of the call to holiness—"a
deep grasp of the richness contained in the mystery of the Incarnate Word was
the solid basis of the founder's spirituality."


In the same way that a
vocation affects not just a part of one's life but encompasses it entirely, so
too is the mission special but (as stated in chapter I) not sectional since
it is aimed at heightening all aspects of Christian life. For this same
reason, one can see why the best institutional channel for this pastoral
reality should be within the framework of the ordinary hierarchical structure
of the Church—and such is a personal prelature; moreover, it should be a
channel that neither takes the place of nor constitutes an alternative to a
particular Church.


[bookmark: _Toc339296168]3. A special vocation
for ordinary Christians


On several occasions, particularly in the last
years of his life, Blessed Josemaría Escrivá used a comparison to illustrate
graphically the connexion between Christian vocation and vocation to Opus Dei.
He was often asked this sort of question: "What makes members of Opus Dei
different from other ordinary members of the faithful?" The founder would
answer: "Have you ever seen a lamp that is lit, and another that is not?
The two are the same, but one is lit, and the other is not. Well then, the lamp
that is burning is what a member of Opus Dei is; understood? So one Christian
is very much the same as another, but if one is set ablaze within . . . and
responds, and the flame keeps burning—that one belongs to Opus Dei. There lies
the difference: he gives light, warmth, and draws others."


The comparison is important
and deserves further comment:


a) Its starting point is,
first of all, the common Christian condition, specifically the rebirth worked
by baptism that causes a Christian to have, ontologically, a new life within
(every Christian is "a lamp", capable of giving light); secondly,
there is the fact that this life does not always show forth its full strength.


b) What the lamp needs
is, therefore, an impulse (an operation of grace) that "lights up the
lamp". Obviously, the action of grace can take various forms. It can take
place when a person meets Opus Dei, but that is not the only way: Opus Dei is
one channel—not the channel—to attain that light and spread it. The
special ecclesial mission of Opus Dei is to do what it can, through its own
spirituality and particular modes of apostolate, to see that all lamps end up
lit, each in its own way and with its own flame— keeping in mind that the only
and true light of all men is Christ. In fact, "Opus Dei never has tried to
put itself forward as the last word or the most perfect thing in the history of
spirituality. When a person lives by faith he understands that the fullness of
time is already found in Christ, and that all forms of spirituality that stay
true to the Magisterium of the Church and to their own foundational charism are
current and valid. [. . .] Opus Dei loves and reveres all institutions—the old
as well as the new ones—that work for Christ in filial unity with the
Magisterium of the Church."


c) The metaphor goes
further, because it underlines the fact that the light shining in Opus Dei
makes someone give light but without ceasing to be an "ordinary
lamp", so to speak. Through the metaphor of the lamps, Blessed Josemaría
was trying to show that vocation to Opus Dei does not involve, for the person
who receives it, any difference with respect to his condition as an ordinary
Christian. What it does is to help him fully assume that condition of being an
ordinary Christian, called to be holy—to have within himself the light of
God—and to give an apostolic meaning to his whole life, which means
continuously to spread that light to others.


From the preceding discussion
one can see that it is an essential feature of vocation to Opus Dei that no
one be moved from his place. It is a calling that does not require any
change in one's civil status or type of life: "We all do what we would
have done if we were not in Opus Dei, but with one difference: we carry ablaze
in our soul the light of a divine vocation, of a special grace of God that does
not take us from our place but gives a new and divine flavour, a supernatural
efficacy, to our ordinary life and work." To describe that
supernatural efficacy, the founder applies the evangelical image of leaven
inasmuch as it implies a transforming strength from within-. "I
like using parables, and, following the example of our Lord, I have often
compared our mission to that of leaven which, from within the dough (Mt 13:33),
ferments it until it transforms it to delicious bread."


Not taking anyone away from
his place has not merely a civil-sociological significance but also a
theological-ecclesial one; in fact it implies appreciating the capacity of
grace to vivify human situations and conditions. As we have said, vocation to
Opus Dei is not a vocation involving a special "consecration" to God
over and above baptismal consecration. The founder was particularly insistent
on these points as he ran into difficulties about finding a juridical form
fully suited to the theological and pastoral nature of Opus Dei (its actual and
definitive juridical status as personal prelature). In this context, let us
read once again the words of Blessed Josemaría quoted earlier: "You, my
daughters and sons—who, like all other Christians have been consecrated to God
by baptism, and who by the sacrament of confirmation later renewed that
consecration, being made into milites Christi, soldiers of Christ—have
freely and willingly renewed once again your dedication to God upon
answering the specific vocation with which we have been called, in order to try
to seek sanctity and do apostolate in the Work."


In the members of Opus Dei,
therefore, there is no consecration other than the sacramental one (baptism,
confirmation and, in the case of priests, their ordination); so as regards
their state in life "each one has, in the Church and in civil society, the
same position as he had before being a member of the Work, because joining Opus
Dei does not create a state in life. The layman stays a layman, celibate
or married, and the secular priest stays a secular and diocesan priest."
This is not simply a juridico-canonical fact but an integral part of the
theological and pastoral nature of Opus Dei: "It is the will of our
Lord—part of the imperative command, of the vocation given us—that you, my
daughters and sons, be ordinary Christians and citizens."


Although the idea of ordinary
Christian will be the subject of the next chapter, it is useful to point out
here that "the concept of vocation goes beyond the limits of the canonical
concept of status; but we must not forget that there are different
missions, gifts and charisms in the Church—a diversity that must ordinarily
have a juridical expression, even though frequently it does not entail a change
of status—giving rise to the numerous vocations that make the Mystical
Body of Christ what it is—an organized body, not an amorphous mass." Only
someone with a very narrow concept of vocation (a not uncommon phenomenon in
the old days) could argue that every vocation that gives a special channel to
the universal vocation to holiness and apostolate is also a vocation to a
change of state in the Church and in the world.


Opus Dei's being a personal
prelature also perfectly suits the condition of its faithful as ordinary
Christians: it is an institution of the ordinary structure of the Church
wherein the linking of the faithful with the institution belongs to the same
theological category as, although not identical with, their link with
particular Churches. For example, the jurisdiction of the prelate and the other
authorities of the prelature does not come from a vow of obedience (none exists
in Opus Dei) nor from a legal right to demand the fulfilment of the rules of an
association; it is rather a particular expression (that is, special in regard
to the matter it covers) of the ordinary jurisdiction of the Church.


One important consequence of
the above is that not only is each member of Opus Dei an ordinary Christian,
but all of them together—that is, Opus Dei itself—do not constitute an
apostolic "group". In a phrase used by the founder mentioned at the
beginning of this book, Opus Dei is "a little bit of the Church",
that does not cut any of its faithful off from the pars Ecclesiae (the
particular Church where each belongs). Every member of Opus Dei tries to to do
his own, deep Christian apostolate in his surroundings, in the particular
Church to which he belongs. This is the main apostolate of Opus Dei—the
apostolate each member of the prelature personally does in his work, family,
and social setting, thereby rendering a special service to the Church and the
world: "we have received God's call to carry out a special service
to his Church and to all souls. The sole ambition, the only desire of Opus Dei
and each of its children is to serve the Church the way the Church wants to be
served, within the specific vocation our Lord has given us.


"Nos sumus servi Dei
caeli et terrae (1 Ezra 5: 11), we are servants of the God of heaven and
earth. That is what our entire life is, my daughters and sons—a service with
exclusively spiritual aims, because Opus Dei is not, and will never be—nor
could it be—a tool for temporal ends. But at the same time, it is also a
service to mankind, because all you arc doing is trying in an upright way to
achieve Christian perfection, acting most freely and responsibly in all the areas
of civil life. It is a self-sacrificing service that is not degrading, but
uplifting; it expands the heart (making it more Roman, in the most noble
meaning of the word) and leads one to pursue the honour and the good of people
of every nation—to try to see that every day there are fewer people who are
poor and uneducated, fewer souls without faith, without hope; fewer wars, less
uncertainty, and more charity and peace." Opus Dei as such has
no role other than the doctrinal, spiritual and apostolic formation of its
members and all those who want to avail themselves of that formation, and the
pastoral service provided by its prelate, priests and deacons. The founder put
it very neatly: "The Work itself has as its only task the formation
of its members." This formation, insofar as it is an invitation to build
up a deep and sincere piety, pass on Church teaching, and encourage people to
live according to a refined apostolic spirit, will then lead the individual
members of the prelature to strive to sanctify their everyday work and engage
in a variety of apostolic initiatives developed with personal spontaneity,
freedom, and responsibility.


Obviously, this does not
prevent some members of Opus Dei, together with many other people, carrying out
some apostolic undertakings (for example, in education, and social work)
through their professional work, undertakings whose Christian orientation and
spiritual direction the prelature takes responsibility for; these are known as
"corporate undertakings" of Opus Dei.



[bookmark: _Toc339296169]IV. UNITY OF VOCATION AND VARIETY OF MEMBERS IN OPUS DEI


Opus Dei is made up of a whole range of Christian
faithful—lay faithful and priests, men and women, celibates and married
couples, coming from all walks of life and occupations. This variety, a
reflection of what is to be found in the People of God as a whole, implies
different modes of being a member of Opus Dei; but these modes are not degrees
of a greater or lesser belonging to Opus Dei, nor do they denote different
vocations. The founder clearly explained it: "And so, in the Work, there
are no degrees or categories of membership. The vocation to Opus Dei is one and
the same. It is a call to commit oneself personally, freely and responsibly to
carry out the will of God, that is, what God wants each individual to do. What
there is, is a multitude of personal situations, the situation of each member
in the world, to which the same specific vocation is adapted."


Of course, the fact that this
special vocation is common to all does not mean that every member of Opus Dei,
like any human being, has not got a personal vocation that is unique and is his
alone, for God's plan for each man and woman is unique and embraces his whole
life. Just as in the Church no two vocations are identical, yet all of them are
specific forms of the same Christian vocation, so too the various personal
vocations of the members of Opus Dei are, in turn, specific modes of one and
the same special mode of the Christian vocation, the vocation to Opus Dei.


[bookmark: _Toc339296170]1. People from
different professions and walks of life


The subjective aspect of the universal call to
holiness (that is, the fact that every person is called to be holy) implies its
objective aspect—acknowledgment of the fact that holiness can be achieved in
all the situations and conditions of human life. This theological reality has
been present in Opus Dei from its beginnings, as one might expect, because its
raison d'etre, its original charism, is precisely the spreading of the
universal call to holiness. "Since the foundation of the Work in 1928, my
teaching has been that holiness is not reserved for a privileged few. All the
ways of the earth, every state in life, every profession, every honest task can
be divine."


The above statement, aside
from its doctrinal significance, also has pastoral and juridical implications:
people in all kinds of professions and walks of life can be, and in fact are,
members of Opus Dei. Because of its relevance to the present topic, let us
quote again what the Statutes say: "The prelature tries to work with all
its resources so that people from all walks of life and civil status in
society, above all, intellectuals, would sincerely follow the precepts of
Christ the Lord and put them into practice in the midst of the world, through
the sanctification of the professional work of each one"; the subsequent
points of the Statutes that people in all situations and conditions in life can
be admitted as faithful of the prelature.


In an interview he gave in
1966, Monsignor Escrivá said: "People of all social conditions belong to
Opus Dei: men and women, young and old, workers, businessmen, clerks, farmers,
members of the professions, etc. It is God who gives the vocation, and with God
there is no distinction of persons." To express the openness of Opus Dei
to all, that is, the non-sectional nature of the specific mission of the
prelature (using the term we used before), the founder at times compared it to
"a sea without shores", and other times he spoke of the
un-specialized character of its apostolic work, describing it as "an
unorganized organization".


The same idea is found in one
of his Letters. He wrote that in Opus Dei "all contemporary society is
present, and it will be always that way: intellectuals and businessmen; members
of the professions and craftsmen; merchants and manual workers; people in the
diplomatic corps, commerce, farming, finance, and the humanities; journalists,
theatre and movie actors and actresses, circus entertainers, athletes. The
young and the old, the healthy and sickly. An unorganized organization,
marvellous like life itself." He added: "You know very well, my
children, that our apostolic work has no specialized purpose: it has all kinds
of specializations, because it is rooted in life's diverse forms of
specialization; it exalts and raises to the supernatural order all the forms of
service people render one another in their social relations, and turns them
into a genuine apostolate."


It is in this context of the
universal reach of the apostolate of Opus Dei that the phrase "above all,
intellectuals" in number 2 of the Statutes should be understood. As
Monsignor Escrivá de Balaguer explained on several occasions, that phrase
refers not to a sphere of apostolate, but to a pastoral method, so to speak.
When in 1928 he saw himself being called to promote the universal call to
holiness, he realized at once that in order to reach all sectors of society he
would have to start with those who, with their intellectual professions, would
have the mobility and qualities that would facilitate this outreach. He worked
in line with this criterion, and included it in his foundational and juridical
writings, while underlining at the same time the universal reach of his
apostolate. He used to say that "out of a hundred souls we are interested
in a hundred": "That is precisely why I have always taught that we
are interested in each and every person. Out of a hundred souls we are
interested in a hundred. We discriminate against no one, for we know for
certain that Jesus has redeemed us all, and that he wishes to make use of a few
of us, regardless of our personal nothingness, to make his salvation known to
all."


It should be noted that the
fact that Opus Dei is for everyone (that is, any ordinary Christian, any person
called to sanctify himself in the midst of the world, regardless of his
profession, race, social condition, or job) and the real diversity of its
members do not imply any juridical or theological difference between one member
and the next, because as we have said before the vocation is one and the same
for all. They have different professions or jobs and conditions in life, but
all of them are called to sanctify their particular circumstances of their
life, whatever they may be, and to do apostolate in their own surroundings. The
pastoral and theological phenomenon is therefore one and the same for all.


So, all the members have the
same spirit, and even receive the same formation (which obviously needs to be
adapted to the capacity and needs of each); the aim is always basically the
same—to transmit the Christian faith and the spirit of Opus Dei undiluted,
showing their capacity to vivify all human realities. Blessed Josemaría
explained this unity of spirit by making a graphic comparison, taken from
ordinary experience: the fact that in families where members are united and
healthy, everybody eats from the same cooking pot. "We are a
healthy family—he wrote in one of his Letters—so we have only one cooking
pot. [. . .] We have only one kind of food, only one cooking pot: we have to
say the same things to everyone, because the Work is for souls, and everyone
has the same chance to sanctify himself as anyone else [. . .]. Nevertheless,
it is true that my children are involved in a wide variety of activities: you
can find among them people of different cultures, ages, and states in life—some
are single, others are married, widows or widowers, others are priests; it is
likewise true that they have different temperaments. So those children of mine
who train the others imitate mothers, who are very practical people: they adapt
the common cooking pot to the specific needs of each [. . .]. But it is always
the same cooking pot."


[bookmark: _Toc339296171]2. Single and married
people: Numeraries, Associates, Supernumeraries


The words of Blessed Josemaría we have just
quoted, describing the different situations in life of the faithful of the
prelature—the fact that single or married people form part of it—deserves
comment. Besides, this fact reflects the objective universal reach of the
spirit and apostolate of Opus Dei.


From the very start of his
work as founder Monsignor Escrivá de Balaguer knew that the spirit of Opus Dei
can be put into practice in all kinds of human situations—and therefore in
married life or in celibacy; and he also saw that Opus Dei needed to have
people who commit themselves to celibacy (with the availability for apostolic
work it brings) in order to fulfil the mission that God wanted him to carry
out. Thus he orientated his initial work towards those people whom he perceived
as having the vocation to live "apostolic celibacy", as he liked to
call it; at the same time, he vigorously and in clear terms preached the
Christian value of marriage. Opus Dei developed as a result of that apostolic
work, and it was stated from the very beginning that married people as well as
celibates could form part of it, although the manner of belonging to Opus Dei
of the former would have a juridical form different from that of the latter, in
line with what canon law then allowed, until eventually full recognition came
of the fact that both married and celibate persons could be members of Opus Dei
with full rights.


The presence in the prelature
of people who are committed to celibacy and of others who are married (or, more
broadly, those who are open to marriage)—together with factors related to
availability, is reflected in the existence of different forms or conditions of
incorporation into Opus Dei; thus there Numerary, Associate, and
Supernumerary members—men and women. The Statutes refer to these forms of
belonging to the prelature in this way: "Depending on each person's normal
availability to devote himself


or herself to the tasks of formation and to
particular apostolic undertakings of Opus Dei, the faithful of the prelature,
men as well as women, are called Numeraries, Associates, and Supernumeraries,
without thereby forming different classes. Their availability depends on the
varied and permanent circumstances—personal, family, professional, etc.—of each
one."


In the subsequent points of
the Statutes this general provision is made specific by giving the details of
the different forms of bond with the prelature:


a) The Numeraries are the
faithful of this prelature who, living apostolic celibacy, have the greatest
degree of personal availability for its special apostolic undertakings. They
can live in the centres of the prelature in order to take charge of those
apostolic undertakings and of the formation of the other members of Opus Dei.


b) The Associates are the
faithful of the prelature who, living apostolic celibacy, ordinarily live with
their own families since they have to attend to particular and permanent
personal, family, or professional responsibilities, which affect their
availability for certain apostolic tasks or formative activities of Opus Dei.


c) The Supernumeraries are
the faithful of the prelature—married or single, but in either case, without
any commitment to celibacy—who, having the same vocation as the others, fully
participate in the apostolate of Opus Dei and have such availability for the
apostolic activities as may be compatible with the fulfilment of their family,
professional and social obligations.


From these descriptions, it is
clear that they are personal specific forms of the vocation to Opus Dei through
which the faithful of the Prelature devote themselves to the activities needed
for its institutional life, in ways determined by the objective and permanent
circumstances of each; in no way do they imply degrees of bonding with
Opus Dei or of the pursuit of Christian perfection. It must be emphasized that these
diverse ways of being available for apostolic tasks presuppose that all the
faithful of Opus Dei have one and the same special vocation, for "whatever
civil status a person may have, his dedication to his work and the faithful
fulfilment of the duties of his state is complete, in accordance with the
spirit of Opus Dei." The first point in the Statutes where the faithful of
the prelature are referred to repeatedly and forcefully underlines the fact
that all those who form part of the Prelature do so "moved by the same
divine vocation", such that "all of them have the same
apostolic goal, they practise the same spirit and ascetical means."


This matter is of prime
importance, as the founder never tired emphasizing. He never used expressions
that might even remotely erode the idea of the unity of the vocation to Opus
Dei—expressions such as "classes of members" or "categories of
members". It is precisely in and through their own situation
in the world that each member of Opus Dei carries out the Christian mission of
spreading the universal call to holiness and helps others live according to
that call. One and the same spirituality, the same mission, the same permanent
and all-embracing effect on one's life—all these features reveal a vocation
that is completely identical in all aspects, from the call to holiness and
apostolate up to the implementation of that rail in a secular milieu.


It should also be pointed out,
in connexion with vocation being exactly the same for all, that for the
Numeraries and Associates of Opus Dei the charism of celibacy—as for any person
who receives that charism—is an integral aspect of their personal
vocation, and not a special aspect of the vocation to Opus Dei. Of
course, this does not mean that God "initially" calls someone to celibacy
and "later on" to Opus Dei (a person has only one vocation); what it
does mean is that God calls people to Opus Dei in celibacy and in marriage; in
both cases it is a matter of "dimensions" of vocation, as is true for
other Christians.


As to marriage, Blessed
Josemaría Escrivá clearly preached that "for a Christian, marriage is not
just a social institution, much less a mere remedy for human weakness. It is a
genuine supernatural calling, a great sacrament, in Christ and in the Church,
says St Paul (Eph 5: 32). At the same time, it is a permanent contract between
a man and a woman, for whether we like it or not, the sacrament of matrimony,
instituted by Christ, cannot be dissolved. It is a sacrament that sanctifies,
being an action of Jesus, who fills the souls of the couple and invites them to
follow him. He transforms their whole married life into an occasion for God's
presence on earth."


