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The Founder in Rome
 

1. Don Alvaro’s second trip to Rome

In the spring of 1945 peace returned to Europe as a result of the Allied victory, but many countries continued to suffer internal instability and violent ideological conflicts. The Marshall Plan soon went into operation, bringing reconstruction and economic development to a large part of the war-devastated continent; yet Spain, severely damaged by its own civil war and unable to rebuild during the Second World War, found itself ostracized from the international community by the great powers. Left with only its own scarce economic resources (it had neither oil supplies nor raw materials nor sufficient agricultural output to stave off starvation), the country was hard pressed to survive.

The problem was that Franco’s Spain was viewed as a totalitarian dictatorship, with a recent history of friendly relations with the Axis countries. In consequence, the United Nations recommended that ambassadors be recalled from Spain, and a number of countries complied after December 1946.1 Earlier, on February 2, the French border had been closed to Spaniards.2

The war years had other results. The College of Cardinals, which was supposed to have seventy members, had been reduced to a little over half that number. Only four of the men whom Pope Pius XII named to fill the thirty-two vacancies at the end of 1945 were Italian. For the first time in centuries, non-Italians were a majority.

The conferring of the cardinals’ hats was set for February 21, 1946,3 and a Spanish pilgrimage to Rome, with the bishop of Madrid presiding, was organized. The pilgrims traveled from Barcelona to Rome’s port of Civitavecchia on the J. J. Sister. They returned on February 24.

Don Alvaro and José Orlandis went to the port of Barcelona to meet the bishop, Leopoldo Eijo y Garay, and he filled them in on the latest news and the impressions he had picked up in Rome.4 Late that night, the eve of his own departure for Rome, Don Alvaro wrote the Father a note that concluded: “Give us your blessing! You already know how much I think of you and how your son Alvaro has to pray for you. On the 26th, God willing, we will telegraph you from Genoa.” 5

A week earlier, Salvador Canals had found an apartment with balconies and windows overlooking the Piazza Navona; it could not have been more centrally located. It had a hallway, a small living room, a good-sized dining room, and some bedrooms, although one was crammed with the former tenant’s furniture.

Once he arrived, Don Alvaro had scarcely had a moment to rest before writing to Madrid a letter of several pages in a very small script—that began with the story of his arrival in Rome.

Rome, March 2, 1946

Dear Father,


Here comes the first letter of this second stage in Rome. We are writing from our apartment at 49 Corso del Rinascimento, which Salvador providentially obtained.…


The boat trip was wonderful. We left at noon on the 25th with all our luggage, and reached Genoa on the 26th, at three in the afternoon. The consul and Salvador were waiting for us. Despite the consul’s protests, we left for Rome in a Fiat driven by its owner, a count who is a friend of Salvador’s. This was at about six in the evening. To save time, we went through the Bracco without waiting for a police escort. The count had provided himself with a rivoltella (a revolver). We could not have done much, but nothing happened.


We had supper in La Spezia, and despite being told again that it was very dangerous, we continued on, hoping to make the trip by night and arrive in time to see the Spanish cardinals, who were to leave Rome early on the first. But we started getting flat tires; the two jacks that we had broke; and, finally, five miles from Pisa, we had another flat. Since it was night, no one would stop to lend us a jack or do anything else, so we securely shut ourselves up in the car to sleep. Maybe someone would help us when day came. We did not know we were so close to Pisa. And not until the next day did we learn that while we were sleeping, some bandits robbed a truck just half a mile from us, and took off with it, leaving its drivers tied to trees.


At daybreak we finally got help, and I celebrated Mass in Pisa—my first Mass in Italy—and we went on after the tires were fixed. But to no avail: breakdowns and more breakdowns. Instead of reaching Rome on the morning of the 27th, we arrived on the 28th, too late to have supper.6


Several pages follow relating, with a wealth of detail, how he obtained letters of commendation from the cardinals, most of whom, as Bishop Leopoldo had told them in Barcelona, had their bags packed and were getting ready to leave.

First, they got letters with no difficulty, from the three Spaniards— the primate of Toledo and the cardinals of Tarragona and Granada. Then they turned to the rest of the cardinals still in Rome. Of these, Cardinal Manuel Gonçalves Cerejeira, of Lisbon, was the first to provide a letter, doing so without even being asked. “I too must give you one!” he said. Then his secretary, a Father Corneira, took the initiative in obtaining a letter from Cardinal Teodosio Clemente de Gouveia, of Lorenzo Marques.

Don Alvaro’s meeting with Cardinal Ernesto Ruffini of Palermo was notably warm. When he said that the Cardinal probably would not remember him, since when they last met he’d had a moustache and been dressed as a layman, the cardinal expressed great happiness and publicly praised the Work and, having met José María Albareda and José María González Barredo, some of its members. “You know already,” he insisted, “that wherever I am, the Work is. You must come to Palermo.” 7

Don Alvaro decided to ask letters of commendation from all the cardinals in whose dioceses any member of the Work had carried out any apostolate, even the humble first efforts of someone doing research or studying on scholarship in a foreign country. He wrote the founder: “It is possible that we will get commendatory letters from the cardinals of Berlin, Cologne, Westminster, Palermo, and perhaps Milan and New York. With those of Toledo, Tarragona, Granada, Seville (his letter hasn’t arrived yet!), and Lisbon, that makes 11 out of the 69 in the world. Not bad, although a few have turned us down.” 8

Don Alvaro had set up interviews for March 3 with some of the cardinals still in Rome. (Cardinals Francis Spellman of New York and Bernard Griffin of Westminster, who would no doubt have provided letters, had to leave too soon to be asked.)

In this international environment, Italian was the most helpful language, and this was a tongue in which Don Alvaro was not particularly fluent. He soon concluded that it was obligatory in Rome. “One can see,” he wrote the Father, “that one has no choice but to speak Italian if one wants to be understood by all these people. I have tried to speak it from the first day.” 9 But when he and Salvador showed up for their March 3 appointment with the vicar general of Cologne, he had to fall back on French. Despite his best efforts, after half an hour the vicar still did not understand why his cardinal should provide a letter. Apparently to show good will however, he invited them in for a minute to kiss His Eminence’s ring. To the vicar’s surprise, the minute became an hour and a half.

The conversation took place in the office of the cardinal, Joseph Frings. It began with a discussion of the language they would use. Cardinal Frings knew German, Italian, and Latin. Given the choices, Don Alvaro offered to speak in either Latin or his “three-day-old Italian.” Cardinal Frings wisely opted for Latin.

When Don Alvaro saw, from the cardinal’s questions, that he understood the Work perfectly, he turned to the purpose of their visit. “Habemus aliquas Litteras Commendaticias … fere omnium Episcoporum Hispaniae et etiam alicuius Cardinalis Lusitaniae, Italiae …” At this point Salvador, as if to corroborate what Don Alvaro was saying, pulled out of his briefcase a stack of papers. Cardinal Frings looked surprised and exclaimed, “Sed insatiabiles estis!” 10

“I answered him,” writes Don Alvaro, “that it was usual to bring four or five commendatory letters for the decretum laudis, and therefore his would not materially affect that matter. But since the Work was in fact present and active in Germany, and since if Cardinal [Michael von] Faulhaber were in Rome he undoubtedly would give us a letter, and since, above all, ‘esset nobis gaudium magnum Litteram aliquam alicuius Episcopi Germaniae possidere’ …” 11, Happy to oblige, the cardinal wrote his letter.

While there were obvious limits to the number of foreign prelates who could be asked for letters of commendation, things were different in regard to Spain. The founder had for years been going from one diocese to another and speaking with bishops. Now he set about obtaining letters from them. In some cases this had to be done in stages: first, an in-depth conversation with the bishop about the canonical situation of the Work; then a request that he write a letter; finally, making sure it got sent. This was sometimes not easy. Illness, travel, work, or well-meaning forgetfulness might result in delays— until Father Josemaría refreshed the bishop’s memory, either directly or through the good offices of friends or acquaintances, like the bishop of Tuy, the abbot of Montserrat, or Father Eliodoro Gil.12 This is why a project begun in December of 1945 dragged on until the following June.

Don Alvaro had brought with him to Rome a dozen or so letters. March brought a number of others.13 On March 25, Father Josemaría wrote to Bishop José López Ortiz: “It’s a shame we can’t get together to talk, so that you would understand the need for many ‘commendatories.’ Thanks be to God, we have received them from Portuguese and Italian prelates and from all the Spaniards we have approached.” 14

There were already more than thirty commendatory letters from the Spanish bishops when the members of Opus Dei in Rome made seven copies of each in order to make up booklets for the seven consultors of the Curia. One of them commented, “You’re really pushing!” But Don Alvaro said in a letter to the Father, “It’s too bad we don’t have all the commendatories!” 15

Like Cardinal Frings, the Father may well have thought his sons in Rome insatiable. If so, he kept it to himself, while continuing to seek letters from bishops who had not yet responded. On April 14, he wrote Bishop López Ortiz: “Pardon my persistence. Those in Rome are urging me to obtain more commendatories.… I would like to know if those good gentlemen in León, Orense, and Guadix are breathing. Frankly, it won’t bother me too much if they refuse, although I don’t want that to happen. Let me know right away what the situation is.” 16

A month later Don Alvaro wrote to him, “The commendatory letters have made up a marvelous book of a hundred pages.” 17 And letters kept coming. The last ones—those from the bishops of León, Ibiza, Plasencia, and Vic—arrived in the middle of June.18

2. “New forms” of Christian life

Clearly the founder could not fully agree with the contents of the decree establishing the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross, since it did not altogether accurately express the Opus Dei’s real nature—its universal character—and so was not an adequate instrument for its development. Having obtained the incardination of priests of Opus Dei in the new Priestly Society of the Holy Cross, Father Josemaría felt obliged to explain why this canonical garb did not really fit. “For these reasons, among others,” he wrote his children, “we cannot in conscience accept as definitive and unchangeable what has been achieved thus far. We have to move ahead and improve on this until we have a framework that authentically safeguards what God wants of us.” 19

There was another weighty reason, too, recorded in the solemn public documents of the Holy See: The “opposition by the good” had not ceased.20 On the contrary, it was threatening to spread. Father Josemaría wrote of this with much pain and delicacy to his good friend Father Roberto Cayuela, S.J. 21

Rumors and gossip about the Work had reached Rome. The letters of commendation were the answer. They reflected the universal nature of this enterprise which extended to people in all walks of life and in various countries. At the same time, the prelates made it clear that Opus Dei members were fully obedient to the Church’s hierarchy, and with their specifically apostolic professional work, were performing a direct service to the local churches. All of this reinforced the petition to the Holy See to grant Opus Dei pontifical status in view of its government, nature, and purposes.

In his second week in Rome, considering the business of the commendatory letters completed, Don Alvaro visited the Sacred Congregation for Religious, there being no place else where this canonical matter could be handled. Considering that impressive collection of commendatory letters, he did not anticipate a problem. Yet the petition ended up being a bone of contention—not because of substance, but for procedural reasons. Some consultors thought Opus Dei’s juridical structure fitted into the format of the Code of Canon Law as it stood. Others, seeing Opus Dei as a new form of apostolate, argued for placing it within a framework proper to such new forms. The basic problem, for better or for worse, was the lack of a specific legal framework.22

Also in March, Don Alvaro, leaving the canonical matter in the hands of the consultors of the Sacred Congregation for Religious, turned to another problem: housing. Sooner or later, they would have to leave that apartment because they did not have a lease. Still, this was an ideal time to acquire a villa or large apartment in Rome. Prices had fallen through the floor—and Opus Dei was short on money.

“We are now looking at houses,” Don Alvaro writes to the Father on March 27. “We are going on very long walks, and thus making good use of the time while the pending petitions get resolved.” About the matter before the Curia, he says: “I think we’ll need to stay here at least until Easter. Actually, the thing is going very well, but it is necessary that it be put through quickly and with no modifications, and there’s the rub. There are things they have taken ‘great interest’ in (!) which have been sleeping the sleep of the just for the last two years.” 23 One consultor commented to him, he reports, that if the founder “had kept abreast of the canonical mechanics of the so-called new forms, he would have worded some points of the Constitutions differently.” 24 Still: “In any case, we have to be thankful to God— they told me their usual way is to revise all, or almost all the articles, then approve it like that, revised.”

Three days before Don Alvaro wrote his letter, Father Josemaría began a long letter to his sons in Rome that was not finished until April 30. It oscillates between hope and growing impatience. Until then, he had taken it for granted that Don Alvaro’s efforts would meet with quick success and he would be back in Madrid in a few weeks. Optimistically but reasonably, he supposed that the commendatory letters that hadn’t yet arrived “could nonetheless be assembled later, with all the others, in book form, even though they will not be needed for the decree.” 25

That was on the night of March 24. Next day it was a different story. A telegram arrived from Don Alvaro that gave the Father no grounds for optimism. Basically, he had been told by the Curia that “it was necessary to wait.” 26

That was troubling. On March 26 the Father wrote, “If things are delayed, I’m thinking it might be a good idea for the little priest to come here to exchange impressions with me for a week, and then return right away to Rome.” 27

Apparently the Father had begun to suspect that things were getting complicated.28 But this was not the time for the “little priest,” Don Alvaro, to be away from Rome, since he had requested, through Monsignor Montini, an audience with Pope Pius XII. The appointment was set for Wednesday, April 3, at noon.

Don Alvaro went to the audience prepared to ask—in Italian— whether His Holiness would mind if he spoke in Spanish. “But when I saw him,” he says, “I forgot what I was going to say, and I asked him in Spanish. And the Holy Father answered in a South American accent, ‘Sure, why not?’ ” 29

Don Alvaro told Pope Pius that he had had the happiness of being received by him in 1943. Now he had been sent to Rome by the founder of Opus Dei to submit a request for its decretum laudis along with forty letters of commendation.

As he spoke of how Opus Dei was extending its presence and apostolate, the Pope was particularly impressed at hearing that its members were doing apostolic work among intellectuals. Many were professors at state universities, living as ordinary persons in the world and seeking holiness there. “What a joy!” Pope Pius exclaimed. Suddenly his aquiline face, lined by the worries of the last several years lit up. Fixing his gaze on Don Alvaro, he said: “Now I remember you perfectly, as if I were seeing you right now as you were then—in uniform, with medals and everything. Yes, yes; I remember very well.” 30

Don Alvaro went on to explain the difficulties that had come up in the Sacred Congregation for Religious.31 Then, displaying what he himself regarded as “unheard-of boldness,” he says, “I added to the Holy Father that Father [Arcadio María] Larraona had advised us to pray hard to the Lord that the decree come out as soon as possible, and even that the Holy Father would receive him without his having to request an audience.” 32

Then, on behalf of the founder, he gave the Holy Father copies of Holy Rosary, The Abbess of Las Huelgas, and The Way, all specially bound in antique parchment, with elegant clasps, gold leaf edging, and the papal coat of arms. Pope Pius opened The Way and read some points. “They seem very good for doing meditation,” he commented.33 Before saying good-bye, Don Alvaro took advantage of the opportunity to speak of The Way and to say how he and all members of the Work had learned from the founder to be good children of the Pope.

*      *      *
 

What were these “new forms” the Curia consultors spoke of?

The nineteenth century had seen the emergence of associations of Christian life and apostolate that, lacking common life or the religious habit or at least one of the three public vows, did not conform to the strict canonical concept of the “states of perfection.” These institutions, with diverse purposes and with a presence in many countries, were recognized by diocesan authorities as pious unions, sodalities, or third orders. Because of their novelty they were called “new forms of Christian life,” “new forms of perfection,” “new forms of apostolate,” “new forms of religious life,” or simply “new forms.” 34

Those that provided common life for their members were treated in Title 17 of Book Two of the 1917 Code of Canon Law, as societies of common life without vows. The rest had no obvious canonical niche, raising questions as to where they fit within the structure of the Roman Curia, in the absence of norms that would cover the particular situation of each one. There was an urgent need to fill this gap in the Church’s law. In 1934, Monsignor Vincenzo La Puma, at that time secretary of the Sacred Congregation for Religious, decided to recognize these “new forms.” In 1945 a commission was formed to prepare procedural norms for approving them.35

As we have seen, in 1943 the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross obtained the Holy See’s nihil obstat as an institution of common life without vows, with “common life” used loosely, and with the specification that members were not Religious. In this way the Priestly Society obtained diocesan recognition together with a broad freedom to organize itself in accord with its own rules and the canons of Title 17 of Book Two of the Code of Canon Law.

Now, three years later, the founder sought for the Priestly Society a decretum laudis (decree of praise) within that same juridical framework. In effect that would signal its passing from diocesan to pontifical jurisdiction—the acquisition, that is, of a universal and unitary character. At the same time, the founder was trying to obtain approval for statutes that would safeguard the true nature of Opus Dei, making it clear that it was not an association of laypeople tacked onto the Priestly Society, but is, rather, the root and lifeblood from which the Priestly Society arises. The point, from another perspective, was that the men who became part of the Priestly Society had come from Opus Dei and continued to belong to it.

When the consultors of the Sacred Congregation for Religious examined the 1917 Code of Canon Law, they saw that Opus Dei, as a pastoral phenomenon, raised problems almost beyond solution within the juridical framework of Title 17 of Book Two, no matter how its canons were interpreted. On the other hand, reforming the Code to provide norms suited to a new institution was at this time an impossible dream. No wonder, then, that a high official of the Curia said to Don Alvaro that “l’Opus Dei era giunto a Roma con un secolo di anticipo” [Opus Dei had come to Rome a century too soon], and all that could be done was “to wait, since there was no adequate canonical framework for what the Work represented.” 36

What else was there to do in such a situation except take the only path open to them—a path that might afford more freedom to fit into an ad hoc set of norms? This was the framework, for some years under development, for the “new forms.” Unfortunately, the legislative system and the norms of procedure for their approval were, as Don Alvaro put it, “sleeping the sleep of the just.”

*      *      *
 

Don Alvaro’s “unheard-of boldness” produced immediate results. The following Monday, Pope Pius met with Cardinal Luigi Lavitrano, prefect of the Sacred Congregation for Religious, and instructed him to move ahead immediately on the matter of the “new forms.” On Tuesday, when Salvador Canals went to give Father Larraona some copies of the commendatory letters, Father Larraona said, “You people are to be congratulated. You will be the first work to be approved.” 37

Then difficulties and obstacles began to arise. As Father Larraona put it after studying the Constitutions, “The Work is a typical new form; it has things which would be perfectly acceptable to the commission, but also other things which, as they stand, hurt your chances for approval. The cardinals in the plenary session might raise objections to it.” Among these “other things” was the fact that “in the constitutions of a society of priests there are included rules for an organization of women.” 38

The obstacles and delays kept Father Josemaría on tenterhooks. Something was going on, deep in his soul. This is clear from an odd circumstance that was not at all like him. On March 29, having received very scanty and uncertain news from Rome, he wrote to his sons there, “I am in God’s hands.” Then came this enigmatic statement: “Something about this situation reminds me of that other one; I don’t know what; yes, I do know what.” 39

There he froze, in midair, and only resumed writing—a full month later!—after having received a letter from Don Alvaro.40

What had become of the Father’s dynamism? One must suppose he was on pins and needles, eaten up inside, as he ceaselessly traveled about Spain seeking letters of commendation. Still he did not lose his equanimity. His response to the problems with the Curia is a lesson in abandonment to Divine Providence and a proof of his absolute confidence in Don Alvaro.

I’m continuing on April 29. I had to make a trip, and, between one thing and another, I wasn’t able to answer Alvaro’s letter. I don’t see any problem in the modifications you indicate, although it seems best to leave things as they are. The feminine branch must not be broken off from the trunk. All the institutes for men have women’s confraternities, sodalities, pious unions, etc., which depend completely upon them. But if it cannot remain as it is, then at least we’ll have to see to it that it remains united and independent by way of privilege, in which case we could perhaps draw up separately the constitutions proper to the women’s branch of Opus Dei (I’m sending you papers for this purpose), and thus obtain its approval.…


In any case, from over here it’s hard to understand the position of those venerable canonists. It would be a terrible thing to break apart this Work of God.


Make sure it’s very clear that these daughters of mine are not nuns. There is no reason to consider them an equivalent.41


Also worth noting is the four-week gap, an abyss of silence, between Don Alvaro’s letter of April 19 and his next, dated May 17. Both letters only increased the Father’s anxiety, since Don Alvaro reported that he was going almost daily to the Congregation for Religious to see Father Larraona, who was working on preparing the decree under the new procedure. The pace of the Roman Curia was even slower than usual, Don Alvaro thought. The processing of the material for the commission of consultors to examine dragged on with no end in sight.42 His patience growing thin as the weeks and months passed, the founder began to think of going to Rome.43

Saturday, May 18: The plane didn’t arrive either yesterday or today. I’ve sent you telegrams both days. We’re hoping the archbishop will be able to leave tomorrow or, at the latest, Monday. Nothing new. When will we—finally!—get the news of the decretum laudis? 44


Work was proceeding on the documents Don Alvaro had given the Holy See. It just had to be done in line with the procedural requirements: first, a detailed examination of the statutes; then, the commission of consultors having convened a joint study. If the commission’s view was favorable, the petition came before the full congregation. Finally, its approval went to the Pope for his supreme judgment.

They remained at the threshold of the first stage until, at the end of May, the meeting of the commission of consultors was set for Saturday, June 8. (“It was going to be on Saturday the 1st,” Don Alvaro says, “but on the 2nd there is to be a referendum and one of the consultors has to leave Rome in order to vote. Always difficulties; but that is only to be expected.” 45

The news of the commission meeting lifted the Father’s spirits. “I think a formal document might be issued,” he writes to those in Rome, “precisely because this is the first instance of one of the new forms.” 46

On June 8, at 9: 30 a.m., the commission began work. Its president would later say it was the longest session he had ever presided over. All of the consultors were enthusiastic about Opus Dei’s internal statutes, which they referred to as “the Constitutions of Opus Dei,” and they decided to recommend to the full congregation that the decretum laudis be granted.47

Don Alvaro resisted being carried away by the enthusiasm of the consultors, who congratulated themselves and him on “the commission’s success.” At the rate things were going, he would have to stay in Rome longer than he liked. “As you can see,” he tells the Father, “here everything takes forever. Father Larraona says that the speed of our thing is amazing, most unusual; yet, days and days go by—and nothing. If we didn’t see God’s hand in everything, it would really be exasperating.” 48

Summer had almost arrived, and there appeared to be no way of adjusting the schedule of meetings so that the full congregation could act on the documents that the commission had already given its blessing to. And when would the hoped-for decree on the “new forms” appear, so that Opus Dei could be approved in accord with the new norms? Don Alvaro felt exhausted by all this visiting, petitioning and persuading, intended to hurry the slow pace. Three months of constant struggle in Rome already!

On Monday, June 10, “after giving it a lot of thought,” he wrote the Father: “I am almost completely worn out.… The only thing that could save the day would be a trip by Mariano, for a two-week stay.… And he would have to come this week or next.” 49

The founder immediately responded to this honest plea for help.

I don’t at all feel like making this trip that you tell me would be helpful; I’ve never been in worse shape, in body or morale. Nevertheless, determined not to stand in the way of God’s will, this very morning I got my papers together, just in case. If I go, I will go as a bundle of rags. Fiat.…


Despite everything, don’t hesitate to send an urgent telegram if you need to. Mariano will be leaving on the next plane. Pray for him.50


On Wednesday, June 12, without knowing of the founder’s response, Don Alvaro wrote underlining what he had already said, “It’s obvious that I’m worn out, for this business.” 51 He then turned to a long meeting he had had the previous day with Monsignor Montini, describing in great detail the latter’s enthusiasm for the Work and his interest in the process of obtaining the decretum laudis. “It should be coming out very soon,” he wrote, “because everyone in the hierarchy looks upon us with real affection.” Don Alvaro had given Monsignor Montini, to give to the Holy Father, the bound volume of the commendatory letters, a copy of the founder’s curriculum vitae, and a photograph of the Pope that they hoped to get back with a handwritten blessing.52

Finding Monsignor Montini so friendly, Don Alvaro meant to invite him to dinner, but he forgot. So, “when he sends me back the commendatory letters, I will write to him acknowledging receipt and inviting him to dinner. It would be ideal for him to come for dinner while you are here.”

3. A night of prayer

On Sunday, June 16, the letters from Rome finally arrived. As soon as he had read them, Father Josemaría called together the members of the General Council of the Work.53 They gathered in the center on Villanueva Street, in the room of Pedro Casciaro, who was in bed with a migraine headache. There, Francisco Botella tells us, “he read us Alvaro’s letter.” 54 Before deciding anything, he wanted to know the opinions of the members of the Council.55

All felt sure Don Alvaro would not have asked so emphatically that the Father go to Rome, unless it were absolutely necessary. Clearly his own efforts with the Curia had reached a dead end. It was not so much that he was, as he said in his letter, “exhausted,” as that the situation called for decisions on fundamental matters beyond his competence. Up to now, he had followed the Father’s directions in response to his written questions. But this procedure was no longer workable, because of the delicacy of the matters involved and the difficulties in communication.

But the Council members had another concern: Was the founder well enough to bear the fatiguing trip and the hard work awaiting him in the heat of the summer? The diabetes diagnosed in the autumn of 1944, when he developed a large boil on his neck, had gone from bad to worse, and in the medical opinion of Juan Jiménez Vargas, who was closely following the course of the illness, he was “alive by sheer miracle.” 56

Father Josemaría was not unaware that, with regard to his illness, he was more in the care of Divine Providence than in that of the doctors. He had had premonitions years earlier that he would at some point suffer a grave illness. During his retreat in the Monastery of Saint Dominic of Silos, in September 1938, he had written, “When will the illness come that will purify me?” 57

On May 19, Dr. Ramiro Ciancas had run some tests, and found glycosuria. That same day, Father Josemaría was examined by a prestigious internist, Dr. Rof Carballo, who confirmed the diagnosis of diabetes and requested a glucose tolerance test.58

Nevertheless it was the unanimous opinion of the Council members that the trip to Rome was unavoidable. The Father thanked them, and then told them that he had seen clearly in the presence of God that he would have to go no matter what they decided.59

At the nuncio’s office on Monday they obtained the necessary diplomatic documents.60 Then, they again saw Dr. Carballo, who advised against the trip. Privately he told Ricardo Fernández Vallespín that if the patient went anyway, he would not be responsible for his life.61

Since there was no air service to Italy and the French border was closed, the only way to get to Rome was by ship, from Barcelona to Genoa. Early in the afternoon of Wednesday, June 19, the Father and José Orlandis left Madrid in a small Lancia, driven by Miguel Chorniqué.

They spent that night in a hotel in Saragossa, and the next day, the feast of Corpus Christi, Father Josemaría celebrated Mass in a side chapel of the Church of Santa Engracia for members of the Work living in Saragossa. Afterwards, as was his custom, he prayed before Our Lady of the Pillar, and thought about those years in which he had continually prayed the aspiration “Domina, ut sit!” (“Lady, let it be!”).

On the way to Barcelona they stopped at the monastery of Montserrat to ask the protection of Our Lady of Montserrat and to greet the Father’s good friend Abbot Escarré. That night they slept in the apartment on Muntaner Street, the center nicknamed La Clínica.62

In the morning, before saying Mass, the Father gave his sons a meditation in the oratory. “What will become of us?” he asked, paraphrasing Saint Peter. “Look, we have given up everything and followed you. What, then, will there be for us?” (Mt 19: 27).

“Lord,” he said, “is it possible that you have allowed me to deceive, in good faith, so many souls?! When I have done everything for your glory and knowing that it is your will? Can the Holy See really be saying we have come a century too soon? Ecce nos reliquimus omnia et secuti sumus te! [Look, we have given up everything and followed you!] I have never wanted anything other than to serve you. Will it, then, turn out that I am a swindler?” 63 Relentlessly, with loving arguments, he told our Lord that they had left everything to follow him. “What are you going to do with us now? You can’t abandon those who have placed their trust in you!” 64

He also asked the intercession of Our Lady of Ransom.65 Later that morning they visited the Church of Our Lady of Ransom, close to the harbor, and put the trip in her hands.

*      *      *
 

The Father and José Orlandis were at the pier by eleven, ready to board the ship, but a persistent rain slowed the loading of a cargo of bananas and other fruits destined for Switzerland and they had to return to La Clínica. Shortly before six in the evening, loading completed and passengers, mail, and documentation aboard, the J. J. Sister put out to sea. Built in 1896, the steamship weighed a little over a thousand tons. Swells and cool winds with light squalls greeted it as it reached open water.

Getting a cabin had not been easy. The only one available was a small inner cabin with two bunks, one above the other. It was lit by a small bulb, with the only fresh air came from a small ventilator, since there was no porthole. At suppertime the ship began to roll in a heavy sea. The Father began to feel sick and went to lie down in the lower bunk of the little cabin.66 The ship’s log reports nothing out of the ordinary on the first day of the voyage.67 June 22 was another story 68
The storm they encountered caused enough damage to the cargo that the ship’s captain had to file a report to protect the shipping company in regard to insurance claims.69

José Orlandis, writing from Rome to Spain at the Father’s direction, gave this account:

… After supper we began to feel an alarming rolling of the ship suggesting that we get to bed as soon as possible. It was good we did, for a tremendous ruckus broke out. The Father says the devil stuck his tail into the Gulf of León and stirred up this storm. It was the worst I can remember, despite the fact that I’m an islander and an old friend of the Mediterranean. And to think that that was the Father’s salt water baptism!


We went through 10 or 12 hours of real hell. The sea was pounding us from the side, and the ship went from this position to this [here there are a couple of drawings]. One couldn’t hear anything but the noise of dishes being smashed, furniture careening about, women screaming, … and the pumps, continually pumping out the water, that poured in from all sides. In first class, the utility room was flooded; in second class, the water in the cabins was up to the knees. The deck was literally being scrubbed by the waves, and having gone up to the bridge to see what was happening at day break, I followed the ostrich’s familiar example and rushed directly back to the cabin to escape the sight.


The Father had some very bad hours and could only say, “Pepe, I think we’re going to return to Madrid as codfish. What do you bet that Pedro will never again in his life eat fish?”


Finally, around 10 or 11 Saturday morning, the wind dropped, although we still had very rough seas up to the very mouth of the port of Genoa.70


The Father had not gotten a wink of sleep. With the close air of the cabin, the nausea of seasickness, and the general disorder of the ship, he could not be given the injection of insulin prescribed by the doctor. But by early afternoon the sun came out, and from the port side one could see the French coast. The Father then took his only nourishment of the whole trip: coffee with cream, and a few sea biscuits.

Later, having spent twenty hours cooped up in the cabin, he went on deck to get some fresh air. A group of whales passed by, close to the ship. It was very unusual, the sailors commented, to see those spouts in the waters of the Mediterranean. Then a mine was sighted drifting off the bow—a dangerous reminder of the recent war.

Reaching Genoa six hours late, they disembarked at eleven-thirty at night, and were quickly cleared by the police and the customs officials. Don Alvaro and Salvador Canals were waiting impatiently. The Father’s first words to Don Alvaro were: “Here you have me, you thief! You finally got your way!” 71

They stayed at the Columbia Hotel, but the dining room was closed and they could get nothing to eat. The Father’s supper was a small piece of cheese Don Alvaro had brought.

On Sunday, June 23, 1946, the Father and Don Alvaro said Mass at seven-thirty in a nearby church. Then they set out for Rome in a rented car. When they arrived within sight of Rome and saw the dome of St. Peter’s outlined on the horizon, against the light of the setting sun, the Father was visibly moved and recited the Creed aloud.72 He was in Rome! Silently he told himself what he had told Don Alvaro: “You finally got your way.”

It was nine-thirty when they reached home, an apartment at 9 Piazza della Città Leonina, just a few yards away from the wall connecting the Vatican with Castel Sant’Angelo. Along its top runs a narrow passage constructed by Pope Alexander VI, as a route of escape to the castle in the event that the Vatican came under siege. After the signing of the Lateran Treaty, the Vatican bought the buildings nearby and built others as rental properties.

The apartment, which Don Alvaro had taken shortly before the Father arrived, was on the top floor of the building. Its open balcony, a sheltered terrace, looked out on the Bernini Colonnade and St. Peter’s Square.73 The lighted window of the Pope’s private library was plainly visible. This view, deeply moving to the Father, drove away any thought of sleep. While the rest went to bed, he remained on the terrace.74

He had spent the whole of that rainy day praying for the Pope as he drew nearer to the Eternal City. The desire to see Peter (videre Petrum) had been with him for years. In The Way he expressed it like this:

“Catholic, apostolic, Roman! I want you to be very Roman, ever anxious to make your “pilgrimage” to Rome videre Petrum—to see Peter.75


Now he could see the windows of the papal apartments, and he felt a deep affection—affection he had also expressed in The Way (no. 573): “Thank you, my God, for placing in my heart such love for the Pope.”

He had felt this bond deeply from the time, years back, when he had prayed five decades of the rosary daily for the Pope’s intentions. In a letter of 1932 he wrote, “In my imagination I placed myself next to the Holy Father as he was celebrating Mass. (I didn’t know, nor do I know now, what the Pope’s chapel looks like.) And when I finished my rosary, I made a spiritual communion with the desire of receiving from his hands Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament.” 76

From the first moments of the founding, he felt united to the Vicar of Christ. That was clear from his yearning to gather souls around Peter in order to bring them to Jesus through Mary.77 And a few years later he would invite his children to imagine “with what trust I prayed for the Pope, that first night in Rome, on the terrace, gazing at the windows of the papal quarters.” 78

No doubt he again turned over in his mind the many messages and blessings he had received from Pope Pius XII through third parties,79 still fresh in his memory was what Don Alvaro had told him about his conversation with the Holy Father on April 3.


I reminded him that the last time (the audience of June 4, 1943), I had gone beyond protocol and asked of him not only a blessing for the Father and the whole Work, but also that he remember our Father in his prayers. He smiled and said, “What do you want? Do you want me to continue praying?”


I said, “Of course,” and he answered me that he was not forgetting, and that he would pray every day, as he had been doing; and that, furthermore, he was doing this with great joy.80


*      *      *
 

Silence. The city slept. The Father remained absorbed in deep thought. Had they really come a century too soon? He had the same sensation—of painful uncertainty and joyful abandonment in the hands of God—that he had experienced in Barcelona: “Look, Lord, we have left everything to follow you; what, then, is going to happen to us? Are you going to turn your back on us?”

He returned with persistence to his prayer and recalled the troublefilled history of the Work, which also was a history of divine mercies.81 He thought of the early difficulties, and the shower of graces, his children’s fidelity, and the “opposition by the good,” and the successive juridical steps already taken—and now here, in Rome, this seemingly insuperable wall.

Eyes raised to the papal apartments, he returned over and over, to the heart of his prayer: “Ecce nos reliquimus omnia….” In the gentle moonlight, the constellations slowly traversed the sky. The Father did not go to bed. His night of prayer marked the beginning of the founding in Rome.

4. The search for a canonical solution

The Father got to work at once. On July 1 he met with Monsignor Montini, the undersecretary of the Secretariat of State. On May 15 Monsignor Montini had written to him, thanking him for the publications Don Alvaro had given him on his behalf and expressing his feelings toward the Work:

I have had the great pleasure of learning about the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross and about Opus Dei and, in admiration of the aim they set for their endeavors and the spirit in which they carry them out, have given thanks to the Lord for this favor he has bestowed on the Church in raising up souls engaged in such difficult and important work. What I can do is little, but know that I am always ready to help you in whatever way you may need me to.82


After this cordial meeting, Monsignor Montini invited many other officials of the Roman Curia to get to know Father Josemaría.83 As the Father would later recall, Monsignor Montini’s was “the first friendly hand that I found here in Rome.” 84 By then Don Alvaro had obtained a photograph of the Pope, autographed and with the message: “To our beloved son José María Escrivá de Balaguer, Founder of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross and of Opus Dei, with a special blessing. June 28, 1946. Pius P. P. XII.” 85

The heat was stifling, but the Father’s health held up. In the mornings he would go with Don Alvaro—who introduced him to officials of the dicasteries, mostly secretaries or consultors somehow connected with the matter that had brought him to Rome. They received him courteously, and this affability, along with the joy of finding himself near the Vicar of Christ, put him at ease.

Sometimes he took walks with his sons for the exercise or to browse in secondhand stores in search of furniture for a future house in Rome. Already he was dreaming of starting two centers in Rome, and as he had done before in similar circumstances, he started buying furnishings in advance. It was a way of laying down foundations.

Evidently that priest, who left Barcelona feeling weak and ill and worried about the future of the Work, had undergone a transformation in Rome. “At first,” relates Orlandis, “he did nothing but say, ‘Here’s the bundle of rags! Now you guys have gotten your way!’ But two days after arriving, he launched into fixing up the house, buying things, preparing the oratory.… By nightfall, completely exhausted, we said, ‘And he said he came here a bundle of rags! Let’s hope he doesn’t end up that way!’ ” 86

It was always like that. As soon as he scented apostolic possibilities, the Father became a volcano of energy. Now his old dream of establishing a house in Rome had revived.87 By the end of June— within a week of his arrival—he had mentally sketched out the plan, and hastened to communicate it to the directors of both branches of the Work in Spain. Already he was working to make the dream a reality.

He asked the Central Advisory, the governing body of the women’s branch of Opus Dei, to give thought to sending to Rome by the end of September three numeraries and five numerary assistants for the future centers.

At the time, to provide numerary assistants was no easy thing, considering how few there were. But still the Father wrote: “Work during the summer, as I’ve suggested, with the service personnel at La Moncloa and Abando. Prepare altar linens—all of them—for two houses in Rome.” 88

On that same day (June 30) he dashed off a letter to his sons on the General Council:

I am thinking of going to Madrid as soon as possible, and then returning to Rome. It’s necessary—Ricardo!—to find six hundred thousand pesetas, also with the utmost urgency. Considering our financial problems, that seems like sheer madness, but it is imperative that we get a house here.…


I have a handwritten blessing from the Holy Father for “the Founder of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross and of Opus Dei.” What a thrill! I’ve kissed it a thousand times. We are living in the shadow of St. Peter’s, right next to the colonnade.


In a postscript he added:

May you never neglect prayer, and may you be very happy.


Things always work out. An apostolic soul will never fail because of money—the cash will come.89


In Spain just then, Opus Dei was getting started in half a dozen cities and was swamped with debt.

That same day, the Father also wrote his sister and brother a letter expressing his optimism and supernatural outlook.

Rome, June 30, 1946

Dearest Carmen and Santiago:


We had a rough trip, but the sight of Alvaro and Babo waiting for us on the dock at Genoa made up for it all.


It’s quite hot here, but I’m very happy. It was necessary to come to take charge of things.


We are neighbors of the Holy Father; we’re staying right next to St. Peter’s. The Pope has sent me a signed photograph which has made me very happy inside and out. I don’t know yet when I will have an audience with the Holy Father. I can’t leave Rome without having been received by His Holiness. Pray for the success of this visit which I am so much looking forward to.


When we have the house here under way—and that will be very soon, if we ask the Lord for it—you’ll have to come spend a good amount of time in Rome as pilgrims.


A real big hug from your brother,


Josemaría90

The process of granting the decretum laudis to Opus Dei was still in its first stage, despite the consultors’ freely voiced congratulations after the session of June 8, in which they examined Opus Dei’s statutes.91

Don Alvaro saw a great danger. At the rate the Curia was going, who knew when Opus Dei would be granted the canonical status of a universal entity that it urgently needed? And without that it could not carry out several of its objectives, both internal (e.g., recognizing and safeguarding its members’ character and apostolate without introducing any change of state), and external (e.g., apostolic expansion to other countries, regularizing relations with local bishops, and counteracting misunderstandings and attacks—that “opposition by the good,” which still continued). Yet from the Curia’s perspective, these things did not seem so urgent. The consultors were considering postponing further work until the next term, in other words, leaving it for the autumn.

As we have seen, the canonical framework that Opus Dei needed had yet to be created.92 Father Arcadio Larraona, the undersecretary of the Sacred Congregation for Religious, had been put in charge of the project. The founder managed to persuade him to resume work in the hottest stretch of summer; indeed he worked along with him. Still, the decretum laudis lay in the future. “Everything is going well,” the founder wrote on July 8, to those in Madrid, “but it will be very difficult to get it before the fall. And we need it so much right now!” 93

Learning that his audience with the Pope had been set for July 16, he went to Fiuggi, accompanied by Don Alvaro, to work with Father Larraona. He wanted to lend a hand so that the juridical fabric being woven by the latter would not one day jeopardize Opus Dei’s true nature. Beyond question there was a foundational character work that he could not shirk. “At that critical moment, he later wrote, “the statutes had a special importance. A mistake, a concession in something essential, could have had irreparable effects. My soul was at stake. I could not compromise God’s will.” 94

Father Larraona had a thankless job on his hands. The institutions hoping to be approved as “new forms” (the future secular institutes) varied greatly, from those that did not want to be considered the equivalent of religious orders, despite meeting most criteria to be approved as such, to those that wanted to be religious orders without meeting the criteria.95 In recent years the Sacred Congregation for Religious had tended to consider these new institutions as more or less attempts to adapt religious life, or bring it closer, to the world—in other words, as new forms of religious life.

Thus the “new forms” came to be viewed as the latest stage in the historic evolution of religious orders. On that basis, and reflecting a desire to please everyone, the solution in Father Larraona’s proposed schema revolved around a variation on “state of perfection,”— whose requirements and manner of life define religious life or its equivalents.96

This was why the founder launched a “filial struggle” in his conversations regarding the correct understanding of Opus Dei to have “the members of the secular institutes not be considered sacred persons, as some wanted, but ordinary faithful, which is what they are.” Hence his “anxiousness to have it made clear that we were not, nor could we be, religious.” 97

He insisted that secularity is an essential note of the call to sanctification and apostolate in the world. The texts that would form the basis of the future apostolic constitution Provida Mater Ecclesia were drawn up in accordance with the criterion of secularity. It was a step forward—but an inadequate one, since it was not possible entirely to exclude the “state of perfection” concept. The result was a compromise. In order to obtain the decretum laudis, he had to give way on some points inconsistent with the nature of Opus Dei.

He wrote:

We have accepted with a spirit of sacrifice a compromise which could not be avoided, but which does not dim the joy of having finally gotten a juridical path for our way of life. We hope that, with God’s grace, the doubtful points in a little while will no longer be such; that will be the case if we can obtain from the Holy See the legal declarations needed so that these points will not be wrongly interpreted.


However, there was no way around it—we had to either accept the whole thing or else go on without a path to travel.98

After four days of intense work, the problems had been straightened out. On July 15, Father Josemaría returned to Rome, for the private audience with Pope Pius scheduled for the next day. He looked forward to opening his heart to the Holy Father and bringing him up to date on the work accomplished in the last few days in Fiuggi. The audience left him filled with great peace and happiness.99

Meanwhile, on July 6, Don Alvaro had written to the General Council members in Madrid about the Father’s effective intervention in Rome.100

On July 29 accompanied by Don Alvaro and Salvador Canals, the Father returned to Fiuggi to resume work with Father Larraona. This included completing the draft of the normative schema for Provida Mater Ecclesia.101 According to Don Alvaro, Father Larraona himself marveled at the completion in a few months of work which would otherwise have taken several years to do, if it got done at all.102 Among the founder’s many suggestions that substantially influenced the draft, one concerned the very name to be given to the “new forms.” 103

Busy as he was, the Father kept an eye on the whole Work. His letters carried difficult assignments, such as raising the money to buy a house in Rome. As soon as the matter of the decretum laudis was settled, he would go to Madrid to take charge in person. He wrote to the Council: “If it is necessary (it will be better if it is not), after the audience with the Holy Father and the obtaining of the document you know about, I myself will go to Madrid to press forward and accomplish our thing, that is, God’s thing.” 104

Meanwhile, in Rome they were seeing the results of petitions they had made, weeks earlier, to the Sacred Penitentiary. The Father had cherished the hope that lay people would be allowed the privilege of purifying the eucharistic linens, as a way of showing tenderness to Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament. Now he wrote one of the priests of the Work, “Great news! They can now purify the corporals, purificators, and palls!”—and his daughters should start making use of this privilege.105 And later: “Ask them to tell me something of how they feel about the privilege of doing the purifying. Because they haven’t said a word about it.” 106

Enumerating favors granted to the Work by the Holy See, he wrote:

The Sacred Penitentiary has granted us many indulgences. And, furthermore, in perpetuity (we were expecting to get them for just seven years), and by means of an apostolic brief. So we are very happy. There is a 500-day indulgence for each time we kiss the [wooden] cross, or pray an aspiration while looking at it. This indulgence can be gained from now on. In the brief, we are granted plenary indulgences on feasts of our Lord and of our Lady; on October 2, February 14, and the feast of Saint Joseph; and when making the Admission, Oblation, and Fidelity, both in Opus Dei and in the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross.


It is almost certain that we will be granted the privilege of celebrating midnight Mass on the nights before January 1, February 14, and October 2.107


Dated June 28, 1946, the papal document granting these indulgences and other favors manifests the Pope’s fatherly feeling toward the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross and Opus Dei. Implicitly, too, it responds to vicious rumors about the wooden crosses in the oratories of the Work. The founder immediately directed that next to these crosses there be plaques reading, “His Holiness Pope Pius XII, by the apostolic brief Cum Societatis, of June 28, 1946, graciously deigned to grant an indulgence of 500 days for each time this wooden cross is devoutly kissed, or a pious aspiration is said before it.” 108

As the summer advanced and the heat got worse, the Father found himself thinking about the pleasant climate that his sons were enjoying in the foothills of Molinoviejo, near Segovia. He wrote them from Rome, “It’s hotter here than in Seville, and I am not exaggerating one bit. I guess I deserve it, for thinking so much about Segovia.” 109

Father Larraona’s work was nearly finished. But the members of the Roman Curia had gone on vacation, and it was deemed imprudent to rush things. The decretum laudis would have to wait for the next term.110 Cardinal Lavitrano, the prefect of the Sacred Congregation for Religious, then made a gesture to express appreciation for the founder. Lest he return to Spain empty-handed, and so that no one could say Opus Dei’s petition had been denied, on August 13, he issued, a “letter in praise of the purpose” of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross and Opus Dei.111 This document recognizes “the sanctity, need, and appropriateness of the purpose and apostolate” of the members; those belonging to “such a noble and holy work” are encouraged to continue living their vocation faithfully.112

*    *   *
 

It had been a busy few months for the members of the Work in Rome. From seeking letters of commendation and visiting dignitaries, including Curial consultors, to carrying on personal apostolates, hunting for a house, and looking after visitors who showed up in Rome. They also had a special assignment from the Father: negotiating with Abbot Gregorio María Suñol for the obtaining of some relics.113 The founder had a great devotion to these114 and in May they had obtained in Rome a number of relics, which they had immediately sent to Madrid.115 Still, they lacked the bones of a martyr. But efforts continued116 so that, on August 31, when the Father left by plane for Madrid, he brought with him the bones of two martyrs: Saint Sinfero (the source was the Roman catacombs), and Saint Mercuriana, a girl martyred at the age of ten. Her relics were placed in the oratory of Los Rosales, while the urn with the remains of Saint Sinfero was placed beneath the altar in the oratory of the Villanueva center, along with an old marble plaque bearing his name.117

In some notes that he jotted down in that summer of 1946, the founder summed up that period in Rome in a few words: lots of dealing with people, especially churchmen; lots of working with canon law; and lots of prayer.118

*      *      *
 

The afternoon of his arrival in Spain, Father Josemaría went to the retreat house at Molinoviejo, where a formation course was under way for six men preparing for ordination as priests of the Work. He needed rest; and there was no better place than this house, where he could work side by side with his sons. The place lacked many amenities, but the grounds were an oasis in the middle of an arid plain. A beautiful grove of pine trees provided extensive shade for daytime walks. The vistas were expansive, the site was isolated, and the nights were still and cool.

During long get-togethers after dinner, the Father told the others about his voyage to Genoa, and how the devil thrashed his tail about in the Gulf of León. He told them about his arrival in the Eternal City, his visits to officials of the Curia, his audience with the Pope, his labors in defense of the spirit of the Work . Things were going well, he said, but everyone needed to be patient and pray.

During his stay in Molinoviejo the Father made use of one of the privileges granted by the Church by saying a midnight Mass on September 14, feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross.119

On Sunday, September 29, the six men who were to make up the second group of priests of the Work were ordained. Adolfo Rodríguez Vidal, who was living in the center on Españoleto Street and was with the Father that morning, wrote to José Orlandis:

Madrid, October 6, 1946

You will have no trouble guessing that this has been a week of high emotion, excitement, and commotion.


It began on the afternoon of the 28th, when the Father, Alvaro, José Luis, and the six deacons got back from Molinoviejo.… The ordinations were Sunday morning at ten, and the Father came to celebrate Mass in this house. We drew lots, and I was the one to stay and assist him. When the Mass was over, Juan arrived from Barcelona. He had come for the ordination, but when he found the Father here, he changed his mind and stayed. The Father kept telling us things, but everyone was a bit nervous until the six new priests arrived at one along with Alvaro and José Luis. Hugs; a bit of a tussle as the Father insisted on kissing their hands; lots of joy and emotion.120


On October 21 Father Josemaría went to Barcelona to give thanks to Our Lady of Ransom for the good things he had received through her intercession—a safe first trip to Rome and its results—and to ask that pontifical approval would crown the effort.121

By November 8 he was back in Rome, and four days later he met with Monsignor Montini. Afterwards he wrote: “When I go to the Vatican and see how much they love us, I bless the Lord a thousand times for all we have suffered. Surely that cross has brought us this resurrection.” 122

Monsignor Montini scheduled his second audience with Pope Pius XII for December 8. As the date drew near, Father Josemaría seemed impatient. Two days before the audience, he poured out his concerns in a tightly packed letter, addressed to the members of the General Council in Madrid. He covered so much—issues, persons, events, circumstances—that it is hard to believe that one man could have carried so many things, large and small, in his head. And in his heart. For nothing is too insignificant to command all his attention; nor does he mention anyone without adding some note of affection. Plainly everything that had to do with Opus Dei sooner or later landed at his door. The last paragraphs of the letter read:

It looks like I’ll be spending this Christmas in Rome. Don’t forget us; I will be, in spirit, in every house. What a pity we don’t have the money, right now, to celebrate our first Christmas in the Eternal City properly, in our own house. Eternal! Here everything is something eternal. One has to have patience. All our business is going very well, but with excessive leisureliness.


I’m writing with a pen that makes me nervous. Patience here too. I think of what it must have cost our Lord to write such beautiful pages with this worthless instrument that I am.


Love, hugs, and blessings to you all from your Father,


Mariano123

December 8, the feast of the Immaculate Conception, brought the audience in which he described at length to the Holy Father the Work’s spirit and apostolates.124 As soon as he got home, he wrote the Pope to give him “a proof of the filial and unshakable adherence of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross and of Opus Dei”:

In you we see the Vicar of Christ, and through your mediation we hear the voice of the Shepherd of Shepherds. Therefore it is with the greatest pleasure that we today present to Your Holiness the highest aspiration of our Institute: to go, with absolute fidelity and dedication, into any place and undertaking where we can serve the Church, or where its Supreme Shepherd sends us.125

We can imagine what the audience was like from his letter to the bishop of Madrid a week later. But even that was sparing of words, for evidently he and the Pope had touched on very intimate matters that his humility would not allow him to disclose.

The Holy Father received me in a private audience. He knows our Opus Dei very well and loves it. You can’t imagine, Father, how many kind considerations he showed me.


Things here go very well; but with that slowness—I was going to say eternity—that is, to me, sluggishness. But one learns. Alvaro is regarded as a hero by the Roman Curia; everyone knows and loves him.126


Another letter of the same date, sent to the office of the nuncio in Spain, Archbishop Gaetano Cicognani, suggests just how impatient the founder was:

We are very happy in Rome, since everything is moving along—and very well—although not in too great a hurry. But this “serenity” gives a lot of joy—I ask the Lord that some of it may rub off on me.


The Holy Father received me in a private audience. The affection he shows for our Opus Dei is incredible. I well know—and we will never forget—that a good part of that affection is the fruit of what our reverend nuncio puts in his reports. May God repay him! 127


5. Real poverty / The secular institutes

Father Josemaría eventually came to see the positive side of the Curia’s stately pace, and even to find satisfaction in the fact that, as he put it, “in Rome I have learned how to wait, which is no small skill.” 128 By the beginning of December 1946 he was still waiting, with relative patience, for many things from God’s hands, especially the decretum laudis and a Roman house as a base for apostolic enterprises. And one thing more, an immediate need: the arrival in Rome of daughters of his, without whom, he wrote, “it is impossible for us to keep going as we have up to now.” 129 (Household work was being done by a hired housekeeper and a woman who assisted her, but neither was really qualified to manage the care of a center.)

The Father waited with both eagerness and patience. He wrote to the Central Advisory:

I am accompanying you in all your concerns. Right now I’m thinking about the joyful and simple life of sanctity that is our path, and I see you in our residences, in the publishing house, in Los Rosales. And here by St. Peter’s I close my poor bodily eyes and start daydreaming, and I see—already accomplished!—all that remains to be done, so much and so beautiful: our labor extended throughout the world, in service of our Mother the holy Church. If you want, if you are faithful, joyful, sincere, mortified, if you are souls of prayer, it will all happen, and soon.130


It was no pipe dream, but a dream that proceeded from faith. “I don’t like living in a fantasy world,” he wrote. “All four paws on the ground! So as to serve God for real, and, moreover, stay well connected with him.” 131 In a letter dated December 16, he tells his daughters to come by plane, and telegraph him to say who is coming; that they should write their families ahead of time, and give them the good news that they are going to Rome; they should bring this and bring that. Finally he counsels them to “take into account that around here hats are used a lot.” 132

On the afternoon of December 27, the feast of Saint John, Encarnita Ortega and Dorita Calvo arrived, with three numerary assistants: Julia Bustillo, Dora del Hoyo, and Rosalía López. They stood together in a tight group, waiting for the luggage they had checked and surrounded by things they had hand-carried to avoid paying the excess-weight charge. “There we were,” says Encarnita, “the five of us huddled together, filled with anxiety at being in a foreign country and not knowing the language and having no money, when we saw our beloved Father appear, accompanied by Don Alvaro. We exploded with joy, feeling that the new country was ours.” 133

They drove from the airport (Ciampino) into the city in two cars. Passing the Colosseum, Dorita Calvo recalls, “the Father, in a very strong and sure voice, intoned the Creed.” It “seemed as if he wanted to transmit to us the firmness of his faith,” in that place where so many Christians had ratified theirs with their blood.134

Soon after their arrival—”very moving,” Encarnita reports135— the women got to work. In short order, the Città Leonina diary for December 27 records “the kitchen and surrounding areas underwent a total change.” And, so did something else, “Today we had dinner as God intends it to be.” 136

A week before, the Father had written:

Those who come to Rome are going to know what real poverty is; what real cold is (damp, and with no heating); what it is to live in someone else’s house, until we “coerce” the heart of Jesus. They need to be ready to take up these delightful little crosses with their habitual cheerfulness and enthusiasm. It is impossible to start a center without running into difficulties. And these I’ve mentioned are really quite few.137


Soon the provisions they had brought from Madrid were gone and they came face to face with the reality Father Josemaría had promised—poverty. In 1947, and the years that followed, severe deprivation was the rule. They took it in the spirit of the Work: without rebelling against the humiliation of lacking necessities, without complaining, with a smile.

Dorita Calvo sums up the situation: “We were short of everything, including space—we had half of one floor of the house, and we slept on folding beds. We didn’t have money; we couldn’t turn the heat on.” 138

Without exaggerating or complaining, Rosalía López fills in the picture: “We experienced cold and hunger there. The oratory, the main thing in the apartment, was very poor also, and in the rest of the apartment we did not have even the essentials. When a guest came to eat, we didn’t have enough chairs or tableware.” 139

All the same, that apartment proved to be an excellent instrument of apostolate. There the Father introduced the Work to many Church dignitaries—cardinals, bishops, monsignors, consultors, and other members of the Roman Curia. It was a setting for the “apostolate of the dinner table” mentioned in The Way (no. 974). Guests came gladly. The friendly conversation, the pleasant atmosphere, the warmth of the welcome, the decor, even the presentation of the food told them something about the life of members of Opus Dei. What the guests did not see was the hidden poverty.

Encarnita Ortega recalls one of those visits. “When the Marchioness of MacMahon came to see us, she expressed surprise that our apartment was so pretty. It was hard to imagine anyone taking that apartment for pretty. Still, everything was neat as a pin, and almost always there were fresh flowers before our Lady, and sometimes the blinds were turned so as to give the rooms a special light. Our many guests in that Roman haven enjoyed being there.” 140

The charming place that delighted the Marchioness was part of one floor, subleased by neighbors who occupied the rest of it. It was on the top floor, subject to extremes of heat and cold. A spacious and inviting hallway led to the main room, which, depending on the time of day, was study hall, dining room, living room, or at night—with three or four mattresses spread out—dormitory. Next to it was the Father’s room, the only one with a bed in it during the day. It also served as the infirmary.

The Father’s room and the living room opened onto a covered terrace where the founder had spent his first night in Rome praying. Don Alvaro lived in a wide section of the hallway; he had a bed and a chair.

The apartment’s best room was the oratory—not very large, but inviting and attractively simple.

In the service area (on the same floor, but entirely separate), was a bedroom for the three numerary assistants. The other two women numeraries slept for a time in the home of friends of the Father, and at another time, in a residential hotel.141

The area known to visitors comprised the entrance hallway, the living room (which became the dining room), and the little terrace with its view of St. Peter’s. Those who went there always seemed to leave feeling very happy. On Thursday, January 23, 1947, for example, there were two guests for dinner; the chronicler of the day’s events comments, “They left very satisfied; everything seemed wonderful to them. I guess now we can invite anyone to eat here.” 142

Yet one can hardly imagine the working conditions of the women of the Administration and the continual shortages they had to cope with. First of all, they lacked money. The day they arrived, Don Alvaro gave them five thousand lire for household expenses. This for a house with ten mouths to feed, plus, frequent guests. Dorita Calvo says, “We in the Administration were given all the money there was in the house. When we ran out, not wanting to worry the Father, we would wait as long as we could before going back to ask for more. Once when we were in this situation—not a lira to our name—the Father came in one afternoon and asked us for a few lire to pay for something. We weren’t able to give him anything.” 143

They often had to buy things on credit. The recent war left behind it shortages of food—eggs, for instance, which the women had to hunt for in the villages near Rome. Their culinary ingenuity in preparing meals fit for illustrious guests was prey to the hazards of unexpected cut-offs of electricity or gas. Tragicomic scenes sometimes ensued. “Several times,” Encarnita says, “when we had guests at lunch, we had to cook the food on the house heater, because there was no gas. Dora del Hoyo, who served at table, would try to go very slowly, to give us a little more time. Then, leaving the dining room, she would take off her gloves, and poke and fan the fire so the casserole would cook more quickly.” 144

Thanks to the wonders worked by the women of the Administration in these difficult conditions, exalted ecclesiastical personages were royally entertained. The guests never dreamed how things were at other times. “When we did not have company,” Don Alvaro recalls, “we were hungry a lot, but always cheerfully.” 145

The spirit of poverty as the Father inculcated it meant not just stoically doing without, but actively and cheerfully taking advantage of what one had, managing things with common sense and supernatural vision, realizing that “not to spend for necessities can be a lack of faith,” 146 since it reflects a lack of trust in providence.

Encarnita Ortega writes:

The Father expected a lot of us in living poverty: making good use of time; lights always turned off when they were not needed; carefully planned purchases, made where they offered the best prices; not wasting food or leftover pieces of cloth or thumbtacks, nails, or anything useful in making repairs. We saw how he got the most of his own clothing—his cassocks, his overcoat (more patches than original cloth)— and of the sheets of paper he wrote on; and how he tried to keep our few pieces of furniture from getting too much sunlight. We were moved to want to learn how to live this virtue in detail.147


This was the start of that “real poverty” the Father had warned them of. But thoughtfulness was still important. “Befana,” the day for gift-giving fell a few days after their arrival,148 and his daughters spent time considering what to give him. The use of electricity was restricted then, and there were many power outages; so they came up with the idea of buying the Father a candlestick that could be held by hand. To round out the gift, they made him a set of altar linens—a purificator, corporal, and amice.149

*      *      *
 

They said goodbye to 1946 with a Te Deum and began 1947 with midnight Mass. The Father was burning with impatience. On New Year’s morning, he wrote to those in Madrid:

Things are taking their course—a course excessively slow, but that’s the way things are around here—and on the question of the house, there’s very little we can do as long as we haven’t adequately solved the financial question, which is proceeding in Spain at the same pace as if Madrid were Rome. Patience.


Yesterday we had midnight Mass. Before, to close out the old year, we prayed the Te Deum and the prayers of thanksgiving. The Lord gave us a lot in the last year, but I am sure that, if we are faithful, this year, 1947, will be more fruitful in every respect.


I would like to get out of here as soon as possible. However, I have to stay on the job, even if I can do nothing more than keep watch. This too will count for something in God’s eyes, given my temperament! 150


It was indeed no small thing to curb a temperament that preferred to tackle problems with supernatural daring, speedy decisions, and prompt action. Faced with the necessary red tape and prudence of the Curial, the Father understandably felt confined and hobbled, given his natural dynamism.

Once he said to his sons, “There are five of us here, and it seems, at first sight, that we aren’t doing anything. But one day, later on, those who come and speak of our stay here in Rome will look at us with envy.” 151

As a matter of fact, a lot was going on at Città Leonina. The Father, accompanied always by Don Alvaro, made visits and received them, while using free time to compose documents, attend to matters of government, or edit some points in the “Catechism of the Work”—a simply written explanation of the spirit and statutes of the Work.

There were plenty of hardships, too. Daybreak on January 6 found Rome covered with snow. To heat the apartment, all they had was a small portable charcoal stove. The house diary’s entry for January 7 says, “Today Don Alvaro was feeling somewhat ill, and had a headache.” A few lines below this: “Shortly after five we went out to buy some medicines for the Father, and to check prices on electric heaters, since the charcoal burner doesn’t give enough heat.” 152 On January 8, the Father and two others went out with the intention of “buying an oven for the kitchen, a heater, and a sewing machine for the Administration.” During the rest of the month, Don Alvaro spent many sleepless nights because of a persistent toothache that sent him to the dentist seven times. On the whole, he did not complain; and, when he did, the Father remarked, “it’s because he is really in a lot of pain.” 153

Father Josemaría himself was constantly fatigued, mainly because he pushed himself mercilessly. Coming in from the street and finding the elevator out of operation because the electricity had been cut off, he would climb the five flights, and reach the apartment panting and exhausted.154 Here and there the diary speaks of aches and pains that forced the Father to go to bed early, without eating supper, or made him spend the whole day in his room—shut in but working.155

On the advice of Cardinal Lavitrano, the prefect of the Sacred Congregation for Religious, who also suffered from diabetes, the founder went to see Dr. Carlo Faelli. When the doctor asked him if he had suffered any really bad spells due to the disease, Don Alvaro, who was with him, was amazed to hear him answer, “very firmly,” no.156

There were compensations. The five women of the Work who worked in the apartment earned his constant praise. “Dearest ones,” he wrote to the Central Advisory, “your sisters are now here, working full-time. It has been a huge blessing from God, their coming.” 157 Two weeks later he made clear that he was concerned about these daughters’ problems, including the shortage of kitchen utensils.

Your sisters here are very happy, even though, not having their own house yet, they have to spend their nights at the house of the Pantolis, who are very good people.


Today they got a scale that can register a weight of up to twenty pounds, and little by little we’re acquiring the kitchen utensils. What Nisa is really longing for is an electric oven. But she’ll have to be patient; soon she’ll be able to make her special pies, which I will have to abstain from, so as not to gratify my diabetes. I think an occasional exception could be made, since Dr. Faelli assures me I’m not constitutionally a diabetic, and that the raised sugar level comes from isolated anomalies. I don’t recall ever having had even one, and in any case, eating a good-sized piece of a fine pie certainly could not be considered an anomaly.158


*      *      *
 

About the middle of January (1947) the legal document that would convey the long-awaited decretum laudis acquired a name. The founder sent the news to the members of the General Council in Spain:

Rome, January 17, 1947
May Jesus protect and bless my sons.

Dearest ones:


You can’t imagine how much there is to do in this blessed Rome, and how hard your brothers are working, and how much I thank the Lord for our having come here, where such great blessings from heaven are materializing. Engrave in your heads—and in your hearts—these words: “Provida Mater Ecclesia.” Don’t ask. Wait.159


But the work of the canonists, and the drawing up of the procedural regulations, took longer than the founder would have liked. On January 31 he wrote:

This is taking longer than I thought it would. However, we have been assured that by sometime in February (or, at any rate, before the feast of Saint Joseph), we will have happily concluded our canonical journey. Provida Mater Ecclesia! 160


There is a striking entry for February 9 in the Città Leonina diary: “At around eight, we made the prayer with the Father in the oratory. He spoke to us about perseverance, about humility, about being like seed that is buried good and deep. He told us we need to be convinced that it is precisely in this humble and hidden labor that our work will bear its fruit!” 161 And then: “It’s been some time since the Father made the prayer with us like that. But—what a shame!—when it was over we couldn’t remember exactly what he had said.” It was the tone and substance that stayed with the chronicler, not the words.

Now that the atmosphere was charged with anxiety and hope regarding the decretum laudis and the approval of Provida Mater Ecclesia. One day, for instance, Don Alvaro spent “the whole evening dancing from one place to another.” 162 The full congregation, which had to give its opinion on Provida Mater Ecclesia and the decretum laudis, met on the thirteenth. Next day the founder wrote those in Madrid, “Dearest ones: Yesterday the Lord was very much a doting father to us. Things in the ‘congresso pieno,’ which was presided over by Cardinal Lavitrano, went as we were hoping. Laus Deo.” 163

Optimism was followed by several days of uncertainty. Father Josemaría asked everyone to pray even harder. “He’s told us,” the diary records, “that we have to pray lots and lots about the pending matters, for the devil has been trying to stick his horns into them, but if God is with us, who can be against us?” 164 February 24 was fast approaching, the day when Cardinal Lavitrano would submit Opus Dei’s decretum laudis to the Pope for his approval. Nerves were stretched taut. Don Alvaro worked feverishly with Monsignor Antonio Bacci to give the final stylistic touches to the Latin of Provida Mater Ecclesia.165

The tension was relieved, finally, on the afternoon of February 24. The Father went with Don Alvaro and two other members of the Work to hear the results of Cardinal Lavitrano’s audience. Don Alvaro went in to speak with the cardinal. The others waited in the car. In a short time Don Alvaro returned. The Father jumped out and went to meet him. After a moment, bursting with joy, he announced to the others, “We are now of pontifical right.” 166 As the car pulled away, he recited a Te Deum.

The writer of the diary for February 24 says:

The Father looks quite exhausted now, and, as Don Alvaro says, that’s logical, since he has been waiting for this for twenty years. Besides, if it is a great joy for us, how much more so for him. It’s only natural that he’s exhausted, because loving is exhausting, and the Father, with his big heart, loves a lot.… To celebrate, we got a jelly roll for dessert at supper.167


*      *      *
 

The normative text regulating secular institutes—the “new forms” approved by the Church—was promulgated as an apostolic constitution. That was because Pope Pius XII wanted to give Provida Mater Ecclesia more pontifical status and weight than a simple decree from one of the dicasteries of the Roman Curia would have carried.168 This “particular law of the secular institutes,” together with other documents promulgated in 1948,169 formed the legislative framework for secular institutes, defined as “societies, whether clerical or lay, whose members, in order to attain Christian perfection and to exercise a full apostolate, profess the evangelical counsels in the world.” 170 The secular condition of the members, who profess the evangelical counsels and exercise apostolate, is fundamental to this new canonical entity. Secular institutes are not religious orders or congregations, nor what the Code of Canon Law called societies of common life, since they do not involve taking the three public vows of religious life nor impose life in common on their members.171

The decretum laudis, called Primum Institutum (inasmuch as Opus Dei was the first secular institute to be approved), describes the particular juridical features of Opus Dei: its structure, membership, and apostolic life.172 It is defined as a predominantly clerical institute, because of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross. The heart of it states that Pope Pius XII “by the present decree, in accord with the constitution Provida Mater Ecclesia and with Opus Dei’s own constitutions, which have been examined and approved by the Sacred Congregation for Religious, praises and approves Opus Dei, together with the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross, as a secular institute, under the authority of a single superior general, whose office is for life, and declares it to be of pontifical right, safeguarding the power of the ordinaries, in accord with the provisions of the same apostolic constitution.” 173

The founder was overjoyed. Within twenty-four hours he wrote to the General Council:

Rome, February 25, 1947


May Jesus watch over my sons for me.


Yesterday the Holy Father approved our decretum laudis. Now we are of pontifical right! 174


And to the Central Advisory:

You can see that we have cause to celebrate: we are now of pontifical right.… With these blessings from the Church we will overcome the obstacles, which, in any case, are inevitable. Everything will be solved with the passage of years.175


But what were those inevitable obstacles that only time could remove? The quip that Opus Dei had come to Rome “a century too soon,” and one could only wait for “a canonical framework that suited it to emerge” 176 was not so wide of the mark. The founder had arrived in Rome when the norms for the “new forms” were already in preparation, and if he wanted the decretum laudis, there was no way of getting it, canonically speaking, except by way of Provida Mater Ecclesia. This document was something of a catchall covering every kind of secular institute, both those that were close to being religious congregations and those that were more like associations of the faithful. The canonical figure of the secular institutes as presented by Provida Mater Ecclesia was a compromise between the religious and lay states.177

Thus, the founder had been obliged to carry on a prolonged campaign to defend the secularity of the Work; he described it in a letter written in 1950.

I could relate to you many specifics of our filial struggle during these months: the effort we made so that members of secular institutes not be considered sacred persons, as some wanted, but ordinary faithful, which is what they are; my anxiousness to have it made clear that we were not, nor could we be, religious; the need to resist the closing off of any honorable work or our involvement in any noble human undertaking.178


This required hard bargaining. He made the concessions that he had to make, but standing firm in what was essential to the nature of Opus Dei.179 For the moment, the problem had been solved. But in accord with Provida Mater Ecclesia, Opus Dei remained dependent on the Sacred Congregation for Religious. “With this dependence,” he wrote, “we can foresee not a few dangers for the future.” 180

He had to defend what God had given, and this meant stressing differences between the life and vocation of religious and the life and professional dedication of members of Opus Dei. Indeed, he had done that so often already that he reacted at once against even the comparison of the two lifestyles.181

*      *      *
 

Father Josemaría’s work in Rome did not end with the approval of Opus Dei as a secular institute of pontifical right. There was other work to do: adjustments to the Work’s constitutions to bring them in line with the terminology of Provida Mater Ecclesia; the revision and printing as soon as possible of the “Catechism of the Work”; purchasing a house (one had been found a few days earlier).

The approval had not yet been made public, and the founder was anxious at the thought that, when it was, there might be a certain amount of public rejoicing. This was something he did not want, since it might be seen as noisy triumphalism and definitely would conflict with his motto about “hiding and disappearing.” Thus he instructed the General Council that the celebration should be private.

What I want is that in public we don’t make a lot of noise. At home, to thank the Lord and strengthen our people, we can’t do enough— thanksgiving and a big celebration! Silver bells will ring in heaven.182


But the news followed its own course and spread rapidly. Monsignor Montini advised the founder to let it. “I’ve almost been ordered by Msgr. Montini to not shut up,” he wrote those in Madrid, while authorizing them to share the good news—“without boasting, but without hiding the joy.” And for the family celebration, he adds, “there should, in all the houses, be a Mass, a singing of the Te Deum, and, at the end, a Salve to the Blessed Virgin, in thanksgiving. And there should be, in all the houses, a very special meal and all the ‘indoor ruckus’ that the local directors deem prudent.” 183

No longer under the pressure of intense work, his own feelings began to surface, tugging him in two different directions: “Very eager to return to Spain, but very happy to be more Roman every day.” 184 That thought, expressed in March, recurs as time goes by: “ I am very happy in Rome, and [I] feel like an exile.” 185

As his stay in Rome lengthened beyond his expectations,186 he had to send Don Alvaro to Spain to bring the other members of the General Council up to date on the new canonical situation of the Work and to address the many financial problems of the various centers. It was also necessary to set up a formation program for the many people who had recently requested admission to Opus Dei. Don Alvaro’s duties were not light, and the Father felt moved to write to the General Council to remind them to give him their support.

Please—Alvaro is sick, and will try to hide it so that you don’t object to his adventures. I don’t want you to object, but I do want you to see to it that he follows the course of treatment Dr. Faelli has prescribed for him, and doesn’t skip his injections and medicines.187


Don Alvaro arrived in Madrid on April 18, intending to spend two weeks, but he came down with pneumonia and had a slow recovery. On June 12 the Father spoke of him as still “under the weather.” 188

But alongside the worries there was much to be glad of: the friendly gestures of the Holy See; the kindly attentions shown him by cardinals and other dignitaries of the Curia; his appointment as a monsignor (which he at first wanted to turn down); Don Alvaro’s appointment as secretary of the Commission for Secular Institutes, an entity set up within the Sacred Congregation for Religious that promised to help in protecting the secular character of the members of the Work.189

The Lord and his Blessed Mother have allowed us to gather, here in Rome, large bouquets of fragrant roses—you see that I am not exaggerating—and it’s impossible that among so many roses there not be some thorns. I would like for the thorns, by being voluntarily sought out in your daily life of work, to remain for now in Spain. Do you understand me? I need you to redouble your life of smiling mortification and penance so that here, through your good spirit, we will continue to harvest roses.190


On May 30 the founder left for Spain. He remained there, busy with urgent matters, until June 12.191 And when the work of the Roman Curia slowed down for the summer, it was back again to Spain on July 25. This time he spent three and a half months, working and traveling, including visiting a large number of bishops to whom he had sent information about secular institutes, a canonical classification largely unknown to the Spanish ecclesiastical world.192

He assisted with the formation courses given that summer at the Molinoviejo country house. There, the year before, he had announced that in 1947 internal procedures would be revamped to conform exactly to the constitutions. Within twenty-four hours of the granting of the decretum laudis, this decision was reaffirmed in a letter to the General Council members in Spain.193 In that summer of 1947, he gave his sons a commentary on the “Catechism of the Work” and explained to them the new canonical form Opus Dei had acquired with the pontifical approval.

His stay in Spain was going quietly when, unexpectedly, he had to return to Rome at Don Alvaro’s request. He left Madrid on November 20, and on December 4 he wrote to the General Council in Spain, “I need you to keep in your prayers the work that forced me to return here, so that we can obtain, for the service of our Mother the Church, a firmly etched profile for the newborn canonical figure of the secular institute—since otherwise our work with souls will be hampered.” 194

The expression “a firmly etched profile for the newborn canonical figure,” suggests the tenuous juridical status of the secular institutes and the dangers that lay ahead. “We should never forget,” he said, “that the Work is a creature of God, that he has put in our hands, for us to treat with supernatural and human sensitivity, and to give soul and body and style to.” 195 If we go back even further, there comes to mind the image of the Work “unborn, in gestation,” like “an unborn baby” in the maternal womb.196

But what exactly had happened in Rome to require the founder’s return? Provida Mater Ecclesia itself anticipates the answer. The introduction of the apostolic constitution lists among the reasons for its promulgation “to avoid the danger of the establishment of new institutions which are sometimes founded imprudently and without mature examination.”

Such associations were springing up everywhere.197 In the year after the promulgation of Provida Mater Ecclesia, more than fifty petitions for approval were presented to the Sacred Congregation for Religious.198 The Curia responded to that flood of requests with the motu proprio Primo Feliciter and the instruction Cum Sanctissimus. Bishops were advised in the instruction to slow down the rush to create new associations. Diocesan authorities had to test lay movements and lead them step by step, through a system of juridical configurations— pious unions, sodalities, confraternities—to determine where they would finally settle.199

Primo Feliciter mandated strict application of the norms proper to secular institutes. The reason was clear: Provida Mater Ecclesia was meant to fill a vacuum in the Code of Canon Law, and the characteristics of associations seeking approval as secular institutes were taken carefully into account in drawing it up. Yet the spirit of many of these closely approximated the spirit of religious life.

Father Josemaría had accepted Provida Mater Ecclesia as a matter of necessity. But now seeing the danger that secular institutes would in theory and practice be equated with the religious state, he hurried to Rome, prepared to do battle on behalf of a key point: secularity. He speaks of it in a few words, without describing his own role in this small but important episode in Church history:

Then, thanks to the initiative that Alvaro took through the Sottosegretario [undersecretary] of the Sacred Congregation for Religious, the motu proprio Primo Feliciter was obtained, to ensure secularity.200


This document is steeped in secularity. There were no concessions this time, and secularity is “firmly etched,” especially in the sections on the pursuit of sanctity and the exercise of apostolate.201 Secular institutes, says Primo Feliciter, should make manifest their “proper and peculiar” character, the “secular character that is the root of their reason for being.” 202 (Yet even that was not sufficient to prevent confusion. The threat that the religious model would be imposed on the secular institutes remained.)