Christian marriage as a
vocation was constantly present in the preaching of Opus Dei's founder since
its beginnings. Aside from all what we have quoted above, he also wrote:
"We must deeply respect and revere the married state; it is noble and
holy—sacramentum hoc magnum est (Eph 5: 32), matrimony is a great
sacrament—and we regard it as another vocation to be followed, as a marvellous
sharing in the creative power of God."


In the same Letter,
immediately after the point just mentioned, he states —in agreement with
Tradition—that "it is certain doctrine of the faith that, in itself, the
vocation to virginity is more noble." We cannot examine here the
justification for and the meaning of that statement (the whole question is much
more complex than people think). Be that as it may, it does not mean that
married people are called to a "second-class" holiness (which is, anyway,
a theologically absurd idea). The reason is not only the one given by St
Clement of Alexandria, who wrote: "That man is truly superior who—in the
midst of the temptations and care he gets from his wife, children, servants and
riches—manages to control his sensuality and sorrow, and keeps his union with
God through love"; it is also because, for those who have a vocation to
marriage, the family and marriage itself are a medium for holiness. In other
words, marriage is not a place wherein "despite everything" one can
stay united with God; it is in fact a means and a path to achieve that union.
Really, "for each individual, the most perfect thing is, always and only,
to do God's will."


It is, then, very much part of
the theological substance of Opus Dei as a pastoral phenomenon that the
Numeraries and Associates (the celibates who have a special availability for
apostolic tasks) are not the paradigm of a member of Opus Dei. The
Supernumeraries, who are the majority, do not merely try to
"approach" to that paradigm. We say once more that all have the same
special vocation to holiness and apostolate.


[bookmark: _Toc339296172]3. Men and Women


Given the specific characteristics of vocation to
Opus Dei as discussed above, the fact that it is for women as well as for men
is evident. Furthermore, the three general modes in which the
special vocation is personalized also apply to women: there are also women in
Opus Dei who are Numeraries, Associates and Supernumeraries. Consequently, the
scope of their apostolic action is the same as the men's. So, in theory and in
fact, women—married or single—can become members. And they come from all walks
of life and diverse professions—university professors, farmers, workers,
pharmacists, doctors, engineers, etc., each called to sanctify her own state in
life and work.


This section of the chapter
could well end here; however, it is worthwhile continuing our reflection and
dwelling more on the aspect of Opus Dei as a family, already referred to in
chapter 1. The reason is that the presence of women in Opus Dei not only
implies the obvious fact that the spirituality and mission of the prelature is
not only for men but—in the same degree and extension—also women; their
presence is also necessary for a family spirit—that of a family linked by
supernatural bonds—to actually exist in Opus Dei. As stated earlier, this
family spirit is nothing but a specific manner of fulfilling an aspect of the
nature of the Church, that is, the Church as familia Dei. 


This is the ecclesiological
context into which the work of the catering staff of Opus Deo apostolic
undertakings fits. This work is supportive of the apostolic undertakings of the
men and women of the prelature. The women of the Prelature, particularly some
Numeraries, are in charge of it; they regard it as one of their special tasks,
though not their only duty, because they are also engaged in all kinds of
professional work as the male Numeraries are. Some Numeraries, called Assistant
Numeraries, dedicate themselves to this domestic work as their own professional
work. They are like the other Numeraries in all other aspects of their vocation
(celibacy, and the corresponding special availability for the apostolic works),
except for their professional specialization in household management of the
centres of Opus Dei; it should be noted that aside from the Assistant
Numeraries, other Numeraries are also involved in these activities. The
Assistant Numeraries take part in all the prelature's activities, but their
dedication to domestic work is an expression of the availability specific to
all women Numeraries; it is their principal (but not their only) work, and also
their usual (not necessarily permanent) duty. One thing certain is that their
work is very much needed if the apostolic undertakings are to have the air of a
Christian family, so much in keeping with the spirit of Opus Dei.


We need not dwell here on the
importance and dignity of this kind of work; suffice it to say that the founder
underlined its objective importance by calling it the "apostolate of
apostolates". He wrote to his daughters explaining why: "By your work
in the domestic staff you participate in all our apostolic undertakings, and
play a part in all that the Work does. The smooth functioning of the household
affairs is a necessary precondition, and the best push for the whole Work, if
you do everything for the love of God. Without the apostolate you are doing, we
could not pursue other apostolic undertakings according to our spirit."


It must also be noted that
when Assistant Numeraries and other women Numeraries look after the domestic
management of the centres of Opus Dei, they do so not as employees in someone
else's home. They are more like mothers, or sisters in their own home, although
because they do their work so professionally they may have job descriptions
like housekeeper, or manager.


[bookmark: _Toc339296173]4. Laymen and priests


As discussed at length in chapter I the
relationship between the common priesthood and the ministerial priesthood that
constitutes the hierarchical structure of the Church is essential to the Opus
Dei prelature. It was also emphasized that the clergy of the prelature come
from the ranks of the lay faithful of Opus Dei (the Numeraries and Associates).
Although there is no need to consider these points further, it would be helpful
to bear them in mind for their relevance to the present chapter.


The faithful of the prelature
who are ordained to the priesthood—the founder explained—"do not change
their vocation". While it is true that the priesthood implies a genuine
divine call that radically shapes the personal vocation of the one
receiving it, it does not, however, change the special nature of the vocation
to Opus Dei; by analogy, the ministerial priesthood does not constitute the
Christian vocation as such but only the personal vocation of some Christians.
However, it is quite evident that this does not make the ministerial priesthood
any less necessary in Opus Dei than it is in the entire Church. As Blessed
Josemaría said: "Ordination therefore can in no way be regarded as a
crowning of a vocation to Opus Dei: it is simply a calling given to a few
people so that they can serve others in a new way." It follows that
priests and laymen, insofar as they are members of Opus Dei, "are, and
feel themselves to be, on a par; and all live the same spirit—sanctification in
one's own state in life".


The founder used to say, in
stressing the equality between priests and laymen in Opus Dei, that they do not
form distinct classes: "the members of Opus Dei who are called to the priesthood
continue to form with the lay members, within the Work, only one class. This is
a very remarkable providence of God, whom we have to thank from the bottom of
our hearts." As these words reveal, Blessed Josemaría gave a
lot of importance to this phenomenon, as it very much facilitates the practice
of the priesthood for what it really is—a service. Consequently,
"priests do not let their brothers who are laymen render them unnecessary
service. Each of us has in his heart the same sentiments of Jesus Christ who
said: Filius hominis non venit ministrari, sed ministrare (Mt 20: 28).
Like our Lord, we have not come to be served, but to serve." In sum,
"although the vocation is the same for all, the priest—I say again—has a
duty to be a servant of his brothers, an instrument of unity and of
effectiveness, one who awakens in others desires for holiness, particularly by
his example; at the same time, he is aware of the fact that in the Work he is
just one of many." This way of acting "makes it easy for priests not
to clash with laymen, or laymen with priests; it ensures that no priest
interferes in the affairs of laymen, and no layman interferes in what is proper
to priests." The fact of having the same special vocation—and the
corresponding equality among priests and laymen insofar as they are members of
Opus Dei—"is the reason why there can never be any clericalism in the
Work".


The Priestly Society of the
Holy Cross was already referred to in chapter I from the
ecclesiological-institutional viewpoint. Let us now consider it in the context
of the diversity of members in Opus Dei having the same special vocation. We
should remember that the Society is "an association of clerics
intrinsically linked to the prelature", and therefore together with the prelature
it constitutes one single thing; furthermore, the members of this association
of priests are the priests and deacons incardinated in the prelature as well as
other priests and deacons incardinated in different dioceses. The latter, who
are not incardinated in the prelature of Opus Dei and, consequently, do not
form part of its clergy, are called Associates and Supernumeraries of the
Priestly Society of the Holy Cross; they form part of the clergy of the diocese
to which each belongs. Obviously, in everything to do with their incardination
they exclusively depend on their respective diocesan bishops, and not on the
prelate of Opus Dei. With the president general of the Priestly
Society of the Holy Cross—the prelate of Opus Dei—they have a relationship that
is purely associative in nature, which means that they do not come under his
power of jurisdiction. That associative bond exclusively refers to their
spiritual life, that is, to aspects which each priest or deacon is free to
arrange as he wishes.


Referring to the Priestly
Society of the Holy Cross and associations of priests in general, recommended
by Vatican II, Blessed Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer said: "Within the
general limits of morality and of the duties proper to his state, a secular
priest is free to arrange as he wishes, individually or together with others in
an association, all the spiritual, cultural and financial aspects of his
personal life. He is free to look after his own development in accordance with
his personal preferences or abilities. He is free to lead the social life he
wishes, and to organize his life as he thinks best, provided he fulfils the
obligations of his ministry. He is free to dispose of his personal property
according to the dictates of his conscience. And above all, he is free to
follow in his spiritual and ascetic life and in his acts of piety what the Holy
Spirit's inspirations may suggest, and to choose, from among the many means
which the Church counsels or permits, those which best suit his own particular
circumstances."


Membership in the Priestly
Society of the Holy Cross of priests and deacons incardinated in different
dioceses does not lessen, in law or in fact, their union and dependence on
their own bishops. On the contrary, their belonging to the Priestly Society of
the Holy Cross necessarily helps them to keep that union and dependence with
utmost fidelity since it is an essential element of the spirituality of Opus
Dei that each person seek his own sanctification in and through the duties of
his state in life. Blessed Josemaría explained it this way: "An essential
characteristic of Opus Dei is that it does not take anyone out of his place—unusquisque,
in qua vocatione vocatus est, in ea permaneat (1 Cor 7: 20). Rather it
leads each person to fulfil the tasks and duties of his own state, of his
mission in the Church and in society, with the greatest perfection possible.
Therefore, when a priest joins the Work, he neither modifies nor sets aside any
part of his diocesan vocation. His dedication to the service of the local
Church in which he is incardinated, his full dependence on his Ordinary, his
secular spirituality, his solidarity with other priests etc., are not changed.
On the contrary, he undertakes to live his vocation to the full, because he
knows that he must seek perfection precisely by fulfilling his obligations as a
diocesan priest."


All this shows that priests
and deacons who join the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross as Associates or
Supernumeraries do so inspired by the same special vocation as other members of
Opus Dei have—the call to practise all the demands common to their Christian
vocation (which for I hem is specified in their being diocesan priests) in a
particular "channel", that is, Opus Dei. It is a channel which is
perfectly compatible with their position in the Church and in the world for it
does not take them away from their place; it provides them with a specific
spirituality which they feel railed by God to follow, as well as formative
activities and spiritual direction geared towards their sanctification in their
ministry as diocesan priests. Blessed Josemaría once wrote that these priests
"by their vocation to the Work, confirm and strengthen their love for
their own diocese, and their veneration, affection and obedience to their own bishop:
in the souls of these sons of mine, from the spiritual and psychological point
of view this can only have the effect of strengthening their cheerful ministry
and their self-denial in the service of the diocese to which they belong, and
all souls, and of course their filial submission to the diocesan
Ordinary."


The fact that the members of
the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross have the same special calling as the
other members of Opus Dei makes it logical that they, too, can be considered
members. However, they do not form part of the presbyterium or clergy of the
prelature; they are linked to it only insofar as the Priestly Society of the
Holy Cross—as stated above— constitutes aliquid unum with the prelature.


To conclude this chapter, let
us summarize its main points. Like any other special vocation in the Church,
vocation to Opus Dei is a specific mode of living the Christian vocation; as
such, it radically depends on a divine initiative that precedes the person's
exercise of his freedom; it is something permanent, and affects the person's
whole existence. The special character of this vocation is manifested in a
spirituality and a mission that lead him to fulfil the all-embracing demands of
the baptismal vocation, in his own state or condition in the midst of the
world, and to be a ferment of Christian life in all secular activities, with
the help of an institutional channel of the Church—the prelature of Opus Dei.
This mission, although special, is never sectional; as to its institutional
channel, it is not an alternative to, nor is it disconnected from, the
particular Churches, since it belongs by ecclesiastical law to the hierarchical
structure of the Church: one of its essential features is to serve the mission
of particular Churches. In short, it is a vocation that does not make the
person who receives it different from an ordinary member of the faithful and,
as far as priests are concerned, they do not become different from other
secular priests.


The diversity found in members
of Opus Dei, that is, the various ways in which the members dedicate themselves
to the institutional activities of Opus Dei, is not the result of their having
different special vocations; participating in one way or another in these
activities is not the most important, nor the most essential, part of belonging
to Opus Dei, of "being Opus Dei". What matters most in Opus Dei, so
to speak, is not the institutional aspect, but that which all that is
institutional is designed to serve—the free, responsible Christian life, of
each of its members. That is simply an instance of a general point: what is
important in the Church is not the ecclesial structure but what the structure
tries to promote—the Christian life of all the faithful and the spreading of
the Gospel to all mankind, the salvation of mankind for the glory of God.
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JOSE
LUIS ILLANES


In January 1933, Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer,
then a young priest, sensing that his apostolic work to establish Opus Dei had
reached a certain stage of development, decided to extend the range of
formational activities he provided for a growing number of university students;
to informal conversations and meetings he now added study circles. He fixed the
first of these for 21 January, to be held at a venue made available to him in
the Portacoeli Home, a charitable institution in Garcia de Paredes Street,
Madrid, run by nuns to whom he devoted some of his time.


Although he invited a number
of students, only three in fact turned up. Despite this poor turn-out, Fr
Josemaría did not lose heart; on the contrary, he decided not only to go ahead
with the planned meeting, but to do it particularly well. When the talks were
over, they all went to the chapel; he exposed the Blessed Sacrament and gave
Benediction. At that very moment he had an experience which he often referred
to and which he recorded in his "Apuntes intimos" (private notes), a
notebook he kept at the time: "Only three came," he commented some
forty years later. "What a flop, you're thinking? Well, it wasn't at all.
I was very happy, and when it was over I went to the nuns' oratory, placed our
Lord in the monstrance, and gave benediction to those three fellows. To me it
seemed that the Lord was blessing not three, nor three thousand, nor three
hundred thousand, nor three million: he was blessing a whole multitude of
people, of every colour under the sun." As he put it on another occasion,
when speaking to a large multi-racial gathering in Guatemala: "I could see
three hundred, three hundred thousand, thirty million, three thousand million .
. . , whites, blacks, yellows, people of every colour, of all the colour
combinations human love can produce." "And still I fell short,"
he added, with emotion in his voice, "because it has all come true, less
than fifty years later. I fell short, because the Lord has been much more
generous."


This experience, this look,
full of faith, at those three students in the little chapel of the Portacoeli,
seeing in them a limitless future reality, was a kind of extension, in
Josemaría Escrivá's prayer, of an earlier key event— when, on 2 October 1928,
he saw that God wanted him to launch out and spread all over the world the
universal call to holiness—when he realized that he had to dedicate his life to
spreading to all and sundry an awareness of the fact that God loves every human
being and invites us all to be on intimate terms with him all the time, even in
and through the ordinary circumstances of human life and work.


Those two events, that of October
1928 and that of January 1933, are the backdrop to what I now propose to
describe and study—the lifestyle, the secularity, of members of Opus Dei. This
study consists of three sections: in the first I give an overview of the
subject, and then I go into it in more detail—in the second section examining
the various features of secularity with special reference, naturally, to the
spirit and practice of Opus Dei; and, in the third, examining the link or bond
members of Opus Dei have with the prelature as something which presupposes
their secular condition and inspires their lifestyle.
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[bookmark: _Toc339296177]1. Doing Opus Dei by
being Opus Dei oneself


Some years ago, when co-authoring a study of the
"legal itinerary" of Opus Dei up to the point when it was made a
prelature, I found it necessary to describe the very earliest stages of its
founder's work; the entire juridical journey of Opus Dei only made sense if
viewed from the perspective of the moment of its foundation: everything flowed
from that point and referred back to it.


"What Don
Josemaría," I wrote at that time, "discovered on 2 October 1928, was,
first of all, an apostolic panorama—that of Christians scattered all over the
world, involved in the most varied kinds of jobs and occupations: sometimes
aware of their faith and its demands; sometimes superficial, forgetful of the
life born in them at baptism and accepting, at least in practice, a divorce
between their faith and their everyday life, a fabric made up of secular involvements
and interests. At the same time, and inseparably from this panorama, he
discovered a calling, a mission: God wanted him to devote all his energies to
developing an institution—a Work, to use a term he employed from the
start—whose purpose it would be to spread among Christians living in the world
a deep awareness of the calling God has been addressing to them from baptism
onwards. A Work, furthermore, which is identical with the pastoral phenomenon
it promotes, and which is made up of Christians who, on discovering what the
Christian vocation really means, commit themselves to this vocation and strive
from then on to communicate this discovery to others, thereby spreading
throughout the world an awareness that faith can and should inspire, from within,
human life and all that it involves."


We have here a message about
the universal call to holiness; a pastoral phenomenon of a genuine search for
holiness in the midst of the world which that message provokes; and an
institution at the service of the message and of its spiritual and apostolic
impact—all combined in one. What the paragraph I have quoted says, and the
summary of it I have just given, has been commented on at length in chapter I
of this book; but I do think it necessary to recall it, however briefly, at the
start of this chapter, because it governs everything I shall go on to say about
secularity. In fact, it should be stressed that these three elements (message,
pastoral phenomenon, and institution) are so intimately involved with each other
in the life of Opus Dei—as they were in Josemaría Escrivá's own life—as to
constitute one, single thing.


a) First and foremost the
message and the pastoral phenomenon are very closely linked, because what
Josemaría Escrivá sensed himself called to on 2 October 1928 was not merely to
proclaim the universal call to holiness and apostolate in general terms, but to
do so in a personal, lived, way, embodying it in actual commitments and
decisions. This explains why his life was one of constantly addressing individual
men and women, to open up horizons of Christian life for them. His writings
also (there are many, some going back to the first years of the foundation)
always grew out of his life, and kept very close to it; they are not treatises:
in fact almost all of them are letters and homilies, that is, texts written in
a direct style—texts in which t he doctrine of the universal call to holiness
and apostolate, and teachings connected with that doctrine, were formulated
there and then, as he invited people to accept that call and live their lives
in accordance with it.


b) There are also (and
perhaps this is the point which most concerns us here) profound links between
the pastoral phenomenon and the institution. What Monsignor Escrivá realized he
was called to on 2 October 1928 was not just to awaken Christians around him to
an awareness of their divine vocation, but to found and develop an institution
which, by bringing about a growth of holiness in the midst of the world, would
contribute by its own dynamic to the spread of that holiness: that is; his
missions was to look for men and women, engaged in all kinds of jobs and
occupations, who, on appreciating the divine call that baptism implies, would
commit themselves to answering that call in their own lives and spreading it to
others until, if possible, it reached all mankind.


For the founder of Opus Dei
there was never any problem of discontinuity between the pastoral phenomenon of
Christian life in the world which he felt impelled to promote, and Opus Dei as
a concrete ecclesial institution. From 2 October 1928 onwards he did everything
he could to open up horizons of Christian life to everyone he had any contact
with, either personally or through his priestly ministry. Some of these people
gave signs of not only taking to heart what he said and sharing the ideal of a
deeply Christian life in the midst of the world, but of being totally in tune
with his spirit, indeed of sharing his ideals and being ready to commit
themselves to the task of spreading (by an example and word growing out of
their personal lives) the practice of Christian faith in a secular context.
That was how Opus Dei began to take shape, and how it continued to grow: the
pastoral phenomenon and the institution becoming one and the same thing, because
the member of Opus Dei, the lay person in the prelature of Opus Dei, is just a
lay person, an ordinary Christian who, taking to heart the implications of
baptism, commits himself or herself to spread that ideal by actually putting it
into practice, that is, striving to express it in everyday actions. It was a
matter then, and is a matter now, basically, in Monsignor Escrivá's own words,
of "doing Opus Dei by being Opus Dei oneself."