By early February 1948, the founder had begun to consider his work finished. He wrote to Ricardo Fernández Vallespín: “I hope to return soon to Spain. My Roman soggiorno has not been sterile. You’ll have such a great joy when I tell you all about it!” 203 In fact, at that time he regularly expressed that joy himself in an expression he used to open or close his letters: “God’s grace and good spirits.” 204 The outcome, he tells the General Council, provides grounds for much happiness: “The balance sheet is incomparably more favorable for this trip than for the others I have made to Rome. I’ll tell you all about it. Be expecting the instruction and a motu proprio.” 205

Those documents safeguarded the canonical framework of the secular institutes, founded as it was on secularity, an essential characteristic of the members of Opus Dei. The founder sums it up in a few words: “a contemplative inner life, united to one’s own professional work, whatever it might be.” 206

The linkage, grounded in the love of God, of interior life and work provides the setting for the participation of the ordinary Christian in the redemption of the secular order. Intrinsic to the spirit of Opus Dei is “passionately loving the world,” 207 for that is where human work finds the material and occasion of sanctity.208

Someone whom God calls to Opus Dei is not thereby removed from the place he or she has occupied in society up to then. God enters that person’s life and gives it a new meaning, explains the founder, but “externally nothing has changed; the Lord wants us to serve him precisely where our human vocation has led us: our professional work.” 209 Professional work remains the connection with society; and there, “in the place, state, and profession that one had before coming to Opus Dei,” one seeks one’s sanctification.210 The person remains rooted in a particular society, an ordinary citizen, neither more nor less than any of one’s friends, colleagues, or neighbors.

Monsignor Escrivá spent almost two years in Rome, explaining Opus Dei, explaining himself, explaining “secularity” to one and all. Sometimes he got nowhere; and when progress came—later—it would require, it seemed, nothing less than the intervention of Providence on his behalf.

A young man in Barcelona worked for the wine company Arnó, which was owned by his family, while at the same time, performing as a tenor at Barcelona’s opera house, El Liceo. He wanted to be admitted to Opus Dei, but because of his age (he was too old to attend the university), and his professional commitments, he had been putting off a decision. While at Molinoviejo in the summer of 1947, Father Josemaría learned that this young man, Fernando Linares, had been told that before joining, he should study law. This, said the Father, was not necessary; he was already working professionally, and that was enough for him to join the Work.211

After returning to Rome, the Father received a letter from Fernando Linares, with a photo of himself in the mandarin costume he wore in the Stravinsky opera Le Chant du Rossignol. Father Josemaría responded:

Rome, February 26, 1948

Dear Fernando:


May Jesus watch over you for me.


I’ve read your letters. We’ll get along very well, if you are holy. Since you think you’re an old fellow, make good use of your time. Of course, the Chinese chap in the picture you sent me doesn’t look all that old. Don’t take yourself too seriously; you’ll be young till you’re eighty-something.212


He also made good use of the photo, as he relates in a letter written several months later:

My main job at that time was to make the Work understood by those governing the universal Church. At a certain moment I decided to use an example that to me was very clear. I was speaking with Cardinal Lavitrano, and I showed him a photograph of a brother of yours, an opera singer; it was taken while he was performing in a theater. And I said, “Now can you really see that we are ordinary people, that our thing is to sanctify all the professions, all the ways of working proper to people who don’t separate themselves from the world?” 213


The case for secularity must have been very powerful in his eyes, since the year before it had even won out over his own humility in the matter of his appointment as a monsignor.

It all began when Don Alvaro, now the Procurator General of Opus Dei, after having consulted the other members of the General Council, requested that the founder be made a Domestic Prelate. Monsignor Montini readily picked up on the idea.214 The certificate of appointment was dated April 22, 1947. Monsignor Montini, who had paid the fees involved in its issuance out of his own pocket, sent it with a handwritten note calling it “a new and solemn proof of the esteem and affection that the Holy Father has for the founder of Opus Dei.” 215

The appointee was disinclined to accept this unsought and unwanted honor, and was on the verge of courteously returning the certificate, when Don Alvaro managed to dissuade him. For him to be called monsignor would make the secularity of Opus Dei more obvious, he pointed out, since religious-order priests did not receive that title.216

*      *      *
 

The founder wrote at length to the members about work—its role in the spiritual life—in a letter dated October 15, 1948:

In working [he explained], you do not do a merely human task, because the spirit of Opus Dei is that you convert it into a divine work. With God’s grace, you give your professional work in the midst of the world its deepest and fullest meaning by directing it toward the salvation of souls, connecting it with Christ’s redemptive mission.


Behind this account of work’s supernatural meaning stand a theological structure and a pastoral phenomenon previously unknown: “work is put at the very root of the specific supernatural spirit of Opus Dei.” 217 The letter’s thesis is that secular work, done for love, becomes “a Work of God, an Opus Dei, an operatio Dei, a supernatural work.” 218 The founder had preached this idea from the start, in the face of ingrained incomprehension. To university students he had offered it with the simple statement: “An hour of study is an hour of prayer.” 219 Now, though, he begins this foundational text with an overture that draws upon scripture:

When Scripture narrates the creation of the first man, it tells us that “the Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden” ut operaretur—in order for him to work.


After the sin, that same reality of work remained, but united—because of sin—to pain and fatigue. “By the sweat of your face shall you get bread to eat,” we read in Genesis. Work is not something accidental, but a law for human life.220


Work is part of God’s plan. By way of illustration he quotes the psalmist:

“You make darkness, and it is night, when all the beasts of the forest creep forth. The young lions roar for their prey, seeking their food from God. When the sun rises, they get them away and lie down in their dens. Man goes forth to his work and to his labor until the evening. O Lord, how manifold are your works! In wisdom have you made them all.” 221


And shortly we are with Christ, the Messiah, in Joseph’s workshop:

[Take] the example of Jesus, who (for thirty years!) remained in Nazareth working at a trade—that of a craftsman, says Scripture. Tradition adds that he was a carpenter. In Jesus’ hands, work—a professional work similar to the work done by millions of people in the world—is converted into a divine task, a redemptive work, a path of salvation.222


Precisely as Christians, we need to proclaim the power of work, which makes us participants in creation and in human progress. Work is not, then, a divine curse, although the labor involved can make a task unpleasant. But even then its fatigues and pains supply, “an opportunity to feel closer to Christ,” who suffered hunger and weariness and the torments of the Passion. And since work is a universal law, “any upright and noble human work can be turned into a divine task”; Thus the members of Opus Dei “should elevate and sanctify all professions, turning them into instruments of sanctity for themselves and others, and into an opportunity for apostolate.” 223

But how to accomplish such a marvelous transformation? He explains:

When we let Jesus dwell in us, we have in our life a power far superior to that of the legendary king Midas, the fellow who turned everything he touched into gold. Out of human work we make … an operatio Dei, a supernatural work.224


Work is sanctified by seeking union with God in carrying it out, maintaining, as much as possible, a constant conversation with the Lord—a dialogue whose material comes from the work. Our poor efforts take on supernatural value when done to perfection, with professional competence and rectitude of intention, in God’s presence, with no thought for human glory and personal vanity. Work is sanctified by being undertaken as a way to serve others for love of God.225

These ideas—sanctity through work, apostolate in one’s profession, and secularity—appear also in the section of the decretum laudis that sets out the characteristics of Opus Dei.226 Earlier, the Holy See had granted plenary indulgences to members of Opus Dei for various occasions—for example upon incorporation into Opus Dei, on feast days of the patron saints of the Work, and also monthly, if every day during that time they offered their intellectual work to God with an aspiration.227

The apostolic brief Cum Societatis (dated June 28, 1946), granting these indulgences, specified “intellectual” work because the majority of members of Opus Dei at that time were students or professors. Yet that fell short of what the Father had hoped, since, for example, it left out of consideration those numerary assistants, doing indispensable work in domestic service. And how could one speak of the sanctification of all honorable work if in the granting of plenary indulgences a distinction was made between intellectual work and manual work?

The Holy See therefore was asked to extend indulgences to the members of Opus Dei for manual work. Pope Pius XII responded with the apostolic brief Mirifice de Ecclesia, which emphasizes that “Opus Dei’s reason for existence, its essence, and its proper end consist in sanctification through ordinary work.” 228 This document makes special mention of the women members of Opus Dei, and among them, of “those who take up as their occupation household work and who, following the example of the Lord (who came to serve, and not to be served), and of the most holy Virgin Mary (the handmaid of the Lord), led by true humility, cheerfully perform those manual and domestic tasks with which Martha busied herself, while animated within by the spirit of Mary.” 229 By this brief the Holy Father granted plenary and partial indulgences to members of Opus Dei who offered their manual work to God with some invocation or aspiration. In doing so, the Holy See once more ratified Opus Dei’s view of work.

The founder wrote:


Understand that, in God’s service, there is no job of little importance. They’re all of great importance. The value of the work depends on the personal conditions of the one carrying it out, on the human seriousness with which it is done, on the love for God that is put into it. The work of the farmer who seeks sanctity by cultivating the land is noble, as is that of the university professor who unites culture and faith. And so is that of the artisan who works at home; and that of the banker who employs financial means to benefit the community; and that of the politician who sees his work as a service to the common good; and that of the manual laborer who offers God the work of his hands.230


*      *      *
 

The human, secular vocation of someone whom God calls to Opus Dei—his or her professional work—is an integral part of the divine call. The founder expresses this vividly:

The entire spirituality of Opus Dei rests, like a door on its jamb, on professional work carried out in the middle of the world. Without a professional vocation a person cannot join Opus Dei … because one can sum up our life by saying that we have to sanctify our profession, sanctify ourselves in our profession, and sanctify others through our profession.231


Thus one’s work, and all that depends on it and revolves around it, becomes the first condition for apostolic activity, the medium through which God transforms social and professional relationships. When people come to Opus Dei, it takes them as they are—not transplanting them someplace else, not inviting them to change career or occupation, but taking their work as the setting of their apostolate.

“A person with no professional ambition is of no use to me,” the founder insists.232 Everyone in Opus Dei is enthusiastic for work. And that definitely includes the numerary assistants who clearly show their professional ambition.233

In this letter the thread connecting work and the spirituality of Opus Dei is the linking of the divine and the human, work and sanctification. There is no opposition between professional work and a life of dedication to God.

On the contrary, they help one another. Professional work gives you a sense of responsibility, a human maturity, and a whole array of natural virtues that become the basis for the supernatural ones. And, at the same time, your divine vocation leads you to do your work better, trying to make it perfect, since it is what you have to offer to God, and one should not offer him something defective, something badly done.234
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2

Romanizing the Work
 

1. Central headquarters

Even as a boy who only traveled to Rome in his imagination, the founder of Opus Dei longed to go on pilgrimage to see Peter, the Vicar of Christ on earth. In this desire always burning in his heart, an essential aspect of Opus Dei’s universality can be seen. He made it part of a favorite aspiration, that sums up things a Catholic loves: “Omnes, cum Petro, ad Iesum per Mariam” (“All, with Peter, to Jesus through Mary”).1

A central headquarters in Rome was a goal that still lay far off in the future when he spoke of it in his personal journal in 1931: “I dream of setting up in Rome—when the W. of G. is well under way—a house that will be like the head of the organization.” 2 Yet the realization of the dream was not the result of his calculations or plans; rather, like everything involved in the founding of Opus Dei, although it reflected Monsignor Escrivá’s efforts, it bore the imprint of God. The founder went to Rome in 1946 reluctantly, with no intention of staying; but even a brief stay was enough to rekindle an old love, as he made clear in a letter to the General Council in Spain:

If you want to live fully the spirit of our Work, strive to reach Jesus Christ by going closely united to our Mother. Thus the yearning that is eating us alive will become a reality: Omnes cum Petro ad Iesum per Mariam. Today, here in Rome, that cum Petro seems to be coming more from the heart.3


His yearning was a gift from God. Years earlier, when the vicar general of the Madrid diocese told him he had been denounced to the Holy Office, he immediately declared his filial confidence in the Church and the pope:

Rome! I thank the Lord for the love for the Church that he has given me. Because of it I see myself as Roman. Rome, for me, is Peter.… From Rome, from the pope, nothing can come to me but light and goodness. It would not be easy for this poor priest to forget that grace of his love for the Church, for the pope, for Rome. Rome!


Mariano4

At first, he thought of Rome as an apostolic outpost. That is why José Orlandis and Salvador Canals went there to do their ecclesiastical studies. In 1946, when Don Alvaro arrived, the idea of obtaining a house began to take shape. Having gotten the letters of commendation from cardinals, taken first steps toward the decretum laudis, and knowing that sooner or later they would have to vacate their apartment, Don Alvaro and Salvador started looking.5 Prices had fallen through the floor in that unstable postwar market and splendid mansions were available at very low prices. Such an opportunity was unlikely to come again, reasoned Don Alvaro, thinking of a future central headquarters of the Work—though he also confessed: “The only problem with buying a house, aside from the lack of money in Spain … is the tremendous political instability here.” 6

House hunting was interrupted by the need to spend time visiting the Curia and cultivating friendships with ecclesiastical and civil authorities. But after the founder arrived and saw the crowded living conditions at the apartment in Città Leonina, he told the General Council it was “imperative to obtain a house,” even though financial problems in Spain made that seem like “sheer madness.” 7 The good advice of Curial officials, especially Monsignors Montini and Tardini, would soon enough make it possible for them to realize the dream of a central headquarters.8 In the meantime, though, the founder proceeded on faith, without money yet certain it would come; the only question was how and when.9

Returning to Rome in November, he again threw himself into the search for the greatly desired “villa.” The first one he found that satisfied him was a house next to Villa Albani. Having found a place they thought might do, they sat down to give it a name—and discovered that he had already chosen one. “During lunch,” says the writer of the diary entry for November 4, “we were christening the new house, and the Father said it would be called ‘Villa Tevere.’ ” 10 He even started buying things in secondhand shops. “Now all we need,” he remarked, “is that the Lord give us the houses to put all this in.” 11

Christmas was coming. They went on searching, but the villa failed to materialize. With two big problems—house and decretum laudis— hanging over his head, he requested more prayers.

Ask everyone to continue praying in-sis-tent-ly for everything here in Rome. And don’t forget that we need to solve gen-erous-ly the problem of money for the house for our Roman headquarters; this is most important. Work for me, with God’s grace, a huge miracle.12


The New Year arrived. The Father went on calling for prayers, insisting “only then will things turn out well.” 13 And as weeks went by, he maintained his supernatural outlook.

The house? I don’t know. The main difficulty is that we don’t have the money. But that difficulty is not that big a deal, considering that we’ve been jumping over that barrier for almost twenty years. The big problem would be not knowing how to move Jesus’ heart with our life: ordinary, cheerful and heroic—and commonplace.14


January 1947 closed with Provida Mater Ecclesia still not promulgated, and the money issue unresolved. He wrote:

Be cheerful and optimistic, always. I want everyone to fulfill for me the norms: prayer, smiling mortification, work. I want you to get the sleep and food you need, and to rest and have fun. And everything will come through—sooner, more, and better.15


His letter of February 7 to the General Council is joyful. The decretum laudis is just days away; “the matter seems happily concluded.” As for “Villa Tevere,” a healthy skepticism mingles with fresh hope.

The business of the house is a nightmare. Given the right occasion, we will sign a contract to pay in three months, as I already told you. This morning Duchess Sforza called (we met her through Ambassador Sangróniz) offering us a villa. Yesterday a middleman dropped by, with several other possibilities, and last night D’Amelio, the lawyer, phoned us about yet another house. We’ll see.16


Visiting houses on February 8 they came across one that interested them, a villa in the Parioli district—formerly occupied by the Hungarian embassy and located at 73 Viale Bruno Buozzi. The owner, Count Gori Mazzoleni, was a friend of the duchess. He wanted to deal directly with prospective buyers—a great advantage for them, since the involvement of middlemen could raise costs considerably.

The founder inspected the villa from top to bottom. Seeing that it would meet their foreseeable needs, he shared this information with Monsignor Montini. “Don’t let that house get away,” came the reply. “The Holy Father would be very happy to have you there. He knows that house, for when he was Cardinal Secretary of State, it was there that he visited Admiral Horthy, who was at that time regent of Hungary.” 17

Having made up his mind to buy the house, the founder put Don Alvaro in charge of the negotiations with the owner’s lawyers.

Don Alvaro later recalled:

In the first round of negotiations we succeeded in getting the asking price considerably reduced, but we did not even have that much. Along with asking friends and acquaintances for help, we thought of mortgaging the house; but for that, we needed title, and there was no getting title to the property without paying at least part of the price.18


The negotiations were at a standstill. Then:

The Father asked me to go see the owner and try to talk him into letting us give him some gold coins as a down payment, with the rest to be paid in a month or two. We did in fact have some gold coins then—the founder was saving them to have a sacred vessel made. I went to see the gentleman with this proposal. The Father stayed home, praying hard. The meeting was a success, though the owner insisted on payment in Swiss francs. When I told the Father, he said, “What difference does that make to us? We don’t have either lire or francs, and one is the same as the other to the Lord.” 19


To which one can only add; who else but Don Alvaro would have tried to buy a mansion with nothing but a few gold coins and total faith in the founder?

*      *      *
 

The Father was not so naive as to declare victory at the top of his lungs. There was still another problem, potentially even more serious than paying for the place. The house, previously home to the Hungarian legation to the Holy See, was still occupied by some Hungarian officials, and they, claiming diplomatic immunity, were refusing to leave even though Hungary had broken off relations with the Vatican. The founder wrote:

Dearest ones:


God’s grace and good spirits. This is a motto I try not to lose sight of, even though I see clearly that the business of getting possession of our house is going to be a big pain. Humanly speaking, the prospect could not be more unpleasant. But let’s pass over this matter; pray about it.20


On July 22, 1947, they moved from Città Leonina to Bruno Buozzi. It took a truck only one trip to bring all the furniture, utensils, and other household effects except those the Father had put in Dorita Calvo’s safekeeping—the vestments and sacred vessels—which she had been asked to pack and transport without letting them out of her sight.21

The entrance to the property, thenceforth called “Villa Tevere” was through a massive gate opening into a garden, which had been fairly well cared for. There were pine, eucalyptus, and fig trees, and laurels and other shrubs. To the left was the caretaker’s house. From there the garden sloped gradually upwards to the main house. They called it “Villa Vecchia” (“Old House”), even though it had been built in the twenties. It was a three-story building in the Florentine style.22

Attempts to dislodge the Hungarian diplomats having proved fruitless, it was necessary to adapt the caretaker’s house for their own use. Though not large, it became two independent residences, with the main residence on the ground floor and the residence for the housekeeping staff on the second floor. “El Pensionato” (“The Boardinghouse”) was its new name. The kitchen became a dining room, a laundry room was transformed into a sitting room, a room formerly used for ironing served as a corridor for the five people living and working on the second floor.23 On the ground floor were three small rooms—no improvement over Città Leonina.24 Victoria López-Amo, who joined the Administration shortly before the move, suggests how it was possible to create a beautiful, dignified oratory in such cramped quarters.

Everything had to be adapted to very limited spaces. The oratory was set up in a tiny room, but even though it was makeshift, it was very dignified and really inviting.


Above the altar was a Byzantine-style crucifix that inspired devotion. On a side wall a picture of the Blessed Virgin.… Next to the picture was a little shelf meant to hold a vase. When the oratory was finished, the Father asked us to arrange some flowers to put next to the Madonna.25


If there was no more room to be squeezed out of the Pensionata horizontally, there was still the vertical dimension, as one of the women recalled.

When Christmas came, the Father asked us to put up a Nativity scene. Having no place else, we put it under a window. With stones from the garden and whatever else we could find, we made it as high as possible, so that the figures the Father had given us would stand out. He told us it looked like it was seven stories high, and he was going to get someone to take a picture, because he’d never seen a Nativity scene in layers.26


*      *      *
 

From early on, the Father often referred to the Pensionata as “the tiny little house.” The expression was not contemptuous but jovial and even affectionate, for this was “the short path leading to the big villa.” 27 Behind the stubbornness of those Hungarian diplomats he could see the devil throwing a tantrum and God allowing it as a trial. “You can see that the devil is upset,” he remarked. “But God doesn’t lose battles.” 28 He prayed incessantly, knowing that the Villa Vecchia would fall to this invisible siege.

At the end of July, he wrote from Molinoviejo to his daughters in Rome:

Dearest ones:


I am here in Segovia, and there are many good things to relate.… How is the new house going? Are you still really praying to the Lord that the Hungarians will leave us in peace? 29


Molinoviejo was in full operation and there he dedicated the summer of 1947 to the formation of his daughters and sons. In the first half of September he made a two-week trip through northern Spain from Galicia to Bilbao. He visited new centers and met new members of the Work. He sought money. He spoke with bishops about Opus Dei.

In November he had to return to Rome, since a rush of petitions for approval from other, quite different, groups raised the possibility of changes relating to secular institutes. Winter came, and the cold made itself felt in the Pensionata. The Father suffered from it acutely, just as he did from high temperatures. Just before Christmas he wrote:

I’ll have to spend Christmas in Rome—where it is now terribly cold—though I’ll try to return to Spain as soon as possible.


Msgr. Dionisi called this morning to tell us the Cardinal Vicar has granted us permission to establish a residence for university students. The problem is cleared up. We’re not going to try to rent a place right now, but obviously we need to get moving if the house is to be furnished during the summer, so that it can open on time for the next school year. Money? It will come. It will come because unless we work with students we will never get the Work running with the strength that our spirit calls for.30


As that suggests, he never pleaded lack of funds as an excuse for turning down a real opportunity to work with souls. To him the conclusion seemed obvious: “We have no choice but to go begging.”

At the beginning of 1948 the financial problems were indeed crushing; still, he did not let this slow the apostolic expansion of the Work. As he wrote the General Council in Madrid:

Finances have never given me more trouble. Not that my trust in God has become less—it’s grown greater, in view of so many providential gestures from the Lord, and with it the conviction has grown in me that we must always make use of all the human means. Consequently, when I return we will do a methodical—objective—study of the expansion of the Work, taking into account everything that is already more or less under way (Rome, Paris, Milan, London, Dublin, Coimbra, Lisbon, Chicago, Buenos Aires), but without forgetting the financial side of our work.31


The Father knew very well that some people thought he lived in a dream world when it came to money. Anticipating such criticism, he wrote, “I am quite concerned, as I wrote you before, and am taking everything into account. But this still is the time for doing crazy things, if we use our heads. God won’t let us down.” 32 And as for asking for money—just tell him where!

You can’t say I’m turning a blind eye to this problem, when it’s almost an obsession. For my return, think of people I myself can go see to beg.33


But the news with which he closes his letter was not calculated to raise their spirits. On January 29 to be precise, Ignacio Sallent had been picking up some airline tickets near the Piazza Venezia when the car was stolen. By now they had been without a car for seven days, and they needed one to get around. “With absolute freedom,” the Father writes, “and realizing that another car would cost about twelve hundred dollars, decide if we should buy one or not—bearing in mind that there’s no money here and you would have to come up with it over there.” 34

A month later, in a letter dated March 4, he reports that he will be leaving Rome on the twelfth. By then everyone in the Pensionata was showing signs of wear from the cold, dampness, and hunger,35 to say nothing of the constant financial worries. Forcing the humor, the Father says:

Do you know, two days ago I woke up with the whole left side of my face paralyzed, and my mouth twisted, and I couldn’t shut my left eye? I was a scarecrow! I thought, could it be hemiplegia? But the rest of the body is normal and agile. Dr. Faelli assures me that it’s a “little prank” played on me by the Roman climate: rheumatism. Right now I’m writing to you with some discomfort, the eyebrow having descended so low over the eye, that I can only see halfway.


I am very happy—I look at myself in the mirror and I can see, on the left side, my corpse, since it looks like something dead. I even have half of my forehead smooth, wrinkle-free, and I like to think that by this death I’m being rejuvenated.


Well, don’t worry. It’s all nothing. I’m taking aspirin, going to bed early, and using a hot water bottle. It’s a matter of patience. I don’t think I’ll have to put off the trip.


Pray for me. Pray that I truly love the Lord; that I conduct myself always as he wishes. Because his Opus Dei is, and must always be, a school of sanctity in the midst of the world, and it would be a pity if this founder without a foundation remained last in line, when he should be up front. A pity and a great responsibility, grievous.36


But his health did not return so quickly, and he did have to postpone his trip to Madrid. On March 11, with the eye still doing very badly, he tended to his correspondence, telling the General Council about Don Alvaro’s condition.

Alvaro fell ill yesterday with a sore throat that seems really bad. For this reason I’ve put him in the only bed we have, and I’m sleeping on what they put at night in the hallway. There is a lot of joy in living this real poverty, harder than that ordinarily lived by religious: always, like Saint Alexis, under the stairway. Today, with the medicine from Dr. Faelli, the patient is almost well, but I’m not letting him get up, even though he insists—more than he should.37


And to the Central Advisory:

Today Encarnita had her second operation. She is strong, manly—no, womanly—in bearing pain. I’m very happy with her and with all my daughters here in Rome.38


After another week, the Father was still no better. His letters betray his pitiful condition. He writes the General Council:

Rome, March 18, 1948
May Jesus watch over my sons.

Dearest ones:


Last week, when the mail (your letters!) arrived from Spain, I had a minor ailment that didn’t permit me to see normally with the left eye. I had the packet of letters in my hand and felt a strong temptation—not from curiosity, from affection— to read them all. Finally, there I was at two in the morning, conversing with the Lord and with you, after having slowly gone through them, down to the very last one. I didn’t have the strength not to. For some reason, I don’t know what, I looked once again, but with more attention, at a cabinet in the room where I am writing. On it there are four little donkeys, trotting. The Kings brought them to me, from Spain. Sometimes I amuse myself by making them go here or there, changing their direction; but never does it occur to me to separate them. The four go together, as brothers, carrying their abundant loads, immutably, steadily. I made my examination of conscience, with remorse for the disorder. I went to sleep smiling, thinking about you and me, and telling the Lord in the name of all: “Ut iumentum factus sum apud te!” [“I have become like a donkey before you!”] 39


A series of diathermy treatments had no effect on his facial paralysis. He remained, as he put it, “asymmetrical,” with his faccia storta (distorted face). In Madrid he continued the heat treatments. They did no good, but his spirits were unimpaired. “As soon as I’m better,” he wrote Don Alvaro, “I’m heading out of here to beg.” 40

In spring of 1948 his correspondence was full of his travels, physical sufferings, and humiliations, along with the great peace and joy he felt when he saw the apostolic work going on all over Spain.

Madrid, April 13, 1948
May Jesus watch over my sons in Rome.

Dearest ones:


I’m sitting down to write you when everyone else is already asleep, since tomorrow I will spend the day outside Madrid and may not be able to find time. Anyway, I have to be brief, because my left eye is still not completely well.…


It’s not possible to send more money right now. I’m continuing my efforts.… Lots of visits, with my face still contorted. I’ve eaten out every day. It’s awful, but unavoidable! … That’s enough! My eyes hurt, and it’s very late, so I’m done.


I’m thinking of all my sons there, with affection. I’m praying hard for Italy—for the Pope!—and also for my children. Alvarito—when will you be able to come? There’s an overwhelming amount of work here.41


On April 21 he wrote:

Dear Alvaro:


A heap of things, real quickly, so I don’t strain my eyes by writing too much. I still can’t pray the breviary! I’ve become illiterate; I can neither read nor write.


A long but concisely written list of requests and questions follows, then:

At the end of the month I’ll go to Barcelona to beg. After that I head down to Málaga to spend a day with Herrera (he sent a warm letter inviting me), and then on to Granada and Seville. If you knew how little I care to travel! I also find it very hard to see people and then more people. But I have no choice if I am to serve God. I’m always eating out, and, believe me, I’m doing that very reluctantly, because I’m not very mortified. Patience.…


I know you realize I’m skipping over a few troubles, which never are lacking.42


The Father returned to Rome on May 20, and then stuck tenaciously to his work schedule. By June he had trips sketched out well into autumn: in the second half of the month, southern Italy, mainly Calabria and Sicily; on July 2 back to Spain, to help out with formation courses for men and women members of the Work; then, in mid-October, to Oporto and Coimbra.43 On October 11 the process for the beatification of Isidoro Zorzano was begun, and after that he left for Coimbra. In Portugal, as it turned out, he was “sick the whole time”; the consolation of the trip, he reported, lay in the fact that the Portuguese members of Opus Dei were “worth their weight in gold.” 44

He spent more than two years this way, shuttling back and forth, between Spain and Italy, spreading the Work and begging for money. On December 30, 1948, he left for Rome for the sixth time: on February 11, he was back in Spain.

On February 28 he wrote to Alvaro:

Tomorrow I leave for Córdoba, the next day I’ll sleep in Granada, the day after that I’ll be spending all twenty-four hours with Herrera. Then back to Granada for a couple of days, and once again to Madrid. Then I’ll be going to Valladolid for another two days (I was there yesterday and the day before), because it’s necessary.45


But now there was something new. At the beginning of February, the Hungarian diplomats had left.46 The siege of Villa Vecchia had ended with courteous gestures on both sides. The Hungarians sent a big bouquet of gladiolas, and the founder reciprocated with a bottle of good cognac, which Rosalía delivered, wearing her best uniform and white gloves.47

That done, the Father immediately swung into action. He wanted more people for Rome and money for renovations. These were among his reasons for going to Spain before visiting Portugal as promised.

On April 23 he was back in Rome. Now he was ready to get to work in earnest creating the central headquarters of Opus Dei. By May they were waiting impatiently for a work permit.48 On June 9 construction began.

2. Governing between Rome and Madrid

Work at Villa Tevere had been under way for just six weeks when the money ran out. Monsignor Escrivá was not surprised, but he was troubled by his failure to come up with more. No matter, the work had to go on. He wrote the General Council:

Here, too, we are running very short of money—thanks be to God!—and are sure in our faith that we must keep on with the building of this marvelous instrument for a tomorrow that’s so close you can touch it with your hands. I’ll give you more details in my next letter. Humanly speaking, we don’t see any way to pull it off. And we have to pull it off. And do everything we’ve planned. I want you to go to the Immaculate Heart of Mary, with more trust than ever: Sub tuum praesidium! [We fly to your protection!] 49 …


Three days later he wrote again.

Given the financial difficulties we’re experiencing, the only solution is to employ the supernatural means and exhaust the human ones.…


So, then, praying to God about it, and giving it all we’ve got. Lots of work here, and great prospects. Things can’t stop for lack of money. We’ve got to find cash!


I would especially like those at Molinoviejo to make a novena to Our Mother of Fair Love, for this.50


The following month he wrote his sons in Mexico:

Rome, August 29, 1949

May Jesus watch over those sons of mine.…


Alvaro went to Spain almost a month ago, to seek some relief for the financial worries we have in Italy. I don’t know what luck he’ll have finding a solution, since, thanks be to God, the people over there also are in water up to their necks.51


This optimism was typical of him.

Now they began to feel the pinch of the poverty he had predicted— “a real poverty, an enchanting poverty. Laus Deo!” 52 With it came worry, hunger, fear, sickness, discomfort, fatigue, sleeplessness; and also joy, order, industriousness, humility, serenity, and ascetic struggle. “And there I was believing, naively, that I could die now!” he wrote. “Really that would be the easy thing.” 53

*      *      *
 

Travel also was an important part of Monsignor Escrivá’s life between 1946 and 1949. In those three years he made seven trips between Spain and Italy, finally settling in Rome, at Villa Tevere in April 1949. But even before then, as his correspondence makes clear, Rome and the work he had to do there exercised the greater pull on him. When he went to Madrid, it was because of something unforeseen or unusual that required his attention.

Yet his letters from Rome to Madrid also reflect an itch to lend a hand with many matters there. Sometimes he seems to be begging the General Council’s pardon for his prolonged absence, or for his delay in coming. It is important to bear in mind that at this time Spain held Opus Dei’s reserve of mature people and was the source of new members. It was the base of operations for the General Council and the Central Advisory, the men’s and women’s governing bodies. Also from 1946 to 1949 Opus Dei was growing dramatically in Spain and making its first ventures into other countries.

Another thing that the founder had to bear in mind was the need not to become involved in sociopolitical questions.54 (The activities of some of his children in these fields was sometimes mistakenly attributed to the Work.) It was in Rome that some dignitaries of the Holy See, who had authority in these matters, counseled him not to give even the slightest occasion for false accusations against him. “If they don’t see you, they won’t be able to make up new slanders,” they told him.55 The Father gladly accepted this advice, which, after all, was nothing but a variation on his old motto “Hide and disappear.” 56

But despite all that, Monsignor Escrivá remained bent on “Romanizing” the Work. He would go to Madrid when necessary, but only for short stays. Indeed this conclusion was imposed on him by the requirements of governance, as Rome, home of the Vicar of Christ, became Opus Dei’s center of gravity.

But even as Monsignor Escrivá, assisted by Don Alvaro del Portillo as Procurator General, was governing Opus Dei from Rome, the General Council and the Central Advisory were still in Madrid The situation had obvious drawbacks. But the founder compensated for them with his dedication, a copious correspondence, and frequent trips.57 Moreover, he allowed the Council members in Madrid a prudent latitude. “In my absence,” he had written them earlier, “continue studying matters and resolve them by common decision.” 58

As someone naturally attentive to detail and assiduous in his care for the little things, he had no trouble making himself understood from a distance. But as circumstances required, he left decisions to the others, knowing that distance might distort his view of things. “You miss a lot of detail when you’re this far away,” he said. “Don’t follow what I’m going to tell you to the letter.” 59

Even so, the members’ eagerness to do just what they thought he wanted now and then resulted in mistakes. So, for instance, he had to tell the people at Los Rosales, the house in Villaviciosa de Odon, that it wasn’t a good idea to put a beehive in their garden just because they had the notion it was something he wanted.60

But he was quite clear in setting these priorities for the Council and the Advisory: more members, more centers, more priests. These, he said, were “things I am praying for continually, despite my wretchedness, and for which I pray intensely at holy Mass each day.” 61 A year passed, and he spoke of the same three things.62 “The world is very big—and very small!—and we need to extend our work from pole to pole.” 63

His program for expansion boiled down to people and buildings to house their apostolic works. Sometimes both grew together, sometimes not. In the late forties, women in Opus Dei were few in number by comparison with men.64 But he did not cut back on expansion for that reason, since he was sure that what was necessary would be forthcoming in the end: God just wouldn’t let him down. Even if he had to deliver bad news or censure something, or discuss a difficult situation, he always ended cheerfully.

Since we will soon have two new buildings, La Pililla and Molinoviejo, as study centers, and houses in Santiago and Barcelona … and since people will be needed for the student residences in Rome, Lisbon, and Dublin (and later—next year—Paris, Chile, Colombia, Mexico, and Argentina), and since it will be necessary to start the work in rural areas, and with the press, and in hospitals … we need people! And we need to form them better every day.


I look to the future with a lot of optimism. I see armies of my daughters of all countries, all races, all tongues. For this it will suffice that the first ones do—cheerfully!—everything they can, obediently responding as ancilla Domini [handmaid of the Lord], with greater effort every day.65


There was a particular need for numerary assistants, to keep the Work running well. One approach he suggested was that the household staff in residences about to open not be members of the Work. This was done in Granada in 1947. “I think,” he told the Advisory, “that in that way many vocations of domestic workers will come about.” 66 When it didn’t happen immediately, a note of impatience crept into the women’s letters; just wait, he wrote.67

“I am praying for them constantly,” he remarked, “that they may be holy, cheerful, and effective, not fretting about trivia.” 68

May those children always be happy—servite Domino in laetitia! [serve the Lord in joy!]—and very sincere. May they control their imaginations, not creating needless suffering for themselves, and know how to live our life of service to the Church with all its greatness in the little, ordinary, humdrum things—that’s where God is.69


In another letter he expressed the hope that they would be: “simple, humble, optimistic, effective souls of prayer and sacrifice,” in line with the spirit of Opus Dei. “Why not be happy—gaudium cum pace! [joy with peace!]—when the Lord wants us to be happy? 70

With Monsignor Escrivá in Rome for months at a time, physical separation became a growing problem. The Work was expanding. The distance between centers and the rising number of members called for a new arrangement, a new way of operating, without any change in spirit and customs. Reading his mail, he put his mind to the problem and told the General Council:

One of you has spoken to me about his “fear” of the “paperwork” that with the development of our apostolate necessarily increases every day. There’s no reason to fear it. We should rejoice, because this is a sign of growth, just as a person physically leaving childhood must cope with the apparent complications of ID documents, university records and diplomas, military records, etc. If you keep our spirit for me, then even if you can’t have the Father continually living with you—a situation whose absence someone else laments in his letter—each of the older ones, especially those in positions of governance in the region or in the centers, will know how to create that supernatural and human atmosphere of a Christian family that is the special characteristic of our Opus Dei. So, as always: interior life, work, cheerfulness, and true charity— affection! This way there will be no need to fear growth, because it will mean growing in numbers and quality—those study centers!—and in love for God, and in effectiveness.71


*      *      *
 

Besides praying that God would send new members to the Work, he cast about for ways of improving their formation, both in knowledge and virtues. Personal formation began with individual one-on-one spiritual direction, but it also required men’s and women’s study centers. If numerary assistants were still scarce, he felt, that was all the more reason to concentrate on forming the first ones well. After various possibilities had been explored, he wrote to the Central Advisory in March, 1947, to suggest Lagasca (Diego de León), so that two or three rooms could be used as a study center for numerary assistants.72 “Don’t forget,” he pointed out in May, “one starts as one can. If we wait till we have the human means, we’ll never begin. Abundant means will come, in time. They will be the reward of our work, our dedication, our faith.” 73

Soon the study center was up and running. He warmly congratulated the Advisory. “I am so happy about the Lagasca center—the first study center for household workers! It is born, like everything of ours (and like Jesus), in poverty and without material means. This is the path. Congratulations!” 74

*      *      *
 

Priests were often on his mind. As the Work expanded, more of them were needed to care for those in contact with it and, of course, for the members themselves. All the pieces had to be in place for the machinery to run. Further expansion to countries in Europe and the Americas was imminent. Ordaining a goodly number of priests was now a matter of some urgency.

After the ordinations of 1944 and 1946, nine others between 1948 and 1952 had added forty-four priests to the first nine.75

His feelings—pride, humility, gratitude, paternal affection—are apparent in a letter he addressed to the third group of ordinands.

Rome, February 18, 1948
May Jesus watch over these three sons of mine.

Dear Juan Antonio, Jesús, and Adolfo:


How I would like to be with you on the day of your tonsure! You can be sure that although I’m here in Rome, I won’t be far away, despite the distance.


What am I to say to you? That this is a great election God is making within our Work, so that we—the priests!—may be the servants of our brothers and sisters, who have our same vocation to be servants and models of sanctity, of work, of cheerfulness; servants and the most sensitive of instruments for forming and directing.…


My sons, always preach to our people—and to everyone— that the key to effectiveness in apostolic labor is to respond to God’s grace and carry each day’s cross with cheerfulness and poise and personal holiness.


My sons, ask the Lord for many vocations. Ask him for learned and dedicated priests who—forgetting about themselves—know how to continually be the foundation of our unity, consummati in unum! [that they may be one!]


May our heavenly Mother, Spes Nostra, Sedes Sapientiae, Ancilla Domini [Our Hope, Seat of Wisdom, Handmaid of the Lord], obtain for us the grace of being priests after her Son’s heart and after her Immaculate Heart.


Blessings from your Father,


Mariano 76

When he returned to Spain a year later, he found the priests “up to their necks in work with souls.” 77 By August of 1952 he could count on more than fifty priests; but the centers that had started up in other countries took the new ones. Monsignor Escrivá could never say he had a single priest more than needed.

His letters of those years are full of praise for those who shared in the responsibility of governing Opus Dei, the members of the Advisory and the General Council. Of the latter he wrote:

The general impression of everything is wonderful. You can see more maturity and effectiveness every month. God is here. In my absence, they have generally looked after things very well.78


I am also very happy with the new little curates. They truly will be holy, learned, and joyful priests. I find it hard to stop giving thanks.79


3. God’s hour

And in Italy. “Here in Italy,” he writes to Madrid in June 1948, “one foresees a great harvest of vocations and work.” 80

Now the Work in Italy began to acquire its first members. A small group of Italians had already joined, and that summer the founder sent them to Molinoviejo for a formation course and exposure to members from other countries. Also taking the course were the first members from Portugal and Mexico and even the first Irishman.81 The founder himself instructed them in the history and the catechism of the Work.

Monsignor Escrivá followed his own advice about starting as one could. Soon after becoming convinced that the time—God’s time—for it had come, he established the Roman College of the Holy Cross; the decree was dated June 29, 1948.82 Considering the problems that had attended the launching of similar projects, this was a heroic gesture— and to all appearances, in some ways a bit crazy.

The Roman College was established to give intensive formation to members of Opus Dei from various countries, and enable them to earn ecclesiastical doctorates. Many graduates would return to their native countries as priests. The founder’s plan was to start small with ten students. But when the term began, there were only four.83 Classes and living quarters were in the Pensionata, which at the time had no vacant rooms.84

The decree establishing the Roman College stated that its purpose was to bring together in the Eternal City people from all the countries to which Opus Dei had spread: “Collegium ex omni natione Operis Dei in Urbe constituere decrevimus.” Its creation was another step in Monsignor Escrivá’s program of “Romanizing” the Work. Rome was now the center of its international expansion.

On July 2 (three days after establishing the Roman College), he left for Madrid. There something happened that sheds much light on how he thought about things. One day he was walking by the house on Martínez Campos Street where he had lived with his mother in 1933, and where he had met with priests and students. Suddenly he found himself thinking, “How much I have suffered, my God! How much I have suffered!” But then: “How much you’ve put up with me, Lord! How much you’ve put up with me!” Two days after this incident he commented: “Now, looking at them coolly, I think there’s a lot of truth in both of those statements.” 85

His relationship with God was marked by forgetfulness of himself and his own interests. He was humbly determined to want what God wanted, and to this was joined a generous heart that eschewed calculation and acted passionately and without hesitation. Naturally he engaged in deliberation, but, having done that, he acted quickly. This is the background for a letter to the General Council two months after the announcement of the start of the Roman College.

Dearest ones:


Very happy about the news Alvaro has brought me about all of you. I would gladly return to Spain right now if it weren’t so very clear that there is a lot of work here that I can’t leave.… Of utmost importance are this future central headquarters and the Roman College; and for Italy, the study centers and the retreat house. Plus, I need to get to know all these Italian fellows, if in August they can finally take courses at Castel Gandolfo. And that’s not all, because there are also other things of the greatest importance which, thanks be to God, Alvaro is doing a good job of preparing and working on. Just with what concerns the Work, to say nothing of his official job, he is carrying a heavy load, one that he can only carry with God’s grace and with the will and the mind that he has.86


*      *      *
 

Surrounded by the young men who came to the Pensionata, the founder felt at home in Rome where the Work’s apostolic expansion had carried him. It was not difficult, then, for him to get used to living there.87 He loved Italy, the native land of many members of the Work, and he felt its postwar political problems deeply.

In 1948 he wrote:

In these moments, when the ravages of the last war are still evident, the rise of new problems is very obvious. And, unfortunately, so is the proposing of solutions that deny God— sowers of hatred that win over even whole nations. I tell you that both nationalism and the class struggle are essentially anti-Christian. We are all children of the same God, qui omnes homines vult salvos fieri (1 Tim 2: 4)—who wants everyone to be saved.88


The Italian elections of April 1948 were crucial. The nation was, in the words of Pope Pius XII, “at a real turning point which required of the head and members of Christendom the greatest vigilance, an untiring diligence, and self-sacrificing activity.” 89

Monsignor Escrivá told the Italian students who came to the Pensionata just what he had told his first followers in Madrid: “You are obliged to give example, my children, in all areas, including citizenship. You must do what it takes to fulfill your duties and exercise your rights.” 90

When they asked him about the Italian situation, he stressed the freedom every Christian enjoys in political matters. But, he pointed out, freedom in matters of opinion was not to supersede freely chosen adherence to the Church’s magisterium in matters of faith and morals. For the magisterium alone can give specific directions for action or limit the freedom of Catholics in temporal matters; and it can only do so for exceptional reasons, such as a grave political crisis.

“The Father did not get involved in, or wish to get involved in, or even give advice about, Italian politics. He clearly operated on a higher plane and was setting guidelines for all times and circumstances.” 91 While insisting on freedom in technical and political matters, however, he insisted that failure to get involved in social issues was wrong—sometimes even gravely so. The elections of April 18, 1948,92 were one of those occasions when not taking part would amount to taking a position. It threatened to be like Spain in 1936: the formation of a Popular Front and its coming to power; the painful experiences of persecution and martyrdoms; the unleashing of atheistic barbarism.93

*      *      *
 

A referendum and elections on June 2, 1946, had brought into being an Italian republic, with a constituent assembly charged with drawing up a constitution. The country was in bad shape as a result of the war. The forces that had fought together against the Fascist regime split, with divergent aims and agendas. The division mirrored that sundering the former Allies: Russia on one side, the Western democracies on the other. The De Gasperi government adopted strong measures to maintain order in Italy. In 1947 De Gasperi visited the United States, negotiated economic aid under the Marshall Plan, and, on February 10, signed a peace treaty that was ratified in Paris that summer. Meanwhile, runaway inflation and high unemployment were feeding violent social unrest.

The constituent assembly completed its work at the end of 1947, and the new constitution became operative on January 1. General elections were set for April 18, 1948. De Gasperi’s Christian Democrats faced the Communists and Socialists of the Democratic Popular Front. The future of a Christian nation, and the Church’s freedom, were at stake.

The Berlin blockade and the deepening Cold War left little doubt about how things would be if the Communists and their allies took over in Italy. The situation of the Church? One had only to look at what was happening behind the Iron Curtain: persecution, suppression of liberties, imprisonment, torture, isolation, even martyrdom.

To Catholics Pope Pius pointed out that, Communist promises on the subject of religion notwithstanding, the nation was at risk; there was real danger of a Marxist dictatorship coming to power. Adopting a tone of the greatest urgency he declared: “The critical hour of the Christian conscience has been sounded.” 94

In unison with the Pope’s intentions, Monsignor Escrivá prayed and had the members of the Work pray for peace and religious freedom in Italy. While respecting, as always, their liberty regarding how to put into practice the indications of the magisterium, he encouraged them to help out in the electoral campaign, each one in the way he thought best.95 Preparing for a trip to Spain with the campaign in full swing, he wrote the Council there:

We have to give God a lot of thanks for this trip. But I am distressed about going—with Italy very unsettled, and the Russians kicking up a lot of mud; and this is where Peter is. Pray hard that the peace not be disturbed here in Rome.96


He anxiously followed the elections from Madrid. “I’m very concerned about Rome and Italy,” he wrote Don Alvaro.” 97 As soon as he heard the results, he wrote to Monsignor Montini: “In Madrid, which is where I am at the moment, I’ve learned with great joy of the outcome of the elections in Italy. You cannot imagine, Your Excellency, how hard I have prayed and gotten others to pray to the Lord for this intention.” 98 And he closed by asking that Pope Pius be told of “the exultant joy of Opus Dei, and of this sinner, over the outcome of the elections.” 99

*      *      *
 

“Romanizing” the souls of members of Opus Dei consisted, essentially, of opening up new horizons transcending nationalism and local interests. For the founder’s zeal reached out to the whole world, even as it focused on Christendom’s supreme authority residing in Rome (“the sweet Christ on earth,” he used to say, quoting Saint Catherine of Siena). No matter the human defects or weaknesses of any particular pope! 100 This was the deep sense of being Roman that he sought to transmit to the members in word and deed.

I have taught you to love the adjective “Roman,” which we use to designate the children of the one, true Church, and I want to preach this to, and Romanize, all the souls I can. How excited I am that soon many, many of my children will be able to come to Rome, in a steady and orderly fashion, and then return to their regions with their hearts afire with love for the Church, and more Roman!


We have to Romanize ourselves, I tell you, but part of that effort consists in preparing the soul so that none of the unhappy things we see can weaken our faith. For you to know about these things will help keep you from ever being scandalized if at some point you hear this sort of news. And it will also help you grow in your love for the holy Church, the Spouse of Jesus Christ. You will be moved (like Noah’s good sons) to cover over, with the cloak of your charity and discretion, the defects you see in the individuals who form part of the people of God.101


To those at the Pensionata he spoke of far-off lands where they would very soon be going. That was not an impossible dream, members of the Work were already settled in Paris, London, and Dublin, and others were preparing to go to the United States, Mexico, and Chile. What did it matter if there were not many of them? The founder knew that. And the number of numerary assistants was not yet a dozen. Nevertheless, to the three or four who lived next door, in what had been the caretaker’s house, he said, “If the first twelve of you stick with me, it will become possible to go everywhere: to Japan, to Africa, to the Americas, to Oceania— everywhere.” 102

As for the Italian numeraries, men and women, there weren’t a dozen of them yet either.103 Numbers did not matter to the founder; what counted with him was their struggle to become better and their generous response to the many graces received. “You will have more graces,” he told his daughters, “while those who come later will have more resources.” 104

It is a noteworthy fact—but no miracle—that then and later people who heard him speak in Spanish could understand him even if they did not know the language. Monsignor Luigi Tirelli recalling the early days at the Pensionata, writes:

I listened to the Father in 1948 and 1949, not yet knowing Spanish (I did learn it later on), and I was amazed to find that I could understand what he was saying. This phenomenon— which took me a while to grasp—can be explained by his great skill at communicating. One could say he spoke with his whole being. It was like a flame from God, a real “gift of tongues,” without knowing the meaning of the words, I was still able to understand everything he said.


I tested this out with other people, but I didn’t manage to understand them in the same way. Probably, along with great mental clarity, the Lord had given him the gift of making himself understood, because of the good he produced in souls.105


With all his demanding work—composing documents, governing the Work, writing letters, making visits, and much else—he nevertheless spent a substantial part of the day speaking privately with the members of the Work or their friends. Sometimes, to clear his head of distractions while mulling a question that he was mentally working out, he would go for a ride in the car, accompanied by Don Alvaro or someone else.106 When confined to bed by the frequent bouts of illness, brought on by his diabetes, he continued instructing his sons. “How many acts of love for God have you made this morning?” was a typical query when they dropped by to visit. The point was not to get an accounting but to encourage them to open up to him.107

On more than one occasion Monsignor Escrivá emphasized that he had no intention of imitating the legendary Captain Araña, who sent his subordinates on missions while he stayed home. Before setting up a new center, he would get the permission of the local bishop and would visit a local shrine or church dedicated to our Lady, entrusting the work that would be done in that city to her patronage.108

On January 3, 1948, he made a pilgrimage to the shrine of Our Lady of Loreto.109 A week later, accompanied by Don Alvaro, he set out from Rome by car to visit the Catholic University of Milan and take care of other business. Cold rain and fog made driving difficult, but on the 13th they arrived in Milan.110 While there, they made a courtesy call on Cardinal Schuster. It was a cordial visit, as he told those in Madrid.

Rome, Sunday, January 18, 1948
May Jesus watch over my sons.

Dearest ones:


On Friday, late in the afternoon, we got back from Milan. I’m very happy about the trip. Cardinal Schuster—whom we went to see just to pay our respects— … received us warmly and insisted that we set up a center there. “Come,” he said, “because I need your help to take care of the souls entrusted to me.” I want your advice: if you don’t see things differently, I will formally commit, in writing, to a residence in Milan.111


He also wrote the cardinal. He had not been thinking of starting so soon in Milan, but, “the word of Your Eminence is, for this sinner, a command from God, that I will try to carry out as soon as possible.” 112

“Most Reverend Monsignor,” the cardinal wrote back, “I will not be the one to keep you and Opus Dei from coming into Milan. ‘Ostium magnum et adversarii multi …’ But God never does things by halves.” 113

Concerned though he was about Marxist advances and the imminent threat of a Communist dictatorship being set up in the country, Cardinal Schuster nevertheless was heartened by the impression made on him by the founder of Opus Dei. He saw in him, he said, “one of those figures whom the Holy Spirit gives to the Church and who leave an indelible imprint on its life. Such men appear only very rarely in the history of the Church.” 114

*      *      *
 

On June 16, the founder wrote Father Pedro Casciaro to say he would be leaving for Sicily and Calabria in a day or two. He had a feeling that “God’s hour” had come. There would be much fruitful apostolic work to do there.115 To do this he had to change some plans, as he informed the Council members on the same day:

Dearest ones—Once more it is very obvious that we are dependent on God, and can’t carry out our plans to the letter.


The archbishop of Reggio Calabria, Archbishop Lanza, is expecting us; and we need to go, since he is a great friend to have for all the work that needs to be done in southern Italy. The extreme heat here is a foretaste of what we’ll have in Calabria and Sicily. But neither this nor the visits (more or less social) in Spain should cut down our effort to extend the operation of the Work here. Therefore—definitely—I will not get to Madrid before Friday, July 2.116


Monsignor Escrivá was not in good health, and he knew that the heat would be an agony for him. But he had to get moving, for he was needed in Spain in early July. In the wake of the meeting with Cardinal Schuster, expansion to northern Italy was already being prepared. Now it was the South’s turn with visits scheduled to the archbishop of Reggio Calabria and to Cardinal Ernesto Ruffini of Palermo.

On Friday, June 18, having celebrated Mass at the Pensionata at 4: 15 AM, he and Don Alvaro got under way at five, in their old, rattletrap Aprilia. Alberto Taboada, the driver, and Luigi Tirelli were up front. They stopped in Trastevere to pick up Monsignor Umberto Dionisi, a close friend of the archbishop’s, then headed south with the three priests and some of the luggage squeezed in back.117

Just beyond Naples, Monsignor Escrivá began to feel ill, and asked that they stop for lunch and let him rest. They then continued down the coastal highway. The car was an oven. The highway had been pulverized by wartime fighting; some of the bridges they crossed were on pontoons. But despite clouds of dust and the jolting caused by potholes, the Father sang song after song. Monsignor Dionisi’s main memory of the trip was his impressive cheerfulness.

At one o’clock in the morning, they reached the village of Scalea and obtained five beds in a boardinghouse. Early in the morning, they were on the road to Paola, where the Father said Mass at the shrine of Saint Francis. Saturday night found them in Reggio where they had supper with Archbishop Lanza and the founder enthusiastically spoke to him about the Work.

On Sunday they crossed the Strait of Messina by ferry and arrived in Catania at suppertime. Monsignor Escrivá was exhausted. He refused supper and had retired to rest when the pastor of the Church of Our Lady of Ransom, Father Francesco Ricceri, whom they had contacted in advance, arrived at the hotel. The founder got out of bed, came down to supper, and cheered up everyone with his conversation and good humor.

The following morning, after Mass and breakfast, the pastor invited them to visit Mount Etna, unaware that they been on the road two days and that the Father was not feeling well. At Etna they visited the spot where, in 1886, Cardinal Giuseppe Dusmet, Catania’s archbishop, had halted a torrent of burning lava by displaying the veil of Saint Agatha, the city’s patron saint. Monsignor Escrivá later spoke of that show of faith whenever he recalled this trip.

Then and during lunch Father Ricceri listened with admiration to what was said about the Work and about the apostolic purpose of this journey to Calabria and Sicily. Thirty years later, he recalled the occasion well.

Captivated by the beauty of that institution, I insistently begged the Father to open an Opus Dei residence in Catania, and told him I would help him in every way, since I was the pastor of a very centrally located parish and also the chaplain of the Italian Catholic University Federation.


The Father answered me by beating around the bush to keep from saying yes, until finally, faced with my persistence, he answered, “If you were going to stay in Catania, your help would encourage me to set up a residence. But you’re going to be leaving. So how would you be able to help me?”


I replied that I had no intention of quitting Catania. Fixing on me a knowing look, he said, “You can be sure that in a few years they will make you a bishop and you will have to leave Catania.”


I assumed he was joking, but in 1957 events confirmed that those words were prophetic.118


By now it was pouring rain. Continuing on to Palermo to see Cardinal Ruffini was out of the question. On Wednesday, June 23, they were back in Rome.

*      *      *
 

The founder spent the second half of 1948 in Spain, mainly occupied with governing the Work, forming its members, and visiting ecclesiastical authorities.

When he arrived at Molinoviejo in July there was scaffolding everywhere, and the place was filled with bricklayers and housepainters, to say nothing of artists decorating the oratory, the shrine, the corridors, and the dining room. He wrote to those back in Rome: “Lots of work, workmen, dust, and eagerness to have the house ready. Sometimes I think I’ll die bricked up.”
119

The challenge to the Administration was daunting. The house was full. Isolated in the country as they were, buying food or anything else was a problem. In the absence of electricity, they had to work by the light of oil lamps, since the laying of the electric lines was not yet completed. It was a constant worry that cinders might fall on the corporals and altar linens as they ironed them with old flatirons heated with burning coals.

The Father often visited the women to encourage them. “In war as in war,” he would say.120 Arriving unexpectedly one day, he found a passageway floor flooded with dirty water. In strong language— together with an apology for using it—he pointed out how displeasing to the Lord this careless way of working was.121

Those taking formation courses that summer learned the spirit of the Work directly from the founder. He gave meditations in the oratory, talks and commentaries as they sat in a circle under the shade of plane trees, and participated in the get-togethers after lunch and supper. He taught by example—the smile that accompanied a greeting, the words of affection that smoothed the edges of an order, the delicacy with which to make a correction. Even his silences and absences, taught them order, industriousness, and the painstaking fulfillment of duty.

Explaining doctrine or telling of all the good things God had done for Opus Dei, the founder at the same time was teaching lessons about sanctifying the small incidents that make up the tapestry of one’s life. He taught them to notice defects and flaws and to take loving care of little, ordinary things. “Do everything for love. In that way there will be no little things: everything will be big. Perseverance in the little things for love is heroism.” 122

When, at last, they had electricity, they were jubilant at turning on the lights; but the oil lamps stayed, since power failures were frequent. The construction workers finally finished too. Monsignor Escrivá was away that day and would return in the evening. Wanting to give him a treat, the women went over everything with a fine-tooth comb. Everything was spic-and-span, orderly, resplendent.

Just before he arrived, there was a power failure. Even so, he made a quick tour by candlelight. The person who accompanied him later recalled: “After just that casual first glance, I noted down, at the Father’s indication, over sixty details that needed fixing.” 123 It was neither the first nor the last such incident; he was entirely serious about the need to attend to details. “You have mistaken the way if you scorn the little things.” 124

It was his rule that anyone in the house who came across something in the house that needed to be fixed either fixed it himself (if he could) or wrote up a “repair note” or, if competent, personally took charge of getting the repair done. The women of the Administration also noted down anything that needed fixing in their area. Repair work that summer was overseen by Fernando Delapuente. The founder directed that repair notes be placed on Fernando’s worktable. Many days, it was said, he found a stack of paper thicker than Don Quixote. The Father got a big laugh from that, relates Encarnita, and “encouraged us to keep pouring out literature.” 125

Several hundred women and men took formation courses there that summer of 1948. Those young people were the founder’s hope for the future. “At Molinoviejo,” he wrote to those in Rome, “the atmosphere is quickly changing. One now sees people from four or five (today it’s five) countries. Next year it will be a Tower of Babel, filled with unity.” 126

Long trips, North and South, to Galicia and Portugal, regularly interrupted his stay at Molinoviejo. Even more often, he went to Madrid. And many Saturdays, with a basket of tortillas and sandwiches in the car, he went to La Granja, an army camp for college students where a good number of his sons were doing their military service.

In addition there were two weeklong workshops for directors—one for men (August 24–30, at Molinoviejo), and the other for women (in October, at Los Rosales).127

*      *      *
 

By New Year’s Day, 1949, the Father was back in Rome. On January 6 (the feast of the Epiphany) while saying Mass in the little oratory of the Pensionata, he spoke to his sons of the need for a complete commitment, while also broaching the idea of apostolic visits to other Italian cities.128 Later that morning, he met with some of his sons— Don Alvaro, Salvador Canals, Francesco Angelicchio, and Luigi Tirelli, and taking a sheet of paper, he headed it thus:

1. Supernatural vision: (a) everyone, more prayer, some special mortification; (b) the Blessed Mother—pictures of our Lady; (c) carry out the usual plan.129


Then came some indications about the apostolic trips: visits to local bishops, conversations with young people and priests, note-taking, keeping lists of people with whom they established friendly relations, letters to friends—and, finally, estimated costs.

Having consulted their friends to obtain names and addresses of people they knew; they soon were making weekend trips to one university city or another, throughout Italy. The first visit was to Bari, on Sunday, February 13, 1949. On the following Sunday, Don Alvaro, accompanied by those going to Milan and Turin, began the trips to the North. And on Sunday, February 27, Don Alvaro, together with Salvador Moret and Luigi Tirelli, visited Palermo and Catania. And thus— in groups of two or three, every week or every other week—they broadened, little by little, their circle of friendships, in Bari, Naples, Turin, Bologna, Padua, Pisa, Genoa, Palermo, and Catania.130

On February 11 (before they began these trips), Monsignor Escrivá had to go to Spain; and he did not return to Rome until April 23. By then five or six trips had taken place. During get-togethers at Diego de León, he told the young people at the study center about the apostolate in Italy, describing how, as had happened years earlier in Spain, their brothers in Rome were boarding trains on Saturday afternoon for Genoa, Bari, Palermo, or Bologna, then spending their Sundays talking with their friends or giving formation classes, before returning at night.131

After two years of living in the Pensionata, the founder, upon doing the math, saw that he needed not just a building for Opus Dei’s central headquarters, but also a long list of other centers. These included headquarters for the Regional Council and the Regional Advisory, the Roman College, two Italian study centers, a conference center in Castel Gandolfo, and four strategically located centers to cover the cities that were receiving weekend visits.

The Work was moving at God’s pace, and that pace was rapid. “Think slowly and act quickly,” the founder told Don Alvaro.132

4. The first supernumeraries

In January, 1948, as related earlier, Monsignor Escrivá visited Cardinal Schuster of Milan. As he was driving back to Rome with Don Alvaro, Ignacio Sallent at the wheel, he was silent, seemingly immersed in God, until suddenly and loudly he exclaimed, “They fit in!” 133 It sounded like the answer to a problem. But what problem?

Monsignor Escrivá had been wrestling with the question of how to include married persons in Opus Dei. Back in Madrid he had for years given spiritual direction to people whom he helped to aspire to lofty holiness attainable without abandoning one’s social status or family or profession.134 Sometimes the young students at the Ferraz Street and Jenner Street residences smiled with amazement at his assurance in speaking of the vocation to marriage. Who had ever heard of such a thing? Sanctity was usually identified with the priesthood or religious life.135 The scene, often repeated in his chats with young people, found a place in The Way:

Do you laugh because I tell you that you have a “vocation to marriage”? Well, you have just that—a vocation.136


There were men and women, married and widowed, who were eager for a chance to join Opus Dei. True, they already had a plan of life, some ascetical norms, and the advice and direction of a priest, but they lacked (and desired) a way of formalizing their relationship with the Work; and the founder did not want to disappoint them.137 Now the time had come. The founder felt interiorly impelled to make room in Opus Dei for these people. The pressure that he felt in this regard grew more obvious at the end of 1947 and in the first weeks of 1948.

Some young men to whom he had been giving spiritual direction in Spain had been receiving formation classes from Amadeo de Fuenmayor. Three of them—Tomás Alvira, Victor García Hoz, and Mariano Navarro Rubio—were young professionals who for all practical purposes had been admitted to Opus Dei and were hoping for official incorporation.138 Amadeo had sent his plan of formation for them to the Father. Finding it lacking in some respects, the founder, shortly before Christmas of 1947, wrote him as follows:

For Amadeo: I’ve read the notes regarding the supernumeraries.… Next week I’ll send back the papers, with some specific suggestions. Anyway, I do say that we cannot lose sight of the fact that it’s not a matter of these gentlemen being enrolled in a certain association.… To be a supernumerary is a great grace of God! 139


Married people receive the same call to Opus Dei that celibates do. In the Work there are no different degrees of commitment to God. The founder explained:

In the Work, of course, there is just one vocation for everyone, and therefore just one class. The different names applied to members of our supernatural family serve to make clear, in a single word, the extent of their availability for directly serving souls as God’s children in Opus Dei. They may dedicate themselves to certain apostolic or formational tasks, depending on their personal circumstances, although the vocation is one and the same for all.140


Monsignor Escrivá sent New Year greetings to the three young men who were to become the first supernumerary members of Opus Dei. Plainly he sensed that the Saint Gabriel work—the apostolate with married people—was about to blossom, as he had seen in 1928.

Rome, January 1, 1948
For Tomás, Victor, and Mariano
May Jesus watch over those sons for me!

My dear three:


Right now it’s not possible for me to write you one by one—but I am sending you the first letter to come from my pen in 1948. I am really praying for you. You are the seed for thousands and thousands of brothers of yours, who will come sooner than we expect.


How much and how well we must work for the kingdom of Jesus Christ! 141


He was joyfully restless, waiting for something he knew would soon happen, and that happy tension came through in his writing at the time.

I only want to assure you that an immense apostolic panorama is opening up for the Work, just as I saw it in 1928. What a joy, to be able to do all this in the service of the Church and of souls! 142


And again:

I am going to take advantage of these days in Rome to work on everything having to do with the supernumeraries. How broad and how deep is this channel that is opening up! We have to be saints.143


*      *      *
 

At this point it is worth recalling some of the historical and canonical background of what was about to happen.

On October 2, 1928, the founder had seen a vast multitude of people—persons of every social condition, age, profession, state of life, race, and nationality—who, having heeded the universal call to holiness, dedicated themselves to the service of the Church and of souls without abandoning their family situation or work. In the 20 years since then he could see God’s merciful hand at work: difficulties had been surmounted, and new theological, apostolic, ascetical, pastoral, and canonical paths had been opened. The canonical question had been especially difficult. From approval as a pious union (1941) to designation as a secular institute of pontifical right (1947), the founder had been obliged to change Opus Dei’s canonical garb as circumstances dictated, hoping all the while that Providence would cause things to turn out well in the end.

As a secular institute of pontifical right, Opus Dei was officially recognized as a way of sanctity and apostolate in the world, where its members worked. The approved statutes of Opus Dei foresaw the inclusion in its ranks of married persons, though apparently by way of a spiritual, rather than juridical affiliation. As the pertinent article put it: “Such members strive to live the spirit and apostolate of the Institution, without being incorporated into it by a juridical bond.” 144

Now Monsignor Escrivá had it in mind to incorporate this body of persons into the Work precisely by means of the law governing secular institutes, that is, the apostolic constitution Provida Mater Ecclesia. True, it said nothing on this subject; but, studying it closely, the founder discovered a crack that they could slip in through. For the text of Provida Mater seemed to recognize the possibility of different classes of members, speaking, for example, of those who were “members in the strictest sense of the word.” 145 But if there were members in a strict sense, why not members in a broader sense? Not the ideal solution, perhaps, or the final one, but something positive, a step forward. The supernumeraries, then, did “fit in.”

The founder acted quickly. On February 2 he presented a request to Pope Pius for approval of a statute to be added to the 1947 Constitution. It explicitly recognized that married or single persons of any background or occupation could be incorporated into Opus Dei.146 The following month, by a rescript of March 18, 1948, the Holy See said Yes.147

Now the founder resumed work on the Instruction for the Saint Gabriel Work, that he had begun in May, 1935, in the Ferraz Street residence. The ideas and sentiments now occupying him echo its first page.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and of holy Mary.


Parvus fons, qui crevit in fluvium … et in aquas plurimas redundavit. The little spring has grown until it has become a great river … and gives abundant water. (See Esther 10: 6.)


Dearest ones: If Opus Dei has opened up all the divine paths of the earth to all human beings—for it has made it clear that all noble work can be an occasion for encountering God, so that human tasks are transformed into divine undertakings—I can also well assure you that the Lord, through the Saint Gabriel work, is extending a vocational call to a multitude of men and women to serve the Church and souls in all corners of the world.


It might be thought that our supernatural family—and especially the Saint Gabriel work—is a kind of novum brachium saeculare Ecclesiae, a new secular arm, strong and agile, for serving the Church. Anyone who thinks that way is wrong. For we are much more—we are a part of the Church itself, of the People of God, a part that, conscious of the divine vocation to sanctity with which the Lord has desired to enrich all his children, strives to be faithful to that call, each of us within our own state and personal circumstances.148


Opus Dei’s founding in 1928 had marked the opening up of the “divine paths of the earth.” The Father made that point as early as 1941, saying:

Don’t forget that the learned, the intellectual, and the uneducated can all come to Opus Dei.… Therefore, as a requirement of our love for the holy Church and for the Work, we have to foster interior life, in keeping with our spirit, in children and adolescents, students and teachers, manual workers and employees and business managers, in the old and the young, the rich and the poor—men and women—since, de facto, all fit in. The canonical solution will come in due time.149


It did years later, in such a way that men and women of all professions, ages, and social situations could be part of Opus Dei.150 Yet before 1931, one can already find the exuberant apostolic fruitfulness of which the founder dreamed sketched out in his writings on the Work. He spoke of revitalizing society, re-Christianizing it through a vast catechesis carried out “by means of professional work and the activities of ordinary people.” 151 The impulse to implant the reign of Christ in hearts would find its response in the Saint Gabriel work. Thus the founder could write:

The Saint Gabriel work, an integral part of Opus Dei, is a great apostolate of penetration, that embraces all of human activity—doctrine, interior life, work—and influences every aspect of individual and collective life: familial, professional, social, economic, political, etc.


I see this great selection taking place: men and women in the business world and manual workers; bright minds in the university, minds at the cutting edge of research; miners and farm workers; aristocracy (of blood, of the military, of finance, of letters) and people of the simplest mentality. All of them knowing they have been chosen by God to attain personal sanctity in the midst of the world, precisely in the place they occupy in the world, with a strong and informed piety and a view toward gladly fulfilling—whatever the cost—the duty of each moment.152


Now that formally organizing the Saint Gabriel work was finally possible, Monsignor Escrivá invited a number of professionals to a retreat at Molinoviejo, September 25–30. Of the fifteen who made the retreat, some were receiving spiritual direction from him, while others were persons he’d previously had dealings with. From this retreat came the nucleus of the supernumerary members of the Work. The first three—Tomás Alvira, Victor García Hoz, and Mariano Navarro Rubio—whom the canonical problem had kept from joining up to now were finally able to do so on October 21 of that same year, 1948.153

5. The definitive approval of Opus Dei (1950)

Opus Dei was growing. Apostolic efforts had multiplied. The numbers of Opus Dei members and of numerary priests were increasing; and study centers, university residences, and retreat centers were springing up outside of Spain as well. By 1950 there were about a hundred Opus Dei centers in Spain, along with others in Portugal, Italy, England, France, the United States, and Mexico.154

The Pope’s collaborators kept him informed of the Work’s growth. In his third audience with Pius XII, on January 28, 1949, the founder spoke about its spread and presented the Pope with a sample of professional publications by members of the Work— books and articles of a scientific nature in many different fields.155

Monsignor Escrivá was deeply grateful to God for the expansion of Opus Dei. He wrote his sons in Mexico:

In Italy our family is growing at a phenomenal rate. The way God’s grace operates is amazing. In Mexico I expect even more fruitfulness and faster. You are being prayed for a lot, and prayer is all powerful. How I envy you for being the first to set foot in that blessed land! …


This coming Thursday, José Luis leaves for New York. I can well imagine the impatience and joy of José María Barredo. We are receiving good news from everywhere, and letters of appreciation are arriving from all sides. One feels the Lord’s touch.156


Work, travel, and a tidal wave of new numeraries and supernumeraries—that was the story of 1949. Then came a paradoxical occurrence which repetition made seem logical and normal. Pontifical approval, growth, and the founder’s good standing in Rome, instead of putting a stop to gossip, caused the “opposition by the good” to spread to Italy. The campaign against Opus Dei, instead of easing up, intensified. High-ranking members of the Roman Curia, men of experience, counseled Monsignor Escrivá to keep a low profile in recognition of the wisdom of an Italian proverb, “Bisogna fare il morto per non essere ammazzato” (“You need to play dead so as not to be killed”).157 But the cardinals did not know that this was to be no passing storm but a prolonged siege of rough weather.

The founder unburdened himself about what was happening near the end of 1949.

And the thing is that, since the end of 1947—when we thought them finally silenced!—more slanders, serious and well organized, have been aimed at us without letup. And these slanders have been repeated (for that was the point of it) by people in opposite camps.


How often I have heard this, more or less: “Ecce somniator venit! Here comes the dreamer; let’s put him out of action, let’s destroy him.” 158


But what had happened in these two years?

Opus Dei’s apostolate has deepened and extended to the point of being—how many times I’ve told you this!—a sea without shores, a marvelous universal reality.… The Lord has also blessed us with fruits of desire for holiness and of apostolate, to such an extent that some see our life of dedication to God as an affront to themselves, though they cannot prove a single charge against us. It’s all been just a matter of gossip originating with the good and then repeated by the foolish.


These cruel attacks and inane slanders—which have gone on for years now without letting up—will collapse on their own, under their own weight, because they are dust and mud picked up and thrown by people who seem to have fallen out of the hands of God.


These events fill me with a deep joy and a secure serenity because—as I’ve told you on other occasions—whenever smear campaigns are launched against the Work, we receive new confirmation that we are truly working effectively in the service of the Church, as instruments of unity, of understanding, of shared life among human beings, striving to promote peace and joy for all.159


One of the many items of gossip then being spread was that Opus Dei had received provisional pontifical approval because it had been unable to obtain definitive approval.160 The founder carefully considered whether or not to have the canonical process carried to its final stage. He laid out the advantages like this:

Definitive approval will give us, my daughters and sons, a new stability, a weapon of defense, a more propitious setting for our apostolic work. It will once again establish the principal foundations of the Work: secularity, sanctification of work, our being ordinary citizens, and, above all, especially in the spiritual dimension, our conviction that we are children of God.161


But, everything has a price. In this case Monsignor Escrivá saw the price was that of having to jump through new procedural hoops. Opus Dei’s constitutional documents had to be submitted for reexamination by the consultors, for whom secularity was sometimes an alien notion. He was obliged to make concessions so as to “present the Work in accordance with Provida Mater Ecclesia”; for “they will scrutinize our dossier as they did for the decretum laudis, and otherwise we won’t make it.” 162

Here was the crux of the problem. How to harmonize the two contradictory themes in the law for the secular institutes—secularity, and that which was molded in the spirit of religious life? From the start the secular institutes had been nudged in the direction of the religious life. And this pressure was growing as time passed. Hence the founder’s anxieties and his tenacity in defending the foundational charism. He was not willing to give up anything in an inheritance from God. His guidelines in seeking a compromise with the Curia and obtaining definitive approval were very clear to him.

Without departing from the truth, we have to make our case to the Roman Curia like this: always obeying, affirming the spirit of the Work, in order to defend it; conceding without ceding, with the intention of later recouping. This has to be our attitude, because, as we saw right from the start, the apostolic constitution Provida Mater Ecclesia is not in accord with our path. But we will try, with our meager strength and out of loyalty, to have it applied to the various institutions without its being distorted. Later the time will come for a definitive clarification of what we are.163


On February 11, 1950—almost three years after obtaining the decretum laudis—he submitted to the Holy See Opus Dei’s internal statutes and a report on its development and present status. The petition was supported by 110 commendatory letters from prelates of various countries, including twelve cardinals and twenty-six archbishops.164 After carefully examining the documents, the competent commission of the Sacred Congregation for Religious voted unanimously for approval. The Congregation’s plenary meeting of April 1, presided over by Cardinal Lavitrano, agreed. But since several of the internal statutes had been expanded, it was considered desirable that the founder clarify some matters, given the canonical newness of secular institutes in the eyes of some members of the Congregation. Final action was therefore postponed.165

*      *      *
 

A few days earlier on March 28, Monsignor Escrivá celebrated the twenty-fifth anniversary of his ordination to the priesthood. Anticipating the occasion, he had written his children:

Rome, March 8, 1950
May Jesus watch over my children.

Dearest ones:


The date of my silver jubilee as a priest is approaching. I want to spend it quietly, without fanfare. So if you want to make this poor sinner happy, I would be grateful if especially on that day you would pray to the Lord, through the Immaculate Heart of his Mother, that he help me to be good and faithful. If, in addition, you could obtain from your natural families, or from some friend of yours, an alms—small or large—for our centers in Rome, my joy would be complete.