Obviously, all this involves
the contribution of the priestly ministry, without which there is not and
cannot be any Christian life, and it also implies a grasp of the meaning of
Christian life which impacts on one's understanding of what priestly ministry
is. The founder of Opus Dei was very aware of that, not only because his
priestly and theological training made him so, but also because these things
were part and parcel of his foundational charism: from the very beginning, he
depicted Opus Dei as an institution made up of priests and laity, in intimate,
organic co-operation. This is not at odds with the fact that, to understand the
physiognomy and life of Opus Dei, one needs to begin with the lay person, the
ordinary Christian who strives to live in a manner consistent with his or her
faith in every sort of ambience and occupation, conscious of the fact that
there, in those secular realities, one can find Christ and, by becoming one
with Him, draw the entire world towards God the Father. This is the viewpoint
which allows one to appreciate what Opus Dei is, and the secularity which is
such a feature of it.


From an historical point of
view, all that I have said (as I have already pointed out) harks back to 2
October 1928 and to later events which filled out that experience; from a
theological point of view, we can see it as a growing appreciation of the
Gospel that comes about thanks to the light Monsignor Escrivá received at
foundational moments. That is why, referring to the Work he founded, he said
that it was "old as the Gospel, and like the Gospel new"—in other
words that it goes right back to the heart of the Gospel, finding there its
strength and vigour.


To sum up, one can say that
this growing appreciation turns on two basic nuclei: the regenerating efficacy
of baptism and the unity between creation and redemption. For it is baptism
that confers new life and gives historic consistency to the universal call to
holiness and apostolate, extending and reflecting the incorporation into Christ
and the Church that baptism effects. And it is the union between creation and
redemption that evidences and highlights the Christian value of all human
conditions and situations: they become not just the setting in which a
redemption alien to them occurs; they are actually something taken up by the
action of redemption and totally imbued with its dynamism.


[bookmark: _Toc339296178]2. Sanctification in
one's own state in life


The last decades of the nineteenth century and
the first third of the twentieth century saw a flourishing of lay associations.
A very large proportion of these aspired to social and civic action; in an
historical and cultural context in which, on the one hand, people were
conscious of significant socio-cultural changes and in which, on the other,
laicist and secularizing policies tended to reduce the impact of the faith, it
was natural for initiatives and groups to develop which sought to encourage
Catholics, and therefore the Christian spirit, to influence social customs and
institutions.


During those same years Fr
Josemaría Escrivá was given the light that brought Opus Dei into being, and it was
then too that he began to work to consolidate and develop that institution.
Those who witnessed this process, by hearing his preaching and his vigorous
assertion of the divine vocation of the ordinary Christian, might have thought
(and in fact in some cases did think) that Opus Dei was simply one more example
of all those Christian social-action bodies I have just referred to. But that
was not in fact so, because the inspiration which gave rise to Opus Dei had
accents of its own, which marked it out as different, as Josemaría Escrivá
himself stressed, from the very beginning.


It is true that even at the
start of his pastoral activity, the founder's apostolic horizon did include the
idea of spreading the Christian message in the world at large, and restoring
harmony between Christian faith and social life, and therefore putting into
practice the ideal of charity and justice and social harmony through Christian
living. The fact that a new historical scenario was emerging, often bringing
with it a cultural crisis, was something quite easy to see at that time, as was
also the need to foster among Christians, especially those involved in secular
or temporal activities, an attitude of faith which was both open and active,
and which would encourage them to imbue their activities and thereby human
institutions with the spirit of Christ. Many people at the time, including the
founder of Opus Dei, must have seen all this; and he obviously realized that
the Work he was called to develop could and should make a substantial
contribution to this great apostolic objective.


However, as I have already
said, Opus Dei did not become part of this movement of ideas and institutions,
the reason being that by its every nature it was located and is located on a
different level. In fact, even if, as is the case, one finds references even in
early writings of Monsignor Escrivá, to cultural events, these references never
form the core of his preaching: that preaching always harks back not to those
events and their possible echo in the Christian conscience, but to 2 October
1928 and its message of sanctification. In other words, the Christian
transformation of the world is not, from the perspective of Opus Dei or its
founder, an end, but an effect, foreseen, desired and even expected, but only
as a result of what the prelature directly promotes, namely, holiness sought
and found in the heart of the world


An oft-quoted point from
The Way puts this particularly clearly: "A secret, an open secret:
these world crises are sanctity crises. God wants a handful of men 'of his own'
in every human activity. And then ...'pax Christi in regno Christi—the
peace of Christ in the kingdom of Christ'." Josemaría Escrivá's
main objective, that mission he knew was his from 2 October 1928 onwards, was
to foster, among people of every walk of life, in all professions and trades, a
deep conversion of soul and heart which leads them to orientate their entire
lives towards God. Obviously, this conversion, this really making the faith
one's own, transforming faith into life, cannot but have repercussions on the
world and on history; but, as I have said, these repercussions were not the
specific purpose of Josemaría Escrivá's pastoral ministry; and, in keeping with
its foundational charism, neither are they what defines Opus Dei, whose reason
of being is on a more radical level—the call to each person to communion with
the will of God, indeed with God himself.


For this reason, even though
(as we noted earlier) Monsignor Escrivá was conscious of the need to point out
the differences between Opus Dei and associations and institutions seeking the
Christian renewal of society (and he did so unambiguously), this was not what
absorbed most of his attention. He was much more emphatic in pointing to
differences in another direction—where the call to holiness, that is, to
complete and radical surrender of oneself to God, was and is presumed to be
present, that is, the religious state and consecrated life in general.


In the early decades of this
century (as also in later ones, though with a different accent), in theology,
canon law and in pastoral practice, there was a strong tendency to identify the
fullness of Christian life with the religious state. Life in the world, with
all that it involved in terms of everyday work, social relationships and family
life, was viewed very much as an obstacle to holiness. Obviously no Catholic
thinker was unaware of the infinite power of grace and therefore the
possibility of holiness, even outstanding holiness, in the context of secular
occupations (the teachings of a St Francis de Sales, centuries earlier, had not
gone with the wind); but the general view was that holiness in the world was in
practice something very exceptional. Normally (the thinking went) the search
for and actual achievement of holiness meant that one needed to turn one's back
on the world and temporal occupations; only by abandoning the world would one
remove the obstacle these occupations implied and be able to have a lifestyle
which made it quite possible to have the kind of close relationship with God
that sanctity involves. To put it in technical language, holiness or Christian
perfection tended to be viewed (not always in theory, but very often in
practice) as the preserve of those in one particular way of life: the religious
state, defined as 'the state of perfection'.


The message Monsignor Escrivá
was spreading was obviously not on a collision course with the religious state
as such (the importance of that state has always been recognized and promoted
by the Church), but it was at odds with the theological line of thought just
described, that is, with the tendency in practice to think that the call
to holiness and the call to the religious life were one and the same.
"Your duty is to sanctify yourself. Yes, even you. Who thinks that this
task is only for priests and religious? To everyone, without exception, our
Lord said: 'Be ye perfect, as my heavenly Father is perfect,'" he says in
The Way, in words which simply echoed his constant teaching from the very
start of Opus Dei. The light he was given on 2 October 1928, the vision of a
vast multitude of Christians, of all kinds and conditions, practising and
spreading the call to holiness in the world, led him to assert, vigorously,
that holiness is not something reserved to a particular group or lifestyle: it
is something open to every human being, no matter what his or her position or
state in life.


Furthermore, he held (and this
is the key point, because without it the proclamation of the universal call to
holiness runs the risk of being just a nice idea, which never comes down to
earth, never touches real life) that it is in fact by availing of the
realities, circumstances and interests that each state-in-life implies that one
can and should seek and attain holiness. In order to find God and become one
with him a person does not need to leave the world and his or her own
particular state-in-life, because it is quite possible to find God and love him
in the world and through the world: the light of faith and the strength of grace
in fact enable us to recognize the world as something God-given and to direct
it toward him. The whole purpose of Opus Dei is to proclaim this truth and
encourage its practice by people living in the world, or, more precisely,
people who belong to the world because they have been born into it and are
being called to give themselves to all the various earthly realities.


"We don't take anyone out
of his place," rather, we teach him to seek God there, where he lives, Fr
Escrivá said from the very beginning. Our thing, he would also say, summing it
up more technically, "is not the state of perfection; [we encourage]
everyone to seek perfection in his own state-in-life." Vocation to Opus
Dei does not create a new state-in-life, does not lead a person to look for a
new set of circumstances (different from the ordinary circumstances in which he
already lives); rather, it encourages him to focus on his own situation in
life, to evaluate it properly and commit himself to it in full fidelity to the
spirit of Christ.


Sanctification in and through
one's own state-in-life: this is the ideal which the ordinary Christian,
involved in shaping the world, can and should propose to himself, the goal to
which he should aspire. Christians, men and women who have received the gift of
faith, must not, as Monsignor Escrivá put it in a homily in 1967, "lead a
kind of double life. On one side, an interior life, a life of relation with
God; and on the other, a separate and distinct professional, social and family
life full of small earthly realities. No! We cannot lead a double life!"
he goes on, very emphatically. "We cannot be like schizophrenics, if we
want to be Christians. There is just one life, made of flesh and spirit. And it
is this life which has to become, in both soul and body, holy and filled with
God. We discover the invisible God in the most visible and material
things."


This message, this vigorous
assertion of the calling to find God in one's own state-in-life, using the
events, great and small, of everyday life, is developed in his preaching and
writings by, on the one hand, reference to the dogmatic presuppositions which
justify it and underpin it (the intimate connexion between creation and
redemption we referred to earlier) and, on the other (and this is the aspect which
most directly affects us here) through making its consequences explicit, that
is, by spelling out what the sanctification of ordinary life actually means.
Without attempting to be exhaustive, I shall mention some of his basic
teachings in this regard:


—viewing everyday work in the
midst of the world as the axis or hinge of spiritual and apostolic life, in
such a way that the individual realizes that he is called "to sanctify
work, to sanctify himself in work and to sanctify others by his work";


—proclaiming the value of
"little things", that is, of the details and incidents which go to
make up not just one's life, but one's every day, and which, by "turning
them into big things through Love", enable one's entire life to be filled with
God;


—inviting people to a life of
prayer which, based on a sense of divine filiation and on awareness of the fact
that God is always near us, leads a person to have such continuous contact with
Him that one becomes a "contemplative in the midst of the world";


—proposing the ideal of
"unity of life", whereby the theological, ascetical and apostolic
aspects of one's life integrate with one's secular involvements, so that one's
entire existence in the world is raised to the level of communion with God and
helps to effect the plan of salvation manifested in Christ.


As I have already said, this
list is not exhaustive (many further examples could be given), but it does, I
think, show the basic idea—how the calling to holiness in the world is spelt
out in a series of teachings which indicate how, in ordinary secular life and
all that it involves, the full range of dimensions implied by Christian life
can and should express themselves. It shows what is implied by the call to
sanctification in one's own state-in-life, and it also shows that the
invitation to unite life in the world and Christian life is not just a vague
proposal, or something to be accepted as just a theory or a nice idea: it is an
ideal which really can be attained, because one is also being shown the route
which, with the help of grace, leads to that goal.


[bookmark: _Toc339296179]3. Christians and
ordinary citizens


"I dream—and the dream has come true—of
multitudes of God's children, sanctifying themselves as ordinary citizens,
sharing the ambitions and endeavours of their colleagues and friends. I want to
shout to them about this divine truth: if you are there in the midst of
ordinary life, it doesn't mean Christ has forgotten about you or hasn't called
you. He has invited you to stay among the activities and concerns of the world.
He wants you to know that your human vocation, your profession, your talents,
are not omitted from his divine plans. He has sanctified them and made them a
most acceptable offering to his Father."


The passage I have just
quoted, taken from a homily Monsignor Escrivá gave in 1963 commenting on the
ordinary life of Jesus in Bethlehem and Nazareth, allows us to take a step
further, because it brings in the expression "ordinary Christians".
This has appeared in earlier chapters, but I should like to go into it in some detail
now because, for one thing, it focuses our attention on that homogeneity
between message, pastoral phenomenon and institution which, as I said earlier,
is basic to our understanding of Opus Dei and of its members' secularity. For,
if Monsignor Escrivá devoted his life to proclaiming, to "shouting",
that "divine truth" the homily refers to, that is, the Christian
value of ordinary life, he did so not only in his preaching, in his spiritual
guidance of souls and in his writings, but also and especially by founding Opus
Dei, developing an institution made up of men and women who, taking to heart
the ideal of sanctification in the midst of the world, commit themselves to
making this a reality and thereby spreading it among those around them.


Monsignor Escrivá was acutely
aware that the essence of his mission and destiny lay in proclaiming and
defending the fully secular status of the members of Opus Dei. From 2 October
1928 he saw absolutely clearly that the mission he had been given involved
asserting, unequivocally, the universal call to holiness and, as a consequence,
the possibility of sanctification in the midst of the world, in and through
temporal realities and involvements. But he also realized, equally clearly,
that that was not enough: he also needed to proclaim and stand up for the
ordinary Christian condition of members of Opus Dei, not just (though it would
have been enough) out of fidelity to his foundational charism, but also, and
inseparably, for the sake of the universal call to holiness itself.


In other words, those who,
when they hear mention of radicalness in Christian life (which Opus Dei
undoubtedly involves) tend to think of the religious state, showing that, as
they see it, the fullness of Christian life and the religious or consecrated
state are one and the same thing; they act, in effect, as if they do not accept
or do not fully accept the universality of the call to holiness. To put it the
other way: asserting the universal call to holiness implies recognizing that
the fullness of Christian life and the religious state are not synonymous, and
therefore recognizing that it is possible for there to be an institution whose
members commit themselves to a fullness of Christian life, without themselves
being religious or like religious, and without imitating religious
spirituality. And that is precisely what identifies Opus Dei. Asserting the
universal call to holiness and recognizing the secular condition of members of
Opus Dei are one and the same thing.


That is why its founder
emphasizes secularity so much, even to the point of sounding boring: the
members of Opus Dei, he stressed time and time again, are not religious; they
are Christian men and women who want to work at their jobs, live in the world,
engage in their family and social affairs in a manner fully consistent with
their faith; by encountering Opus Dei their Christian lives have deepened,
their apostolic endeavours increased, their awareness of the need to follow
Christ has become sharper—but their situation in the world has not changed, for
it is precisely there, in the world, in their own state-in-life, where they
have to really follow Christ. To sum up, they were, they are, and they will
continue to be ordinary Christians— which brings us back to that expression I
said we needed to explore.


It is an expression whose
origin goes back to the earliest days of the founder's preaching. In his
"Apuntes intimos" we find, for example, the following note:
"Ordinary Christians. Dough being leavened. Ours is to be ordinary,
natural. The means: everyday work. All saints! Silent self-surrender." The
expressions "ordinary Christians" or "ordinary faithful"
continue to appear in later texts. Very soon he uses "ordinary
Christians" so often that we could almost say it acquires a technical
meaning. It carries all sorts of resonances, particularly (as often happened in
his writings) if he combined it with another expression with a somewhat
different and yet very close meaning, "ordinary citizens".


Let me quote some texts, which
I shall then comment on: —"It is the Lord's will—part of the imperative
command, part of the vocation you have received—that you, my daughters and
sons, be ordinary Christians and citizens: not in any way differentiating
yourselves from others, sharing with them noble earthly interests, doing your
everyday work in a responsible way, having an active, genuine presence in
social and civic life, in keeping with your own personal position."


—"Ordinary work, in the
midst of the world, puts you in touch with all the problems and concerns of
mankind, for they are your own concerns, your own problems: you are ordinary
citizens, citizens the same as others."


—"Opus Dei aims to
encourage people of every sector of society to desire holiness in the midst of
the world. In other words, Opus Dei proposes to help ordinary citizens like
yourself to lead a fully Christian life, without modifying their normal way of
life, their daily work, their aspirations and ambitions."


—"The Work was born to
help those Christians who, through their family, their friendships, their
ordinary work, their aspirations, form part of the very texture of civil
society, to understand that their life, just as it is, can be an opportunity
for meeting Christ: that it is a way of holiness and apostolate. Christ is
present in any honest human activity. The life of an ordinary Christian, which
to some people may seem banal and petty, can and should be a holy and
sanctifying life."


—"What members of Opus
Dei, who are ordinary Christians, have to do is to sanctify the world from
within, taking part in the whole range of human activities."


—"The men and women who
want to serve Jesus Christ in the Work of God are simply citizens the same
as everyone else, who strive to live their Christian vocation to its
ultimate consequences with a strong sense of responsibility"


I could quote from other
writings of Monsignor Escrivá, but I think the above passages give a good idea
of the way he used to speak and will allow us to see the meaning and scope of
the expression "ordinary Christians":


a) The ordinary Christian
is, simply, as the words indicate, the typical plain member of the faithful, a
person who, incorporated into Christ by baptism and thereby made a participant
in the Church's mission, lives in the ordinary circumstances of life in the
world, sharing the social conditions, interests and problems of other citizens;
in this reference to the state or situation common to everyone lies the full
force of the words "ordinary Christians", because it contains both
the canonical-theological element (the "lay status") and the
"ordinary way of life" element, thereby accentuating that community
of life with others which the lay condition connotes, and, consequently, that
mission to sanctify earthly realities from within those very realities, which
is the mission of the lay member of the faithful.


b) The expression
"ordinary Christian" has therefore a sociological content, because it
indicates normality, sameness of circumstances and lifestyle as other citizens
(and this explains how it is reinforced and spontaneously filled out by its
analogue, "ordinary citizens"); but it transcends sociology, because
its substance is theological: it is an expression designed with the very
purpose of indicating that the world and all that goes to make it up are not
something alien to God and his plan: divine vocation lifts up human vocation,
endowing it with a new and basic meaning, but without doing it violence: on the
contrary, respecting human vocation's own dynamic (which is why one can in fact
speak of "ordinary citizens").


Obviously, the expressions
"ordinary Christian" and "ordinary citizen" cover a huge
variety of situations: there is no single type of ordinary Christian or
ordinary citizen, but rather a whole range of extremely varied possibilities (as
befitting lives which are not devised to comply with a preconceived model or an
a priori rule); yet these lives coincide in the fact that they are all
ordinary, that is, all of them are located in a setting of ordinariness and are
in no way disconnected from that setting. The fact that there is no
disconnexion or, to put it positively, the fact there is continuity, both
theological and sociological, is the basic datum.


It is also obvious that the
fact that one is an ordinary Christian does not exclude (in fact it
presupposes) either practice of the faith and vital connexion with the Church,
without which you cannot have genuine Christian life, or, therefore,
involvement in ecclesial things or institutions; provided, of course, that
those institutions, and one's connexion with them, do not take from but, on the
contrary, respect and even reinforce one's position as a Christian called to
sanctify himself within the co-ordinates of the ordinary life of men. The only
thing that is excluded, very definitely, is any kind of approach or attitude
which involves a distancing, even if only psychological, from the common
condition and from the relationship with the world which that implies.


Monsignor Escrivá was very
uncompromising on this point: he always underlined, as I have said, the fact
that the spirit of Opus Dei does not "take anyone out of his place",
but, rather, leads him to discover the meaning of that "place" in
God's mind, and therefore to recognize that it is not just a "place"
but an integral part of one's own divine mission and vocation. So, not only did
he insist that the ordinary Christian has to love his condition and the world
in which he lives and which by divine vocation he is called to sanctify, but he
must scrupulously avoid any tendency to speak in a way which might even
remotely give the impression of being separate or distanced from the world.