A blessing from your Father,


Mariano 166

Money must have been especially tight for him to send a begging letter to his children. Still, they celebrated the day splendidly. The oratory had a festive air. The beautiful flowers on the altar, the elegance of the vestments worn by the Father, and the chalice, newly obtained for the feast, displayed the affection, if not wealth, of his daughters and sons. He spent hours in get-togethers at Villa Tevere with those who gathered to congratulate him. At the end of the day he went for a lengthy get-together with his daughters.

That date brought back many memories. His father, Don José, had died just four months before his ordination, in 1924. Of his first Mass, celebrated on March 30, in the Holy Chapel of Our Lady of the Pillar, he had bittersweet memories, especially the mourning garb of his mother at this Mass of suffrage for her husband’s soul. Still, he told his daughters, this day of his silver jubilee had been a happy one, with no major blows or mishaps—that was unusual for special occasions of his priestly life.167

But it was only a brief respite. Soon he was to experience an especially bitter trial. Twice already he had felt impelled to offer to let God take the Work from him. The first time was during his retreat with the Redemptorists on Manuel Silvela Street in Madrid, in June, 1933. The second time was on a dismal, rainy day in September, 1941, while celebrating Mass in the collegiate church in La Granja.168

His children in the Work had no hint that anything like this might happen now. They expected that the Curial Congregation would shortly grant definitive approval to Opus Dei. But that, he felt, would be the propitious moment to let Opus Dei go on without him, led solely by God’s hand. He was sure that would happen. But the prospect was no less painful. This trial lasted many months, as he later recounted:

I had made up my mind (and how dearly it cost me!) to leave Opus Dei, thinking it could now go on by itself, so that I could dedicate myself exclusively to creating another association, for my brothers the diocesan priests.


I have felt this concern for secular priests since I don’t know when. Even before reaching the priesthood myself, I had given so much time to them—as prefect at San Carlos Seminary in Saragossa, later in so many hours spent hearing their confessions and in so many apostolic trips through Spain before coming to Rome. This concern was gnawing at my soul with special insistence in 1948 and 1949.169


How much loneliness and bitterness he had seen in the souls of so many priests! He recalled a priest-retreatant whom he had sought out, because the man was reluctant to speak to another priest. The retreatant opened up his soul to him, and disclosed an immense loneliness at a time when he was the target of a dreadful calumny. “And I said to him, ‘But those brothers of ours who are close to you, they’re not standing by you?’ And he answered, ‘I’m the only one standing by me.’ That coldness hurt me. I was young. I took his hands and kissed them. He started to cry. But I think by the end he no longer felt alone.” 170

Only the founder’s sister and brother, Carmen and Santiago, Don Alvaro and the General Council, and a few others knew about the founder’s decision to leave the Work. When he told Nisa and Encarnita, asking them to pray and not say anything about it, they were “stunned by the news.” 171

Four days after his silver jubilee, despite having received assurance that definitive approval of the Work would be forthcoming at the plenary meeting of the Congregation for Religious on April 1, he was notified that approval had been delayed.

On May 3, 1950, he wrote the Sacred Congregation asking what had been said in the plenary Session about Opus Dei’s constitution. This was standard practice in such cases. With the information in hand, he revised some articles. The wait proved providential, because, as he later said: “One of the great benefits that came out of those delays was the canonical solution for our associate and supernumerary priests.” 172

After having offered to leave Opus Dei, with all the pain that would involve for himself and all its members, he found that “God did not want it that way.” “I had unofficially informed the Holy See of my intention … but afterwards I saw with clarity that that new foundation, that new association, was not needed, since diocesan priests also fit perfectly in the Work.” 173

“They fit! They fit!” he kept joyfully repeating.174 For as professional work can lead to an ongoing encounter with Christ, the living of a contemplative life throughout the day, aren’t ministerial tasks the professional work of a priest? 175 Thus the vocation of diocesan priests permits them to lead the same contemplative life as the other members of Opus Dei.

God had made it clear to Monsignor Escrivá how priests incardinated in their own dioceses could be incorporated into Opus Dei without undermining the jurisdiction of their bishops.176 The solution was for them to become associate or supernumerary members of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross. It is a feature of Opus Dei’s spirit, after all, not to take anyone out of the place or state they are already in; and in the case of a diocesan priest, he remains fully a part of the clergy of his diocese and fully under the jurisdiction of his bishop, to whom he continues to owe obedience. In fact his obedience to his bishop and his unity with the rest of the diocesan clergy are strengthened by his commitment to the Work.

Monsignor Escrivá composed a “Statute for the Diocesan Priest Members of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross” in light of these ideas and included it as an appendix to the report he sent the Congregation for Religious on June 2 responding to the questions that had delayed the definitive approval.177 The consultors resumed work promptly and rendered a favorable judgment, which Cardinal Lavitrano ratified on June 28. At the express request of the founder, however, the decree of definitive approval, Primum Inter, was dated June 16.178

The decree is quite long. It begins with some historical data, then (“so that there be no room for doubt in the future”) moves on to a detailed review of and commentary on the characteristic features of Opus Dei’s nature, membership, apostolate, spirit, and regulations. In conclusion, it says that “having carefully considered and studied under all of its aspects everything having to do with the Institute and Constitutions of Opus Dei and the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross, and having found everything clear and solid,” the Congregation using “the special faculties granted to it … by His Holiness Pope Pius XII,” definitively approves both the institute and its constitution.179

The constitution incorporated the latest steps forward on the legal front, notably, the Holy See’s approval of supernumerary members and of diocesan priests as members of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross. The official text, which was given to the founder, was accompanied by a document from the Sacred Congregation, dated August 2, 1950, granting him “special faculties for life,” including: “You and your Council are gladly granted the faculty of proposing whatever changes, declarations, and complements may for whatever reason seem opportune or useful for the evolution and needs of the Institute and its extension and the intensity of its so singular and eminent apostolate.”

Opus Dei’s institutional development seemed complete. But this was only a stage on the Way. Progress certainly had been made. Yet the founder and some consultors of the Congregation still held conflicting views, and the integrity of the foundational spirit was still not guaranteed.180

Summing up the advantages, he wrote the following to his children:

First of all, I have to remind you that with the “definitive approval,” it might occur to you that we are jumping from the frying pan into the fire. But even though not a few difficulties are foreseen, great good is expected from the definitive approval. It is not just one more step; it is a major step forward.


We will gain, of course, greater stability against the fomented misunderstandings. Within the Work, and with respect to our one and the same vocation, the status of the associate and supernumerary members has been much better defined. The great advance of having diocesan priests fit into the Work has been achieved. It has become possible to declare our secularity in a more official way and to ground our specific spirituality more securely. Our properties are not ecclesiastical goods, as I have maintained from the start.


If the foreseen difficulties—which are not as great as the expected advantages for better serving the Church—do require us to ask soon for a new solution (I already told you that we’ve made concessions with the intention of recouping), then pray, pray hard.…


And it will be necessary to seek a new canonical solution; for if they want to view us as being on a par with religious or as their equivalent, as they have already begun to try, we will have to make it clear that that iron corset does not suit us. We need more flexibility to serve God as he wants us to.181
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Three Consecrations
 

1. Consecration to the Holy Family (May 14, 1951)

The decree giving Opus Dei and its internal statutes definitive approval briefly mentions its growth between 1947, the year of the apostolic constitution Provida Mater Ecclesia, and 1950. Prodigious development had taken place—first of all, in numbers of members, (like “a little mustard seed planted in the field of the Lord,” says the decree’s preamble, it has “multiplied and become a big tree”) and then in geographical extension (“more than a hundred centers, scattered over different countries”).1

Expanding to other countries did not require any special preparation on the Work’s part. In the summer of 1948, as we have seen, some university students took formation courses at Molinoviejo. As the Father wrote to those in Rome, “There is here a group of Portuguese, Italians, and Mexicans, who, if we can give them a push, will be a strong and holy foundation.” 2 By the autumn of 1949 some of them had already settled down in a half dozen countries. They had no resources except what they could earn by their secular jobs, which is how Opus Dei usually supports its apostolic efforts.

The beginnings, as we shall see, were very difficult. “In paupertate et laetitia” (in poverty and joy), as Monsignor Escrivá wrote in the diary of the center in Palermo. Things had been that way from the start, and he encouraged them accordingly.

I am happy when I see you happy; and there is no reason not to be… . Patience. The foundation stones of our centers, as well as of the Work itself, are these: the riches of poverty, God’s love, and our response—with all our heart and all our faculties and all our strength! 3


Besides Italy and Portugal, where the founder was personally involved in the start-up efforts, England, Ireland, Mexico, and the United States, and, in 1950, Chile and Argentina saw Opus Dei taking its first steps. In 1946, three days after Christmas, Juan Antonio Galarraga, a young researcher in biochemistry, had arrived in London. But, even then Monsignor Escrivá was thinking more broadly. “Those going to London should also have Dublin and Paris in mind,” he wrote. It’s urgent to get started in those three places.” 4

In October 1947 the Work began in Dublin and in Paris. An engineer, José Ramón Madurga, went to Ireland and found a job. Soon the founder was speaking of “the Irish miracle,” for even before a priest of the Work arrived on the scene, several Irish men and women had become part of the new apostolic venture.5

In Paris, by contrast, there was some history as the founder pointed out when blessing Fernando Maycas and the two students going there with him, Alvaro Calleja and Julián Urbistando. Preparations had been made in June of 1936, and only the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War halted the project. But his prayers and mortifications for the apostolate in France had continued. Now, the three took with them, as a relic, a piece of the burial cloth of Isidoro Zorzano. The Father wanted them to seek Isidoro’s intercession for their venture.6

Monsignor Escrivá took the prudent view that reconnaissance should precede the “jump over the pond.” Father Pedro Casciaro was therefore assigned to visit a number of countries in the Americas;7 based on his report the founder decided to start in Mexico and the United States. By January 18, 1949, Father Pedro was back in Mexico City; and on March 19 the archbishop-primate of Mexico celebrated Mass in the oratory of the first Opus Dei center in the Americas.8

A few weeks earlier, on Thursday, February 17, Father José Luis Múzquiz arrived in New York, accompanied by Salvador Martínez Ferigle. Sad that he had no money to give them, the Father told them when they left Madrid: “My sons, I have nothing to give you—just my blessing.” 9 But then he added some words of advice: “You need to become very American, with good humor, cheerfulness, and supernatural vision.” His memento for them was a small painting of our Lady that in 1938, during the war, had presided over circles and get-togethers in their room at the Sabadell Hotel in Burgos.10

The founder would have been glad to go with them and share their adventures. As he wrote to those newly arrived in some far-off country, his heart would burn with apostolic zeal and he felt a kind of holy envy.

I know you are clearing the way in that huge city. I am accompanying you and praying for you, because your fidelity and labor now will bring about a great work with souls there later. At times I really envy you, and you make me recall those early times, also heroic.11


Recalling what the beginnings of the Work had been like, he considered his sons to be safely under our Lady’s protection. The Lord would use even their small mistakes to help them grow in experience and maturity. Hadn’t the Lord done the same for him? He prayed for them day and night. He channeled their impatience, cheered them up, accompanied them in their isolation.12 Loneliness was, unquestionably, their worst hardship. So he strove to be spiritually present to them. “My dear Londoners,” he wrote, “how often we speak of you in this house! Your letters are read and reread—little do you know.” 13
And to one in Chile: “I am aware of your ‘aloneness,’ but it’s only apparent—we are keeping you so much company!” 14

Still the slowness with which tangible results came was a trial for some, who tended to forget that it was necessary to plow before sowing and to sow before reaping. It was the founder’s job to keep reminding them of that. To those in Paris he wrote, “Be happy— plowing is good hard work; it’s for tough guys, like you!” 15 And to those in the United States: “An enviable thing, plowing! I’ve already told you this at other times, and especially when the harvest will come quickly and abundantly, as is going to happen there.” 16

Sometimes, of course, not much preparatory effort was needed, Barely three months after sons of his arrived in Mexico, he wrote them: “I am very happy with you; and since that land is so fertile, I’m expecting a harvest almost right after the sowing.” 17

Constantly curbing his own impatience and that of the others was not easy for him, as a letter to London suggests.

Rome, June 20, 1950
May Jesus bless for me those sons in England.

Dearest ones:


I am reading and rereading your letters, always with the hopeful anticipation that we will soon be changing the course in those lands. Pray about things, and have a little patience.


In the meantime, be very united; do the norms well for me; and be convinced that your present work, obscure and seemingly going nowhere, is indispensable for reaching the stages that will come later.


So much longing to see you—so much!


Here everything is going very well, but slowly. So I’m giving you an example of patience.


A big hug and a blessing from your Father,


Mariano 18

On the basis of his own long experience, Monsignor Escrivá expected the Lord to bless his children with the cross. Minor difficulties he dismissed as “hitches and trifles.” But there would be bigger obstacles later, he warned. The “Irish miracle,” for example, soon illustrated that, as he indicated in a letter in June 1950 to his daughters there:

Dearest ones:


I really appreciate your letters; I always read them with great joy. In due course, I heard about the little setback you had. You can’t imagine how happy I was, to think that the Lord is—finally!—allowing you to start suffering a little for your vocation.19


“As you see,” he added, “the thing in itself is of no importance.” Yet the women’s distress dragged on for months. A year later he wrote them again about the same subject.

Rome, April 23, 1941
May Jesus safeguard for me those daughters in Ireland.

Dearest ones—very happy with you, and sure that the Lord is happy too.


Be glad—when one follows Jesus Christ, one always has to expect some blessed obstacle. And that one over there is really quite small.


Be faithful, and the cloud will soon pass.


How much and how good is all that we are expecting from that most beloved Ireland, for the service of our Mother the Church and the extension of the kingdom of Jesus Christ!


May the Blessed Virgin reign over you always. Thus you will be, as the Work wants us to be, sowers of peace and joy.


The blessing of your Father,


Mariano

P.S. I’m sending you a picture of our Lady; they’ll give it to you with this letter.20

As he prudently anticipated, the “obstacle” in question did indeed go away with the passage of time. It was an example of the difficulties that arose when people—in this case, the archbishop of Dublin—found it hard to grasp the secular nature of Opus Dei and the new reality represented by secular institutes in the history of the Church. In calling it a “little setback,” the founder was encouraging his daughters and sons to be cheerful and charitable and not judge others harshly.21 Patience was his prescription. “Calm down!” he told two of his sons.

“Don’t forget that the Lord writes straight with crooked lines.” 22


*      *      *
 

The decree of definitive approval marked the end of a stage in the history of Opus Dei. Seen in perspective, however, its canonical path appears as a continuous process. Now it was one among the secular institutes, but the decision had already been reached that it would follow its own path when the time was ripe for it to obtain a canonical form that fully suited its theological and pastoral nature. In any case, in those days the skies were clear and the Father was happy about having solved the problem of how to incorporate diocesan priests.23 But in his letters a note of weariness came through from time to time.24

When he came to Rome in 1946, he was drained, not knowing what the future held in store. As he was soon to learn, it was a sustained battle, to the very end of his days, to find the canonically correct path for Opus Dei. But there was more to it than that. He was fond of calling the fourth commandment—to honor father and mother—the “sweetest precept of the Decalogue.” 25 Now only a few weeks had passed since the granting of the definitive approval, when renewed attacks broke out that seemed to embitter even this “sweetest precept.” 26

The tactics were the same as those that had already been used in Spain. Despite the definitive approval from the Holy See, the detractors went back to work, sowing confusion and anxiety among the families of members of Opus Dei in Italy. The first round of attacks was followed by another, even more shrewdly planned, and then yet another. (Yet the rapid and continuous expansion of the Work still went on.)

Monsignor Escrivá went out of his way to maintain close, cordial relations with the families of students who frequented the Pensionata. He wanted the parents to feel part of Opus Dei’s family. Busy as he was, he passed on news about their children, and asked for their collaboration and prayers, hoping they would experience the Work as theirs—as in fact it was.

His warmth in dealing with the families of his children comes through in his letters. For instance, a letter to the mother of Mario Lantini, written a year after Mario asked to be admitted to the Work:

My dear Mrs. Lantini:


I received your kind letter, and sincerely thank you for what you tell me, especially about your prayers, which are, without a doubt, the best gift that you and your husband could make to Opus Dei and its members.


I am truly happy with the vocation of your son Mario, and I thank God for it—he always works with the joy and enthusiasm of one who is serving the Lord. When I see your son, I can’t help but think of his parents’ goodness. He owes his vocation, in part, to you.


Please continue to pray to the Lord for Opus Dei.


Greetings and a blessing,


Josemescrivá de B.27

As the apostolic trips from the Pensionata to the various cities of Italy began, the number of persons joining the Work also increased.

In April 1949, a South American student, Juan Larrea, asked admission. His family was not pleased.28 They may not have known what Opus Dei really was, or the decision may have interfered with family plans and dreams. Juan himself explains what happened:

My father was Ecuador’s ambassador to the Holy See. He told me that he was going to take up the matter with Monsignor Montini, the [Vatican’s] Undersecretary of State. I spoke with Monsignor Montini, telling him my story, and after a long and very friendly conversation, Monsignor Montini said, “I will have a message for your father that will put him at peace.” Some days later he received my father and told him that he had spoken with Pope Pius XII, who said, “Tell the ambassador that his son could not be in a better place than Opus Dei.”


Twenty years later, when I was bishop, I visited Monsignor Montini, now Pope Paul VI, and he affably reminded me of that audience.29


Things were different with parents who opposed their children’s decision after certain people had fanned their initial unhappiness into full-fledged antagonism. The founder had hoped the decree (Primum Inter) would put a stop to this, but that did not happen.

Also in April 1949, Umberto Farri, a young man of twenty-one who was often at Villa Tevere, requested admission to the Work. He went to Milan in 1950 at the founder’s request, and returned to Rome in November of the following year. Meanwhile, his father, Francesco, had come into contact with parents of other university students who had asked admission to Opus Dei. Everything happened with such speed that, in some homes, the damage done to the previously good relations between parents and children seemed irremediable. Acting on the advice and with the direction of a Jesuit priest, Father A. Martini, Francesco Farri addressed a formal petition of protest, dated April 25, 1951, to Pope Pius XII. In all, five fathers of members signed.30

The peace of their families, they told the Pope, had been “interrupted and disturbed”:

Young men belonging to these families have ended up not fulfilling their familial duties toward their parents and other relatives; and, in the case of some of them, also their duties regarding their studies, to which they had previously dedicated themselves with diligence and good results. All this has disrupted their preparation for life and their loyalty and sincerity of behavior toward their parents and spiritual fathers. They are abandoning the human and Christian principles of their homes and the religious associations they previously frequented.31


Why did they doubt their children’s vocations to Opus Dei? Because “all these developments have taken place in an atmosphere which does not seem consistent with the loyalty of a godly spirit and which, above all, offers no guarantee that these young people have not been artificially induced to make decisions for which they were not ready.”

The petitioners described themselves as troubled in conscience and “worried about their children’s loss of moral values,” all the more so because the members of the institute Opus Dei “are carrying on a proselytizing effort by methods that do not fit the Church’s tradition of loyalty and clarity in this matter.” 32

Winding down, they asked the Pope to give them “consolation.” They did not mean to oppose their children’s legitimate aspirations and eventual vocations, but they did ask that they “return to their studies to finish them in normal settings, and then, after consulting with learned, devout, and experienced men, make their definitive decision.”

As he had done in similar circumstances in 1941, when Monsignor Escrivá learned of this petition he asked his children to take it in silence, to pray, and to keep smiling and working.33 They did. Thus, as Mario Lantini explains, his experiences did not come to light until, thirty years later, he testified before the tribunal for the founder’s beatification process. Even then, he said, he was reluctant to go into what happened “because Monsignor Escrivá always forbade us, explicitly, to speak of this, lest we fail in charity, even when talking among ourselves; as it says in a point of The Way (no. 443), ‘If you can’t praise, say nothing.’ “No one in Opus Dei knew what had happened except those involved, the founder, and Don Alvaro, at that time Counselor of the Italian region.” 34

Don Alvaro affirmed that “even in the most trying moments” he had never heard the founder speak “one single word of recrimination against those who defamed him.” 35 A small sheet of paper bears this handwritten note of his: “Place under the patronage of the Holy Family of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph the families of our members, so that they’ll come to participate in the Work’s gaudium cum pace [joy with peace] and obtain from the Lord an affection for Opus Dei.” 36

Summing up the episode in a letter to his children, Monsignor Escrivá wrote:

Now I would like to tell you the details about the consecration I made of the Work and the families of its members to the Holy Family on May 14 of this year. It was done in the oratory (which for this reason will in the future be called the oratory of the Holy Family), which still has no walls, amid nails and pieces of wood from the formwork that supported the cement for the beams and ceiling until it set. But some exact notes, written down at the time, have been saved, so I won’t go more into that here. I will just tell you that I could only turn to heaven when faced with the diabolical schemes (which God permitted!) of certain unscrupulous individuals who got some fathers of families to sign a document full of falsehoods, and made sure it ended up in the Holy Father’s hands. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph saw to it that the storm clouds passed over without a deluge; everything was cleared up.37


It appears that the Holy Family’s help was quickly forthcoming. One of the petition’s signers backed out the very same week it went to the Pope,38 and the rest soon realized how senseless this claim of a “distressing situation” was. From then on they did not try at all to hold their children back, and peace returned to their homes. The complaints to the Holy Father faded away, for lack of evidence to support them. To Monsignor Escrivá’s great joy the affection of the families of his children for Opus Dei grew.39 The consecration to the Holy Family has been an annual event since then. The formula reads:

Grant them, Lord, to come to know better each day the spirit of our Opus Dei, to which you have called us for your service and our sanctification. Instill in their hearts a great love for our Work, and an ever-growing appreciation of the beauty of our vocation, so that they may feel a holy pride in your having deigned to choose us, and learn to thank you for the honor you have bestowed upon them. Bless especially their cooperation in our apostolic work, and make them always share in the joy and peace that you grant us as a reward for our dedication.40


2. “Cor Mariae dulcissimum, iter para tutum!”

The founder had to spend the summer of 1951 in Rome—to “stay on the job,” as he put it. This was a real sacrifice. He was exhausted from a heavy workload; construction work was under way in the house, and Rome’s fierce summer heat was oppressive. To top it all off, there was his diabetes, the sufferings from which were such that he jokingly said he was continually reminded of purgatory.

But leaving Rome was out of the question. For some time he had been aware of a barely perceptible change in some members of the Curia. One day he overheard a slightly critical comment; another day a cardinal who was an old acquaintance publicly denied ever having had anything to do with him.41

He suspected that something was happening—but what? Was there a grave threat to Opus Dei? The anxiety affected his behavior. He seemed happy and worried at the same time. Always joking, he also constantly asked his children to pray for his intentions.

Encarnación Ortega recalls:

As always, he turned to prayer and mortification. He passed whole days eating nothing or practically nothing, which made us fear for his health. We also knew he was sleeping very little. And every day he asked more urgently that we pray, while the Father’s own prayer grew more intense. One day he told us to stop whatever we were doing and go to the oratory for half an hour and “force” the Lord with our prayer…. I think that was one of the times in our lives when we most put our hearts into asking God to help our Father.42


One day, that summer of 1951, he was walking in the garden of Villa Tevere, absorbed in thought and making notes in a pocket notebook. One of his sons, Javier Echevarría, came up to him and asked, “How are you, Father?” The answer was, “Filled with peace and holy fortitude—like a lion, ready to defend this Work of God that the Lord has entrusted to me. Pray and help me.” 43

Without being sure exactly what it would be, he sensed a new attack coming.44 “I feel,” he said, “like a blind man who has to defend himself, and all he can do is flail at the air with his cane. Because I don’t know what is happening, but something is happening.” 45 Yet even so, he could write that the Lord permits such trials “in order to sanctify us, and to strengthen the Work.” 46

Earlier, facing slander, gossip, and intrigue, he had known where to go, how to respond, whom to answer. Now he was fighting shadows. Friends typically gave him two kinds of advice: Keep quiet and let himself be slandered, thus limiting the spread of the scandal. Or boldly proclaim the truth—answer, rebut, refute. The Father considered both opinions reasonable and acceptable from a Christian point of view. It was hard to tell what to do. “Events have always shown me,” he remarked, “I’m in much the same situation as the father and the son and the donkey in the fable—no matter what I do, I’ll be criticized.” 47 (The reference is to a story about a father and son who are criticized regardless of which rides their donkey—or whether neither or both do.)48

Trying to lighten his spirits, Don Alvaro told him: “Father, everything is going well; there are lots of vocations, and, thanks be to God, there’s a very good spirit on everyone’s part.” 49 But the Father was determined that something had to be done. “Since I can’t find anyone on earth who would truly and decisively help us,” he said, “I have turned to our Mother, holy Mary.” 50

On August 9 he wrote to the whole big family of Opus Dei, telling them that on the feast of the Assumption he would celebrate Mass in Loreto.

And there, inside that little house of the Holy Family of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, I will make a consecration of Opus Dei to the Immaculate Heart of Mary.


Afterwards, every year, we will renew this consecration in all our houses and centers, using the formula that I will send you.


It’s going to be an ambitious consecration, because we will also be consecrating to her the peoples and nations that are far from her Divine Son.


This fits right in with our spirit! Unite yourselves to me, especially on that day.51


In the days that followed, he urged his children to keep repeating an aspiration that he was saying constantly: “Cor Mariae dulcissimum, iter para tutum!” (“Most Sweet Heart of Mary, provide a safe path!”).52

On the morning of August 14, under a blazing sun, Monsignor Escrivá, Don Alvaro, and two other members of the Work left Rome by car, taking Via Solaria and then crossing over to the Adriatic coast. They drove straight through to the Basilica of Our Lady in Loreto, where they arranged for the Father and Don Alvaro to offer Masses the next day at the altar of the Holy House. They spent the night in Ancona.

Next day, the feast of the Assumption, the Father got to Loreto before nine in the morning, and found the basilica full of people. The Holy House is a small structure inside the basilica. It being a feast of our Lady, there was a crowd. He tried to be recollected in celebrating Mass, but spontaneous manifestations of piety kept breaking his concentration.

Whenever I kissed the altar as the rubrics for Mass prescribe, three or four of the ladies would also kiss it. I found this distracting, but certainly moving. Also attracting my attention was the realization that above the altar in that Holy House—which tradition attests is the place where Jesus, Mary, and Joseph lived—are these words: “Hic Verbum caro factum est” [“Here the Word was made flesh”]. Here, in a house built by human hands, on a piece of this earth on which we live, dwelt God.53


While Don Alvaro was saying his Mass, Monsignor Escrivá managed to find a spot in the passageway behind the altar of the Holy House. And there he made the consecration to the “Most Sweet Heart of Mary, Perfect Image of the Heart of Jesus.” In the name of everyone in Opus Dei, he told our Lady:

We consecrate to you our being and our life—everything that is ours; all that we love and all that we are. Our bodies, our hearts, and our souls are for you; we and our apostolates are yours.54


He remained on his knees throughout Don Alvaro’s Mass, lost in prayer, oblivious to the people filing through the passageway behind the altar. He had much to ask for:

Set our poor hearts aflame so that we may love God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit with all our soul. Inspire us with a deep love for the Church and the pope, and make us live in full submission to all their teachings. Give us a great love for the Work, for our Father, and for our directors. Grant that, faithful to our vocation, we may possess a burning zeal for souls. Raise us, O Mother, to a state of perfect love of God; and grant us the gift of final perseverance.55


Only after he left did he notice that his cassock had been stepped on.

After breakfast they set out for Rome. It was very hot; but he was very happy, immersed in God, and silently giving thanks. That evening he told his daughters and his sons where he had been, and that the consecration to our Lady made him certain that she would protect Opus Dei. He asked them to keep praying the “iter para tutum” to the Most Sweet Heart of Mary.56

He made other pilgrimages to Marian shrines, to give thanks for benefits and to renew the consecration made in Loreto. On August 21 he visited the shrine of Our Lady of Pompeii, and August 22, the shrine of Divine Love. On October 6 he was in Lourdes, and celebrated Mass there the next day. From Lourdes he went to Saragossa, where, on October 9, he prayed before the statue of Our Lady of the Pillar. After a short stay in Madrid, he visited Portugal, and renewed the consecration in Fatima on October 19.57

*      *      *
 

On December 8, 1949, with the customary blessing from the Father and a wood carving of our Lady, members of the Work left for Milan, to begin Opus Dei’s apostolic efforts there in a stable way. Juan Udaondo joined them as priest for the center the same month. Several weeks later, he and the center’s director went to see Cardinal Schuster.

“You are a priest who belongs to an institution of pontifical right, and I am the bishop of this diocese. How do we make this work?” the cardinal asked.

Father Juan replied, “Our founder has always taught us to serve the Church as the Church wants to be served, and to pull the cart the way the bishop wants it pulled. We want to keep you informed about our work, at least as much as pastors of parishes do about theirs, if not more.” 58

In September they visited the cardinal again. He received them eagerly. “Where have you been all this time?” he asked. He had something to tell them. He had been told incredible things, blatant calumnies, about the Work. They shouldn’t worry, he said; he was very happy to have them in his diocese. Then, gesturing as if trying to refresh his memory, he added: “Who told me these things? Who was it that told me? It was someone very high up …” The cardinal did not go any further.59

They immediately reported this conversation to Monsignor Escrivá. On September 28, he told them to visit Cardinal Schuster again, after having prayed about the matter, and tell him point by point, very precisely and specifically, what had happened in Spain—the attacks from the pulpit in 1940, the gossip, the false reports to some bishops, the slanderous leaflets, the accusations to civil authorities, the visits to families, etc.60 The cardinal listened attentively, and then repeated that he was very happy with what the Work was doing in Milan.

*      *      *
 

On January 5, 1952, Don Alvaro, as Procurator General of Opus Dei, received from the now-Monsignor Larraona, Secretary of the Sacred Congregation for Religious, a courteous official request for “copies of Opus Dei’s constitution and of the internal regulations for the Administration, with a report—doctrinal and practical—on the governance of the Institute in its two sections, as well as on the specific way in which the singular collaboration sanctioned by the Constitution is carried out.” 61

Don Alvaro replied at once—his letter answering the Secretary is dated January 6. With it he sent copies of Opus Dei’s statutes and of the internal regulations for the domestic administration, plus a detailed ten-page explanation of the separation between the two branches of the Work, and of their governance and relations. The report begins:

Permit us to emphasize that to understand and rightly situate, either in law or in fact, the relations between the two branches of Opus Dei, one must bear in mind, and correctly evaluate, what the apostolic constitution Provida Mater Ecclesia has definitively sanctioned in the doctrinal order of juridical principles and the practical order of life.62


Don Alvaro did not specifically ask why Opus Dei’s particular law was requested, but his reply and reasoning betray a certain wonderment. The considerations he presented pointed to an unstated question: Hadn’t Opus Dei’s particular law already been scrupulously and minutely examined, studied, approved, and sanctioned? The statutes received the nihil obstat of the Holy Office in October 1943. They were subjected to further rigorous and exhaustive examination by the Sacred Congregation for Religious prior to the diocesan establishment of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross in December 1943; then before the granting of the decretum laudis, in 1947; and then again in 1950, when the definitive approval of Opus Dei was requested.63 As for the domestic service provided by the women of the Administrations of Opus Dei houses, hadn’t it been expressly praised and favored with indulgences by Pope Pius XII in the apostolic brief Mirifice de Ecclesia of 1947? 64

Evidently the Curia had heard of some kind of complaint about the jurisdictional unity of the two branches. Someone had made sure that it would. That was how things stood when, a few days later, the founder received a letter from Milan and a report from Juan Udaondo concerning a visit he had just made to Cardinal Schuster:

Milan, January 15, 1952

This morning I went with Juan Masiá to visit Cardinal Schuster. He asked how things were going for us. We told him fine, and at once he asked us if our “president”—meaning the Father—had any cross. I told him the Father was never without a cross, but that the cross was a sign of joy and of divine predilection for us, and the Father often tells us that “a day without a cross is a day lost” and that “Jesus Christ, Eternal Priest, always blesses with the cross.” Then the cardinal told us we should be prepared, that the persecutions would surely continue, and that in reading histories of the works of God and the lives of their founders, he had noted that the Lord had always permitted oppositions and persecutions. In some cases they had even been subjected to apostolic visitations and their founders had been deposed from the position of superior. He spoke to us affectionately. Plainly he was worried about the Work and the Father. And he told us not to be discouraged if any of these things happened to us, but to keep working very hard. Several times he repeated, “Keep working,” “Onward,” “Courage,” etc.


Juan and I both listened to him very calmly and told him not to worry—the Work was of God, and the Lord had made the Father and all of us accustomed to persecution. The Father had always made us see God’s hand in all these things. The Work would get through all the persecutions, which are a source of joy for us, helping and impelling us to become holy and work solely for the Lord.65


But Monsignor Escrivá still lacked information specific and substantial enough to serve as a basis for accusing anyone or organizing an appropriate defense. Even so, he thought it good to reinforce the document of January 6 about the governance of the two branches of the Work. Don Alvaro, therefore, wrote a second time, on February 3, to Monsignor Larraona, an honest and upright man familiar with the juridical side of Opus Dei. The intent was to underline the imprudence and injustice of the Curia’s calling into question the reputation of a whole institution by abruptly subjecting it to an investigative process. After functioning effectively, for nearly a quarter of a century without scandal or incident, why think of changing its structure now? Wouldn’t the reexamination of its statutes becoming known, feed unfounded suspicions that the slanderers would gladly spread abroad? Wouldn’t some hidden scandal be suspected? 66

The founder, trusting in the intercession of our Lady, regained his optimism. On February 9 he wrote Madrid, “Since it would only be right, I hope, that with God’s grace, this will all just fizzle out. Cor Mariae dulcissimum, iter para tutum!” 67 But then he received an urgent message from Milan.

Cardinal Schuster was by now in a state of anxiety. When the same two members of the Work visited him again on February 18, 1952, he asked, almost at once, “Doesn’t he have a big cross on him?” He meant the founder.

Once again the answer was that the founder would be glad to carry the cross, since that meant being close to Jesus.

“No, it’s not that,” Cardinal Schuster said. “I know about your founder’s cross. Tell him from me to remember his countryman, Saint Joseph Calasanz, and to get moving.” 68

Monsignor Escrivá understood the Cardinal’s message only too well. Now it was clear that the plot aimed to split the Work into two separate, unrelated institutions, one for men and the other for women. This was to be accomplished by decapitations—his own removal would mean an end to the Work’s unity: “Strike the shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be scattered” (Mt 26: 31).69

Responding quickly, he went to see the Secretary of the Congregation for Religious. “I want them to know.” he said, “that if they remove me as President General without telling me the reasons, it will pain me for exactly four seconds. They’ll be doing me a favor. I’ll request admission and be the last person in Opus Dei, as I’ve always wanted. But if they remove me from the Work, they should know they’ll be doing a criminal act, because they’ll be killing me.” 70

He asked the reason for all this. There was no reason, he was told. but there was “strong pressure from certain persons.” Clearly professional confidentiality was involved. He neither was told nor did he ask the names of those involved.

The next step was to speak with Cardinal Tedeschini, who on February 24 had become Cardinal Protector of Opus Dei.71

Accompanied by Don Alvaro, Monsignor Escrivá went to see the cardinal and presented him with a letter he had prepared dated March 12, 1952. The cardinal read it calmly, then promised that its contents would be made known to the Holy Father.72 Now all of Opus Dei prayed intensely. The Father was in anguish.

“My son,” he said to one of those with him, “how many times have you heard me say that I would love not to be part of the Work so that I could immediately ask admission and obey everyone in everything, occupying the last place? You know I never wanted to be founder of anything. It was God who wanted it this way. Have you seen how they want to destroy the Work, and are attacking me? They want to throw me out of the Work…. My son, if they throw me out, they’ll be killing me; if they throw me out, they’ll be murdering me. As I’ve said, let them put me in the last place, but not throw me out. If they do that, they’ll be committing murder.” 73

On March 18, the vigil of the feast of Saint Joseph, Cardinal Tedeschini had an audience with Pope Pius and read him the letter the founder had given him the previous week. It was strong, frank, and informal. Jarring, perhaps, when presented to the Holy Father—it was imperative that its message be clear to him since there was good reason for thinking that the masterminds of this shady affair had direct access to the Pope’s office.

Cardinal Tedeschini read the letter aloud, and the Pope listened attentively.

Rome, March 12, 1952

Your Most Reverend Eminence:


After so many years of being a friend and de facto protector, … and being now, by sovereign disposition of the Roman Pontiff, Protector de jure of Opus Dei, and being a person who has always followed with vigilant interest and paternal affection the internal course and the external development of our Work, Your Eminence better than anyone else can understand and appreciate our amazement, filled with pain and profound sorrow, at receiving the letter from the Sacred Congregation for Religious which bears the date of January 5, 1952. Your Eminence has knowledge of both the content of that letter and our response to said letter through the copies of the two documents (dated January 6, and February 3, 1952) that we sent you as soon as we could. We are surprised and saddened that an attempt is being made to reopen a question that was so thoroughly discussed, examined, and decided upon, together with all of Opus Dei’s regulations.


Allow us to point out, Your Eminence, that this action of the Sacred Congregation for Religious can only originate in accusations against Opus Dei. That being so, we, animated by a strong sense of justice and love for the truth, dare express the desire that these accusations be openly manifested to us, and we respectfully demand that proofs be presented.


There follows a list of rumors and outright lies about the Work. The founder concludes by leaving it to the Cardinal Protector’s good judgment whether a new set of internal regulations for the Administration should be drawn up, “to make what is envisioned in the current regulations even more certain and so prevent, on the one hand, any possible concern on the part of the Holy See, and, on the other, the slanderous defamation of many thousands of souls.”

As he listened to the reading of the letter, the Pope now and then raised his hands, as if reacting to what he heard. When the cardinal finished, the Holy Father, sounding shocked and agitated, exclaimed, “Ma chi mai ha pensato a prendere nessun provvedimento?” (“But who has ever thought of taking any such action?”).

The cardinal said nothing. The Pope had been put on the alert, and the game was over for those who had hoped to destroy Opus Dei.74

3. A monument to faith and love

Monsignor Escrivá could easily have avoided the headaches and endless financial problems involved in the construction of Opus Dei’s central headquarters. Others would have scrapped the project or delayed it. He forged ahead.

But was it “sheer madness.” 75 The evidence suggested it was. He had used all the human means available to him, even going so far as to beg donations from his children, so that they in turn had to go begging at other doors. But friends and institutions he might have counted on gave only excuses. Three years after construction had begun, he summed things up, in August 1952, by saying: “We are financially drained—and must finish those buildings.” 76 God wanted what he wanted. The project would be completed.77

As time passed, difficulties multiplied. But each day brought its daily miracle: the work went on. “It’s a miracle that we move ahead every day,” he wrote to Odón Moles in 1954. “Too bad the great soul who would provide what it will take to complete this divine instrument, the College of the Holy Cross, doesn’t appear.” 78

This spiritual enterprise, undertaken for the glory of God and the service of the Church, was meant to give a powerful international impetus to the Work’s apostolates. By 1950, results could already be seen. He wrote to Father Casciaro:

This year thirteen or fourteen more are coming to earn their doctorates in ecclesiastical studies; that will bring the total up to twenty-six or twenty-seven. Soon we’ll be able to send professors and study center directors to every region, with degrees in scholastic philosophy, canon law, and theology. A big step, for everyone’s formation and for facilitating the selection of those who will become priests! Now do you understand my concern? Ask the Lord and Our Lady of Guadalupe for money for this house and for the students’ upkeep. It’s worth it.79


“The Lord will not abandon us,” he said to Father Casciaro. “Every day, my faith gets stronger.” 80 Yet as early as January 1950, he drew up a kind of inventory of the natural and supernatural means.

Very short on cash. Days of not knowing—no earthly idea— how to pay so as to be able to continue this construction work at Villa Tevere. With banking operations, we keep going. Anything rather than leave these buildings unfinished; and then the Roman College and the work on Castello. They are—they soon will be—marvelous instruments…. Commend these things to the Lord, and work always in a holy way, for that too is very good prayer.81


Meanwhile the Work was growing, and spreading to South American countries: Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Peru, Ecuador. Writing in 1954 to those in Peru, he said:

I am happy with the efforts you are making to help the Roman College of the Holy Cross. If only you could find the providential person who would be the instrument to enable the quick completion of these buildings! You can’t imagine the amount of suffering in these six years.82


He still dreamed of a millionaire who would solve everything in a twinkling. But he did not operate on the basis of dreams or the expectation of miracles. Bearing the brunt of the responsibility himself, he also called on his children to lend a hand. 83

*      *      *
 

It would take too long to narrate the epic of Villa Tevere in detail, and readers would find it exhausting—just as they would a summary of the hundreds of relevant letters and journal entries which, spanning a decade, would obscure the big picture. Monsignor Escrivá’s approach was consistent: he did not write to pass on his worries and fears. As a good writer and teacher, able to express lofty thoughts in down-to earth ways, he sketched spiritual counsels and financial troubles alike in a few words requiring no further explanation.84

The real trouble started in the summer of 1949, shortly after construction work on the Pensionata was completed and work on Villa Tevere began. On July 31 the Father sent the General Council in Madrid a note that seems like a kind of manifesto setting out the principles he was to cling to during the ten years that followed.

May Jesus watch over for me those sons.

Dearest ones:


With regard to the financial difficulties we are going through, we have no choice but to employ all the supernatural means and exhaust the human ones. If by Friday we still haven’t come up with the eight million lire, we’ll get Alvaro to go back to Spain on Saturday to continue negotiations with your help.


I don’t know if you fully realize what it will mean, for the whole Work, to accomplish what we’re attempting in Rome; … and, finally, that doing or not doing this thing—Villa Tevere— means advancing or holding back the work of our institute by half a century.85


He speaks of “financial problems” forcing him to cut back on payments and “nibble at the money” to make it last longer; of “financial concerns”; of finding himself, almost without realizing it, “in water up to the neck”; of being “up to the ears in debt”; and yet of being confident that God “will not leave us in the lurch.” 86 To those in the United States he writes: “If we didn’t know by experience how fatherly is the Lord’s providence toward us, I would tell you that we are on the brink of catastrophe.” 87 But they faced each day “with a greater self-denial and with more faith in Providence.” 88 He sensed isolation, with no one beside him except Don Alvaro. “Alvaro and I,” he wrote to Father Casciaro, “are leaving half our lives inside these walls.” 89 In September 1952, with disaster apparently at hand, he calls out to his children, “Help us—a little or a lot!” 90

4. Don Alvaro’s heroic gesture

The work on Villa Tevere’s main building, Villa Vecchia, had scarcely begun when Don Alvaro found himself staring at a sea of debt. The Father had put him in charge of finances—seeking donations, bank loans, official postponements of payments. It was a tricky balancing act.91

Don Alvaro, had worked closely with the founder for years, and was irreplaceable. How irreplaceable became apparent when, in February 1950, he came down with an attack of appendicitis. Monsignor Escrivá wrote the General Council:

Alvaro is in bed with an attack of appendicitis—not severe, but very painful. Today they did X-rays, and the doctors seem inclined toward recommending an operation. He’s had this thing for a long time, as you know, but in recent days it’s become acute; and so as not to have to quit working, he kept quiet about it until he couldn’t go on. Pray about this, because even if it is just a routine operation, for us it’s a big problem. I have no one who can fill in for him, with the load of matters of the Work that he carries on his shoulders.92


The doctors operated on February 26. The surgery proved to be a more serious procedure than anticipated.93

At times the Father’s requests were both urgent and succinct: “Alvaro has committed himself, through promissory notes, to a total of quite a few million, and we have to pay it.” 94 The implication is that they had no idea where the money would come from.95 Don Alvaro testifies:

I recall that he made several pilgrimages to the Shrine of Divine Love, to beg our Lady’s help. He traveled to Spain several times, to get his children moving and spur them with his example to seek the necessary funds. In one week of making these financial efforts, the Father lost fourteen or fifteen pounds. But things moved ahead.96


Anxiety mounted as Saturdays approached when the workers would line up for their salaries while suppliers surrounded the “command hut.” On some Fridays Monsignor Escrivá had to tell the person in charge of accounts, “Alvaro doesn’t have any money today either. Tomorrow, try to keep too many suppliers from crowding around and causing a panic.” 97

Yet when the moment came, Don Alvaro always had money to take care of the most urgent needs; only what could be delayed went unpaid. The keeper of the construction journal wrote on Saturday, November 17, 1951:

Poor Alvaro got another loan today, four and a half million, to cover the most pressing items. (Now we owe more than twenty-four million!) This will pay off some debts—the most urgent ones. I’m racking my brains, going over the list twenty times, trying to make things fit so as to pay this one a hundred, that one fifty …98


The debt was alarming by 1951. It was a distraction to Monsignor Escrivá and took time he needed to spend on the work of governing. Moreover, his role in the construction of the buildings was not limited to fund-raising. During his morning visits to the studio where the architects worked, he asked questions, studied plans, and made all kinds of suggestions. The buildings had to be functional and suited to the specific needs of the people who would live and work there. He provided innumerable guidelines and specifications, in the process becoming something of an expert himself.99

Almost daily, he toured all the construction areas, inspecting the work and speaking of God with workers he met while climbing ladders and walking along the scaffolding. He greeted and encouraged the bricklayers, painters, and plumbers. He thanked them for working so well, and inquired about their wives and children. He also reminded them of the duties of a Christian family.100 In some cases the workers’ liking for him and the Work became lifelong affection.

Monsignor Escrivá’s insistence that, despite the financial problems, the work be done just so, down to the last detail, reflected his desire that the buildings embody an essential feature of the spirit of sanctification of work. The “half our lives” that he and Don Alvaro were leaving inside the walls of Villa Tevere was the spiritual cost of the daily miracle that the construction proceed without interruption. And that was a substantial cost. “The Roman College of the Holy Cross!” exclaimed the Father. “Don’t leave me alone—it’s worth it for us to be heroic in this also.” 101

Years later, walking with two of his sons through the garden of Villa Tevere, he remarked on how much he and Don Alvaro had suffered in connection with the construction projects. “The Lord has treated us like saints,” he said. “We aren’t that, but he certainly has treated us as if we were.” 102

Don Alvaro was the founder’s favorite son—faithful, docile, obedient, efficient. The two were consistently of one mind. Even between like-minded saints friction sometimes arises. But not with these two. “Don Alvaro and I have lived in perfect accord, the founder stated.” 103 They were different in personality and position, of course, and this required that Don Alvaro be flexible in adjusting to the founder’s pace—which was something he did gladly, identifying with the founder’s will, adopting his way of thinking sometimes, and other times intuiting what he wanted. Above all, they were intimately linked in prayer and in spirit.104

In one of his letters, Monsignor Escrivá wrote: “I am witnessing, up close, Alvaro’s acts of heroism.” 105 But what were Don Alvaro’s prodigious deeds? Working hard and sleeping little. The weekly cycle of the Saturdays, over and over with no break. Apprehensions. Responsibility. The constant effort to keep his courage up. His naturally robust constitution was affected, and increasingly he suffered night-long severe abdominal pains and had to stay in bed the next day. And even then, the Father, hard-pressed for money and facing a deadline, sometimes had to come to him and say, “Alvarito, you really have to get up.” 106

Shaking off his fatigue and pain, Don Alvaro would get up, smiling.107

Within the Work his link with the founder was becoming proverbial. Those living in Rome in February 1950 later recalled something that happened after Don Alvaro’s appendectomy.

After taking him from the operating room to his own room, the surgeon went to the head of the bed and started calling, “Don Alvaro! Don Alvaro!” to wake him up. But he gave no sign of having heard.


Then the Father whispered, from the foot of the bed, “Alvaro, my son!” Don Alvaro opened his eyes.


When he told us this, the Father said with pride, “Don Alvaro obeys even under anesthesia.” 108


Don Alvaro suffered abdominal pains for years after the appendectomy.109 Plainly the financial problems were affecting him and eroding his strength. In October 1952 the Father wrote to his sons in the United States:

Alvaro is having serious liver problems. I don’t know how he can handle so much work and so many worries. Well, yes, I do know, and you do too, because you know how great his faith is, and what the Lord has given him in talent and capacity for work and serenity. This time I think his illness is closely connected with the brutal financial hardships of recent months and of right now.110


He knew the remedy that was needed—money, lots of it.111 But that was a treatment beyond his reach.

The ups and downs of Don Alvaro’s illness are a recurring theme in his correspondence—for instance, in April, 1954:

Alvaro—who is always telling you, in speech or in letters, that he’s fine—is in bed again. The fact is that he works too hard and his health is pretty bad. Too many worries, although he hides them with his sunny smile and overcomes them with his faith and his ceaseless work.112


And two months later:

I’m doing fine. However, Dr. Amalfitano has carefully examined Alvaro and found him to be like Fernando L.; he can have vegetables (without salt) and very little else. He’s always cheerful, but the heart, circulation, and liver are not doing well. The doctor says the condition is quite serious, but he’s sure he can cure it. Incidentally—he said this—that extra weight caused by the illness will disappear. Alvaro is in bed today; that’s why he’s not writing.113


And a year later:

After doing well for such a long time, Alvaro had a really bad liver attack today. I’m hoping it’s the last one, since he actually appears to have been rejuvenated. I don’t mean to say he’s old, you know, but the work of so many years has aged him.114


Unfortunately, it was not the last attack. But it convinced them that they should go off for a few days of rest at the Montecatini spa. From there the Father wrote:

Finally the doctor’s orders have been obeyed, and here we are. I believe—or rather, I think (I don’t like to use the word “believe” in vain; faith is something extraordinarily great)—I think a quiet stay and the waters will prepare us to work well during the winter.115


He was right. There are no more references to Don Alvaro’s ailments until January 1956. Then: “Alvaro has, for several days, been down with some liver problem and a bad case of the flu. As for me, I have also been in bed for several days with a classic case of the flu, and still have a touch of it.” 116

In January 1953 he sent the General Council some directives on rest:

Try to make sure that everyone gets some rest on a regular basis—we don’t do that here, but our bad example should not be followed. When—in a few months—we finish the bulky part of all these things we have under way, you’ll see that Alvaro and I (together with you) will finally get the rest we’ve had to deny ourselves for so long. It’s needed, for serving the Lord better.


Therefore, I insist, you in Spain are to organize things so that you all get some rest on a regular basis.117


Having tested his formula for resting while working, he could recommend it with confidence: “Let us give thanks to God, who always wants us working; a change of work is our rest.” 118

5. The cure of the diabetes (April 27, 1954)

By the middle of 1952, the financial situation was to all appearances hopeless. There seemed to be no way of reducing the debt, searching for new loans and gifts produced no results, and—to add insult to injury—there was a recurrence of “certain troubles that some individuals are causing us.” 119

As always, the Father intensified his prayer. He had a medal with two enamel inlays portraying the hearts of Jesus and Mary—a gift, according to Encarnita Ortega, from a lady named Cándida, owner of Talleres Granda, a company in Madrid that made church goods and promoted liturgical art. Every night, he would kiss these images with great love, saying, “Heart of Jesus, give us peace!” and “Sweet heart of Mary, be my salvation!” 120

Devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus was widespread in Spain. On August 1, in the midst of financial pressures, the founder asked Opus Dei members in Madrid to pray the aspiration “Cor Iesu sacratissimum, dona nobis pacem!” (“Most Sacred Heart of Jesus, grant us peace!”) many times daily.121 Soon after this he made the same request of those in Colombia.122

By September, nevertheless, the construction project looked to be in such dire straits that the founder, sensing collapse, sent out an SOS, in hopes that the Lord would “put an end to this torture.” 123 He had decided to consecrate Opus Dei, with all its members and apostolates, to the Sacred Heart of Jesus. To the members in Mexico he wrote: “Soon I will do the consecration to the Sacred Heart. Help me prepare for it, by repeating many times: ‘Cor Iesu sacratissimum, dona nobis pacem.’ “ He added as a postscript: “SOS: We are still in water up to the neck. And also with the same trust in God our Father.” 124

The date set for the ceremony of consecration was October 26, the feast of Christ the King. “If we don’t get this knot untied by the end of the month,” he wrote, “we will take a hit that will make Satan happy.” 125 He trusted that our Lady would not let them down, and that her Son could not help but answer so many prayers.

Meanwhile work and worry were eating away at Don Alvaro’s health again. Monsignor Escrivá speaks of “liver problems”; but he was well aware that the liver was not so much the cause as the “victim” of the problems.126

But the founder was not narrowly focused on his own problems. He looked beyond the needs of the Work, to everything disturbing the peace of the world: fratricidal hatreds, social confrontations, persecution of the Church, and wars. Hundreds of times a day he prayed, “Cor Iesu sacratissimum, dona nobis pacem!” As far back as 1933 he had written, “The Work of God has come about to spread through the whole world the message of love and peace that the Lord has bequeathed to us; to invite all human beings to respect human rights…. I see the Work projected through the centuries, ever young, elegant, attractive, and fruitful, defending the peace of Christ, so that everyone can possess it.” 127

He was rarely depressed. Divine filiation was his support. A point in The Way (no. 696) has an autobiographical ring to it: “If you accept tribulation with a faint heart, you lose your joy and your peace, and you run the risk of not deriving any spiritual profit.”

He was deeply moved by Christ’s humanity.128 And in The Way he wrote: “Enter into the pierced side of our Lord Jesus until you find secure shelter in his wounded heart” (no. 58). This is the key to putting faith, hope, and charity into practice in one’s daily life, and so finding joy, strength, and peace. “I don’t have one heart for loving God and another for loving people,” he wrote. “I love Christ and the Father and the Holy Spirit and our Lady with the same heart with which I love my parents and my friends. I shall never tire of repeating this. We must be very human, for otherwise we cannot be divine.” 129

In the Sacred Heart, the immense charity of the Lord is revealed. This is something virtually incomprehensible: “Love in the depths of the Trinity is poured out on men by the Love in the heart of Christ.” 130

*      *      *
 

On the day of the consecration—October 26, 1952—the little oratory adjacent to the founder’s workroom was still not finished.131 There was no easy way to get to it. Nothing daunted, he dealt with the problem directly: “I did the consecration, after climbing up three construction ladders—one after the other!—to reach the oratory.” And, he added, “Peace will come, on all fronts! I am sure of it.” 132

For him it did, but slowly, not all in a rush. Interior happiness— “gaudium cum pace”—restored his sense of security and his optimism. “As yet, there’s still no sign of the financial solution.” 133 “How much I expect from this consecration!” 134

The attacks dropped off, though without stopping entirely. The crushing burden of debt also lightened a bit. It became possible to postpone some payments; small donations came in; arrangements were made to mortgage the property and part of what had already been built.135 Now he declared himself “optimistic and confident” that they would be able to “solve all the problems that arise, and bring to completion this Roman enterprise.” 136 In the Heart of Jesus he found the peace and refuge he had prayed for on October 26.137


*      *      *
 

The consecration, in January 1953, of one of the oratories of Villa Tevere brought Monsignor Escrivá much joy. “Now we have our Lord with us at Villa Vecchia!” he exclaimed.138

Another source of joy that year was the twenty-fifth anniversary of the founding of Opus Dei. In anticipation, he wrote a letter to all the centers of the Work, in December 1952:

In the year that’s about to begin, we will celebrate the silver jubilee of our Work. And we will celebrate it in our usual style—within the family, without fanfare….


And there should also be a renewal of fidelity to the divine call to be sowers of joy and of peace in the midst of the world.


May that fidelity of each one be manifested in fruits of personal sanctity, by the purity of our life, by zeal for our formation, by the efficacy of our apostolic endeavors, by our constant effort to serve the Church.


Merry Christmas and a fruitful new year! 139


Nine weeks before the anniversary date, October 2, the Father wrote to all his children telling them to celebrate the memorable day with appropriate religious acts and family festivities:

Be filled with gratitude because the Lord willed to choose you to be OPUS DEI. On that October 2, fulfill with greater dedication the duties of your work. Intensify—you are contemplative souls in the midst of the world—your constant prayer. Be—in this world so filled with animosities—sowers of joy and of peace. This silent heroism of ordinary life will be the most natural way, according to our spirit, to observe the silver jubilee of our Mother.140


As he had foreseen, the founder spent those family holidays in the retreat house of Molinoviejo, surrounded by sons of his who had come from faraway countries, to which the apostolate of the Work had spread. Those were days taken full advantage of, for “a peaceful exchanging of impressions.” 141

At Molinoviejo, under the pine trees, at the entrance to the lane that leads to the shrine, a stone plaque was placed commemorating the silver jubilee. The inscription reads:

Here in Molinoviejo, at this shrine of Our Lady of Fair Love, after spending in peace and joy several days of prayer, silence, and work, the founder of Opus Dei, with his General Council and representatives of the various Regions who came from distant countries of Europe, Africa, and the Americas to celebrate the silver jubilee of the Work (October 2, 1953), renewed on that day the consecration of Opus Dei which had been made in the Holy House of Loreto on August 15, 1951: the consecration to the Most Sweet Heart of Mary.142


Meanwhile, Don Alvaro’s health was still far from good. “It’s not surprising, with this very hard life he leads,” the Father said.143 There was repeated, year after year, the heroic story of the hand of God pressing almost to the point of suffocation, yet not suspending the daily miracle of provisioning Villa Tevere and the weekly miracle of providing the payment of the construction workers and suppliers. The story was repeated, even if not on the same scale.144 In a letter to Ricardo Fernandez Vallespín, in June of 1954, the Father repeats his yearning for a “definitive solution” to the financial problem. “It’s a shame that the definitive solution doesn’t come,” he writes, “so that we can carry on peacefully the divine work of this house of the Rom. Coll. of the Holy +.” 145

The definitive solution! What could be called a definitive solution never did arrive. But, as we shall later see, providential arrangements and generous friends were found, that did manage to rescue the Father from the anxieties of the weekly payments and the dread of the due dates of promissory notes.146

*      *      *
 

In the correspondence of the founder, during these years, there is frequent and detailed mention of the illnesses of Don Alvaro, while, on the other hand, we do not have any mention of his own sufferings. Can it be that he himself was free of pains and annoyances, anxieties, and sorrows?

If we were to go only by what he says in his letters, especially those to the members of the General Council or to the Counselors of the various regions, we would be left in the dark. And if we were to look for any traces, we would come to a reasonable suspicion that the founder purposely erased anything that could reveal physical sufferings. That is, except in the case of something impossible to hide, such as the quite conspicuous facial paralysis he suffered in 1948.147 But for the six years between 1948 and 1954, any autobiographical testimony to his bodily ailments is practically nonexistent.

In those years, Monsignor Escrivá’s correspondence, as we have seen, refers frequently to illnesses of Don Alvaro. But, except for a few references to seeing the dentist, almost everything we know about his own health between 1948 and 1954 comes from the recollections of people who lived with him and the testimonies of his doctors. He said nothing about his own suffering, which he preferred to unite as a hidden sacrifice with the sufferings of Christ on the cross. From the time when, as a young priest, he had visited the sick and the dying in their homes and in hospitals, he was accustomed to living with pain, sharing in the experience, and thus participating in the mystery of coredemption in Christ.

The clinical record of his most serious ailment starts in the autumn of 1944. A medical examination carried out because of a boil on his neck showed that he was suffering from diabetes. He undertook a regimen of daily injections and a special diet. As late as 1947, he would occasionally joke about it all.148

After that he no longer spoke of the diabetes. As an act of thanksgiving and reparation, he had determined silently to offer God the continual harassment he suffered from some people outside the Work and also the increasing discomforts caused by the disease. These were at times a real torture. But in The Way, he had written: “If you realize that those sufferings—physical or spiritual—are purification and merit, bless them” (no. 219).149

In the face of suffering, he would repeat the short litany of praise to pain that he had earlier recited in a Madrid hospital to help a repentant sinner have a good death.150

The Città Leonina diary for 1946 and 1947 records several visits by Dr. Carlo Faelli occasioned by the diabetes. A specialist in the disease, he later called the founder’s case the most serious he had ever seen: 151

When he came to my office in 1946, he had been suffering from a rather serious case of diabetes mellitus for years. Later, during treatment, he suffered serious complications from the disease: visual and circulatory problems, ulcerations, migraine headaches, severe hemorrhages, the loss of all his teeth. One of the visual problems was an episode of double vision that occurred in 1950 and 1951; it got so bad that for a while he was unable to read. In treating him I used the latest applicable therapy.152


Uncontrollable hunger, severe thirst, and a tendency for even minor injuries he received to become infected—these things were predictable manifestations of diabetes. But in his case the illness also took surprising turns.153 The double vision returned, and for some time he had to use a missal with large type.154 One morning he woke up to find all his teeth turned in their sockets, so that he could not chew anything. His doctor feared that trying to extract them might result in a fatal hemorrhage, but his dentist, Dr. Kurt Hruska, assured him there would be no problem. Since the teeth were loose, he used what the founder jokingly called the “Chinese method,” removing them by hand, one after the other, without any violent pulling. (Don Alvaro, speaking to the dentist privately, asked for the teeth and kept them as a relic.)155

The treatment took a long time, requiring frequent visits at first and then semiannual checkups. The patient and dentist had a purely professional relationship at first, but soon they touched on more personal subjects, on God and religion. “I am a Protestant,” Dr. Hruska said, “but he spoke to me with such clarity and conviction that I felt inclined to accept whatever he said…. At the same time, however, he was very respectful toward the beliefs of others.” 156

Monsignor Escrivá would enter the dentist’s office radiating good cheer. Yet the dentist found something disconcerting, even exasperating, in his conduct.

Before setting to work, Dr. Hruska would say, “If I hurt you, tell me!” After a while, the dentist would interrupt his work, sure that he was causing his patient a lot of pain. “Tell me when I’m hurting you!” he would insist. “Keep working, keep working,” was the reply. And the dentist would say, “But how can you take this?” 157

“He was very hard on himself; and someone who is hard on oneself where tooth pain is concerned is hard on himself where everything else is concerned,” Dr. Hruska remarked.158 He never complained, and never asked for painkillers. He would go to the dentist’s office early in the morning, knowing the discomfort would be severe, so that he could get in a full day of uninterrupted work.

The testimony of Dr. Faelli—a good Catholic with whom the founder also had a very strong friendship—supports all this. He found Monsignor Escrivá to be jovial, open, very communicative. “When he had to talk about the serious problems caused by his illness, he never dramatized them. He maintained a serene and confident attitude even when he was very sick.” 159 As with the dentist, so with Dr. Faelli, they began with small talk and invariably ended up talking about God. Often they exchanged ideas about the role of suffering in human life, agreeing “that suffering is essential to a Christian, for imitating Christ, and that pain is the odometer of our life.” 160 One thinks of point no. 791 in The Forge: “When you are ill, offer up your sufferings with love, and they will turn into incense rising up in God’s honor, and making you holy.” 161

The years went by, and the illness followed its unforeseen course. The patient carefully obeyed his doctors. In the worst period, nearly blind and his body a complete disaster, he made a pilgrimage to Lourdes. He asked a great many things of the Virgin there; but regarding his illness, all he asked was that nothing would happen that would prevent him from “being able to continue working with souls.” 162 The discomforts and inconveniences of the diabetes were opportunities for uniting himself more closely to God, offering them up, and always downplaying them. After ten years he had had so many injections that it was sometimes hard for the needle to penetrate the skin, because of all the scar tissue. “This donkey has a tough hide,” he would say. Or, “They don’t make needles like they used to.” 163

His natural defenses against a constant feeling of debilitation were cheerfulness and patience. He offered things up with elegance and good grace. Around 1951, many foods were eliminated from his rigid diet. His daughters who did the cooking did the best they could to make his meals tasty and varied. But sometimes, to amuse whoever was dining with him, he would jokingly exclaim to the fish on his plate, “I recognize you, Mr. Codfish, even with that disguise you’re wearing!” 164

Another joke, alluding to the great amount of sugar that accumulated in his bloodstream, had to do with theologians. The Church, he said, had a Doctor Angelicus [Saint Thomas Aquinas], a Doctor Seraphicus [Saint Bonaventure], a thinker called Subtilis [Blessed John Duns Scotus], and a Doctor Mellifluus [Saint Bernard]. So couldn’t he be Pater Dulcissimus?165

Many people in his position would have been obsessed with death and been tempted to give up working. That was not his way. Yet he did take precautions in case the last moment arrived unexpectedly.166 A bell was placed beside his bed so that he could call someone to give him the last sacraments. When going to bed he would say, “Lord, I don’t know if I will wake up tomorrow. I thank you for the life you have given me and am content to die in your arms. I trust in your mercy.” 167 But to those who expressed concern, he said, “God will heal me.” 168

*      *      *
 

He was right. People who have had a brush with death, especially one involving loss of consciousness, often speak of seeing their lives pass before them, almost as if they were a spectator, yet aware that they are the protagonists. Repentance sometimes is a fruit of the experience.

On April 27, 1954, something like this happened to Monsignor Escrivá. It was the feast of Our Lady of Montserrat. Don Alvaro had, as usual, given him an injection five or ten minutes before lunch, but at a lower dosage than that prescribed and using a new kind of longacting insulin.169 They went down to the dining room. Shortly after saying grace, as they sat facing each other, the Father suddenly said, “Alvaro! Absolution!” Don Alvaro tells what happened next:

I didn’t understand him. I just could not understand him. God permitted that I not understand him. And then he repeated, “Absolution!” And for a third time—this was a matter of a few seconds, in all—“Absolution: ‘Ego te absolvo …’ ” And at that moment he lost consciousness. I recall that first he turned a kind of purplish red and then an ashen yellow. And his body seemed to have become very small.


I gave him absolution immediately and did what I could. I called the doctor and put sugar in his mouth, forcing him, with water, to swallow it, because he was not reacting and I was not getting a pulse.170


When the doctor—Miguel Angel Madurga, a member of the Work— arrived, the Father had already regained consciousness. The shock had lasted ten minutes. Miguel Angel carefully examined him and confirmed that he was out of danger and there were no complications. The Father, in fact, seemed to have gotten well.

Indeed, he immediately started worrying about that son of his, Miguel Angel. Learning that he had not yet had lunch, he had him eat something, chatting with him all the while and giving no hint that he could not see.

“My son,” he said to Don Alvaro when the doctor had left, “it’s left me blind. I can’t see a thing.”

“Father, why didn’t you tell the doctor?”

“Because I didn’t want to worry him unnecessarily. This may just go away.”

He was blind for several hours. Then, gradually, his sight returned. When he could finally see himself in a mirror, he said, “Alvaro, my son, now I know how I’ll look when I’m dead.”

“You look as fresh as a daisy, Father,” Don Alvaro answered. “You should have seen yourself a few hours ago—you really did look like a corpse.” 171

Not only had he looked like a corpse, but he had seen his whole life pass by very quickly, as if in a movie.172

He had been suffering from diabetes for about ten years. Now the metabolic disorders characteristic of diabetes speedily disappeared. His insulin treatment was discontinued. Dr. Faelli, the specialist who treated him, situated the key moment of the cure precisely in the occurrence just described. “He was cured of diabetes,” the doctor stated, “after an allergic attack in the form of a skin eruption and a sudden loss of consciousness.” He emerged from the anaphylactic shock “cured of the diabetes and its complications; he never had any relapse; and he was no longer under any dietary restriction. It was a case of a scientifically inexplicable cure.” 173
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4

The Unity of the Work
 

1. The General Congress of Einsiedeln (1956)

Cured of his diabetes, the founder felt liberated and renewed. It was fortunate that he did, for he now faced a tremendously difficult twofold task: to promote the cohesion of the Work while, at the same time, fostering its worldwide expansion. The first required tightly linking the members of Opus Dei with the spirit and person of the founder— a closing of ranks around him—while the other one meant separating them, scattering them to far-off lands to propagate this divine message. In summary, Opus Dei needed to grow, while remaining itself.

By 1950, as we have seen, how to pay for God’s work was much on his mind. In earlier times, kings and patrons had built churches and hospitals, founded colleges, and endowed charitable institutions. Even governments that persecuted the Church at home sometimes helped it in the colonies. But today states no longer saw themselves as having any missionary role or responsibility, and the private persons who contributed with their holdings to the great works of God were becoming fewer and fewer.

The founder wrote to his daughters and sons:

This being God’s will, give thanks to Divine Providence for the current situation. And, to see all your goals accomplished (loving God, promoting understanding among all souls, and living in harmony with all people), don’t try to rely on anything except: the powerful help of divine grace; your life generously dedicated to the service of God and of souls (in laetitia: cum gaudio et pace; with cheerfulness: with joy and peace); and the practice of your professional work, carried out with full effort and as well as you can.1


It may be that Monsignor Escrivá was laying down a general rule for the funding of apostolic enterprises that produce social benefits.2

In the early months of 1951 a partial solution to their financial problems appeared. A friend of Don Alvaro’s, the Marquis Giovanni Bisleti, owned a large farm near Fondi Lake in Terracina on the coast south of Rome, and he wanted to sell the property. Don Alvaro suggested to the founder an arrangement that would be good both for the Marquis and the tenant farmers on the property. This was to buy the whole farm at a reasonable price, on credit, then divide the thousand or so hectares of land into plots to be offered for sale, on very reasonable terms, to the three hundred farm families.3 The Father and Don Alvaro saw a twofold purpose. It would solve some of Opus Dei’s financial problems as well as helping the tenant farmers, and Opus Dei would have an opportunity to do apostolic work in Terracina. Despite some problems at first, the results were entirely successful.

On June 1, 1951, the founder wrote to the General Council in Spain:

I have well-founded hopes that, with God’s help and thanks to Alvaro’s tireless efforts, we’ll soon—perhaps in August—be able to tell you, “Don’t send any more money for the Roman College, because we have that problem taken care of; we’ll only accept help, a little or a lot, from the Americans.” Let’s keep praying for this thing that is so worthwhile. In this month of the Sacred Heart, let us make the Lord forget our wretchedness and move him to give us the key to the success of this great Roman enterprise.4


The Terracina operation promised to be of great help. A small part of the farm, which included the old main house, was to be converted into a conference center, and a place where the Roman College students could get some rest. Another section would be used to grow food for the centers in Rome. A year later, negotiations were still going on and the founder was still expressing high hopes. He wrote to the General Council:

Alvaro is making progress with Terracina which will be the bread, the rest, and the health of our people at the Roman College. Already we’re getting many things from the farm. The Lord won’t abandon us, and this whole project will be completed.5


He was grateful for the small quantities of cheese, eggs, fruit, and meat coming from Salto di Fondi, as the farm was called. But the main house was in such bad condition that the women of the Work could not be expected to take over its administration. Having considered the problem, the Father came up with the usual answer: Carmen. “If Carmen doesn’t come, we won’t be able to go to Terracina,” 6 he said. But, knowing his sister as he did, he preferred that Don Alvaro be the one to write her in Madrid, for several reasons. For how could he ask Carmen to come to Rome and leave their brother Santiago alone, even if only for a short time? Carmen and Santiago were trying again to get their lives organized and early in the year had found an apartment in Madrid to occupy until there was a place for them in Rome.7 Santiago was studying Italian in preparation for practicing law in Rome.

But he also had another reason for preferring that Don Alvaro ask Carmen to take charge of the house at Terracina, as she had at La Pililla and at Molinoviejo. The surest way of getting her to say yes was to have Don Alvaro do the asking. Her brother had only to ask her to take care of something, and her answer would be a resounding “No!” 8—although sooner or later the “no” would become a generous “Yes!” Forceful refusals were her way of stating her independence from the Work, of which she was not a member. But, even more, they were a way of hiding her generosity so as to avoid being praised and thanked.9 After the initial gruffness, warm, enthusiastic generosity prevailed.10

Although his sister and brother did not need any urging to make up their minds, the founder, at the beginning of August, wrote to them, “I’m sure you’ll be very happy in Italy, even though now it’s costing you to come.” 11 On August 16, Carmen and Santiago arrived in Rome.

Despite careful planning, dividing up the Terracina estate and selling the parcels of land was trying for Don Alvaro. The people were hesitant to buy since credit was scarce in those years of economic crisis. But they stood to benefit from buying the land and so the operation was soon under way.12 Tenant farmers became owners paying for their farms in installments and being cared for spiritually by Opus Dei priests.

Starting in 1952, and continuing until 1967, the Roman College students living at Villa Tevere took turns going out to Terracina in the summer to rest and study. While by no means a recreational paradise, it was a relief from the heat of Rome. That area of Terracina, consisting of dried marshland, dunes, and pinewoods, was in the center of a long arc of solitary low beaches, lapped by the waves of the Tyrrhenian Sea. At the north, the arc ended with the promontory of Mount Circeo, while at the southern end, one could see the village of Sperlonga, often through a light haze.

*      *      *
 

The Salto di Fondi project, within the general picture of the material needs of the Work in those years, was another of those continual financial breaks that God gave the founder. It constituted a partial remedy, but never a miraculous balm that could instantly and permanently solve all their problems. As to the financial hardship suffered by the Father and Don Alvaro on account of the construction work on Villa Tevere, therefore, it seems safe and reasonable to calculate its magnitude by the sad effects it had on their health. Of course, to the weight of those burdens one must also add that of the heavy load of apostolic tasks and that of the incessant lashings coming from the “opposition by the good,” which would not allow them to work in peace.

With an eye to the financial difficulties, the Father made a pilgrimage to the Shrine of Saint Nicholas of Bari, in southern Italy, on July 6, 1954.13 Saint Nicholas, as we recall, was Opus Dei’s intercessor for financial matters, and the founder had had recourse to him in the midst of the material difficulties involved in setting up the first centers of the Work in Madrid.

In the following year, 1955, the founder met Leonardo Castelli, a hardworking and very generous man who had become good friends with Don Alvaro, and who had a family construction company. He proved to be the person that the Father was looking for—not to give him things as gifts, but to provide the minimal support needed to keep the construction work going. This good businessman, besides offering him credit and deferments of payments, gave him the benefit of his professional services.14 On April 20, 1955, there was signed with the Castelli company a contract whereby, as of the following month, it took over the responsibility for the construction work. Thanks to this arrangement, it became possible to pick up the pace of the work.

However, it did not put an end to Don Alvaro’s physical exhaustion and his financial worries, as we can see from the founder’s correspondence.

Rome, November 22, 1956. Alvaro is not slowing down, even though he’s still doing pretty badly. The doctor is making him take a heap of medicines, and he is improving, gradually— perhaps because the doctor writes on all the prescriptions (together with the prescribed medicines) these words: “molto riposo” [“lots of rest”]. And until the financial situation clears up, he neither wants to take that “riposo,” nor do I dare impose it on him.15


In 1958 Don Alvaro underwent a thorough medical checkup. During the last days of 1958 he was so seriously ill that the doctors considered doing surgery.16 The Father’s first letter of 1959 gives us more details:

I am constantly repeating the [aspiration] “Omnia in bonum” [“All for the good!”], although at times our minds cannot grasp what the Lord’s plans are. I say this because Alvaro, after an improvement that lasted for forty-eight hours, has suffered a relapse. Last night he had a fever of 40 [104 F.). Today a specialist will be coming. They’re talking about a possible operation, but I’m hoping that won’t be necessary. Of course, even though he’s gotten almost no sleep and been in so much pain for such a long time, Alvaro is happy; he’s in a very good mood, despite the fever. Pray.17


They did have to operate. And three years later, in May 1962, Don Alvaro had another serious relapse. The founder writes from Rome:

Alvaro is in the hospital, but we’re hoping that another operation will not be necessary. Pray, because although there are among you many heroic sons and daughters of mine and so many who are canonizable saints (and I never misuse these descriptions), Alvaro is a model, and the son of mine who has worked the hardest and suffered the most for the Work, and the person who has best absorbed my spirit. Pray.18


Fortunately, they did not have to operate again. And, with no intervening pause or rest, he plunged into the preparatory work for the Second Vatican Council.19

*      *      *
 

The signing of the contract with the Castelli company in the spring of 1955 rekindled the founder’s hopes for his battle against time. This financial respite allowed him to carry out the project without any more major delays. Now he was able to tackle the need to provide more space for, and improve the situation of, the new students of the Roman College. The Father also felt that the time had come to normalize the situation of the Work’s governing body, having all the members of the General Council live in Rome, rather than continue to be divided between Rome and Madrid.20 The decision would be made at the next general congress, since, according to the statutes of Opus Dei, there had to take place every five years a general congress in which the elected or delegated members took part. The women would also hold a similar congress.21

The first general congress was held at Molinoviejo, in 1951. The second was to be held in 1956. For its site, the Father chose Einsiedeln, a quiet place with a good hotel in which to spend a few days in work and prayer. Einsiedeln is a Swiss village with a population of a few thousand. Its main attraction is a basilica dedicated to our Lady; the open spaces, restrained baroque style, and broad esplanade (Klosterplatz) of the basilica are impressive. The Father, when his mind was on our Lady, often mentioned, both in letters and in conversations, his “pilgrimage” to Einsiedeln.22

He got everything carefully prepared. First came prayer. They were barely into 1956 when he started asking for prayers. “Pray, and get others to pray, for the work of the upcoming general congress.” 23 Then, when the date for the beginning of the congress was less than two months away, he made a trip to Einsiedeln, on July 3, to make sure everything was ready at the Pfauen Hotel, where the participants would be staying. Another prudent measure he took in preparing for that meeting was to send in advance a list of the candidates that he, as President General, was proposing for the new appointments.24 Finally, as the date drew near (the congress was to take place from the twentysecond through the twenty-fifth of August), the Father, as President, communicated to the Holy See the time and place of the event.

On August 19, three days before it began, nine of the Opus Dei electors presented in Rome a motion to be submitted for consideration by the assembly at Einsiedeln. None of the signers was Spanish, or from a region in which Spanish was spoken. (They were from the United States, Italy, Portugal, Germany, Ireland, and England.) These electors proposed that Spanish be adopted as the official language for the assemblies of members of Opus Dei from different countries, and also for the publishing of internal documents.25 They based their proposal on the fact that the expansion of the Work and the diversity of languages of its members made it advisable to specify a particular language, and on several other considerations, notably these:

The Work originated in Castile; Castilian is the native tongue of the founder; and the earliest documents of the Institute are written in Castilian.

We want to do this because we think that it will make our work more effective, and that it will contribute to a reinforcing of internal unity; and also as a show of affection for our Father.26


In its second session, August 24, the congress considered the move of the General Council to Rome and new appointments to the council.27 The results were communicated a few days later to the Holy See, in a letter addressed to Cardinal Valerio Valeri:

Rome, September 10, 1956

Your Eminence:


I have the pleasure of communicating to Your Eminence that, in accord with the decisions made at the Second General Congress of Opus Dei, recently held in Einsiedeln, the General Curia of said Institute has been moved to Rome, to 73 Bruno Buozzi. Also, in fulfillment of my duty, I am sending you the attached list of the new members of the General Council of Opus Dei elected at that Congress.28


The decisions reached at Einsiedeln reinforced the unity and apostolic thrust of the Work, with the move to Rome marking a new stage in its governance.29 Years later Bishop del Portillo, by then Prelate of Opus Dei, offered this assessment: “It turned out to be a real blessing, because the constant, daily, physical presence of the founder with his sons on the General Council was the decisive factor for maintaining a good spirit, for the unity of the Work, and for its expansion.” 30 Now Monsignor Escrivá could tend to the formation of members while simultaneously tending to the Work’s worldwide expansion.

2. The death of Aunt Carmen (1957)

Carmen Escrivá, the founder’s sister, died in Rome on June 20, 1957. She first went there in April, 1948, at his request, to lend help to the women who took care of the tasks of administration. He called on her again in 1952, as we have seen, to get Salto di Fondi in operation. She saw to the renovation of the old estate’s main house—working in isolation, without drinking water, without a telephone, and with no one to help her. A year later, Salto di Fondi was ready for regular use by the Roman College students.

Instead of returning to Spain, Carmen and Santiago decided to stay in Rome—he to work as a lawyer, and Carmen to keep him company and be available if the Work needed her help again. The two lived in a small house on the Via degli Scipioni. Surrounded by affectionate “nieces” and “nephews,” Carmen was always busy with never a minute to feel lonely. She had put aside thoughts of marriage in favor of the Work when she was younger and, in effect, became part of a huge family. Now fifty-plus, she loved these nieces and nephews and was pained at seeing them leave. “I don’t want to meet anyone else, ever,” she exclaimed. “Because one meets people, starts to like them, and then off they go to America.” 31

Her relationship with her brother Josemaría was deeply affectionate yet reserved. This reserve, which they shared, went back to the period when their mother, Doña Dolores, was getting used to the idea that she would see her son only occasionally. It took Carmen many years to accept the sacrifice of her brother. The attitude of detachment from his family, which was a demanding, considered, and voluntary sacrifice on the part of the founder, cost Carmen many tears—and she was hardly a weepy type. She told the nephews and nieces: “At first, I cried a lot, when I was living at Diego de León and a month would go by without my seeing my brother. Now I’m getting used to it, because he says he has to set an example.” 32

“Aunt Carmen” was a rather tall and attractive woman with a healthy, strong constitution. Active and resolute, she had dark hair and dark eyes, and a kindly expression. She was easy and agreeable in conversation, but not talkative. She spoke confidently, and what she said was witty, pertinent, direct, and sincere.33

The little villa, on the Via degli Scipioni, was a cheerful place that soon became a site for gatherings—some days with her nephews, and other days with her nieces. Chato, a very well-bred and good-natured bulldog, was a fixture. (In Madrid Carmen had had other dogs— Chuchi and Pistón—who were livelier but not so loud.) Carmen loved nature. In her sewing room she had a big birdcage that she had to move aside so that her visitors and she could see one another. There were flowers in the garden that supplied roses for the oratories of the Work, and on the terrace she grew strawberries.

Like the Grandmother, she was attentive to people’s health and well-being. Afternoon brought snacks—cakes, candies, fritters—and on special occasions she sent chocolates or caramels to the centers. When someone came to say good-bye before setting off for a foreign land, she would give them some little present, and these souvenirs of hers are now scattered all over the world. When they moved to Rome, Carmen and Santiago brought some family belongings with them. From Madrid came a sampler stitched by their grandmother Florencia—the equivalent of a master’s thesis for an educated young lady of the previous century. In the dining room of Villa Vecchia, a display cabinet lined with orange velvet held cups, glasses, a crystal and silver punch bowl, and some other glass and ceramic objects—the remnants of china that had been in Doña Dolores’ house. Among these items were three dessert bowls of yellow porcelain with flowers on the edges and, in the center, petals in relief. How much custard, meringue, and rice pudding must have passed through them

But Carmen, always so active, hardworking, and fond of order and cleanliness, had by the end of 1956 begun to suffer from chronic weakness and fatigue. She lost her appetite and had frequent dizzy spells. Finally she saw a doctor.

March 4, 1957, was a memorable day at Villa Tevere. Bishop Antonio Samoré had been invited to consecrate the altar of the oratory of the Most Holy Trinity, where the Father would ordinarily say Mass. On that same day the General Council was completed, and its altar was consecrated by the Father.34

Encarnación Ortega, the Central Secretary, had accompanied Carmen to the doctor’s office. When they returned, the director of the women’s center told Don Alvaro that the diagnosis was cancer of the liver. As a sacrifice for his sister’s health, Monsignor Escrivá put off learning the results. The following morning he asked Encarnación, and she told him.35

More tests followed. The news on April 23 was that the cancer was advanced. Two days later, the Father wrote to Santiago, who was then in Madrid.

Dearest Santiago:


I am praying for you and your intentions in a special way during these days of your absence from Rome. The Lord has let us suffer the pain of learning that Carmen has a kind of cancer that is very difficult to treat. This is what the doctors tell us after many tests and X-rays. She has a lot of company and is calm. When you write her, don’t say anything about what I am telling you. If she does not improve, we will tell her when the time is right.36


In fact he waited three or four days before telling Carmen her illness was incurable. “Alvaro gave her the news,” the founder wrote to Madrid, “and she—Laus Deo!—took it like a holy person of Opus Dei: with courage, with serenity, with peace.

I will keep wrestling with the Lord to the last moment, hoping Isidoro will get us a cure, but always accepting God’s holy will, although with many tears. It’s an entire heroic epoch of our Work that is ending.37


He was in great pain. Kneeling before the tabernacle and resting his head on the edge of the altar, he begged for his sister’s cure with tears, even as he accepted whatever outcome God intended.38

The doctors said Carmen had two months to live. She took the news calmly and peacefully, with her sense of humor intact. “Alvaro has given me the sentence,” she told some nephews.39 As long as she was still on her feet, she continued to supervise the housework, keep track of daily expenditures, and care for her plants and animals. And she could be heard very softly whispering aspirations.

The Father saw to her spiritual care. Not wanting her to feel that she had to accept a priest of the Work, Don Alvaro asked Father Jenaro Fernández, Procurator General of the Augustinian Recollects, and a man of deep interior life, to look after her: he was amazed at how unblemished her conscience was.40

On May 15, not really at ease about leaving, the founder and Don Alvaro left for France. The day before, he visited his sister. The supernatural optimism of their conversation was superimposed on a great heaviness of heart that neither spoke of. Both remembered that time, in 1941, when he set out for Lérida to give a priests’ retreat, leaving his mother sick in Madrid. Now he made the same request to his sister that he had made to their mother: that she offer her sufferings to God for the apostolic work he would be doing.41

On his way to Paris he made a visit to Lourdes to ask our Lady to cure his sister. When he got back to Rome, he went directly to the house on the Via degli Scipioni. Carmen’s condition had worsened. She was being cared for by Santiago and, taking turns, her nephews and nieces. Constant prayers for her cure were being offered in all the centers of the Work.42

June brought intense pain and a tormenting thirst. Her breathing became labored and exhausting. She took these sufferings without complaint, offering them for the Work and its needs. Knowing she would not get well, she recited aspirations that brought her comfort as she waited for death. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, may my soul rest in peace with you;” “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, assist me in my last agony.” 43

Someone was always at her side, and her priest-brother prepared her for death, speaking of heaven, the Blessed Trinity, our Lady, the angels and the saints, and encouraging her “to transform her bodily pains into glory.” 44 The next life became an engrossing topic of conversation for the two of them, without neglecting the mundane facts of death and burial. “Carmen,” her brother said to her one day, “your remains will be next to mine.” 45 She was very happy to know she would rest with her family, in the house of her present and future nieces and nephews.

Around the middle of the month she started having serious heart problems. Oxygen had to be administered frequently. On June 18 he asked her if she would like to receive the Anointing of the Sick, and she happily said yes. Donning surplice and stole, he started saying the prayers, his voice breaking with emotion. But tears made it impossible for him to continue, and he asked Don Alvaro, who was at his side, to take over for him. Don Alvaro put on the surplice and stole and administered the anointings, while the Father stood sorrowfully in a corner of the room.46

On the next day he brought his sister viaticum. He explained the rites and helped her say the responses.

“Do you believe that the sacred host that I hold in my hand is the Body of Christ?”


“I do believe!”


“Now say with me: Lord, I am not worthy…. ” 47


After administering the viaticum, the Father returned to Villa Tevere. He worked until evening, then returned to his sister’s house for his second sleepless night at her bedside. Kneeling at the foot of her bed, eyes fixed on the triptych of our Lady at its head, he continually repeated the “Blessed be your purity” prayer, each time ending with the plea, “Don’t leave her, my Mother, don’t leave her.” 48 Repeatedly he commended her soul to God and said other short prayers while encouraging her: “Carmen, we are all with you. Carmen, soon you will be with God. Carmen, soon you will see our Lady.” 49 Eyes closed, she expressed agreement with a slight gesture. Soon after, as he was giving her an injection and found no pulse, José Luis Pastor, the doctor, told the Father she had died.

It was two-thirty in the morning of June 20, the feast of Corpus Christi. A few hours later, as dawn was breaking, the Father got ready to say Mass in the oratory that had been set up in Carmen’s house.50 He told those present that he would say the Mass for the repose of Carmen’s soul. He was so crushed by sorrow that he asked for a sign from God that Carmen was already in heaven, but immediately he retracted the thought, fearing it was a temptation. He celebrated the requiem Mass with great devotion, yet, oddly, did not think at all of Carmen either at the Commemoration of the Living, or the Commemoration of the Dead. His mind was a blank. After the Mass, as he was making his thanksgiving, he saw clearly that this was the sign: Carmen did not need prayers. Joyfully he recounted what had happened to Don Alvaro and Javier Echevarría, adding that he would leave a written account.51

During a get-together at Villa Tevere that day he said: “The tears ended the moment she died. Now I’m happy, my sons; grateful to the Lord, who has taken her to heaven. I’m filled with the joy of the Holy Spirit.” 52

Yes, sons, you have to congratulate me. Carmen is already in heaven. She was so excited at the thought that she would soon be seeing God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, and our Lady and the angels. Commend her soul to God, say prayers for her, but I am sure that she is already enjoying God—ma proprio certo; completely sure.53


He spoke so naturally that they saw nothing extraordinary in what he said. “It’s like what we told you about Isidoro, only better,” he added. And as he was leaving he said, “I came so that you could see that the Father is hap-py, con-tent” (stressing each syllable) “with the joy of the Holy Spirit.” 54

Carmen, he wrote, had had “a holy death, after an exemplary sacrificial life.” 55 Father Fernandez, the Augustinian who came for her spiritual needs in the last months of her life, said he had never seen another sick person so united to God. Her remains, as her brother had promised, are interred close to his, in the crypt of Our Lady of Peace.56 The coffin was brought from Via degli Scipioni to the central headquarters of Opus Dei on June 23. The inscription on the tomb, in letters of gilded bronze, reads: “CARMEN. 16–7–1899—20–6–1957.” 57

Years later, to express gratitude to his mother and sister for all the sacrifices they had made for the Work, he directed that two shrines to our Lady be constructed—the one in memory of his mother to be dedicated to Our Lady of Sorrows; and the other to Our Lady of Mount Carmel (Nuestra Señora del Carmen).58 The first was built at the Tor d’Aveia center (near L’Aquila in central Italy), some time after his death, and the other was built at the Roman College of the Holy Cross in Rome, in 1975.

After he died, a sealed envelope was found among his papers. Written on it were the words, “Not to be opened until after my death. Mariano, 2–VII–1957.” Inside were six handwritten sheets that read as follows:

When Alvaro told me that the doctor gave my sister Carmen no more than two months to live, I was filled with sorrow. For the first ones and for me, Carmen had come to represent twenty-five long years of sufferings and joys in Opus Dei.


After accepting God’s will with tears, I decided to launch a campaign of prayer to the Lord; I prayed and got everyone else to pray. And I continued to weep bitterly, although at times I thought that if the others noticed I might be setting a bad example this way. But I immediately rejected that thought, since we are children of God, and he did give us a heart.


Some days went by, and after seeing Carmen’s marvelous readiness to go enjoy heaven, and the admirable serenity she showed, I understood—and told her—that the logic of our Lord God has no reason to accommodate itself to our poor human logic.


The moment arrived to give my sister the last sacraments. Then came the long agony—almost two days, because of the oxygen and injections. Even then I kept asking for Carmen’s recovery through Isidoro’s intercession, until, at the end, fully accepting God’s Most Holy Will, I slowly prayed the prayer that gives peace: “Fiat, adimpleatur, . . .”


I was worn out, with an exhaustion that made me think of Jacob’s struggle with the angel.


As soon as my sister died—when José Luis Pastor, the doctor at her bedside, said “now”—I prayed an “Eternal rest.” And as soon as possible, I went down to celebrate Holy Mass in the oratory.


When I began the Mass, for a few seconds I had the idea of asking the Lord to give me a clear sign that the soul of my sister—for whom I was going to offer the Mass, by special permission—was in the glory of heaven. Becoming aware of that thought, which my will had not consented to, I rejected it and asked the Lord’s pardon for what had come into my head, since it was like tempting God.


I continued the Holy Mass. I went up to the altar, and everything went normally until the first Commemoration. I was surprised to find that I was not offering the Mass for my sister who had died just a few minutes earlier, but for another intention. I corrected myself and offered the Holy Sacrifice for Carmen’s soul. I went on normally again until I got to the Commemoration of the Dead—again, inadvertently, I offered the Mass for another intention. But again I immediately made the correction: “for the soul of Carmen.” And I felt a great enlightenment and an immense joy, and a boundless gratitude for God’s goodness, for I understood with supernatural certainty that the Lord, in his infinite goodness, had willed to give me “a clear sign” that Carmen had already entered in gaudium Domini sui [into the joy of her Lord].


From that moment I’ve felt changed—not one tear, and instead a joy that has affected me physically. And I have no hesitation in writing that it is, by the goodness of God toward this miserable sinner, a fruit of the Holy Spirit.


Ever since then, I’ve found it hard to offer suffrages, but I am doing it, and getting others to, because it is the practice of the Church.


Rome, June 25, 1957 59

Whenever he visited Carmen’s tomb with members of the Work, they would join in praying one “Prayer for the faithful departed” for the deceased members of the Work, and one for members’ deceased parents and siblings.60 Carmen somehow represented in exemplary fashion the unity of service between the men and the women of the Work, and between them and their families. Above the entrance to the crypt is a stone bearing the inscription: “Ad perpetuam omnium Operis Dei defunctorum memoriam” [“In perpetual memory of all the deceased members of Opus Dei”].

3. The formation battle

Monsignor Escrivá, a born teacher, had a knack for describing things by the use of images full of spiritual meaning. When the construction of Villa Tevere began, despite a glaring lack of funds, he strove mightily to make his sons and daughters aware that they needed to lend a hand. Speedy expansion of the Work, and its great service to the Church, depended on speed in completing this project.

The years 1949 to 1954 were filled with ceaseless anxiety and dire poverty. But eventually there were results. By August of 1954, the founder finally had priests to send out. His joy is all but tangible in these words, written to the Counselors of Mexico, the United States, and Chile:

If you are faithful to me, if you don’t leave us alone, starting next year many priests will be graduating with ecclesiastical degrees earned in Rome. So starting in December of ’55, you will be able to count on getting new people every year—if you respond to my calls, which are calls from God.


Know that it isn’t enough to have “birds” (which, by God’s grace, are not lacking), and “birdseed” (up to now we haven’t been able to get enough of it). We also need the “birdcage”: the buildings of the Roman College of the Holy Cross. Consider: Until we get to the end—the last stone, the last chair—it’s as if the “house of the Work” were on fire. Our first priority is to extinguish the blaze.61


The message was clear. If the new regions wanted priests, they would have to help support Villa Tevere. The founder wrote the Counselor of Mexico:

You’d like six priests? I’ll send them to you and as many more every year if you don’t abandon us to these builders and these financial worries.62


It did not help much for their numbers to grow rapidly, as was happening in Colombia, without the priests to care for them.63 And sending priests to the regions required a lot of “students, prayers, sacrifices, and financial contributions.” 64

The construction at Villa Tevere was completed on January 9, 1960— the founder’s fifty-eighth birthday. For weeks before that date, the Roman College students worked tirelessly at painting ceilings and providing the final touches. The Father, meanwhile, looked through the Roman Ritual—but in vain—for “the formula for blessing the last stone of a building—the most important one, since it symbolically represents the hard, courageous, persevering work of many people over the course of years.” 65

At eleven in the morning of January 9, after everyone had wished him a happy birthday, a ceremony took place marking the completion of that arduous building project that he had called a “continuous miracle.” 66 Its launching had taken faith; its continuation, a kind of divine madness, and its completion, heroic fidelity. “Love is deeds, not sweet words” he had once been told. Perhaps that is why, pointing to the walls of Villa Tevere he would say, “They seem made of stone, but they’re really made of love.” 67

Everyone went out into the courtyard, from which the apse of the oratory of the Holy Apostles could be seen. At that point it started drizzling, but the ceremony was brief so no one got really wet. From a parchment Don Alvaro read aloud a thanksgiving to the Lord for the completion of the work. The parchment was placed in a small lead box along with coins from the countries where Opus Dei had members. Before the construction foreman sealed the box in a niche in the apse, the Father said a few words. He was not keen on “first stones,” he remarked, having seen projects that never made it beyond the ground-breaking; what really counted was the laying of the last stone.68

Nothing remained of the “Pensionata,” where the Roman College began. It had been torn down and replaced by new buildings. These however were not meant to be permanent but were only a temporary “birdcage” that would serve the purpose for now. Still, they were a major improvement compared with the former caretaker’s house where the Roman College spent its first five years, crammed into a very limited space and with only a small number of students.

But for all that, growth had been constant, and not even poverty could keep the founder from being joyful. “The Roman College! The apple of my eye!” he wrote Father Múzquiz. “This year they’re already coming from Mexico, from Portugal, from Ireland, from Italy, from Spain …” 69

That was in 1952. Those students reflected the expansion of the Work. Amid financial difficulties, the Roman College was taking shape. Slowly but surely it grew. The Father was not entirely satisfied, for there was still no way of reaching the goal he had set for enrollment—“a whole two hundred.” 70 In 1953 they managed to squeeze 120 students into Villa Tevere, but the founder did live to see his goal reached—in 1975, when the Roman College settled into its home in a Roman suburb.

During all this time, God was rewarding his faith, and sufferings. What better way to compensate him in this life than with the joy of being able to see the fruit of his efforts? “These fellows at the Roman College,” he contentedly sighs, “are—all!—a big blessing from God. It’s worth all the suffering and work, to see this ripe fruit.” 71 And a year and a half later: “To me it’s clear that the Lord takes delight in this Roman College of the Holy Cross, where he is so loved.” 72

All the same, by the mid-1950’s things were definitely moving ahead. He wrote to the General Council:

It’s a joy to see what this Roman College of the Holy Cross is accomplishing. There are now sixty—60!—more fellows with doctorates in ecclesiastical fields. With Alvaro, think about where these people should go. Some can be ordained in December or January, if there isn’t some reason to wait till June.73


From the beginning the founder knew clearly what he wanted. In 1950 he explained the spiritual importance of the Roman College of the Holy Cross, its significance for the Work’s development.74

Until the regions were more developed, the Roman College would be “the most effective ‘instrument’ for sending ‘instruments’ to all the regions.” 75 Still, as he told the counsellors of the new regions when they asked for personnel and especially priests, to get well-trained people for apostolic work, they had to send people to Rome who were suitable to receive Holy Orders.76 Furthermore, they had to come up with the money for their training, and living expenses.77

Having finally established a scholarship system, he applied the principle of reciprocity. To the Counselor of Chile he wrote:

If everyone were like Chile, I don’t know what would happen. Later you’ll want priests, and if we don’t have any scholarships, there won’t be any priests for Chile.78


He reminded the Colombians that their wish to help the Roman College had to move beyond words to deeds.

I very much appreciate the wishes, but if we go on wishing, I’m afraid we won’t be able to send more priests to Colombia.79


And to Peru he wrote:

I’m very happy that you’re thinking of the Roman College. If more scholarships arrive from Peru—from Peru!—Peru will get more priests. If not, it won’t.80


Soon the Roman College was sending the regions a “steady stream of priests.” 81 The struggle to complete the construction and pay the operating costs was worth it.

The founder had looked to the Roman College as the “instrument of instruments” for “Romanizing” the Work and keeping it united. Producing supermen was not his aim, nor did he bring to Rome the best men from each region. He simply sought to send well-trained priests and laymen, carrying a single message and a single spirit from Rome to distant places. He made that point each year when preparing to send out a new batch of priests, he would call this to mind, either out loud or in writing. Thus, for example, he told those ordained in July 1957:

The Lord having willed to scatter the seed in a divine dispersal over so many countries in so few years, the Sower now wants to make sure this extension does not lead to any loss of intensity. You have the clear supernatural mission of helping safeguard that intensity among your brothers and sisters, always being instruments of unity and cohesion.82


In April, 1958, he wrote the new priests:

Dearest ones: Since you’ve heard it from my lips a thousand times, I won’t repeat to you that you priests must be an efficacious instrument of unity in our Opus Dei. But I do want to ask you always to remember that one clear way of showing you know how to fulfill that duty—to be instruments of unity—is by loving and serving your brothers and sisters in the two branches of our Work, and my other sons in the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross with equally joyful and steadfast sacrifice.83


*      *      *
 

As soon as he could, the founder established the Roman College of Saint Mary. The decree dated was December 12, 1953. This international center for the formation of the women of Opus Dei has the same purpose as that for the men—fostering a closer union with God and preparing people for apostolic work.84

For the founder, becoming “Romanized” meant becoming more universal, more catholic. He allowed no talk of Opus Dei’s being or becoming an expression of national spirit.

If, after God has called me to render an account, any of my children anywhere should try to set up an Opus Dei with some particular country’s coloring—an Irish Opus Dei, a French Opus Dei, a Spanish Opus Dei, etc.—I will climb out of my grave to anathematize that bad spirit. For it would be the start of a diabolical division. In this family we should all be very united, everyone caring about everyone, without ever raising barriers of nationality or practicing discrimination of any kind.85


The development of the Roman College of Saint Mary resembled that of the College of the Holy Cross. Born in poverty, it grew rapidly. But the men’s college had begun earlier, in June, 1948, when the founder had that premonition and vision that “God’s hour” had come—the time for the Work to expand. He responded at once, signing the decree establishing the Roman College of the Holy Cross on June 29.

Lack of personnel delayed the other college. “For now,” the founder writes in September 1952, “we cannot begin the endeavor of the Roman College for the women’s branch.” 86 This delay was linked to the rapid growth of Opus Dei’s apostolate with men in Italy dating back to January 1949, when the Father sketched out an ambitious plan for expansion to cities with universities. This occurred at a time when the number of women in Opus Dei in Spain (then still the seedbed of the Work) were far fewer than the men—a matter of great concern to Monsignor Escrivá.87 Meanwhile, of course, women were needed not only for the women’s apostolates of all kinds but for staffing residences or centers in Rome, Milan, Naples, and Palermo, and to open the Central Advisory’s headquarters and retreat house.

The finding of the site for the Roman College of Saint Mary came about in an unexpected way. In 1948, the doctor told the founder to take walks for his health, and sometimes, after a day of hard work, he would drive out to Castel Gandolfo, to get his exercise in the fresh air. One day, as he and Don Alvaro were walking along the road that overlooks Lake Albano, they passed by the house of Countess Campello. The view was beautiful, but Monsignor Escrivá was looking at the Campello house. It was no palace and not in very good condition; the countess was using it to house refugees from the Communist countries of eastern Europe, mainly Rumanians.88 But it was well located—not very far from Rome and close to the pope’s summer residence. He prayed some Hail Mary’s, and got Don Alvaro to pray too, that someday it would be theirs.

In the spring of 1948 the countess allowed Don Alvaro to give a retreat there for young men. And the following year, she offered them the house. Pope Pius readily ceded the use of the land which belonged to the Holy See, and by July 21, 1949, the building was theirs. “Castel Gandolfo! Laus Deo!” the founder wrote on his liturgical calendar. He had already named the house “Villa delle Rose” and designated it to be the future retreat house and study center for the women.89 Ten years later, in 1959, Pope John XXIII ceded the property of the estate to Opus Dei.

This came at a very opportune time, since Villa Sacchetti, which had been built next to Villa Tevere, could no longer hold all the students of the Roman College of Saint Mary. Monsignor Escrivá decided at once to enlarge the building at Castel Gandolfo to accommodate them. Construction began on April 19, 1960.90 The founder kept a close eye on the project. He wrote to Encarnita Ortega:

The Roman College of Saint Mary is moving along, although with a lot of debt. I am very anxious to see this cage finished and filled with birds. How much glory will come of that work, for our Lord God! 91


The new facility was dedicated on February 14, 1963. After consecrating the altar at 5: 30 in the evening, he celebrated Mass. As he was about to distribute Communion, he evidently thought of the Ferraz Street residence and the Foundation of Santa Isabel, and he spontaneously spoke these words:

With your permission, O Sovereign Lord in the Blessed Sacrament—


Daughters, here before our Lord in the Blessed Sacrament, and before the Lord’s Blessed Mother, who is our Mother, I feel the gratitude I felt the first time we set up a tabernacle; the first time we said to the Lord, borrowing the words of the disciples from Emmaus, “Stay with us, because without you it is night.”


I want to tell you—very briefly—that you too should feel in your hearts a great fervor, a great enthusiasm, an enthusiasm that has to be shown in deeds, because love is deeds and not sweet words….


Don’t let down our Lord God.


Don’t let down his Blessed Mother.


Don’t let me down, when I’ve put into this house so much hope, so much affection, and so much trust.92


Now he had another instrument for expansion—a center for the formation of the women of the Work—which would work in tandem with that of the men. He wrote to the General Council in Spain:

The two Roman Colleges are a blessing—how much and what good work is going to be done by those worlds, these daughters and sons of mine! 93


And to Spain’s Regional Commission:

The fellows in the Roman College of the Holy Cross have completed their studies marvelously. And the same is true of my daughters in the Roman College of Saint Mary. A splendid team is being prepared, to serve the Church and to do good and bring peace to all humanity.94


His last visit to his daughters at Villa delle Rose would be on the morning of the day he died: June 26, 1975.

*      *      *
 

“Ignorance,” the founder of Opus Dei often said “is the greatest enemy of our faith, and at the same time the greatest obstacle to carrying out the redemption of souls.” 95 He knew, too, that ignorance, unfortunately, is a problem not just for people with little education, but for many who are professionally trained—in politics, economics, medicine, business, etc.—but who lack religious formation. That is why the founder so strongly insisted that his sons and daughters must have, besides professional training, a deep doctrinal knowledge of the Catholic faith—one deep enough not to be blown away by the changes of the times and of scientific mindsets.

Knowledge of doctrine was not, in his view, a charism, a direct gift of God.96 It took study; and study takes effort. Knowledge ordinarily does not come as a free gift. “We cannot expect illuminations from God. He has no reason to give them when he’s given us concrete human means: study, work.” 97

He set the pace in his own life and routine. He hardly knew the meaning of “spare time.” In 1947, telling his sons in Molinoviejo about his recent stay in Rome, he summed up the situation in these words: “With God’s help Opus Dei has first won the theological battle and then the canonical battle. Now it is fighting the formation battle, which will soon be over if you are faithful.” 98

Actually, he had been engaged in this particular battle from the beginning. Moreover, with the decretum laudis in place (February 1947), Opus Dei had a canonical basis—even though it was only a temporary solution—for its existence and activity everywhere. It was time now to concentrate on the members’ formation.99 The new, more demanding stage was marked out in the 1951 study plan. Here Monsignor Escrivá spelled out the courses in philosophy and theology that all the members of Opus Dei were to take according to a schedule adapted to their family and professional situations. In the case of the numerary men, at least, these courses were on a par with those offered at the pontifical universities in Rome.100 The plan of 1951 was followed by a similar one, dated February 14, 1955, for the women’s branch; it specified courses in philosophy, theology, Scripture, liturgy, and canon law for the female numeraries.101

On Opus Dei’s twenty-fifth anniversary, Cardinal Giuseppe Pizzardo, Prefect of the Sacred Congregation for Seminaries and Universities, sent a letter praising the “Ratio Studiorum” (Plan of Studies) of the members of Opus Dei. He noted in particular that the lay numeraries studied philosophy (two years) and theology (four years) “on the same level as the priests.” 102

In reply, Monsignor Escrivá said that “improving the spiritual and academic formation of the members of the Institute” was the “most urgent” task he faced.103 That urgency drove him to create a network of formation centers that all the numerary members would have to pass through at least one of, be it in their own region (the regional centers) or in Rome (the Roman College of Saint Mary, or the Roman College of the Holy Cross).104 But he also was clear that “the specific and principal mission of Opus Dei is not the cultivation of the ecclesiastical sciences, but the sanctification of the secular professions.” 105 His twin convictions in this matter were that every field of human knowledge can be converted into an instrument of apostolate, and also that knowledge of the sacred sciences makes for a more stable interior life and a deeper relationship with God.

Over time, the mix of philosophy and theology in the formation of its members helped greatly to foster intellectual cohesion without uniformity. Instruction is given “according to the spirit, doctrine, and principles” of Saint Thomas Aquinas but teachings not confined to Thomas and Thomism.106 There is no Opus Dei “school,” as the founder made clear:

Opus Dei will never maintain or start up any philosophical or theological school of its own. The members of our Association must always be formed in freedom, in the fullest sense of the word; qua libertate Christus nos liberavit—the freedom that Christ won for us. This spirit of freedom is one of the essential characteristics of our Work.107


Such freedom in matters of opinion and respect for divergent opinion are fundamental to social life and unity.108 And the emphasis on them is one more indication of the spirit of unity within Opus Dei and of its openness in social matters.

4. The art of governing

The decision taken in the General Congress of 1956 in Einsiedeln began a new stage in the governance of the Work. The General Council’s move to Rome made possible the full carrying out of the system conceived by the founder and established in Opus Dei’s constitution.

In this matter the founder had proceeded step by step. In the beginning it was not necessary to have regulations of any kind. His personal decisions and instructions sufficed since he was physically present to the directors of the first centers. At the end of the civil war, however, foreseeing an increased workload and frequent travel outside Madrid, he made Alvaro del Portillo his first collaborator in tasks of government, with the title of Secretary General. Even so, he continued to govern by the spoken word and in writing—letters to individuals, notes or announcements, etc. For quite a while, this was enough.

When requesting approval of Opus Dei as a pious union, however, he had to compose Regulae or bylaws.109 Under the heading “Directive Organs,” there is reference to a Council and an Assembly at the national level.110

In 1943, due to the rapid growth of the work and other circumstances the founder found it necessary to consider the establishment on a diocesan level of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross and Opus Dei. Accompanying the request for the Holy See’s nihil obstat was a document called Lineamenta generalia, which outlined the entire system of government, on all three levels (general, territorial, local), and the various positions, appointments, and areas of jurisdiction.111

The founder was in no hurry to set up a system of government before the Work needed it; but, looking ahead, he did establish some general guidelines having less to do with structure than with principles. His personal journal contains a very early indication of his thinking.

23 Nov 1930: I see that the government of O. D. must not be dictatorial. A lot of democracy. And a lot of obedience.112


And a little later:

I’ve already said this, but I’ll repeat it: the government of O. D. must not be dictatorial. No false democracies. A prudent election, in the very democratic manner indicated.113


Clearly he wanted to avoid tyranny and self-aggrandizement. In the Instruction for Directors, composed for those “participating in the concerns of government,” which he began writing in May 1936, with the imminent creation of centers in Valencia and Paris in mind, he returned to this subject. Now the idea of collegial government as a hedge against tyranny appears.

It is stipulated that all our houses and centers, all our activities, are to have a collegial government, because neither you nor I can trust exclusively in our own judgment. And this is not stipulated without a particular and special grace from God….


This collegial government will ensure that no one can ever say of any of you that you were placed in authority and became a tyrant.114


But why does the Work need a collegial government at all levels? This was his response:

To avoid falling into tyranny. It is a manifestation of prudence, because with a collegial government matters are studied more easily, errors are more readily corrected, apostolic projects already going well become even better. Incalculable harm comes from rule by a single individual, and it is hard to avoid ending up in dictatorship and despotism.115


It may also be that, although his humility left it unsaid, the idea of collegiality at all levels was a divine inspiration. Is that perhaps the meaning of: “And this is not stipulated without a particular and special grace from God.” 116 In any event collegiality is an essential characteristic of government in Opus Dei.

Even as the Work took shape its expansion required its founder’s closeness. The preservation of unity, for example, called for centralized direction in Rome. It was something he had anticipated, for from its founding its universality had been a preoccupation of his. Similarly he had always known that the governing of this international entity would require its division into regions or “circumscriptions” generally corresponding to the various countries. Regional governing bodies he foresaw would foster initiatives, advance projects along, and solve problems, while local councils—made up of the directors of centers—would tend directly to the needs of members.

There is a sketch of this system of government in the Lineamenta of 1943. Later this was fully developed in the Ius peculiare of 1947, from which it was transferred, expanded in certain points, to the Codex Iuris peculiaris of 1950. With some changes in nomenclature it remains substantially in force, at the time of this writing.117

In the beginning the founder had governed with few people and by means of only a small number of instructions. But now, as he dealt with specific cases and gave guidelines for apostolic initiatives, a body of governing experience began to take shape from the decisions made in Rome. These were typically decisions in response to particular needs, for Monsignor Escrivá had little patience with bureaucracy and hypothesizing. Apostolic activity followed the course mapped out by the Spirit; initiatives arose from the “spontaneity of the individual.” 118

Once it has provided its members “with the spiritual assistance necessary for their life of piety, and an adequate spiritual, doctrinal, religious, and human formation,” 119 Opus Dei as such has finished its work. At this point the free, responsible action of each individual begins. Did the founder foresee this? On more than one occasion he called Opus Dei, “an unorganized organization” or “an organized unorganization.” 120

In an instruction written in 1941 he speaks of it as “a distinctive divine organization that has an apparent disorganization in all the vital things.” 121

The Work, he explained in 1959, does not have one single, specific goal. Rather, it takes in the whole of human society and its activities.

[In Opus Dei] all of contemporary society is present, and always will be: intellectuals and businessmen; professionals and craftsmen; employers and employees; people in the worlds of politics, commerce, agriculture, finance, and letters; journalists; theater, movie, and circus people; athletes. Young people and old. Healthy and sick. A marvelous unorganized organization, like life itself; true and authentic specialization in apostolate, since all human vocations—all clean, worthy ones—can be made apostolic, divine.122


He not only had foreseen this “organized unorganization,” but considered it, as he said in 1967, as the logical and appropriate outcome of upright activity according to the true spirit of Opus Dei. “We have, in a word,” he said, “that blessed unorganization, that just and necessary pluralism, which is an essential characteristic of good spirit in Opus Dei, and which has always seemed to me the only just and orderly way to conceive the apostolate of the laity.” 123

On another occasion he said:

I hope I have explained what I mean by “unorganized organization”: we give priority to spirit over organization, and so the life of the members is not straitjacketed by directives, plans, and meetings. Each member goes his own way. What unites him to the others is a shared spirit and a shared desire for holiness and apostolate which accompany him as he strives to sanctify his own everyday life.124


From the beginning the founder set down written directives for the apostolate. Those notes often provided material for his chats with friends during walks along La Castellana or get-togethers at El Sotanillo in Madrid. He writes in his journal that they “have served me as guides for telling ‘our secret’ to the souls that God has been bringing to me.” 125 They listened in amazement to this young priest lay out the marvelous future of an apostolic work that had barely begun. Some were enthusiastic, others believed they were hearing sheer fantasy. None really grasped what, thirty years later, the reality would be.

*      *      *
 

The founder’s Instruction for the Directors contains much wisdom about governing and directing souls in the Work.126 For, he writes, the function of the director is “not that of a bureaucrat,” but rather to assist the quest for sanctity.127 Governing is “a task of service and of love”; to govern is “to live for the others,” forgetting self and “thinking exclusively of our brothers and sisters.” 128 Thus being appointed to a position of leadership in the Work means “one more opportunity to serve.” 129 On one occasion he ran into a son of his who had just been appointed to a position on the General Council. “When are you going to start sleeping at Villa Vecchia?” he asked—and then immediately corrected himself, saying, “Sleeping, no; standing watch.”

He gave the directors this advice:

Realize that you are instruments for serving the Church. See your positions as responsibilities—see in them duties, not rights—and make yourselves all things to all people, being convinced that joyful, voluntary, actual spirit of service is your reason for being on this earth.130


In the “art of governing by serving” there is no room for the “proprietary director” who does and undoes things at his discretion and whim, guided exclusively by his own judgment and behaving like a real tyrant.131 The founder would say, half joking and half serious, “I killed him off years ago.” 132

In that same letter, he says:

I will never tire of telling you the five points which form, as it were, the foundation of the science of governing in Opus Dei: always to have a supernatural outlook, a sense of responsibility, a love for the others’ freedom (listen to them!) and for one’s own, the conviction that government has to be collegial, and the realization that the directors can make mistakes, and are obliged to make amends when they do.133


He was extremely tactful. If he had to give his opinion in a collegial meeting, he would speak last, so as not to influence the others, even unconsciously, in the expression of their opinion. He was painstakingly conscientious about respecting others’ freedom. “I’m just one vote,” he would say.134 If those governing did their job, the wellfunctioning government would produce sound results. Why look to heaven for enlightenment, he asked, without first doing what it took to be enlightened? He wanted to know about it if a member of the General Council exceeded his authority. It was not uncommon, one of them recalls, for the Father to correct a note before it was sent out. “Bossing around” the people in the various regions was not permitted, since that would take away their initiative and responsibility.135 On one occasion he stayed awake all night worrying that he and the General Council had gone too far in responding to an inquiry. At seven-thirty the next morning, he called a member of the Council and told him the communication just dispatched to England had to be changed, “because we were sticking our noses where we shouldn’t.” The matter should have been left to the Regional Commission of that country to handle as it saw fit.136

His approach went beyond simply not interfering. He insisted that the governing bodies of the various regions know their rights and exercise them, not referring to a higher level matters they could handle themselves. “Let each mast bear its own sail,” he told the directors.137

Monsignor Escrivá made it a habit to write himself notes and meditate on them before reaching any kind of decision. 138 He took his time, patiently and calmly studying important questions in depth. “Urgent things can wait, and very urgent things need to wait,” he wrote to the directors. 139

He kept constantly in view the “supernatural perspective”—the awareness that “behind the papers we have to see souls.” 140 On days when he met with the Central Advisory, he always visited the Blessed Sacrament before and after the meetings. After one meeting he was heard to address these words to the tabernacle, “Lord, I’ve done what I could, I’ve suggested to my daughters how to put this matter in perspective and study it. Now, just as you’ve always done it’s up to you to see that things work out.” 141

He was zealous, even passionate, when it came to defending the spirit of Opus Dei. Upon seeing the slightest deviation, he immediately corrected it.142

He counseled all the members of Opus Dei to practice frankness, without fear or misgiving, in dealing with directors. “Be very aware that in the Work, government operates on the basis of trust,” he told them.143

He was convinced that no one was indispensable in Opus Dei— “not even me, and I’m the founder.” 144 His constant refrain was, “I am a poor man and you have to help me.” 145 But upon hearing a member of the General Council say, “We who help the Father govern … ” he broke in, saying, “No! You don’t help the Father govern. You govern, with the Father.” 146

Sensing around 1948 that Opus Dei was about to begin expanding through Europe and the Americas, he began to concentrate on the deeper formation of members, especially those who could become directors. New directors would be needed to replace those who left for distant assignments. At the time, most of the members of the General Council were still living in Madrid. In February 1948, he wrote to remind them that “the Council, in addition to being the central organ of government, has to be a school where ‘teams’ are formed to make up the commissions of the new regions that are being created. Preparing people who can govern—this is a most basic mission of the Council.” 147 This training, of course, was one more thing to occupy his attention along with painful opposition, a dire lack of money, serious illness, and the pressing need to find a sound canonical path for the Work.

Knowing the importance of forming directors, the Father looked to those who showed a certain “gift for governing.” In doing so, he was following guidelines that he himself had laid down earlier, when he had written that a director should be “at one and the same time someone who knows people, teaches them, and assigns them.” 148 According to Encarnación Ortega, he handled them, “neither with excessive strictness nor with excessive indulgence.” 149 But he did push them to develop a sense of responsibility. Before giving anyone a position of governance, he “prayed long and hard,” 150 then reminded the potential candidate to “keep very much in mind that angling for a position, or wanting to keep it, does not please God.” 151 He said often that “official duties are to be accepted joyfully, carried out joyfully, and given up joyfully.” 152

Thinking of the future, he warned against “creating puddles”—that is, slowing the pace of efforts already under way. To avoid that, new directors should take advantage of the experience of their predecessors, try to make their own contributions, then “transmit it to others, so that we take pride in there being many who know more than we do, who start where we left off—and for whom we will be a stepping stone.” 153

5. Consummati in unum!

Villa Tevere was a storehouse of instruction. The Father wanted just walking around in it to be a lesson that taught something of Opus Dei’s history and spirit. It was that way from top to bottom. In the crypt lay the mortal remains of Aunt Carmen. And up in the “temple”—a passageway between two glassed-in areas on the roof affording an extensive view of Rome—there was a tablet with a Latin inscription: “How resplendent you are, Rome! How pleasant the view you offer us from here. How noteworthy your many ancient monuments. And only you can glory in a jewel still more noble and pure: the Vicar of Christ. 1951.” 154

Inside and outside—in corridors, sitting rooms, and oratories, on patios, arches, and walls—the visitor comes across objects that recall the history of the Work: bricks from the demolished Pensionata; a picture from the house of the Grandmother; a glass that the Father used as a chalice during the civil war. Edifying mottoes and aspirations are written on the door frames, sewn into wall hangings, engraved on stones. Statues, glazed tiles, paintings, fountains, stained-glass windows, frescoes, memorial tablets, display cases all were meant as visual aids. But the Father really put his heart into the oratories. Tabernacles, themes of altarpieces, materials used in construction—everything down to the smallest details has his personal stamp on it.155

He took particular care with the Pentecost oratory. They were very poor when it was built. But for this oratory, intended for use by the General Council, he was willing to go into debt. And he commissioned a tabernacle that would reflect something of his passionate love for the Lord.156

The first designs date to 1954. He made it clear that cost was no object, and he put even more care than usual into the project, since as the oratory of the Council, this would be, so to speak, the very center of the Work.157 As soon as he received the designs, he wrote out the inscription to be placed over the door of the tabernacle: “Consummati in unum!” (“All united as one!”).158

May, 1956, brought the first color slides of the tabernacle; by then nearly finished. On September 29, the finished product arrived at Villa Tevere, two days later he wrote in praise of it to Spain’s Regional Commission, “I think this piece can truly be called opus Dei.” 159 (He was especially moved by the splendid decoration of the interior, hidden as it was from human eyes.)

The tabernacle resembles a small circular temple. Between its miniature columns are vaulted niches containing small silver statues of the first four Holy Intercessors of the Work: Saints Pius X, Nicholas of Bari, Thomas More, and John Vianney. The Renaissance-style cupola is surmounted by a cross. The tabernacle has sheets of lapis lazuli between the ribs, enamel work on the panels, and angels carved in ivory. On the enameled door semiprecious stones frame six small reliefs depicting scenes from the life of Jesus; above is the “Consummati in unum!” On Holy Thursday in 1975, praying aloud in a meditation, the founder explained those words:

It’s as if all of us were here, glued to you, not abandoning you either by day or by night, united in a canticle of thanksgiving and—why not?—a petition for forgiveness. I think it annoys you, Lord, for me to say that. You have always forgiven us; you’re always ready to forgive the errors, the mistakes, the fruit of sensuality or pride.


Consummati in unum! To make reparation; to please; to give thanks, which is a primary obligation.160


The Father consecrated the oratory’s altar on the evening of March 4, 1957, and then, too, he spoke of that “consummati in unum.” The intention, he said, was “so that the hearts of us all, as they have been before and are now, will always be one same heart. So that the words of Scripture will be real: ‘Multitudinis autem credentium erat cor unum et anima una’ [‘The company of those who believed were of one heart and soul’: Acts 4: 32].” 161

The unity of Opus Dei was very close to his heart. Another time he wrote:

None of you is alone, none of you is a poem with a single verse. We are verses of the same poem, an epic, a divine one. And it is important that we always preserve this marvelous unity, this harmony, which makes us strong and effective in God’s service “ut castrorum acies ordinata,” like an army in battle formation.


I am now speaking into the ear of each of you: Remember, my daughter or son, your weakness, and the weakness of the others and my own weakness, become united—if we are consummati in unum—in the charity of God and thus turn into immense strength. For a brother helped by his brother is like a walled city— “ frater qui adiuvatur a fratre quasi civitas firma!”
162


*      *      *
 

Debt or no debt, the Father had no hesitation about paying what it cost to provide dignified liturgies and handsome oratories. Nor did he stop buying needed furnishings. Despite the symbolism, the laying of the last stone on January 9, 1960, by no means marked the completion of Villa Tevere, even though the project had begun in 1949. After all, the last bedspread had yet to be put in place.

A recently as 1956 there were no bedspreads at all, and it was an inhouse joke that the students of the Roman College of the Holy Cross had eaten them. “From 1955 to 1957,” Father Florencio Sánchez Bella explains, “Whenever I went to Barcelona from Rome, he asked me tactfully to pick up some fabric for bedspreads. My friends in business gave me money. And the money got spent on food, not fabric.” 163

Eventually some bedspreads got made. The administrators suggested starting with the bedrooms of the General Council. The Father accepted the basic plan, but told them to change the order. Start with the numerary assistants, he said. Then the Roman College, then would come the house of the General Council. And he himself was to be the last one to get a bedspread.164

It was there on February 28, 1964, when he went into his bedroom. He was astonished. “Josemaría, you have become rich!” he told himself. “Here’s to the luxury and to whoever brought it!” 165

*      *      *
 

It was brought, of course, by his daughters, and two days later he telephoned Mercedes Morado, the Central Secretary.

“Thank you, my daughter, and God bless you,” he said. “What a surprise I got the other day when I went into my room. I couldn’t believe my eyes, and I said to myself, ‘Josemaría, you sure have become rich!’ In thirty-six years it’s the first time I’ve had a bedspread.”

Then he added, “You know that for years I’ve insisted on being the last to get a bedspread. I was trying to make two points. The first is my great affection for my daughters—that is why I wanted you to get bedspreads first. And the second has to do with poverty—so that you could see that doing without a bedspread is no big deal. My daughter, I would like it if in the future you would tell your sisters this story.” 166

Two days later, he added a postscript to a letter to the Counsellor of Spain:

Great news! For the last three or four days, whenever I entered my room I have felt awed, because they’ve given me a bedspread on my bed! Can it be that we finally have money to buy a bedspread? Blessed poverty! Love it, without being showy about it, along with everything that it entails. Laus Deo! 167


*      *      *
 

The “marvelous unity of mind, will, and heart” that he desired was part of the very spirit of Opus Dei.

All the members of Opus Dei—priests and laity, numeraries and oblates168 and supernumeraries, men and women, single and married—lead the same spiritual life; there are no exceptions. We have just one home and just one cooking pot.169


That “cooking pot” contained the same spiritual nourishment for members of all conditions and circumstances.

We are like fractions with the same denominator—and as many numerators as there are members, each in his or her own circumstances. A common denominator—with a specific or distinctive spiritual doctrine, which spurs us to seek personal holiness.170


The metaphor describes unique individuals drawn to a common search for sanctity according to the spirit of Opus Dei. “But the best guarantee of unity in the Work consists in the union of all the members with the Father and his intentions.” 171
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15 AGP, RHF, EF–561122–1 (a letter to Opus Dei’s Spanish Regional Commission).

16 See AGP, RHF, EF–580924–3 and EF–581002–1 (letters to the Spanish Regional Commission and to Father Casciaro). The founder looked for a way to relieve Don Alvaro of much of the work burdening him.

17 AGP, RHF, EF–590102–1 (a letter to the Spanish Regional Commission).

18 AGP, RHF, EF–620501–1 (a letter to Father Florencio Sánchez Bella).

19 See AGP, RHF, EF–621116–2 (a letter to Father Hernández Garnica).

20 Since 1947 the founder, aided by Don Alvaro, who was the Procurator General, had governed the Work from Rome. The rest of the General Council remained in Madrid, where there was a great deal of apostolic activity. The arrangement had its disadvantages. The founder had to accept it “on the authorization and even at the suggestion of the Holy See” (Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 735).

Actually, when the founder at that time mentioned the impossibility of moving the General Council to Rome, the Holy See said it would not be a problem; that it was just a matter of getting, in writing, the deliberative or consultative vote of the General Council. See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 736.

21 The ordinary general congresses are periodic gatherings of the electors of the various regions. These electors, in accord with the norms established in the statutes, review the activities carried out since the previous congress, propose apostolic initiatives, and make appointments to positions on the General Council. At present, general congresses take place every eight years. But at the time under consideration, the interval was five years.

22 See AGP, RHF, EF–560706–1 (a letter to members of the General Council).

23 AGP, RHF, EF–560110–1 (a letter to members of the General Council).

24 He wanted to give the participants ample time so that they could “deliberate and vote conscientiously” (AGP, Juridical Section, 6, D–15785).

25 The original of this motion is in AGP, Juridical Section, 6, D–15631.

26 Ibid. The summary of the third session of the congress says: “The Father deemed it appropriate that this motion be submitted to the congress, but on the condition that the language spoken of not be ‘Spanish,’ but ‘Castilian’; and with that wording it was unanimously approved” (AGP, Juridical Section, 6, D–15786). In this way he wanted to nip in the bud any possible idea of nationalism or of a personal imposition of his native language, while calling attention to certain facts: first, that other languages are also spoken in Spain, and second, that he was not Castilian but Aragonese.

27 The summary of the second session reports: “The move of the General Council to Rome: The President General took the floor to say that, now that the Work is practically everywhere in Europe and the Americas, not to mention a few centers in Africa, the time seems to have come—and thus he was proposing to the congress—that the General Council of Opus Dei, which until now has had its official domicile in Madrid, should be moved to Rome” (AGP, Juridical Section, 6, D–15785).

Another decision by the congress was that the President General should be referred to as “the Father” as an expression of affection and obedience. See Alvaro del Portillo, PR, p. 931.

28 AGP, RHF, EF–560910–1.

The list of members of the General Council of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross and Opus Dei read as follows:

Msgr. Escrivá de Balaguer, Josemaría, President General


del Portillo, Don Alvaro, Secretary General


De Filippi, Don Giorgio, Procurator General
Monzó, Don Severino, Consultor


Rieman, Dr. Richard, Consultor


Girão Ferreira, Dr. Nuno, Consultor


Fernández Ardavín, Dr. Ing. Bernardo, Consultor


Herranz, Prof. Julián, Prefect of Studies


Alonso, Joaquín, General Administrator


The list includes people from five different countries; by 1966 the General Council had members from fourteen nations. See Conversations with Monsignor Escrivá de Balaguer, no. 53.

The first general congress of the women of Opus Dei was held at Los Rosales, in 1951. The second general congress was in Rome, two months after the gathering in Einsiedeln. New appointments were made to the Central Advisory, which by 1966 included women of twelve nationalities. The Central Advisory had already moved to Rome in 1953.

29 See Joaquín Alonso Pacheco, Sum. 4689. From June 1946, when he first went to Rome, to the General Congress of 1956, the founder sent the General Council 176 letters: most were addressed to the Secretary General.

30 Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 736.

31 AGP, RHF, T–08253 (testimony of Manuel Botas), p. 14. The first to go to the Americas were Fathers Casciaro and Múzquiz, and Ricardo Fernández Vallespín.

32 AGP, RHF, T–08385 (testimony of Mercedes Anglés Pastor), p. 46.

To teach by example that duties toward the Work, relating to God, came ahead of duties to family, he spoke very little about his relatives, even when asked. He avoided what he called “familyitis”—undue attachment to family. For example, although he loved his brother very much, his workload kept him from attending Santiago’s wedding (see Jesús Gazapo, Sum. 4303, and Ernesto Juliá, Sum. 4117). But he did not impose this demanding standard of behavior toward family on the members of Opus Dei.

33 Carmen was much like her brother. “She, too, had a naturalness and simplicity of character so that her silent but very effective work went unnoticed” (Jesús Gazapo, Sum. 4302).

34 See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 518.

35 Ibid.

36 AGP, RHF, EF–570425–1. See also José Luis Pastor, Sum. 6074.

37 AGP, RHF, EF–570501–1 (a letter to the Spanish Regional Commission).

38 See Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2122.

39 See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 518.

40 Ibid., Sum. 519.

41 See Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2123.

42 To Federico Suárez Verdeguer, who told him he had offered his life for that of Aunt Carmen, the Father wrote (see AGP, RHF, EF–570604–1):

Rome, June 4, 1957

May Jesus watch over you for me, Federico. Thank you for your letter and for the affection all of you have for my sister Carmen. But no; pray, through the intercession of Isidoro, for her cure, and pray that the holy will of God be done.


You have a lot of work to do in the world; don’t even think about that “substitution.”


A hug and the loving blessing of the Father.


43 See AGP, P01 1977, p. 663.

44 Santiago Escrivá, Sum. 7343.

45 AGP, P01 1977, p. 662. When the diagnosis of terminal cancer became known, the founder “gave in, after some resistance, to the request of the General Council that she be buried in the crypt of Bruno Buozzi” (Ernesto Juliá, Sum. 4117). Jesús Gazapo testifies that on April 25 the Father asked him, as the architect in charge of the construction projects at Villa Tevere, to provide in the basement of what is now the prelatic church of Our Lady of Peace “a small crypt, well-lit and welcoming, where it would be pleasant and safe to pray during the day or at night, so that Carmen could be buried there, if the Lord took her” (Sum. 4304).

46 See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 520, and Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2124. María Rivero, who was present, recalls: “When the ceremony was over, Encarnita Ortega, Iciar Zumalde, Mary Altozano, and I went to a nearby room. The Father came in after a few minutes and said to us, ‘My daughters, I have to ask your pardon for the bad example I’ve given you by crying.’

“At that point Don Alvaro interrupted and said to him what we would have liked to say …: ‘Father, you’ve also told us that we have to have a heart, and in what happened here you have shown us that you have one; so in this, too, you have set us a good example’” (AGP, RHF, T–05110, pp. 8–9).

47 AGP, P01 1977, p. 667.

48 See AGP, RHF, T–05110 (testimony of María Rivero), p. 8. “Blessed be your purity” is the beginning of a traditional Spanish prayer.

María Begoña de Urrutia, who was present, says the Father told her and the other women of the Work who were taking care of Carmen, “Do whatever you need to—I’m just here with God.” She also says, “His way of praying—or, rather, of speaking with the Lord, with the Blessed Virgin, with the guardian angels—was such that it made me feel close to heaven” (AGP, RHF, T–06897, p. 40).

49 Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2125.

50 Permission had been granted for an oratory in the house on Via degli Scipioni and for the celebration of Mass, but the Blessed Sacrament was not reserved there. Carmen and Santiago went to Mass at a nearby church. The Father was authorized to use a portable altar.

51 “He did that,” says Bishop Echevarría, “not to communicate for his own sake what had happened, but to make sure no one ever forgot, on the basis of the supernatural events the Lord allowed to surround Opus Dei, that our way consists in the sanctification of the ordinary. And also he did it out of humility, so that—knowing the extraordinary gifts he received—no one would think that the founder merited them by his virtues” (Sum. 2126).

52 Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 522.

53 Ibid. The letter of condolence from Cardinal Tedeschini also shows this confidence. After expressing his sympathies, he writes: “However, given the perfect sanctity with which your departed sister met her death, I cannot help but congratulate you, because I feel so sure that she is already enjoying the perpetual light of the beatific vision.” And he rejoices that, being buried in Rome, “this saint of the Escrivá de Balaguer family has become a Roman” (AGP, RHF, D–30802).

54 AGP, P01 1977, p. 664 and 668. The process for beatification of Isidoro Zorzano had been begun on October 11, 1948.

55 AGP, RHF, EF–570802–1 (a letter to José María Nerín).

56 Ibid.

57 Before the body was taken to Villa Tevere, the Father asked the women keeping vigil to decorate Carmen’s casket with flowers that she had tended. See AGP, RHF, T– 08385 (testimony of Mercedes Anglés Pastor), pp. 55–56.

58 He first spoke to the architect about the project on June 17, 1970. For the shrine to Our Lady of Mount Carmel his exact instructions were followed; and for the one to Our Lady of Sorrows, those of his successor, Bishop Alvaro del Portillo. See AGP, RHF, T– 15729 (testimony of Jesús Gazapo), p. 22.

59 AGP, RHF, AVF–0040.

60 See AGP, P01 1979, p. 1142. “In June 1958, on the eve of the first anniversary of the death of Aunt Carmen,” says Bishop del Portillo, “when our founder consecrated the altar of the oratory of the Dormition of the Most Blessed Virgin in our central headquarters, on the certificate that the Father places in the reliquaries of the altars that he consecrates, it said: ‘Nec oblivisci potui sororem meam desideratissimam, Mariam a Monte Carmelo quae totis viribus magnoque corde operam vitamque suam dedit in adiutorium huius pauperis peccatoris.’ [‘I cannot forget my dearest sister María del Carmen, who with all her strength and a great heart made it her work and her life to assist this poor sinner.’] ‘So that,’ the Father added, ‘he might more easily carry out the founding of Opus Dei’ (see Instruction of 31 May 1936, nos. 66 and 93).”

61 AGP, RHF, EF–540811–2 (a letter to Father Adolfo Rodríguez Vidal, Counselor of Chile). The letters to the Counselors of Mexico and the United States (Fathers Casciaro and Múzquiz) contain the same passage. (See EF–540810–1 and EF–540811–1.)

62 AGP, RHF, EF–540810–1.

63 See AGP, RHF, EF–541019–8 (a letter to Father Ruiz). The apostolate of priests of Opus Dei extends to men and women. They have to take care of the specific formation of all the members, safeguard the unity of the Work, and do much of the spiritual direction.

64 AGP, RHF, EF–550306–2 (a letter to Father Xavier de Ayala).

65
Friends of God, no. 55.

66 See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 599.

67 See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 612.

68 See Jesús Gazapo, Sum. 4462. That afternoon, he celebrated a similar ceremony of thanksgiving for the laying of the last stone of Villa Tevere with the women of the Work. See Isabel La Porte Ríos, Sum. 5116.

69 AGP, RHF, EF–520930–1. See also Ignacio Celaya, Sum. 5885.

The building that the founder originally thought of for the seat of the Roman College of the Holy Cross was the chapel of Gonfalone. After much negotiation, the deal did not work out, and the students had to live in the Pensionata and later in the new building at Villa Tevere.

The negotiations concerning the chapel of Gonfalone (which had a large residence attached to it) had begun in 1948: see AGP, RHF, EF–490114–1 (a letter from the founder to Father Botella). They continued into June of 1949, even reaching the point where the founder wrote to the General Council, “Castel Gandolfo and Gonfalone are virtually a done deal, though we still have to wade through all the red tape” (AGP, RHF, EF– 490610–1). But in the end the red tape wrecked those hopes in the case of Gonfalone.

70 AGP, RHF, EF–540603–1.

71 AGP, RHF, EF–540421–1 (a letter to Amadeo de Fuenmayor).

72 AGP, RHF, EF–551224–1 (a letter to members of the General Council).

73 AGP, RHF, EF–560508–1.

74 See AGP, RHF, EF–500923–7 (a letter to Father Casciaro).

75 AGP, RHF, EF–550306–9 (a letter to Manuel Botas).

76 See AGP, RHF, EF–530202–1 (a letter to Father Casciaro).

77 See AGP, RHF, EF–540302–10 (a letter to Ricardo Fernández Vallespín). Contributions of all kinds came in. From Milan and Palermo, for example, came wine for the Roman College (see AGP, RHF, EF–540405–10).

78 AGP, RHF, EF–540302–9.

79 AGP, RHF, EF–540323–8.

80 AGP, RHF, EF–540323–1.

81 See AGP, RHF, EF–540930–2 and EF–540930–1.

82 AGP, RHF, EF–570724–1.

83 AGP, RHF, EF–580402–1.

84 See Amadeo de Fuenmayor, Valentín Gómez Iglesias, and José Luis Illanes, The Canonical Path of Opus Dei, trans. William H. Stetson (Princeton, 1994), p. 531. An explanation given by the founder regarding the Roman College of the Holy Cross (see Mario Lantini, Sum. 3599) applies also to the Roman College of Saint Mary:

Do you know what “Roman College of the Holy Cross” means? This “college,” my sons, is a gathering of hearts, for forming—consummati in unum [all united as one]—a single heart, beating with one same love. It is a gathering of wills, for making up a single will, that of serving God. It is a gathering of intellects, for being open to take in all the truths that illuminate our common vocation.

“Roman,” because we, in our souls and spirits, are very Roman. For Rome is where the Holy Father lives, the vice-Christ, the sweet Christ walking on earth.

“Of the Holy Cross,” because the Lord, like someone giving a building its final touches, decided, on that 14th of February, to crown the Work with the cross. And because the cross of Christ has from the very beginning been inscribed in the life of Opus Dei, as it is in the life of every one of my children. And also because the cross is the throne of the Lord’s kingship, and we need to place it very high, at the summit of all human activities.

For information specific to the Roman College of Saint Mary, see Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 598 and 613; Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2193; Encarnación Ortega, PM, fol. 45v; and Mercedes Morado, PM, fol. 1035.

85 Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2198.

86 AGP, RHF, EF–520911–1 (a letter to Amadeo de Fuenmayor).

87 In a letter to the General Council members in Spain, he wrote: “I am concerned about the need for more members of the women’s branch in Italy. You’ve got to realize that Milan and Palermo are not being taken care of, and that in this house—these houses—of the Parioli, we also need to at least double the personnel; and that, with God’s help, we may any day now have that other one in Terracina” (AGP, RHF, EF– 510608–1).

88 See Alvaro del Portillo, PR, p. 777, and Sum. 614.

89 From 1949 to 1954 formation courses for all members in the Italian region were held at Villa delle Rose. In 1955 they were moved to Castello di Urio, on Lake Como, in the north. The first course for men started on August 31, 1949. See AGP, RHF, EF–490615–1, EF–490706–3, and EF–490829–3 (letters to members of the General Council, members of the men’s branch in England, and Father Xavier de Ayala).

90 See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 614, and AGP, RHF, T–07902 (testimony of Mercedes Morado), p. 65. The symbolic “first stone” of this building was a painting of the Madonna and Child that had belonged to the Grandmother. See Teresa Acerbis, Sum. 4960.

91 AGP, RHF, EF–620710–1.

92 AGP, RHF, T–07902, p. 68. See also Teresa Acerbis, Sum. 4960, and AGP, RHF, EF– 630200–1 (a letter from the founder to Opus Dei women in Mexico).

93 AGP, RHF, EF–560110–1.

94 AGP, RHF, EF–570704–1.

95 “For, as Tertullian wrote, ‘Desinunt odisse qui desinunt ignorare’” (Letter 9 Jan 1951, no. 8). The Latin means “One ceases to hate when one ceases to be ignorant,” and comes from Tertullian’s Ad nationes, 1.1.

96 See Julián Herranz, Sum. 3911.

97 See Alvaro del Portillo, PR, p. 956. See also Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2281.

98 Alvaro del Portillo, PR, p. 954. See also Florencio Sánchez Bella, Sum. 7512.

99 In the first years of its history, as soon as anyone asked admission to Opus Dei the Father himself took the responsibility of giving that person classes and formational talks on matters spiritual, ascetic, and apostolic. In the days of the DYA Academy he saw to it that an apologetics course for university students was given there. At the Ferraz Street residence he kept up formational activities—study circles, talks, monthly days of recollection, frequent preached meditations, spiritual direction, etc. And as soon as the war was over, he opened the first study centers: in 1941, that of Diego de León, for men; and in 1945, that of Los Rosales, for women.

100 “In the five years in which I was Prefect of Studies (1956–1961), I was a constant witness of the enormous effort of the Father to assure to his sons a deep and solid doctrinal, philosophical, and theological formation,” says the now-Cardinal Julián Herranz. He adds that he also witnessed “the rigorous application, to all of the regions, of the 1951 study plan (with courses and schedules not at all inferior, in terms either of academic rigor or of lecture hours devoted to each subject, to those of the best ecclesiastical schools)” (Sum. 3911).

101 The founder would have liked to send his daughters to the regular ecclesiastical schools, but at that time this was not allowed. He expressed to the Holy Father his concern that although the secular universities were open to women, the Catholic ones were not. When his request for their admission to those schools was denied, he insisted that the women take courses of philosophy and theology at the Roman College of Saint Mary, and at the regional study centers, and do so just as the men did—with rigor and at a university level. See Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2199, and Julián Herranz, Sum. 3917.

102 For the text of the letter, see Fuenmayor, Gómez Iglesias, and Illanes, pp. 535–37. Cardinal Valeri also congratulated the founder on this occasion, noting with admiration that in Opus Dei everyone received a formation in matters ascetical, cultural, professional, and apostolic “that begins with solid bases and then continues, without interruption, for the rest of their life” (see Fuenmayor, Gómez Iglesias, and Illanes, pp. 534–35). This last point was established years earlier; the founder wrote in one of his letters, “You should never consider your formation finished. For all of your life, with a marvelous humility, you will need to keep perfecting your human, spiritual, doctrinal/religious, apostolic, and professional formation” (Letter 6 May 1945, no. 19). On the permanent formation of the priests, see Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 764).

103 AGP, RHF, EF–531009–1.

104 See Rolf Thomas, Sum. 7685 and 7686.

105
Letter 9 Jan 1951, no. 20.

106 The Second Vatican Council recommends that students of dogmatic theology “learn to examine more deeply, with … Saint Thomas as teacher, all aspects of [the mysteries of salvation], and to perceive their interconnection” (Optatus Totius, no. 16). The founder commented, “One ought not conclude from this that we should limit ourselves to assimilating and repeating all and only the teachings of Saint Thomas. What’s being said here is something quite different. Certainly we should promote the teachings of the Angelic Doctor, but in the same way that he would if he were alive today. This means that sometimes we will have to carry through to its completion what Saint Thomas could only begin, and it also means that we have to make our own all the findings of other writers that correspond to the truth” (Letter 9 Jan 1951, no. 22).

107
Letter 9 Jan 1951, no. 23. This principle has no exceptions, and is valid for every area of human knowledge: “Nor can the members of the Work create a school proper to Opus Dei in the professional fields, since our spirit—so open and so full of understanding for everyone—necessarily leads to respect for all licit opinions” (Letter 9 Jan 1951, no. 24).

(Note, too, the reference to Opus Dei as “our Association.” Already he had begun to avoid the terminology proper to secular institutes.)

108 In the letter just referenced he also said:. “From that freedom there will arise a healthy sense of personal responsibility which, by making you calm, upright, and devoted to the truth, will also distance you from all kinds of errors. For you will sincerely respect the legitimate opinions of others, and you will be able not only to give up your own opinion, when you see that it does not really match up with the truth, but also to accept another point of view without feeling humiliated at having changed your mind” (Letter 9 Jan 1951, no. 25).

109 This document consists of only thirteen brief articles. For its text, see Fuenmayor, Gómez Iglesias, and Illanes, pp. 479–82.

110 This section, articles 4–8, stipulates that the national directive organs of Opus Dei are the Council and the Assembly. The first is made up of the President, the Secretary, and three Counselors. The Assembly will meet every nine years to elect a new Council. Council decisions are always to be determined by a simple majority.

111 The original document is in the archives of the Sacred Congregation for Religious. For a copy of the text, see Fuenmayor, Gómez Iglesias, and Illanes, pp. 484–89.

The section entitled “Government” comprises articles 26–52. The general government of the society consists of the president (who is called “Father”), a secretary general, three vice secretaries, and the delegates of the territorial circumscriptions. The territorial circumscriptions depend directly upon the Father and the General Council, and are governed by commissions consisting of a counsellor, a defensor, and three other members. As for local government, each center with a sufficient number of members has a director, an assistant director, and an administrator.

112
Apuntes, no. 115.

113
Apuntes, no. 139 (26 Dec 1930).

114
Instruction of 31 May 1936, nos. 28 and 32. He continues: “A clear sign that someone lacks the qualifications to govern, lacks maturity, and has a tyrannical spirit, opposed to collegial government, is to want to reform everything right away. Those who do this think all their predecessors and senior directors were fools, people without the qualities needed for governing.”

115
Letter 24 Dec 1951, no. 5. “Collegial government,” he writes on another occasion, “is a manifestation of humility, because it means that no one relies on his or her own judgment…. We all have an obvious inclination to act in a dictatorial way, to go by our own ideas, our own judgment, our own lights—we have a tyrant inside us. You should show your good spirit by seeing to it that tyrannies cannot arise in Opus Dei” (Letter 29 Sep 1957, no. 61).

116
Instruction of 31 May 1936, no. 28. The founder brought these important questions of government, like his other problems, to his prayer, where he asked of the Holy Spirit the light to resolve them. As he would often say to Don Alvaro, and sometimes publicly to others, “I didn’t have anyone to tell me these things; it was the Holy Spirit who put them in my head” (Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 735).

117 The Ius peculiare of 1950, approved by the Holy See, fully reflects the institutional development of Opus Dei’s system of government.

Universal governance is the responsibility of the prelate aided by his vicars and two councils, one for the men’s branch (the General Council), and the other for the women’s branch (the Central Advisory). The General Council is made up of the auxiliary vicar (if there is one), a vicar general, a vicar for the women’s branch, three vice secretaries, the regional delegates, a prefect of studies, and a general administrator. The Central Advisory includes the Secretary General, the Secretary of the Advisory, three vice secretaries, the regional delegates, a prefect of studies, a prefect of auxiliaries, and the Central Procurator. See Fuenmayor, Gómez Iglesias, and Illanes, pp. 636–37.
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Conversations, no. 19.

119 Ibid.

120 See ibid., no. 63, and Letter 9 Jan 1959, no. 11. See also Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 577.
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Instruction of 8 Dec 1941, no. 11 and note 12.
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Letter 9 Jan 1959, no. 11.
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Conversations, no. 19.

124 Ibid., no. 63. In 1950 the founder entered this thumbnail description of Opus Dei in his journal: “Simple Christians. Leaven in the dough. Our thing is the ordinary, with naturalness. The means: professional work. Everyone a saint! Silent dedication”: Apuntes, no. 35 (June 1930). This sets out the ends and means of apostolic activity; it proclaims the universal call to sanctity; it points to professional work as the instrument of sanctification; and it mentions some of the special features of the spirit of Opus Dei— acting as apostolic leaven in the dough of society, cultivating personal and collective humility, offering up ordinary, everyday things, etc.

A few days later he wrote, “It’s necessary to clearly determine the fields of action”: Apuntes, no. 42 (June 1930). This is not so easily done since Opus Dei’s apostolate reaches out to all Christians, via the universal call to sanctity. But there are also characteristic notes. “Not taking anyone out of their place,” its members act as a leaven in the social mass. They have a lay mentality, which holds that initiative and liberty come before organizational structure.

Six months having passed without a solution to the problem of how to “clearly determine the fields of action,” he says: “For some time, I’ve been turning this over in my mind, without managing to see the way to put the Work of God into operation, in practice, so that it is clearly seen to be an association of the laity”: Apuntes, no. 140 (27 Dec 1930). Finally, on August 7, 1931, he saw “the Lord triumphing, drawing all things to himself” (see Jn 12: 22). He was shown the content of that “specific apostolate” which transcended all boundaries: the apostolate of putting Christ at the summit of all human activities. “And I understood,” he tells us, “that there would be men and women of God who would raise the cross, with the doctrines of Christ, to the summit of every human activity” (Apuntes, no. 217).

125
Apuntes, no. 205 (15 Jul 1931). For more on the walks along La Castellana and the get-togethers at El Sotanillo, see volume 1 of this biography, pp. 232–33.

126 From this instruction (31 May 1936), come the founder’s main thoughts on direction and government. Of special note are the ideas, already mentioned on which he later based its governmental structure.

127 See Instruction of 31 May 1936, no. 14, and also Teresa Acerbis, Sum. 5004.

128 Julián Herranz, Sum. 3920.

129
Instruction of 31 May 1936, no. 11. He never tired of repeating what he had said from the beginning: “‘In order to be useful, you have to serve’—in that sentence is condensed a big part of our spirit” (ibid., no. 9).

130 Ibid., no. 7.

131 Ibid., no. 26.

132 Ibid., note 37.

133 Ibid., no. 27.

134 See Giuseppe Molteni, PR, p. 690, and Encarnación Ortega, Sum. 5341.

135 See Francisco Vives, Sum. 7461. From the first days of the Italian region, he insisted that he and his successors must resist the temptation to govern the Work in Italy directly. With the General Council now in Rome, he transferred the Regional Commission and Regional Advisory to Milan, so that they could enjoy the same autonomy as the other regions.

136 See Fernando Valenciano, Sum. 7121, and also AGP, RHF, T–07902 (testimony of Mercedes Morado), p. 13.

137 See Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2325.

While keeping the General Council functioning properly, he also promoted the formation of the directors of the regional governing bodies. For this purpose he organized meetings of the Counsellors (in 1956, 1966, 1967, and 1969); meetings of the regional delegates (in 1958, 1963, 1965, and 1967); meetings of directors, for example, the regional secretaries (in 1965, 1968, and 1969); and workshops for those in charge of various aspects of the apostolic work. (See Joaquín Alonso, Sum. 4691, and Julián Herranz, PR, p. 848.)
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5

Apostolic Expansion
 

1. Transplanting Opus Dei

In the order of priorities, formation, as a means of “Romanizing” the Work, came first in Monsignor Escrivá’s mind. Next came expansion to other countries, as the emphasis on universality in the message he had received on October 2, 1928, made clear.1 To keep that ideal alive, he even acquired some “reminders.”

One was a world map that he placed in the entrance hall of the Jenner Street residence; he put another in the Diego de León center, while in his room, he had a globe. Still later, he had a wall-size map in Villa Tevere. “A certain color was used to indicate the places in which we were already working, and the colored areas grew as the apostolate expanded. He wanted it to be a reminder to the members of the General Council to pray for this. Whenever the Work began in a new country, the founder was always the first to remember that that country needed to be colored. He was that eager to have the Church of God served with a humble, simple, continual, and concrete work in the whole world. I saw the founder looking at that map, absorbed in prayer.” 2

But his command post was Rome. “That is where the Work’s heart is,” he said, “and that is what makes it possible for it to spread through the world, carrying our message of peace and joy.” 3 And from Rome he wrote:

How I hope that many daughters and sons of mine will soon be passing through Rome, constantly and in an orderly way, so that they can go home to their regions with hearts more inflamed with love for the Church, and more Roman! 4


Worldwide expansion did not mean separation. The members continued to form a close-knit family.