Perhaps the best example of
this attitude (reflecting a profound conviction concerning the nature of the
foundational charism entrusted to him) was his decision to avoid using the
comparative adverb "like" which, even though it means identity,
sameness, also implies distinction: instead he speaks directly and consistently
of "equality": "Your task, my beloved daughters and sons,"
he said in one of his Letters, and this is just one example, which I could
multiply, "is a secular, lay, work, a task of ordinary Christians—the
equals of other citizens, and not 'like' other citizens—who seek
their holiness and do apostolate in and from those occupational
involvements you have in the midst of the world." 


[bookmark: _Toc339296180]4. Secularity


Up to this point I have been going through
teachings (and texts) of Monsignor Escrivá to do with the secular condition of
members of Opus Dei, ordinary Christians called to sanctify themselves in the day-to-day
circumstances of human life. Before going on, I think it would be useful to
refer to the recent theological debate on the subject of secularity. That will
involve a change of method and intellectual focus but I think it will provide a
useful reference point for evaluating the scope of some of the statements
already made or soon to be made.


The term secularity,
like many other abstract nouns, has come into common use only in recent times,
even though its antecedent, the adjective secular, is to be found in
Christian writing from very early on; in fact its Greek precedents (the
adjectives cosmikos and biotikos) go back to pre-Christian
language. In recent theological literature the noun secularity refers to
things to do with the world, that is, secular, earthly, temporal realities and
more specifically their positive Christian value; and so it is applied to the
Christian or to the Church to indicate that they, in one way or another, to
some degree or other, have reference to the world, whose Christian value they
manifest and bring out.


In fact, not only is the noun
secularity fairly new: the positive meaning it contains is also something
new. In Christian writings of the patristic and medieval periods the adjective
secular was used to refer to occupations and activities proper to
Christians living in the world (the negotia saecularia, in a well-known
Latin expression) and to the attitudes which those occupations involved; and
sometimes it was used as a noun (saeculares or laici as opposed
to clerics and monks or, later on, religious in general). All these uses of the
adjective secular were affected by the negative attitude to earthly
realities which, as we have said, characterized the time, an attitude
originating in a tendency to extend to human society the severe judgment that
biblical texts reserve for "this world" regarded as the kingdom of
the devil.


At the very least that
theological tendency is a very one-sided. The world has indeed been affected by
sin, but it does not cease to be something created by God and ordained to
redemption—in fact something already redeemed by Christ Jesus. The world as
seen by Christian eyes is not only a world controlled by sin which should be
fought and avoided, at least spiritually; it is also (or, better, above all) a
world called to redemption, something which should feel the impact of that life
of Christ given to the Christian in the form of grace.


This whole theological
horizon, much richer and more balanced, came onto centre-stage due to the broad
movement of ideas and ecclesial developments which has led, in our own century,
to an assertion of the value of the lay situation, a recognition that the lay
person, the ordinary Christian living in the midst of the world, is called to
holiness and apostolate—and called to that not in spite of or without regard to
his presence in the world but in fact in and through the secular activities
which shape his life. Secularity now comes across as something positive, as a
specifying characteristic of a particular Christian status—that of the lay
person. The Constitution Lumen gentium of the Second Vatican Council
(specifically its fifth chapter dealing with the laity) was the high point of
this process. "Their secular character", the Council says, "is
proper and peculiar to the laity"; it belongs to them "by reason of
their special vocation to seek the kingdom of God by engaging in temporal
affairs and directing them according to God's will. They live in the world,
that is, they are engaged in each and every work and business of the earth and
in the ordinary circumstances of social and family life which, as it were,
constitute their very existence. There they are called by God that, being led
by the spirit to the Gospel, they may contribute to the sanctification of the
world as from within, like leaven, by fulfilling their own particular
duties."


This theological and spiritual
clarification brought about by Christian life and reflection in the earlier
part of this century, and confirmed by the Council, establishes a fixed point
of reference, from which there is no going back. However, in the 1970s there
were instances not so much of querying the basic idea (the assertion of the
Christian value of the world and everything that derives from it) as of
questioning other aspects of the conciliar teaching or at least its possible
interpretations. The Council had not only underlined the Christian meaning of
earthly realities but had described one of the possible Christian vocations in
reference to that meaning: the vocation of those Christians we call "lay
people". It was apropos of this last point that the queries rose: is it
only the lay person who has this reference to the world; is that not a feature
of all Christians?; by depicting one possible Christian vocation as being actually
defined by a connexion with the world, do you not risk proposing too rigid a
division of functions, which is at odds with the way things in fact are—the
world for the laity, the Church for the priests and religious?


We do not need here to go into
the various stages of this debate in the '70s and '80s up to the time of the
1987 Synod of Bishops and the Apostolic Exhortation Christifideles laici
which it produced. I shall simply refer to that document and the synthesis it
achieved.


Christifideles laici
locates its teaching in the context of the ecclesiology of communion; it
presupposes, then, a view of the Church as a living, pluralist communion, in
which there is plurality of offices, vocations and ministries, where these are
distinct from but not opposed to one another, and complementary, in such a way
that the mission common to all is carried out thanks to the action of each and
every member. This leads to a first conclusion: there is no Christian condition
or vocation that constitutes a world apart or that can be considered in
isolation, for it acquires its full meaning only when set within the Church, in
communion with the rest of the ecclesial body, to whose life it contributes.


This first idea then goes on
to impact on the document's view of the Church-world relationship, which brings
us into the area that interests us here. The Church has been sent by God to
men, to proclaim to the world that union with God is the reason-of-being and
ultimate destiny of everything. The notion of proclamation clearly contains the
idea of words announcing a message, and this also applies to the Christian
message, except that in this case it must also be proclaimed by one's life: one
needs to testify by deeds to the truth of the love of God which one proclaims
in words. To sum up, the Church must not wash its hands of temporal realities,
of the concrete events of history, because it is right there, in concrete daily
life, in the things that go to make up ordinary human existence, that it should
express the truth of that divine love which has been given to it to proclaim.
The entire Church therefore, Christifideles laid concludes, "has an
authentic secular dimension, inherent in her inner nature and mission, which is
deeply rooted in the mystery of the Word Incarnate."


And so, just as the Word, the
only-begotten Son of the Father, took on our human condition, sharing
everything that goes to make it up and define it—family, work, friendships,
sorrow, joy, suffering—even incorporating them into the mystery of his intimate
relationship with the Father, so too the Church realizes that it has solidarity
with all mankind, sharing man's interests and destiny, sharing the concrete
events of human history, while at the same time showing men and women the
infinite horizon of the love of God.


Understood in this sense, the
"secular dimension", that is, reference to the world and to history,
is something that belongs to the whole Church and therefore to each and every
member, independently of his vocation or state: no Christian should feel detached
from the situation of those around him and from what is happening in the world;
indeed he should feel it as something that belongs to him, not just as a man
living in human society but as a Christian, because he could not fulfil his
role as a Christian if he turned his back on human problems and needs. However,
the text of Christifideles laici goes on, while it is true that
"all the members of the Church are sharers in this secular
dimension," they are so "in different forms." "In
particular," it adds, "the sharing by the lay faithful has its own
manner of realization and function which, according to the Council, is properly
and particularly theirs. Such a manner is designated by the expression
secular character.


The distinction between the
words dimension and character enables Christifideles laici
to harmonize all the various data. The Church as a whole and every Christian
calling considered separately have a secular dimension, have a relationship
with the world, sanctify the world. This relationship with the world is part of
the make-up of the Church, though it is not the source of its life (that source
is none other than Christ himself), nor does it define everything about it; we
can see this from the language used, specifically the word dimensions,
which means aspects or features which may be important and even decisive in
constituting an entity or an action, but which are added to other aspects or
facets; this is not the sum total of its essential nucleus which, in the case
we are discussing, refers to Christ and to his mystery. It is in Christ and
from Christ and in line with each person's particular share in the Church's
mission, that the secular dimension, the relationship with the world, needs to
be accented and developed.


All this is valid, naturally,
for the lay member of the faithful too: his vocation is founded on Christ, in
whose life he shares through baptism; but (Christifideles laici goes on)
in his case the secular dimension is so relevant that one can speak of a
secular character, that is, a specific condition, a defining feature,
something which identifies and determines the vocation one has received and the
task one is called on to do—in a word, one's whole life. Other ecclesial
vocations and conditions do have a secular dimension; however, they are defined
not by it but rather in relation to other things (priestly ministry,
consecration, and bearing witness to things eschatological, etc.), whereas the
lay state is defined and specified in relation to nothing other than
secularity. The lay member of the faithful not only contributes to the
transformation and sanctification of the world (as every Christian can and
should do) but he lives in the world, in the society of men; his entire life is
intertwined with secular institutions, settings and activities; he inserts
therein, through his own life and action, the spirit of Christ, that is,
sanctifies them from within.


Secular condition and
Christian vocation interconnect in the life of the lay person; they combine to
make one thing; they imbue each other completely: Christian life and dynamism
unfold in and through secular realities and occupations; and secular experience
and all it implies about living in harmony with others and a spirit of service,
reveals its full meaning when it takes place in the light of and under the
influence of Christian life. "The ecclesial condition of lay members of
the faithful," Christifideles laici concludes, "comes to be
fundamentally defined by their newness in Christian life and distinguished by
their secular character." Newness in Christian life (the life of grace
derived from baptism) and secular experience form an intimate unity, expressing
the harmony of creation and redemption. The lay vocation thereby testifies to
the Gospel's ability not only to reveal the ultimate goal towards which history
is making its way, but also to give life here and now to temporal things,
causing the spirit of Christ to throb in them.


If, having reached this point,
we now look back and compare these ideas with those we looked at earlier, we
will easily notice how much they are in line with each other. In fact, what
Lumen gentium and Christifideles laici have to say about the secular
character being proper to lay people and what Monsignor Escrivá taught about
naturalness and the condition of the ordinary Christian illuminate each
other—which fits in with what I said earlier, about any attempt to understand
Opus Dei needing to begin with the notion of lay person, given the fact that
what Opus Dei aspires to do (in keeping with its foundational charism, as
defined on 2 October 1928) is precisely to foster among lay people or ordinary
Christians of the most varied different social conditions and occupations an
awareness of their Christian vocation, of the calling God is addressing to
them—to sanctify their life and sanctify others in and through the
circumstances and events of their life in the world.


It is, at the same time, worth
noting that secularity asserted in that way embraces the entirety of the
pastoral and institutional phenomenon of Opus Dei. For example, in the first
instance, it affects the priests who form part of Opus Dei (both those who make
up its presbyterium and those who are incardinated in their own dioceses and
become members of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross), who are not only
canonically and theologically secular priests, but also, in keeping with the
spirituality and mission of the prelature, are expected to have a deep
appreciation of secular things and to be fully available, and indeed zealous,
to spread among lay people an awareness of their Christian vocation. Secularity
affects all the apostolate, too—including those apostolic works (in the field
of education and social welfare) the members of Opus Dei may promote—which will
always have "eminently secular characteristics", as befits activities
for personal, cultural and social advancement carried out by citizens, who
naturally try to make them "reflect the light of the Gospel and to
enkindle them with Christ's love," and who always act in a lay and secular
manner, conscious that they are "engaged in professional work (undertaken)
by lay people, citizens the equals of colleagues who engage in the same task or
work".


In both cases secularity is
not just an external dressing or something which is bonded onto the Christian
condition from outside, as it were; it is an intrinsic component of Christian
existence: the Christian grasps this when he takes his faith seriously and
realizes that God is calling him to sanctify himself while staying in the world
and, therefore, realizes that divine vocation and human vocation blend to form
the one thing, each illuminating and complementing the other.


Monsignor Alvaro del Portillo
has put this very well in words which I shall use to end this section:
"Secularity is not for us a camouflage we put on to obtain a particular
result; it is not a matter of pastoral or apostolic tactics; it is actually the
place where the Lord puts us in his Heart, in order that we may do his Work and
sanctify this world, where we share the joys and sorrows, work and leisure,
daily hopes and activities of other Christians, our equals. [. . . ] So,
secularity is not a route (designed) to make Christianity easy, it is
not a sham worldliness (but) a connatural participation in the realities of
life—in work well done, in shouldering of family and social obligations, in
sharing in the sorrows of others and striving to build the earthly city
peaceably and in the light of God."



[bookmark: _Toc339296181]II. ASPECTS OF SECULARITY


[bookmark: _Toc339296182]1. Unity of Life


Ordinary Christians, sanctification of one's
state-in-life, secularity—all these different expressions refer to one and the
same thing: the Christian value of the ordinary, the fact that God is seeking
out man in the context of his everyday life and inviting him to respond to him
in and through what that life involves.


The theological nucleus I have
just described is something complete in itself (it has a clear, well-defined
meaning), but to demonstrate its scale and scope we need to examine its basic
implications: only then will we see what an "acted out" secularity
means. That is what I propose to do in this second section, and I shall do so,
naturally, with special reference to the life and apostolate of Opus Dei.


Among the facets of secularity
there is one which according to the spirituality of Opus Dei (and very probably
in all cases) has pride of place: I refer to "unity of life".


Anyone who goes to the
writings of Blessed Josemaría Escrivá to see what words and phrases he uses to
describe that encounter with God in which vocation to Opus Dei consists will
notice that two words have special importance: light and commitment. Light, or,
as the first chapter of The Forge puts it, "dazzle", a strong
bright light illuminating one's life, referring partly to God, from whom this
light comes, and partly to the person concerned and to the world, to his
ambience, which is given its fullest meaning by being lit up by God. In other
words, knowledge; not an abstract or disincarnated knowledge but a living, real
knowledge. A calling or invitation, which leads to a commitment, if the person
really answers it.


Every Christian vocation is
structured in that way. In the case of members of Opus Dei, both elements—light
and commitment—have to do with one's personal life in the world, in and through
which the relationship with God and consciousness of mission (self-surrender,
and service of others) which derive from that relationship must be expressed
and articulated.


"What do members of Opus
Dei do? some may ask, used to seeing apostolate as a special, extra, activity,"
Monsignor Escrivá wrote in one of his Letters, going on to give a short,
incisive reply: "What do they do? They do their duty, no more, no
less." The Statutes say the same thing, in the tight, precise language
typical of legal documents: the prelature, we are told, "seeks the
sanctification of its members through the practice of the Christian virtues,
each in his or her own state, occupation and circumstances, following its
specific spirituality, which is a thoroughly secular one."


In line with this initial
statement, the Statutes go on to point out that, as a consequence, all the
members of the prelature "undertake not to cease to engage in professional
or equivalent work, because it is through that that they seek holiness and
carry out their own specific apostolate;" in fact, "they strive to
carry out with maximum fidelity their duties of state and the activity or
social role each has."


To show the spiritual and
theological scope of these expressions, (although their meaning is quite clear)
it might be useful to link them with the founder's previously cited phrase:
"sanctifying work, sanctifying oneself in work, sanctifying others through
work;" or also, going from everyday work to the entire area of secular
life, of which that work is such a key component, "sanctifying ordinary
life, sanctifying oneself in ordinary life, sanctifying others through ordinary
life." This "dazzle", the projection of the light of faith on to
ordinary life, the realization that one is called by God to practise and foster
holiness in the world: all this implies an awareness of meaning and therefore
of mission and role, which unfolds in three complementary and closely connected
dimensions:


a) a call to personal
sanctification to meet God and to attain union with him in everyday life,
recognizing in the obligations of one's own-state-in life and job, and in the
circumstances which go to make up one's day, an echo and sign of God's will and
an invitation therefore to respond to his love in and through those very
obligations and circumstances;


b) a call to serve others
in line with the commandment of charity which sums up the law of Christ; and
therefore a sense of mission, an awareness of the need to contribute through
one's work and through family and social relationships to the good of those
around us, and to open up for them horizons of Christian life involving an
apostolate of "friendship and trust", that is, an apostolate which,
availing of the little events of daily life, expresses itself in actions both
authentic and simple, in conversations between friends, between colleagues.


c) Finally, and
presupposing what has just been said, a calling to sanctify work and daily life
as such—that is, doing everything well in a technically and humanly perfect way
and imbuing it with the light of the Gospel, by evaluating it from the
viewpoint of Christian faith and doing it in a way which truly reflects the
spirit of Christ.


We do not need to comment in
any greater detail here about this ideal or programme of secular life; but it
is useful to point out that this programme needs to be seen not in a static
framework but rather as something dynamic; in fact, in terms of a rhythm which
develops from the centre and influences one's whole life. As is true of every
Christian experience, the Opus Dei ideal has its starting-point in faith or,
better, in faith-put-into-practice, in that consciousness of communion with God
which faith provides; it then proceeds to affect one's entire life; one sees
and lives everything in the light of faith; life becomes a manifestation of the
love that emanates from faith.


Blessed Josemaría Escrivá
described this by using an expression which always carries a very definite
meaning—unity of life. By "unity of life" he meant not just an
ascetical ideal (an upright intention, inner calm, making an effort to avoid
distractions and to focus one's thoughts and affections on a governing value .
. . ); he was referring to something deeper, something which was of course
reflected in daily existence and involved ascetical effort, but whose roots go
down to the depths of one's being, to that real communion with God made
possible by grace. Indeed, although his writings do contain references to
asceticism, the strongest note they strike is that of inviting the person to
let faith influence his mind and therefore his heart, so that it ends up
affecting all dimensions of his life, including (this is a key part of his
message) profane and secular aspects.


In one of his homilies, given
on the feast of the Ascension, he reminded his listeners that Christ is in
heaven, at the right hand of the Father, and therefore they needed to raise
their minds towards higher things, eschatological things; and then he came back
immediately to everyday life: transcendence should not cut us off from that
life but, rather, refer us to it, by focusing light on it and revealing its
full meaning. "In this life, the contemplation of supernatural things, the
action of grace in our souls, our love for our neighbour as a result of our
love for God—all these are already a foretaste of heaven, a beginning that is
destined to grow from day to day." This leads on to a clear conclusion:
life must not be divided into two separate sections—yearning for heaven, on the
one hand; everyday existence, on the other—because awareness of things
supernatural pushes one to a God-conscious practice of one's each and every
activity; "we Christians must not resign ourselves to leading a double
life; our life must be a strong and simple unity into which all our actions
converge."


This text, while vigorously
asserting the ideal of unity of life which definitely includes the secular
element, also targets that dynamism or spiritual rhythm which, as we said
earlier, is integral to the notion of unity of life. This is made even clearer
in other texts—for example, the following passage, which is particularly
relevant because it comes from one of Monsignor Escrivá's earliest
"Instrucciones" (Instructions): "combining everyday work,
ascetical struggle and contemplation (something which might seem impossible,
yet it is necessary if we are to help reconcile the world to God) turning that
ordinary work into a means of personal sanctification and apostolate: is this
not a great and noble ideal, worth giving one's life for?" Or this other
passage from a Letter where, when speaking about prayer life, he says that
cultivation of God, and particularly of Christ in the Eucharist, "will
give you a supernatural instinct to purify all your actions, raise them to the
order of grace and turn them into a means of apostolate."


The entire phrase describes a
movement or dynamic process which begins, as we saw, by deepening one's faith
and which then overflows into one's life, into all one's actions, discovering
their Christian meaning and turning them into opportunities to meet God and
serve others. The expression "supernatural instinct", to which
Monsignor Escrivá often resorted in this context, gives the phrase a special
weight, because it implies that this reference to God can and should become
second-nature to a person, so that one's mind and heart tend spontaneously and
instinctively, as it were, to evaluate from God's viewpoint the various events
which go to make up one's life, thereby paving the way for a genuine Christian
life.


Holiness and apostolate, union
with God and fulfilment of the mission which God gives one, are thereby
depicted as inseparable things, fused together to form one, both designed (in
the case of the Christian called to sanctify himself in the world, as the
member of Opus Dei is) to merge with the secular situation and all that goes
with it, because it is precisely in the world and in social and professional
affairs that that Christian should express and develop his vocation. The idea
of unity of life is caught very well in this summary by Blessed Josemaría
himself: "the twin aspect of our aim (ascetical and apostolic) is so
intrinsically and harmoniously united and merged with the secular character of
Opus Dei that it makes for a unity of life which is simple and strong (a unity
of ascetical, apostolic and professional life) and which turns everything we do
into prayer, sacrifice and service."


Unity of life understood in
that sense is what underpins Christian awareness of things secular. Secularity,
the way secular involvements shape one's life, is depicted in this way, in line
with what we saw earlier, as something which goes far beyond the merely
sociological: it produces a deeply and radically Christian form of life, an
extension and an effect of that ability to divinize which the gift of grace
implies, that is, the gift God makes of himself by entering into communion with
man.


[bookmark: _Toc339296183]2. Naturalness


If, from a deeper, theological perspective, secularity
refers us to unity of life and to the communion with God which makes that unity
possible, from the psychological and social point of view the fact that someone
is an ordinary Christian connotes a lifestyle or tone which Monsignor Escrivá
often referred to as "naturalness".


Naturalness means, above all,
normality: that quality which leads someone not to differentiate himself from
his peers; so although he has his own personality and his personal tastes, he
dresses, speaks and acts in line with the language and customs of the area he
comes from and the kind of work he does; this quality is what the Epistle to
Diognetus is referring to when describing the lifestyle of the early
Christians (these are words Josemaría Escrivá liked to quote): "The
difference between Christians and the rest of mankind is not a matter of
nationality, or language, or customs. Christians do not live apart in separate
cities of their own, speak any special dialect, nor practise any eccentric way
of life. The doctrine they profess is not the invention of busy human minds or
brains, nor are they, like some, advocates of this or that school of human
thought. They pass their lives in whatever township—Greek or foreign—each man's
lot has determined; and conform to ordinary local usage in their clothing, diet
and other habits."


The founder of Opus Dei dealt
with this subject not only in his preaching but even in legal or juridical
contexts. In the "regulations" he drew up in 1941, for example, in
preparation for the first written diocesan approval, he goes into details which
he considered particularly necessary, given the ambience of the time: "The
members of the Work," we read, "in no way differentiate themselves
externally from others of their profession or social class. Therefore, it will
never be allowed, on any grounds whatever, for them to wear a uniform or
anything distinctive in their dress." The same naturalness applies to the
"centres" where members of Opus Dei carry out apostolic work:
"their tone and ambience" should be as befits a normal
"Christian home". The current Statutes, using more formal language,
make it clear that the faithful of the prelature, priests as well as lay
people, "conduct themselves in everything like other secular clergy and
lay people, their equals".


"The very nature of our
vocation, our way of seeking holiness and working for the Kingdom of God,"
he noted, in one of his Letters written for the formation of members of Opus
Dei, "leads us to speak about divine things in the very language of men,
to have the same wholesome lifestyle as they, to share their noble outlook; to
see God, I would say, from the same angle, secular and lay, as they approach or
might approach the transcendental problems of life." "The way members
of Opus Dei dress, live and behave," he added in another letter, written
at a time when one still had to spell out the implications of the universal
call to holiness, "would be typical of anyone else of the same social
background [...]. One can understand very well why religious wear a habit, have
common life, reside in convents or monasteries, etc. And one can see even more
easily why members of Opus Dei, who are not religious but ordinary Christians,
dress like their professional colleagues or fellow workers, tailor their
schedule to the needs of their work, live usually with their families or
wherever their work brings them, etc." That is why it is so hard, or even
impossible, to describe the life or lifestyle of members of Opus Dei, because
Opus Dei does not give a person a lifestyle but rather a disposition of soul
designed to imbue whatever lifestyle a person happens to have: "belonging
to Opus Dei does not mean following a particular lifestyle, but of trying to
incarnate a spirit into all aspects of one's everyday existence."


This descriptive, sociological
side of naturalness has its importance, but it does not manage to express all
that naturalness implies. As Blessed Josemaría Escrivá used the word, it
referred not to mere external behaviour, statistical normality or being in tune
with one's ambience, but to an attitude welling up within one's heart: a
conviction that the Christian (and more specifically the ordinary Christian)
called by God to sanctify himself or herself in the midst of the world is not
an outsider in human society but someone who belongs there by right and can
therefore act spontaneously, with the "amazing naturalness of the things
of God," expressing simply, in a way second nature to him, a faith which,
far from cutting him off from earthly realities, allows him to appreciate their
value and bearing on man's supernatural end.


We can readily notice here
once again that connexion in real life between creation and redemption which I
referred to earlier and which is revealed to us in Christ; redemption is that
action whereby Christ, in obedience to the Father, takes all reality on his
shoulders so that, by liberating it from sin, he can give it back its original
harmony and, by sending the Spirit, enable history to reach its God-given goal.
Naturalness, creation and redemption are all-embracing and overlapping
realities and can be fully understood only in terms of their reference to each
other: creation, the act whereby God causes the entire universe to be, is not
simply a matter of causing existence; it is initiating a history, it is a
calling to a destiny to which God is channelling created things. Christian
consciousness of belonging to the world and of its being possible (and a duty)
to act in the world in a spontaneous, natural way not only qua man but
indeed qua Christian—this is really an existential reflection of a
dogmatic truth; it shows that redemption and creation, holiness and world,
eternity and time, are not heterogeneous things: they actually compenetrate.


"Being a Christian,"
we read in one of the homilies in Christ is passing by, "is not
something incidental; it is a divine reality that takes root deep in our life.
It gives us a clear vision and strengthens our will to act as God wants."
There are those, he adds, who reduce Christianity to "a collection of
devout practices, failing to realize the relation between them and the
circumstances of ordinary life," and there are others who "tend to
imagine that in order to remain human we need to play down some central aspects
of Christian dogma. They act as if the life of prayer, an on-going relationship
with God, implied fleeing from responsibilities." Both kinds of people
fail to understand the meaning of the Incarnation; they show "they do not
yet realize what it means that the Son of God has become man, has taken the
body and soul and voice of a man, has shared our fate;" they regard Christ
"as a stranger in the world of man;" they do not seem to have grasped
that "Jesus was the one who showed us the extreme to which we should go in
love and service."


When viewed and appreciated
from the vantage point of the Incarnation, from the fact that God made the
human condition his own, naturalness is seen as something completely
theological, implying both normality (membership of a society and a milieu and
all that that means) and, at the same time, Christian witness, bearing
testimony before that milieu and that society (or, to put it better, from
within that society) to the message of the Gospel and all its life-giving
power; and sometimes criticizing and changing that world, as a point of The
Way so eloquently puts it: "And in a paganized or pagan environment
when my life clashes with its surroundings, won't my naturalness seem
artificial? you ask me. And I reply: Undoubtedly your life will clash with
theirs; and that contrast—faith confirmed by works!—is exactly the naturalness
I ask of you."


Monsignor Escrivá well knew
that Christian witness will meet with resistance and that it sometimes has to
touch on thorny subjects, even to the point of confrontation. Without denying
that (as he makes clear quite often in his writings), he always stressed that
even in situations of that kind and, certainly when we look at things
long-term, the witness borne by the ordinary Christian is something that should
always grow from within society itself, finding its channels in one's everyday
work, in the exercise of one's own duties, in conversations between friends and
colleagues, in the free exchange of views, in the consistency shown in the way
one approaches and solves those problems which social living occasions.


Opus Dei, Monsignor Escrivá
said in a 1967 homily I have already referred to, is made up of "a small
percentage of priests, who have previously exercised a secular profession or
trade; a large number of secular priests of many dioceses throughout the world
[...]; and the great majority made up of men and women—of different nations,
and tongues and races—who earn their living by their everyday work [...]; they
work with personal responsibility, shoulder to shoulder with their fellow men
and experiencing with them successes and failures [. . . ] as they strive to
fulfil their duties and exercise their social and civic rights. And all this
with naturalness, like any other conscientious Christian, without considering
themselves special. Blended into the mass of their companions, they try at the
same time to detect the flashes of divine splendour which shine through the
commonest everyday realities." "A man of faith who practises a
profession, whether intellectual, technical or manual," he said on another
occasion, "feels himself and is in fact at one with others; he is the same
as others, with the same rights and obligations, the same desire to improve,
the same interest in facing and solving common problems"; he will,
"through his daily life, bear witness to his faith, hope and charity: a
simple and normal testimony without need for pomp and circumstance. The inner
consistency of his life will show the constant presence of the Church in the
world." That naturalness, that simple, spontaneous, consistent
way of doing things, will allow the presence of Christ to emerge (every
Christian draws his life from Christ) and will establish the basis for an
apostolic dialogue which will help others to discover God, starting right in
the midst of the world." "How are we to bring others to know God and
Christ?" Monsignor Escrivá asked on one occasion, going on to reply:
"naturally, simply, living as you live in the midst of the world, devoted
to your professional work and to the care of your family, sharing the noble
interests of men, respecting the rightful freedom of everyone." If we act
in this way, he went on, "we will give those around us the example of a
simple and normal life which is consistent, even though it has all the limitations
and defects which are part and parcel of the human condition. And when they see
that we live the same life as they do, they will ask us: Why are you so happy?
How do you manage to overcome selfishness and comfort-seeking? Who has taught
you to understand others, to be honourable and to spend yourself in the service
of others?" Then he concluded, "we must tell them the divine secret
of Christian life. We must speak to them about God, Christ, the Holy Spirit,
Mary. The time has come for us to use our poor words to communicate the depth
of God's love which grace has poured into our hearts."


[bookmark: _Toc339296184]3. Loving the world


As we well know, the term world has many
meanings. Sometimes it refers to the universe, all created things, just in
general, or bringing in the notion of the order and harmony that reigns among
them. In the Bible, for example, the word often also means the cosmos, but in
the sense of being under the control of sin and in need of redemption. At other
times it means the world of man, the earth we live on, the societies that make
it up, and their chequered history.


In the preaching and writings
of Opus Dei's founder this third meaning is very much to the fore, as one would
expect, given the fact that his basic concern was to show the value of the
vocation and mission of a Christian who lives and works in the normal
conditions of human life, being just another member of society. Bearing in mind
that meaning of the word world, an analysis of his writings shows that
(in keeping with his original inspiration) he values it positively; indeed, we
can go further and say that he went out of his way to proclaim and defend that
positive valuation, as a point from The Forge clearly shows: "The
Lord wants his children, those of us who have received the gift of faith, to
proclaim the original optimistic view of creation, the 'love for the world'
which is at the heart of the Christian message. So you should always be keen on
your professional work and your effort to build the earthly city."


One would not be wrong to see
in this text, and others like it, a conscious argument, a desire to correct and
get beyond the kind of approach (very much to the fore in most of spiritual
theology until after the midst of this century) which tended to speak of the
world largely as the "enemy of the soul", as a whole series of social
customs inspired by frivolity, ambition, vanity, greed, etc.—attitudes which
had nothing Christian in them or were even hostile to Christianity and
therefore obstacles to holiness (which, beside, was something that we could
achieve only by adopting a confrontational attitude to the world). That is not,
Blessed Josemaría Escrivá will say, the primary, basic meaning of the word
world: it should be used, in an unprejudiced way, as meaning human society,
which does have its defects and disfigurements, but which also contains values,
noble qualities and virtues, and which the ordinary Christian, at all events,
must see as somewhere God wants him to live and something he can and should
strive to have reflect the spirit of the Gospel.


To sum up, the world cannot be
simply seen as the setting (favourable or hostile) in which Christian existence
occurs; no, it is something intrinsic to Christian life and therefore an
assignment given the Christian or, in Monsignor Escrivá's words, "something
sanctifiable and something that sanctifies," the material out of which
holiness is made. Obviously, this teaching is closely connected with that deep
awareness of the connexion between creation and redemption we referred to
earlier, and which can be detected in a number of particularly profound
passages where he offers a very concise synthesis of the history of salvation
designed specifically to point up the Christian value of the world.


I shall quote from one of
them, a homily given one Easter Sunday: "Nothing can be foreign to
Christ's care. If we enter into the theology of it instead of limiting
ourselves to functional categories, we cannot say that there are things—good,
noble or neutral—which are exclusively worldly. This cannot be, now that the
Word of God has lived among the children of men, felt hunger and thirst, worked
with his hands, experienced friendship and obedience and suffering and
death." And, he concluded, revealing the spiritual echoes of the dogmatic
dimensions I have recently referred to: "We must love the world and work
and all human things. For the world is good. Adam's sin destroyed the divine
balance of creation; but God the Father sent his only Son to re-establish
peace, so that we, his children by adoption, might free creation from disorder
and reconcile all things to God."


The ethical and spiritual
implications of this approach to history and, specifically, its implications
for the meaning of secularity, that is, of living in the world being conscious
of its human value, are multiple. Let us look at three such implications: love
for the world, respect for creation, and optimism toward history.


a) Love for the world, because
we can and should see it as something positive, endowed with a goodness that
reflects the goodness of God; without forgetting, in line with what has been
said, that this world, which is lovable, is not, in the writings of Blessed
Josemaría Escrivá, just the material cosmos, endowed with harmony and beauty,
but also the world as history, wherein God makes himself known and through
which he issues callings and invitations: "We must love the world, because
it is in the world that we meet God: God shows himself, he reveals himself to
us in the happenings and events of the world." We must therefore love this
world of history, in which we live and to which we belong, and love it not just
any old way but "passionately", with all our personality; and this
implies, to be specific, being in active sympathy with human ideals and
yearnings, taking an active part in temporal affairs, being really interested
in one's work, sincere in one's friendships . . . ; in other words, conscious
of the positive value of human existence.


b) Respect for creation,
because it is endowed with value, in fact with a value given it by God its
creator. As human beings we appreciate the value and beauty of things; as
Christians, who know that they are created by God, we have even more reason to
appreciate the world and respect it. This meaning, this beauty, this value
connect with man and ultimately with God: the world is ordained to man, who in
turn is ordained to God ("all things are yours, you are Christ's and
Christ is God's," is how St Paul puts it). But this ordination presupposes
the reality, the ontological "density", of the world and everything
that goes to make it up. All earthly things, all reality, has to be brought to
God, but "each according to its nature, according to the direct purpose
God has given it;" therefore, the Christian, when he lives in the world,
when he acts in society, and when he works, knows well that one "is
obliged not to sidestep or play down the values that earthly things have in
themselves;" he knows he must not manipulate reality in an arbitrary or
despotic way, but rather direct it towards its goal (the service of man,
recognized as a son of God), respecting it, that is, recognizing and
appreciating its internal features and laws.


c) Optimism, because the
world can and should be viewed from the perspective of Christ's resurrection
(that is, in the light of his victory over sin, pain and death) as something
strengthened by love and grace; this implies that the yearnings, interests and
activities which go to make up the fabric of human history can and should be
approached with conviction and confidence, with a keen interest which is
constantly renewed and not eroded by fatigue and difficulties. "The
Christian life has to be shot through with optimism, joy and the strong
conviction that our Lord wishes to make use of us;" and these attitudes
should also affect our earthly tasks and activities, because, being grounded on
"faith in Christ, who has died and risen", the Christian does not
pass through history like an "expatriate", but as "a citizen of
the city of men", who takes a keen interest in its problems and has a
hopeful attitude to life, that is, looks forward to the future and yet well
knows that the fulfilment Christ proclaims comes at the end of time: "his
soul longs for God. While on earth he has glimpses of God's love and comes to
recognize it as the goal to which all men on earth are called."


Assertion of the goodness of
the world never led Blessed Josemaría Escrivá to adopt a naive or superficial
approach: his great realism and deep faith always meant he could avoid making
that mistake. He was quite aware of the reality of evil and therefore of the
need for both effort and sacrifice, that is, the need for the cross, because
only by uniting himself to Christ's redemptive sacrifice and death can the
Christian defeat evil and sin. "Christ", he says, "rises in us,
if we become sharers in his cross and his death. We should love the cross,
self-sacrifice and mortification;" so, he concludes, "Christian
optimism is not something sugary, nor is it a human optimism that things will
'work out well.' No, its deep roots are awareness of freedom and faith in
grace. It is an optimism which makes us be demanding with ourselves. It gets us
to make a real effort to respond to God's call."


From another viewpoint, that
of love for the world, this led him to say that, for this love to be genuine,
for it to be a love for the real world, the world in its concrete reality, it
must go hand in hand with an effort to overcome the tendency towards evil which
is a feature of human history and which is present, firstly, in one's own heart:
it must be combined with asceticism and detachment. "Be men and
women," he counsels in The Way, "of the world, but don't be
worldly men and women." Unlike the noun mundo (world), which as I
have said has a predominantly positive meaning in Monsignor Escrivá's writings,
the adjective mundano (worldly) is one he uses in a pejorative sense
(associated with being selfish, lukewarm, frivolous, mediocre, superficial,
shortsighted, over-prudent, suspicious . . . ), and this distinction is no
accident: Blessed Josemaría uses it to structure his thinking on this theme.


The dialectic which the
founder of Opus Dei refers to in his writings is not a dialectic between
presence in the world (or, better, belonging to the world) and distancing
oneself from the world; it is a dialectic between a worldly attitude and a
Christian attitude, always presupposing (he is speaking to ordinary Christians)
that one is in the world and of the world, fully aware that that is where that
God wants one to be and there where one's Christian vocation should take shape.
In other words, a dialectic between selfishness and self-surrender, between
ambition and service, which implies continuous interior tension and means that
one needs to be discerning and sometimes has to exercise true detachment and
renunciation—in fact radical detachment if one's Christian authenticity is put
at risk—but that should never lead one "to deny the goodness of God's
works. On the contrary, it should bring him to recognize the hand of God
working through all human actions, even those which betray our fallen
nature." A person only really loves the world if he approaches it and
"lives it" from the viewpoint of God and with that attitude of
self-giving to others which God invites us to have: worldly attitudes lead to
losing God and, therefore, losing the world; those who think and live in a
worldly way "do not love this world of ours; they exploit it by trampling
on others."


[bookmark: _Toc339296185]4. Work, detachment,
service


It would not be difficult to go through Monsignor
Escrivá's writings to show that the principles concerning love of the world
which we have just discussed are applied and related to all the many facets of
human life. To keep this essay within limits, I shall simply discuss two basic
points (everyday work and the use of material goods) by way of example.


Discussing everyday work, the
engaging in a profession or trade which gives one a place in society and is how
one contributes to society's development, implies discussing such things as
technical standards, ability to do one's job, professional competence, and,
paralleling that, social standing, recognition by society of one's competence
and ability. Neither of the two—neither technical competence nor professional
prestige—are, Monsignor Escrivá will say, purely neutral things, much less
negative things: they are things everyday work needs to have, and therefore
they have to be seen in a positive light. The Christian should strive not only
to be technically competent, but to become better and better at his job: if he
were to turn his back on improvement, and on the scope that skills give him, he
would be depriving society of something which could really help its
development; he would be giving up "rights that are really duties."
And the same is true of professional prestige, which is the natural outcome of
doing one's job well; society is to a degree structured on status of this kind,
and for an ordinary Christian it is part of his "'bait' as a 'fisher of
men'" that is, of his way of bearing witness to the power and
human attractiveness of the Gospel.