We are never separated, even though physically we may be far away from one another. Those of you who are now going away will be leaving a piece of your heart here, but wherever one of you is, there the rest of us will be, enthusiastically accompanying that person. We never say “Good-bye” or even “See you later.” We always continue to be consummati in unum.5


He pictured his children’s movement to other countries as a “transplanting” of Opus Dei, an “apostolic expansion” with certain essential characteristics. In the first place, he said, “we never send out big groups, just as the farmer, when sowing seed, does not bury whole sacks of grain, but scatters the seed over the field.” 6 The Work’s universal spirit “loathes any kind of nationalism and abhors the formation of an alien and closed group, a national colony, as it were, that acts as a kind of cyst.” 7 The approach is also mandated by the Work’s way of doing apostolate, “like leaven hidden in the mass of dough.” 8 A little leaven is enough, and so is a small group of well-prepared men and women.

And so we have the marvelous pastoral phenomenon of the vocation operating in the way a pearl is formed. Inside a shell we place the tiniest amount of a foreign substance, so that a precious pearl, something no longer foreign, can be formed. In our case it is produced in a supernatural way: by the fire of God’s grace that your brothers have spread, in fulfillment of the Lord’s desire. “Ignem veni mittere in terram, et quid vole nisi ut accendatur!” (“I came to cast fire upon the earth; and would that it were already kindled!” Lk 12: 49).9


Image succeeds image in this beautiful letter, and the images are drawn from the gospel: the sower scattering seed; the little bit of leaven that makes the dough rise; the pearl of great price. These images lead him to liken apostolic expansion to transplanting.

Many of you may have had the chance to observe farming or gardening being done. So you well understand that a plant has to grow strong, in fertile soil, before being moved someplace else.


But this is not enough. Unless the growing plant is tended carefully for some time, it will not put down roots and finally it will die.


See how carefully a gardener goes about transplanting. He puts the little plant or cutting in a clay or wood pot, and keeps it in a greenhouse until it’s strong enough. Then he takes it outside (in its pot) so that it can get light, air, and the sun’s warmth. And when it can stand the shock, the gardener, choosing the right time, puts it in new soil—along with its pot, if it’s wooden. After a while the pot disintegrates; it dissolves in the earth, and so the plant adjusts to the change.


If the pot is clay, the gardener removes the shoot, along with the roots and surrounding soil—that is, along with its environment—and ever so carefully puts it in the hole he’s dug at the new site.


Beforehand, the gardener kept the hole open to the air. He removed stones or carefully buried them deeper, so that water could filter through more easily and deeply, without flooding. Once the tree has been planted and its roots covered with the original soil, he keeps a close eye on it until it takes root. Before the plant has adjusted to its new location, he lavishes care on it, adding fertilizer and good-quality topsoil and pruning excess branches.10


Reflecting in 1951 on the spread of the work, the founder remarked that some people described it as “racing ahead.” “They don’t know that I’ve done everything possible to keep it from racing,” he wrote. “We’ve tightened the reins of this young horse so that it can’t run wild.” 11 By then Opus Dei had put down roots in Spain, Italy, Portugal, and Mexico, and was getting started in England, Ireland, the United States, Chile, Argentina, Colombia, and Venezuela. Yet he was undergoing great pressure then and seeking remedies in the consecration of Opus Dei to the Holy Family and to the hearts of Jesus and Mary. These were the days, too, of a seemingly endless financial crisis. “If I had known all that I was in for when I received my call,” he said, “I would have died.” 12

As he saw it, the Work was growing “at God’s pace”— neither too fast nor too slow.13 Great care was taken that Opus Dei’s universal spirit not seem foreign to the new countries. “It may seem slow, but it is safer and more effective,” he commented. “For as experience shows, it is undoubtedly the quickest way to reach the goal.” 14

Transplanting was delicate work: it took a lot of reflection, prudence, and preparation.

Before going there, it is our habit always carefully to study a country’s circumstances: its particular characteristics; the difficulties one might encounter; the surest way of beginning apostolic work; which corporate work should be started first; the financial resources we can count on; who we should first get in touch with there, etc.


I have often called this preliminary work the prehistory of a region. It is a work that I have carried out in a number of countries, with some of your brothers whom our Lord God, in his great goodness, placed at my side.15


Central to the process were “constant prayer” and “a continual mortification.” 16 For prayer, as the founder always repeated, is the indispensable instrument, the secret of Opus Dei.17

Not infrequently, the geographical expansion of Opus Dei meant the departure from Rome of people who might otherwise have stayed and assisted in the central government of the Work. But the founder remained in Rome, assisted only by those strictly necessary. Here was another expression of his faith and hope—although, half jokingly, he did remark, “I’m going to be left lonelier than can be! But it’s worth it.” 18

Monsignor Escrivá’s plan in beginning Opus Dei in a new country was to start, typically with just a few. Usually a student residence would soon follow. But the plan could not always be adhered to, since bishops’ insistent requests sometimes required that apostolic projects be launched even without the personnel to support them.

In any case, the presence of the women’s branch of Opus Dei soon became indispensable to the development of new apostolic initiatives and, later, the administration of centers. The Father did not want to send women numeraries to new countries until the proper arrangements had been made: a decent place to live, an oratory of their own, etc.19 Says Mercedes Morado, “The sensitivity and affection that the Father had for his daughters could be seen in the way the work was begun in a new country. First the men’s branch would go, with one or two priests, and when the initial hurdles were surmounted, then we would go.” 20

As early as 1948 the founder told the Central Advisory to begin taking steps to deal with the language issue in anticipation of the coming spread to new countries.

This year is, or will be, the year of your great expansion. Now you can be saints for me—and study languages. I want the Advisory to think about how to arrange things so that people in one house start learning to speak French; in another, Italian; English in another; and finally, for those who will be going to our beloved Portugal and to Brazil, Portuguese.21


He wanted the women on the scene as soon as possible, though the waiting period could vary from several months to years. (The first women numeraries arrived in the United States and Mexico very quickly.)

On the whole, going into a new country presented no great problems for the women of Opus Dei. They were as accustomed as the men to starting with nothing, in stark poverty, and having to find themselves jobs. But the difference in numbers between the men and the women was another story. It had existed from the time of the civil war. The founder called it “the limp”—for limping is how the Work would proceed, as long as its two legs were of unequal size. In 1951 the Father concluded that the number of people working in Italy needed doubling.22 But there were not enough women, and those who had recently joined the Work lacked the formation needed to be able to go to other countries. So putting the brakes on plans for expansion, he decided, in 1952, not to open any new student residences in Spain for several years, in order “to prevent excessive movement of personnel from the houses of the women’s branch” and to provide space and time for the women’s formation.23

*      *      *
 

It was taken for granted that the founder had nothing to give members going off to start the Work in another country except his advice and his blessing. That, everyone acknowledged, was how the Lord wanted them to begin. Soon enough, indeed, the founder would be turning to those he had sent out for financial help in finishing the work on the central headquarters.

Father Casciaro, in recalling his going to Mexico with two other numeraries, says, “We came with the blessing of the founder, a picture of our Lady that he gave us (he always gave one to those blazing the trail in a new country), and practically no money.” 24 Bishop Luis Sánchez-Moreno, speaking of his return to Peru, says, “In Rome he gave me, with great attentiveness and affection, some very good advice, together with his blessing, a picture of our Lady, and a crucifix.” 25 Monsignor Escrivá made up for lack of material means with prayer and affection. “You know that, from afar, I’m always with you,” he wrote to the women in Mexico.26 A letter to those in Australia is headed, “How much I’m keeping you company, from here!” 27 He was totally concerned about their well-being. “What is your life like?” “Are you making progress with the language?” “Do you have friends?” “And the food?” In a letter to the Counsellor of the United States (Father Múzquiz), he said: “When you write, tell me lots of things, details—that way I’ll have the feeling of living with you, even physically, in these early times in America, which are so much God’s.” 28

This was not a matter of curiosity. It reflected his fatherly heart, and also prudent governance, as he told his daughters in the United States:

Nisa, I am grateful when you write me and tell me the little things in your life—because I have a right to know about them, and because that way I feel that I’m accompanying you a little more from here.29


He enthusiastically read the letters they sent him, and insisted they write him often, telling him even “little bitty things.” 30 And they did fill him in on the “trifles.” In Mexico, it seems, some of them were keeping lizards as house pets. Not a good idea, he emphatically told the Counsellor.31

If he heard that anyone in the Work was sick, he wanted to be fully informed. When Guadalupe Ortiz de Landázuri fell ill in Mexico, he immediately asked the Counsellor for the details, and then wrote to her:

Guadalupe—may Jesus watch over you for me.


I’m happy to hear that you’re better. Let yourself be cared for, because we can’t allow ourselves the luxury of being sick. Sleep, eat, rest; thus you will please God. For you and for everyone, a most affectionate blessing from your Father,


Mariano 32

In this way, Monsignor Escrivá built up a “family environment” and a “bond of unity,” reaching to wherever there were people of Opus Dei.33 This was especially needed when the Work was getting started in a new country. He often reminded them that they had the same assets that he started out with in 1928: youth, God’s grace, and good cheer. He told his daughters in Naples: “With good cheer and God’s grace, carry on.” 34

It could, of course, be hard on them at times. In such cases he sought to lift their spirits in any way that he could. To a young son of his in Ecuador, he wrote:

It makes sense that we have to suffer—you, I, and the others—because suffering is the proof of love. And it doesn’t take away our peace, if we have the spirit of Opus Dei. And it’s a sign of supernatural fruitfulness. Clear? 35


To those in Vienna, feeling overwhelmed by difficulties in their apostolic work, he recommended making arrangements with those in Germany to tend their centers so they could get away for a rest. And in a letter addressed to the Counsellor of Germany, he said, “all of that is of no importance, as long as you don’t fail to keep the norms for me and as long as you get yourselves some rest.” 36

At times, seeing no results from their efforts and feeling pessimism coming on, they would turn to the Father for consolation. Take a step back and try to view matters from a certain distance, and from a supernatural perspective, he would advise. So, for example, he wrote his daughters in Ireland:

I hear you’re a bit depressed, pessimistic. And I’m writing to tell you that you have nothing but reasons to be cheerful and optimistic.


Of course, up close to the painting—as you are—one sometimes can’t see how good it is. I am aware of your circumstances, and I advise you to speak sincerely with your Counsellor.37


The “apparent sterility of the endeavor,” was no cause for discouragement:

If this happens, rejoice and be full of fortitude, for great profit soon will come from that tribulation. A nail that meets no resistance when being hammered into a wall won’t bear much weight. But if the wall offers resistance, the nail can then bear a heavy weight.


Months—sometimes years—of apparent sterility go by. But don’t forget that if the seed being sown is sanctity, it is never lost; others will gather the fruit.38


Of course, not everyone could adapt to new surroundings. “If the ‘transplanting’ is too hard on you,” the founder wrote to one son, “there’s no kind of failure, or shame, in leaving that country in order to work in another.” 39 Eventually the first requests for admission to the Work would come. The Father would affectionately call them “my firstborn.” And as such they had a spiritual responsibility. To Dick Rieman, the first Opus Dei member born in the United States, the Father wrote:

May you be a mortified and Eucharistic man of prayer. That way you will make a good foundation stone in that great and generous America…. The first—have you ever thought about this grace from God, and the blessed responsibility it entails? 40


He also added another point to the allegory of transplantation.

To make newly-planted trees grow straight, gardeners or horticulturalists often set a stake next to them—a big, sturdy, upright pole that doesn’t give any fruit of its own or have any mission except to ensure the growth and fruitfulness of that small young tree. What dedication, what humility!


Directors and priests in particular must be that pole, and rejoice in the life, vigor, and fruit of the others. With a marvelous parental spirit, they should be poles that help the “transplants” put down roots and grow in Christ Jesus.41


2. Prehistory: Trips through Europe

“How much I would like to see you in your own element!” the founder wrote his sons in Venezuela in 1964.42 They had spent thirteen years by then trying to put down roots and get beyond the stage of being foreigners. This was something he was always insisting on. “My children shouldn’t have an emigrant mentality, because they go to the new country to love it, to serve it selflessly,” he said.43 Years earlier, he had made just that point to those in Venezuela:

At the same time that you are serving souls, understand, excuse, treat with sensitivity and sincere affection, and keep serving with all your strength, that blessed land of Venezuela, your new homeland.44


He waited more than twenty years to visit the Americas. The members of the Work who were there kept inviting and encouraging him to come, but he kept putting it off because of work, lack of time, or the demands of the virtue of poverty.45

And, indeed, he was immersed in the work of governing. The paperwork, constantly expanding, required his presence in the central headquarters. “I’m swamped with paper and worked to death,” he wrote Juan Bautista Torelló.46 But, faithful to his principle that the worldwide expansion of Opus Dei had to be done “in Rome and from Rome,” he stayed at his post.

His only absences from Rome, in these Cold War years, were infrequent short trips to prepare the way for expansion of the Work, as in the case of Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. Coming as it did before the transplanting itself, he called this work “prehistory.” 47

*      *      *
 

After a year spent traveling up and down Italy, the founder decided to turn his attention to the German-speaking countries of Central Europe. Leaving Rome on November 22, 1949, he stopped first in several cities of northern Italy: Genoa, Milan, Como, Turin …48 From there he went to Innsbruck, where he spent two days and met with some professors at the university, and with its president. On November 30 he arrived in Munich. After Mass the next morning he visited Cardinal Faulhaber, the archbishop, who received him in a most friendly manner.49 They spoke at length in Latin about the pastoral problems of the German dioceses, about the Catholics who had fled the countries of Eastern Europe and sought refuge in West Germany, and about the Work. The cardinal was very pleased at the prospect of having Opus Dei in Bavaria.

This was not the only place where people were looking forward to Opus Dei’s coming. But, feeling the same sense of urgency, the Father was at pains not to rush things. (He also had a lot else on his mind in the period 1950–1954—major construction work at Villa Tevere, the “opposition by the good” in Italy, providing formation to new members, expansion to the Americas.)

In Germany the first overtures involved brief stays during university vacations, with people coming and going. In May 1953, Opus Dei acquired an old house, not very attractive but of good size in Bonn. Adapted and enlarged over the years, it would become the “Althaus” (old house) student residence. But first it was necessary to grapple with difficulties such as the language, lack of money, and bouts of impatience and exhaustion.50 The founder wrote to those who had gone to Germany:

Have patience—Rome wasn’t built in a day. Vocations will come, solid and abundant. But they won’t come out of thin air, especially not in the case of Germans.51


About a year after the extraordinary cure of his diabetes, he set out on a long trip to visit a number of places in Switzerland and then evaluate the situation in Austria. Leaving Rome on April 22, 1955, he traveled via Milan and Como, to Einsiedeln, Zurich, Basel, Luzern, Bern, Fribourg, and Sankt Gallen.52 At Don Alvaro’s suggestion they made a 600-mile detour to visit his children in Germany, before crossing into Austria.53

Arriving at Althaus on May 1, he told those living there to work hard and be very cheerful. These were his words to one of them:

My son, doesn’t it thrill you to see the trust that the Lord has placed in us? He seems to have tied the fruitfulness of our work to our fidelity. What a great responsibility we have! And what an experience of divine filiation, in light of God’s trust! What a thrill, to think of the harvest coming in this land of Germany!


The Work already has the aura of a cultivated field, of something completed, even though twenty-seven years is nothing for a moral entity, and even less for a family that the Lord has chosen to start and that must last as long as there are people on earth, to serve the Church, to spread the reign of Christ for the good of souls, to make humankind happy, bringing it to God.54


After visiting Düsseldorf, to obtain visas, Monsignor Escrivá and Don Alvaro arrived in Vienna. They stayed at a hotel, near a railroad station. Vienna was still divided into four sectors, French, British, Russian, and American— under military occupation. As the two priests toured the city on foot garbed in cassocks, they came across a group of Russian soldiers. This reminder of Communism’s presence in central Europe brought back to the founder memories of violence during the Spanish Civil War: mass executions, church burnings, blasphemies and profanations, and Communist brigades.

A few days before leaving Rome (where a group of his sons were studying German in anticipation of going to Austria),55 he had written to Father Par: “If things get better in Austria—with the Russians leaving—it will be time to start thinking about Vienna.” 56 It was generally known that the occupation troops would be withdrawn; otherwise he would hardly have gone to Vienna with an eye to getting started there. For he had no intention of tempting God by sending members of Opus Dei to places where Communism ruled. “I don’t send out my children recklessly,” he once remarked. “I can’t send you where your mothers wouldn’t send you, since I love you as much as your mothers do.” 57

During his three days in Vienna, he met with the nuncio, Monsignor Giovanni Dellepiane, and spoke at length with the auxiliary bishop, Franz Jachym. He returned to Rome on May 12. On November 16 of that year (1955) he set out on another long trip through Europe. The itinerary included Lausanne and Geneva in Switzerland, Paris, Versailles, Chartres, and Lisieux, where he prayed at the grave of Saint Thérèse. Then came Rouen, Amiens, and Lille, Louvain and Antwerp, followed by Breda, Rotterdam, The Hague, Amsterdam, and Utrecht. This was to lay the foundations of the Work in the Low Countries. He then crossed into Germany and visited his sons at Althaus, in Bonn, saying to them:

The prehistory of the German region is over; now we’re beginning the history…. Today, November 30, 1955, we enter into the history of this region. It’s not something that is going to happen immediately or suddenly. It will take a few months of waiting. But people will come; we’ll move out from Bonn and start working in a wider variety of activities.58


Early December saw him in Cologne, Munich, Salzburg, Linz, and on December 3, Vienna. Next morning he said Mass at Saint Stephen’s Cathedral, and there, praying his thanksgiving after Mass before the statue of Maria Pötsch, he said for the first time the aspiration “Sancta Maria, Stella Orientis, filios tuos adiuva!” [“Holy Mary, Star of the East, help your children!”]. From his correspondence at that time, it seems clear that with those words he was commending to the Mother of God the future apostolate in the European countries then under Communist rule. That day he wrote to the General Council: “I continue to think that Vienna is a magnificent location for working in the East…. I made a resolution today that has to do with devotion to the Blessed Virgin.” 59 Five days later he wrote again from Vienna:

I feel safe in saying that our Lord God is going to give us abundant means (facilities, personnel) to work for him in Eastern Europe better each day, until the gates of Russia open to us—which will happen.


Get people to say this aspiration often: “Sancta Maria, Stella Orientis, filios tuos adiuva!” 60


He returned to Bonn on December 7, and on the tenth was back in Rome. “My sons, the world has great need of you,” he said, summing up his trip.61

In 1956 he again visited France and Central Europe. Leaving Rome on June 23, he went first to Switzerland (Bern and Lausanne), and then to France (Lyon, Versailles, and Paris). In Paris he celebrated Mass at the center on Saint Germain Boulevard. On July 1 he visited Belgium and then immediately continued on to Germany. After that, he crossed back over Switzerland and reached Rome on July 18. A month later, he headed out to Switzerland again, to take part in the General Congress of 1956, held in Einsiedeln from August 21 to 28.

In 1957 he took a number of trips outside of Italy. In May he spent two weeks in France. In August, he traveled through Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Switzerland. During this trip, he celebrated Mass at the Eigelstein university residence, the first center opened by his daughters in Cologne.62

Opus Dei’s “prehistory” stage was coming to an end in these places. In 1958 the founder celebrated Mass for his daughters who had set up a center in Paris; and in the second half of September, he made a swing that took him to London, The Hague, Cologne, and Zurich. It appears from a letter to the Central Advisory, written from Sankt Gallen, that he was pleased. “Lots of good things going on in Holland, Germany, and Switzerland. Things as good as those in England.” 63

*      *      *
 

Pilgrimages to Marian shrines and to places where saints were buried, or had lived, marked out stages in Monsignor Escrivá’s “prehistory” travels in Europe. Among these places were Einsiedeln, Lourdes, Loreto, Fatima, and Willesden, the shrines of Our Lady of the Pillar in Saragossa, and of the Miraculous Medal in Paris, Assisi, Bari, Lisieux, Ars, and Siena.64

His trips were necessarily abbreviated, since he could not absent himself from Italy for any length of time. Yet the need to explain the Work to bishops required him to go everywhere. One result was his own serious exhaustion. But he cheerfully offered up weariness and discomfort, while brightening the travel for his companions with songs, and bolstering the apostolic work with untold numbers of rosaries.65 The afternoon meditations given for those with him, often had as their theme the Lord’s words to the apostles, “I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit …” (Jn 15: 16).

He returned from these trips laden with material for his interior life or to use for other purposes. A postcard to the architects of Villa Tevere sent from Lausanne and showing a local scene bore the inscription: “A nice fountain!” 66 Here is the origin of the Fontana degli Asinelli in the courtyard of Opus Dei’s international headquarters in Rome. In Vienna he saw a column with a dedication to the Blessed Trinity: “Deo Patri Creatori; Deo Filio Redemptori; Deo Spiritu Sanctificatori.” The words were engraved on the reredos of the oratory at Villa Tevere where he usually celebrated Mass.67

Monsignor Escrivá also brought back vivid memories of cheerfulness in the face of poverty. An instance dating from June 28, 1956, at the center on Saint Germain Boulevard in Paris illustrates the point, though it is hardly an isolated case.

After the Father celebrated Mass that day in the center, everyone went to the dining room for breakfast. Including him and his companions, it was a larger group than usual, and it had been necessary to set out not only all of the china, but a chipped cup without its handle, concealing it with a napkin, and relegating it to the last place, in the hope that it would go unnoticed.

Instead of taking the place of honor, the founder went to sit just where they least wanted him to. Lifting the napkin, he saw holy poverty. Moved, he took the cup to Rome. And there it found a place of honor, in a cabinet of souvenirs, each having its own little story.

One day a visiting clergyman spied the cup in its prominent place. Having no idea how it got there, he uttered words of polite but mistaken praise: “That’s onyx! What a beautiful piece!” To which the founder replied, “May Saint Lucy improve your vision! You think it’s onyx, when really it’s a bit of heaven—a marvelous manifestation of the poverty we live in Opus Dei with great joy and love. And a manifestation of the holy cleverness of my children, who didn’t want me to see how poor they were.” 68

*      *      *
 

The Work had been in England almost twelve years when Monsignor Escrivá first visited London in 1958. He stayed from the beginning of August to the middle of September, then returned several times in the years that followed, making Great Britain the country in which he spent more time than any other except for Spain and Italy.

During that first visit he toured London and some of the nearby sights. Writing to Michael Richards, the first man to ask admission to Opus Dei in England, he said:

This England, you rascal, è una grande bella cosa [is a big, beautiful thing]! If you help us—you especially—we will do some solid work in this crossroads of the world. Pray and offer little mortifications with joy.69


Thinking of all those people walking the streets of London, so many of whom had only a superficial knowledge of Christ, the founder felt powerless to do anything for them. But God could, and he turned naturally to prayer. On August 11, he visited Cambridge. Two days later during a get-together at the Work’s student residence in London, Netherhall House, he spoke of beginning apostolic work in Oxford, Cambridge, and Manchester. England, he pointed out, was a world crossroads. People of all nations came there; and many of them were from places where Opus Dei was not yet present. The possibilities were intriguing.

One of his trips took him to Michaelham Priory, in Eastbound. At the shrine of Willesden he renewed the consecration of the Work to the Heart of Mary. It was there, apparently, while pondering the evangelization of England, that he received a locution, a message from the Lord: “You, no! I, yes!” God could do what he could not.70

Back in Rome, he described the experience in a meditation that he gave to his sons:

A little over a month ago, I was in a country that I love a lot. It’s full of sects and heresies, and there’s a pervasive indifference to the things of God. Contemplating this panorama, I grew distressed, I felt incompetent, helpless: “Josemaría, here you can’t do anything.” I was right. By myself I couldn’t accomplish a single thing; without God, I couldn’t even manage to pick up a straw from the ground. It was so obvious that I was totally ineffective that I almost became sad. And that’s bad. How can a son of God become sad? He can get tired, because he’s pulling the cart like a faithful donkey. But sad, no. Sadness is a bad thing!


Suddenly, in the middle of a street where people from every part of the world were coming and going, I felt within me, in the depths of my heart, the efficacy of God’s strength: “You, no; you can’t do anything. But I—I can do everything. You are ineptitude, but I am Omnipotence. I will be with you, and make you effective! We will draw souls to happiness, to unity, to the path of the Lord, to salvation! Here, too, we will sow abundant peace and joy!” 71


Of material means he had hardly any, and Opus Dei’s British members were very few. But the founder was determined to accept God’s invitation. The first step was to establish a Regional Commission and to send more people. He also hoped to find a church in London that priests of Opus Dei could staff.

Getting started in Oxford was another priority. On August 21 he met with a professor from King’s College, to discuss the requirements. A few days later the auxiliary bishop of London, Bishop George Laurence Craven, who was knowledgeable about Oxford, spoke with the administrator of Westminster Cathedral, Monsignor Gordon Wheeler, about the possibility of obtaining a house there called Grandpont. It became Opus Dei’s in 1959.

Monsignor Escrivá returned to England that summer of 1959 brimming with plans for Grandpont and a university hall at Oxford.72 In a letter to the General Council, he confessed: “We here are working more than resting.” 73 The summers of 1960 and 1961 also found him in Great Britain.

In 1962 he went to England for the last time. The new headquarters of the Regional Commission had just been completed. Other projects were under way or in the planning stages. The founder was seen praying the Rosary in Anglican churches, and even before the altar of Westminster Abbey. The years that followed brought a boys club on the south side of London, a university residence, Greygarth, in Manchester, and a conference center and retreat house, Wickenden Manor, in Sussex. The women of Opus Dei opened residences in London, Bangor, and Manchester. And on November 1, 1966, the Queen Mother herself inaugurated a new building for Netherhall. All these developments the founder watched with satisfaction from Rome.74

3. New countries (1952–1962)

As we have seen, Opus Dei’s first burst of foreign expansion took place between 1948 and 1952. A second phase occurred during the decade of 1952 to 1962. Speaking to a group of his sons on October 2 in the latter year, the founder said:

The Father knows, more than anyone, about the beginnings of the Work in a particular country—the difficulties, the hopes … So I can assure you that all the regions are, humanly speaking, in better shape and endowed with more resources than I was on that day of October 2, 1928. You can’t imagine what it cost to get the Work launched. But what a marvelous adventure! It’s like cultivating forested land. First you have to cut down the trees, pull out the underbrush, remove the stones, so that then you can plow the land deeply and spread the fertilizer…. You have to do a lot of waiting, working, and suffering before the wheat is stored in the barns.75


Beginning Opus Dei in new countries was very difficult. His children learned from the founder’s example to keep smiling. Speaking of the early days in Germany, Father Par recalls a conversation that took place in 1957, as the two of them were riding through Cologne. They had just visited the first residence of the women’s branch in Germany. The Father was speaking about the apostolic projects that needed to be started, as soon as possible. When he finished outlining what he had in mind he asked his companion what he thought. Father Par was overwhelmed, dazed by the many obstacles he foresaw, and could speak only of the great difficulties. The Father cut him off abruptly and firmly. “I already know all that,” he said. “But that’s what you’re here for—to overcome the difficulties.” 76 Perhaps that explains why he spoke of the members of the Work as “cofounders.”

How hard things could get, and the lengths, too, to which members were prepared to go in facing problems, are suggested in correspondence between the founder and the Counsellor of Mexico, Father Pedro Casciaro:

Rome, July 9, 1953

Dear Perico,


May Jesus watch over you for me. I’ve read your letter, and am happy with your spirit, which is so identified with mine…. Otherwise we wouldn’t be the Good Shepherd. But in no way can I consent to your making an offering—that offering—because your desire is sufficient for the Lord, and because that path would be all too convenient for us. You need to die old, worn out by work, and cheerful.


Got that?


A hug and a blessing from your Father 77

Father Casciaro had expressed the wish to offer his life, so that Opus Dei might put down roots in Mexico without any vocations being abandoned. This calls to mind the request he had made in 1938, in Burgos, that the Lord transfer to him the illness that the Father was suffering. But the Father saw such gestures as the easy way out for a member of Opus Dei.78 In fact, he held that it was largely because of the obstacles that Opus Dei was spreading.

Do you know why Opus Dei has developed like this? It’s because the Work has been treated like a sack of wheat. It’s been beaten and battered. But the seeds are so small that they haven’t broken. On the contrary, they’ve been scattered to the four winds and have landed on all the human crossroads where there are hearts hungry for the Truth, hearts well disposed …


What has happened is what always happens when obstacles are raised against God’s endeavors. The birds of the air and the insects, despite all the damage their voraciousness inflicts on plants, do something that makes the plants fertile: they carry the seed far and wide, stuck to their legs. The Lord has used the defamations we suffer to help us go places sooner than we’d have done otherwise. The seed isn’t lost.79


The expansion took place constantly and steadily in a number of quite diverse countries. The founder wrote:

The Lord and his Most Blessed Mother are abundantly blessing their Opus Dei. It is now actually at work in every part of the world not under Communist rule and putting special effort into the tasks we have been given by the Holy See…. These sons and daughters do not forget that they are just as much missionaries on the asphalt of London, Madrid, Paris, Washington, or Rome.80


Having begun in 1951 in Colombia and Venezuela and the following year in Germany, the Work got started in Peru and Guatemala in 1953, Ecuador in 1954, Switzerland and Uruguay in 1956, Austria, Brazil, and Canada in 1957, El Salvador, Kenya, and Japan in 1958, Costa Rica in 1959, and the Netherlands a few months later.81 Requests came to the founder from all over the world. “They are calling us continually and insistently, even from the remotest places,” he reported.82 Some of the requests came from the Holy See, but most of them from bishops, and some from apostolic nuncios and delegates.83 The demand was more than he could satisfy, but he never flatly said no.84 Instead he left the door open: later—but not too long.

The expansion of Opus Dei was closely linked to Monsignor Escrivá’s struggle to complete the central headquarters and to get the Roman College of the Holy Cross up and running at full capacity. Without this, there would have been no expansion, at least not at the rate he desired. In 1949 he insisted that halting work on Villa Tevere could hobble Opus Dei for half a century; by 1960, it was clear that he knew what he was talking about.

“There are,” he said, “many Christians who are persuaded that the Redemption will be completed in all environments of the world, and that there have to be some souls—they do not know which ones— who will contribute to carrying it out with Christ. But they see this in terms of centuries, many centuries. It would be an eternity, if it were to take place at the rate of their self-giving.” 85 For him, by contrast, there was no room for hesitation: his zeal brooked no delays.

He was not, of course, able to do the prehistory of the new countries in Asia, Africa, or the Americas, as he had in Europe. But he shared in the efforts of his daughters and sons there, just the same. Though confined, as it were, within the walls of Villa Tevere, he was present by his prayer and mortification, wherever the expansion of Opus Dei was taking place.86

*      *      *
 

Bishop Paul Yoshigoro Taguchi, of Osaka, Japan, a man of great apostolic zeal, was concerned about the Christianization of Japan and the situation of students in his diocese. The Osaka area had a population of over seven million, and many universities, including five run by Protestants, as well as a great number of high schools. Young people graduating from the Catholic high schools went on to secular universities, many under Marxist influence and therefore a threat to their faith.87

On a trip to Rome in 1957, Bishop Taguchi sought advice on dealing with this problem. Cardinal Alfredo Ottaviani told him about Opus Dei and suggested that he speak with Monsignor Escrivá. The Father listened to him with sympathy, and the result was a trip to Japan in April of that year by Father Joseph Múzquiz, who was then the Regional Counsellor of Opus Dei in the United States.88

Father Múzquiz gave the founder a detailed report on his visit, which included meetings with several bishops on the islands of Honshu and Kyushu. The first member of Opus Dei left for Japan to stay on November 8, 1958, and others soon followed.89

The newcomers began to become professionally established once the Seido Language Institute got under way, in Ashiya, a city near Osaka and Kobe. The institute taught languages and introduced students to Western culture and Catholic doctrine.90 At the same time— 1960—the first women of Opus Dei set out from Rome for Japan.

*      *      *
 

The expansion of Opus Dei naturally brought Monsignor Escrivá into contact with an ever-growing number of ecclesiastical authorities in the dioceses involved. One instance in particular is instructive for the light it sheds on his prudence in governing and his patience in the face of conflict. The founder of Opus Dei first visited the patriarch of Lisbon, Cardinal Manuel Gonçalves Cerejeira, in February 1945, on the occasion of a trip taken at the urging of Sister Lucia, the surviving Fatima visionary whom he visited in Spain where she was then living.91 He visited the cardinal for a second time in September of that year, and on that occasion spoke at length about Opus Dei. The first center in Portugal was established in Coimbra, in 1946. A center in Lisbon followed in 1951. Throughout these meetings, the founder was aware that despite the cardinal’s friendliness, he seemed to draw back at the mention of apostolate in his diocese, as if offended at the idea of having lay people get involved in this work.92 At the founder’s request, Father Xavier de Ayala, the Counsellor of Portugal, kept the cardinal regularly and fully informed of what the members of the Work were doing, so that it would not be confused with the activity of religious. Still the cardinal showed some rigidity—enough to make the Counsellor write to the founder. By return mail he replied with reassurances: “Through your courteous dealings, he will overcome any prejudices.” 93

Following this advice, Father de Ayala kept in close touch with the cardinal and verbally asked his permission to set up a center for the women’s branch. The permission was granted in August 1952, and the center was established the following March.

During the next several years Opus Dei in Portugal grew without any complaints by Church authorities. Then in Christmas week of 1954, Father de Ayala received a letter from the cardinal conveying something other than “season’s greetings.” “I have learned,” he wrote, “that Opus Dei is trying to take a major step toward establishing itself definitively in Lisbon, and I feel obliged to call your attention to these three points.” The points were that four years after Opus Dei had been established (with his authorization), in Lisbon, it nevertheless was the case that neither the men’s nor the women’s branch was canonically established there, the authorizations for the centers that already existed were provisional only, and they had been granted “on an experimental basis.” 94

On January 6, the founder wrote to Father de Ayala, telling him to stay calm. “These incidents don’t have much importance, and will soon pass,” 95 he said, adding: “Be patient, take this little setback with cheerfulness and in silence, keep working quietly as you have up to now, and—I repeat—show that holy man the utmost respect and veneration, in accord with our practice and our spirit.” 96

Time passed but the situation remained unresolved.97 Learning that the cardinal had heard a rumor that Opus Dei was trying to remove itself from his jurisdiction, the founder considered going to Lisbon and clearing things up. But he could not leave Rome just then, so instead he sent Don Alvaro, praying that he might be able to free the cardinal’s mind of these “unjust prejudices.” 98

On May 16 and 17 Don Alvaro and the patriarch of Lisbon had two long meetings during which the cardinal explained what was bothering him.

Wasn’t it true, he demanded, that the Counsellor was trying to keep him in the dark about things that everyone else knew, since everyone was talking about them? For instance: the fact that Opus Dei now owned a bank. The Counsellor couldn’t have told him about Opus Dei’s bank, Don Alvaro replied, since Opus Dei didn’t have a bank. Members of Opus Dei work at their professions, he added, without having to give an account of what they do to their directors or Church authorities, including the bishop. The cardinal was clearly relieved at this explanation. So Don Alvaro promptly requested—and received— permission to establish a third Opus Dei center in Lisbon. The cardinal was formally notified of its establishment on July 30, 1956.99 All was cordial again.

Another year passed—apparently without any problems. Then the founder received a long letter from the patriarch, dated September 16, 1957, saying in part, “Last year the Procurator General, Rev. Alvaro del Portillo, came for the purpose, I believe, of clearing up the situation. We spoke to one another with total sincerity and confidence…. A year has gone by, and I am now writing to you again. During this time I have prayed, reflected, and taken counsel. And the decision is this: In conscience I believe that it is not a good thing, at this time, to admit Opus Dei to the Patriarchate of Lisbon, and that you should cease your activities in Lisbon.” 100 He went on to express reservations having to do with canon law.101

Replying on September 30, Monsignor Escrivá wrote that “after having attentively read and meditated on” the cardinal’s letter, he had put the matter in the hands of the General Council.102 The General Council, in view of the serious canonical issues involved, had concluded that it lacked competence and turned it over to the Holy See.103

Cardinal Cerejeira declared, in a letter dated October 6, that he would accept whatever the Holy See decided. Monsignor Escrivá responded in a conciliatory tone, stressing “the affection and veneration that I feel for you,” and saying it was “because the present case is not a personal matter, but a legal problem, that both of us have submitted to the judgment of the Holy See.” 104

The canonical issue was easily settled. On November 13, the nuncio to Portugal, received the Holy See’s decision—a confirmation of Opus Dei’s right to the three centers which had been legitimately established in Lisbon.105

The cardinal and the founder did not see each other again for many years. Then the cardinal, now in his eighties, heard that Monsignor Escrivá was going to spend a few days in Lisbon. He wanted to see him and have a long talk. The conversation took place on December 5, 1972. When Monsignor Escrivá, Don Alvaro, and the then-Father Javier Echevarría, the founder’s secretary, arrived at the retreat house where the cardinal was living, he was waiting anxiously for them. Bishop Echevarría tells what happened.

“The conversation had just begun, when Cerejeira hastened to tell the Father that he wanted to ask his pardon for the suffering and the great difficulties he had caused when he was running the diocese. The Father affectionately interrupted him, assuring him that there was nothing to forgive and that, furthermore, he had never felt offended. And then, with complete sincerity, he added that he also asked pardon if he had at any time caused the cardinal the least bit of grief.

“The cardinal could not accept that, for although he knew the Father, though he meant it, was saying it to make him feel better, when in fact there had never been any objective reason to complain about Opus Dei’s apostolic activities in his former diocese. So, after listening to the Father’s affectionate words, Cerejeira insisted that he felt obliged, in conscience, to ask pardon. He had let himself be overcome by an incomprehensible blindness and, by his claims, had sought to abuse his authority. He had thought it all over at length, he said, and had come to realize that his attitude had been inappropriate and completely unjust. Finally, the cardinal—visibly happy, as though relieved of a heavy burden—said, ‘Now I can die in peace.’ “ 106 He died close to his ninetieth birthday.

4. Corporate works

Opus Dei is concerned mainly with the formation of its members. “But the zeal for souls proper to its spirit means that sometimes Opus Dei itself, as a corporate entity, will promote apostolic endeavors and initiatives.” 107 These are called corporate works, since Opus Dei “assumes responsibility for the doctrinal and spiritual formation which is imparted in them.” 108 They include all kinds of activities—athletic, cultural, artistic, and educational—carried out for social-service purposes. And whether they be medical clinics, agricultural schools, technical-training centers, high schools, or anything else, all are also works of apostolate, conducted in accord with the lay spirituality proper to Opus Dei. The professional activities of the people running them are entirely secular and governed by civil law.109

Opus Dei’s first corporate work was the DYA Academy; one of its aims was the religious formation of college students. It was followed by university residences whose number grew along with the Work. Meanwhile the founder prayed intensely, and for many years, that the time would come for a major initiative in higher education, “in order to build a more just society.” 110 Finally he decided to take steps toward the founding of a university. Choosing Pamplona as its site, in 1951 he gave some of his sons in Spain the task of carrying out the first stage of the project: the establishment of the Navarre Institute of General Studies.111 In April 1952, Professors José Maria Albareda and Amadeo de Fuenmayor arrived in Pamplona. They were welcomed by the city government, which promised to look into the possibility of financial aid. Professor Ismael Sánchez Bella arrived in July 1952, and pressed the question. The government undertook to provide a two-year subsidy amounting to half of what he had requested. That was very little for launching a university, but Monsignor Escrivá insisted that the project go forward.

Francisco Ponz, one of the first presidents of the university, says, “The extraordinary supernatural faith of the Father, his confident hope, the impetus of love for God which, as in all the works that he undertook, moved him in getting the University of Navarre started, infected all of us and prevented any vacillation in the face of a project that many thought insane.” 112 But Monsignor Escrivá was anything but crazy. “Start small,” he told those involved in the project, “so that the result is a baby eagle, not a fried chick.” 113

Start small it did and then grew gradually. In 1952 the School of Law began, with eight faculty members and about forty students.114 Two years later, the founder suggested looking into the possibility of a school of medicine. Those consulted unanimously counseled delay, since money, buildings, equipment, technical services, and teachers were all lacking and acquiring them would take time and be expensive. Monsignor Escrivá considered that, and then suggested that the advisors take another look. Trusting him, they decided to move ahead. The School of Medicine and the School of Nursing began in 1954.115 The following year, the Department of History began.116 In 1958 the Institute of Journalism, and the Graduate Business School got under way.117 Finally, in 1959, the launching of what would be the School of Sciences and the creation of the Institute of Canon Law (affiliated with the Lateran University) completed the nucleus of the Navarre Institute of General Studies—the future University of Navarre.118

As the Institute of General Studies developed and grew some bishops began to hope that a new Catholic university would soon be in operation.119 Rome also supported the idea. Monsignor Escrivá would have preferred an institution recognized by the state under the terms of the 1953 Concordat between the Holy See and the Spanish government,120 but he began taking steps to have the Navarre Institute of General Studies set up as a Church university.121

On April 3, 1960, he submitted an official request to Cardinal Pizzardo that the Institute be established as a Catholic university, saying that it met “the conditions stipulated by the apostolic constitution Deus Scientiarum Dominus,” and the requirements concerning faculty, student residence, etc.122 The Holy See complied with this request in August, and on October 15 appointed Monsignor Escrivá chancellor.123

At the end of the summer, the founder returned from London to Rome, to seclude himself once again in his “nook,” Villa Tevere, though this time not for very long. There was awaiting him in Spain, in the second half of October, a list of academic events and religious ceremonies.

Some months before, he had reached an agreement with the nunciature, at the nuncio’s request, that priests of Opus Dei would take charge of the Pontifical Church of Saint Michael, in Madrid.124 He left Rome on October 10 and spent a few days in Madrid. For years he had been making only quick trips to Spain, and by now there were a great many Spanish members of Opus Dei who had never seen him. On Monday, October 17, he celebrated Mass at the Pontifical Church of Saint Michael—and it was packed. It had to have been a deeply moving experience, bringing to mind the first Mass he had ever said in Madrid, which had taken place in April 1927, in that very church.

From there he went to Saragossa, where on October 21 the president of the University of Saragossa, in a very solemn act of academic investiture, bestowed on him an honorary doctorate, and he then gave an address entitled “Aragon’s Mark on the Universal Church.” 125 Starting that afternoon, and during the rest of his stay in Saragossa, friends and old acquaintances streamed through the archbishop’s residence, where he was staying at the archbishop’s insistence. An eye witness recalls the scene: “Young people, and some who were not so young, “fought to get close to our Father and receive his blessing, a sign of the cross on the forehead, a kiss, a caress, or just to touch his cassock.” 126 What did he make of so much honor being heaped on him? When he got back to Rome the doctoral ring that he had worn at the investiture ceremony was hung on the ear of a terra-cotta donkey in a display cabinet.127

On October 24 he went to Pamplona. On the next day, a long procession of professors from the fledgling University of Navarre and other Spanish universities, together with local and regional civil authorities, made its way through the decorated streets of the city to the cathedral, where the Archbishop celebrated a Mass attended by a third of Spain’s bishops. After Mass, in the Gothic hall of the cathedral, a ceremony formally establishing the new university took place. The nuncio, Archbishop Ildebrando Antoniutti, read the decree effecting the Institute’s transformation.128

In an afternoon ceremony the chancellor was given the title of “Adopted Son of Pamplona.” There he gave this brief sketch of the role of the university:

We want to make Navarre a first-rate cultural center in the service of our Mother the Church. We want learned people with a Christian sense of life to be formed here. In this environment, so well suited to calm reflection, we want knowledge grounded in the most solid principles to be cultivated, with its light cast upon every field of human learning.129


In his vision of what the university should be, the dominant idea was that of service. Indeed his address that morning had been on “The University at the Service of the World.” 130

The purposes of the new university, he said, were to “promote research,” “offer specialized courses,” and “contribute to the development of a synthesis of culture” by making clear “the unity of human truth, illuminated and vivified by the Catholic faith.” 131 Conducted on Christian principles, the university would be open to everyone, without discrimination, and would be free and autonomous. From its halls would come fine men and women with a great love for the truth. In an address given there on May 9, 1974, he put it this way:

The university knows that the objectivity required for science rightly rules out all ideological neutrality, all ambiguity, all conformism, all cowardliness. Love for the truth permeates the whole life and work of the scientist, and fortifies his character of honesty in the face of possibly uncomfortable situations.132


Ultimately, Monsignor Escrivá looked to the University of Navarre, as to the other corporate works of Opus Dei, to be a seedbed of spiritual growth. “I measure the effectiveness of those enterprises,” he said, “by the degree of holiness attained by those working in them.” 133

In October, 1960, the dean of the School of Medicine, a member of the Work, approached him to voice some concerns. The Father interrupted him. “And you, why did you come to Pamplona?” he asked. “To help build this university,” the dean replied. To which Monsignor Escrivá responded emphatically and loudly: “My son, you have come here to become a saint. If you succeed in doing that, you will have accomplished everything.” 134

Now that Navarre was a university, Church and State needed to iron out the details so that it could confer degrees having full civil recognition.” 135 That “should have been easy, but the business dragged on for a year and a half and required the signing of an agreement between the Holy See and the Spanish government to resolve some notable difficulties.” 136

Obstacles came from very different sources. First there were the politicians connected with the Falange, which had an authoritarian view of the state and opposed academic freedom at universities. Some university professors felt the same way.137 Then, just as the proposal for recognition was being prepared, a rumor began circulating that Opus Dei had established the University without consulting the Spanish bishops.138 As the nuncio well knew, however, the requests, advice, and instructions of the Holy See had been followed from the start.

In April 1962 the negotiations were completed and the agreement was signed. In May it was formally ratified by the Spanish government and the Holy See. The decree of the National Education Ministry granting civil validity to degrees conferred by the University of Navarre was published on September 8, 1962.

In a letter written two days after the signing of the agreement, the founder thanks the nuncio, Archbishop Antoniutti, for his “affectionate solicitude and holy tenacity,” adding, “I cannot forget the difficulties—some misunderstandings—that Your Excellency had to overcome.” 139

He had plenty of opportunity to exercise his own “holy tenacity,” for he faced barriers of incredible obstinacy and prejudice on the part of some civil authorities and the press of an authoritarian country. In the ensuing conflicts, he vigorously deployed arguments based on justice and common sense. A letter to Pope Paul VI, written on June 14, 1964, after the dust had settled, sums up his involvement in the negotiations:

Faced with the state’s resistance to drawing the legal consequence (civil recognition) of a solemn act of the Church (the establishment of the Catholic university), I went to Spain and protested, first to Franco, then to all the ministers, one by one. Only two conversations were unpleasant and tense: that with Minister Solís, Secretary of the Falange and head of the labor unions, and, especially, that with Castiella.140


Financing the university was another problem. As the number of departments and schools went up, so did the budget. Available assistance covered only 30 percent of the cost. The Association of Friends of the University of Navarre was established in 1962, for fundraising.141 There was no question of seeking subsidies from the Church. “Never give us anything—not even a Mass stipend,” the founder told the Archbishop of Pamplona.142

*      *      *
 

Around this time, Archbishop Gastone Mojaisky Perelli, apostolic delegate for East and West British Africa, was reflecting on the uncertain future of the African continent, which at mid-century had experienced a very rapid decolonization. In response to an upsurge in nationalism, by 1960 more than twenty countries had gained total independence. And now forces long suppressed by the colonial regimes were asserting themselves. The apostolic delegate was in Mombasa in Kenya, which had just emerged from the Mau Mau uprising, and was now preparing for independence. In the neighboring countries, too, history was being made at a dizzying pace. And the headlong scramble for preeminence under way in the spheres of politics and culture extended also to religious institutions.

Archbishop Mojaisky had drawn troubling conclusions about what was happening. “We’ve lost the race in the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland. It’s already been a few months since the Queen Mother established a university there. And we’ve lost the race in Uganda, where Makerere College is up and running. I don’t want to lose the next round.” 143

He decided to write to Monsignor Escrivá, whom he had met in Rome, and greatly admired.

Mombasa, October 26, 1957

Illustrious and esteemed Monsignor:


I want to take advantage of our “old friendship” to ask of you a very great favor for the Church in these lands. You know the needs and potential of the African missions. We have reached a critical point. The number of Christians, the increase in conversions, the imminent change to “self-government,” etc., have set in motion a game that will have extraordinary consequences for Africa’s future.


The next twenty years will decide—who knows for how long—whether Catholicism will be the religion of the majority, with the greatest influence in these lands, or whether— God forbid—it will be reduced to one more Christian sect among so many.


Thus it is of the utmost importance that a Catholic university be founded—even if it’s only one department, offering only the first courses in its one subject. It is essential to get there ahead of the others….


I ask you, before God, to see if you can provide me, as soon as possible, with members who can start a civil engineering school in Nairobi, Kenya. They should be English-speaking, and the president possibly from Great Britain (Oxford or Cambridge).


I should add that the Propagation of the Faith would help us financially.


I beg you, then, to answer me (in the affirmative) and to see if you can send someone to study the proposal on-site.


Cordially yours in our Lord.144


Monsignor Escrivá could hardly reject such a priestly and Catholic request. By return mail he replied as follows:

Rome, November 4, 1957

Your Excellency:


I received your letter of October 26, and want to answer it immediately.


You can’t imagine how overwhelmed we are with work right now…. And it will be another few years before we could provide you with all the people that would be needed.


Nevertheless, Your Excellency’s request is such a priestly one that it is impossible for me to say no. So, as Your Excellency wishes, at the end of January a couple of my sons who are engineers—one of them English-speaking—will go there to work with Your Excellency on how to get that project started. After they get back and report to the General Council, we will try to get that engineering school under way as soon as possible. Let us hope it will be the foundation for a full university.


Financial help from Propagation of the Faith will really be necessary, since we are swamped in debt, with the many apostolic endeavors that Opus Dei has launched simultaneously in so many different countries.


Don’t forget to pray for us, Your Excellency.


Affectionately yours in the Lord,


Josemescrivá de B.145

In October 1958, at the founder’s request, Father Pedro Casciaro visited Kenya to see how things stood.146 England was at that time preparing Kenya for independence. With a multiracial transitional government in place, Monsignor Escrivá was open to founding a Catholic university, provided that the government would guarantee to respect its independence, and autonomous functioning. But this proved impossible, and the project therefore would have to be modified.

But the Sacred Congregation, Archbishop Mojaisky, and the archbishop of Nairobi, John J. McCarthy, had no idea what to do. The existing educational system required the creation of special two-year schools to serve as bridges between secondary education and the university, and such schools did not exist in Kenya.147

It was the founder, Father Casciaro tells us, who suggested establishing an “institute of higher education” and a student residence. The institution, Strathmore College, would observe the secularity proper to Opus Dei, and adhere to four general guidelines: It would be interracial; it would be open to non-Catholics and non-Christians; it would not be classified as a mission school; and students would have to pay at least a token amount, since otherwise they might not appreciate what they were receiving.148

Strathmore College opened in March 1961, with the political transition in full swing. Legislative elections that year cleared the way for internal autonomy in 1962, followed by total independence in 1963. British and Kenyan authorities alike were skeptical about the prospects of a college open to students of every race, tribe, and religion. It was the first such experiment in East Africa, and no one thought it would succeed. From the outset, nevertheless it admitted Africans, whites, and Indians; adherents of all religions, and members of different tribes. This reflected a guiding principle supplied by the founder of Opus Dei: “There is only one race, the race of the children of God.” 149

Acting at his suggestion, the women of the Work established Kianda College, Kenya’s first secretarial school. It was a contribution to the social advancement of Kenyan women, since its graduates, coming from all social classes and walks of life, went on to staff public organizations and private enterprises.150

Bringing all these different religious, ethnic, and tribal groups to live and study together, without discrimination or prejudice, was not only idealistic, but, as it turned out, necessary. “Had those guidelines not been followed,” says Father Casciaro, “when Kenya gained independence the College would have either disappeared or been expropriated.” 151

*      *      *
 

In 1956 Monsignor Escrivá learned that Pope Pius XII wanted Opus Dei to take on one of the prelatures nullius shortly to be established in mission territories. Bishop Antonio Samoré, an official of the Secretariat of State, visited him, and showed him a map of Peru indicating the boundaries of the new jurisdictions. Then he invited the founder to choose the one that seemed most suitable for the Work. The founder declined. He would prefer to let others choose. Opus Dei would take what was left.152

By an apostolic constitution dated April 12, 1957, a new prelature nullius was established and assigned to Opus Dei. It was made up of the territories of the provinces of Huarochirí and Yauyos that were taken from the archdiocese of Lima. Named prelate was Monsignor— later Bishop—Ignacio María de Orbegozo y Goicoechea, of Opus Dei.153

Five years later, the archbishop of Lima (Cardinal Juan Landázuri) and the prelate of Yauyos, asked the Holy See to adjust the boundaries.154 The prelature, after that adjustment, covered an area of about 6,000 square miles, with a population of about 165,000. Bishop Orbegozo describes it as, “an extremely poor and isolated area, for lack of roads. Altitudes ranged from 9,000 to 18,000 feet. It was destitute. More than ninety churches were in semi-ruins and abandoned. There had been no priests there for twenty-five years.” 155

From the start the prelate was assisted by a number of diocesan priests, members of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross, whose bishops had given them permission to transfer to the new prelature. They ministered to miserably poor villages and hamlets lost among mountain peaks or abandoned on desolate plateaus, making their rounds on horseback on mountain trails winding along the edges of precipices. The trails were often so narrow that a false step would have sent them hurtling down. They administered the sacraments—Baptism, Matrimony, Anointing of the Sick—repaired ruined churches, heard confessions and celebrated Mass. Many of the people spoke only Quechuan; but the priests preached to them and consoled them just the same.

The Father thought often of those priests. This is one of the letters he wrote them:

Paris, January 30, 1958

Dearest Ignacio and everyone—may Jesus keep those sons in Yauyos safe for me.


How much I’ve been wanting to write to you! But, as others have already told you, what with illnesses and work that couldn’t be postponed, it’s been nearly impossible to write even a few lines.


I am especially concerned about you fellows—I am praying for you, and getting others to, and I’m with you, and I’m very proud of you.


I know how hard it is to break ground. As soon as possible we will try to have other brothers of yours go there, until there are twenty of you, besides the prelate. We won’t leave any stone unturned, and I am sure that we will surpass all our goals.


Be men of prayer, fulfill the norms for me. Always be cheerful and optimistic. Eat, sleep, look after one another, obeying your prelate with a supernatural spirit. Be sincere, observe the blessed practice of fraternal correction. And don’t forget that this poor sinner, your Father, offers you every day to the Lord and to our Blessed Mother, holy Mary, as the firstfruits of the missionary work that will soon be expanding to Nairobi and Osaka—a shoreless sea of Love!


With all my soul, I bless and embrace you.


Your Father,
Mariano 156

Some nights when he couldn’t sleep, the Father would travel in imagination to where they were, and trudge up and down the mountains with them, sharing in their fatigue. He wrote to the prelate: “How glad I would be to see each and every one of my sons there, and chat with them at length. I’m hoping the Lord will give me that joy very soon—I, too, live and breathe for Yauyos.” 157

His great dream was to see priestly vocations springing up in the Andes to continue the work of the priests sent from Europe. He wrote the prelate:

“I pray for all of you every day, and I pray especially for those young men you are preparing—I am already dreaming of the priestly vocations for the prelature of Yauyos that will come from among those Indians. The work may not be easy, but I know it’s the right thing and in the end will bear fruit for the religious future of those lands.” 158


A quarter-century later, Bishop Orbegozo was able to give this account of the Prelature of Yauyos:

Having just marked its twenty-fifth anniversary, this territory, so cherished by the founder in his heart and in his daily prayer, is an ecclesiastical territory with an enviable structure. It has a major seminary and twenty native-born priests. And some first-rate apostolic enterprises—a broadcasting station, schools, model farms, a teachers’ college, laboratories, and the like—and, among the faithful, a high level of practice of the faith.159
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108 Rolf Thomas, Sum. 7686. Other activities—personal efforts of members of Opus Dei, in cooperation with other citizens, Catholic or not—cannot be classified as “corporate,” since Opus Dei as such does not take on responsibility for their spiritual direction.

109 See Letter 15 Aug 1953, no. 22, and Conversations, no. 18.

110
Conversations, no. 82. In October 1951 the Gaztelueta Institute in Bilbao opened its doors. It embodied another of the founder’s ideas in regard to Christian education—a high school where the formation of parents and teachers was also very important, a center where educators and students worked together in a family atmosphere through the practice of human virtues such as sincerity, loyalty, companionship, and cheerfulness.

111 The name “university” could not be used since the law then governing universities did not permit the establishment of secular universities not run by the state. So it was called an institute of general studies, which in the Middle Ages was another name for an institution providing university-level education.

112 AGP, RHF, T–04151 (testimony of Francisco Ponz), p. 18. The first president of the university was Ismael Sánchez Bella. He served until February 1960, and was succeeded by Professor José María Albareda, who was followed, in 1966, by Professor Francisco Ponz. See AGP, RHF, EF–591205–1 and EF–591205–2 (letters from the founder to Professors Albareda and Sánchez Bella).

113 Mario Lantini, PR, p. 599.

114 The budget for that academic year was 238,700 pesetas (the equivalent then of less than $15,000). See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 617.

115 See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 617; AGP, RHF, T–06305 (testimony of Ismael Sánchez Bella), p. 17; and T–02769 (testimony of Amadeo de Fuenmayor), p. 8.

116 The first two years were the same for all the liberal arts students.

117 The latter was located in Barcelona. It was eventually merged with the University of Navarre.

118 The founder had in mind a canon-law institute for research, and the formation of clergy and laymen. Don Alvaro explained the thinking involved in a letter of May 8, 1958:

1) We should not establish a school of canon law, but rather a canon-law institute within the existing law school. Later we would create other institutes—of scholastic philosophy, of sacred theology, of Church history— within the respective schools of the Institute of General Studies. This would offer a complete Catholic formation to the students of the Institute, which would, in this way, become a most effective Catholic university, open also to clergy.


2) Naturally, the institutes would be set up in a gradual and orderly fashion. Only that of canon law would start functioning immediately.


3) For the time being we would seek, not the establishment of this canon-law institute, but its affiliation with a pontifical athenaeum.


(The original is in AGP, section “Apostolic Expansion,” University of Navarre, 1.1.9.)

The decree of affiliation of the Institute of Canon Law with the Lateran University was signed by Cardinal Giuseppe Pizzardo, Prefect of the Sacred Congregation for Seminaries and Universities, and was dated June 12, 1959. (The original is in AGP, section “Apostolic Expansion,” University of Navarre, 1.1.14.)

After 1960—that is, after the establishment of the university—many other study centers were added, including the Liberal Arts Institute (1960), the Advanced Technical School of Industrial Engineering (1962), the School of Social Services (1963), the Philosophy Institute (1964), the School of Architecture (1964), the School of Biological Sciences (1964), the School of Pharmacy (1964), the School of Physical Sciences (1965), the International Institute of Educational Sciences (1965), the Theology Institute (1967), the School of Technical Industrial Engineering (1969), and the School of Theology (1969). See AGP, RHF, T–04151 (testimony of Francisco Ponz), pp. 49–50.

119 See AGP, section “Apostolic Expansion,” University of Navarre, 1.6.33: the letter of 17 Aug 1959 from Bishop Pedro Cantero, of Huelva.

120 The article states: “The Holy Church can freely exercise the right that it has, according to canon 1375 of the Code of Canon Law, to set up and run public schools of any type and level, including for lay people”: Acta Apostolicae Sedis (henceforth abbreviated as AAS) 35 (1953), 648.

121 On the intervention of Cardinal Tardini, see AGP, RHF, EF–610317–1, a letter from the founder to Cardinal Bueno Monreal. “Cardinal Tardini has told me,” he says, “that the Church wants to turn the Navarre Institute of General Studies into a university.”

On the secular character of the new university, Bishop Javier Echevarría says: “On the other hand, the secularity of the spirit of that institution was confirmed by the secular faculties and by the high level of its academic demands and by the scientific research carried out there” (Sum. 2202).

122 AGP, RHF, EF–600403–2. This petition was backed by three important letters that were sent with it to the Holy See. One of these was written to Cardinal Pizzardo on April 25, 1960, by Enrique Delgado Gómez, the archbishop of Pamplona. Among the considerations in favor of quickly establishing the Institute as a university, he mentions “the maturity attained”; “the opportunity itself, for the establishment,” since “it will be hard to find in Spain any circumstances more favorable for carrying out the necessary negotiations with the civil government”; and “the guarantee of the academic prestige of the faculty, the doctrinal purity of the teaching, and the continuity in time of the whole endeavor.” A copy of this letter can be found in AGP, section “Apostolic Expansion,” University of Navarre, 1.3.13. See also the letter of Miguel Javier Urmeneta Ajarnaute, the mayor of Pamplona, to the nuncio, Cardinal Ildebrando Antoniutti, dated 25 Apr 1960 (1.3.15), and the letter of Miguel Gortari Errea, the vice president of the local government of Navarre, dated 9 May 1960 (1.3.14).

123 Both decrees were signed by Cardinal Pizzardo, the prefect of the Sacred Congregation for Seminaries and Universities. See AAS 52 (1960), 988–90, and AGP, RHF, D-15102.

124 The basilica had been under the care of a community of Redemptorists. When they informed the nuncio, Cardinal Antoniutti, that they could no longer continue to take care of it, the nuncio relentlessly insisted that priests of Opus Dei do so. See César Ortiz-Echagüe, Sum. 6852, and AGP, RHF, EF–591031–1 (a letter from the founder to Cardinal Antoniutti).

125 See University of Saragossa, Department of Publications, Universidad 3–4 (1960).

126 AGP, RHF, T–06308 (testimony of Alejandro Cantero Fariña), p. 56. See also T– 08250 (testimony of Father Florencio Sánchez Bella), p. 2, and EF–601030–3 (a letter from the founder to Archbishop Morcillo).

127 See AGP, RHF, T–05132 (testimony of María del Carmen Sánchez Merino), p. 115, and Blanca Fontán Suanzes, Sum. 6949.

128 A bishop who took part in the ceremony says: “I still remember—it seems like I’m seeing it now—that personal and expressive gesture that Don Josemaría made when … I went up to him to show him my pleasure and joy. He put his hands to his head and said to me in a low voice, ‘Bishop! What an embarrassment! What an embarrassment for me!’” (Santos Moro, in Testimonios, pp. 153–54).

129
Nuestro Tiempo 78 (Pamplona, 1960). For more on the founder’s ideas in the fields of science and education, see Francisco Ponz, “La educación y el quehacer educativo en las enseñanzas de Monseñor Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer,” in En Memoria.

130 Years later, going more deeply into this idea, he said, “A university must educate its students to have a sense of service to society, promoting the common good with their professional work and their activity” (Conversations, no. 74). On another occasion, in an address in Pamplona on May 9, 1974, he said, “This world of ours will be saved not by those who are trying to snuff out the life of the spirit by reducing everything to questions of economics or of material well-being, but by those who have faith in God and in man’s eternal destiny”: Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y la Universidad (Pamplona: University of Navarre, 1993), p. 108.

131 See, in the archive of the University of Navarre, its Annual Report and Budget for 1959–1960, pp. 5–6. See also Josemaría Escrivá, p. 98, and Christ Is Passing By, no. 10.

132
Josemaría Escrivá, p. 106. Every work, every enterprise, every job or task, according to the founder, should be salt, doctrine, and apostolic leaven—never something neutral or insipid. In 1963 he wrote to the Counsellor of Spain (Father Florencio Sánchez Bella): “I have just been given the first issue of the magazine that those daughters of mine are publishing. I picked it up with enthusiasm, for many reasons, and I liked the presentation, the illustrations and photos and what have you. But I’m writing you right away so that you can tell them for me that it gave me the impression of a dish that is very attractive, but without salt. That publication could have been put out by a group of pagans. Couldn’t there be said, with feminine grace, some things—news items, commentaries, doctrine!—that would be pleasant to read and make an impact on the soul?” (AGP, RHF, EF–630927–1). The magazine referred to was one which a few women of Opus Dei were putting out as a personal apostolate.

133
Letter 31 May 1954, no. 34. “The Father,” says Ismael Sánchez Bella, “whenever he mentioned the work we were doing at the University of Navarre, would stress its apostolic character, saying, ‘A Catholic university? Apostolic!’” (AGP, RHF, T–06305, p. 19). In no way did the founder want a “neutral” education (see Ignacio Celaya, Sum. 5905).

134 See AGP, RHF, T–00171 (testimony of Eduardo Ortiz de Landázuri), pp. 1–2. See also Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2203, and Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 708.

135 AGP, section “Apostolic Expansion,” University of Navarre, 1.3.13 (a letter from Archbishop Delgado to Cardinal Pizzardo).

136 After the nunciature sent a note (on November 19, 1960), the National Education Ministry set up a committee on giving recognition to the degrees bestowed by the university. But it was not until September 8, 1962, following a great deal of back and forth between Madrid and Rome, that the relevant decree was finally issued by the ministry. See Amadeo de Fuenmayor, El Convenio entre la Santa Sede y España sobre Universidades de estudios civiles (Pamplona, 1966), pp. 70–73.

137 For example, a report by the National Education Ministry committee that studied the proposal opposed a “system of complete academic freedom, equal for all,” because “to introduce this into our legislation would mean a radical change in the principles of Spanish academic law—a change whose ultimate consequences cannot be foreseen” (Proposal of the Ministerial Committee [National Education Ministry] Regarding Recognition of the Studies Completed at the University of Navarre, 21 May 1961, Historical Archives, University of Navarre).

138 See AGP, RHF, EF–601123–1, EF–610317–1, and EF–611013–1 (letters from the founder; the first two to Bishop José María Bueno Monreal, and the other to Bishop Marcelino Olaechea).

139 AGP, RHF, EF–620407–1.

140 AGP, RHF, EF–640614–1. This letter notes that the agreement contains provisions more rigorous than those applied to the state universities. One condition was that 75 percent of the University of Navarre’s professors had to have been tenured professors of state universities. See also Alvaro del Portillo, PR, p. 781, and César Ortiz-Echagüe, Sum. 6844.

141 See the University of Navarre’s Memorias. In the school year 1964–1965, the University had 3,374 students; in 1992–1993, it had 12,420.

142 Enrique Delgado Gómez, in Testimonios, p. 132.

To Bishop Abilio de Campo of Calahorra, who suggested having dioceses contribute financially to the University if they had seminarians studying theology and canon law there, the founder responded, “I have to say that I greatly appreciate your wonderful goodwill, but it is stipulated in the University’s constitution that it is never to receive such help from the dioceses. The only thing the University and I myself wish from the bishops is that they pray and get others to pray for the cultural and apostolic fruit of the schools of ecclesiastical studies” (AGP, RHF, EF–721020–1).

143 Uganda was the most Catholic territory in his area of jurisdiction as apostolic delegate.

144 The original of this letter is in AGP, section “Apostolic Expansion,” Kenya, 1.1.1.

145 AGP, RHF, EF–571104–1.

146 See AGP, RHF, EF–581017–1.

147 See AGP, RHF, EF–591022–1 (a letter to Archbishop McCarthy). Archbishop McCarthy was consecrated bishop in 1946, and appointed as archbishop of Nairobi in 1953.

148 Pedro Casciaro, Sum. 6345. For more on requiring at least a token contribution, see the following chapter, section 6 (“The Foundational Charism”).

149 Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2224. See also Conversations, no. 71. In those years the population was in a state of flux. At the time of independence, there were about fifty thousand Europeans, some two hundred thousand Asians, and more than nine million Africans.

Monsignor Escrivá already was looking forward to the first Kenyan members of Opus Dei, men and women who would be “an instrument for the effective growth of our apostolic work in Africa” (AGP, RHF, EF–620203–1: a letter to Father Casciaro). His first daughters to go to Kenya had hardly arrived when he asked them, “When will the first vocation come?” (AGP, RHF, EF–620430–1).

150 See Teresa Acerbis, Sum. 4986; Carmen Ramos García, Sum. 7370; and Blanca Fontán Suanzes, PM, fol. 1082v. Kianda was also run with the same Christian spirit as Strathmore.

151 Pedro Casciaro, Sum. 6345. In his testimony for the beatification process, Bishop Echevarría says: “A short time later, work began in Nigeria, with the same guidelines and intentions: to reach and serve everyone, without discrimination.… The rebellion in Biafra had broken out. Although the Servant of God accepted what the Lord disposed with respect to the lives of his children, he naturally was concerned about what might happen to them, and he prayed a lot and had others pray. He received a letter from his sons, when the members of all Catholic institutions had already been expelled from the country. It said the government authorities had treated them with the greatest respect and affection, considering them like citizens of the country, because they had seen that they practiced no discrimination of any kind—racial, religious, or tribal. They added that they were still working, each at his post, without suffering the least harassment” (Sum. 2225).

152 A prelature nullius is a Church jurisdiction not yet a diocese.

At the end of 1956, before those mission territories were established, the founder received news from Lima that the diocese of Mallorca (in Spain) had made a commitment to send priests to Peru to look after the mission there. He immediately wrote to Bishop Samoré, saying, “We are willing to go at any time to Yauyos—and to whatever other place the Holy See indicates to us. But I would like to suggest, with all due respect, that it might be better to send us to a territory in which no one could say that we were trespassing on the apostolic work that other Spanish diocesan priests had come to do” (AGP, RHF, EF–561229–1).

In the conversation in which Bishop Samoré asked him to take pastoral charge of a mission territory in Peru, the founder noted that such work is not, properly speaking, one of the Work’s purposes—Opus Dei does not take charge of ecclesiastical structures or initiatives. He accepted the request when Bishop Samoré pointed out that it was an express desire of the Pope. Even so, the apostolic endeavors that the members of the Work in Yauyos and Cañete carry out, such as the Valle Grande Rural Institute for subsistence farmers or the Condoray Center for the professional training of rural women, do have a lay character. See AGP, RHF, EF–570514–3 (a letter from the founder to Father José de Orbegozo y Tellería), and Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2384.

153 See AAS 49 (1957), 307 and 881. Upon establishing the prelature, the Holy Father named Monsignor Orbegozo as prelate. He took office on October 2, 1957.

154 One reason why the territory of the province of Cañete was added to the prelature was the need to provide financial support to very poor territories that lacked priests, money, and resources. The annexation of Cañete was a considerable help.

155 Ignacio María de Orbegozo y Goicoechea, Sum. 7277. As is usually the case in these situations, the prelate was not a bishop at the time that the prelature was established; see AGP, RHF, EF–570514–3 (a letter from the founder to Father José de Orbegozo). On January 25, 1964, Monsignor Orbegozo was made a bishop. At first he was titular bishop of Ariasso, and then, as of April 26, 1968, he was bishop of Chiclayo. See AGP, RHF, EF–631203–2 and EF–640205–1.

156 AGP, RHF, EF–580130–1.

157 AGP, RHF, EF–591014–1.

158 AGP, RHF, EF–600216–2.

159 Ignacio María de Orbegozo y Goicoechea, Sum. 7277.
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Pen Strokes for a Biographical Sketch
 

1. Spiritual paternity

It is now time to attempt a biographical sketch of the founder—a not at all easy task. To show and assess the wealth that the great figures of humanity bring with them is a daunting enterprise. Granted, the first stages—infancy, childhood, adolescence—are easy enough to cover. The information about a young personality is always scarce, and the historical contexts, generally speaking, are not too complex. But later it becomes difficult to capture in one look the power of a man of action, and still more so if he is one who has a rich inner life. It is then not enough to evoke his figure with a handful of memories, perhaps regrouping disparate events. The great personages of history have a destiny marked by a mission received from on high. To truly get to know them, it is necessary to see them both in action and in repose.

*      *      *
 

Monsignor Escrivá had by now spent over thirty years in his great enterprise. On October 2, 1928, he had accepted his mission as founder. Having in his hands a divine task, he wrote a few years later: “It is not within our power to concede, cut out, or change anything having to do with the spirit and organization of the Work.” 1 And in his personal journal he put it even more dramatically: “Jesus, may your Work never stray from its aim. From now on, Lord, accursed be anyone who tries—in vain, of course—to alter the course that you have marked out.” 2 Conscious of the historic importance of the mission of implanting Opus Dei in the world, the founder felt totally unworthy and overwhelmed. He saw himself as a “deaf and inept instrument.”

He sought strength and refuge in prayer and mortification, asking why him and not someone else:

O Lord! Why is it I whom you have sought out—I, who am nothing—when there are so many men who are holy, wise, rich, and full of prestige? 3


In no way did he consider himself an indispensable element in that mission God was entrusting to him. He had the feeling that the Lord would let him live until the Work was well established, and yet, especially in those perilous years of and around the Spanish Civil War, he would often ask the first members of Opus Dei, “[If I were to die,] would you continue working to carry out Opus Dei, even at the cost of your possessions and your reputation, and your professional activity, placing, in a word, your whole life at the service of God in his Work?” 4 The founder acted with full awareness of the historic importance of each and every one of his actions, both in his struggle to open up the path that would be traveled by children of his for centuries to come, and in the care that he took to preserve papers of every kind—notes, letters, receipts, bills, even trip tickets. From early on he saw, in the light of God’s presence, the grandeur of his call, but he refrained from showing this to those who followed him. A lot of time had to go by before he was able to say to them:

My children, I have to present to you a consideration that, when I was young, I would not have dared even think, much less express. It seems to me that I should say it to you now. In my life, I have made the acquaintance of several popes, many cardinals, and a multitude of bishops. But founders of Opus Dei? There is only one! Even if it’s a poor sinner like me. I am firmly convinced that the Lord chose the worst he could find, to make it very clear that the Work is his. But God will demand of you an account of your having been close to me, because he has entrusted the spirit of Opus Dei to me, and I have transmitted it to you.5


One day, around 1955, two directors of the Central Advisory visited Bishop Pedro Altabella, a good friend of the Father’s since 1934. During the conversation he commented to these two women that they did not fully appreciate who their founder was—that a day would come when the name of Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer would be heard in the most remote corner of the world. They later related this to the Father, and he, in all simplicity, replied, “My daughters, this is true. That is why, every day, prostrate on the floor, I recite the ‘Miserere’ psalm.” 6

He found deeply repugnant any trace of a personality cult, since, as he insisted, Opus Dei “is not my work, it’s God’s and only God’s!” 7 What he claimed for himself was the modest role of Balaam’s donkey. “In the Work,” he said, “everything is God’s, nothing is mine, but taking into account that God, in order to speak to people, makes use even of Balaam’s donkey.” 8

Imbued with the certainty of Opus Dei’s supernatural origin, he looked confidently to the future. Others would continue the task when it came time for him to render an account of his efforts. Thanks to God, he would leave his work firmly established, and “sculpted” in its details, such that it would resist any destructive action of time, and any instance of human weakness or clumsiness that should occur. The founder had, indeed, prudently incorporated into the Codex, or internal law of the Work, everything essential. The spirit of the Work was reflected there in detail. His children would need to incarnate it faithfully, making sure it did not lose its strength. For the Codex, he told them, is “perpetual, holy, and inviolable.” 9 And, moved by his faith in divine assistance, he remarked that “ordinarily, in many institutions, when the founder disappears, there occurs a kind of earthquake,” and then said, “I don’t have the slightest worry—in Opus Dei that will never happen.” 10

But, as faithfully as it does reflect the spirit of Opus Dei, the internal law of the Work would be a dead letter if the founder had not transmitted something living: a style, a tradition, a spirituality, that would give a historical continuity to that way of sanctification. Armed with constancy and affection, the founder personally worked at incorporating that internal law into the interior lives of his children. In the talks and meditations that he gave, and in the get-togethers after meals and on feast days, he gave practical directives, confidential counsels, or explanations of this or that point of the history of Opus Dei.

In one of those get-togethers it was brought up that Don Alvaro was going to have a book published. The founder, during the discussion, mentioned some books that he himself wanted to write; but, as he went along, he gave an unexpected twist to the idea. Calling Don Alvaro’s attention to the faces of those around him, he exclaimed, “Look at this library! These are my works!” 11

For many years, when a new student arrived at the Roman College of the Holy Cross, or happened to run into him in a corridor or on a patio of Villa Tevere, the Father would invite him for a walk.12 They would then stroll through halls, across patios, into oratories, chatting. From time to time the Father would notice some little flaw: a slight mark on the wall, a latch that did not close quite right, a stain on the floor. He was not going around searching for such imperfections. But sometimes many people had passed by that spot without noticing anything wrong. No one had seen the need for making a rectification, until the Father passed by and noticed what the others had not. He undoubtedly had a sixth sense for noticing things. It was a matter of looking at the world “through eyes dilated by love.” 13

The non-fulfillment of a schedule, the slamming of a door, the misplacing of a tool—any such thing saddened him, because of what it signified, a lack of concern for the little things, something poorly done. And this indicated a lack of love for God, and of awareness of his presence. And, finally, a negligence through which, eventually, a spirit of tepidity could creep in. And if it was something serious, and the damage it could cause warranted this, he would gather together his children at the Roman College and make them take a hard look at the problem. Hadn’t anyone noticed it? Were they getting oblivious? Hadn’t they heard him say a thousand times that great souls pay a lot of attention to the little things?

But carrying out Opus Dei was not just a matter of offering to a select group of souls a way of sanctification grounded in everyday events. The divine plan had universal dimensions; it was aimed at nothing less than a renewing of the Christian life of men and women of every country. That new spirit of renewal was imprinted in the soul of the founder, along with the foundational charism. God willed that a deep furrow be opened in the history of humanity. This great historic plan revolved around the founder, in that he was the uniquely chosen repository of the message and spirit of Opus Dei. He was, therefore, directly responsible to God. “I am the founder,” he said, “and I know what the Lord has asked of me. Were I to delegate and abandon my responsibility, I would be putting my soul at risk, and the Lord would demand of me a very strict account.” 14

He had great freedom, but not to make concessions with regard to his mission. “I have,” he said, “the responsibility of defending what belongs to the Lord, even at the cost of my life, because he has asked me to put my life into this effort.” 15 He had to find solutions for “a heap of impossibilities,” 16 and, from the very start, he found himself plunged in an atmosphere governed by “the most brutal lack of understanding.” 17

For a long time he lived on sheer faith, affirming that he would never doubt “the divinity of the Work, nor its realization.” 18 He hoped, against hope, that apostles would come to the Work. “Many will come—God will do it!” he wrote in 1930, in his personal journal.19 In 1934, when he already had a small group of followers that he could speak of as a family, he gradually put into operation his charism of being “Father, teacher, and guide of saints.” 20

That spiritual paternity—great and fruitful, like the paternity of the patriarchs of the Old Testament—filled his entire soul. He suggested that when it came time to bury him, there should be engraved on his tombstone “genuit filios et filias” (“He begot sons and daughters”).21

In the beginning he provided this paternity almost without realizing it. Later, as the Work developed, he started sensing, with surprise, that it was something not just spiritual, but also intensely affectionate. And he noted that this pure affection was not something merely human. Rather, it was a human and supernatural bond with those who were following the path of the Work.22 However, he was disturbed by the fear that his affection for his children might be detracting from his love for God. To relieve him of that fear, God let him see that the more he loved his children, the more he loved God himself.23 Then another doubt assailed him: “When we are thousands of people, all over the world, will we still love each other the same? Will I still love my children then as much as I do now, when they are few?” 24

The years went by, the family grew, and the Father was able to give a good report of his experience:

I am happy to tell you that my affection for you is as intense as it was then, although you now number in the thousands. I love each one of my children as if that one was the only one, with all my heart. The Lord, who has enlarged my heart and made it capable of this marvel, will also expand your hearts, if you don’t separate yourselves from him.25


In substance, the affection of the Father was a characteristic and essential feature of the spirit of Opus Dei. It was a consequence of his paternity; and this, in turn, was a gift of the Holy Spirit which spurred him to spread that love, to see it grow and multiply and be reproduced in other souls. Therefore, following the example of Saint Paul, he lifted a grateful heart to the Father “from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named” (Eph 3: 15), in recognition of that spiritual paternity which, by God’s grace, he had assumed “with the full awareness of being on earth only to carry out.” 26

His children, testifies Santiago, his brother, “called him Father, but he was like a good mother, like a good, affectionate mother of a family.” 27 He noticed right away if someone had lost weight, or was not feeling well, or needed some article of clothing. His counsels had a lot of the maternal in them. “For a little while,” he told one of the Counsellors in Latin America, “forget all about governmental matters; sleep well, eat, and rest.” 28 If news was slow in coming, he feared for the well-being of his children; and he did not calm down until he knew they were safe and sound. One winter’s day, when Rome was threatened with a heavy snowstorm, the women in charge of shopping left by car very early, before six in the morning. Two hours later the Father was asking whether the car had tire chains. He asked to be called as soon as those who had gone shopping returned. When the Father was informed that all had gone well, he said, “Thanks be to God. Tell them for me that I was praying for their safety the whole time. And not to go out in weather like this again.” 29

The Father had an awareness, almost instinctive, of his children’s state of soul, and even of their most personal problems. One day, looking at a photo of a group of his daughters sent from Mexico, he must have noted something special. He looked at the photo slowly and carefully, and asked about one of those in the group. She was in fact having a serious problem, and he had realized it just from seeing her picture.30

One day when the Father seemed very tired, a son of his who was a doctor told him, “Father, you have to try to get some sleep.” His answer was, “If I slept, it would mean I don’t love you. It’s my affection that makes me lose sleep.” 31

The Father was close to his children and, at the same time, far from them. Close, when he had them share family incidents during the get-togethers, when he opened his heart to them in fatherly confidences, when he updated them on the progress the Work was making in expanding through the world. But, prudently, he kept to himself the less happy news, the opposition, the difficulties connected with the Work’s government. Also, as founder, he had experiences that he did not share with anyone—that he, in fact, zealously guarded—from very early on. This distance did not, however, create any barrier. In dealing with his children he acted with complete trust and naturalness, with the naturalness of a father and a friend. He would address them affectionately as rogues, scoundrels, bandits, rascals, tugging at the depths of their hearts. This tone of affection shows up in his letters especially when he has learned that someone is having a problem or is down with some illness. Here is one little example:

Dear Quinito—may Jesus safeguard you for me. Who loves you more, you bandit, than the Father? On this earth, no one. Is that clear? 32


And another one:

Dear Michael—may Jesus safeguard you for me.


I called you a scoundrel in my last letter, but I didn’t go far enough, you boozer. Here’s to sherry! Now, seriously—let them take care of you, that way you’ll get well sooner.33


Neither was he timid in speaking about the extent and reasons for his affection:

I love you because you are children of God, because you have freely decided to be my children, because you are trying to be saints, because you are very faithful and winsome—all of my children are. I love you with the same affection that your mothers do. I care about everything about you: your bodies and your souls, your virtues and your defects. My children, it gives me a lot of joy to speak to you this way! When I see you over there, I won’t be able to do that, and I admit, at times I have to force myself not to get sentimental, not to leave you with the memory of tears, not to keep repeating to you that I love you so much, so much…. For I love you with the same heart with which I love the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and the Blessed Virgin; with the same heart with which I loved my mother and my father. I love you like all the mothers of the world put together—each of you equally, from the first to the last.34


It cost him to be physically separated from his children. Spiritually he kept all of them by his side. If he was in Rome, his thoughts went to those abroad. If he was away from Rome, his thoughts flew back to those there, to keep them company. From London he wrote to those on the General Council, “In my heart and my mind I’m still there in your midst.” 35

His children were his pride and his strength. “What would I have done without you?” he asked himself.36

I keenly feel the need of all of you; each of you is my strength. This is so much the case that, when I do my prayer, I often present you to the Lord with pride, as mothers present their children, and I always have to say, “Lord, don’t look at me, ne respicias peccata mea!” “I, Lord,” I add, “should be like a worm before you, with my mouth pressed to the ground. But look at my children—look at the marvel of these sons, these daughters, who have given you their youth, their pure heart; look at their virtues …” I adorn myself with your daily dedication, my children, and thus I acquire a certain authorization to speak with our Lord. Do you see? This is my authorization: your dedication.37


The Father strove vigilantly to be detached from everything in this world—from everything except his children, who were, as he put it, his “near occasion” for stopping working, to spend time in a gettogether with them. Then again, their affection for him, the fine love with which they responded to his fatherly solicitude, helped him grow in his interior life, as he confided to them:

My heart gets me attached to my children—I don’t hide it, and I think you notice it—but it’s something that leads me to God. You push me to be more faithful, and I want to be always more faithful, also for you.38


A simple sentence stamped with affection was a consolation to him, even when it came from one of the thousands of his children whom he would never physically meet. At the end of June 1964, when a recent event had made him suffer, he received via the Counsellor of Spain a letter that prompted him to respond to the Counsellor by return mail. He said, “That ‘Father, we love you very much’ that a miner writes to me, adding, more or less, ‘Don’t be sad, don’t suffer,’ went to the bottom of my heart.” 39

The Father’s superabundant affection and the response to it generated a paternal-filial bond that gave a strong human and supernatural cohesion to the whole Work.

2. A vignette

That paternity and that filiation were not perishable; they would subsist beyond death.

When the Lord calls me into his presence, almost all of you— by the law of life—will still be here on earth. Remember then what the Father told you: I love you very much, very much, but I want you to be faithful. Don’t forget this: be faithful. I will still be loving you when I’ve already left this world to go, by the infinite mercy of the Lord, to enjoy the Beatific Vision. You can be sure that I will then love you even more.40


That constant refrain of the Father’s in his conversations and get-togethers with his daughters and sons was also a confession of the supernatural goal toward which he wanted that affection to be channeled. “My daughters,” he would often say, “I love you very much, but I want you holy.” 41 And sometimes he would ask, “My children, do you know why I love you so much?” and then, after a moment of silence, say, “Because I see the Blood of Christ coursing in you.” 42

That pure, supernatural affection with which the Father sought the sanctity of the souls that Heaven had entrusted to him also had another aspect. And that other side of his paternity was, humanly speaking, a not very pleasant task. His children, like everyone else, had their faults, and those who had been in the Work for only a short time were not yet fully familiar with its customs and spirit. So the Father found himself forced to continually exercise his role of “teacher and guide of saints.” The love of the Father was so sensitive that just seeing his daughters’ hands wrinkled from scrubbing floors made him suffer. So how could it have failed to cause him pain when he found himself obliged to correct his children in things that almost always had been done with the best of intentions? The fact is that he suffered “before, during, and after” correcting anyone.43

One of his primary duties was to form his children in the spirit of the Work, and he untiringly fulfilled this service at all times: when conversing, when giving advice, when correcting a mistake; when dealing with a poorly done job or an instance of bad judgment. If in any of these cases he had to give a strong reprimand, his temperament, which was not exactly easygoing, did make itself apparent.44

There were times when just a glance sufficed to give a lesson.45 Also, a simple gesture could be a strong lesson, an unforgettable one, although this kind of thing did not happen often. One day, while eating lunch in the little guest dining room of a residence, the Father watched as the wine was being poured into his glass, and it looked to him like a rather expensive wine. He asked for the bottle and found that it was, although it was not of a very high quality. Immediately he got up from the table, said grace, and left, without eating. It was a lesson in moderation; a way of saying that the Father did not allow the making of exceptions for his benefit; that his presence was no reason for extras. That lesson in poverty so impressed one of the household employees that through it she received a vocation to the Work.46

When he did give a reprimand, he suffered more than the person receiving it; but it was an obligation of his to correct his children, in order to bring them closer to God. It was an operation of love. If he did not carry it out, that would mean, as he told his children, that “I don’t love either God or you.” 47 He corrected whenever necessary, without discriminating in regard to occupation, experience, age, or health. And he was untiring. He repeated and hammered home all kinds of principles and counsels, regarding orderliness, practice of the virtue of poverty, care in the little things, and the importance of not leaving things half done. If, for example, a job was waiting to be done, he would ask about the preparations being made for it. Sometimes the person in charge of it would begin with the traditional crutch of excuses: But the “well, you see … ,” “I thought that . . ,” and similar phrases were things that the Father did not want to hear from his sons and daughters.48 And anytime he did hear any such expression, he took advantage of the occasion to teach a lesson on how one should fulfill one’s particular duties: with initiative, with love, using all of one’s senses, following matters closely and putting practical effort into their execution. Obeying, he explained, does not consist in something mechanical, or in operating blindly, or in being rigid, like a cadaver, because “the dead we piously bury.” 49

Witnesses show in detail that when the Father did take on the tough job of giving a correction, he did not lose his head. And once the correction was made, he tried to lift, with a smile or a kind word, the spirits of the person corrected. He followed the advice he gave to his children: “Control your temper and don’t make a decision when you are tired or in a bad mood. If you have suffered, you shouldn’t want to make others suffer, because we already mortify each other plenty without trying to.” 50 It was the responsibility of the Father to give the centers of Opus Dei the tone and atmosphere proper to the Work. Thus he had to be on top of everything with his example and vigilance.51

*      *      *
 

Much has been written, and with good reason, on the prudence that the founder showed in his dealings with women. That was something he never got careless about. When he visited a center of the women’s branch, he always was accompanied by Don Alvaro or some other priest. But in his behavior as Father and spiritual teacher he never discriminated on the basis of gender, or failed in his duty to make corrections when they were called for.52

One such instance occurred at the time of the move to Villa delle Rose, in Castel Gandolfo. Three numerary assistants went to get that house ready (especially for its intended use as a place to give formational classes and workshops), and found it in a deplorable state. What with all the clutter and filth, mice were freely running around in the bedrooms and hallways. Naturally feeling rather nervous about this, one of those numerary assistants, Concha Andrés, told the Father that they wanted to all sleep in the same room. And the Father, in a very fatherly tone of voice, answered, “My daughters, if you’re afraid now, how am I going to be able to send you, within a little while, to Africa, the Congo, or whatever place? No, my daughters; be brave and each one sleep in her own room.” 53

Perhaps the right word for describing the Father’s behavior toward women is “gentlemanly.” This term encompasses a wide spectrum of virtues: loyalty, honesty, elegance, rectitude, courtesy, moderation, etc. The Father obviously had a very high regard for that concept, since he praised his own father as having been “a Christian gentleman.” Moreover, he often expressed gratitude for the example given him by Don José, whose many virtues he imitated. Among the teachings that the founder learned as a child, there is one—a secondary one, admittedly, but a quite significant one—which came from the Escrivá home, and which had a lot to do with his behavior toward women.

Dorita Calvo notes that the first time she went to the Zurbarán residence to speak with the Father, in 1945, something happened that greatly impressed her. “When I tried to let the Father go first,” she says, “I was struck by his simplicity and gentlemanliness, because he refused to consent to this.” 54 Dr. Kurt Hruska, the dentist who treated him in Rome, makes a similar observation: “When he met anyone in the office hallway, he showed great courtesy; he took a step backward and let the ladies go first.” 55 And for a third illustration of his gallantry, here is one taken from a letter to a niece of his:

For Mama, Papa (the ladies should go first), and each of your sisters and brothers, lots of kisses. And for you, in addition, a hug and an affectionate blessing from Josemaría.


I’m also sending you a real pretty medal.56


What conclusion can we draw from this trait of courtesy—and, basically, of humility—other than that his good upbringing did not disappear with the years? But the most striking thing about his conduct is not that, but the fact that he renounced the preeminence that society granted to priests.

That genteel way in which he habitually conducted himself did, however, clash jarringly with the way he behaved in those instances in which he had to make a correction as Father. At those times he seemed to have no respect at all for external proprieties. And quite a few such instances did also occur with his daughters. Encarnación Ortega tells us, “He had a very strong and energetic personality, which he struggled with all through his life. I can recall several occasions on which he showed that energy in reprimanding me, and then asked my forgiveness for that energetic manner, although he stuck by the reason for the reprimand.” 57

That testimony seems to call for a clarification, which another of his daughters takes from his own lips: “I love my daughters more than a mother would, even though I may never have seen them. But had I not shouted, the Work would not have gone forward.” 58

Well, then, being so demanding with his children, was the Father demanding with himself? That seems to be the sense of the resolution he had made to “go at God’s pace, even if it should cost me my life.” 59 He fulfilled this resolution with heroic fortitude, eliminating, with great strength of will, any and every obstacle that obstructed his way to God. Nor did he put off the carrying out of his resolutions. He did not allow himself excuses or rationalizations, saying, for instance, “This will be the last time.” “I don’t believe in last times,” he said. “The last time has already taken place!” 60

But who was supposed to give to the founder the appropriate advice? Judging by what he used to tell his children, he genuinely wanted to submit himself entirely. “I would love to not be part of Opus Dei,” he said, “so that I could immediately ask admission and be the last one, and spend my life obeying.” 61

Until the definitive approval came (in 1950), the founder had to carry on a “filial struggle” with the Holy See in order to keep the spirit of Opus Dei intact. One of the objections made was that, as a matter of principle, he should not be receiving corrections from members of the Work. As president he could not be subject to his inferiors; that was the time-honored tradition. But the founder was not convinced by this reasoning. He did not want to be deprived of such a great help towards sanctification, a help that everyone else in Opus Dei got to receive.

All my sons and daughters have this means of improvement that is rooted in the Gospel, namely, fraternal correction. All these others—even though it causes them pain, and both those who give and those who receive it have to overcome themselves and have to be humble and mortified—have this marvelous means of sanctification. And I, who am a poor man, and those who will succeed me, who will be better than me, but still only poor men—aren’t we going to have this means of sanctification? 62


Finally he got his way. The Holy See approved having “custodes” (guardians, or advisors) for Opus Dei’s president general (now the prelate).63 The function of the two custodes (Don Alvaro del Portillo and Father Javier Echevarría, in the case of the founder) was to point things out to the Father and advise and help him in all matters, both spiritual and temporal. From then on the Father was able to satisfy his thirst for obedience. He opened his soul to the custodes; he followed their suggestions; he consulted with them about his work plans; and, whenever he visited a center, he put himself in the hands of its director with regard to everything having to do with the house schedule and order. “Here you’re in charge,” he would say.64 On more than one occasion, Bishop Echevarría tells us, the Father insisted to both him and Don Alvaro that, for the love of God and for the affection that they had for him, they should correct him whenever necessary, “not letting me get away with anything.” 65

*      *      *
 

If we now ask ourselves what we think are the most relevant aspects of the founder’s character, we will see that to him, unlike most people, there can be applied only with great exceptions that popular saying, “A leopard never changes its spots.” In fact, the imprecise lines of his temperament as a child were transformed through the years, and not by biological changes, but by the effort that he put into subjecting his passions and correcting his defects, with the help of grace and of his parents. Nevertheless, even when those tendencies had already been brought under control, one could still see the unmistakable traces of his natural personality.

From his early childhood, actually, the main features of his temperament show up clearly. He was still a small child when, enraged because of having been served some food that he did not like, he threw it at the wall. We also know about his habit of hiding under the bed to try to avoid having to put on new clothes and kiss his mother’s women friends who came to visit. On those occasions his mother would overcome his unfounded timidity and get him to leave his hiding place.

But even more indicative of his character are two other stories. Soon after the deaths of his two youngest sisters, Josemaría, who was then about eleven, saw his other two sisters playing with some friends. They had just built a castle with some playing cards. Suddenly, with one swipe, Josemaría knocked it down. “That’s just what God does to people,” he told them. “You build a castle, and when it’s almost finished, God knocks it over on you.” Granted, he had not yet gone deeply into the mystery of suffering and of the cross. But the incident shows the capacity he did already have for being imbued with sorrow, and it reveals, among other things, his energetic nature and spiritual insight.

Another scene showing his natural impulsiveness was the one in which his math teacher sent him to the blackboard and gave him a question on material that had not been covered in class. Josemaría, in reaction to what he considered a blatant injustice, turned red, slammed the eraser against the blackboard, and then turned around and went back to his desk.66

These early events are enough to show some of the roots of his temperament. In some cases brusqueness was mixed with shyness; in others, impatience was mixed with energy, or rebelliousness with an acute sense of justice. There was another notable trait: obstinacy, which, thanks in great part to the firm steps taken by his parents, was gotten under control. That obstinacy that he showed as a child was eventually converted into tenacity, after a long struggle that he carried on with himself to eliminate its negative elements. It is in the period of his stay in Saragossa, in those years of his patiently and perseveringly praying his “Domine, ut videam,” that the future founder acquires that persistence and firmness that he will call “holy stubbornness”—the stubbornness of one who is tenacious and constant, but not intractable or pigheaded or closed to taking correction.

God, without a doubt, bestowed on him the qualities needed for his mission. But their development or refinement required a prolonged ascetic struggle, governed by love, toward the end of becoming an ideal instrument for the divine plans, even though he would always consider himself “an unwieldy and dull instrument.”

The founder was an extremely docile person. And he was quick to change a judgment on a question he had earlier considered, if new data or information came to his knowledge that changed the situation, or simply if he thought he had made a mistake. He did not hesitate to rectify his position, since, as he put it, “I’m not a river that can’t reverse its direction.” 67 What is more, he was happy to do so, since “rectifying frees the soul of sourness.” 68 He told his children that one of the things that was most clearly a grace given him by God, from way back, was the joy he felt whenever he had to correct his course. For him this was far from being any “humiliation of the intellect.” 69 He was so conscious of having made many mistakes that he frequently reminded Father Javier that he should speak to him with complete freedom, since, he assured him, “I need and appreciate any light that helps me to correct my behavior, to improve, to change what I have decided.” 70

He had, obviously, a spirited and impulsive nature. In his personal journal he himself tells of the final manifestations of that rash temperament of his youth, which were mainly his aggressively indignant reactions to the insults directed at him in the streets of Madrid in 1930 and 1931.71 He finally succeeded—not without titanic efforts—in dominating his temperament, to the point of being able to harmoniously blend impetuosity with calmness, and strength with gentleness. Who could have seen in that explosive young man the “man of peace” that he would become?

In a letter to Bishop Casimiro Morcillo, he said:

You well know, after so many years of constant and fraternal contact, that I am a man of peace and that the Lord has blessed me with an imperturbable good humor and a complete lack of rancor. I cannot, therefore, fall out with anyone.72


Those who knew him best were witnesses to the successful blending of a vigorous temperament and a refined demeanor. Bishop Echevarría describes him as “a person of upright and strong character, who could think clearly and make decisions quickly.” And then he adds, “However, throughout his whole life, he was always affable, affectionate and amiable, understanding, attentive to the needs of others.” 73 People who were not in frequent contact with him, who had no direct knowledge of him other than what they got from an occasional brief conversation or short visit, judged him by impressions. And in those circumstances, too, the image that stood out was that of a smiling, affable “man of peace,” although the hidden energy of his character could be sensed. Dr. Hruska, his dentist, tells us that “one got the feeling that he possessed some kind of magnetic power, a force or current that made those who came near him feel lightened and transported, like a feather.… Whenever he came to my office, I felt a great pleasure; there came a breeze of happiness, of serenity, as if I had taken a tranquilizer.” 74

There were times when his natural propensity to passionate outburst did show up in his words and gestures. But this was not for lack of self-control. It was simply that that energy would reach boiling point and have to find some outlet when he had to do such taxing duties as engaging in arduous negotiations, giving a correction, and— especially—defending his spiritual patrimony. Without this strong character, how would he have been able to solve almost impossible problems and overcome all kinds of obstacles? How keep his head full of optimistic plans and respond to a multitude of requests? 75

Dominating such a strong character obliged him to maintain a continual ascetical struggle. And this in turn provided the energy needed for his foundational mission. Otherwise, as the founder used to say, “the Work would not have gone forward.” 76

Another personality feature reflected in the already cited childhood stories is that mixture of embarrassment and shyness that he felt whenever visitors tried to make him the center of attention. That was the origin of his rejecting of the spectacular, his not wanting to stand out. He shunned the limelight. He loved simplicity and naturalness. He avoided like the plague all affectation, ceremoniousness, and pretentiousness.

We have often seen how the founder followed the maxim “hide and disappear,” which was so much in accord with his nature.77 However, that norm was something more than just an orientation for social behavior. It was, as he writes in 1934, “the clear will of God for me.” 78 It was, therefore, a feature of the spirit that he received as founder of Opus Dei.

3. The follies of the saints

What is a saint? A saint is someone immersed in God, attentive to the loving fulfillment of his will, and disposed to serve him with everything they’ve got. A saint is a person whose life is on fire with eagerness to become more and more intimate with God; a person who is centered, mind and heart, on God, and whose whole existence is passionately dedicated to him. The behavior of such a person has necessarily to be something outside of the way people ordinarily operate. Some may interpret that zeal as a lack of balance, or of moderation, as a strange, abnormal, or irrational attitude. But the saint, like anyone else in love, is wrapped up in the things of the beloved—who in this case is God. So why shouldn’t such a person suffer the manias of a lover, raptures, and follies of love? 79 The saints will always be misunderstood by society as long as no account is taken of God, the real cause of their “madness.”

The “madnesses”—the follies—of the saints are neither madnesses nor abnormalities. They are reasonable ways that God works in souls, in accord with the times, in accord with the social circumstances of each era, in accord with the specific needs of his Church and of humanity in each moment of history.80


The great saints have been persons who were anointed with a divine mission in the service of humanity. These men and women, called to convert peoples, to implant the message of the Gospel, or to change the course of history, have to be instruments of God, docile children in his hands—docile children who work like giants. For their energy comes from God, and God uses them as his instruments (prophets, apostles, reformers, or founders), accompanying them with his grace. The great saints are, so to say, levers that, moved by God, serve to move the world. It is, therefore, not surprising that they inevitably clash with the environments they are in, and that they are called dreamers or deluded, or even lunatics, heretics, and escapists. Indeed, what can they expect from the world other than scorn, rejection, and persecution? In 1932 the founder said:

We have to be convinced that the saints (we don’t consider ourselves any saints, but that’s what we want to be) are necessarily uncomfortable people to be around. By their word and example they are a constant source of unrest for consciences compromised by sin.81


Father Josemaría saw that a person who is struggling to be holy is viewed as an annoying obstacle by the society in which they live. He surely saw the fate that he and his children would suffer on account of putting into effect the plans for a universal apostolate.82 His first step was to give formation to his followers, demanding holiness of them. (It would have been strange if he had not asked this of them, since the message that he was preaching was about aspiring to holiness in the midst of the world.) “Whoever is not truly determined to be a saint,” he said, “let them leave.” 83

But although saints are unsettling, “that doesn’t mean they have to be unbearable. Theirs should never be a bitter zeal. The corrections they give should never be hurtful. Their example should never be a virtual slap in the face of their enemies.” 84

Years later, enriched with lots of bitter experience, having physically suffered from opposition, the founder continued to repeat, not without a touch of humor, that saints have to be nuisances. “I often think,” he said, “that God, our Lord, also finds us amusing. He puts in our hearts desires for sanctity—and it turns out that the saints have always or almost always been a nuisance, people who are unsettling, stubborn.” 85

As a result of his search for sanctity, and of God’s generous outpouring of grace through him, he acquired a reputation as a miracle worker. Back around the forties, before he went to Rome, he was already referred to as “the miracle priest.” For him, nothing could have been more abhorrent. Nothing could have been more contrary to his maxim of “hiding and disappearing” than this turning of him into a public spectacle—a “circus freak,” as he put it.

I don’t know why they come to see me, this fat and insignificant priest. They come to see the freak—to see if I will work miracles. Me, doing miracles! What a story this is, that I can do miracles! Things happen that people regard as out of the ordinary; but they are ordinary things. And if the Lord chooses to do something out of the ordinary, it is the Lord who does it; not me, not this priest.86


On the basis of his role as example of how to live the spirit of Opus Dei, the founder asked that God not take him outside of ordinary providence, which for him was extraordinary enough, and that his children’s struggles for sanctity, as well as his own, might pass unnoticed.87 “I’m against anything that departs from the normal,” he said.88 He also said, “I don’t like living in a dream world. Both feet on the ground, so as to serve God for real, and staying very close to him.” 89 As a realist, the founder taught his children that they would seldom, if ever, have occasion to do anything spectacular or newsworthy. The base for their sanctification had to be the constant flow of life; repeated situations and events; the normal, ordinary, regular, everyday things.

It is, he explained to his children, the little troubles of each day, the difficulties that present themselves and that we conquer with love for God, that contribute to making us holy.

Precisely these little things that happen, which are overcome with charity (in omnibus caritas!), are what have to make us saints! Were that not the case, this life that God’s children in his Opus Dei have on earth would already be a heaven. And that cannot be—heaven is what we have to win here, by means of those little things of daily life. Who’s going to sanctify us, Prester John of the Indies? 90


The Father put a lot of effort into doing his regular tasks with love, and improving a little each day. Father Echevarría sometimes took note of this, as well as of his comments. Here is one of the founder’s observations on the intricacies of questions of love:

One can get a present for someone by ordering it from a store by phone; or through the efforts of someone else; or by going personally to buy it. The person receiving the present may not know which way it was obtained, but obviously the affection and interest with which it is given is different in each case. God sees our intentions—it’s a matter not of fulfilling, but of loving! 91


Just as the painter leaves on the canvas something of his own, that distinguishes his brushstrokes from those of other artists, it is the same with each saint. The Father’s cadence had the quality and form of a lover’s. His language was that of a lover, as were his dreams and facial expressions. He spoke of “serenading” and “courting” God; of singing songs of human love to him; of “hugs” and “caresses.” 92

He looked forward to the day when his daughters would prepare the substances for celebrating Mass—the bread and the wine—by cultivating grapes and wheat. “It’s a matter,” he told them, “of a caress for God, who is born in our hands; of giving him a caress by preparing the species for his coming down.” 93 And on one occasion, after making one of his deep and prolonged genuflections before the tabernacle, he walked up to it and asked forgiveness, out loud, for not having accompanied that action with any thought. “Forgive me, Jesus,” he said, “because I didn’t greet you with my heart.” 94

His homilies and other writings are studded with outbursts of a strong, mystical, tender, ardent love.

Consider what is most beautiful and most noble on earth, what pleases the mind and the other faculties, and what delights the flesh and the senses. Consider the world, and the other worlds that shine in the night—the whole universe.


Well, this, along with all the satisfied follies of the heart, is worth nothing, is nothing and less than nothing, compared with this God of mine!—of yours! Infinite treasure, most beautiful pearl; humbled, become a slave, reduced to the form of a servant in the stable where he willed to be born, in Joseph’s workshop, in his passion and in his ignominious death; and in the frenzy of Love—the blessed Eucharist.95


All of the Father’s preaching—including the preaching he did by example—led directly to God before spilling out into apostolic action in the world. His program could be reduced to one word: “divinization.” 96 And for the attainment of that goal he counseled the taking of one divine route: approaching God by “the right road, which is the Sacred Humanity of Christ.”

To follow Christ—that is the secret. We must accompany him so closely that we come to live with him, like the first Twelve did; so closely that we become identified with him….


But do not forget that being with Jesus means we shall most certainly come upon his cross. When we abandon ourselves into God’s hands, he frequently permits us to taste sorrow, loneliness, opposition, slander, defamation, ridicule, coming both from within and from outside. This is because he wants to mold us into his own image and likeness. He even tolerates that we be called lunatics and be taken for fools.97


Being himself so enamored of and identified with Christ, the founder of Opus Dei invites people to discover the riches of divine filiation, which is the foundation of Christian life, and which for the faithful of Opus Dei translates as “an ardent and sincere desire, both tender and profound, to imitate Jesus as brothers and sisters of his, children of God the Father; a filiation that leads to living a life of faith in Providence and that facilitates a serene and joyful dedication to God’s will.” 98

*      *      *
 

The interior life of the Father fed on and grew with the richness contained in Christ’s humanity. Whenever someone asked him in what ways he could serve as an example, this was the response he gave:

There are few things in which I can offer myself as an example. However, for all my personal shortcomings, I think I can offer myself as an example of someone who knows how to love.99


He was a man who was clearly in love, whose human affection had been raised to the supernatural plane. His interior life was marked by a constant effort to find the divine element that, like a precious pearl, was hidden in every event, great or small. His spirituality was nourished by consideration of the divine filiation that Jesus Christ won for us. The founder was, in short, a man who knew how to love, and therefore how to transform work and rest into contemplative life, how to turn them into prayer.100

Another notable thing about him was the refined way he treated people, in family as well as social settings. He generously put his whole heart and his good manners into the most ordinary, everyday acts. He tried to learn what each person liked and disliked. He waited for the right moment to give news to someone, or perhaps just refrained from doing so. In conversation he knew how to listen, interrupting only when necessary, curbing any impatience, avoiding arguments, showing everyone respect and friendliness, fighting any tendency toward laziness. At home he dressed with care, was clean and neat, always well-groomed. All these details (which undoubtedly came from the teachings he received in the home of his parents) formed part of a series of virtues which ranged from courtesy to selfdenial.101 He put love of God into all his tasks, thus integrating them into his contemplative life.

His conduct, even in the smallest of services, was lifted to the supernatural level by the love for God that he put into it. For this reason he could not understand how anyone could forget or disdain the human virtues, which were such a big part of the fabric of our lives.

Remember that even if you seem to have the virtues of a saint, they’re worth nothing if they are not united to the ordinary Christian virtues.


That would be like adorning yourself with splendid jewels over your underclothes.102


The entourage of human virtues that should accompany the apostle who lives in the midst of society is not just something desirable; those virtues become “the foundation for the supernatural virtues,” if we strive to raise them to the supernatural order. “It is true that … no one is saved without the grace of Christ. But if one fosters and cultivates the seeds of virtue within him, God will smooth out his path, and he will be able to become holy because he has known how to live as a person of good will.” 103 The feet-on-the-ground sensibility that he brings to the contemplative life is also reflected in this quote: “Everyone has suffered in this life. It’s bad taste for a person to talk about his sufferings, and can even make him lose whatever spiritual merit they may have brought.” 104 And in this one: “I find it very hard to speak about my own sufferings, when I have a crucifix in front of me.” 105

Really the most surprising thing about his style is his propensity for appealing to concerns about social grace and good manners; in other words, to the conventional aversions to whatever is considered “bad taste” or not very elegant: talking about oneself, making oneself the center of attention, afflicting others with one’s troubles, and so forth.

Every one of the founder’s devotions included in some way at least one of the distinctive features of the spirit of Opus Dei. For example, his devotion to the angels was filled with trust, naturalness, and respect. This devotion started at the foot of his childhood bed, when he would recite the prayer “Angel of God, my guardian dear”; and it never died.106 In fact, his frequent consideration of and recourse to his guardian angel made it blossom into a true friendship. Then, not long after his ordination, he began to call on his ministerial archangel as well.107 So strong was his belief in the efficacy of angelic intercession that in his personal journal he listed a good number of favors that he had obtained through it. A number so great, in fact, that he felt compelled to make this clarification: “I don’t claim that the angels obey me, but I am absolutely certain that the holy angels always listen to me.” 108

In connection with this, Bishop del Portillo recalls that the Father used to have a little get-together with his sons every evening, and that when it came time to say good night and leave, he would stop for a very brief moment before crossing the threshold of the door, to allow his two angels to go out first.109 This was a detail that went unnoticed by anyone who was not in on the secret. It was just a small gesture of deference. But does it not show, in and of itself, the living faith of the founder and the natural way he behaved toward his angels? And does it not also show his good manners, allowing others to go first?

*      *      *
 

The founder practiced all the Christian virtues. But if one was asked to point out one human virtue in particular, it might be that of magnanimity. One reason is that it includes within its scope a good number of natural virtues. And another is that it leads directly and quickly to a total dedication, a total giving of oneself to God. The founder already showed this potential as a teenager, on that winter’s day when he suddenly and unconditionally surrendered himself upon seeing those prints made in the snow by bare feet. And when he describes the virtue of magnanimity, there seems to be no distance between him and that day.

Magnanimity means greatness of spirit, a largeness of heart wherein many can find refuge. Magnanimity gives us the energy to break out of ourselves and be prepared to undertake generous tasks that will be of benefit to all. Smallmindedness has no home in the magnanimous heart, nor has meanness, nor egoistic calculation, nor self-interested trickery. The magnanimous person devotes all his strength, unstintingly, to what is worthwhile. As a result he is capable of giving himself. He is not content with merely giving. He gives his very self. He thus comes to understand that the greatest expression of magnanimity consists in giving oneself to God.110


In no period of his life did he lose that greatness of soul, which was so necessary for his foundational charism to carry out Opus Dei. But, at the time that he was chosen as founder, God gave him the grace of a permanent consciousness that there was in this no merit on his part. Thus the spiritual life of the Father rested on a radical awareness that he was, and was worth, nothing. He would often refer to himself as “a mangy donkey,” as “a dirty rag,” as “an inept and deaf instrument,” as “a sack of miseries,” as “nothing and less than nothing.” He saw himself as being in God’s eyes “a founder without foundation,” “fragility, plus God’s grace,” and “a big fool.” He was “a poor fount of wretchedness and of love,” “a sinner who loves Jesus madly.” This is what he wanted engraved on his tombstone: “Peccator” (“Sinner”). And he gave as his reason, “Because that’s what I am and how I feel.” 111 Those descriptions came to his lips spontaneously. He did not have to look for words with which to characterize himself. Thus he combined greatness and littleness, magnanimity and humility.

The founder carried out his mission generously, with promptness of spirit, at God’s pace, to the point of exhaustion. He was a man of uninterrupted prayer, and it was thanks to this that he got Opus Dei going. “Javi,” he once said to Father Echevarría, “remember this all your life! The only means that we have ever had in Opus Dei, and that we ever will have, is prayer. Pray! Pray always! Because even if it sometimes looks as if we have all kinds of human means, we don’t! This is Opus Dei’s only essential: prayer.” 112

He really was a man of prayer. But as founder of a great apostolic enterprise, he was called to action. He incorporated into his contemplative life both of those necessities, and, by word and example, he taught his children to fuse the two into a unity of life. He continually, in a hundred different ways, repeated to them that they had to be contemplatives in the midst of the world.

One summer evening he was having a get-together with his sons at Castel Gandolfo, and there came the moment for the scheduled time of prayer. When the director pointed this out, he replied, “But what are we doing now, if not praying?” 113 And one of his daughters recalls that one day, when the Father had been working on some papers for about forty-five minutes, he remarked, “While working on these papers, I’ve had my mind and my heart close to the tabernacle. That’s what I usually do wherever I’m working.” 114

His program was very simple: “We have to divinize our life, we have to immerse ourselves completely in the love of God, so that he acts through each of us.” 115 A few seconds sufficed for praying a quick aspiration, for turning to God. Then he infused this interior fire into his work. He worked with zeal, giving himself, spending himself, because “doing God’s work is not just a pretty phrase; it’s an invitation to spend oneself for Love.” 116 He considered it a wonderful and enviable thing to “spend oneself in the most remote corner, for the good of souls.” 117

With the grace of God, the founder, at the age of twenty-six, already had what it would take to carry out his mission. What he wrote in a letter of 1964, he could have written on any day before or after, up to the last one of his life:

I have a lot of work (work, in our Opus Dei, is an endemic and incurable disease), and I need you to pray for me, so that I can gracefully move the whole effort along, and be good, faithful, and cheerful.118


In a word, he gave his life to building Opus Dei with fidelity, conscientiously. He always had more than enough work and not enough laborers for working from morning to night in the vineyard of the Gospel. And he asked God not to let him lose those he had:

In the Work we can’t allow ourselves the luxury of being sick, and I often ask the Lord to keep me healthy until half an hour before I die. There is a lot to do, and we have to be well, to be able to work for God. So you have to take care of yourselves, and die old, very old, squeezed out like a lemon, accepting, from this moment on, God’s will.119


Whenever one of his children died, the Father could not hide his sorrow. He would go to the tabernacle and speak with Jesus, making a filial complaint. Later he would think, “Well, God does know best. He is not like a hunter in search of prey. He is like a gardener, who cares for the flowers, and waters them, and protects them. And he only cuts them when they are at the peak of their beauty and richness. God takes souls when they are ripe.” 120 But still he was upset when God took his children, because they could have accomplished so much in this life.121

The founder opened up new pathways for souls, raised the religious aspirations of millions of Catholics, and marked out new goals for society. Can we grasp, for example, the historical reach of that statement of his, “I prayed so much that I can say that all the priests of Opus Dei are sons of my prayer”? 122

4. A master of spirituality

The better to contemplate the sacred humanity of Christ the Wordmade-flesh, people should, the founder said, read the story of our Lord’s Passion.

In the early years of my life as a priest, I used to give people presents of copies of the Gospel and books about the life of Jesus. For we do need to know it well, to have it in our heart and mind, so that at any time, without any book, we can close our eyes and contemplate his life, watching it like a movie. In this way the words and actions of our Lord will come to mind in all the different circumstances of our life.123


He was deeply moved by “the marvel of a God who loves with a man’s heart.” 124 And he wanted to keep at the forefront of his memory the sufferings of the Savior, who loved and suffered to redeem the world.

Let us meditate on the Lord wounded from head to foot out of love for us. Using a phrase which approaches the truth, although it does not express its full reality, we can repeat the words of an ancient writer: “The body of Christ is a portrait in pain.” 125


The religious tonality of the classic writers whose books he used to give away is one of a strong realism. Saint Peter of Alcántara’s Treatise on Prayer and Meditation, written in 1533, has a very forthright, colorful, and moving style. Here is one passage, on the crowning with thorns. Pilate has just brought out Jesus and said “Look at the man!”

When I open my eyes and see this so sorrowful scene that is placed before me, my heart is broken with pain…. Put yourself in the place of the one who is suffering, and see how you would feel if in such a sensitive place as your head there were pressed many and very big thorns which penetrated to the bone. And why do I say thorns? Just one prick of a pin seems to be something you can scarcely endure.126


In 1574 Father Luis de Granada’s Life of Jesus Christ was published. This is his commentary on that same scene:

Look at what that divine face is: swollen from the blows, disfigured with spit, scratched by thorns, covered with blood, in some places recent and fresh, in other places already dark and hardened…. Such was his appearance that he no longer looked like himself, and hardly even looked like a man, but more like a portrait of pain, painted by those cruel painters and that evil magistrate.127


Another book often given as a gift by the founder was the Story of the Sacred Passion, by Luis de la Palma, a Jesuit priest. It was first published in 1624, in Alcalá. The baroque style of the original is elegant, erudite, pious, although somewhat wordy by today’s standards. When one reads this book, the scenes of the Passion really come alive and etch themselves in one’s memory.128 Upon reaching that same point in the Gospel narrative, the Jesuit writes:

His eyes filled and overflowed with tears, and with blood that oozed from his head. There he was, with his cheeks yellow, pale, and disfigured by the saliva that had been spit in his face; his legs trembling, no less from the cold than from weakness; and his whole body humiliated and hunched with the weight of the disgrace and the pain.


Pilate, having him right beside him, being that close to this pitiful sight that would be enough to move wild beasts to compassion and soften hearts made of stone, called for silence and said in a loud voice, … “Ecce homo.” 129


The classical writers traditionally write in a style that is vigorous as well as realistic. The Franciscan Saint Peter of Alcántara presents us with a Gothic “tableau” strongly sculpted by pain. And the Dominican Luis de Granada paints a Renaissance-style tableau colored by streams of blood.

In the style of the founder we find, in addition to features similar to those, a touch of emotional intimacy. Here is how he depicts the condemning of Jesus to death:

The crown of thorns, driven in by blows, makes him a mock king—Ave Rex Iudeorum!—Hail, King of the Jews! (Mk 15: 18). And with their blows they wound his head. And they strike him; and they spit on him.


Crowned with thorns and clothed in rags of purple, Jesus is shown to the Jewish mob: Ecce homo!—Look at the man! And again the chief priests and the ministers raise the cry, saying, “Crucify him! Crucify him!” (Jn 19: 5–6).


You and I—have we not crowned him anew with thorns, and struck him and spit on him?


Never again, Jesus, never again.130


And here is another consideration he makes in connection with the “Ecce homo” scene:

Our heart shudders when it contemplates the Sacred Humanity of our Lord become an open wound….


Look at Jesus. Each laceration is a reproach; each lash of the whip, a reason for sorrow for your offenses and mine.131


In these reflections, which draw one to repentance and to resolutions for a new life, the power of his style is evident. At times a glance suffices, in the midst of the commotion of all those people on the road to Calvary:

There is a tumult of voices, and, now and then, short silences: perhaps when Jesus fixes his eyes on someone:


If anyone wishes to come after me, let him take up his cross daily and follow me (Lk 9: 23).132


Meditation on the Passion of Christ generally strengthens one, brings one closer to the Master, enkindles contrition and gratitude in one’s soul. However, there are souls that do not break out in tears of sorrow and love when they think of Christ’s Passion. Could this not be, the founder asks himself, “because you and I witness the scenes, but do not live them”? 133 Later he explains how we can accompany Jesus “closely, very closely”:

Open the holy Gospel and read the Passion of our Lord. But don’t just read it: live it. There is a big difference. To read is to recall something that happened in the past; to live is to find oneself present at an event that is happening here and now, to be someone taking part in those scenes.134


Having that living presence means putting oneself into the Gospel, thinking of oneself as being physically close to Christ, accompanying him. We know that this method of contemplation was practiced by the founder at least as early as 1931, since that is when he wrote Holy Rosary. It was part and parcel of that way of spiritual childhood that the Lord had shown him.135 He felt that every Christian should have vivid images of the Passion deeply imprinted in both mind and heart, so as to be able to call them up at will. Even more, he wanted that living presence to be a personal participation in the story. Let us, he said, “offer our back for the scourging, our head for the crown of thorns,” and better yet, put ourselves into the wounds of the Lord.136

At the end, when the sacrifice is over, when Jesus is hanging lifeless on the cross, when all seems lost and loneliness envelops the world, Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea courageously ask Pilate for the Lord’s body.

With them I too will go up to the foot of the cross; I will press my arms tightly around the cold Body, the corpse of Christ, with the fire of my love. I will unnail it, with my reparation and mortifications. I will wrap it in the new winding-sheet of my clean life, and I will bury it in the living rock of my breast, where no one can tear it away from me, and there, Lord, take your rest!


Were the whole world to abandon you and to scorn you— serviam! I will serve you, Lord.137


*      *      *
 

The founder kept his thoughts on God whether he was engaged in practices of piety or deeply engaged in his work. Through the principle of “unity of life” he converted his work into prayer and turned his occupations into spiritual contemplation. The founder spoke of a “Christian materialism,” of the divine value that is to be found in secular tasks, and of the fact that to become divinized, we have to first be very human.

No! We cannot lead a double life. We cannot have a split personality 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.138


That was his lifestyle and that was his teaching. As a master of spirituality, he directed his preaching towards spreading the messages that “the divine paths of earth have been opened” and that to get one’s contemplative life moving, one has to “materialize” things that are in themselves spiritual, giving play to one’s senses and other faculties.

To make it easier to pray, it is helpful to materialize even the most spiritual of things, to resort to parable. The lesson is divine, but the doctrine has to reach our intellects and hearts by way of the senses. Now you see why I’m so fond of speaking to you about boats and nets.139


For his meditation he preferred the pages of the Gospel: the life of our Lord, of the Blessed Virgin and the apostles, encounters Jesus had with secondary characters…. He got so used to putting himself within the historical narrative that one day (we know this from a witness), during Mass, an amusing thing happened. While he was reading the day’s Gospel, which was about Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well, he unwittingly exclaimed, “What a woman!” When Mass was over, he explained to the altar server that he admired that woman who, despite all her personal miseries, was one of the few people to recognize the Messiah and immediately set out to bring others to him.140

He could pinpoint, even from just a couple of words, the characters of the people mentioned in the Gospels. From short references he could extract long commentaries marked by deep spiritual insight and a lot of common sense. He says, for example, of Saint Joseph:

Jesus must have resembled Joseph: in his way of working, in the features of his character, in his way of speaking. Jesus’ realism, his eye for detail, the way he sat at table and broke bread, his preference for using everyday situations to give doctrine—all this reflects his childhood and the influence of Joseph.141


By so often and intensely meditating on Jesus’ parables, he learned to go in search of the simple, the readily known and intelligible, in order to “materialize even the most spiritual of things.” From a common or everyday event, for example, he would derive an image that he would interpret in spiritual terms. The contemplation of nature led immediately to God. One day walking along a beach near Valencia, he saw a line of trees, standing between the sea and the cultivated fields. They were bent and beaten by the wind and the spray of salt water. “That’s what you have to be,” he remarked to his companions. “Trees on the front lines, who give of themselves to protect the other trees of the Church.” 142

Events of daily life mentioned in the Gospel moved him deeply and led him to contemplation. One of his homilies begins with this scene from the countryside:

I remember, many years ago now, I was going along a road in Castile with some friends, when we noticed something in a field far away which made a deep impression on me at the time and has since often helped me in my prayer. A group of men were hammering some wooden stakes into the ground, which they then used to support netting to form a sheep pen. Then shepherds came along with their sheep and their lambs. They called them by their names and one by one lambs and sheep went into the pen, where they would be all together, safe and sound.143


He saw himself both as a sheep of Christ’s and as a shepherd of his children in Opus Dei:

The image of Christ with his sheep at his right and left means so much to me that I had it depicted in the oratory where I normally celebrate holy Mass. Elsewhere, as a reminder of God’s presence, I have had engraved Jesus’ words, cognosco oves meas et cognoscunt me meae [“I know my sheep and they know me”—Jn 10: 14], to help us consider constantly that he is at our side, reproaching us, instructing us, teaching us as does a shepherd with his flock.144


A “wake-up call to God’s presence” could be anything that reminded the founder of his mission. There were lots of words and objects which in some way reawakened him interiorly. These “human devices,” as he also called them, were not just religious items, such as crucifixes, statues of our Lady, or copies of scriptural texts. There were also the little donkey figurines, the maps, a family picture, the occasional flower, a brick … Already in 1928, in Madrid, he had on his desk a ceramic plate, broken and held together with clamps, in which he saw an image of his own fragility and brokenness, held together by the love of God.145

(In that way, the most common objects became symbols and reminders that stimulated him to contemplation. Everywhere in Villa Tevere one sees pictures, inscriptions, plaques, emblems, and so forth, which constitute a vivid language of presence of God.)

Gospel images are found again and again in his preaching in strikingly vivid terms.

If we are humble, we can understand all the marvel of our divine vocation. The hand of Christ has snatched us from a wheat field; the sower squeezes the handful of wheat in his wounded palm. The blood of Christ bathes the seed, soaking it. Then the Lord tosses the wheat to the winds, so that in dying it becomes life and in sinking into the ground it multiplies itself.146


*      *      *
 

The founder was a priest who spoke of nothing but God; and he liked being called that. His work with hundreds of youths, first, and then with women and men, priests and lay people, gave him such a knowledge of the human soul, and such was the grace that accompanied his priestly work, that it would have been hard to find a spiritual director with greater experience. In his books—which he wrote for the purpose of making men and women of prayer and good judgment—he offers us some of that priestly experience. Many of their pages are autobiographical ones in which he tells us of his struggles and weaknesses, the kinds of things God always takes into account so that people can become saints.

When I look back at what I have done, I am amazed at the extent of my failings. All I have to do is to examine my behavior in the few hours since I woke up this morning to discover so much lack of love, so little faithful correspondence. This truly saddens me, but it does not take away my peace of mind. I prostrate myself before God and I state my situation clearly. Immediately he helps me, he reassures me, and I hear him repeat slowly in the depths of my heart, meus es tu! [“You are mine”—Is 43: 1]. I know the way you are, as I have always known it. Forward! 147


The founder sails ahead like an icebreaker, opening the way. He speaks to us from his own experience, telling us of the difficulties he has encountered and the tactics and resources he has used to overcome them. But to keep from speaking of himself too often, he frequently tells stories from his life in third person. Here is one example:

That friend of ours used to say, with no false humility, “I haven’t needed to learn how to forgive, because God has taught me how to love.” 148


There are many such places where the autobiographical element is hidden by the literary style. Generally the founder just resorts to anonymity: “There’s a story of someone …”; “There was a poor priest …”; “An acquaintance of mine was once thinking …”; “I know of someone who would use as a bookmark …” These stories are almost always about virtuous acts. But, in contrast, he would waive that anonymity when it came to showing his weaknesses, in order to better drive home the lesson. When, for example, he did his evening examination of conscience, sometimes surrounded by his sons, an exclamation of contrition might escape from his lips: “Lord, Josemaría is not happy with Josemaría!” 149

In his preaching and in his writings, he very often used the expression “you and I,” to keep his hearers and readers from feeling deserted, to encourage them and get them to make resolutions together with him. When directing people, he never failed to push them toward holiness and have them formulate a resolution to make some improvement, no matter how small. But never did he try to impose a particular method of prayer or any very specific path of spiritual life.150

Monsignor Escrivá is, without a doubt, a master of the interior life by virtue of his teachings and counseling gifts; but above all, because of his having scaled the cliffs that lead to holiness. In his giving of spiritual direction he was both understanding and demanding. He led souls up an inclined plane, intensifying their life of piety while eliminating defects and imperfections. For proof of this, we need go no further than his books. They are packed with deep insights that clearly came to him not by hearsay or by theoretical study, but through selfexamination and his personal ascetical struggle. He says, for instance:

Allow me to remind you that among other evident signs of a lack of humility are:


— Thinking that what you do or say is better than what others do or say;


— Always wanting to get your own way;


— Arguing when you are not right or (when you are) insisting stubbornly with bad manners;


— Giving your opinion without being asked for it, when charity does not demand you to do so.151


There are scores of such pearls of wisdom. Most of the time, the masters of interior life acquire this keen perceptiveness through the effort of freeing themselves from their own defects.

The more one advances in the interior life, the more clearly one sees one’s own faults. Grace works in us like a magnifying glass, and even the tiniest speck of dust or an almost invisible grain of sand can appear immensely large, for the soul acquires a divine sensitivity, and even the slightest shadow irritates one’s conscience, which finds delight only in the limpid clarity of God.152


5. Loving passionately

If we now go back in search of the most significant events in the life of the founder before 1928, we will see the Lord preparing him for this great enterprise. Saint Paul’s declaration that “God chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him” (Eph 1: 4) was a passage very dear to the heart of the founder. “Is there,” he asked, “any greater joy than knowing oneself to be loved in this way by the Creator of heaven and earth?” 153 And, like many of the other great saints and heroes of history, one day he came upon a living symbol of that love of God. At the sight of it, he felt his heart moved by “a gentle shock.” Truly, “God’s encounter with each person is ineffable and unrepeatable.” 154 But what stands out about the response of this person, who was at the time only fifteen, is its decisiveness. He did not hesitate to surrender himself. At that exact moment he embarked upon a voyage of love, upon a divine adventure whose course he did not know.

The voice of God called him by his own name. “I have called you by name—you are mine!” Whenever he came across those words from Isaiah, they awakened in his soul ineffable memories.

I do not know how it strikes you, but I feel I must tell you how moved I am whenever I read the words of the prophet Isaiah: Ego vocavi te nomine tuo, meus es tu!—I have called you, I have brought you into my Church, you are mine! God himself telling me I am his! It is enough to make one go mad with Love! 155


This call, he said, “is something so beautiful that it makes one fall in love…. We have to give our heart whole and undivided, because the heart does get attached.” 156 Besides, the Lord is jealous. “Jesus is never satisfied ‘sharing.’ He wants all.” 157

That early episode of the footprints in the snow shows us an adolescent heart, generous, sensitive, and passionate: “How beautiful it is to give one’s heart to God when one is fifteen!” 158 But this event was no more than the beginning of a long adventure of love, made up of fidelity and joy and sacrifices and a constant willingness to be at the mercy of the divine will. A boundless daring, fortified by detachment, drove him to risk everything, like that merchant the Gospel speaks of who “on finding one pearl of great value, went and sold all that he had and bought it” (Mt 14: 45). To give himself totally to Love meant great sacrifices. The young student renounced his dreams of becoming an architect and of establishing a home. He saw himself obliged to take rougher routes, paying no heed to his tastes, refusing every offer that could divert him from the path of his intuitions. It was not, then, a matter of a momentary whim. He went through ten years of tirelessly, consciously repeating, “Domine, ut videam!”

Neither in private nor before crowds did he hide his condition of being madly in love. “I’m as mad as they come, but for the divine.” 159 His whole being throbbed with love for God, as is clear from this entry in his personal journal: “I would like to write some books of fire, that would race across the world like burning flames and set people ablaze with their light and heat, turning poor hearts into red-hot coals to be offered to Jesus as rubies for his royal crown.” 160

And write those books he did. The Way; Holy Rosary; The Way of the Cross; Furrow; The Forge; Christ Is Passing By; Friends of God … As soon as one starts to read them, one notices that the language and the expressions that he uses are echoes of those thoughts. “Tell our Lord with your whole heart: In spite of my wretchedness I am madly in love—drunk with Love!” “Take good care of the Lord.” “It’s like courting.” “We should get very close to Jesus, through the Bread and through the Word…. We should speak affectionate words to him throughout the day. That is what people in love do.” It is a vocabulary that leads us straight down that “right road” that the founder recommends for getting close to God: the sacred humanity of Christ.161

“We have to be Christocentric, placing Christ in the center of our life.” 162 Christ is the Mediator, around whom heaven and earth gravitate. In Christ, perfect God and perfect man, we have an ideal both human and divine. And identified with Christ through grace, made into another Christ, we become “divinized,” able to participate in the riches of the sons and daughters of God.

“It makes me very happy,” the founder said, “to realize that Christ wanted to be fully a man, with flesh like our own.” 163 Christ has taken on a flesh like our own. It is with a heart of flesh that he loves people. We can speak with God heart to heart.164

He occasionally put himself forward as “an example of someone who knows how to love.” 165 And what was that love like? First of all, we must not imagine it as having been a disembodied or purely spiritual love, since “God does not ask of us inhuman things.” 166 And certainly it was not a cautious, halfhearted dedication.

You tell me: “Yes, I want to!” Good. But do you want to as a miser wants his gold, as a mother wants her child, as a worldling wants honors, or as a poor sensualist wants his pleasure?


No? Then you don’t want to! 167


With love’s daring, he prayed for a heart to the measure of Christ’s own heart: “a Heart which loved and is most lovable; which loved unto death and suffered; which was filled with joy and sorrow; which delighted in the things of men and showed us the way to heaven.” 168 We need for our hearts to be “very human and very divine,” 169 closely united to Jesus, divinized, so that God’s love can act through each of us. The founder did not put any limits to his love. He loved with incredible enthusiasm the things of earth as well as those of heaven, because “it is in the midst of the most material things of the earth that we must sanctify ourselves, serving God and all mankind.” 170

From that profound unity of life, there is born “the need and, as it were, supernatural instinct to purify all of one’s actions and elevate them to the order of grace, to sanctify them, and to convert them into an occasion of personal union with God … and an instrument of apostolate.” 171 People who follow this instinct are described by the founder as “contemplative souls who carry their cell in their heart and travel all the pathways of the earth to make them divine, sanctifying their work.” 172

He was, in short, a man with a priestly soul and a lay mentality. He was “a sinner who loves Jesus madly,” but he was also “a priest of Jesus Christ who is passionately in love with the world.” 173

*      *      *
 

“God so loved the world,” Scripture tells us, “that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life” (Jn 3: 16). With full detachment, the Father put everything that he had at the service of the mandate to “bring salvation to the uttermost parts of the earth” (Acts 13: 47): his personal gifts, his charism as founder, and Opus Dei itself, with its apostolic works. And, just as his whole life had the aspect of a loving urgency, in all of his spoken words one can recognize an identical tone of voice; in all of his plans, a particular vein of inspiration; and in all of his writings, a distinctive literary style. His language irrepressibly goes beyond what a mediocre soul would consider more than reasonable in its relations with God. For in those “books of fire” the concepts of love flare up among the embers; and as a result, hearts burn, like enkindled rubies, in a mystical holocaust.174

Perhaps it occurs to us to wonder what is the reason for this language of the saints which is so charged with vehemence and poetic excess. What are they trying to do with these extravagances?

From the very first pages of The Forge, we hear echoes of the cry of Jesus that is mentioned explicitly in point no. 52:

My King, I hear you proclaiming in a loud voice that still resounds: Ignem veni mittere in terram, et quid volo nisi ut accendatur?—I have come to cast fire upon the earth, and would that it were already kindled!


To which the disciple responded with all his strength, ready to set fire to the whole world, “Here I am, because you called me!” And he prayed that he might become a living bonfire.

O Jesus, strengthen our souls, open out the way for us, and, above all, intoxicate us with your Love. Make us into blazing fires to enkindle the earth with the heavenly fire you brought us.175


Melt and enkindle my hardened heart, burn and purify my unmortified flesh, fill my mind with supernatural light, make my tongue proclaim the Love and Glory of Christ.176


And, for a greater guarantee that the fire would be set, he asked the angels to blow on the embers of those hearts which had turned to ashes; and he asked our Lady to procure for us all a love with true flames.

Sweet Mother, lead us to that madness that will make others fall madly in love with our Christ!


Sweet Lady Mary, may Love not be in us a flash in the pan, or a will-o’-the-wisp, such as decomposing corpses sometimes produce. May it be a true devouring fire, which sets alight and burns everything it touches.177


6. The foundational charism

The Father, as we mentioned earlier, renounced from early on the career of a writer. He had more than enough giftedness for it, but he unhesitatingly put his pen at the service of souls. He did, to be sure, spend his life writing. However, the heavy burden of his duties as founder forced him to leave unwritten more than one projected book.

His lack of time is also reflected in the way that his books are put together. He does not treat of matters in a systematic or scholarly way. Rather, he dynamically tosses out ideas, in a way that is very conducive to reception by contemplative souls in the midst of the bustle of life. The Way, Furrow, and The Forge are simply collections of lively, brief reflections. Conversations is a collection of interviews. And Christ Is Passing By and Friends of God are collections of homilies.

Some of these books grew out of his personal notes (Apuntes íntimos) and were published after his death. They reveal an astonishing spiritual precociousness, which runs parallel to the development of Opus Dei. The Apuntes show, for example, the cast of the spirit of the founder. And they are the quarry from which he was able to extract many of his inspirations as founder. This last aspect is the one which interests us now, since the time has come to look into the part he played in the task of sculpting Opus Dei, and the role played by divine inspiration.

We can begin by saying that Opus Dei, as a historical entity, derives from the charism (special grace from God) that he had as founder.178 When he received the mission of starting Opus Dei, he had, as he himself said, nothing but his twenty-six years of age, the grace of God, and a cheerful disposition.179 So the question naturally arises, how did his charism mesh with his youth and cheerful disposition? With, in other words, his personality and lifestyle, virtues and natural characteristics?

In these operations the theological point of departure is that God respects the freedom of the person, not imposing himself by force. However, Father Josemaría’s conduct was governed by his docility to God’s promptings. So his will, through its faithfulness to the ordinary lights he received about his mission, came to coincide with God’s wishes. But this happened in such a way that everything he did was left with the imprint of his personality. In everything one could see that gigantic faith and passionate love, that positive and practical outlook on life, that generosity, that whole long string of human virtues that he already carried with him before the founding.

And if we want to know how the charismatic grace ordinarily worked, we can read a note he jotted down in June 1930: “In seeking light, for summarizing the activities of the members, I think God has let me glimpse a spark. It’s not, of course, something definitive, an illumination; I realize that. But it is a little ray of clarity.” 180 From this we can deduce that the lights given in connection with his charism as founder did not provide him with ready-made solutions for particular matters, but rather served him as pointers by which to find the practical means for making Opus Dei a reality. That task demanded of him a tremendous amount of physical exertion, an attitude of constant attentiveness, and a going through life “against the grain,” getting, here and there, those little rays of clarity. The extraordinary illuminations, which came to him from the Lord only very rarely, had as their object to show him the essential elements of Opus Dei, the “bedrock” ideas which he, by his own efforts, had to then develop.

Indeed, he went through long periods in which the Lord kept him in the dark; and there were times when he had to let himself be led by the hand, in blindness, docile as a child. One of those periods of inaction—one that he made mention of at the time—actually began in October 1928, soon after he received that “illumination about the whole Work.” 181 He found himself deprived of those inspirations with which our Lord had been helping him. “More than a year went by without Jesus speaking, to make it clear, with evidence, that his little donkey was only the instrument—and a poor instrument!” 182 The task of founding remained on hold, so to speak, until November 1929, when “there started up again that spiritual current of divine inspiration for the Work of God, clarifying, specifying what he wants.” 183

Opus Dei is a work originated by God, not by men. This fact goes a long way toward explaining what the founder’s cooperation with God’s plan consisted in. Father Josemaría, by divine illumination, saw the essence of this project and received the seed of Opus Dei in his mind and heart. And, as the one chosen by God, he had the responsibility of actualizing the divine plan in this world. For this he needed, however, assistance from on high. He had to work according to the dictates of the foundational grace. Furthermore, he frequently ran up against obstacles that were, from a natural standpoint, insuperable. So he trusted that God would continue to open up the way with special illuminations. “God will enlighten us at the right moment,” he wrote during one of those dark periods.184

But how difficult it is to remain in a proper spiritual equilibrium, resting with holy abandonment in the arms of Divine Providence without falling into the presumptuous attitude of treating God as if he were exclusively at our service, like a deus ex machina; to show trust in him without “tempting” him. After making an act of faith that God would enlighten him at the right moment and in the way he saw fit, Father Josemaría continued to reflect on the specific endeavors being carried out by the Work (both branches, the men’s and the women’s).

It could seem that I am worried about the financing of the apostolic works and that I don’t have enough trust in Divine Providence. That is not the case. How often I have experienced that most loving providence! But one must not tempt God.


Some small apostolic works that spend little money fail to grow to maturity because the faith they claim to have in Providence is not really that—it’s an attempt to force God to work unnecessary miracles.185


The key to avoiding such false reliance on Providence is to have great faith in God and “make use of all the means that we would employ in any other business (together with prayer and expiation).” 186 This would become one of the practical principles that the founder always lived by and that he transmitted to the faithful of Opus Dei: Don’t expect miracles if you haven’t made use of the appropriate means and worked hard.

As the enterprise grew, the founder kept “making notes on and outlining the Work,” as he modestly puts it.187 (We should recall, once again, that the pages of the Apuntes that have come down to us begin in the middle of March 1930. In other words, a month after the Lord corrected Father Josemaría’s idea that there would not be any women in Opus Dei.)

During these first stages of the founding, Father Josemaría did not yet have a regular confessor in Madrid, nor anyone to whom he could open his soul. So what he put in his notebooks were thoughts and ideas that he wanted to meditate on alone in God’s presence.

Well, then, one of the first things that an attentive reader notices is the promptness with which Father Josemaría incorporates women into all his apostolic projects, and the daring he shows in his suggestions of the specific fields they might work in. From the outset he clearly sees them as equals to the men, even though he sees some activities as being more appropriate to the one gender and some to the other. And it is obvious that he received with deep gratitude and joy the news that the Lord wanted women too to be in Opus Dei.

The founder envisioned both the men and the women of Opus Dei striving to “immunize the whole of society against corruption.” But he envisioned them doing so with the joy of perfecting it, healing it, and washing away its scars. He pictured society as a patient to be restored to the health of Christ “by means of intravenous injections, which they themselves [the men and the women of the Work] will be, incorporating themselves … into the circulatory system of every social class.” 188

Together with this work of universal apostolate that members of Opus Dei would carry out from within the ordinary life of the world (without, in other words, leaving their homes, abandoning their professions, or changing their state in life), there would also be certain specific apostolates. In his journal entry for March 13, 1930, the founder mentions, in connection with the apostolates of women of the Work who are from countries other than Spain, the possibility of creating an educational center, a “Modern Languages Academy,” which, “like any other business, would pay its taxes, and in which the students would also pay. Nothing for free.” 189 (Father Josemaría did not want any privileges for the future apostolic ventures, including that they be considered charitable institutions for purposes of tax exemption, unless there was some compelling legal reason. The faithful of Opus Dei were and always would be ordinary citizens, with the same rights and duties as their fellow citizens. No more, no less.)

When, in 1933, there was created the first corporate work of Opus Dei, the DYA Academy, Father Josemaría took good care to make it a secular institution. His lay mentality (and this is a feature of Opus Dei) led him to completely follow through on what he had said about the Modern Languages Academy. No privileges. The taxes stipulated by the government would be paid. The academy would have the same rights as any other academy. And let us recall that before inaugurating Strathmore College (in 1961, in Nairobi), the founder pointed out that this interracial school had to be open to non-Catholic and even non-Christian students. It was not to be “sectarian.” 190

In those early times, in which everything had yet to be done, Father Josemaría tried to mentally solve problems that he knew he would be facing him in the future. When a few years had gone by and he did not yet have priests who could take over the spiritual direction of the women and the administration of the sacraments in their houses, how were they going to be taken care of? In the rural centers, he writes in his Apuntes, “an agreement could be made with the local parish priest, whereby he would be given a decent, generous stipend for coming every day, at a set time, to the Work center.” 191 In the houses in the cities, “there would be well-paid chaplains.” And he explains, “These chaplains should be well paid. Thus we’ll be able to choose persons who are well formed, in every sense.” 192

It was also the founder’s wish that an agreement be made with the parish priest to have a monthly Exposition of the Blessed Sacrament for the women of the Work. And he indicated to his future daughters the spirit with which they should make that eucharistic act. “Be generous with the Lord,” he wrote. “Lots of candles, of good wax; a rich monstrance and vestments; lots of fervor; lots of prayer.” 193

Mixed with considerations of that kind, there are others based on the founder’s past pastoral experience. It saddened him, for example, to see men who had become estranged from the Church because of not being able to take part in parish devotions, which usually were held during the day, when they were at work. It was necessary to get them to these parish services. It was also necessary to facilitate their receiving the sacraments, by creating an environment that would erase from their minds the notion that the Church is for women. In a society growing ever more distanced from God, Father Josemaría sought to make religion something appealing to all souls. He summed up his program of action for men thus: “There should be manliness, art, preciseness, serious and solid devotion. I am sure that men will respond.” 194

To restore an atmosphere of aesthetic “manliness,” one would have to start by banishing from the churches all gaudy and schmaltzy decorations and reinstate good taste in sacred art. His sense of liturgical decorum led Father Josemaría to denounce the reigning tackiness: “lots of electric lights, on the reredos and even on the tabernacle of Exposition. Backdrops and drop curtains that look like they came from a small-town theater. Gaudy flower prints, on paper and cloth. Sugary statues. Effeminate-looking lace and embroidery on the albs and altar cloths. Hideous vessels …” 195

The abundance of observations, apostolic suggestions, practical solutions, and aesthetic concerns that are found in the Apuntes leads us to ask ourselves the reason for this swarm of projects that seems to flow from the founder’s mind. As time passed, all of those ideas, which in 1930 were, so to speak, in seed form, began to crystallize; and now we can see, clearly, their close link to his interior life.

His eucharistic piety, for example, gave rise to models for aesthetic dignity in churches and oratories. His love showed itself in the richness of the monstrances and sacred vessels and in the cleanness of the altar linens and the sacristy; and his fidelity in following the Church’s liturgical dispositions. Because of his faith, he was lavishly generous in eucharistic worship and he inculcated in all of his children, by word and example, devotion to the Blessed Sacrament.

However, when he was thinking that it might be good to publish a magazine that could be offered to parish priests, he added a little caveat: that it should be “very cheap; gratis, no.” 196 And in cases where women of the Work had to take care of the vestments and other liturgical items in a parish, he said that they should not forget to also supply “almost for free—but never gratis, nothing for free!—the hosts and the wine for the Holy Sacrifice.” 197 But have we not already seen that same advice given with regard to the Modern Languages Academy—“the students would also pay. Nothing for free”? 198 And when study circles or formation classes needed to be held for people of modest means, it should be seen to, wrote the founder, that the place that they would be staying in would be “comfortable and inexpensive; but nothing for free.” 199

Why all these limitations? It looks as though Father Josemaría is trying to curb his natural disposition to be generous. But we know very well that he is not doing this out of miserliness. He himself explains it quite clearly. “We all,” he says, “have a tendency to place little value on what doesn’t cost money. So—nothing for free.” 200

With this advice still fresh in his mind, at the end of August in 1930 he jots down in his Apuntes, “Several times this has been stated, as an unshakable principle of the Work of God: nothing for free. And that is how I believe it ought to be.” 201 Over time, that principle of “nothing for free” was modified into the apostolate “of not giving.” 202 This is a way of operating that the founder will also call “doing apostolate with common sense.” 203 What actually happens is that by giving a little financial help to the social or educational center that is helping them, people who have very little can truthfully say that they are contributing to the operation of the center, and can see in the facilities and services something of their own. Quite possibly they will not even realize that they are being given things almost for free. That small financial sacrifice may result in their not feeling humiliated, their taking better advantage of the help offered to them, and their having a little more appreciation of it because of its costing them something.204

Clearly it is a question of practical norms, aimed at obtaining the maximum apostolic efficacy. But these norms are also a genuine expression of the lay mentality that Father Josemaría tried to give to his apostolate.

By word and example, Father Josemaría was breaking the ground for all kinds of possible ways of acting in conformity with the spirit of Opus Dei. Together with the “apostolate of not giving,” he practiced the “apostolate ad fidem [to non- believers],” the “lunch-time apostolate,” the apostolates of letter writing, of catechesis, of discretion, of friendship and trust, of the intellect, of suffering. He also spoke of the “apostolate of recreation” and of the “apostolate of example.” And then there was “the apostolate of apostolates,” a term he came up with during those early years when he had to take care of some of the domestic work in the residences himself. Naturally, he had to put a huge amount of time and effort into those multiple facets of his apostolate, in order to pull off an enterprise that exceeded his capabilities. He really was convinced of his being an inadequate instrument in God’s hands. In December 1931 he wrote:

On rereading yesterday a certain entry in the first book of Catherines, I saw how little I knew about the spiritual life. And that lamentable fact, Jesus, made me go to you with more love, just as one admires all the more an artist who creates a marvelous work with a blunt and uneven instrument.205


Opus Dei was growing “at God’s pace.” Often the founder could not come up with a solution, because one did not yet exist. (This was, for a long time, the case with the canonical configuration of the Work.) And other times, because he usually worked in almost total darkness, waiting for light from God.

I am amazed to see what God is doing. I never imagined— never!—these works that the Lord is inspiring, in the way they are taking shape. At the start, one sees clearly a vague idea. Later one sees that he has turned those shadowy figures into something precise, specific, and viable.206


In June 1930, in the process of doing a summary of all the things he has been jotting down about the spirit, organization, and apostolates of the Work, Father Josemaría writes:

The Lord has wanted to humble me about all this for quite some time now, so that I don’t think of myself as a superman—so that I don’t think that the ideas he inspires in me are my own, or that I merit the predilection of being his instrument. He has made me see very clearly that I am a wretched creature, capable of the worst, most vile things.207


And upon having gone over, with amazement, all those entries in the Apuntes, he exclaims:

Never could I have foreseen, when I wrote down those inspirations, that such a Work would come about…. No one could know better than I that everything that is coming about is God’s doing. It was never dreamed of by me.208
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7

The Era of Vatican II
 

1. Daily life

During the sixties, the Father was deprived, to some extent, of the valuable help of Don Alvaro, who was taking part in the preparations for the Second Vatican Council. Such was his workload that he had to cut down on his travels. However, it did not keep him from following, step by step, the Council-related tasks. In fact, his life proceeded without any great changes, since he kept to a tight schedule.

As soon as awakened in the morning, he knelt on the floor and kissed it, saying, “Serviam!” [“I will serve!”]. Then, he said this prayer: “I offer you, O Lord, all my thoughts, words, and actions of this day and my whole life for love.” 1 Sometimes this first act of the day was not easy.2 The founder was familiar with the burden of a body exhausted by fatigue, and with the effort it could take to get down on the floor without hesitation. One need only recall those days when, as a young priest in Madrid, he would get home so worn out that later he could not get up. Now, in contrast, wake-up time almost always found him already wide awake. He began working before daybreak— setting up his work schedule, making notes, and assigning tasks. In the past he had often spent hours in vigil before the Blessed Sacrament, on the balcony of his office which looked out onto the oratory. But in 1968 the doctors ordered a minimum of seven and a half hours of rest, because of his insomnia. They ordered him to stay in bed until he was told it was time to get up.3

Facing his bed was a glazed-tile plaque which read, “Take away from me, Lord, everything that takes me away from you.” His bouts with insomnia brought him closer to the Lord. They afforded him more time to reflect on his blessings, to prepare himself for celebrating Mass, and to share in the dreams of his children and accompany them in those places where it was now daytime. And if a good idea came to mind, he always had pencil and paper right there on his nightstand.

One night, at about four in the morning, he asked to have a doctor son of his called, because of a cramp in his leg.

“Father, you haven’t slept?” the doctor asked him.