The self-forgetfullness and
humility a Christian is asked to have do not (except in very special
circumstances) require him to give up his competence and standing; rather, they
require him to have an attitude (always presupposing competence, and to a
greater or less degree prestige) which leads him to refer everything to God and
to the mission God has given him, that is, to evaluate one's job not in
relation to oneself but in terms of the contribution it makes to others. It is
a matter, really, of always remembering that the value of one's work is not
primarily a function of mere technical efficiency but of its reference to man,
for the dignity of work "is based on Love." The great privilege the
human being has, what makes him a human being, is really love, the power
"to love others, the power to pronounce a 'you' and an 'I' which are full
of meaning," and it is here that work and every other human reality
acquires its full meaning; therefore, the homily I am quoting concludes,
"man ought not to limit himself to making things, to material production.
Work is born of love; it is a manifestation of love and is directed towards
love." "A man or a society that does not react to suffering and
injustice and makes no attempt to alleviate them", says another sermon,
"is still distant from the love of Christ's heart."


Living in human society
implies spheres of autonomy, standards of living, quality of life, deciding on
how to use the fruits acquired through work or other legitimate ways, and this
brings us to the second of the two points I referred to: the use of material
goods. "We are," says Monsignor Escrivá in a homily dedicated to the
virtue of detachment, "people walking in the street, ordinary Christians
immersed in the blood-stream of society." Starting from there he goes on
to outline the panorama of an ordinary, normal, life, involving nothing odd or
exaggerated, yet a life which in all sorts of small unobtrusive ways reflects a
deep Christian sense of evangelical poverty, that is, an awareness that man is
above things; this leads one to have a deep sense of interior freedom and a
genuine detachment from material things that is the touchstone of that freedom.
The homily later refers to the intimate connexion there is—in everyone,
particularly those who are called to live and sanctify themselves in the world,
by being fully involved in the progress of the world—between detachment,
attitude of service, and generosity. "True detachment leads us to be very
generous with God and with our fellow men. It makes us actively resourceful and
ready to spend ourselves in helping the needy. A Christian cannot be content
with a job that only allows him to earn enough for himself and his family. He
will be big-hearted enough to give others a helping hand both out of charity
and as a matter of justice."


A paragraph in one of his
Letters will round off the point I am making: "the spirituality of Opus
Dei, centred on work, impels us to love the poverty Jesus practised: he was
rich but he made himself poor: egenus factus est cum esset dives (2 Cor
8: 9). Each of us has the attitude (and makes the intellectual and financial
effort) of a good father of a poor family with many children. In the spirit of
the Work it is essential for us to feel the responsibility of poverty. That is
why we have to take our work seriously." I should like to underline the
reference to a father (or mother) of a poor family with many children.
This graphic phrase sums up a teaching found in a lot of Monsignor Escrivá's
preaching; it contains two basic ideas: recognition of the value of material
goods, which are indispensable for the advancement of both family and society;
and assertion of the primacy of generosity and self-forgetfullness, because
parents live not for themselves or their own convenience, but for their
children.


These are the same two
qualities we met earlier, and here too they go to make up an ethical-spiritual
attitude which works in two directions: encouragement to produce work well done
and a call to set one's contact with material goods in a context of personal
detachment, of attention to the needs of others, of generosity—in other words,
a context of unlimited spirit of service. For (as the passages quoted above
show, and it is worth stressing at this point) the poor family with many
children refers not only to one's own home but to the society one is living
in, to all mankind in fact: everyone's heart should be open to the whole world,
and that applies especially to the Christian.


The two points I have just
been looking at, and the attitudes they involve, help to show the implications
of something we looked at earlier: in Blessed Josemaría Escrivá's teaching
(and, I might add, in any theologically developed approach) secularity refers
not just to being and living in the world but to being and living in the world
in a Christian way, that is, knowing it and loving it as Christ does. This
means, and this is worth stressing, knowing it and loving it not in a detached
or theoretical way, but in all the fullness God has designed for it, and thus
feeling invited to make the light and power of the Gospel present within it.
Therefore the tension between detachment and love necessarily and spontaneously
results in action, in work, in a positive effort to give the world (from within
and recognizing and respecting the laws proper to it) the spirit of Christ.
Christian secularity, then, necessarily means seeing love for the world and
faithfulness to Christ as making up one single thing; to be more specific, it
means that particular kind of fidelity to Christ which a person should practise
who is called by God to live in the world; he should live in such a way that
his witness and his action help to make Christ present in that world and
therefore imbue social structures with a Christian spirit, and should be well
aware that by acting in this way he is orientating the world to its end and
therefore to its perfection.


[bookmark: _Toc339296186]5. Personal freedom and
personal responsibility


To speak of secularity necessarily and logically
means to speak of variety and freedom.


Of variety and difference,
because secular society is plural and takes many shapes; it is the result of
the interplay of a whole range of roles and situations, which are not only
different from one another, but also change over the course of time. The ideal
of a Christian sanctification in a secular setting brings us up against this
variety of situations and therefore of jobs and ways of life: indeed, there are
as many situations as there are people, and each person is called to sanctify
his or her own life, which is never the same as anyone else's.


Speaking of secularity
involves speaking of freedom, because in secular occupations and settings an
individual, and therefore a Christian, acts in his own name, in line with his
personal opinions and preferences, and therefore on his own responsibility and
no one else's. This brings us to a matter of key importance, which it is worth
exploring in some detail.


Freedom in temporal or secular
affairs (the freedom of any person, and in the case we are discussing, any
Christian), although it has features of its own, is really only an aspect of
something much broader: freedom as such, and, more specifically, the decisive
importance Christianity gives to freedom. According to Christian dogma, the
ultimate substance of the cosmos and of history is not necessity but freedom.
The world and everything that goes to make it up is the outcome not of a
transcendental and eternal necessity, but of a free decision of God's. In fact,
it is the result of a love-inspired free decision: God calls things into
existence because he loves, because he wants human beings to share in his own
abundance and happiness; so he gives them existence and endows them with
freedom, that is, the capacity to appreciate love and to respond to love. God's
freedom and our freedom explain and sustain the events of history. Every human
life (and history in its entirety) is the outcome of the interconnexion of the
freedom of God, who loves each individual and addresses and calls that person,
and the freedom of each man and each woman, who, perceiving that divine
invitation in some way or other, react to it, thereby deciding their destiny.
As in every case where different free agents meet, there is here a constant
(the love that is offered and accepted or rejected) and also a
variable—initiative, creativity, resourcefulness.


It is in this context of a
general affirmation of human freedom that freedom in temporal affairs fits,
although as we have said that particular aspect of freedom has features of its
own, because the world of the temporal or secular is not only the scenario in
which free people live out their lives: it is something markedly diverse and
indeterminate. That is why it is, by its very nature, the sphere of change (at
the level of planning or acting), autonomous decisions, diversity and clash of
opinions—the sphere of pluralism. The Statutes of the Opus Dei prelature echo
this fact, making it quite clear that in all temporal matters (social,
cultural, professional etc.) its members enjoy the same full freedom as any
other Catholic. "Opus Dei," says one of the sections of the chapter
on training, "has no corporate opinion or school on those theological or
philosophical questions which the Church leaves open to the free opinion of the
faithful;" "as far as professional activity is concerned, and in
matters social, political etc., each of the faithful of the prelature has the
same complete freedom as other Catholic citizens, within the bounds laid down
by Catholic teaching on faith and morals."


The founder of Opus Dei
referred very often to this matter, as one might expect, given its importance
and the interest public opinion takes in cultural and political affairs. There
is no need to quote him here (the texts from the Statutes which I have just cited
should suffice), so I shall go on to examine the anthropological and social
background to Monsignor Escrivá's statements in this connexion; this will make
for a better understanding of secularity. On this, as on other points,
Monsignor Escrivá's foundational charism and his experience in establishing and
promoting Opus Dei helped him to develop his thinking to an important degree.


We can say that his
affirmation of the freedom of the Christian in temporal affairs, specifically
the Christian called to sanctify himself or herself in and through temporal
tasks and occupations, can be summed up in four basic ideas:


a) In the first place,
and above all, a deep sense of the value of freedom as the key expression of
the dignity of the person and therefore of responsibility as the intrinsic
correlation of the ability to make free choices. For the very reason that man
is free, is in charge of himself, the actions he performs are his, they belong
to him: they are therefore actions which he should assume total responsibility
for, recognizing them as expressions of his own will; he is also responsible
for the consequences that flow from them. All this follows from the way things
are and from his dignity as a man and a Christian. Freedom and responsibility
are, in fact, terms which, in the writings of Blessed Josemaría Escrivá, often
appear together, like two sides of the same coin or, to be more exact, two
dimensions of a single reality which embraces all human existence, including
particularly the sphere of the secular, where every human being (and every
Christian) acts in his own name, following his conscience and his own lights.


b) In the second place,
an acute awareness of the legitimacy of pluralism, as an expression of the fact
that people are different and therefore have different experiences, attitudes
and opinions. In all spheres, including that of temporal affairs which we are
now discussing, human actions involve analyzing reality, an intellectual effort
to understand the laws that make it work and the requirements deriving from
those laws; an effort which each person should make and which can and in fact
will produce a variety of viewpoints and opinions. Freedom, then, implies not
only personal responsibility but also diversity and as a consequence a right to
follow one's own opinion and an obligation to respect the opinions of others:
that is, it implies dialogue and harmony.


c) Diversity of opinions
on temporal matters is linked not only to the limitations of the human mind and
the variety of knowledge and judgment it produces, but also to another factor
to which Monsignor Escrivá was very sensitive—the flux of history. Man is a
being located in history, that is, in a process open to the future, and the
future has largely to do with the indeterminate, with what has not yet come
into being and which can end up in many different ways. "God in creating
us has run the risk and adventure of our freedom. He opted for a [human]
history which would be a true one, the outcome of genuine free decisions—not a
fiction or some sort of game"; a history, then, whose development cannot
entirely be foreseen even with the help of experience or of the Christian
faith; for "there are no dogmas in temporal matters," and everyone
(and every Christian) should form his own views, autonomously, and be
personally responsible for them.


d) Finally (although of
primary importance from many points of view) a different but complementary
perspective—the ecclesiological—gives rise to a further insight—that deep
understanding of the mission and vocation of the lay person or ordinary
Christian, which characterized the founder of Opus Dei. By virtue of being a
Christian, the lay member of the faithful is called to sanctify earthly
realities; indeed, to sanctify them acting in his own name and therefore
autonomously, thus contributing to the presence of Christ in history. The
ordinary Christian's consciousness of his vocation, and the recognition of his
temporal freedom by the Christian community as a whole, are key factors in
making the Church's mission succeed, and are necessary parts of any valid
ecclesiology.


A sense of personal freedom
and responsibility; an appreciation of pluralism and living in harmony with
others; an awareness of the fact that the future is undetermined; full
recognition of the lay person's mission and the lay manner of making the Church
present in the world. The whole range of ideas involved in the Christian's
exercise of his temporal freedom shows the wealth and complexity of this
concept, and explains the key importance it has for a correct understanding of
secularity and therefore of the condition proper to the ordinary Christian. The
lay person, the Christian called to follow Christ and share in his mission
while living in the world, has to face up to life with personal freedom and
responsibility; at one and the same time he or she has to have:


—a sense of mission and
therefore a real concern to identify himself with Christ and to act according
to his mind, with all that that involves in terms of formation of conscience,
consistency between belief and action, being interiorly in tune with Christ
himself;


—awareness that it is he
himself, as an individual and with full personal responsibility and autonomy,
who has to face up to history and the tasks it entails.


In Blessed Josemaría's
language this teaching produces an expression which is very useful for
understanding secularity—lay outlook. I shall quote in full a passage in
which he explains its scope and meaning: "You must foster
everywhere", he said, in a homily addressed to a large gathering of
people, mostly of academics and students, "a genuine 'lay outlook', which
will lead to three conclusions: be sufficiently honest, so as to shoulder one's
own personal responsibility; be sufficiently Christian, so as to respect brothers
in the faith who, in matters of opinion, propose solutions which differ from
those we personally support; and be sufficiently Catholic so as not to use our
Mother the Church, involving her in human factions."


This text contains many of the
ideas described in the previous paragraphs, running them together and linking
them to an outlook, a rooted conviction, which determines the way one evaluates
and reacts to things. Secularity implies an appreciation of the world, a sense
of freedom, an awareness of one's own limitations, an openness to dialogue with
others; however, it implies them not as logical presuppositions but as
internalized convictions, so deeply rooted in one's heart that they shape one's
mind and therefore the way one acts and behaves. Secularity is, also from this
angle, much more than a sociological fact or an abstract quality; it is a
component of 'what makes a Christian tick'.


This is especially true of the
Christian called by God to practise his Christianity in the world—which is why
Monsignor Escrivá speaks of a lay outlook, because it is in the lay
person that secularity acquires particular force, becoming a characteristic
feature; but it also applies to other Christians, because every Christian needs
to adopt the values this outlook implies, and to put them into practice in his
own particular way, in line with whatever his or her vocation is.


It is worth pointing out here
that, while it is true that Blessed Josemaría Escrivá sometimes used the
expression lay outlook on its own (as in the text quoted), very often he
linked it to another: priestly soul; so much so that the two go hand in
hand. Priestly soul, for him, is closely connected with the common or
royal priesthood of the faithful; it is that priesthood at the
phenomenological level: priestly soul is the force that impels those who are
conscious of being part of Christ and therefore equipped to imbue their entire
life with a priestly outlook.


The combined use of
priestly soul and lay outlook brings us again to that theological
backdrop to secularity I have referred to a number of times. The Christian is
thereby depicted as someone who, being incorporated into Christ and conscious
of the salvific and priestly mission which that incorporation implies, fulfils
that mission in everything he does; he approaches human tasks and obligations
fully aware of their density, respecting their autonomy, and he does so in
cooperation, dialogue and solidarity with his fellow citizens. Priestly soul,
then, refers to the interior force or impulse; lay mentality to the
actual performance; both together complete the physiognomy of a Christian who
recognizes both that he is rooted in Christ and has a place in the world.


[bookmark: _Toc339296187]6. Contemplatives in
the midst of the world


"You have got to be a 'man of God', a man of
interior life, a man of prayer and sacrifice;" "Opus Dei's weapon is
not work; it is prayer. That is why we turn work into prayer, and why we have a
contemplative soul." These two statements by Blessed Josemaría bring us to
something we have already referred to a number of times, because it forms the
existential background which gives secularity its theological significance: the
theological meaning of Christian living and therefore the need for, in fact the
primacy of, prayer.


As a Christian and as founder
of Opus Dei, Monsignor Escrivá was very aware that everything in the Christian
order of things depends on one's having a living connexion with God. As one
might expect, given the background inspiration of all his work as a priest and
a founder, the Statutes of the prelature include a section dealing with the
spiritual life. Nor is it surprising that this section is given a place of
honour (it comes first in the Title dealing with the life and formation of
members of Opus Dei) and that its purpose is to outline the main features of a
journey towards deepening in the faith, towards an awareness of the nearness of
God which should steadily increase until it imbues everything one does.


The basis of this spiritual
attitude, the Statutes tell us, is "a sincere and humble sense of divine
filiation," born of "the need and, as it were, the supernatural
instinct to purify all one's actions, raising them to the level of grace,
sanctifying them and making them an opportunity for personal union with God,
fulfilling his will, and as a means of apostolate;" that is, a Christian
enlivening of all existence, which begins with a clear perception of the
reality of God and of the fact that he truly loves us; it leads to actively
seeking his presence and sincerely striving to do his will. To develop this
disposition of soul one obviously needs to exercise faith and to adopt with the
help of grace a definite plan or programme which will help one towards a growth
in theological virtue and a real union with God in work and in other things
which go to make up human existence. The founder of Opus Dei did this and
taught it, to the point of establishing a plan of spiritual life along these
lines:


a) an intense sacramental
life through daily sharing in the sacrifice of the Mass, the centre and source
of the spiritual life; and also, if possible, daily communion; and the practice
of weekly confession;


b) an equally intense
life of prayer, fostered through definite times for meditation, reading of sacred
scripture and of books of spirituality; visits to the Blessed Sacrament; the
saying of the Rosary, and other devotions to the Blessed Virgin; all this
extended by frequent consideration of divine filiation in Christ and a
straightforward dialogue with God the Father, by means of ejaculatory prayers,
acts of love, of atonement, of thanksgiving etc., scattered throughout the day;


c) the daily practice of
mortification and penance, as an expression of that Christian asceticism
indispensable for personal purification and for the carrying out of effective
apostolate; this spirit of penance does not exclude traditional ascetical
practices (in fact, it presupposes them) but, as the text of the Statutes makes
clear, it should mainly take the form of doing one's duties, being orderly and
dedicated in one's everyday work, and serving others in a pleasant cheerful
way: in other words, in little things, in the minutiae of self-surrender which
daily life demands.


A first glance at this
programme of spiritual life shows that the various spiritual and ascetical
practices that go to make it up belong to the patrimony of the Church: here, as
on many other points, Monsignor Escrivá preferred not to invent prayers or
practices of his own but rather to draw on spiritual traditions, particularly
those devotions and customs most widespread among the general body of the
Christian faithful.


From another point of view,
and going deeper m our analysis, it must be noticed that the elements which go
to make up this programme are not (either in the text of the Statutes, or still
less in Monsignor Escrivá's preaching and in the practice of Opus Dei) isolated
pieces; they are all parts of a whole, which has two axes: awareness of divine
filiation, which leads a person to refer everything to a God whom he recognizes
as a Father, and work, (that is, the ensemble of secular activities and tasks)
as something in which that awareness of the nearness of God must acquire
historical content and density.


The spiritual life, we can
see, then, has direct reference to real life: it has to inspire one's everyday
existence and be fused with it. So, the intensity of the call to prayer and a
close relationship with God is in no way reduced; but what is excluded
radically is any attitude of distancing oneself from the world, as also any
kind of automatism or rigidity (which would imply division between prayer and
life); what it does call for is a theological attitude which is nourished by
the Liturgy and by the other periods of prayer, and which influences all
aspects of one's life. "Our entire plan of life, our Norms and
Customs," Monsignor Escrivá writes, "are designed for men and women
who work in the midst of the world, carrying out ordinary everyday jobs. They
are not rigid rules, which presuppose a life apart [from the world], but a
flexible method, which has a wonderful capacity to adapt to any life of intense
professional work, the way a rubber glove moulds itself perfectly to the hand
using it. In fact, our interior life (contemplative life, in all situations)
avails itself of and is nourished by that external life of work proper to each
of us."


What the teaching of Blessed
Josemaría Escrivá and the spirituality of Opus Dei propose is (to sum up) a
prayer which, by encouraging a person to ground his life more on faith,
incorporates into the dynamic of the experience of the faith the totality of
life, including (we are discussing ordinary Christians living in the midst of
the world) the full range of earthly experiences and realities. Perhaps Monsignor
Escrivá never expressed this teaching as clearly as he did in a homily he gave
in 1967, later published under the title of "Towards Holiness".
"We begin", he says in connexion with the path of the spiritual life,
"with vocal prayers which many of us have been saying since we were
children. They are made up of simple, ardent phrases addressed to God and to
his Mother, who is our Mother as well." It is a simple, almost common or
garden beginning, the experience of millions of Christians, but if it really is
a beginning (that is, the first step in a journey which one persists in) it
leads to an ever deeper relationship with God. "First," the text goes
on, "one brief aspiration, then another, and another . . . till our
fervour seems insufficient, because words are too poor . . . : then this gives
way to intimacy with God, looking at God without needing rest or feeling
tired."


Prayer and life tend to become
more and more intermixed. In the celebration of the Eucharist (in which is
perpetuated "the love of the Blessed Trinity for man") and by meeting
Jesus in the Tabernacle, one's awareness of the nearness of God and of the fact
that he gave up his life for men becomes deeper and deeper. At these points and
in other periods of prayer one examines one's own life, including its events,
problems and interests, and sets it before Christ and talks to him and to the
Father and the Holy Spirit about the day ahead or the day gone by.


The familiarity with God one
acquires in this way naturally influences one's daily life, so that often in
the course of the day one feels a desire to address him, to tell him what is
happening, or simply to draw support from his presence, even if one does not
formulate this in words. "We begin to live as captives, as prisoners. And
while we carry out as perfectly as we can (with all our mistakes and
limitations) the tasks allotted to us by our situation and duties, our soul
longs to escape. It is drawn towards God like iron drawn by a magnet."


"Asceticism?
Mysticism?" Monsignor Escrivá asks, a little further on, after describing
this panorama of union with God. "I don't mind what you call it. Whichever
it is, asceticism or mysticism, does not matter. Either way, it is a gift of
God's mercy. If you try to meditate, our Lord will not deny you his assistance.
Faith and deeds of faith are what matter: deeds, because, as you have known
from the beginning and as I told you clearly at the time, the Lord demands more
from us each day. This is already contemplation and union. This is the
way," he concludes, "many Christians should live, each one forging
ahead along his own spiritual path (there are countless paths) in the midst of
the cares of the world, though he may not even realize what is happening to
him."


"Contemplatives in the
midst of the world," united to God and conscious of his presence in and
through all the various occupations and situations of the world: this is, in
summary, the idea which Monsignor Escrivá proposes as the goal of the life of
prayer. We spoke earlier of the "primacy of prayer" in Christian
life; perhaps in the light of what has just been said, it would be more exact
to speak of the "centrality of prayer", because the word primacy
can suggest simply a ordering of activities which are alongside each other but
have little to do with each other; but prayer is not just one activity among
many, it is a component or a dimension that gives every activity its fullest
meaning. And in the ordinary Christian, who lives in the midst of the world,
this expansion of the soul reaches out to and embraces the world.


In prayer, the Christian,
every Christian, enters, under the influence of grace, into living, existential
communion with God, recognizing him as the centre of everything and therefore
the centre of his own life. In the Christian who lives in the world, the
Christian whom God wants to live in the world, this action of prayer implies
recognizing that the world makes sense by integrating it with God and God with
it: recognizing that through the world God is speaking to man and that it is
through the world, using the world, that man should respond. It is true that
prayer involves going deep down into oneself and even interrupting the rhythm
of one's day so that, with peace of mind, in any quiet atmosphere, one lets
faith seep into one's soul and give one a more intense sense of the presence of
God; but in no sense does this mean a flight from the world; rather, it means
delving into the world, to grasp its meaning better and to understand better
what God wants one as a concrete individual to be doing there. Prayer and
secularity are therefore (although this might at first sight seem paradoxical)
intimately connected, because only in prayer are the world and secular
realities seen for what they really are—not just the setting in which life takes
place, but something which has a share in our destiny and through which our
destiny takes shape until it attains its definitive value and goal.
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[bookmark: _Toc339296189]1. Implications of
membership of the Opus Dei prelature


The Church can be regarded as having two aspects,
which form a deep unity: it is a community of believers, and an instrument of
salvation. It is the community of those who believe in Christ and share in his
life; a brotherhood made up of those who, having received Christ's Spirit,
recognize each other as brothers and sisters; a family of the children of God
which by its very existence bears witness to the world that Christ has won our
reconciliation. But the Church is not just the product of the action of Christ's
grace and a testimony to his truth; it is also the means God uses to save the
world, the community to which he has entrusted the word and the sacraments,
thanks to which salvation is proclaimed and communicated.


These ideas have been a
constant reference point in this chapter and throughout the course of chapter I
with a view to explaining the ecclesiological physiognomy of Opus Dei, as a
family or grouping of Christians who, having recognized the universal call to
holiness, and specifically to holiness in the midst of the world, make this
truth the centre or basis of their lives, thereby contributing to the spread of
this awareness and this call among those who live alongside them in the various
ambiences of human society.


Therefore, in regard to Opus
Dei (as, with due respect, in regard to the Church) one can make a distinction
between the reality of Christian life and the institution at the service of
that reality; but one should do so only provided one remembers that in Opus Dei
pastoral phenomenon and institution form a profound unity (again analogous to
the case of the Church); certainly the message and the pastoral phenomenon go
beyond the institution and its direct activity, but the institution is not made
of different stuff from them; on the contrary, the actual life of the members
of Opus Dei is what bears witness to a calling to holiness in the midst of the
world and what makes for the spread of that call.


In earlier pages we have
examined this life, analyzing it from an angle which can throw light on its
characteristics and its ecclesial importance: secularity. Bearing in mind the
decisive importance (for an understanding of Opus Dei) of the ordinary life in
the midst of the world of all and each of its members we should now focus our
attention on Opus Dei as an institution, and, in this context, on the
obligations contracted by those who join it.


To do this we need to change
our methodology or (to put it more accurately) the tone and style of our
exposition, because it brings us into an area which while still being that of
theology does impinge on institutional and legal matters. But it is worth
taking that step; otherwise we would be neglecting the institutional source
which the members of Opus Dei draw on, and we would fail to deal with important
aspects of their Christian commitment and therefore of their life, because, as
we noticed, the members of Opus Dei are not just Christians who, becoming aware
of the implications and richness of the vocation baptism gave them, try to live
in a manner consistent with that vocation; they are Christians who are
conscious of being called to live that vocation in connexion with Opus Dei, or
to put it more accurately, by joining that prelature and sharing in its
mission.


Previous chapters have also
dealt with these institutional aspects but from a different perspective. We are
not concerned here with the ecclesiological meaning of membership of Opus Dei
(which was looked at in chapter I) nor with the connexion between unity of
vocation and diversity of concrete situations (analysed in chapter II), but
with the content of the commitment a person acquires on becoming a member of
the prelature—which we shall examine both in general and in relation to
secularity. This distinction of perspective is easy to see, although obviously
there are close connexions between the various approaches; therefore,
everything I shall say now takes as read what was discussed in the two earlier
chapters— specifically the ecclesiological fact that Opus Dei is an institution
with an internal texture of faithful and ministerial priesthood for the purpose
of spreading Christian life throughout the world, a mission which is the joint
responsibility of all the members, priests and laity. This should be borne in
mind when reading the following pages.


However, let us broach our
subject—incorporation into Opus Dei and what it implies. First, we must ask a
question: what is the nature of the "formal [and mutual] declaration"
which gives rise to the bond or link between the faithful and the prelature?;
or to put it more exactly, what elements go to make up the act of
incorporation, on the side of the individual lay person and on the side of the
prelature? The Statutes provide the answer in a very nuanced text which lays
down that, at the point when he is being incorporated in the prelature, the
person will:


—express his firm resolve to
devote his best energies to seeking holiness and carrying out apostolate
according to the spirit and practice of Opus Dei; and


—undertake, from the moment of
his incorporation and as long as that incorporation lasts, to stay under the
jurisdiction of the authorities of the prelature as regards everything to do
with its particular purpose, to fulfil all the duties implied by being a
member, and to keep in line with the lawful norms and prescriptions emanating
from the authorities of the prelature.


As we can see, there are two
aspects or points which, while they are very closely connected, can and should
be conceptually distinguished:


a) in the first place, a
decision to seek holiness and carry out apostolate according to the spirit of
Opus Dei, which the person makes in his heart (in response to the divine call)
and expresses to the representatives of the prelature at the point when
he is incorporated into it;


b) in the second place,
certain duties in respect of the prelature and its lawful authorities which the
person undertakes to obey; parallel with these are certain duties the
prelature takes on; the result is a mutual bond.


Focusing attention on the
obligations a person takes on when being incorporated in the prelature, we can
fill out what has already been said by noticing that these obligations are of
two types:


a) on the one hand, the
obligation to make a real effort to seek holiness and carry out apostolate in
the midst of the world, and, therefore, the obligation to receive the spiritual
training offered by the prelature to equip one to sanctify ordinary life;


b) on the other, the
obligation to take part in the activities the prelature organizes to attain its
goals—both as regards the extension of the apostolate and in connexion with the
training of other members of the prelature itself.


These two aspects are
obviously deeply interconnected, both in fact and in the mind of a person who
draws near to Opus Dei and ends up becoming a member; because, as was shown at
length in the earlier chapters, all the faithful of the prelature have an
active role. Accepting this close connexion, we shall however go on to discuss
them separately.


[bookmark: _Toc339296190]2. A commitment to
sanctification in ordinary life, and the role of the prelature in the formation
of its faithful


We shall begin with what is clearly the basic
thing: the decision to sanctify one's life in the world; the faithful of the
prelature express this decision when they join; and they combine it with a
commitment to receive the training and spiritual help which enables them to
live in accordance with this stated decision.


This point has been already
examined in the previous pages in sufficient detail, at least as far as
concerns the attitude of soul and the attitude to life it implies. From the
angle that now concerns us, the decisive element is the perception of a divine
call or invitation, which leads to a decision which, formulated and expressed at
a particular moment (when one accepts the call and when one later becomes
incorporated in Opus Dei) affects one's whole life and is to be seen in an
ongoing effort, constantly supported by grace, to give a Christian meaning
(that of holiness and apostolate) to everything one does.


The very nature of this effort
to sanctify one's ordinary life means that we cannot make universally valid
generalizations about it, given the fact that one would have to look at each
individual life: vocation to Opus Dei (like Christian vocation, its backdrop)
covers everything. The decision and commitment to sanctification and apostolate
we are examining here cannot, therefore, be reduced to a mere list of
obligations and duties; it is more of the nature of an interior energy or
impulse that vivifies all one's actions from within, setting in motion a
dynamic (unity of life) which leads one to refer them to God and to perceive
all the opportunities they offer for the service of others and for apostolate.


This, of course, does not
water down the decision and commitment to holiness and apostolate into an
empty, formal or generic attitude; we are dealing with something that cannot be
described in abstract terms: in every case it is something extremely concrete
and specific—one's own life, one's own work, one's family, one's society, one's
ambience, whose Christian potentiality one tries to perceive, identify and
realize. This is where the pastorale in the prelature comes into play—a
range of activities designed to provide its members and those who take part in
its apostolate with spiritual insights and helps to see the Christian
dimensions and requirements of their lives.


a) The contribution of Opus Dei as an
institution: formation and spiritual direction.  What are these activities? What does Opus Dei
as an institution contribute to the ideal of Christian life in the world to
which its members feel called and to which they commit themselves joining part
of the prelature?


We must answer this question
by simply repeating what we have just said or by re-affirming it by using an
expression of Blessed Josemaría: Opus Dei's activity is just "one big
catechesis", a constant proclamation of the Gospel message, showing how it
applies as regards the sanctification of work and of earthly realities
generally. We might distinguish two stages:


i) Primarily, an activity
aimed at the spreading of the Gospel which leads a person not only to recognize
the truth of the universal call to holiness, but also to experience it in a
precise way; in other words, Christian preaching and dialogue which brings
people to consider the need for personal conversion and a real commitment to
Jesus Christ. The basic, essential, task of Opus Dei, the purpose for which it
came into being and which inspires it, is (I repeat) to spread among people in
all environments the call to holiness and apostolate in the world; to awaken or
revive in them their Christian faith so as to lead them to recognize the light
and power which Christ projects over all existence. That is, clearly, the
primary and fundamental purpose of the apostolic work of Opus Dei.


ii) But, obviously, the
pastoral action of Opus Dei does not end there. For all who are in contact with
its apostolate and particularly for those who form part of the prelature, this
pastoral action extends to a series of services or aids designed to help that
first conversion or decision to develop into a response to the divine calling
which gradually extends to all the activities and situations that life
produces. The prelature, we read in the Statutes, on receiving someone
as a member, undertakes to give that person "a careful
religious-doctrinal, spiritual, ascetic and apostolic formation, as also
specific pastoral assistance from the priests of the prelature." The
activity proper to Opus Dei, Monsignor Escrivá explained in a 1967 interview,
"consists in offering its members, and others who so wish, the spiritual
resources they need to live as good Christians in the midst of the world. It
helps them to learn Christ's doctrine and the Church's teachings. Its spirit
moves them to do their work well for the love of God and as a service to
others;" in other words, "it helps them to behave like real
Christians: living in harmony with others, respecting the legitimate freedom of
all, and trying to make our world more just."


To put it another way and
commenting on the passages I have quoted, we can say that the spiritual help
that Opus Dei offers people for sanctifying their activities in the world
involves:


a) in the first place, a
spirit, that is, a spiritual teaching, a lively appreciation of the
Gospel, based on that sense of divine filiation which is the keynote of Opus
Dei spirituality; this helps them see everything in a deeply theological way,
as an encounter with God, a way to follow Christ and carry out the mission of
the Church;


b) secondly, a
doctrinal-theological formation which provides a deep knowledge, appropriate to
their circumstances in the world, of Christian faith and morals that allows
them to truly sanctify those circumstances and involvements, by evaluating
things in a genuinely Christian way;


c) thirdly, personal
spiritual help, that is, spiritual direction as it is traditionally called or,
in the language sometimes preferred by modern pastoral theologians,
spiritual guidance and support, with all that that direction or guidance
implies: encouragement in the practice of virtue and to act sincerely in
accordance with one's conscience; support or consolation in times of anxiety;
reminders about the criteria or principles which can help one decide on the
best course of action; etc;


d) finally, encouragement
and apostolic orientation, sometimes by proposing specific lines of apostolic
action, but normally simply by opening apostolic horizons, that is, by
exhortations and suggestions which help one to see the apostolic opportunities
one's work and ambience offer.


This doctrinal-theological
help is given by Opus Dei through courses or sessions of spiritual formation,
person to person conversations, meetings for the interchange of experience,
etc.; all this is done in a way that fits in with the secular condition of its
members, and therefore at times and places which suit one's social background
and the time one can make available. To go into this in detail would require
describing the whole range of situations involved; but I feel there is no need
to do so, given of the space limitations of this essay.


However, it is worth stressing
that we have here what is commonly described as a right-duty, that is to say,
the faithful of the prelature have the right to these spiritual aids, but they
are also under an obligation to avail of them: incorporation in the prelature
implies a commitment to Christian life which includes (as we said at the start
of this section) a duty to avail of the facilities for formation which Opus Dei
offers.


b) Formation and autonomy in temporal matters.
 It should also be noted that all
this formation and spiritual help is offered by the prelature, and availed of
by its faithful, fully in keeping with their secular status and the spontaneity
which that involves. We should remember the basic fact: the members of Opus
Dei, ordinary Christians, aspire to sanctify their own state-in-life, thereby
manifesting, from within the world, that the whole universe is ordained to God
and that the grace of Christ can vivify all human situations. And this, from
the viewpoint we are taking here, implies that the training or formation
involved has to be structured in a way that harmonizes two principles which at
first sight seem opposed to one another but which in fact imbue each other
deeply: the all-embracing nature of the Christian spirit, and the autonomy of
earthly realities and activities.


I shall explain this by three
complementary statements:


1. I begin with a
statement which is negatively couched: incorporation in Opus Dei does not
imply, as far as family, social, cultural and professional matters are
concerned, any obligations other than those which that family, social, cultural
and professional situation itself involves; nor does it duplicate those
obligations by any additional moral imperative. A university professor, a
construction worker, a parent, a trade-unionist, a housewife or a farmer, to
refer to a few of the sorts of people who belong to Opus Dei, has exactly the same
professional and social obligations (and rights) as anyone else of the same
profession or position in society: being a member of Opus Dei does not mean any
change of state, occupation or position in society, and therefore does not take
anything from or add anything to the rights and duties which that state,
occupation or position involves.


2. But while becoming a
member of Opus Dei does not change those rights and obligations it does bring
with it a refinement of conscience and spiritual assistance which help to make
a person alert to recognize those obligations and to face up to them, and it
also gives them a spirit which (like the Christian spirit, of which it is a
specification) can and should involve all their activity, giving it a deeper
meaning. The Christian vocation takes up a person's human vocation and
occupations, infusing into them a spirit (awareness of the dignity of every
human being, a sense of responsibility, a spirit of service, solidarity, a
capacity for understanding and dialogue, etc.) which, so to speak, changes them
from within, that is, vivifies them without adulterating them or denaturalizing
them. Vocation to Opus Dei leads a person to become very aware of this—its
spirit places the accent on the sanctification of everyday work and of ordinary
life—and, given this, the main thrust of the prelature's activity is directed
to strengthening in all its members the Christian spirit with which they should
imbue all their actions; it sets them directly before God and the Catholic faith,
without any type of interference or regulation which would reduce their
complete freedom and the consequent responsibility each has for the
professional and social options he or she makes, yet urging them to take their
Christianity very seriously.


3. To sum up, and this is the
last of the three statements I want to make, membership of Opus Dei leaves
unchanged that freedom which its members, together with other Catholics, enjoy
in all professional and social matters; the training and spiritual help they are
given by the prelature, therefore, always presupposes and respects that
freedom. The work of the prelature has to do only with formation and spiritual
guidance: formation in the faith and encouragement to act in a responsible way
and in a manner inspired by charity and a spirit of service, but without ever
trespassing (on the contrary, respecting) boundaries of that sphere in which
everyone forms his own opinions and decides how to approach his temporal
activities. "As far as professional activity is concerned, and in matters
social, political etc., each of the faithful of the prelature, within the
limits of Catholic doctrine on faith and morals," the Statutes declare, in
a passage from which I have already quoted, "has the same complete freedom
as other Catholic citizens. The authorities of the prelature must abstain
totally from even giving advice on these matters."


The members of Opus Dei,
ordinary Christians, men and women working in all kinds of jobs, conscious of
their secularity, know that in temporal matters, professional, cultural, social
and political, they have complete autonomy: as regards decisions to do with
their temporal activities, the members of Opus Dei owe no obedience to the
authorities of the prelature: they consult only their own consciences, and
therefore the Gospel, the teaching of the Church and ultimately God. The spirit
of Opus Dei has made them aware of their responsibility, and the formation they
receive helps them think and act in line with Christian standards, but it is up
to each individual to make free and responsible decisions about their own work
and lifestyle.


This is really, as we already
said, the identifying mark of the ordinary Christian: to act in his or her own
name and, conscientiously taking responsibility for their actions, to bear
witness to Christ, to enter into a dialogue with their fellow citizens and to
help by word and action to have the Gospel imbue human history.
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members of Opus Dei for tasks of formation and apostolate


Earlier at the beginning of the third and last
section of this essay, I pointed out that Opus Dei is a deeply integrated
reality in which two aspects can be distinguished—Christian life in the midst
of the world (men and women of all kinds of professions and walks of life who
by their day-to-day lives bear witness to and spread the universal call to
holiness and apostolate), and an ecclesial structure designed to assist that
spread of the Christian life in all spheres of society. What I have written
demonstrates the way these two aspects are intimately connected: it is, in
effect, impossible to speak about members of Opus Dei, their life and
apostolate, without mentioning, however briefly, the encouragement and
spiritual help they receive, and therefore without referring to Opus Dei as the
source of that encouragement and help. The point has now come, however, to
focus our attention more directly on this, that is, to look at that pastoral
activity which Opus Dei carries out and at the responsibilities members of the
prelature have for it.


From the beginning, that is,
from 2 October 1928, its founder saw Opus Dei as an institution made up of
priests and lay people working closely together. The Statutes recognize this
when they state: "Opus Dei is a personal prelature which comprises clergy
and laity in order to carry out special pastoral work under the rule of the
prelate." These words have been quoted a number of times in this book.
However, they are worth bearing in mind because they give a very clear summary
of something dealt with in detail in chapter I, to which reference should be
made. I refer to the fact that Opus Dei is a personal prelature, that is, a
jurisdictional structure made up of priests and lay people and charged with a
mission; this obviously presupposes not only that all the members warmly
support one and the same ideal, but also that they actively play a part in that
mission and do what they can to promote it. Opus Dei, then, is a living
community, made up of a prelate, a presbyterium and a laity, who all share the
same vocation and mission. And "this Christian community, organic and
undivided, is [all of it, we might add] ordered to the purpose of the prelature
in line with the principle of co-responsibility and in keeping with the active
position of all those who make it up."