“No, my son,” he answered, “I was weeping.” The grief of knowing that one of his sons wanted to leave the Work had been keeping him awake.4

His bedroom was about ten feet by ten. The floor was of blue and white tile, the furniture simple and austere—a metal-frame bed, a nightstand, a desk with a chair, a wooden armchair, and a standing lamp. On the wall, above the head of the bed, was a rosary with oversized beads, together with a glazed-tile plaque bearing the inscription “Iesus—Christus—Deus—Homo,” a picture of the Holy Family, and a crucifix.5 Next to the bed was a bell that he had had put there before his diabetes was cured. Though he now had no great need of it, he kept it there because “I don’t want to die without the Last Sacraments.” 6

One reason the Father was so punctual in getting up was to make sure he had time to leave everything in order. After shaving, he carefully cleaned the basin. Then, after seeing to it that the floor was also clean, he aired out the room and put everything in its place, to minimize the housekeeping work. He was also careful about extending the life of his clothing. Of his two cassocks, the older one had served him for more than twenty years. Encarnita Ortega tells us, “He had one mended cassock that he usually wore, and a better one that he put on when he had visitors. I am an eyewitness to that. I even counted the patches on that cassock—there were seventeen.” 7

*      *      *
 

From his room he would go to the oratory for a half hour of mental prayer. Then came the celebration of his Mass—the high point of his day. Fairly often he would say his Mass in private, in what was called “the Father’s oratory,” the Oratory of the Blessed Trinity. (If someone spoke to him of “your oratory,” he would correct the person, saying, “I don’t have any oratory of my own. It’s the oratory of the Father; I am only using it temporarily.” 8) While vesting, he prepared himself with great recollection, since, as he put it, the Mass, being “the gift of the Blessed Trinity,” is “the center and the source of a Christian’s life” and “the aim of all the sacraments.” 9

The founder’s nephew Santiago tells us an illuminating story. One day, when he was little, he ran into the sacristy to tell his uncle something. But Father Josemaría, who was vesting for celebrating Mass, looked at him and said, “Child, now I am Christ.” 10 Those words made a strong impression on him. And to be present at the Father’s Mass was to learn the deep meaning of them. The testimonies all concur in expressing amazement at how Father Josemaría, without doing anything unusual, would become transformed at the altar. From back in his days at the Foundation for the Sick, when the students who served his Mass would return to the sacristy with tears in their eyes, up to the last days of his life, the fervor of the Father never diminished. On the contrary, it kept getting stronger through the years, Mass after Mass, day after day. As he approached the altar, he would tremble with excitement and love. “I go up to the altar eagerly,” he confessed to his children, “and more than put my hands on it, I embrace it with affection and kiss it like a man in love, which is what I am—a man in love!” 11

He knew himself to be acting within a divine framework. He realized that he was surrounded by angels adoring the Blessed Trinity, and that he was accompanied by our Lady and all the saints; he was aware that they in some way were present at that holocaust of universal redemption. And when he gave the greeting of “Dominus vobiscum,” even if no one was there except him and the altar server, he addressed it “to the whole Church, to everyone on earth, to all of creation, even the birds and the fishes.” 12 There, Father Josemaría represented Jesus Christ, the eternal Priest.

The Mass is, I insist, an action of God, of the Trinity. It is not a merely human event. The priest who celebrates fulfills the desire of our Lord, lending his body and his voice to the divine action. He acts, not in his own name, but in persona et in nomine Christi—in the Person of Christ and in his name.13


He lovingly carried out the rubrics of the liturgy and stayed absorbed in the sacred mysteries. His readings, his genuflections, his kisses of the altar, even a simple inclination of the head, infused great devotion through the reverence and faith they revealed.14 There were times when the celebration of holy Mass left him exhausted, as a result of his identification with Christ’s sufferings on Calvary. He would end up in a sweat, and worn out, as though from a great physical effort.15

He carried on his priestly shoulders the weight of Opus Dei. In the Offertory, as he offered the sacred host, he placed on the paten the illnesses and tribulations of his daughters, his sons, and everyone else. At the Commemoration of the Living, his “tongue twister” as he called it, he prayed for his daughters and sons, for their parents and other relatives, and “for all those who have gotten involved with the Work in one way or another, whether to try to do us harm or to try to help us. If it’s to do us good, to thank them; and if it’s to harm us, to forgive them with all my heart, so that God will forgive me.” 16

*      *      *
 

After Mass he spent ten minutes in thanksgiving, and then had breakfast. This consisted of a little coffee (which he usually took cold and with milk) and a piece of bread or a roll. Then he would spend a few minutes reading the paper. He and Don Alvaro would share the paper, exchanging the sections when they had read them. The problems in the world and in the Church led him to pray for the people involved. He would rest his head in the palm of his right hand, close his eyes, and gently sink into prayer. This practice of going into prayer upon reading the paper went back to his first years in Madrid, as we know from his personal journal; and it accelerated in the last years of his life.17 But he was not in the clouds. He would check right away, as he leafed through the pages, to see if there were any strikes going on, in transportation or other services, and he would notify his daughters of any possible cutoffs of gas or electricity, or of any closings of stores.18

After that, either in the oratory or in the room where he worked, he would pray the Divine Office, and then do a little reading from the New Testament, often jotting down a passage to use in his preaching or to take to his personal prayer.

Almost always he worked in Don Alvaro’s office, beginning with matters having to do with the governing of the Work. First he would put himself in the presence of God and pray for the light and help of the Holy Spirit. During those working hours he often raised his heart to God, thanking him for the benefits received in his Communion that morning. Thus he would prolong the Mass of that day until noon, when he would pray the Angelus and then start preparing himself for the next day’s Mass.19

When the tasks related to governing the Work were done, it was time to open the mail. Official correspondence was separated from the personal letters to the Father—letters from sons and daughters, friends, and acquaintances. Don Alvaro assures us that the Father never read any letter without praying for the person who had written it or for a solution to the problem that had occasioned it.20

After that he would receive visitors, who came from all over the world in search of consolation or spiritual counsel. Starting in 1958, he received them not only at Villa Tevere, but also at Villa Sacchetti, the adjacent center for the women of the Work.21 The scheduled time for a visit was fifteen minutes. It would be extended if necessary, but, to make the best use of the time, the Father generally spoke only of God. Before the meeting he would pray, in private, the psalm verse “Set a guard over my mouth, O Lord” (Ps 141: 3), and afterwards he would pray for the visitor to his or her guardian angel.22 As a memento he would give the person a rosary, “to be worn out by praying it,” or a commemorative medallion of the Work. But from their visit to Rome they would above all bring back precious words of advice for their soul.

At 1: 20 he would pray, with the General Council, the “Preces” of the Work, and at 1: 30 he sat down to the main meal of the day. For years, even after the cure of his diabetes, he had to keep to a strict diet. Accompanied in the dining room by his two “custodes,” Don Alvaro and Father Echevarría, he would have some vegetables with a little olive oil and salt, and then some meat or fish, usually grilled and with no garnishings. He scarcely touched the bread, and did not partake of the wine except on feast days. His supper was even more frugal. He would have either soup, vegetables with a little cheese, or a plain omelet, and then a piece of fruit.23 What was common to both meals was that he would “put the cross onto each plate,” which is to say, mortify himself at every meal, by spacing out his drink of water, for example, and not making comments on the food. He would take a little less of what he liked, and a little more of what he did not like so much.24 If there happened to be guests at the table, his cheerfulness and lively conversation would keep them from noticing how little he was eating.

After lunch he would make a visit to the Blessed Sacrament, and then join the members of the General Council for a get-together of a half hour or so. In these get-togethers, conversation usually revolved around events of the day, apostolic plans, and amusing anecdotes.

Then he would do his spiritual reading, using, mainly, classical works. After that, he would go back to work. At 4: 40 he would have a cup of coffee, a glass of water, or a piece of fruit. After that, he would devote half an hour to meditation, and then say the part of the Rosary corresponding to the day. (The other two parts he would have already prayed, in the course of the day.)25

There were days when the Father, at this point in the late afternoon, could not shake off the fatigue caused by the insomnia of the previous night and the intense work of that day. One of his “custodes” recalls that he once said to them:

Yesterday afternoon, when I went to do my half hour of prayer, I was quite tired. I went into the oratory and told the Lord, “Here I am, like a faithful dog at the feet of its master. I don’t even have the strength to tell you that I love you. But you already see that!” 26


He would then continue working, until suppertime. Ordinarily, he would watch the evening news; and there would happen the same thing as when he was reading the morning paper. The reported events would lead him to God, to prayer for the Church and for remedies to people’s misfortunes.27 When the news was over, he would go back to work.

*      *      *
 

The Father had a very quiet, unobtrusive availability to those in need. It was made up of silence and sacrifice, and was, without a doubt, one of the most attractive features of his character. He never ignored anyone.28 He lent a hand, materially or spiritually, to all those who visited him telling him of their sufferings and joys, and to those who wrote, opening their hearts to him. The Father answered all the letters he received, always offering a solution or at least some words of encouragement.

The freedom that all his children had to write him increased the bonds between them. He wanted to be informed of the important events in the lives of his children and their families—illnesses, births, deaths …

As the Work grew and the tasks of directing it multiplied, the daily work of the Father took on new characteristics, which he clearly recognized. In 1963 he wrote to the directors of the Commission in Spain:

When I write you, I realize that ever since we started doing the work of government in this methodical way (which is easier and more reliable), quite a few years ago now, our letters haven’t had the same flavor as in the early days. So, since the spiritual and material problems come in “administrative prose,” please always include some little story whenever you write me, so that I can savor the grace—the poetry —of your apostolic endeavors. It’s a good thing that when you see me, you tell me so many wonderful things. God bless you!


Pray for me. Ask the Lord and his Blessed Mother to make me good and faithful—semper ut iumentum!29


The Work had made big strides, and the amount of paperwork had inevitably increased, although the Father fought to keep it to a minimum. He liked hearing about apostolic initiatives and seeing how his sons and daughters were launching out into new adventures, bringing the spirit of Opus Dei into undreamed-of places and situations. In the midst of the laboriousness of his everyday work, he had a yearning for “apostolic poetry.” But it was not only with regard to governmental matters that things had changed. While going through some old papers, he perceived the changes that the times had brought about. He writes to Father Florencio Sánchez Bella:

Before, I wrote things by hand or with a more or less archaic machine—and even then the corrections were in my handwriting. But now, since 1950 or thereabouts, I’ve been using a tape recorder, and in all this time you’ve seen no trace of my handwriting. It’s better, faster, and easier for me to keep working this way. I speak to the machine, they bring me what I said typed out and double spaced, and the tape can be used lots of times. So it’s inexpensive, too.30


In the greetings he sent his daughters and sons for Christmas 1966, he returned to that consideration, saying, “The Work is growing every year; the initiatives are multiplying, and more and more souls are taking part in the apostolic work. Even with this growth, always preserve our family atmosphere—the bond of unity.” 31

One thing the Father did to preserve that “family atmosphere” was to congratulate his sons when they turned forty. One’s fortieth birthday is an important milestone in one’s life. It can be a joyful affirmation of one’s maturity. But for some it can be more an affirmation that they are no longer young. It is not easy to send congratulations without calling attention to the person’s age. So for his daughters, the Father used a different approach. He sent greetings to only a few of them, and he did so with great sensitivity, subtracting years. To Mercedes Morado he wrote:

As you can see, we’re making an exception and sending you these lines—to celebrate your youth. Next year don’t forget to celebrate your 39th. You, my daughters, just keep getting better.32


With his sons he could be more free and easy, as this string of examples shows:

A thousand congratulations on your fortieth spring—now starts your youth.33


Forty years, no matter how you look at it, is not a lot—two times twenty.


A thousand greetings, for your birthday, and because I know that you, like all of us, will be forever young—ad Deum, qui laetificat iuventutem! 34


A thousand greetings, because you’re getting old—40!—and you’ve spent your first youth with divine finesse.35


I didn’t forget today to pray specially for you, because you are now a “mature gentleman”—forty years old! 36


I almost consider myself, too, to be forty—20 plus 20. Because I started my Opus Dei with 26 years of age, and now I have 62—the same two digits.37


*      *      *
 

The last stretch of the day was particularly tiring for the Father. His workday continued until 9: 30, at which time he gathered with the members of the general council for an evening get-together. At ten on the dot, he went to the oratory and made his examination of conscience, and then, in silence, he retired to his room.

Before going to bed, the Father, prostrate on the floor, prayed Psalm 51. With this prayer for mercy he ended the day that had begun with his morning “Serviam!” Afterwards, continuing a custom he had begun during the civil war, he got on his knees, and with his arms in the form of a cross said “three Hail Mary’s for purity,” asking this virtue for everyone in the Work, everyone in the Church, and everyone in the world.

He placed his crucifix in the pocket of his pajamas, to be able to kiss it during the night, and he sprinkled his bed with holy water. He mentally reviewed the day, with great sorrow for his failings, and summed up with the words “pauper servus et humilis.” 38 Then, focusing his attention on the Communion that he would be receiving on the next day, he gave himself up to the Lord with a short and simple prayer, such as “Jesus, I abandon myself to you, I trust in you, I rest in you,” and soon fell asleep.

2. The Council (1962–1965)

At the beginning of October, 1958, word spread that the Pope was gravely ill in his residence at Castel Gandolfo. Pope Pius XII died the morning of October 9. Monsignor Escrivá had followed his illness closely, offering prayers and urging his children to do the same. He had great affection for this fragile, refined Pope, who had granted Opus Dei its definitive approval in 1950, and now he sorrowfully followed the solemnities preceding the papal funeral—the cortege bearing the Pope’s body through the streets of Rome, the viewing of the body by throngs of mourners who filed by silently, the subsequent novena of mourning.39 The funeral took place on October 19, with the Requiem Mass said by Cardinal Eugenio Tisserant, assisted by the College of Cardinals. (From behind the Iron Curtain, only Cardinal Wyszynski of Poland was able to come. Cardinals Stepinac of Yugoslavia and Mindszenty of Hungary were not allowed to attend.)

As the conclave assembled that would elect the new pope, Monsignor Escrivá said, “Let’s love him before he comes, like good children.” 40 Speculation about papabili focused on several Italian names: Ottaviani, Ciriaci, Lercaro, Siri, Ruffini, Masella. And then other names as well: Roncalli, Tisserant, Agagianian. The conclave doors were sealed on October 25. For three days only black smoke came from the chimney of the Sistine Chapel. On October 28, at 5:00 p.m., the chimney began emitting an ambiguous gray cloud. Then came the cry, “White smoke!” and the people began crowding into St. Peter’s Square.

Others were following the event by television or radio. Without waiting to learn who had been elected, the founder knelt down and prayed for him: “Oremus pro Beatissimo Papa nostro: Dominus conservet eum et vivificet eum. [May God protect him and give him strength; may he make him happy here on earth, and free him from his enemies …].”

And now from the balcony on the façade of St. Peter’s, the dean of the College of Cardinals proclaimed in Latin, “I announce to you a great joy: we have a Pope … Cardinal Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli.” Visibly moved, Monsignor Escrivá received the first blessing given by Pope John XXIII to the crowd at St. Peter’s and to those watching on television.41

Pope John XXIII was noted for his kindness and optimism. Almost eighty years old, he had had a long, varied career: secretary to the bishop of Bergamo, a medic and chaplain in the Italian army during World War I, called to Rome in 1921 to work with the Society for the Propagation of the Faith. In 1925 he was named apostolic visitor to Bulgaria, in 1934 apostolic delegate to Greece and Turkey, at that time under the harsh, secularist rule of Kemal Atatürk. Also difficult were his contacts with the Greek authorities, General Ioannis Metaxas and the Orthodox metropolitan, Giorgos Damaskinos. In 1945, he went to Paris, as apostolic nuncio to France. There he had to deal with pressures for the resignation of bishops accused of collaborating with the Germans. In 1953 he was named cardinal, and shortly afterwards, patriarch of Venice. It was then that he took advantage of a trip to Spain to visit a number of student residences operated by members of Opus Dei.42

On January 25, 1959, Pope John announced his intention to convoke an ecumenical council. A commission to make preliminary preparations was set up on May 17 under Cardinal Tardini. In June he sent a letter to all the cardinals, bishops, superiors of religious orders, and heads of universities and schools of theology, asking for suggestions for the council. In the meantime, commissions and secretariats were created to examine the responses and develop schemas to be presented to the council fathers. At Christmas 1961—almost three years after the first announcement—Pope John officially convoked the Council for 1962.43 Among its objectives were strengthening the faith of the Church, showing its unity and vitality, and encouraging Christian unity.

On October 11, 1962, Pope John read his opening address to the council fathers, observers, and civil authorities gathered in St. Peter’s Basilica. Despite the predictions of fearful and pessimistic people who “in modern times see nothing but deception and ruin,” he said, the Council was timely. Its principal objective was to preserve and teach the sacred deposit of revealed truth entrusted to the Church more effectively and in a pure and integral form. Moreover, in view of the unity that Christ desired for his Church, it was imperative to work for the unity of the great Christian family.

Pope John’s optimism was in contrast with the deeply troubled state of the world including its division into opposing blocs pitting the democracies against the Communist dictatorships. Confrontation was constant. The nuclear arms race was accelerating. The Cuban missile crisis took place the very month the Council opened. Peace was fragile in the face of nuclear deterrence which had created a balance of terror.

Monsignor Escrivá saw in Vatican II the breath of the Holy Spirit at work, renewing and revitalizing the Church. He hoped renewal would pave the way for the message of holiness that he had been preaching since 1928.44 He was convinced that the Council would produce abundant fruit for the good of the Church. Responding to the Pope’s request for prayer and penance for the Council’s success,45 he kept vigils and directed the members of Opus Dei to pray and mortify themselves, from the Council’s preparatory phase to its conclusion and after.46

Wanting the Pope to know that he had the support of these prayers, he asked Pope John’s secretary to tell him that “in Opus Dei we are ceaselessly praying for his beloved person and for his intentions.” 47 On the Pope’s birthday, November 25, a month and a half after the solemn opening of the Council, he wrote again, repeating this request.48

The founder’s personal contribution to Vatican II was, first and foremost, ongoing and intense prayer. He studied the papal documents and addresses closely and was delighted with the Pope’s intention to give the assembly a pastoral orientation. He felt that having council fathers from all over the world meet in Rome would give a great boost to the evangelizing mission of the Church. He also saw in the Council a stimulus for the spiritual renewal of all Christians. And he was hopeful it would open up canonical channels for the new vehicles of spirituality and forms of Christian life, including Opus Dei.49

In response to Cardinal Tardini’s letter asking for suggestions, Monsignor Escrivá established a Villa Tevere task force to develop proposals for the preconciliar studies.50 Along with urging prayer, he encouraged some of his close collaborators to assist with the Council, taking on extra work for himself in order to free them for such duties. “It doesn’t matter, my sons,” he said, “it’s what the Holy Father wants. We must always serve the Church as the Church wants to be served.” 51 In the initial phase, Don Alvaro, secretary general of Opus Dei, served as head of the “Antepreparatory Commission for the Laity,” then later, as a member of another preparatory commission. Finally, he was made secretary of the “Commission for the Discipline of the Clergy and of the Christian People” and an advisor to three other conciliar commissions.52

As president of a secular institute, the founder could have been a council father. But he feared that would imply his acceptance of the Work’s current canonical framework. As we will see later, for years he had sought to have Opus Dei’s canonical situation changed. That being so, he could not in conscience claim a place as a council father. The Curia understood his reasoning, and Monsignor Capovilla, Pope John’s secretary, suggested he consider being a peritus, or expert observer.53 The founder expressed his thanks but said he preferred not to accept it, while leaving the decision in the hands of the Pope. The Council included some bishops from among the clergy of Opus Dei: for example, Ignacio de Orbegozo, bishop of Yauyos, in Peru, and Auxiliary Bishop Luis Sánchez-Moreno, of Chiclayo, also in Peru. There was also an Associate of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross: Auxiliary Bishop Alberto Cosme de Amaral of Oporto, Portugal. But, apart from occasionally giving advice when asked, the founder’s contribution to the Council was, as we shall see, of a different nature.54

*      *      *
 

During the preliminary preparations for the Council, Monsignor Escrivá sought an audience with Pope John. The date set was March 5, 1960. The meeting was cordial. Having described the apostolic work Opus Dei was doing in many parts of the world, the founder spoke of the inadequacy of its canonical framework and asked for a solution to this problem. The Pope could only promise to turn the question over to the Curia once the Council ended.55

Monsignor Escrivá also spoke to him of the inclusivity of Opus Dei’s apostolic work. As he later related it:

I once told the Holy Father John XXIII … : “Holy Father, in our Work all people, Catholic or not, have always found a welcome. I have not learned ecumenism from Your Holiness.” The Pope laughed, for he knew that way back in 1950, the Holy See had authorized Opus Dei to receive in the Association, as Cooperators, people who are not Catholics or even Christians.56


Pope John had served as a diplomat in countries separated from Rome by schism, and among the goals of the Council he had included promoting union with “our separated brethren.” He was well aware of Opus Dei’s outreach to non-Catholics and non-Christians.57

Time passed. The institutional question continued to nag at him. Knowing it would be hard for him to see Pope John after the Council began, he asked for another audience, and on June 27, 1962, he laid out his concerns to the Pope in detail. As before, Pope John was impressed with the work being done for the Church by Opus Dei. Writing to the members of the Work about that “unforgettable audience,” Monsignor Escrivá said of the Pope: “He knows and understands us perfectly.” 58

The founder did not, of course, make public the details of his private conversation with Pope John. But something can be gleaned from his dealings with the Pope’s secretary. On June 30, 1962, three days after the audience, the founder wrote to Monsignor Capovilla asking for an appointment. “Aside from having the pleasure of meeting you,” he explained, “I will fulfill the mandate of the Holy Father that I place in your hands documents having to do with Opus Dei.” 59

After this meeting and in response to a letter from Monsignor Capovilla, the founder wrote to him on July 21, remarking on “how quickly the Holy Father has grasped the spirit and aims of Opus Dei, which are to pursue evangelical perfection and do apostolate, each one in their own job or profession, without becoming a friar or a religious, even though we love and venerate those in the Church who serve God in this way.” 60

The first session of the Council closed on December 8, 1962. It was to resume the following September.

A few months later, in a note accompanying some publications, he added, “How pleased I would be to get to see His Holiness!” 61 But that was not to happen. The Pope died on June 3, 1963.

*      *      *
 

Cardinal Montini of Milan was elected pope in the conclave that followed. He took the name Paul VI. A few days later in a note to Monsignor Capovilla, expressing condolences on Pope John‘s death, Monsignor Escrivá recalled that the newly elected pontiff was “the first person to extend a friendly hand to me when I arrived in Rome back in 1946.” 62

Not long before, the founder had received a number of documents having to do with the history of the Work from Bishop Leopoldo Eijo y Garay. Perhaps the aged bishop foresaw that the hour was approaching for him to leave this world. By letter the founder asked him, “Will we see you soon in Rome?” 63 There was no answer. Bishop Eijo died a few weeks later. The founder wrote to Madrid’s auxiliary bishop:

You can imagine my sorrow for I always truly loved him. Although I am sure God will have rewarded him with heaven for his long and fruitful priesthood, I am making suffrages for the eternal rest of his soul. And I trust that he will have received a great reward for the supernatural vision and courage with which he came to the defense of Opus Dei and this sinner when need arose.64


Pope Paul VI opened the second session of the Council on September 29, 1963. It concluded in December, after which, early in the New Year, the Pope went on pilgrimage to the Holy Land. When he returned he received the founder of Opus Dei in a private audience on January 24. In a long conversation, they shared memories of Monsignor Escrivá’s move to Rome and his canonical struggles in the offices of the Curia. The founder went into this last matter at length, since it was still not definitively settled. At the end of the audience, he gave Pope Paul a letter expressing Opus Dei’s admiration and gratitude.65

Later Monsignor Escrivá summarized the conversation in a letter to Bishop de Orbegozo in Peru.

A few days ago the Holy Father received me in a long and most cordial audience—more than three-quarters of an hour—and I spoke of everything, with the confidence given me by the love for Peter placed in my heart by the Lord. He embraced me several times, looking very moved while recalling old times, and I too got a little mushy. At the end, I told him that Alvaro had accompanied me, and he had him come in, to recall with your brother their frequent meetings since 1946. The Pope said to Alvaro, “Sono diventato vecchio” [“I’m becoming old”].


And your brother answered, causing the Holy Father to get emotional again, “Santità, è diventato Pietro” [“Your Holiness, you’re becoming Peter”]. Before saying good-bye to us (with a long, affectionate blessing for both branches, for each person, for each activity, for each intention), he had two photos taken of himself with us, while murmuring to Alvaro in a low voice, “Don Alváro, Don Alváro.” 66


Pope Paul’s affectionate reception encouraged the founder to tell him in confidence, things he had kept to himself until then, on matters that meant a lot to him. He did this, with the sole desire of helping souls, in a long letter dated June 14, 1964.67 On August 15 he wrote to Bishop Angelo Dell’Acqua in the Secretariat of State requesting another audience. The Pope received him on October 10, and the founder again explained the matters that concerned him. 68 More on this below. Here it is enough to say that once more he was deeply moved by his friendly reception by the Pontiff. 69 “How well paid I felt for everything offered in laetitia [in joy] to the Lord in these thirty-seven years!” he wrote to the Counsellor of Spain 70

*      *      *
 

From the beginning the founder followed the progress of the Council closely. Having gotten permission from the president and the secretary of the Council to speak with the council fathers (within the limits required by secrecy of office), he spent some time doing this every day, starting with those council fathers who were members of Opus Dei.71 “Every evening,” says one of these, “he spoke with us for an hour, helping us and giving us advice and enlightening us about the subjects under consideration.” 72

His vision of the Church was broad, deep, and universal, reflecting not only his reading but the experience he derived from long stays in Spain, Italy, and England, and the governance of Opus Dei in more than twenty countries. This extensive experience led Cardinal Siri, among others, to consult with the founder, as a kind of bridge between diocesan experience and the Council’s worldwide scope.73

Some prelates had already met the founder and many others sought to be introduced to him during the Council. Some wanted to know his views on matters debated in the sessions, while others were looking for insights on the question of the laity. All were impressed by his prudent counsel and supernatural perspective.74 More and more visitors came to Villa Tevere. Joaquín Mestre, secretary of Archbishop Marcelino Olaechea of Valencia, often accompanied the archbishop to Opus Dei’s central headquarters, where he found that the bishops entering and leaving that house “sometimes had to wait their turn to speak with the founder.” 75 “A time of talking with him,” says Cardinal François Marty, “seemed like a time of prayer.” 76

On one of those days, one of a group of French-speaking prelates remarked that it is the role of the laity to infuse the structures of the temporal order with a Christian spirit in order to transform them. “If they have a contemplative soul, Your Excellency!” Monsignor Escrivá replied with a smile, “Otherwise they won’t transform anything. Rather, they will be the ones transformed, and instead of Christianizing the world, the Christians will become worldly.” 77

The founder exerted the influence of moral authority on the council fathers who visited him. “I didn’t see him at the sessions,” says Bishop Juan Hervás, “but his spiritual presence—respectful toward what the fathers did, with no attempt to impose a viewpoint—was very much in evidence and of great importance to those of us participating in that great assembly.” 78

He expected a lot from the Council— a confirmation of Catholic teachings on faith and morals, along with an updating of apostolic activities that preserved quod semper, quod ubique, quod ab omnibus creditum est, that is to say, the untouchable deposit of faith.79 Insisting on the need to fully respect the Pope’s authority, he foresaw that attacks would be made to undermine papal authority in the interests of bringing the Church’s hierarchic structure more in line with contemporary ideas of democracy. These forebodings, based on the history of ecumenical councils and their aftermath, were soon borne out.80

Shortly after the opening of the Council’s second session, he wrote to all his children in Opus Dei, saying:

You know very well, dearly beloved daughters and sons, my concern and my uneasiness about the doctrinal confusion— theoretical and practical—that is spreading more and more widely everywhere. This confusion is due to various circumstances of our times, and also to certain erroneous interpretations, biased insinuations, and false reports that have reached everyone regarding the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council.81


The media’s picture of the Council did violence to the reality and transmitted—to the public and to the council fathers themselves—a distorted image of what was transpiring. Reporters interpreted the debates as a series of clashes between the old and the new, the traditional and the modern. The Holy Spirit seemingly had very little to do with it all. Especially saddening to the founder was that even some Catholic media exhibited no sense of the supernatural, and promoted ideologies condemned by the Church’s magisterium.82

The third session of the Council, in 1964, took place, from September 14 to November 21. Before it began, the founder wrote two letters to members of the Work touching on these subjects.83 In one, he spoke of “impatient and extreme reformists, pathologically hostile to the concept of authority.” 84 Lamenting the activities of a “legion of fly-bynight reformers, including even some clergy and religious,” who childishly sought to change customs and institutions just for the sake of changing them, he said: “They are dazzled, by the progress of the modern world, and, without grasping the deep values or the best signs of the times, they embark on a feverish race that brings harm to their souls, sterility to their endeavors, and an ironic smile to the lips of the enemies of the Church or the state.” 85

Worried about the drift of things, Pope Paul decided to move up the date for the closing of the Council. He communicated this to his closest collaborators, among them Bishop Dell’Acqua.86 The founder wrote to Pope Paul on April 23:

I make bold to share with Your Holiness the feelings of pain and distress that assail me upon seeing how the present ecumenical council, from which the Holy Spirit will draw abundant fruit for his holy Church, has up to now been an occasion for producing grave unease—I dare to say confusion—in the minds of the shepherds and their flocks: priests, seminarians, and faithful…. Finally, Holy Father, I would like to add that I am praying, and all of Opus Dei is praying, for your august and most beloved person and your intentions, so that the present council may soon come to an end, and also for the huge task to be done in the postconciliar period.87


The Council’s fourth and final session opened September 14, 1965. On October 4, Pope Paul addressed the United Nations, and upon returning to Rome, he promulgated several decrees and declarations of Vatican II. The conciliar process was almost at its end. Before the final documents appeared, the founder exhorted his children to close ranks around the Holy Father. “Be very close to the Roman Pontiff, il dolce Cristo in terra,” he wrote them. “Keep up with his teachings, meditate on them in your prayer, defend them in your speech and with your pen.” 88

As slights and lack of affection for the Pope multiplied, the founder strove to tell him news that might cheer him up. Pope Paul was aware of this, and wanted publicly to show his appreciation.

A few weeks before the close of the Council, which had been set for December 8, 1965, Bishop Dell’Acqua passed on word that the Pope wanted the inauguration of Centro ELIS to take place while the Council was in session. Centro ELIS was an educational center for young laborers, located in the Tiburtino section of Rome. The project had begun when Pope John XXIII decided to use the funds collected on the occasion of Pope Pius XII’s eightieth birthday for a social project whose development and operation he entrusted to Opus Dei.89 Pope Paul wanted to make it possible for the council fathers to visit the Center and see what the Pope was doing on behalf of the poor and how well disposed he was toward Opus Dei.90

Pope Paul dedicated the parish church and the adjoining buildings on November 21. In his address for the occasion, he expressed deep gratitude to those who had made the project a reality, calling it “another proof of love for the Church.” In his reply, Monsignor Escrivá sketched the Center’s history and purpose—to help young people learn “how work that is sanctified and sanctifying is an essential part of the vocation of a Christian.” 91 Both men clearly were moved. “Qui tutto è Opus Dei!” (“Here everything is Opus Dei!”),92 Pope Paul exclaimed, embracing the founder before returning to the Vatican.

3. The postconciliar years

For some time Monsignor Escrivá had been thinking about the possibility of beginning Opus Dei in Greece. With Vatican II over, he suggested that he and Don Alvaro go there for a closer look, and so it was that they left from Naples on February 26, 1966.

In Greece, their sightseeing was limited to a short walk around the Acropolis in Athens. Their focus was on the prospects for future apostolic work there.93 In the churches, they found only a few women praying. In Athens and Corinth, walking where, according to tradition, the apostle Saint Paul had preached, the Father was absorbed in prayer. On March 14 he was back in Rome. Several weeks later he told Bishop Dell’Acqua that while in Greece, he and Don Alvaro had done “practically nothing but pray for the Vicar of Christ.” 94

Monsignor Escrivá returned from Greece feeling that, as matters stood then, there was little or no chance of beginning the Work there. The social and religious climate was not favorable. With prayer, mortification, and work, it would happen. But not now.95 He wrote Bishop Dell’Acqua to share impressions about Greece that he thought might interest the Pope.96

Also on his mind, at this time, was the urgent need to create a school of theology at the University of Navarre. From Athens, before returning to Rome, he wrote to his friend Archbishop Olaechea, now chairman of the Seminaries Committee of the Spanish Bishops’ Conference:

I write to ask that you kindly let me know how the matter of the new school of theology at the University of Navarre is going. It would make me happy, given my secular-priest spirit, to see it move forward—for it will move forward in any case—with the support of your venerable colleagues, in whose service that effort will be carried out.97


Four days later the archbishop of Valencia officially informed the founder that the bishops, gathered in plenary assembly, had greeted the plan for a new school with great pleasure.98 Monsignor Escrivá wanted to comply with a provision of Vatican II’s declaration on religious education (Gravissimum Educationis), that Catholic universities with no school of theology should at least have a theology institute or curriculum to encourage research and promote dialogue “with our separated brethren and with non-Christians.” 99 The doctrinal confusion arising at the time of the Council persuaded him of the idea’s merit. In November of the previous year, the bishops of the ecclesiastical province of Pamplona had urged him, as Chancellor, to ask the Holy See to establish such a school.100 But he preferred to get the opinions of the rest of the Spanish bishops as well. Now acting at the request of the entire Spanish episcopate, he sent the Holy Father a request for the canonical establishment of a school of theology at the university.101

The response of the Curia was that this matter would have to be put on hold.102 Six months went by. In December, the plenary assembly of the Spanish Bishops’ Conference repeated its request,103 which Monsignor Escrivá passed along to the Sacred Congregation for Seminaries and Universities.104 The answer was ambivalent. The matter called for a new study “so that this Sacred Dicasteries can be properly informed about the real capability of Opus Dei, above all in terms of teaching personnel, to carry out such a demanding enterprise.” 105 By then it was common knowledge that the project was being blocked. Reports to that effect were coming from bishops. On March 2, 1967, he wrote Bishop Dell’Acqua, to say that he was hearing rumors of “schemes and pressures, as if someone wants to prevent the setting up of that school.” In a postscript he noted that this unexplained blocking of a project undertaken in response to the Council and desired by the Spanish episcopate placed him in the position of being caught between a rock and a hard place. This was an implied request to Bishop Dell’Acqua to find a way to get him out of this predicament:

I am really in an embarrassing situation, because, on the one hand, I can’t give the venerable Spanish bishops the impression that I don’t want to take their request into account. On the other hand, neither can I give them an answer, since I would necessarily have to point out that we are waiting to hear from the Holy See, and that would be equivalent to suggesting that their decision to create a new school has not been well received.106


*      *      *
 

With the approach of summer and the intense Roman heat, Monsignor Escrivá’s doctors recommended rest each year. He accepted the idea in principle and commended it to everyone else, but he rarely put it into practice. “This summer I’m going to have to rest a bit,” he told his brother and sister-in-law in July, 1966, “since I haven’t been able to do that for three years now, although I have gotten away from Rome.” 107

In 1964 he had spent part of the summer in Elorrio, a village in the Basque country. From there he had written to his sons:

In this cool and moist corner of the world, we are walking— you won’t believe this—more than two hours a day. We’re part of the landscape by now. We’ve become familiar to the farmers, the cows, and the dogs, which hardly bark at us anymore.


I think that if we can also find a bit of time for a walk every day in Rome, after years of being cooped up like monks (against everything we’ve laid down—mea culpa!—and against common sense), we will be healthier and better able to serve our Lord in his Opus Dei. Now you’re going to have to help me keep this difficult resolution. And that way we’ll make Don Alvaro keep it, since it’s a necessary medicine for him.108


In July 1965 the two of them escaped the Roman heat by going to a town near Florence called Cafaggiolo. There they stayed in an old farmhouse owned by a very elderly lady which was isolated and had no telephone. In that “medieval mouse hole” as they called it, they prepared letters and documents for publication. Although they took an occasional outing in the Tuscan countryside, work won out in the end. “I didn’t get any rest this summer,” he wrote to Santiago in September, adding that he nevertheless continued to keep going “like a good little donkey.” 109

The summer of 1966 found them back in that “corner of Tuscany,” where they worked from July 14 to August 17, except for a short stay in Rome towards the end of July. Returning to Villa Tevere, they set out immediately for Paris—though before leaving Rome, the founder wrote to Father Pedro Arrupe, superior general of the Jesuits, telling him he’d had a hundred Masses celebrated for the success of the forthcoming general congregation of the Society of Jesus.110

After visiting Opus Dei centers in France, he spent a few weeks in Spain where, among other things, he had a checkup at the University of Navarre Hospital. On October 7, 1966, he received the title of “Adopted Son of Barcelona,” which the city council had voted him in 1964.

On October 12 he was back in Rome. Among the thank-you notes for the attentions given him during these trips, there is one addressed to Dr. Eduardo Ortiz de Landázuri, the doctor who was in charge of the medical tests. The note reads:

Now that I have returned to Rome, I want to send you these lines to reiterate once again my gratitude to you and that whole marvelous team at the University of Navarre Hospital. I ask that you pass this on to everyone there: I am deeply impressed by your affection, your dedication, and your competence.111


The records of his medical tests show that he was suffering from arterial hypertension, vascular alterations, and a gradual loss of kidney function. On September 26, he was given a regimen to follow. On December 2 the University of Navarre Hospital was informed in a communication from Rome that the hypertension and the metabolic problems had normalized.112

*      *      *
 

When those involved in the planning of the second Vatican Council decided in 1962 that it should consider the spirituality and apostolate of the laity, the founder of Opus Dei was overjoyed. “If you could only see how happy I am that the Council is going to take up these subjects which have filled our life since 1928!” he wrote.113 Unquestionably, the spirit and apostolate of Opus Dei did have a profound influence on the Council.114 Many of the texts parallel things Monsignor Escrivá had been saying some thirty years before—things many at that time judged to be harebrained, even heretical.

Take, for instance, the universal call to holiness. In 1930 he had written:

Sanctity is not something for the privileged. It’s something to which the Lord calls everyone. From everyone he expects Love—everyone, wherever they may be, whatever their state, their profession, or their job.115


And here is Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium, nos. 40 and 41:

It is therefore quite clear that all Christians in any state or walk of life are called to the fullness of Christian life and to the perfection of love….


Accordingly all Christians, in the conditions, duties, and circumstances of their life and through all these, will sanctify themselves more and more if they receive all things with faith from the hand of the heavenly Father and cooperate with the divine will, thus showing forth in that temporal service the love with which God has loved the world.


Or consider the Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests, Presbyterorum Ordinis, nos. 2 and 12:

The Lord Jesus “whom the Father consecrated and sent into the world” (Jn 10: 36) makes his whole Mystical Body sharer in the anointing of the Spirit wherewith he has been anointed: for in that Body all the faithful are made a holy and kingly priesthood….


By the sacrament of Order priests are configured to Christ the priest as servants of the Head…. Like all Christians they have already received in the consecration of baptism the sign and gift of their great calling and grace. So they are enabled and obliged even in the midst of human weakness to seek perfection.


One recalls in those words the founder’s early efforts among diocesan priests, as well as his spiritual direction of lay people, men and women, by which he sought to instill the ideal of a contemplative life lived with “a priestly soul and a lay mentality.” In a letter written in 1940 he said, “All of us, therefore, are called to form part of this divine unity. With a priestly soul, making the holy Mass the center of our interior life, we seek to be with Jesus between God and human beings.” 116 Similarly, the same decree’s description of the holy Mass as “center and root” echo his oft-repeated statement that the Mass is “the center and root of the interior life.” 117

The Council also made clear the nature and role of the lay apostolate, including its special characteristics. Here is what the Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity, Apostolicam Actuositatem, no. 2, says:

The Church was founded to spread the kingdom of Christ over all the earth for the glory of God the Father, to make all men partakers in redemption and salvation, and through them to establish the right relationship of the entire world to Christ. Every activity of the Mystical Body with this in view goes by the name of “apostolate”; the Church exercises it through all its members. In fact, the Christian vocation is, of its nature, a vocation to the apostolate as well….


The characteristic of the lay state being a life led in the midst of the world and of secular affairs, laymen are called by God to make of their apostolate, through the vigor of their Christian spirit, a leaven in the world.


In 1932 the founder had written:

We have to reject the prejudice that the ordinary faithful must limit themselves to helping the clergy, in ecclesiastical apostolates. There is no reason why the apostolate of the laity has to be simply a participation in the hierarchy’s apostolate. They themselves have the duty to do apostolate….


And this is not because they receive a canonical mission, but because they are part of the Church.118


The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes, takes a new and optimistic approach to the earthly city. The Church, it insists, must be present to culture and technology, proclaiming the dignity of the human person created in the image of God, and calling upon Christians to involve themselves in what concerns the world.

The Council also says (in Gaudium et Spes, no. 34) that work is part of the divine plan: “Individual and collective activity, that monumental effort of man through the centuries to improve the circumstances of the world, presents no problem to believers: considered in itself, it corresponds to the plan of God.” Moreover, the mandate given in Genesis that human beings are to subject earthly things to their rule, ordering them to the Creator, “holds good also for our daily work,” it declares.

“In the light of Opus Dei’s spirit,” the founder wrote, “it was clearly a great joy for us to see the Council solemnly declare that the Church does not reject the world it lives in, with its progress and development, but understands and loves it.” 119 The Council’s theological affirmation that work is a point of encounter between God and the life of the ordinary Christian would serve as a megaphone for the message of Opus Dei. It was a source of great joy for him to have the magisterium put its stamp of approval on what he had called the “divine paths of the earth”:

One of my greatest joys was to see the Second Vatican Council so clearly proclaim the divine vocation of the laity. Without any boasting, I would say that, as far as our spirit is concerned, the Council has not meant an invitation to change but, on the contrary, has confirmed what, with the grace of God, we have been living and teaching for so many years.120


Yet along with the gratification, he spoke of hard times ahead. As the Council was closing, he wrote to the members of Opus Dei: “My heart trembles at the thought that it [the postconciliar era] could be the occasion of new wounds in the body of the Church.” He added:

The years following a Council are always important years, that demand docility in applying the decisions made, along with firmness in the faith, a supernatural spirit, love for God and for God’s Church, fidelity to the Roman Pontiff.121


Earlier, the founder had given the members guidelines regarding the writings of authors suspected of doctrinal deviations. He told them to hold fast to the norms in the Council’s dogmatic constitution on Sacred Scripture Dei Verbum, to be guided by the basics of Saint Thomas Aquinas’s teaching, and to be docile and faithful to the magisterium and the Pope.122

Monsignor Escrivá gave firm assent and full obedience to the constitutions and decrees of the Council.123 Where options were provided, he recommended as head of Opus Dei, those which best favored the life of piety of its members.124

He had no patience with liturgical abuses. Aberrations in the celebration of the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass especially pained him.

We have to integrate this vast People into liturgical worship, teaching them—as we are taught by the Church, always remaining faithful to what the hierarchy legitimately prescribes—to love the holy Mass, without diluting the deep meaning of the liturgy into a mere communitarian symbol. For in the liturgy there must also take place the mysterious personal encounter of individuals with their God, in a dialogue of praise, thanksgiving, petition, and reparation.125


He was sensitive to any alteration, no matter how small, in the rubrics of the Mass. On October 24, 1964, he wrote to his sons in Spain:

They have changed the liturgy of the holy Mass again. At my almost sixty-three years of age, I am striving with the help of Javi to obey Holy Mother Church even in the smallest details, although I cannot deny that I am pained by certain unnecessary changes. But I will always obey joyfully.126


And a few months later he reported that he was “trying to celebrate holy Mass with the carefulness of a priest saying his first Mass.” But he added: “How marvelous it is … to learn to obey and to want to obey!” 127 As the years went by, the divine memories that filled the different parts of his Mass had been making it denser, richer.128

Meanwhile, of course, a crisis was taking shape in the Church. Monsignor Escrivá had a clear but nuanced view of what was happening.

As I see it, the present doctrinal position of the Church could be called “positive” and at the same time “delicate,” as in all crises of growth. Positive, undoubtedly, because the doctrinal wealth of the Second Vatican Council has set the entire Church, the entire priestly People of God, on a new, supremely hopeful track of renewed fidelity to the divine plan of salvation entrusted to it. But delicate as well, because the theological conclusions reached are not, let us say, of an abstract or theoretical nature. They are part of a supremely living theology, with immediate and direct applications in the pastoral, ascetic, and disciplinary fields and touching very deeply upon the internal and external life of the Church: liturgy, organizational structures of the hierarchy, apostolic forms, magisterium, dialogue with the world, ecumenism. And so this theology at the same time touches very deeply upon the Christian life and the very conscience of the faithful.129


It was a delicate moment. The interpretation given to conciliar texts by those who regarded novelty as an instrument of Church renewal led to widespread confusion in matters of faith and morals. Justification for this was sought in an imaginary “spirit” of the Council, based on quasi-theological fads of the time. The self-designated reformers proclaimed themselves the vanguard of progress, while branding as “reactionaries” and “ultraconservatives” those who stood by the teachings of the magisterium. (Some of these, of course, did indeed cling to the old without admitting so much as the possibility of development or growth.) Predictably, Monsignor Escrivá was accused of paternalism, conservatism, triumphalism, and other crimes against political correctness.130 His reply was, “Conservatism! Progressivism! What I want is to integrally conserve the treasure of the faith and to make progress in knowledge of it.” 131

In other circumstances he would have adopted his old tactic—keep silent, forgive, pray, serve. But this was not possible in the face of so much falsehood, so much havoc wreaked upon Church doctrine, so much dissension sown among people in the Church. He sent his children in Opus Dei a long letter, dated March 19, 1967, which begins: “Fortes in fide, that’s how I see you, dearest daughters and sons— strong in the faith in every setting testifying with that divine fortitude to your beliefs.132 Describing the letter as “exclusively pastoral,” he wrote:

The intent … is to teach you to safeguard and defend the treasure of Catholic doctrine, increasing its supernatural fruit in your souls and in the society you live in. No one can truthfully say that if I’m alerting you not to let the present environment corrupt your faith, I must be a conservative or a progressive, a reformer or a reactionary. To call me any of those things would be unjust and false. I am a priest of Jesus Christ who loves clear doctrine expressed in precise terms with well-established content, and who admires and gives thanks to God for, all the great advances made by human knowledge, because—if they are truly scientific—they help bring us closer to the Creator.133


Calm and hopeful throughout, this long document ends on a high note:

These bad times will pass, as those before have always passed. The Church has never been without sick people and sicknesses….


Be optimistic and cheerful! God is with us! For that reason I am filled with hope every day. The virtue of hope makes us see life as it is: beautiful, from God.134


The founder had a number of rather lengthy conversations with Cardinal Joseph Höffner about the crisis that the Church was going through. The cardinal recalls his own surprise at the supernatural hope of Monsignor Escrivá, who, he says, assured him that “this did not frighten him, and neither did the identity crises convulsing priests and religious, because the Lord and the Holy Spirit are alive and active in the Church.” 135

Time went by, and the situation did not improve. In 1972, Pope Paul publicly expressed disappointment and that of many others. Once the Council was over, a splendid new dawn for the Church was anticipated. “Instead,” said the Pope, “there came a day of clouds, of storms, of darkness, of anxious searching, and of uncertainties.” 136 Not only that, he continued, “something preternatural appeared in the world, with the intention of spoiling and suppressing the fruits of the Ecumenical Council.” The founder, meanwhile, prayed and acted to keep Opus Dei faithful to the doctrine of Christ and immune to the evils threatening the People of God.

*      *      *
 

Doctrinal confusion pointed to the need of solid, intellectually rigorous religious formation for Catholics. The founder, as Chancellor of the University of Navarre, considered it more urgent than ever to establish a school of theology there. He put it this way:

A man who lacks religious formation is a man whose education is incomplete. That is why religion should be present in the universities, where it should be taught at the high, scholarly level of good theology. A university from which religion is absent is an incomplete university; it neglects a fundamental facet of human personality, which does not exclude but rather presupposes the other facets.137


But this project was becoming a nightmare. For over a year, shadowy obstacles and unexplained delays had blocked his every effort. Yet he and all the bishops of Spain knew who was behind all this.138 As the Father put it in a letter to Bishop Dell’Acqua, the problem was “a certain person whose behavior does not seem reasonable.” 139

Since the responses of the Sacred Congregation were delaying tactics—asking for supplementary information or setting new conditions—and not definitive, Monsignor Escrivá thought of a new approach: to seek authorization ad experimentum, to start the theological program on an experimental basis. In a letter dated March 31, 1967, Don Alvaro, following the indications of the Father, proposed this idea to Archbishop Gabriel Garrone, the head of the Sacred Congregation for Seminaries and Universities.140 Two months passed without an answer. Don Alvaro tried again.141

At last the anxiously awaited response of the Sacred Congregation arrived, in a letter dated June 19 signed by Cardinal Pizzardo. It was carefully worded. The door was left open for starting theology courses and for considering, at the right moment, the possibility of canonical establishment of the school. But then came this remark: “I must add that delicate circumstances of a local nature counsel us against saying anything … about the official starting of the courses.” 142 Nevertheless, the decision of whether or not to start up the courses was left to the discretion of the Chancellor, an indispensable concession.

The “delicate circumstances of a local nature” soon became clear. Some priests of the diocese had written to the Holy See accusing the archbishop of Pamplona of having ceded some goods of the Church to the University of Navarre without consulting the city council. In a letter to Cardinal Garrone, dated August 26, 1967, Don Alvaro flatly denied the accusations. “I am writing to tell you once again,” he wrote, “that the University of Navarre has never asked for or received one penny or one square foot of land from His Excellency the Archbishop of Pamplona.” 143

The decree canonically establishing the School of Theology of the University of Navarre was finally received by the Chancellor on November 13, 1969.144

4. The last romantic

The difficulties that the Work encountered in the sixties did not come just from the opposition of one particular person or group. The founder faced all kinds of resistance, as often happens with any institution of historic significance. Of course, when speaking of resistances and oppositions, we should not lose sight of the positive response that Opus Dei’s message received in the world, and of the rapid expansion of its apostolic efforts in a great many countries. But it did run into obstacles too numerous to mention in detail. Some of these have already been mentioned, in connection with the turbulence that surrounded the Council. Others arose from the political arena. Defamatory campaigns originating in Spain soon spread to other countries.

The founder by now was so used to them that, more than rob him of his peace, they generally just robbed him of time, leaving his cheerfulness intact. Behind the attacks on the Work he could see the hand of God. Thus he wrote to his children:

Never have we failed to see the involvement of Divine Providence when, periodically, with a frequency that reveals the not very clean hand of certain individuals and their chorus of supporters, these mudslinging spates occur.


Blessed be God. When the Nile overflows its banks, it soon returns to its bed—everything returns victoriously to its bed—and the flooded fields are left dry and fertile.145


He had no desire to fight with those who insulted him. His was a battle of love, an effort always to sow peace and joy. The same letter continues:

All over the world we are surrounded by the prayer, affection, and material assistance of millions of hearts. And Peter— Peter!—looks on us with special love.


So carry on, being pious, hardworking, studious, apostolic without discrimination, putting love where there is no love. Thus the Blessed Virgin, our Mother, will continue to smile as she looks upon this open, shoreless sea that is her Son’s Work—Opus Dei—and we will be able to sow peace and joy among all human beings (even those who do not want to have a big heart, poor fellows), putting this exclusively supernatural, spiritual, apostolic effort into operation, for Jesus, from pole to pole.146


Opus Dei’s spirit and apostolic vigor clashed at times with rigidly traditional ways of doing things. Its message entailed the struggle to sanctify familial, professional, and civic activities, including those of a political nature; a struggle that would both require and produce a real change of mentality among Catholics. Particularly in the political situation that Spain was in, as we will later see.

In those inevitable clashes, those campaigns of denigration, there was seldom any lack of strong feelings, partisanship, or bad faith. Which, when it comes down to it, are human failings that every faithful Christian has to bear with charity. The founder advised “being understanding when they don’t understand us.” 147 A generous attitude of being quick to forgive mistakes and to take on the sentiments of Christ, in our dealings both with fellow Catholics and with those enemies of the Church who are out to return Christians to the catacombs. The founder wrote:

Let’s not blow things out of proportion. It’s logical that the enemies of God and of his Church don’t like us. And it’s also logical that, in spite of everything, we love them: “Caritas mea cum omnibus vobis in Christo Iesu!” [“My love be with you all in Christ Jesus!”—1 Cor 16: 24].148


Both by mouth and in writing, the founder never tired of speaking to his children about freedom. One might well see this as being because of the strained situation there now was in Spain, after so many years of authoritarian government. But Monsignor Escrivá’s insistence on freedom was not focused on the current scene in this or that country. In 1954 he wrote:

I will never tire of repeating, my children, that one of the most obvious characteristics of the spirit of Opus Dei is its love for freedom and understanding. In the human realm, I want to leave you as legacy a love for freedom and goodnaturedness.149


He kept the flag of freedom very high and liked to call himself “the last romantic,” and “a lover of freedom.” 150 The reason he felt so strongly about freedom was that without it love cannot be expressed. He thanked God, with all his heart, for “the great adventure of freedom.” 151 He taught this freedom to his sons and daughters as soon as they came to the Work. He would treat them as mother ducks do their ducklings: “Ducks give their little ones independence. They watch over them discreetly, so that they learn to exercise their freedom—so that as soon as possible they start swimming on their own.” 152

He wanted to die as an enamored romantic. And that is how he died. His life was a continual fight for freedom of spirit, since only this personal freedom makes one “capable of meriting or of offending, of pardoning or of harboring resentment, of hating or of loving.” 153 Furthermore, so necessary was that “precious gift of freedom” that where there was no freedom, the apostolates of Opus Dei would suffocate. For “freedom and the resultant responsibility are, as it were, the seal of lay activity, in the apostolate as well.” 154

Freedom as “an essential characteristic” of the spirit of Opus Dei was implicit since 1928 in the life and apostolate of its members. And, through a foundational grace, it had come into clear focus on August 7, 1931, when that young priest, at the moment of raising the sacred host at Mass, understood that “it will be the men and women of God who will raise the cross, with the teachings of Christ, to the pinnacle of every human activity.” He continues, “And I saw the Lord triumph, drawing all things to himself.” 155

But to prepare the way toward this exalting of Christ in all human activities, he first had to erase the erroneous ideas most Catholics had about apostolic activity.

It is quite common to find, even among apparently responsible and devout Catholics, the error of thinking that they’re only obliged to carry out their familial and religious duties. They seldom want to hear any mention of civic duties. The problem is not selfishness; it’s simply a lack of formation.156


But it was not just a matter of duties. The founder also energetically defended the right of Catholics to participate actively in public life. And to those who devoted themselves specifically to political work, whether with a certain party or in government or whatever, he repeatedly emphasized that they were doing this on their own. This principle was already fixed from the very beginning. The founder wrote that in political matters each member of the Work had complete freedom and therefore the sole responsibility for his or her activity. “Never,” he declared, “can the directors of the Work impose any political or professional—in a word, temporal—guideline on their brothers or sisters.” 157

The following words were directed to those who chose politics as their professional vocation:

Like all the other members of the Work in their temporal occupations, when acting in that field you do so without calling attention to your being Catholics or members of Opus Dei; without using either the Church or the Work. For you know that you can’t mix up either God’s Church or the Work in contingent things….


Those of you who find yourselves with a vocation to politics should work without fear and realize that if you didn’t do so, you would sin by omission. Work with professional seriousness, paying attention to the technical demands of that work of yours, setting your sights on Christian service to all the people of your country, and fostering harmony among all nations.158


Opus Dei, then, stays out of politics. “Freedom, my children. Never expect the Work to give you temporal instructions.” 159 And besides making all these statements, the founder also took practical measures. He directed, for example, that Opus Dei, as such, would never have any magazine, newspaper, or other publication of its own, with the exception of the official newsletter of the prelature (Romana). He did this to prevent what so often happens in certain countries and political parties: “twenty smart alecks imposing themselves on a whole multitude.” 160

*      *      *

 

The rights to political choice and activity that every citizen should enjoy have not always been respected, and certainly they were not in the Spain of that time. The Franco regime had its origins in the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939) and was mounted on a platform that justified authoritarian personal power. When in 1957 Franco had to restructure the government,161 he gave representation to the political forces making up the National Movement: the Falangists, the Carlist Traditionalists, the Francoist Christian Democrats, the Dynastic Monarchists, and, the same as in every other cabinet of his, some trustworthy high-level bureaucrats with special expertise.162 The purpose of the change was to work out and put into effect the social, political, administrative, and economic reforms that Franco thought the country needed. But at the same time, the new cabinet was a reflection of his basic ideas of national, political, and social unity—ideas which impeded political and social pluralism.163

One of the new government’s aims was an integration of the Spanish economy into the framework of the Western world. Consultations with the IMF and the OECD led to a plan for stabilization and to deregulation measures proper to a market economy.164 That economic operation was piloted by the Minister of the Treasury, Mariano Navarro Rubio, and by the Minister of Commerce, Alberto Ullastres Calvo, and enjoyed the support of most of the economic leaders. The stabilization plan was approved in July 1959. Two years later studies began that led to the plans for development and economic expansion.

The fact that there were in the Spanish government members of Opus Dei (Navarro Rubio and Ullastres) gave rise to gossip of various kinds in the social and political spheres. Some groups in the National Movement disparagingly called them technocrats.165 With this term they wanted to point out, in a cryptic way, their belonging to Opus Dei, and to discredit them politically.

It must be noted, first of all, that if they were ministers, that was due to the decision of Franco, who had full control of the state; and, of course, to their free acceptance of their appointments. Their belonging to Opus Dei had no bearing on their decision from a political standpoint, although it may well have been reflected in the professional rigor and moral sensibilities with which they carried out their work. Like their colleagues in the government who were also Catholics, they tried to make their decisions, in matters social as well as political, in accord with their conscience, and were conscious of the fact that their political actions should reflect the faith that they professed.166

Upon hearing of the appointment of Alberto Ullastres, a cardinal felt that he should congratulate the founder. But the founder said decisively, “To me it’s neither here nor there; I don’t care. Minister or street cleaner, it’s all the same to me. The only thing I care about is that he become holy through his work.” 167

The success of the stabilization plan laid the groundwork for the development plans.168 At the same time, throughout 1962, rumors of changes in the government were flying, because of the need to respond to the challenges that were arising in a society growing ever more conscious of its political and social rights.169 There was something of a crisis in the government.170 And during this time it came to the attention of the founder that in some sectors the Work was considered a political group. To dispel this erroneous notion, the office of the General Secretariat of Opus Dei issued, on June 17, 1962, a communiqué stating the following: “The members of Opus Dei are completely free in their political thought and action, the same as all other Catholic citizens. Within the association there is room for, and there in fact are, people of differing and even conflicting political ideas; and Opus Dei has nothing to do with the merits or demerits of the personal conduct of its members. It should, therefore, be clear that Opus Dei is not tied to any political person, regime, or idea.” 171

The founder received many visits, from authorities both civil and ecclesiastical. They all had questions to ask him: “Why doesn’t Opus Dei take a definite political stand, so that people will know what they should do?” “Why don’t you give your followers some instructions or at least guidelines in this area?” And the founder never tired of giving this answer:

Members of Opus Dei take part in politics (to the extent each one sees as opportune) with complete freedom and, therefore, with personal responsibility. They each do so according to the dictates of their conscience, as a Catholic citizen, without allowing anyone else to be implicated in the decisions that they have legitimately made.172


He was pressured by several authorities to order the members of Opus Dei to withdraw from the government. But it was not in his power, he told them, to diminish or co-opt the freedom of any son or daughter of his. And as for making an authoritative pronouncement on a political regime from a doctrinal standpoint, this was not his job but that of the Holy See or the bishops of the country in question.173 To order his sons to resign from that government, or from any that was not denounced by the ecclesiastical authorities, would have meant betraying the spirit of Opus Dei.

During the sixties, when a strong campaign against the Work was being launched in several countries, he said to one of the directors of the Regional Commission of Spain: “My son, I would be rid of a lot of problems if those brothers of yours weren’t ministers. But if I were to hint at that, I would not be respecting their freedom and I would be destroying the Work.” 174

The years went by, and the founder, who lived in Rome from 1946 on, lived true to the norm he had imposed on himself, of hiding and disappearing. He did not attend public ceremonies organized by the civil authorities of any country, nor did he attend the receptions at the embassies in Rome. He declined the invitations because they were offered to him as President General of Opus Dei. He wanted to show, in this very clear way, that the Work had no connection with any government or any particular country.175

In 1966, he wrote a letter thanking his sons and daughters for their faithfulness and affection, saying, “You have made my necessary voluntary exile of over twenty years easier to bear. I say exile because that’s what it is. And not a few times I’ve had to fight off an ‘exile complex,’ although I have a great affection for Italy and especially for Rome.” He then continued:

I’ve said this exile is necessary. And it is, for supernatural reasons. On the positive side, it’s necessitated by the universality of the Work, which was born catholic and must manifest itself to everyone as Roman. And on the negative side, there was also the urgent necessity of avoiding any implication in a political scene—like that which developed in my absence—as well as to make it easier for everyone to manifest clearly the freedom that all my children enjoy, each working according to the dictates of their own honest conscience, in all temporal things.176


To a man of his exuberant inner vitality, a man also brimming with physical energy, always eager “to pound the pavement” for apostolic purposes and visit his children, the quiet was hard to bear, and even more so being shut up inside the house. In the way he refers to his years in Rome (“monk-like enclosure”), or to the house in Il Trebbio where he did much of his summer work (“a medieval mouse hole”), his feelings come through.

But neither his absence from Spain nor the silence of his presence in Rome was enough to quiet certain groups. Their unfair treatment of him and the Work, and even the slanders that some newspapers printed about him, did not upset him; to him they were no big deal. But when the attacks on the Work turned into attacks on the Church, the founder changed his habit of bearing injuries in silence. This happened in the first months of 1964, when a fierce campaign against Opus Dei was launched in the Netherlands. The motive? The fact that Princess Irene, a daughter of the Dutch queen, had converted to Catholicism and an Opus Dei priest had been God’s instrument in her conversion.

The Father, to calm down the fears of his children in the Netherlands, wrote to them reminding them of the strategy that had worked so well for him throughout his life:

When the Lord allows these groups of fanatics to “give vent” to so many slanders, it’s a sign that you and I need to keep quiet, pray, work, smile—and wait. Don’t give those idiocies any importance; truly love all those souls. Caritas mea cum omnibus vobis in Christo Iesu! 177


We can get some idea of the severity of that campaign from a letter the founder sent on March 27, 1964, to Bishop Jan Van Dodewaard of Haarlem, as an Easter greeting:

There are still coming to me from that beloved nation publications loading on us insults, false interpretations, and slanders that are so wild that, despite being almost an aged priest, I never could have imagined them, not even remotely. But don’t worry, Your Excellency, because this only makes me love even more the Netherlands and all the Dutch people.178


A few days later he had to answer a letter from Carrero Blanco, Franco’s right-hand man. He did it in these few words:

Your lines gave me real joy and renewed the complex I have over being an “exile” in the service of God. I hope he will arrange things so that I can at some point spend a good amount of time in Spain, without worrying that the trip shows a lack of the virtue of poverty, because I’ll be able to do some good priestly work.179


That brief letter closes an era, because within a few short weeks the founder gave a small, but important, twist to his way of viewing opposition in a supernatural light. In writing to his sons in Ireland about the lack of understanding that some Catholics have toward fellow Catholics, he says:

It can at times happen to us—as one sadly sees in connection with the Council—that we are understanding and conciliatory with those who do not share our faith (and this is good—it’s been our spirit since 1928), but are less so with our brothers (and this is not good—we have to keep it from happening).180


And further on:

I’m getting old. Or, if you prefer, I’m ceasing to be young. Maybe that’s the reason I find myself pondering sad experiences in the world, which can’t be remedied until one can speak out clearly, once the Council is over.181


The matter must have been important, since, in another letter written on that same day, he finds it urgent to tell the Counsellor of Spain about this recent event that leads him to “speak out clearly.”

I want to let you know that I’ve stoked up the devotion, which in me goes back a long time, to Saint Catherine of Siena— because she knew how to love the Pope with a filial love, because she knew how to serve God’s holy Church sacrificially, and because she knew how to speak out heroically.


I am thinking of declaring her our patroness (intercessor) in heaven for our public opinion apostolates. We shall see! 182


In his customary program for dealing with opposition (“Keep silent, pray, work, and smile”) the recommendation of silence was changed to that of proclaiming the truth, taking up the defense of God’s honor, and that of the Church and of the Roman Pontiff. And he immediately put this into practice.

This change of behavior derived from his firm resolution not to tolerate defamations of God and his servants. As for insults directed at him personally, these he was ready to continue bearing as before.

The decision to speak out clearly is reflected in the correspondence of those days. On May 23, 1964, he wrote to His Royal Highness Don Francisco Javier de Borbón-Parma:

Your Highness:


I received your affectionate lines and, with great pleasure, am writing you this letter to tell you that Your Highness has no need to thank me, because I’ve done nothing more than fulfill my priestly duty, which makes me serve all souls without taking into account any other consideration, especially if it’s temporal or political (as I have said to Your Highness in person), any such thing being a long way off from our Work, which is solely and exclusively spiritual and apostolic….


I am truly sorry about those unmerited attacks which are taking place in the Netherlands against the princess. In that country, which I love, there is coming at us ourselves, against us—for no rational reason—a continual campaign of gross slanders and unheard-of insults, which we are joyfully offering to God for those good souls and for our sanctification. Omnia in bonum! 183


But courtesy does not do away with courage. The letter was accompanied by a note, also for Don Francisco Javier de Borbón-Parma, also dated May 23. It said:

Although I am very much in favor of political freedom and am very respectful toward everyone’s opinions, I was struck by the fact that at the meeting in Montejurra, all that was on display was a few posters insulting some sons of mine who, in use of their freedom, honorably think as they see fit. Especially when in Spain there are so many who don’t agree with the Carlists. I am still amazed; I cannot understand that “predilection.” Nevertheless, I respect the vexatious freedom of those gentlemen in Montejurra, and am not making any complaint.


However, I have received a leaflet that is called “Red Beret”—it doesn’t say who published it, but the content is Carlist—no. 89, year 12, and it contains an article, entitled “To Spaniards” and signed “Some veterans,” in which the Work is slanderously attacked. I cannot tolerate this; and I am ashamed that people belonging to the so-called Carlist Communion go in for defamations of this kind. I hope that, out of Christian justice, the heads of the organization will put a stop to these lamentable incidents. If they happen again, I will have to take some steps, since it is a matter not of an attack on me, which I am always ready to bear in silence, but of a vile attack on our Lord God and those who serve him, and who have consecrated their lives to him.184


*      *      *
 

Inspired by the daring of Saint Catherine, and feeling morally bound to do this, the founder tried later to explain clearly to Pope Paul his assessment of the complex religious and political situation of Spain, while touching also on other points. Instead of presenting him with an expository document, he decided to do it in letter form, using an easy and familiar style. The letter (of June 1964) is a long one. It is a matter, the founder confesses in the first lines, of “opening my heart once again to the Holy Father,” telling him things that “I have never before now put in writing,” trusting that “with this letter I am faithfully serving God’s Church and the Supreme Pontiff.” 185

Among many other things, the letter contains a review of the history of Spain from 1900 to 1964, including the fall of the monarchy, the coming of the Republic in 1931, the civil war, and the postwar peace.

In the letter he speaks of the concern he has for his country’s future because of the fact that “in Spain everything depends on the life of a man who, in good faith, is convinced that he is providential.” 186 He also speaks of the religious renewal that has taken place in Spain since 1939. However, along with that bright light of a revived Church, the picture of religion in Spain also has dark spots: a lack of doctrine, an excessive pietism, irregularities in liturgical worship … And then he gets to one of the crucial points of his letter:

At present, given Franco’s age, the situation is bound to become serious, unless measures are taken that will lead to a transition and preferably a speedy one.


For this turn to take place, he says, the hierarchy in Spain will need to change the mentality of Catholics so that they will freely get involved in civic matters. “You might ask what I have been doing in this regard,” he writes, and then he gives this answer:

Forming doctrinally well-prepared people who will be able to work better than I can. I have spent myself in working, because I know that work is prayer; and in praying, because that is the foundation of all action.


The rest of the letter is liberally seasoned with anecdotes, from each of which one could extract a profitable lesson.

The founder also wanted his sons and daughters to commit themselves to this attitude of defense of the Church, its teachings, and its institutions. He therefore drew up a letter to them, dated August 15, 1964.

He starts it by stating that “in order to fulfill our mission of giving doctrine, in order to carry out that immense catechesis that is the Work of God, we have to be bearers of the truth and filled with the charity of Jesus Christ.” 187 Then he says:

My daughters and sons, you are familiar with the history of the Church, and you know that God normally uses simple and strong souls to make his will known in times of confusion or torpor in Christian life. Personally, I am enamored of the fortitude of a Saint Catherine, who speaks truths to the highest persons, with a burning love and a crystalline clarity.188


With crystalline clarity the founder identifies the blights of the day, which, he says, are simply manifestations of human failings. When the Church calls her children to interior renewal and to sanctity, we weaken that call with our personal failings, which stem from cowardice.

Humanity raises up a loud clamor, and what should lead to an intimate dialogue with God, and from that to an increase in sanctity, gets distorted, making it difficult for the poor, the simple people, the new shepherds of Bethlehem, to promptly recognize the Messiah’s voice, the Messiah’s reflection, amid the din of our failings.189


*      *      *
 

In November 1964 he made a trip to Pamplona, and while he was there he sent a few lines to Franco, to inform him of his presence in Spain. It was a standard courtesy, but a gesture expressive of his resolve to maintain, in line with the advice of Saint Paul, a respectful attitude toward political authorities:

Your Excellency:


Upon stepping on Spanish soil (for the purpose of presiding at a ceremony in which honorary doctorates will be awarded to two presidents of universities, at that of Navarre), I am fulfilling the pleasant duty of presenting to Your Excellency my respectful greetings.


I never fail to pray each day for our beloved Spain and for all Spaniards, especially Your Excellency and your family, and all those who have the duty of governing our native land.190


The relations between Monsignor Escrivá and Franco were anchored in the necessary respect between the Chief of State and a priest who classified himself as a subject in voluntary exile. Two years later, while again visiting the University of Navarre, the founder repeated that gesture, using almost the same words.

Your Excellency:


Upon setting foot on this blessed land of Navarre, I consider it my pleasant duty to send to Your Excellency this greeting filled with respect and affection, since I will not be able to go to Madrid.191


The period between the one letter and the other, from the autumn of 1964 to the autumn of 1966, was one of continual defamatory campaigning against Opus Dei, by various people. At this time the founder advised his children to speak out.

You should be always on the alert—vigilate et orate! [watch and pray!], always serene, with the joy, the peace, and the courage of one who is acting uprightly. We cannot keep silent, because this Mother of ours is and always will be under age, although the years go by; and she needs her sons and daughters to defend her veritatem facientes in caritate [doing the truth in charity]. I have written to the Holy Father three times already, and a fourth time today, because it is necessary to get rid of this mud. I want you to know that the Pope has a lot of affection for us, and shows it.192


A week later he said it again:

Now you need to keep in mind the Gospel counsel, vigilate et orate! We can no longer put up with calumny, or venomous insinuation. And of every hundred cases, all hundred of them have their origin in that beloved Spain of mine. Enough is enough! 193


Starting with the above-mentioned letter of June 1964, Monsignor Escrivá tried to periodically send to the Vatican Secretariat of State news that its members might find useful. The correspondence between him and Bishop Dell’Acqua is abundant, and expressive of their warm, fraternal friendship; and all of the letters from the founder show a deep affection for and devotion to the Roman Pontiff. On one occasion he writes:

I ask Your Excellency to excuse me if I tell you these things without any reticence. But, toward God and toward the Pope, I want to always be as sincere and spontaneous as a child. At the same time, I would like to be able to continually offer to the Holy Father plenty of reasons for consolation and joy.


I recall how, back in 1946, the then-undersecretary to His Holiness, Monsignor Montini, had the goodness to tell me once that he very much liked hearing me talk about Opus Dei, because ordinarily the only news that reached him was bad news about what was not going well in this world. Therefore I find it very painful to have to include among the news items that I am sending, because I think they could truly be useful, some that are not so consoling.194


Indeed, not all the news he sent the Pope was pleasant. Such were the times. He had resolved not to keep quiet about things that were injurious to the Church or the Work. Sometimes he had to pick up his pen, because splatterings from certain press campaigns in France and Spain had reached Rome—smears impugning the spiritual nature of Opus Dei and its universal scope.195 He would explain to the Pope what the facts really were, the falseness of the accusations, and their origins.

Naturally, these unpleasant events, while not taking away his inner peace, did affect him somewhat. In a letter to Father Richard Stork, the Counsellor for the United Kingdom, he says:

It hurt me to read that obscene, sarcastic thing that was sent anonymously from Spain. It is inevitable that the devil isn’t happy; when things are going well for the sheep, they aren’t going well for the wolves. I burned that scrap of paper. Stay calm, because your work and that of your brothers and sisters—Opus Dei—is reaching heaven as a pleasing fragrance.196


Well, what could he do to counteract those slanders? One tactic he thought of was to get interviews with correspondents from several nations and publications. The first of these on May 16, 1966, was with a correspondent of Le Figaro.197 His procedure was simple: tell the truth clearly, tirelessly reiterating that in Opus Dei everyone works with complete personal freedom, differences of activity or opinion not being a problem for the Work, since “the diversity which exists and will always exist among the members of Opus Dei is a sign of good spirit, of an honest life, of respect for the legitimate opinion of each individual.” 198

Looking back, it seems that the Work, by God’s will, had to undergo this trial. What happened was that in connection with some upcoming union elections in Spain, commentaries and articles appeared that argued for greater representation in the unions. The authors of some of those articles were members of Opus Dei. This sparked violent outbursts in the regime’s newspaper chain (the Movement Press) and in Pueblo, a daily paper put out by the Spanish Labor Organization. Monsignor Escrivá intervened, not because of the damage those papers could cause, but because the uproar “was based on slander, and was therefore an offense against God.” 199 At his suggestion, Opus Dei’s Counsellor in Spain, Father Florencio Sánchez Bella, visited the leaders of the Movement and of the unions to protest this campaign. Not having gotten any results, he made another visit in October, this time to the secretary general of the Movement, again without success.200

The founder, meanwhile, was learning more about the campaign and its instigators. And his take on them was that they were people “who cannot digest anything spiritual; even if you poured into their heads and hearts the wine from the marriage feast at Cana, it wouldn’t do any good, because they would immediately convert it to vinegar.”

The buyer and the sellers, like those portrayed by Cervantes, all of them rogues in the end, are capable of beating up a woman, who cannot defend herself, or throwing handfuls of mud at a priest, who should not defend himself, because he is obliged to show meekness. What those people are showing is a cowardly villainy, which has to be forgiven and which, of course, we do forgive.201


But this priest knew how to defend himself. He wrote a letter— clear, blunt, but very charitable—to José Solís Ruiz, the secretary general of the Movement. (This was a cabinet position.)

Rome, October 28, 1966

Dear Friend:


Word has reached me here about the campaign that the press of the Falange, which operates under Your Excellency’s authority, has been so unjustly waging against Opus Dei.


Once again I repeat that the members of Opus Dei—each and every one of them—are personally completely free, as free as if they did not belong to Opus Dei, in all temporal matters and in the theological ones that the Church leaves us free to disagree about. It therefore makes no sense to bring up in discussions of questions political, professional, social, etc., the fact that a particular person belongs to the Work—just as it would not make sense for anyone, when speaking of your own political activities, to bring in your wife and children, your family.


The publications connected with your ministry are operating in that misguided way, and all that they are thereby accomplishing is to offend God by confusing the spiritual and temporal orders, since it is obvious that the directors of Opus Dei can do nothing to curb the legitimate and complete personal freedom of its members (who, for their part, never hide the fact that each assumes full responsibility for his or her own actions). The plurality of opinions among the members of the Work is and always will be just one more manifestation of their freedom and one more proof of their good spirit, which leads them to respect the opinions of others.


When attacking or defending the ideas or public action of a fellow citizen, have the decency, which justice demands, to not make reference to Opus Dei, from any point of view. This spiritual family does not involve itself, nor can it ever involve itself, in political or earthly questions of any kind, because its aims are exclusively spiritual.


I hope that you will have understood my surprise, both at the announcement of that defamatory campaign and at seeing it carried out. I’m sure that by now you must be aware of the gross mistake being made, and of the responsibility in conscience which all those involved in this campaign are assuming before God’s tribunal. For it is a great mistake to denigrate an institution which does not—and cannot—influence the use that its members, spread over five continents, make of their personal freedom as citizens, while never evading their personal responsibility for their actions.


I beg you to put an end to this campaign against Opus Dei, since Opus Dei has done nothing to deserve it. Otherwise, I will have to conclude that you have not understood me—in which case it will be clear that Your Excellency is not capable either of understanding or of respecting freedom, qua libertate Christus nos liberavit [the freedom for which Christ set us free (see Gal 1: 5)], the freedom of Christian citizens.


Fight when you must (though I am not fond of fights). But do not commit the injustice of dragging into those battles what is above any human passions.


I do want to take this opportunity to convey to you my best wishes and to send my blessing for you and yours.