This implies that on joining
the prelature a member not only commits himself to receive formation and
spiritual help towards sanctifying his life, but also, and inseparably, to
contribute in a way appropriate to his circumstances to this work of formation
and things connected with it. The Statutes spell this out when, after
indicating that the faithful of the prelature commit themselves to sanctifying
their own state-in-life, they immediately add, that they also undertake
"to carry out the apostolic tasks the prelate entrusts to them."
There can be and in fact are in Opus Dei (as in the Church) different roles and
tasks but throughout the prelature the basic position is the same: all its
members have and feel joint responsibility for everything to do with the
prelature's mission, and, to the extent they can, play an active part in the
formational activities and other things necessary for it to perform its
mission.


Without going into other
matters which have been sufficiently explored elsewhere, let us ask this
question: how does Opus Dei carry out the work of formation and spiritual help
proper to it? and, therefore, what tasks and apostolic activities (in addition
to his personal effort to sanctify his ordinary life in the midst of the world)
does a member of the Opus Dei prelature commit himself to as soon as he becomes
a member?


We could say that these
activities fall into two areas:


a) We should remember, in
the first place, as we saw in the previous section, that Opus Dei offers its
members and those who come into contact with it a doctrinal-religious formation
and spiritual assistance and guidance; in practice this is provided, bit by
bit, through a wide range of activities: study circles, recollections, theology
courses, specialized training courses, etc., some of which we have already
referred to; all this necessarily presupposes the existence of or the search
for resources and physical facilities where these activities can be carried
out.


b) Secondly, the
authorities of the prelature can decide that it is good to provide pastoral
help to specific works of apostolate which have been initiated by its faithful
and are closely connected with its purpose of spreading the Christian calling
in the world. Opus Dei's basic work is and should always be the spiritual
formation of people in all walks of life; this will give rise both to a dynamic
personal apostolate of friendship and trust directed towards relatives, friends
and colleagues and to a wide range of apostolic initiatives which its members
feel called to promote either as individuals or in cooperation with others.
When it seems advisable, the prelature can give pastoral help to some of these
activities; relatively few activities will be supported in this way (because as
I have already said, the accent will always be put on the personal formation of
individuals and on their apostolate in all kinds of environments) but they are
seen as useful because, on the one hand, they do contribute to the work of
formation already mentioned and, on the other, they show in a graphic, tangible
way certain features of the spirit of Opus Dei and its solicitude for the
problems of the society in which it is set.


There are differences between
the two areas just mentioned but both of them involve a series of educational,
apostolic and spiritual undertakings which the prelature as such engages in. As
regards these, what obligations do the members of Opus Dei take on with respect
to the development of specific apostolic activities? The main obligation has to
do with a spiritual and affective attitude: they are conscious that these
educational and apostolic activities, whoever actually runs them, affect all
members of Opus Dei (they all help to promote the aim of the prelature, an aim
all members share) and therefore they should be appreciated and valued. Members
also have precise responsibilities along these lines:


a) they are ready to
accept such arrangements as the prelate or other authorities of the prelature
may give them, unless other duties (family, professional, or social) make it
really impossible for them to do so;


b) they have a duty to
give financial support to these apostolic undertakings, to the degree that they
can.


In both cases these are
genuine obligations, but what they mean in practice obviously depends on a
person's circumstances. The qualifications "unless other duties make it
really impossible" and "to the degree that they can" (taken from
the text of the Statutes) indicate that realism has to operate.


As far as sanctification of
one's state-in-life and of one's profession is concerned, no such restrictive
clauses can apply. Obviously, as one's life goes on changes can take place, new
circumstances (unforeseen and undesired) can arise which may alter one's
circumstances, even very considerably, but that in no way lessens one's
commitment to sanctification; on the contrary, both foreseen and unforeseen
circumstances are part of the "real life" that each person should
sanctify.


As regards the commitment to
help in specific apostolic or formational tasks, the same does not hold:
presupposing the same disposition of soul and the same self-surrender to the
will and love of God, it can happen that genuine incompatibilities arise; in
each case an effort needs to be made to devise a solution which does not reduce
one's basic availability for apostolic work or one's genuine human and
Christian readiness to cope with family, professional and social obligations.


What I have just said might
appear to be the end of the matter; however, I should make one further point:
the objective circumstances I have referred to, and the effect they may have in
practice on one's availability for such tasks, is not something that applies in
Opus Dei only a posteriori, that is, as circumstances present
themselves; it is also something that applies a priori, something that
is foreseen. The reason for this has to do with an essential element in the
make-up of Opus Dei, an element which belongs to its foundational charism: the
presence of members of the prelature who join it with a commitment of celibacy.


Both this fact, and the
distinction among Numerary, Associate and Supernumerary members, have been
commented on earlier, in connexion with unity of vocation; here I shall simply
make some points which directly concern the subject of this essay, that is,
secularity and the commitment which members of the faithful acquire on joining
the prelature.


The key question in this
regard (that is, the obligations which different members take on joining Opus
Dei) can be dealt with as follows:


a) Some members of the
prelature, by practising celibacy, are very available to look after the
apostolic undertakings and the formation of the other faithful of the
prelature, to which they commit themselves especially. In fact, they have to be
ready to change jobs at any particular time in order to look for alternative
work which will allow them more easily to attend to some specific apostolate;
and they may even have to give up their present job (normally only for a period
of time) in order to devote themselves to the prelature's functions of
formation and government. Supernumeraries should have the same sense of
responsibility for the apostolate, but their availability in practice is
naturally restricted by their family obligations, which obviously take priority.


b) Numeraries and
Associates, once they have fulfilled their fiscal, financial, social or family
obligations and once they have (in keeping with their professional position,
but with sobriety and detachment) covered their maintenance costs, contribute their
fees or earnings to support the prelature's apostolic undertakings.
Supernumeraries contribute to the support of the apostolate in so far as they
can, after attending to their family and other such obligations.


So there are practical
differences as regards availability, just as there are differences to do with
special obligations, but (I stress it, although it has been dealt with in the
previous chapter and I have referred to it again only a moment ago), that
diversity of situations and the obligations that result from them do presuppose
a radical oneness of spirit, of vocation and of mission. I shall just make two
further points, which although they go in different directions are profoundly
complementary, because both hinge on something quite basic: the fact that Opus
Dei is an institution ordained to the spreading of holiness and apostolate in
the midst of the world through the very life of its members, ordinary
Christians of widely different nationalities and conditions.


The first of these points is simply
a re-affirmation of the basic fact of unity of vocation. Joining Opus Dei is
not (I repeat) the result of a mere desire to cooperate in a worthwhile project
(which is a very praiseworthy thing to do, but it does not involve the total
commitment of oneself) it is a matter of vocation, of realizing that one is
being called by God to sanctify one's own life, becoming totally involved in
this job of spreading holiness and apostolate in the midst of the world, which
is what defines and characterizes Opus Dei. And this fact of vocation is the
same in each and every one of those who become members of the prelature. So,
diversity of personal situations and occupations does not break this unity; on
the contrary, it produces it, allowing people of very different backgrounds to
live one and the same spirit and to bear effective Christian witness in the
various settings and professions that make up civil society.


All that is equivalent to
saying that the distinction between Numeraries, Associates and Supernumeraries
has nothing at all to do with different levels or standards of holiness, with
greater or lesser self-surrender, with more or less generosity: it concerns
only differences in availability for certain tasks, within a single spiritual
and apostolic reality. This is something the Statutes stress: the different
kinds of bond or link with the prelature are described by relating them (as can
be seen from the summary given above, and seen even more clearly from the text
of the Statutes) not to basic attitudes but to availability for specific tasks:
Numeraries, Associates and Supernumeraries all share one and the same spirit
and vocation, and all work together at the same mission, striving to sanctify
their own lives and contributing, to the extent that circumstances allow, to
the development of the pastoral work the prelature carries out, in keeping with
the principle of joint responsibility to which I referred earlier.


The second point refers
specifically to Numeraries and Associates, although, like the first point, it
does affect the central nucleus of Opus Dei and, very directly, secularity.
Opus Dei, everything to do with all its members, and all its activity, refers
to sanctification of the world from within the world itself. In other words,
the commitment of celibacy, which Numeraries and Associates take on, has
nothing whatever to do with attitudes of consecration or giving up secular
activities. On the contrary, it is set firmly in a context of full, radical
affirmation of things secular; in fact it is a call to testify to the value of
things secular in and through temporal tasks and occupations. Numeraries and
Associates dedicate themselves, then, with full personal freedom and
responsibility, to whatever their occupation is; they take very seriously the
obligations involved; they are in every sense ordinary citizens who share the
same yearnings, interests and problems as their fellow citizens, their equals.


It is true that both
Numeraries and Associates have to be ready, as I said earlier, to give up
whatever job they may have at a particular time in order to look after some
apostolic work of the prelature, but that all happens in keeping with
secularity, as I have recently pointed out. For we should not forget that:


a) On the one hand, the
apostolic undertakings to which the prelature gives spiritual assistance are
always educational or social welfare activities of a secular style, initiated
and run by citizens in the exercise of their civic rights: leaving one
professional occupation to work in one of these undertakings is the equivalent
of changing one's type of work—as people often do, for all kinds of reasons.


b) On the other hand,
arrangements to do with the formation of other members of the prelature are
compatible, as we have seen, with full commitment to a job; it is just like
someone devoting some of his time to his family or to some voluntary social
work; only in special cases does it involve having to give up one's
professional work, and even then it is only for a period of time. Indeed, even
in those situations where a definitive break with one's profession is concerned
(as normally occurs in the case of Numeraries and Associates who are called to
the priesthood and become part of the prelature's presbyterium, devoting all
their time to pastoral work) the founder of Opus Dei stressed that people
affected in this way should not lose their connexion, at least their
psychological connexion, with the work they had been doing previously: they
should keep the "mentality" of their profession.


Celibacy and marriage (as in
another sphere, common priesthood and ministerial priesthood) are seen and
practised in Opus Dei with reference to the secular context. At all times the
governing criterion is a desire to express the Christian value of earthly
realities from within the temporal context, that is, not just proclaiming the
universal call to holiness and apostolate, but showing the reality of that call
in their concrete lives (which differ from each other but all of which are
secular). The ecclesiology of communion which we referred to earlier, that is,
the complementarity of different situations, all helping to achieving the one
goal, can be seen here in all its importance.


[bookmark: _Toc339296192]5. Fraternity and
family spirit


When, in the early decades of this century,
Romano Guardini decided to take up the challenge issued by writings (clearly
inspired by Rationalism and the Enlightenment) which spoke of an "essence
of Christianity" and did so with an obvious reductionist purpose, he soon
came to a conclusion which at first sight might seem paradoxical: to reply to
the challenge one has to say that the question is wrongly posed, because
strictly speaking, Christianity does not have an essence. In other words,
Christianity cannot be reduced to an idea, because it is something alive. The essence
of Christianity is the living person of Jesus, the very life of God who, in
Christ, is communicated to mankind. Christianity is, essentially, life,
communicated life, and therefore the Church is community, family.


This is something that is
reflected in every Christian institution, and it is deeply reflected in Opus
Dei, as has been shown in previous chapters. The various forms it
takes, while they are all ultimately one (reference to God in Christ), have
different features depending on the spirit and nature of the institution in
question. In the case of Opus Dei those features can be reduced to two basic
ones: supernatural character and secular character.


"We are a family with
supernatural ties." These words of Monsignor Escrivá, often repeated
by him and cited a number of times in this book, show the source or origin of
the family spirit proper to Opus Dei: it is born of an awareness of cooperating
together in a divine union, which transcends human differences, and it opens
out to everyone with links of true affection over and above differences of
race, social status, and ideological views. By speaking in this way the founder
of Opus Dei was also saying that this affection is to be found at a
supernatural level, that is, regarding a person from the viewpoint of his
ultimate destiny, and therefore focusing exclusively on the search for holiness
and on the spread of apostolate, not allowing other considerations or
objectives to blur it.


Secular character,
because the paradigm of Opus Dei's sense of family is established by what we
might call, to use a phrase of its founder, "a Christian family
home." Appreciation for the family, as a basic human and Christian
reality, runs in two directions in his teaching. On the one hand it takes the
form of a vigorous assertion of the value of marriage, and of the family life
marriage creates, as a Christian vocation and condition; this finds its
institutional expression, within Opus Dei, through the figure of the
Supernumeraries particularly, who, as the Statutes say, turn "their own
home and their own family involvements" into a means of sanctification and
apostolate. On the other hand, it takes the form of relationships between
members of the prelature (a relationship which is simple, affable, natural,
without the use of formalities of any type), and it is to be seen in the
general style of all its activities, including apostolic works and the places
where they are run, which the are to possess "tone and ambience" of a
normal "Christian family home" as stated by the first regulations, of
1941, which we have quoted.


Monsignor Escrivá always
thought it providential that his apostolate in Madrid, in the period prior to
the foundation, was something that developed in a spontaneous way and based on
his own home, which he shared with his mother and brother and sister. This gave
a simple, ordinary family accent to all the apostolate in that period and it
influenced all Opus Dei's later apostolate, thereby underlining, from this
point of view also, its sense of secularity.


Blessed Josemaría Escrivá had
occasion to return to this theme quite frequently, not, indeed, because the
members of Opus Dei began to have any doubts or second thoughts, but, on the
contrary, because this was one of the points on which, to avoid
misunderstanding, it seemed appropriate to show the difference between Opus Dei
and the religious state, particularly during the period when there was a strong
tendency to see that state (which Monsignor Escrivá had deep love for) as the
benchmark for every type of profound Christian experience; this attitude led to
an attempt to apply to apostolic activities initiated by Opus Dei criteria or
moulds which had nothing to do with them, or to confuse the simple family life
of those members of Opus Dei who shared the same domicile (a small number
compared with the total number of members, who usually live with their families
or in places where their occupation takes them) as something quite different:
the community life typical of the religious state.


Monsignor Escrivá was always
very concerned to show the marked difference between these two lifestyles both
in practical, concrete things and in terms of their deep theological
significance: "The family life [of members of Opus Dei who live in
the same place]," he says in one of his Letters, "has nothing to do
with the community life of religious." "Canonical common life",
he goes on, "is a sign, a testimony, to the separation from the world
which religious profess"; the family life of some members of Opus Dei
"has no greater social significance than the style of life proper to
ordinary Christian families." Canonical common life connotes the very
substance of the religious state as envisaged from its very beginning: the establishment
of a mode of life which, by differentiating itself from the ordinary, bears
witness to the transcendent. Family life in Opus Dei is simply a matter of a
few people sharing a domicile and a Christian experience.


Using this theological core as
our starting point we can see the full meaning of the phrases we have just been
quoting, to the effect that the Centres of Opus Dei reflect "the tone and
ambience of an ordinary Christian family home," "the style of life
proper to ordinary Christian families." There is a very close connexion
between these statements and what we said earlier when speaking of the members
of Opus Dei being ordinary Christians; both refer to the same thing: the value
of the secular as the setting for a Christian life designed to lead the world
towards God (this is in the last analysis the only ultimate meaning of
Christianity and therefore of every vocation) but designed to do so within the
world itself.


From the point of view of
vocation, living in one place or another (with other members, with one's own
family, in accommodation beside one's place of work, etc.) is something
incidental: what matters is that awareness of vocation and that spirit which
makes one conscious of engaging in a mission which each person carries out via his
or her own life. I might also add, for completeness' sake, that in keeping with
the basic normality we spoke of earlier (theology here bears out sociology, or
to put it another way, the spirit explains the actual facts), in those cases
where, for longer or shorter periods, some members of Opus Dei live together,
the accommodation used naturally has a secular style, in keeping with the
customs of the region or country in question. Their lifestyle will also be
simple and ordinary: there will probably be a timetable, to make things go
smoothly and to ensure rest, and also a period for family prayer, but in an
ambience of spontaneity and freedom, without constraints on life; on the
contrary, keeping the tone of a home "where some days one person is missing,
some days someone else, as can happen." The sociological and theological
dimensions of secularity, as in other ways, are always there, always profoundly
influence the spirit and practice of Opus Dei.



[bookmark: _Toc339296193][bookmark: bookmark8]CONCLUSION


On the occasion of the beatification of Monsignor
Escrivá de Balaguer, Pope John Paul II said, in the course of his remarks:


With
supernatural intuition, Blessed Josemaría untiringly preached the universal
call to holiness and apostolate. Christ calls everyone to become holy in the
realities of everyday life: hence work
too is a means of personal holiness and apostolate, when it is done in
union with Jesus Christ, for the Son of God, in the Incarnation, has in some
way united himself with the whole reality of man and with all creation.


Blessed
Josemaría, thanks to God's light, understood this universal call, not only as a
doctrine to be taught and spread particularly among the lay faithful, but also,
and above all, as the very centre of an active commitment in his pastoral
ministry.


These words of the Pope can provide the setting
for the short epilogue to this book. As we said in the Introduction, our aim in
writing was to study some aspects, mainly ecclesiological ones, of Opus Dei and
its apostolate. We hope we have helped to show, in a year which has seen both
the tenth anniversary of the establishment of Opus Dei as a personal prelature
and the beatification of its founder, some of the theological implications of
its spirit.


As these two pontifical texts
stress, the birth of Opus Dei and the development of its apostolate stem from
the theoretical and practical inspiration which was Monsignor Escrivá's guiding
light from 2 October 1928 onwards. In other words, they are the result of his
profound grasp of the universal call to holiness and the outcome of the
interior impulse which led him to devote his life to spreading that call,
causing it to be accepted and acted on by so many men and women.


This union between theory and
practice, between message, pastoral phenomenon and institution, has been one of
the axes, if not the main axis, of our study. This unity is, in our view, the
key to understanding what Opus Dei is, both in terms of its internal structure
and as regards its mission.


Its mission in the first
place, because Opus Dei (for its founder, and as it has developed over the
course of time) has no other reason for being than to foster a genuine search
for holiness in all walks of life in the midst of the world. Therefore, its aim
fuses with the aim of the Church, of which it forms part, from which it
receives its life, and to which it is ordained, conscious as it is, as we
quoted Monsignor Escrivá at the start of the first chapter, of being a
"little bit" of the greater Christian community.


This unity also explains its
internal structure, because, by virtue of its foundational charism, Opus Dei is
an institution made up of priests and lay people who aspire to foster the
search for holiness and the carrying out of apostolate in the midst of the
world, precisely through their own lives. Members strive to bear witness to the
fact that that ideal is not a theory or a will-o'-the-wisp, but something which
the grace of God makes possible. Hence that wide variety of situations, all in
the context of an unambiguous unity of vocation, and that enhanced appreciation
of the Christian value of ordinary life and therefore of secularity, which we
have analyzed in the second and third chapters.


In
his homily at the thanksgiving Mass in St Peter's on the morning of 18 May
1992, the prelate of Opus Dei, Bishop Alvaro del Portillo, recalled that
according to the Gospel there can be no Christianity except by following Jesus
in a fully committed way. And he went on: "Blessed Josemaría responded
without hesitation to this demand, and he taught that it is possible to live it
fully while staying in the world. Yes, it is possible 'to belong' in the world
without being worldly! It is possible for each person to stay in his place, and
at the same time to follow Christ and abide in him. It is possible to live 'in
heaven and on earth', to be 'contemplatives in the midst of the world',
transforming the circumstances of ordinary life into an occasion for an
encounter with God." This is the theological core with which we began this
study, and with which we now conclude it.
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