In Domino …202


The founder truly was a “romantic,” who fought for freedom without getting involved in politics.203 And one big reason is that while politics is the art of governing, and affords many possibilities and very varied inspiration, it must not be forgotten that it is also a gateway to power. For Monsignor Escrivá, respect for human freedom was the best guarantee of the internal unity of the Work, whereas ambition for power would lead directly to its disintegration. Such is the human condition: there is a perennial temptation to impose one’s own will on one’s fellow citizens. Apart from the supernatural ones, these considerations were the founder’s basis for affirming that “an Opus Dei involved in politics is an imaginary figure that has never existed, does not exist, and never could exist. Were that impossible situation to occur, the Work would immediately be dissolved.” 204

5. The Marquis of Peralta

The correspondence of the founder with important people in political life is not very copious. With Franco he always kept a respectful distance, and in the case of Don Juan de Borbón, the head of the royal house of Spain, a courteous and affectionate political impartiality.205 The first time that, setting aside protocol, he writes to Don Juan very frankly, with deference but also a certain familiarity, is in a letter dated November 21, 1966:

Sir,


I just read your affectionate letter of the 15th of this month, and it gave me great joy. How I would like to see Your Majesty and have a good, long talk! You wouldn’t by any chance be thinking of coming to Rome, would you?


You already know that I pray every day for my King and for all the royal family. With this I’m only maintaining personally the ideals of loyalty that I learned from my father, may he rest in peace.


But my job—and I never forget it—is not to get involved in politics, but to defend the legitimate Christian freedom of choice in the temporal realm, a freedom that each and every person should enjoy. I well know that Your Majesty has the same belief: that winning is not enough; it is necessary to win over, through one’s conduct and by teaching.


The ceremonies in London went very well. The Queen was both enchanted and enchanting.206


Allow me, sir, to give you my best wishes.


Yours in Domino,

Josemescrivá de B.207
 

The bond of friendship that the founder had with Don Juan was sustained by the loyalty that his father, Don José Escrivá, had always professed toward the Spanish crown. From his earliest years, Josemaría had heard his parents speak of the history of their family. The illustrious ancestry of the family, love for the king, and high patriotic ideals were faithfully recorded in his memory. Those ideals took root in the tender soul of Josemaría, when he was little and when he came into adolescence. Of the family heritage, all that survived was his devotion to his parents and his faithfulness to the ideals inculcated in their home. His warmth toward Don Juan (which, by the way, he showed only privately) was not born either of political consideration or of personal interest. It stemmed, rather, from family memories and traditions, and the desire to inwardly honor the memory of his father.208

Almost lost in all this correspondence of the founder is another story of filial devotion. It shows up in a letter to his brother, Santiago, that was written in 1964, on March 20—the Friday that was the feast of Our Lady of Sorrows that year. Here is the paragraph in question:

I am happy to write today, on the saint’s day of our mother, may she rest in peace, because these children of mine have asked that the saint’s day of the Grandmother continue to be celebrated in our centers throughout the world. Out of devotion to the Blessed Virgin and affection for Mama, they have obtained from the Holy See that for us this feast will not be suppressed. You can’t imagine how happy this makes me. Please pray for me, that I always be good, faithful, and cheerful.209


Both Doña Dolores (“the Grandmother”) and “Aunt Carmen” entered into the history of Opus Dei through their merits and sacrifices. What the first members of Opus Dei felt for the Escrivá family was not only a wholehearted, spontaneous affection, but also a supernatural gratitude. The founder had been placed in the home of the Grandparents by the wishes of divine providence, and from there came his readiness for dedication. We have previously told that story, up to June 20, 1957, when Carmen Escrivá died in Rome. For Santiago, this was like being orphaned again. To alleviate that pain, the founder invited him to live for a while with some members of Opus Dei. But events quickly developed.

By September of that same year, the date was already set for requesting the hand of Miss Gloria (“Yoya”) García-Herrero in marriage to Santiago.210 Monsignor Escrivá, as head of the family, left Rome on January 21, 1958, to do the requesting.211 On April 7, the wedding was celebrated. Monsignor Escrivá was not present; but for him that was nothing unusual. He habitually offered to the Lord, as a sacrifice, not attending big ceremonies. As a rule, he did not even attend the first Masses of his priest sons.

The couple moved to Rome and lived there until 1962, when they settled permanently in Madrid. God blessed them with many children—a total of nine. The founder kept up with the births and the baptisms, and the little ones’ physical and spiritual development. The parents gave them good religious instruction, and whenever it came time for a First Communion, they always set a date that was convenient for him, so that their children could receive it from their uncle.212 He never failed to send greetings to Yoya and Santiago on the occasions of their birthdays, their wedding anniversary, and other family celebrations. The children also wrote a few letters to their uncle, telling him of their adventures, their friends, and whether or not the Three Kings had brought them the toys they asked for…. And their uncle, apart from the lines he usually included for them in letters to their parents, occasionally wrote to them individually, especially if they had “serious” matters to discuss.

Rome, March 29, 1968

Dear Mariajosé—since I’m devoting today to answering important letters, I’m also going to answer yours.


What an impressive cake you sent me—so well drawn by you—for our saint’s day! It’s too bad it couldn’t be eaten— next time it will be tastier, even if not as big.


I would love to see you, so that you can tell me all about what you pray for, what you’re studying, the good friends you have, and so many other things.


A hug and a blessing from your uncle,


Josemaría 213

He prayed every day at Mass for that whole family, together with the relatives of all his children in Opus Dei, and the benefactors of the Work, and those who tried not to be such. He would have been very happy to be surrounded by all his nieces and nephews, he wrote on one occasion.214 But he never even thought about making a special trip to see them, he himself having so many spiritual sons and daughters, scattered around the world, whom he had never been able to visit.

From what we know about the birth of Santiago, it seems reasonable to suppose that this new family was a fruit of the faith shown by Josemaría when, as a young man, he had told his father that he wanted to be a priest. Let us also recall that in front of the body of his father, in the presence of his mother, sister, and little brother, he had promised to never abandon his family and to care for them as if he were the father.215

On July 15, 1968, just before leaving Rome for the summer, he wrote to Yoya and Santiago: “I hope you’ll have a pleasant summer in the peace of the Lord, and a joy-filled feast of the apostle Saint James. I will pray for this—I pray for it every day—at holy Mass.” 216 Then he advises his brother to put himself in the hands of a good doctor to follow a weight-loss program.

But the really important point, where a bottled-up complaint escapes him, comes in the next paragraph:

I can’t hide from you the fact that you’re making me suffer, because I never receive a letter from you. Not even now, when it would help me so much, in this moment in which—for those little ones—I am fulfilling a duty that is costing me no small amount of trouble.


Those lines give one the impression that behind them is some kind of bad news. A few days earlier, the standing committee of the Council of State had given its opinion on a request presented by Monsignor Escrivá, in agreement with his brother, some months earlier. On July 12 the cabinet considered it, and on July 24, at the request of the Minister of Justice, the Chief of State signed a decree which read:

Acceding to what has been requested by Don José María Escrivá de Balaguer y Albás, in conformity with the provisions in the law … I am rehabilitating in his favor, without prejudice to the claims of third parties with prior rights, the title of Marquis of Peralta, for him and his legitimate successors, pending payment of the special tax and other complementary requirements.217


As was the usual procedure, the party in question thanked the Chief of State by letter. But the letter is somewhat surprising in that, apart from an identifying of the decree by its number, there is not the slightest indication of the matter being referred to. And why does this recipient of a favor go out of his way to explain that “more than exercising a right,” he has fulfilled a “most burdensome” duty? Here is the letter:

Rome, August 3, 1968

Your Excellency:


It is my great pleasure to thank you for the goodness you have shown my family, in signing Decree 1851/1968, of July 24.


At the same time, I feel obliged to tell Your Excellency that, more than exercising a right, I have fulfilled a duty that for me was most burdensome, and that has been lightened thanks to Your Excellency’s noble understanding.


Remaining, most gratefully and affectionately, yours in Domino,


Josemescrivá de B.218

*      *      *
 

Shortly after the end of the civil war, Father Josemaría had already begun to be considered, by some churchmen and university people, a saint. And for his children he was something even more: a saintly founder whose apostolate would expand to the point of filling the whole world. The followers of that saintly priest were few, but fully conscious of the magnitude of the enterprise that they had before them. It is quite true that they were still just starting out, but those who had lived with the founder before the war already felt a responsibility to conserve—in order to hand down to posterity—his teachings, the accounts of his foundational graces (at least those graces he left written accounts about, which were far from all of them), and the documents and other papers which constituted biographical witness. That information included stories from his childhood, about his home and relatives; recollections of the family’s stays in Barbastro, Logroño, Saragossa, and Madrid; accounts of his first realizations of his callings to become a priest and to found Opus Dei … Through all the vicissitudes of the war, they managed to save that famous trunk that was stuffed with papers and memorabilia, that trunk whose care had for a few years been entrusted by the founder to the Grandmother.

Later, when Don Alvaro was Secretary General of Opus Dei, there began a second step, of gathering the documents that would one day serve to complete the biography of the founder. Around 1962, motivated by filial piety and thinking of those who would come later, some of his followers tried to draw up a genealogical record of his family.219 They went through the archives of the parishes of the region, and obtained copies of records of births, baptisms, and marriages. (It would not have made sense if they, knowing, as they did, the historic stature of the founder and what he represented, had not concerned themselves with finding all the documents that had to do with him.220) That search turned up links of parentage with personages of the Aragonese nobility—links so direct as to make it probable that the Escrivá family had a right to certain titles of nobility.221

In 1965 Don Alvaro decided that they should investigate that possibility, working some more on the family tree, provided that this would not impose any financial burden on the Work.222 When the tree was completed, a genealogical expert connected with the kingdom of Aragon certified that Monsignor Escrivá actually had a right to two titles: that of Baron of San Felipe, by both lines, and that of Marquis of Peralta, by his mother’s.223

When the founder was informed of all this, including the fact that his right to the two titles had been confirmed by a professional who was not connected with the Work and who was a recognized expert in the field, he refused to solicit the titles and strictly forbade his sons to take any action in this regard. No one dared protest, since his reasons were obvious. How could, in his particular case, the idea of “All for the glory of God” be reconciled with the ostentation of a title? Furthermore, the personal adornment of a marquisate would not fit in very well with that motto he had lived by for all of his life: “Hide and disappear.” And after all, what difference would it make?

The surprising thing in this story is that when he was told of his right to two titles of nobility, he was not the least bit surprised. Probably he already knew about it from his parents, since he did know about more distant family connections. He knew, for instance, that he was related to Saint Joseph of Calasanz, and to the heretic Michael Servetus.224

For the time being, the investigation was suspended, because the founder had no interest in requesting this recognition. But, after prudently waiting a while, some of his sons—among them, Don Alvaro and Father Casciaro—again brought up the subject, this time presenting it not as a matter of like or dislike, but as one involving a debt of justice.225 To get the titles rehabilitated for the purpose of transferring them to Santiago would be a way of compensating the Escrivá family for the many sacrifices, including financial ones, that they had made for Opus Dei. He did have a debt of gratitude outstanding, and, to satisfy it justly, he would have to not invoke his detachment from worldly honors. As the firstborn son, he was the only one who had a legal right to claim the titles.226

Up to that point, none of the honors and distinctions received by the founder had been solicited by him.227 They were ecclesiastical, civic, or academic honors that he accepted basically to keep from slighting those who wished to honor him. But the rehabilitation of the titles of nobility was different, in that he had to personally claim them. This was repugnant to him because of his natural aversion to privileges and exceptions.

It happened, not rarely, that a cardinal, a bishop, or some high civil official would address him as “Your Excellency.” And he would reply, “Call me Father Josemaría, Father Escrivá, or just plain Father. I don’t like ceremonious titles.” 228

When in 1960 rumors which were not unfounded began to spread about an appointment as bishop, he told Cardinal Tardini that he did not aspire to any title or position, either within or outside of the Church. “I wouldn’t even accept the miter of Toledo, with a cardinal’s hat,” he said, “even if they offered it to me insistently.” 229

Some of the decorations he received were civil recognitions of the social or beneficent activity of the corporate works of Opus Dei. The founder then attributed any merit not to himself, but only to the grace of God and the work of his daughters or sons. He used to repeat in that regard an Italian saying: “Il sangue del soldato fa grande il capitano” [“The blood of the soldier makes the captain great”].230

His filial gratitude must have weighed heavily upon him to induce him to reexamine the case, because its consequences were to be quite disagreeable. He could foresee that as soon as he claimed a title of nobility, his detractors would reactivate their press campaigns and let loose a whole new barrage of slanders, innuendos, criticism, backbiting, and caricatures.

The founder, as always, brought the problem to his prayer. Then he spoke with his two custodes and asked for more prayer that the Lord might enlighten him. And then he asked the advice of members of the hierarchy whom he knew to be intelligent and sensible: eminent churchmen, cardinals of the Curia, virtuous prelates, such as (in the Curia) Cardinals Dell’Acqua, Antoniutti, Larraona, and Marella, and (in Spain) Cardinal José María Bueno Monreal and Bishops Casimiro Morcillo, Abilio del Campo, and Enrique Delgado.231

The opinion of Cardinal Larraona was the deciding one. He told him that reclaiming the title was not just a right, but a duty—and not just a duty with respect to his family. Also as founder of Opus Dei he had an obligation to claim that title. Had he not taught his children always to fulfill their civil obligations and to exercise all their rights as citizens? If he as founder renounced a right that everyone agreed that he had, what would his followers do? In the face of this argument the founder had to give in.232 He found himself, as the saying goes, between a rock and a hard place. On the one hand, to claim the title would be to expose himself to the misconstruing of an act which for him was obligatory, but which other people could judge as frivolous and vain. On the other hand, he had to set for his children an example of the spirit of Opus Dei, thus showing, once again, that the path of sanctification passes through the cross.

Very reluctantly, he prepared himself to exercise what he rather euphemistically referred to as an “unpleasant duty.” 233 Really it was a heroic act made up of filial piety, justice, humility, and courage. For that title was neither agreeable to him nor did he intend to take any advantage of it. What could he hope to get out of it, other than annoyances and mortifications? He, personally, assumed all responsibility in the matter; and he imposed on his children the condition that any expenses would not be borne by Opus Dei.234

The administrative process moved quickly. The request for the recognition of the title of Marquis of Peralta was presented to the Ministry of Justice on January 15, 1968. Ten days later, anticipating what was about to come down on him, Monsignor Escrivá wrote the Counsellor of Spain a substantial explanatory letter:

Rome, January 25, 1968

Dear Florencio—may Jesus safeguard for me those daughters and sons in Spain.


In this life, and not a few times, despite my weakness and wretchedness, the Lord has given me the strength to be able to fulfill with serenity duties that are rather unpleasant.


Today, after quietly considering the matter in God’s presence and after searching out good advice, I have taken up a duty that is unpleasant only for me, because of my personal circumstances; for anyone else, it would be something pleasant and problem-free.


From the perspective of my sixty-six years, there comes back to me the memory of my parents, who, I am sure, had to suffer as much as they did because the Lord had to prepare me to be an instrument (unwieldy as I am), and I am now convinced that this is the first time that, in things of this world, I am carrying out the “sweetest precept of the Decalogue.” I ask pardon for not having given you good example up to now. My family served me as a means for getting the Work going. That includes Carmen and, to some extent, Santiago.


I have also been motivated to act as I did, in the present case, not only by the fact that it seems to be clearly our real right, but also by the possibility of helping my brother’s children.


Moreover, I am rightly observing the spirit of the Work: being the same as the rest. This was pointed out to me by a cardinal in the Curia, last week. “Given Opus Dei’s way of being,” he said, “your conduct is consistent and reasonable.”


Yesterday I asked Alvaro to tell you, when he spoke to you on the phone, that I’m not concerned about the gossiping that will be done (which wouldn’t occur if it was anyone else, any other Spanish citizen). I ask that if something bothersome is said or written (which, be it what it may, will be unjustified), you turn a deaf ear to it.


However, if you can prudently prevent that gossiping from occurring, it would be better to do so, though in the end it doesn’t really make any difference.


I have opened my conscience to you: it is, as I see it, a commonsense and supernatural duty.


A strong embrace. Happy to see all the spiritual work you are carrying out in that so beloved land of ours.


Love and a blessing from your Father,


Mariano 235

When the legally prescribed waiting period of three months ended without anyone having contested the petition for the title, the pertinent documentation was presented, on April 26, 1968.236 The decree of July 24 states that the petition is being answered in the affirmative. The official writ of rehabilitation is dated November 5, 1968.237

The founder was not wrong in his forecast. There was criticism, clamor, and rending of garments. Through all of this, he did not open his mouth. He did not even mention the title.238 After a few months the commotion started subsiding, and when enough time had gone by, he, as he had planned from the outset, ceded the title to his brother.239

On July 22, 1969, after thirty years of governing, Franco, in virtue of the Law of Succession (enacted in 1947), had the Spanish parliament approve the designation as successor to the Chief of State, and as king, Juan Carlos de Borbón y Borbón. Monsignor Escrivá wrote to Juan Carlos affirming what he had written in 1966 to his father, Don Juan de Borbón. In the letter he reiterates that Opus Dei does not engage in any partisanship or political activity, and he also confirms the personal freedom of decision that each of its members has in temporal questions.

Rome, September 16, 1969

Your Highness:


I am pleased to take advantage of this occasion to send you these lines assuring you of my personal allegiance to the dynasty, which has always been supported by my ancestors— both on my father’s side and on my mother’s side—since the reign of Philip V.


Both your father, Don Juan, and Your Highness have extended your friendship to me for many years now, to which I have always tried to reciprocate. But, at the same time, I have called your attention to the reality, clear and undeniable, that Opus Dei is an association with exclusively apostolic and spiritual ends, an association that leaves each of its members completely free in all things temporal—as free as if they did not belong to the Work.


Therefore I am sure that Your Highness will have seen as completely natural the fact that only a few members of Opus Dei in Spain (and not as members of the Work, but as free citizens) have in these recent times publicly shown themselves to be partisans of Your Highness. The other members either are indifferent, in that particular political question, or have made clear their opposition.


I received this news from outside sources, since within the Work temporal affairs cannot be discussed. I immediately thought of taking advantage of the first opportunity to make known to Your Highness the objective facts about these matters. And that is my principal reason for writing to you today, though I am happy to tell you that I am asking the Lord to assist and enlighten you, so that Your Highness will win the free allegiance of all Spaniards.


With a great desire to see you, I pray every day for Your Royal Highness, for Princess Sofía, and for your children, and remain


Devotedly yours in Domino,


Josemescrivá de B.240

6. “De facto, we are not a secular institute”

In May 1962, in a letter addressed to those in the Work with positions responsible for governance and formation, the founder explained the canonical situation of Opus Dei, and he sounded worried. “The boat we one day embarked in with Christ is in danger,” he said.241 Little by little, he added, “The clear blue sky that shone over our apostolate on February 24, 1947, when we received the decretum laudis and believed, perhaps naively, that we wouldn’t be harmed by the concessions we had to make to get canonical recognition, has been covered with clouds…. we are sailing under storm clouds.” 242

The apostolic constitution Provida Mater Ecclesia, of February 2, 1947, brought secular institutes into being. Three years later, in 1950, the founder sought and obtained definitive approval of Opus Dei from the Holy See. Thanks to that, it was able to extend its apostolic efforts on a global scale. But ongoing interpretation of the norms regulating secular institutes, and the lumping together into that one category of very different societies and apostolic movements, blurred the new institutions’ canonical nature. The notion of secularity, supposedly the proper and distinctive characteristic distinguishing them from religious orders and congregations, gradually became broad and indistinct.

The founder, at that time, had no choice; if Opus Dei was to be approved by the Holy See, it would have to be as a secular institute. So he accepted what couldn’t be helped, while seeing to it that the Work’s real spirit was clearly stated in the documents presented to the Curia.

Even so, the erroneous idea gained currency that Opus Dei was simply one more stage in the evolution of religious life. Secular institutes were, after all, under the Sacred Congregation for Religious.243 Yet they were highly diverse in nature and spirituality, ranging from simple apostolic movements to institutions that really were forms of religious life. This gave rise to a tendency to apply and interpret the norms proper and exclusive to secular institutes in a manner more suited to religious congregations. One consequence was that in 1951, Opus Dei, with its membership of priests and laity, men and women, came close to being split up; it very nearly took an act of God to prevent that from happening.244

As a response to this problem, prayer came first; but next came insistence that Opus Dei did not conform to the model being imposed upon the secular institutes. Thus:

In fact we are not a secular institute, nor should this name be applied to us in the future. Its current meaning differs greatly from its genuine meaning, which it had when the Holy See used those words for the first time in granting us the decretum laudis in 1947.245


This is from a letter dated October 2, 1958—the thirtieth anniversary of Opus Dei’s founding, in which he sums up his views on the lack of agreement between the nature, spirit, and apostolate of Opus Dei and its legal configuration as a secular institute.

To avoid any misunderstanding about Opus Dei’s secularity, he changed much of its internal nomenclature, so that, for example, “superiors” became “directors.” He reaffirmed (with the knowledge and permission of the Holy See) the prohibition against members’ “attending the congresses or assemblies of those said to be living in the ‘state of perfection.’” 246 Above all, he calls for those in the Work to pray that the anomalous situation would be remedied.247

Before broaching his ideas about the revision of Opus Dei’s canonical status to Pope John XXIII, he sought a meeting with Cardinal Domenico Tardini, the Vatican Secretary of State. In anticipation of that meeting he prepared a memorandum, dated March 19, 1960.248 Setting out the reasons for his petition, he outlined the history of the Work, starting with October 2, 1928. Then he first “saw” Opus Dei as an institution whose members were neither religious nor their equivalent. Its apostolate in the midst of the world had to be carried out by lay people, through their professional work.249

Asking that Opus Dei no longer be under the Sacred Congregation for Religious, he requested that it be put, instead, under the Consistorial Congregation.250 He suggested the creation of a prelature nullius, with a very small territory of its own, in which to incardinate the priests.251

This initiative came to a premature end. Don Alvaro went to the Secretariat of State to deliver the documentation. He was in the waiting room, when Cardinal Valerio Valeri, Prefect of the Sacred Congregation for Religious, arrived. Realizing that the Cardinal would soon enough hear what was afoot, Don Alvaro decided it would be best to speak to him about the matter as they waited. Cardinal Valeri failed to see the point and immediately opposed the idea of having Opus Dei shifted to another congregation. When it was Don Alvaro’s turn, and he handed Cardinal Tardini the documentation, the Cardinal said, “Questo non lo guardo neppure, è inutile” [Italian for “I won’t even look at this; it’s useless”].252

It was not a momentary no. During a visit by the founder himself on June 27, the Secretary of State said that it was not the right time to petition the Pope in that regard. It would be better to let things take their course. And, he said, “Siamo ancora molto lontani” [“We still have a long way to go”].253

But Monsignor Escrivá had no intention of giving up. Results would come in due course. “What we are asking,” he wrote to those in the Work early the next year, “is the measly privilege of being able to breathe.” 254 Once again he asked for prayers and sacrifices.

Cardinal Tardini died in June 1961. And soon afterward, Cardinal Ciriaci, who was familiar with the problem, assured the founder that this was the time to move the matter forward.255 In view of the Cardinal’s insistence about this, he concurred although, he said, it was “against my better judgment.” 256

On January 7, 1962, the founder sent Cardinal Amleto Cicognani, the new Secretary of State, a letter for Pope John XXIII, formally requesting the revision of Opus Dei’s statutes. Two possible ways were suggested “to definitively make clear the secular character of the Institute.” One would be to establish Opus Dei as a prelature nullius, and the other would be to entrust a prelature nullius to Opus Dei’s president.257

Weeks passed with no response.258 Turning as usual to our Lady, Monsignor Escrivá, on April 16 made a pilgrimage to the shrine of Our Lady of Pompeii. He had a very clear intention: “that Opus Dei’s juridical format finally be settled.” In a note for the archives, he expressed his confidence that a happy conclusion would be reached.

With much faith in our Lord God and in the protection of our Mother, holy Mary, I trust that (now or down the road) the formula will be found (whether the one we now have in mind or another), so that I can go before the Lord’s judgment seat with serenity, having succeeded in fulfilling his holy will.259


An answer soon came: No. By a letter dated May 20, 1962, the Secretary of State said the proposal of establishing Opus Dei as a prelature nullius “cannot be accepted, because it is far from offering a solution; on the contrary, it presents canonical and practical difficulties that are almost insuperable.” 260

Though saddened, the founder took the news calmly and with full submission to the Pope. In one way or another, he was sure, the solution would eventually come.261

*      *      *
 

Pope John XXIII died, and Pope Paul VI succeeded him. On October 2, 1963, the founder wrote to Pope Paul requesting approval of some minor additions and other alterations to the Work’s statutes.262 The following January 24, he was given an audience with Pope Paul, during which the Pope asked where the institutional question stood. In his letter thanking the Pope for the audience, he wrote: “We are not in a hurry—however, we do have high hopes for a definitive framework.” 263

“We are not in a hurry” was becoming something of a refrain. In a confidential note to the Holy Father accompanying the thank-you letter the founder says:

We are not in a hurry, since we are sure that, in the end, the holy Church will not fail to give us an adequate juridical solution.264


And six months later he wrote to Bishop Dell’Acqua:

I am not in a hurry, although I am pressured by the realization that at any moment, the Lord could say to me, “Redde rationem villicationis tuae” [“Give me an account of your stewardship”]. I hope, however, that when the Council is over you will perhaps be able to study our question.265


Monsignor Escrivá had put a great deal of physical and spiritual energy into the long search for an appropriate canonical garb for Opus Dei. The Holy See had given its definitive approval, but the Work still lacked a legal garment tailored to its theological and pastoral dimensions. His eagerness to find one never waned. Behind that “I am not in a hurry” lay a holy impatience to finish the job. But God, it seems, was truly in no rush, though the founder was certain that God would care for the Work as he had done since 1928. Meanwhile, of course, the failure of the initiative undertaken at Cardinal Ciriaci’s insistence had for the moment brought efforts to resolve the institutional problem to a halt. At the end of May 1962 the founder wrote a long letter explaining the situation to those holding leadership positions in Opus Dei. After quoting the words of the psalmist, “Do not cast me off in the time of old age” (Ps 71: 9), he said:

Also now, when I am entering the last stage of my life and am getting old—or rather, am old (even though the vitality you see in me makes you think I am quite young)—I know that my Father God will not let go of my hand, lest I lose my peace and joy at seeing the possibility that problems and misunderstandings about the Work may persist even in the twilight of my life.266


Nevertheless during his second audience with Pope Paul, on October 10, 1964, the Pope tried to allay his concern by assuring him that once the Council was over, the way to a definitive juridical solution would appear.267 For the time being it was necessary to wait.

7. The Special General Congress (1969–1970)

Among the major themes of the Second Vatican Council were the universal call to holiness and the mission and dignity of the laity; and on these matters Monsignor Escrivá was a precursor of Vatican II: far ahead of his time, both in his theory and in its living out in the pastoral phenomenon which is Opus Dei. The Council for its parts showed an openness to new ecclesiastical structures and procedures to accommodate such developments. So, for instance, the Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests, Presbyterorum Ordinis, makes provision for “international seminaries, special dioceses, or personal prelacies and other institutions” for “special pastoral projects” for the benefit of different social groups in the light of apostolic needs.268

On August 6, 1966, Pope Paul issued the motu proprio Ecclesiae Sanctae, which set out with greater precision the figure of the personal prelatures.269 But the founder’s joy at seeing the institutional solution that suited Opus Dei almost at hand, was tinged with sorrow at the current situation of the Church. A sickness called “the spirit of the Council” had plunged the People of God into doctrinal confusion. He wrote to Bishop Dell’Acqua about the crisis of the Church, and about the perplexing lack of trust toward himself that he continued to encounter in some ecclesiastical settings.270

He also went on pilgrimage to several Marian shrines—a pilgrimage of reparation and prayer for the Church, the Pope, and the Work. He visited Lourdes (France); Sonsoles, Our Lady of the Pillar, and Our Lady of Ransom (Spain); Einsiedeln (Switzerland); and Loreto (Italy).

In the spring of 1969, rumors reached him that a commission had been established within the Roman Curia whose purpose, apparently, was to make changes in the statutes of Opus Dei without consulting him.271 The danger of distorting Opus Dei’s true nature was obvious. He needed to act quickly to prevent that plan from going through. But to whom should he go to express his concerns?

He turned first to the supernatural means—prayer and mortification—and then to the natural ones: considering the problem carefully and lovingly. In a meditation preached to his sons, on the feast of the Epiphany in 1970, he told them, “Stay calm, stay calm.” And he added: “They won’t be able to do anything, Lord…. I’m sure of it.” 272

Earlier, on May 20, 1969, he had written to Cardinal Ildebrando Antoniutti, the prefect of the Sacred Congregation for Religious and Secular Institutes, asking permission to hold an assembly in line with the recommendation in Ecclesiae Sanctae that religious orders and secular institutes update themselves according to the teaching of the Second Vatican Council and the spirit of their founders. At first, for obvious reasons, he had seen no need for Opus Dei to take this step, but now, in view of the circumstances, he saw it as a way to forestall intervention by the curial commission. “We would like,” he said, “to proceed now to the renewing and adapting of our current particular law.” 273 Approval was forthcoming on June 11. Two weeks later he convoked a Special General Congress, to begin on September 1.274

Since the founder wanted all the regions to be represented, this assembly brought together 192 persons (87 men and 105 women), of very different backgrounds, ages, and situations in life.275 The Congress was to take place in two parts, each lasting two weeks, with the second part a year after the first. The work was to be done in parallel assemblies, one for the men and the other for the women, and each assembly was divided into four committees.

When the first part closed (on September 15, 1969, for the men, and the next day for the women), a total of 177 proposals had been presented. Wanting as many as possible of the Work’s more than 50,000 members to participate, even if indirectly, in the decisions to be made the following year, Monsignor Escrivá directed that work weeks be held in the various regions to study the proposals.276 For the time being, he explained to the Holy See in a letter dated October 22, 1969, it seemed best “to stick to the elaborating of the basic considerations.” 277

These were considerations he had often repeated. The canonical form of secular institute was not suited to the sociological, spiritual, and pastoral reality of Opus Dei. To obtain the Holy See’s approval, it had been obliged to accept a status that included classification as an “institute of perfection,” whereas one of its essential characteristics was the secularity proper to ordinary lay people and diocesan priests. In light of all this, the Congress had expressed a desire to put aside this canonical framework—especially since the Second Vatican Council had opened up the possibility of “canonical forms with a government of universal character that do not require profession of the evangelical counsels on the part of those who make up those moral persons.” 278 Lest there be any doubt of what he is referring to, he immediately specified personal prelatures citing Presbyterorum Ordinis, no. 10, and Ecclesiae Sanctae, no. 4.

The plan of holding the Congress in two parts, one in September 1969 and the other in September 1970, was intended to head off intervention by those who wanted to change Opus Dei without involving its founder.

On the day that the first part of the Congress closed, the founder wrote to Pope Paul, asking him to allow the pursuit of juridical adaptation according to the direction of Vatican II to continue, as envisaged by the motu proprio Ecclesiae Sanctae. “Should this filial hope be frustrated,” he added, “and it turn out that (for reasons unknown to me) a premature interruption was planned of the legitimate and peaceful exercise of that right (which all the institutes dependent on the Holy See have been making use of), I still dare ask Your Holiness to graciously consider and weigh the reasonings set forth in the enclosed memorandum.” 279 Enclosed with this letter was another, also dated September 16 and addressed to Pope Paul, that served as an introduction to a lengthy memorandum. Finally, there was a formal appeal to the Holy See regarding the activities of the special commission charged with deciding the canonical future of Opus Dei.280

Here is the letter:

Most Holy Father:


In view of the possibility that a special commission of the Holy See will make decisions regarding Opus Dei without we ourselves having been informed of the reasons or having been asked our opinion, I—after having reflected on this at length in the presence of Our Lord, and with a concern for the eternal salvation of my soul, and also for the many thousands of members and associates of Opus Dei, whose vocation could be compromised—do not want the judgment of history to accuse me of not having done everything in my power to safeguard the genuine configuration of Opus Dei. Therefore, I respectfully ask Your Holiness to graciously take into consideration the attached memorandum.


The memorandum begins as follows:

As for years has been the case, I am the last person in Rome to hear the news and rumors circulating in the Roman Curia. Now, too, having returned to Rome to preside over the first part of our General Congress, I have been told of rumors apparently already in circulation for three or four months. It is said that a special commission has been created for the purposes of judging Opus Dei (with regard to some not very precise accusations) and of introducing modifications into the Work’s constitutions. Supposedly this commission is secret and is to make its decisions without consulting us.281


Among other things, he raised the question of why Opus Dei’s law should be revised when no one had asked for this, and the Pope had even spoken of the advisability of postponing the whole matter. While opposing the study of Opus Dei’s juridical situation, he requested that, should such study be deemed necessary, it not be carried out by the curial commission, and that Opus Dei be allowed to reply to criticisms and correct any erroneous interpretations. He closes with these words:

Finally, I declare that if I have expressed myself with my customary frankness, I have done so out of my love for God’s holy Church, my love for and loyalty to the Supreme Pontiff, and my desire to serve souls—especially those whom the Lord has entrusted to me and who are scattered all over the world—and because I want to save my soul too. And I have done all this after having prayed long and hard, asking the help of the Mother of God and placing myself in our Lord’s presence, fully aware of my personal responsibility.


Rome, September 16, 1969 282

In a meeting on October 9, Cardinal Jean Villot, who by now was the Vatican Secretary of State, told Monsignor Escrivá that the special commission had a very limited purpose: that of examining the constitutions of secular institutes whose membership included priests. The cardinal also gave him to understand that some of what he had written had displeased the Holy Father. In particular, it was not well received that he had insisted so much on his rights.283 Conceivably this summing up by the cardinal, who was not fluent in Italian did not altogether accurately capture the Pope’s thinking. But whether it did or didn’t, the possibility that he might have offended the Holy Father was deeply disturbing to Monsignor Escrivá.

“Your Eminence,” he replied, “please pass on from me to the Holy Father that I am neither Luther nor Savonarola; that I accept wholeheartedly whatever the Holy Father decides, and that I will write him a letter reiterating my genuine submission to the desires of the Roman Pontiff, in the service of the Church.” 284

Two days later, he wrote that letter to Pope Paul. In it he thanked Pope Paul for the information he had received from him, via the Secretary of State, regarding the special commission. Expressing regret for any pain caused by what he had written and declaring himself “a good son of the Church, faithful to the Holy Father till death,” he asked pardon—and then returned to the matter at hand, his yearning for a definitive resolution of the institutional question. Hence his desire for a careful study by the General Congress that will reflect the reality of Opus Dei. That done, he assured Pope Paul, he would calmly await “the good judgment of the persons that you, Your Holiness, in your wise prudence, choose for the study of our canonical situation.” 285

Not wanting to leave any loose ends, on October 14 the founder met with Bishop Giovanni Benelli, the Undersecretary of State for Ordinary Affairs. On the one hand, the conversation was “affectionate and cordial”; both parties “took advantage of the occasion to explain, with Christian loyalty and sincerity, their respective views and impressions.” 286 On the other hand, he requested another meeting with Bishop Benelli, to discuss unspecified issues.287 Evidently their agreement at the first meeting was less than total.

*      *      *
 

In a series of work weeks in late 1969 and early 1970 members of the Work were brought up to date on what had taken place in the first part of the Congress: the emphasis was on the need for an appropriate canonical configuration. More than fifty thousand people from seventy-seven countries took part in these sessions. The results were 54,781 proposals that were sent to Rome, to be passed on eventually to the committees of the General Congress.288

In April, 1970, Monsignor Escrivá again went on pilgrimage to seek the intercession of our Lady. He received a pleasant surprise in Madrid before setting out. The statue of Our Lady of Torreciudad had been moved temporarily to the Diego de León center after being repaired in a workshop in Madrid. He had not seen it since 1904, when his parents had brought him from Barbastro to Torreciudad at the age of two to offer him to our Lady in thanksgiving for his cure. Sixty-six years had gone by since then. Now he addressed these words to the Virgin:

Forgive me, my Mother! From two to sixty-eight. What a sorry thing I am! But I love you very much—with all my heart. It gives me great joy to come kiss you, and it gives me great joy to think of the thousands of souls who have venerated you and have come to tell you they love you, and of the thousands of souls who will come.289


From Madrid he went to Saragossa to visit Our Lady of the Pillar. As a seminarian, he had prayed there, “Domina, ut sit!” [“My Lady, let it be!”], without knowing what it was that he was asking for.290

On April 7, he and his companions headed north, toward the Pyrenees. The sight of the landscape brought a flood of childhood memories. But, anxious to keep his promise to make a pilgrimage, he did not want to stop in Barbastro.

About half a mile from the shrine of Our Lady of Torreciudad, they had placed a marker on the roadway. The roadway was unpaved and covered with gravel and pebbles.291 Taking off his shoes and socks, the Father started praying the Rosary. It began to drizzle. For almost an hour he walked with his little group of companions, praying the Rosary. At the old shrine, they prayed and rested. Then they went to the esplanade where the new shrine was being constructed. There was a large excavation where the crypt and forty confessionals were to go and the Father blessed it.292

After returning to Madrid, he set out by car for Fatima on April 13. A good number of Portuguese members of the Work were waiting at the shrine. As at Torreciudad, he took off his shoes and socks and, praying, went on foot to the chapel of the Virgin. He felt welling up in his heart a lot of confidence and optimism. “Today, here, more optimism than ever,” he told his companions.

When it came time to bid farewell, he said, “I’ve tried to put into my little times of chatting with the Virgin, in silence, everything that’s in me, everything that I have been praying for in these months, and everything that my children have been praying for.” 293

*      *      *
 

He returned to Rome on April 20. But then he determined to continue his Marian pilgrimage. On May 15, 1970, accompanied by Don Alvaro and Father Javier, he landed in Mexico. He told Father Pedro Casciaro, whom he had sent to Mexico twenty years earlier, and the others at the airport that evening, “I have come to see Our Lady of Guadalupe, and, while I’m at it, see you too.” 294

His first encounter with our Lady in the basilica was one of contemplative excitement. He spent an hour and a half on his knees, eyes glued to the miraculous image of our Lady. “I have no virtues to bring you, my Lady,” he said. “If your Son had found a dirtier rag than me, I wouldn’t be the founder of Opus Dei.” 295 He appealed to his status as a son of a merciful Mother, a son who had no better credentials.

The Father prayed in union with all his sons and daughters, in the name of all the faithful of Opus Dei. He said to our Lord, “We are asking you like a little child, like a little family, and I want the Work always to be that—a little family very united, even though we’re spread out all over the world. And we are asking you demandingly, making use of your Mother’s intercession, knowing that you have to listen to us.” 296 And then he said, “Mother, we turn to you. You have to listen to us. We are asking things that are for serving the Church better, for conserving better the spirit of the Work. You can’t fail to hear us! You want fulfilled all that your Son wants, and your Son wants us to be saints, to carry out Opus Dei. You have to listen to us!” 297

The Father persevered in his prayer for the “special intention” that Opus Dei’s legal framework would conform to its theological reality. Later, when he had finished the novena, he turned to the second reason for his trip: his sons and daughters. “My children,” he said, “I’ve come to Mexico not to teach, but to learn.” But teach he did, and a lot, to numerous groups in Mexico City and elsewhere. On June 3 he spoke to farm workers and others from the area around Amilpas, in the state of Morelos, where members of Opus Dei conducted a retreat house and other apostolic enterprises, including a training center for farmers and schools for farm women.

No one is greater than anyone else—no one! We are all equal! Each of us is worth the same, worth the blood of Christ. Just think how wonderful this is. For there are no races, there are no languages. There is only one race: the race of God’s children.298


Look at the beautiful, magnificent face that holy Mary left in the hands of Juan Diego, on his cloak. You can see that her features are both Indian and Spanish. For there is only the race of God’s children.299


From the ninth to the seventeenth of June, he was in Jaltepec, next to Lake Chapala. One day, after speaking to a group of priests, he went to a bedroom to rest, and there he found a picture of the Virgin of Guadalupe giving a rose to Juan Diego. His companion heard him say, “That’s how I would like to die: looking at the Blessed Virgin, and her giving me a flower.” 300

On June 22, the eve of his departure from Mexico, he went to say farewell to Our Lady of Guadalupe. The Shrine Square was filled with people—mostly members of Opus Dei and people who were assisting in the apostolates of the Work. He left deeply moved, and feeling certain that our Lady had already heard his prayer on May 24, when the novena ended.

*      *      *
 

The Special General Congress reconvened on August 30 in Rome. Its committees focused on examining the suggestions of the regional assemblies. Since revising the particular law of the Work was a job for specialists, however, a Technical Committee was established. The conclusions of the Congress, whose plenary sessions ended on September 14, were to “ground and guide” the work of the Technical Committee.301

The first of the conclusions, voted upon and approved unanimously, was this: “The Founder and President General of Opus Dei is asked to renew before the Holy See, at the moment and in the way that he considers most opportune, his humble and hopeful petition that Opus Dei’s institutional problem be definitively resolved.” 302 The choice of timing was his; and Monsignor Escrivá decided that the prudent course was to wait for better times.

In a real sense the “foundational” journey of Opus Dei that began in 1928 was now completed, although the founder himself would not see its resolution. Monsignor Escrivá died without seeing Opus Dei established as a personal prelature, but with the certainty that it would be.
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92 See Fernando Valenciano, Sum. 7109, and Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2359. The founder came out of that meeting with the Pope so moved that he spoke about it several times in the next few days. On one of these occasions he said, “I was deeply moved. I’ve always gotten very emotional, with Pius XII, with John XXIII, and with Paul VI, because I have faith” (Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 786). And there was, says Monsignor Angelicchio, a moment in which, while welcoming the Pope, he was scarcely able to control his voice (he who was so accustomed to speaking in public) and the pages that he was reading trembled in his hands (see Francesco Angelicchio, Sum. 3518).
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“With a view to the possibility of an apostolic effort, I see the determining factor to be the close tie between the temporal power and the Orthodox religious authorities. So much so that I am convinced that if a foreigner were to try to spread Catholic doctrine, he would run the risk of being accused of threatening the unity of the country. Therefore I think the only possible way to develop an apostolate would be to give a formation to the Catholic citizens of the country, in the best way possible, and outside of Greece. Then, when they return to their native land, they will be able to gain the trust and esteem of their compatriots and fellow citizens, by giving an example of sincere love for their homeland, acquiring professional prestige, and showing a spirit of loyal understanding and of dialogue.”
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107 AGP, RHF, EF–660717–2.

108 AGP, RHF, EF–640815–1.

109 AGP, RHF, EF–650915–1. In May and June of that year he had started that summer work, getting ready for the printer some very long old letters and also finishing up for publication a series of instructions on the spirit and apostolates of Opus Dei. “It’s about time!” he writes in May. “However, the fourth edition of the catechism is on hold. One must have patience. It could be the present for the end of the year. As we all know, everyone is swamped with work, and ‘one can’t both ring the bells and march in the procession’” (AGP: RHF, EF–650525–2: a letter to Father Florencio Sánchez Bella).

110 AGP, RHF, EF–660817–2. “I am sure,” he says in the previous paragraph, “that with the grace of God and the help of his Blessed Mother, you and I and the many holy Jesuit fathers … will succeed in having the charity of Christ shine forth always, no exceptions.”

That letter of August 17 was written in answer to this letter (AGP, RHF, D–30804) from Father Arrupe, dated July 27:

Dearest Msgr. Escrivá:


I received your letter of last June 26 and ask your forgiveness for the delay in answering you. I was starting my retreat during that time, and also I wanted to get the chance to communicate to Fr. Zeigler’s superior your request, so that he could advise him about the matter that you mention in your letter.


I don’t need to tell you, Monsignor, how much I deplore those kinds of statements on the part of members of the Society. They are individuals’ rash judgments, far from representative of the way the Society of Jesus regards the spirit and works of Opus Dei, which is with great esteem and appreciation.


The second session of our general assembly is coming up, and I hope you will pray for us in a special way at this time, since all the matters and studies that will be worked out there are of great importance and are big responsibilities.


I thank you very much for your greetings for my saint’s day, and for your prayers.


    With sincere affection …
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114 When Pope John XXIII announced on December 8, 1962, that from then on the name of Saint Joseph, the patron of the Council, would be included in the canon of the Mass, Cardinal Larraona immediately telephoned the founder and said, “Congratulations!” He was certain that this would be a great joy to him because of his deep devotion to this holy patriarch, his patron saint, who set an example of spending years doing simple and effective work in the hidden life of Jesus. (See Christ Is Passing By, no. 44.)

“On how many occasions, during the approving of the documents of the Council, would it have been appropriate to speak to the founder of Opus Dei and say, ‘Congratulations, because what you have in your soul, what you have taught untiringly since 1928, has been proclaimed, with all solemnity, by the magisterium of the Church!’” (Alvaro del Portillo, Mons. Escrivá de Balaguer, testigo del amor a la Iglesia [Madrid, 1976], p. 8).
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Letter 24 Mar 1930, no. 2. Consider also this text from 1939: “You have the obligation to sanctify yourself. Yes, even you. Who thinks this is the exclusive concern of priests and religious? To everyone, without exception, our Lord said: ‘Be perfect, as my heavenly Father is perfect’” (The Way, no. 291).

116
Letter 11 Mar 1940, no. 11.

117 Archbishop Julián Herranz, for instance, in Sum. 3876, quotes him as saying, “As I wrote and repeated many times, I considered the holy Mass to be “centrum et radix vitae interioris,” a phrase that was incorporated verbatim in the conciliar decree Presbyterorum Ordinis, no. 14.” See also Christ Is Passing By, no. 87, and Letter 28 Mar 1955, no. 5.

118
Letter 9 Jan 1932, no. 32.

119
Conversations, no. 26.

120
Conversations, no. 72. On the recognition accorded by eminent churchmen of the precursory relationship of Monsignor Escrivá’s teachings to those of Vatican II, see the 26 Jul 1975 issue of Milan’s Avvenire (the article by Cardinal Sebastiano Baggio); the 9 Nov 1975 issue of Milan’s Corriere della Sera (the article by Cardinal Franz König); and Cardinal Joseph Frings, Für die Menschen bestellt (Cologne: Erinnerungen des Alterzbischofs von Köln, 1973), pp. 149–50.

Cardinal Baggio also gave this testimony (in Sum. 5259): “The life, work, and message of Msgr. Escrivá de Balaguer (of whom I had occasion to write shortly after his death) constitute a change, or, more exactly, a new and original chapter in the history of Christian spirituality, if one thinks of that as a path under the guidance of the Holy Spirit…. Only the passing of time will permit an evaluating of the historic scope of his teachings, which in so many respects are truly revolutionary and precursory of the solemn message proclaimed by the Second Vatican Council, precisely in what could be defined as its essence: the universal call to sanctity.”

Pope John Paul II has also publicly recognized the founder of Opus Dei as a precursor of the Council, stating that he anticipated the theology of the laity that has characterized the Church from the time of Vatican II on. (See the 20–21 Aug 1979 issue of L’Osservatore Romano.) And more recently, at the “Theological Study Conference on the Teachings of Blessed Josemaría Escrivá” that was held at the Roman Athenaeum of the Holy Cross in October 1993, Pope John Paul gave an address in which he said this: “The action of the Holy Spirit has as its purpose the constant renewal of the Church, so that it can fulfill effectively the mission which Christ entrusted to it. In the recent history of ecclesial life, this process of renewal has a fundamental reference point: the Second Vatican Council…. The profound consciousness that the present Church has of being at the service of a redemption which concerns all the dimensions of human existence was prepared, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, by a gradual intellectual and spiritual progress. The message of Blessed Josemaría, to which you have dedicated these days of your conference, constitutes one of the most important charismatic impulses in that direction” (L’Osservatore Romano, 22 Oct 1993).
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Letter 24 Oct 1963, no. 4.

122 See Rolf Thomas, Sum. 7702, and Letter 24 Oct 1965, no. 18.

123 See Franz König, Sum. 5254; Ignacio María de Orbegozo, Sum. 7284; Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 964; and Francesco Angelicchio, Sum. 3527.

124 See Giuseppe Molteni, PR, p. 709; Umberto Farri, Sum. 3392; and Pedro Casciaro, Sum. 6315.

125
Letter 15 Aug 1964, no. 19. “With regard to the liturgical reforms, he accepted the successive dispositions of the Holy See. But he showed a careful prudence in distinguishing between the spirit of the Council and the patent abuses which were being committed in the celebrating of Mass and in the translating of the liturgical texts” (Joaquín Alonso, Sum. 4705).

Regarding the intolerance that reigned in some of these liturgical commissions, the theologian Louis Bouyer relates that when he, together with another person, began to translate the Roman Canon of the Mass into French, he was told that they should avoid words like “oblation,” “sacrifice,” “immolation,” etc. And when both of them protested about this, they were removed as translators. See Louis Bouyer, Le métier de théologien (Paris, 1979), p. 79.

126 AGP, RHF, EF–641024–2. Bishop José María García Lahiguera recalls how much it cost the founder to celebrate Mass in accord with the new dispositions: “He had always put such intensity into the celebration of the holy Mass that even the seemingly most insignificant rubric had for him an enormous value…. The fervor that he put into the celebration was so extraordinary that it gave the effect of his being transfigured at the altar. The slightest change, therefore, could distract him, and this caused him great suffering” (Testimonios, p. 169).

127 AGP, RHF, EF–650409–2.

128 See AGP, RHF, EF–650409–2, and Joaquín Alonso, Sum. 4705.

129
Conversations, no. 23.

130 See Rolf Thomas, Sum. 7702.

131 See Vincenzo Montillo, PR, p. 1013. “The arbitrary distinction between progressive and conservative Catholics saddened him because he considered it obvious proof of a loss of any deep sense of unity and Christian charity, and a symptom of a lack of supernatural vision in confronting doctrinal and moral questions” (Joaquín Alonso, Sum. 4705).

With regard to the safe and firm position taken by the founder—which was neither that of a progressive nor that of a conservative—Father Ambrogio Eszer, O.P., Relator General of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, tells us this: “From the ecclesial point of view, Josemaría Escrivá starts his operations in a situation in which the traditional pastoral responses are beginning to show the first signs of inadequacy in the face of the great challenge of atheistic or agnostic humanism. And in the last years he witnesses the crisis of the dreams of those who are trying to overcome that impasse by advocating an adaptation of the Church to the world. Here, too, his response does not change with time, and, with its characteristic direct style, it appears perfectly suited to the new exigencies. It is a return to a radical, Christ-centered, God-centered Christianity, centered in the affirmation of the primacy of grace, of communion of life with Christ through prayer and the sacraments, which generate the new man and transform him into a witness to Christ in his own professional milieu” (Así le vieron: Testimonios sobre Mons. Escrivá de Balaguer [Madrid, 1992], p. 69).

132
Letter 19 Mar 1967, no. 1. He also used that expression “strong in the faith” (which comes from 1 Pt 5: 9) in Letter 2 Oct 1963, no. 8.

133
Letter 19 Mar 1967, no. 3. This letter is a review, summary but complete, of fundamental truths, starting with those articulated in the Nicene Creed.

134
Letter 19 Mar 1967, nos. 149 and 150.

135 Joseph Höffner, Sum. 3763. Jacques Maritain, in his reflections on the historic events of the Second Vatican Council, describes the situation of the postconciliar era with a very apt image. The Church, depositary of the treasure of revelation, and always assisted by the Holy Spirit, finds itself under attack by a furious and confused beating of waves. And “thus appears the Council: as a small island guarded by God’s Spirit, in the midst of an ocean that is dragging everything, whether false or true, into tumult” (Le paysan, p. 79).

136 He said this in a homily. See Insegnamenti di Paolo VI, Rome, 1972.

137
Conversations, no. 73.

138 See AGP, RHF, EF–670502–2.

139 Ibid.

140 See AGP, section “Apostolic Expansion,” University of Navarre, School of Theology, I/2, 156. With the letter was sent exhaustive documentation of negotiations and precedents, amounting to some sixty pages.

141 See AGP, section “Apostolic Expansion,” University of Navarre, School of Theology, I/3, 192 (a letter from Don Alvaro to Archbishop Garrone, dated June 3, 1967). Around this time it was announced that Archbishop Garrone was going to be made a cardinal.

142 See AGP, RHF, D–15300.

143 See AGP, section “Apostolic Expansion,” University of Navarre, School of Theology, I/3, p. 258. The city council, in a meeting on June 16, 1967, had decided to place at the disposition of the University of Navarre some offices at the cathedral, for the purpose of setting up there the university’s theology center. The university’s board of directors agreed to accept the conditions laid down by the city council: namely, that a committee set up by the city council would direct and supervise the work of adaptation of the offices; that all expenses, including the costs of the construction work, would be borne by the university; and that the use of the offices would be provisional, the maximum period of use being five years.

The agreement, we might add, was beneficial to the city council, since these offices happened to be in very bad condition.

See also AGP, RHF, EF–670603–1 (a letter from the founder to Bishop Dell’Acqua).

144 The decree of establishment came from the Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education; it was signed on November 1, 1969, by its prefect, Cardinal Garrone. See AGP, section “Apostolic Expansion,” University of Navarre, School of Theology, II/2, 419.

145 AGP, RHF, EF–640229–2.

146 Ibid.

147 See Vicente Mortes, Sum. 7234.

148 AGP, RHF, EF–651002–1. With regard to this holy tolerance and understanding, Fernando Valenciano tells an interesting story: On one occasion a visitor said to Monsignor Escrivá, “Father, I am a Jew.” The founder answered, “So?” And the man continued, “I’m also a Mason.” And the Father replied, “But you’re also a son of God, aren’t you?” and gave him an embrace. (See Fernando Valenciano, Sum. 7097.)

Referring to slanderous criticisms coming at the Work from Marxist sources, the founder once remarked, “It’s logical that the Communists speak ill of Opus Dei. But it is not logical, and never will be, for members of Opus Dei to speak ill of Communists. Now, of Communism we have no choice but to speak the truth: that it is a load of heresies and that it reduces man to mere matter, taking no account of the most basic rights of the human person” (Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2264).
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150 See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 652.

151
Letter 8 Dec 1949, no. 61.

152 Ibid., no. 67.

153
Letter 30 Apr 1946, no. 1.
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Letter 12 Dec 1952, no. 37.
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Apuntes, no. 217.

156
Letter 9 Jan 1932, no. 46. The founder wanted even the children’s catechisms to include explanation of the principles that must govern the civic life of every Catholic, including “the obligation to act, to not abstain, to offer one’s own collaboration and serve with loyalty, and with personal freedom, the common good” (Letter 9 Jan 1932, no. 45).

A reply to those who try to restrict religion to the private depths of the individual conscience can be found in Furrow, no. 301: “It is not true that there is opposition between being a good Catholic and serving civil society faithfully. Likewise there is no reason why the Church and the state should clash when they proceed with the lawful exercise of their respective authorities, in fulfillment of the mission God has entrusted to them.

“Those who affirm the contrary are liars—yes, liars! They are the same people who honor a false liberty and ask us Catholics to ‘do us the favor’ of going back to the catacombs.”

157
Letter 9 Jan 1932, no. 50.

158
Letter 9 Jan 1959, no. 51.

159 Ibid., no. 36. Rafael Calvo Serer, a member of Opus Dei who took active part in the movement of the Monarchist partisans of Don Juan de Borbón, was led by this political involvement to write in the French magazine Ecrits de Paris, in 1953, an article severely criticizing, on the basis of the very principles of the Francoist regime, the conduct of the Spanish government of 1951. As a result he was dismissed from his position with the Council of Advanced Scientific Research. The founder always defended the political freedom of that son of his, as he did that of all his children. But when he learned that that member of the Work had received the insult of being called “a person without family,” he went to his defense. He went from Rome to Madrid and asked immediately for a meeting with Franco, and he told him that he could not tolerate having it said of one of his sons that he had no family, since he did have one—a supernatural family, the Work—and a father, that being himself. (See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 650, and Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2245.)

160
Letter 8 Dec 1949, no. 68.

161 His previous relatively important changes in government occurred in September 1942, July 1945, and July 1951.

162 The governmental positions and personnel of 1957 were the following: Presidential Undersecretary, Luis Carrero Blanco (a military man, fully identified with the ideas of Franco); Minister of Foreign Affairs, Fernando María de Castiella y Maíz (a Francoist Christian Democrat); Minister of the Interior, Camilo Alonso Vega (a military officer, Francoist and Monarchist); Minister of Justice, Antonio Iturmendi Bañales (a Carlist Traditionalist); and these departments and their heads: Army, Antonio Barroso y Sánchez-Guerra (a military officer and Monarchist); Air Force, José Rodríguez y Díaz de Lecea (a military officer); Navy, Felipe José Abárzuza Oliva (a naval officer); Treasury, Mariano Navarro Rubio (a lawyer with the Council of State); Industry, Joaquín Planell Riera (a military officer and industrial engineer); Commerce, Alberto Ullastres Calvo (an economics professor); Public Works, Jorge Vigón Suerodíaz (a military officer and Dynastic Monarchist); Agriculture, Cirito Cánovas García (an agriculturalist); Labor, Fermín Sanz-Orrio y Sanz (a Falangist); Housing, José Luis Arrese y Magra (a Falangist); Education, Jesús Rubio García-Mina (a Falangist); Information and Tourism, Gabriel Arias-Salgado y de Cubas (a Francoist); and Secretary General of the Movement, José Solís Ruiz (a Falangist); and finally, Minister without Portfolio [i.e., not assigned to a department], Pedro Gual Villalbi (an economist).

163 See, in the 28 Feb 1957 issues of ABC, YA, Arriba, etc., the new government’s manifesto, of February 27, 1957.

164 IMF = International Monetary Fund, and OECD = Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development.

165 Alberto Ullastres said, years later, “We were servants of the state, and in a way they were right in calling us that. We had been called in because the politicians did not understand economics, which at that time was practically a new science in Spain, and they called us technicians. Especially me, who considered myself and still consider myself a technician. But it bothered some politicians a lot” (Laureano López Rodó, Memoirs, vol. 1 [Madrid, 1990], p. 91).

166 We should mention here that the Church hierarchy in Spain never made any pronouncement against the participation of Catholics in the political institutions of the Franco regime.

Also, some of the ministers were members of lay associations, and it should be mentioned that they did not represent those associations in the government.

167 See Julián Herranz, Sum. 3905.

168 The Development Plan Board of Commissioners was created on January 26, 1962, at the suggestion of the World Bank and the OECD. The one named as Commissioner was Laureano López Rodó. The board was put under the Ministry of the Interior, despite the objections of Navarro Rubio, who thought it should be put under the Ministry of the Treasury. He thereupon submitted his resignation, but Franco did not, at that time, accept it. See Enrique Baón, ed., Franco visto por sus ministros (Barcelona, 1981), p. 90.

169 To get an idea of how Spanish society was evolving, and of the problems it was facing, it would be good to recall some of the significant events that took place during 1962. There were serious problems involving the workforce and the labor unions, especially acute in Vizcaya, Asturias, and Barcelona. There was a crisis mentality in the university union. There was a meeting of both internal and external opposition groups, on the occasion of the Congress of the European Movement, which was held in Munich, in June. There was also a petition by the Spanish government for acceptance into the Common Market, and an intensification of dissent in the Catholic workers’ organizations. In addition, in May, Prince Juan Carlos de Borbón got married, which solidified Franco’s choice of him as successor. And in the life of the Church, there was the opening of the Second Vatican Council, which was also to have many repercussions in the life of Spain.

170 One of the most significant changes in the government of 1962, say some historians, was the entry of Manuel Fraga Iribarne as Minister of Information and Tourism. Fraga had proposed, as an important objective of his ministerial work, the promulgation of press laws that would guarantee greater freedom of information. Also among the new ministers was Gregorio López Bravo, a naval engineer who since 1960 had held the post of Director General of the Spanish Institute of Foreign Currency. López Bravo was a supernumerary member of Opus Dei.

171 To understand a little where these mistaken ideas about Opus Dei were coming from, one has to realize that in the Spain of that time, there was no freedom of political association. Nor were there channels for generating pluralism. And so a political coloring tended to be given to religious, cultural, and social gatherings which, by their nature, were far removed from the field of political struggle. Furthermore, those who had these views of Opus Dei did not have present on their mental horizon the fact that Opus Dei is by its nature, and was by then already beginning to be so in fact, a global reality. That may be why, in their reasonings, they gave universal meanings to things that were actually nothing more than contingent and short-term circumstances of a specific country, in this case, Spain.

172 Letter 7 Oct 1950, no. 36. Vicente Mortes, one of the witnesses in the process for beatification of the founder, was a supernumerary member of Opus Dei. Since April 1957 he had held high political posts, and from October 1969 to June 1973 he was Minister of Housing. Here is his testimony on this point: “On various occasions I expressed to [the Father] the pain I felt over the misunderstandings and even calumnies that certain persons or political groups in Spain had spread regarding Opus Dei and politics. He always answered me that we must practice charity, drown evil in an abundance of good, give good things for bad, and understand those who do not understand us. However, all this notwithstanding, he pointed out to me that I had an obligation, for the good name of the Church and of the Work, to make the truth clear, as forcefully as necessary, being careful not to offend persons, but just to point out the errors. And this always in a cordial and conciliatory tone. He recommended that I always listen to the others, let them express their opinions with full freedom, and when I explain my own, begin with the observation that there are no dogmas other than those that the Church has defined, and therefore almost everything in politics is debatable” (Sum. 7234).

173 See Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2247.

174 César Ortiz-Echagüe, Sum. 6845. See also Conversations, nos. 38 and 48.

175 See Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2259. “Since 1950,” the founder wrote to Pope Paul, “neither I nor the Secretary General of Opus Dei have taken part in any official ceremony, religious or not” (AGP, RHF, EF–640614–1).

176 AGP, RHF, EF–661019–3.

177 AGP, RHF, EF–640320–2. Two months later he again wrote to them with supernatural serenity, saying, “My dear children—may Jesus safeguard for me all of you, in laetitia! [in joy!]. I hope—I know—that we have lots of very good things in store for us in that marvelous land of the tulips. Eat, sleep, see the funny side to everything, since there‘s no reason not to” (AGP, RHF, EF–640519–1).

178 AGP, RHF, EF–640327–1.

179 AGP, RHF, EF–640403–1.

180 AGP, RHF, EF–640510–1 (a letter addressed to Patrick Cormac Burke).

181 Ibid.

182 AGP, RHF, EF–640510–4.

183 AGP, RHF, EF–640523–1. The Latin means “All for the good!”

184 Ibid. The founder sent a copy of this note to Bishop Dell’Acqua, to be communicated to His Holiness (see AGP, RHF, EF–640528–1).

185 AGP, RHF, EF–640614–1. On June 12 the founder wrote to Bishop Dell’Acqua, enclosing the letter to the Holy Father, with this note: “I earnestly ask you to read this, and, only in the case that Your Excellency considers it appropriate, to have it placed in the august hands of the Pope. I will readily go along with your wise and kind judgment and cheerfully accept your decision, whatever it may be” (AGP, RHF, EF–640612–1).

186 On this subject he goes on to say: “A providential man, I repeat, is what Franco has been called all these years, in every possible way and on every possible occasion. I could present Your Holiness with a thick anthology of episcopal addresses and documents—from practically all the bishops—in which “the Leader” is eulogized with hyperbole. He is, of course, a good son of the Church subjectively, and often objectively as well. And the Church hierarchy, along with the religious orders and congregations, have greatly benefited from (and, if I may be allowed to say so, have at times taken advantage of) the good disposition of the Generalissimo toward the Church.”

187
Letter 15 Aug 1964, no. 1.

188 Ibid., no. 13.

189 Ibid., no. 9. He gives a couple of examples of these points of doctrine that need defending because of having been distorted: how Catholics should treat one another, and what the “return to the early Church” should be understood to mean. “If,” he says, “one extends a hand to those who have the misfortune of not believing, but with the other hand gives one’s brother in the faith a slap, we cannot reasonably call that a noble dialogue; rather, it is a reprehensible gesture. And if the return to the life of the early Christians, that blessed reality which is standard practice in the Work, is understood as a desire to relegate the Church to the catacombs (but actually they want to put it in the sewers, with the rats, not with people), we, with all the Church’s magisterium, will try to make them see that the Holy Spirit has not been working in vain for twenty centuries” (ibid., no. 20).

190 AGP, RHF, EF–641129–1. The recipients of those first two honorary doctorates granted by the University of Navarre were Miguel Sancho Izquierdo and Juan Cabrera y Felipe.

191 AGP, RHF, EF–660927–1.

192 AGP, RHF, EF–651002–1.

193 AGP, RHF, EF–651009–2. With regard to the erroneous reports about Opus Dei, the founder said in 1971: “Their origin is in Spain and only in Spain. They come from the religious jealousy of some people, the political passion of a few others (a very few), and the superficiality of those who repeat what they hear because they find it amusing” (24 Mar 1971 issue of Madrid’s ABC).

194 AGP, RHF, EF–650604–1. The heap of news items and other things mentioned includes the giving of the first copy of the collector’s edition of The Way to Pope Paul (see EF–660125–1), and that of a copy of the first Polish edition to Cardinal Wyszynski (see EF–661220–3); the expansion of the Work to Nigeria, and the plans for establishing a university in Africa (see EF–650524–1); and an exhortation to the faithful about the universal call to sanctity—an exhortation that the Pope had made during one of the general audiences at the Vatican, stating that it had been the message of the Council, which had deeply moved the founder (see EF–660322–1).

Of special importance is the private audience that he got with the Holy Father, through Bishop Dell’Acqua. “I find it impossible,” he says, “to grow accustomed to these happy encounters, although I always have a good time, speaking like a son with his father” (EF–660129–2).

The audience took place on January 25, 1966. In it he gave to the Holy Father a note about the diocese of Barbastro, because there were rumors that it was soon to be suppressed. He also spoke of the proposal to create a school of medicine at the Catholic University of Fribourg and a couple of student residences in that city.

195 False information was spread by several newspapers and magazines, including Le Monde and Le Croix (see AGP, RHF, EF–641112–1, EF–650919–1, EF–650921–1, and EF– 660511–1). And a campaign was actually organized by Le Nouvel Observateur and Le Canard Enchaîné (see EF–660611–1).

196 AGP, RHF, EF–661121–3.

197 The correspondent was Jacques Guillemé-Brûlon. That interview and the ones that took place in 1967 and 1968 (on such subjects as postconciliar movements and trends, religious organizations, apostolates of Opus Dei, and so forth) are what make up the book Conversations with Monsignor Escrivá. The Le Figaro article appears under the title “The Apostolate of Opus Dei on Five Continents” (see Conversations, nos. 34–47).

198
Conversations, no. 38.

199 See AGP, RHF, EF–661029–1 (a letter to Bishop Dell’Acqua). See also EF–661201–1.

200 See César Ortiz-Echagüe, Sum. 6845. Those who wanted to portray Opus Dei as a monolithic organization and deny the legitimate pluralism of its faithful were disconcerted to learn that there were members of Opus Dei in Franco’s government, as well as in the general secretariat of the Movement and in the union organization, just as it disturbed them when members of Opus Dei, together with other individuals, strongly criticized the unions for failing to represent workers as they should.

201 AGP, RHF, EF–661101–1 (a letter to Father Florencio Sánchez Bella). A few days earlier he had written to Father Sánchez Bella, “You well know that I, like all the other priests in Opus Dei, never speak about politics. My job is to pray, and to be on the cross with both arms wide open, and thus help ensure that no soul feels rejected” (AGP, RHF, EF–661019–3).

202 AGP, RHF, EF–661028–1.

On October 29, 1966, the founder sent Bishop Dell’Acqua a note that contains the following paragraph: “I’m enclosing a copy of a letter that I’ve sent to Minister Solís. I think it will make an impression on him, and I hope that when he notices that, in setting out the supernatural and logical arguments I consider appropriate, I address him as ‘Your Excellency’ instead of ‘you,’ it will cause him to reflect” (AGP, RHF, EF– 661029–1).

A copy of that letter to Solís was also sent to Don Juan de Borbón, who wrote back on November 15, from Estoril, in Portugal, this letter (AGP, RHF, D–30752):

My dear Father José María:


A copy of your brilliant and spirited letter to the Secretary General of the Movement protesting the unjust press campaign against Opus Dei has been delivered to me by hand.


I believe that it was a very wise move to clarify things that certain persons have not wanted to understand from the beginning, and that it is absolutely necessary to put a stop to this once and for all.


I was also happy to read about the visit of the Queen Mother of England to Netherhall House, in London, and to note the favorable comments that the press made about it afterwards.


Commending myself to your valuable prayers, I send you my very best wishes, kissing your hand.


Yours truly …


203 See AGP, RHF, EF–661121–1.

204
ABC (Madrid), 24 Mar 1966.

205 See AGP, RHF, EF–641129–1, EF–660927–1, and EF–680803–1 (letters to Franco, the first two sent from Pamplona); and EF–640105–1, EF–661121–1, EF–670624–1, EF– 680201–1, and EF–680621–1 (letters to Don Juan de Borbón).

206 He is referring to the Queen Mother’s presence at the inauguration of Netherhall House, which took place on November 1.

207 AGP, RHF, EF–661121–1. Very well known, since the founder on several occasions told it to his children, is a story related by Alfredo López Martínez (in Sum. 5749). “He once told me,” says López, “that the head of the Spanish Royal House had visited him, and that, in a friendly tone of voice and with a smile, he [the founder] had said to him, ‘Your Highness, I have sons who are monarchists, but I also have some who are republicans.”

208 In his conduct the founder always remained faithful to his principle of respecting all opinions in political matters, personally staying out of these discussions. In an exceptionally long letter to Don Juan de Borbón, he makes clear reference to the principles on which he bases his behavior. This letter (AGP, RHF, EF–711110–1) is written in reply to a letter from Don Juan dated November 6, 1971. Here are the pertinent lines:

I wasn’t aware of any of that, because I live in another environment, and because no one speaks to me about politics, and especially not about Spanish politics. So all the news you give me is new to me….


This letter is written in accord with my whole policy of staying out of temporal affairs, and within the framework of a refined but clear demonstration of the loyalty that I owe to Your Majesty….


My attitude is not one of neutrality. I reject that stance—neutrality—because in supernatural things one has to be either with Christ or against Christ; it’s not possible to be neutral. However, in earthly things, I have an obligation not to judge, and to lavish lots of charity on everyone—this is the teaching I transmit to my children….


We neither take neutral positions nor employ worldly tactics. We politely respect the legitimate opinions of others in temporal matters, as I have had the joy and honor of telling you, constantly, for so many years. And we do so even though in some cases there are those who make me suffer personally. For, above any consideration, I need to refrain from taking sides in earthly things so that I can tend spiritually to whatever soul, without distinction….


You can be very sure, sir, that neither the intrigues of some nor the incredible slanders and defamations of others will change the sure priestly approach that—by the grace of God—has been and always will be my rule of conduct.


209 AGP, RHF, EF–640320–1.

210 See AGP, RHF, EF–571002–1 (a letter from the founder to Santiago).

211 See AGP, RHF, EF–571231–2 (a letter to José Sinués Urbiola), and Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 507.

212 See AGP, RHF, EF–660617–2 (a letter to Santiago and Gloria).

213 AGP, RHF, EF–680329–13.

214 See AGP, RHF, EF–631200–3 (a letter to Santiago and Gloria).

215 See volume 1 of this biography, pp. 73, 78, and 135.

216 AGP, RHF, EF–680715–2. “Santiago” is Spanish for “Saint James.”

217 In Boletín Oficial del Estado no. 186 (3 Aug 1968), on page 11539, there appears this decree—no. 1851/1968 (dated 24 Jul 1968)— “by which there is rehabilitated, without prejudice to the claims of third parties with prior rights, the title of Marquis of Peralta in favor of Don José María Escrivá de Balaguer y Albás.”

218 AGP, RHF, EF–680803–1.

219 See Florencio Sánchez Bella, Sum. 7489.

220 See Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2043.
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The Holiness and Splendor of the Church
 

1. “I suffer for the Church”

By the end of his novena to Our Lady of Guadalupe, every trace of the spiritual tension that had kept him for all those days, hour after hour, on his knees with his eyes glued to the miraculous image, had disappeared. The pain that had filled his eyes had flowed away, and his face, calm and smiling as he made his departure, reflected the peace in his spirit. He said, “Now I don’t ask you for anything more, Mother. I have left in your hands all that was weighing on my soul, my heart, my head, my whole being. I am sure that you have heard me, and I am leaving here happy and peaceful.” 1

The whole Work had been praying in unison, ever since the close of the first part of the Special General Congress, and especially since Christmas of 1969, when the Father had urged all his children to unite themselves to his intentions.2 And thus, supported by one another, everyone felt sure of attaining, thanks to persevering prayer, what the Father was asking for. There would, no doubt about it, be fulfilled the promise that had been given him on December 12, 1931: the “promise that the Work of God will overcome the obstacles; inter medium montium pertransibunt aquae, that the waters of its apostolate will flow through all the obstacles that present themselves.” 3 The founder had not forgotten that promise.4

In May 1970, during his stay in Mexico, he received photos of the plaster model of a work he had commissioned a Roman sculptor to create. It was a life-sized figure, in gilded bronze, of Christ crowned with thorns and nailed to the cross, but still alive; eyes open, looking upon the world with love. The Father had commissioned it in view of the future attainment of the “great intention,” or “special intention”: the definitive canonical configuration of Opus Dei. The sculpture was to go into the small shrine of the Holy Cross being constructed at the new site of the Roman College, one of the possible sites for the future prelatic church of Opus Dei.5 For the Father did actually see in advance, with the eyes of faith, the coming about of the personal prelature. He also saw the sad circumstances that the People of God would go through, and offered up, as a sacrifice, the fact that he would not enter the promised land; that is, live to see his final foundational intention fulfilled. In a meditation that he gave to his sons, he put it this way:

Forty-four years have gone by, and we are still walking in the desert—more years than that long pilgrimage of the Chosen People through Sinai. But in this desert of ours, flowers and fruits have sprung up, marvelously, such that it is all a luxuriant oasis, even though this seems like a contradiction.6


In compensation, he had the deep joy of knowing that the institutional question was, if not canonically resolved, at least duly focused. So this problem became for him a secondary one, especially in view of the big preoccupation that was eating away at him.7

One morning in 1970, Father Javier Echevarría noticed that the founder was uneasy; he seemed upset by something. Just before entering the oratory to say Mass, he gave out a deep sigh and exclaimed, “My God!” Father Javier asked, “What’s the matter, Father?” And he replied, “The matter is, I’m suffering for the Church.” 8

The Holy Father publicly lamented the sad situation of the Church, the consequence in part of “a false and unauthorized interpretation of the Council, an interpretation which would like a break with tradition, also as regards doctrine, and which goes so far as to repudiate the preconciliar Church, and arbitrarily conceive a ‘new’ Church, ‘reinvented,’ as it were, from the inside, in its constitution, dogma, morals, and law.” 9 Again and again Pope Paul denounced the “lack of confidence in the Church” being shown by many Catholics, including priests and religious.10 The Pope denounced this negative criticism which was appearing on all sides: the attraction of violence, the unrest which ravaged consciences, the tendency to imitate atheistic sociologies, and the seduction of Marxist ideology, burdened with anti-Christian stimuli, such as hatred, subversion, and class struggle. “It is impossible,” Paul VI summed up, “not to take into account the grave and dangerous effects that this brings to the Church: confusion and suffering in consciences, impoverishment of religious spirit, sad defections among those consecrated to God, danger to the faithfulness and indissolubility of marriage, weakening of the ecumenical movement and moral insufficiency to counteract the eruption of hedonism.”.11

The constant bad news came to the Father like the sad remains of a shipwreck washed up on the shore. During this time, he learned from the newspapers of two sacrilegious robberies, which took place one after the other. Thieves had broken the locks on tabernacles and had dumped the Sacred Hosts out on the floor before carrying off the ciboria.12

Unfortunately, many of the wounds inflicted on the Mystical Body of Christ, which is the Church, came not at the hands of outsiders, but of some who should have protected her.13 More than a few ecclesiastical structures became visibly unhinged, and, in some sectors of the clergy, there spread doubts about the “identity” and ministerial function of the priest. Abuses committed in the celebrating of Mass sometimes prevented the faithful from receiving the benefits of the infinite treasure of the eucharistic sacrifice. One day the founder mentioned something that had happened in Germany: a member of the Work had gone to Mass, and had ended up leaving the church without receiving Communion; he was convinced that he had not participated in the Holy Sacrifice, since the priest, instead of saying the words prescribed for the Consecration, had said, “This is my community with Christ.” 14

Statues, liturgical objects, and confessional booths piled up in the sacristies or storage rooms of churches; and at times the tabernacle was relegated to an obscure corner. Products of religious piety were regarded as outdated leftovers, and those that had artistic value were sold at a loss. One day there arrived in Rome a statue of Our Lady, a gift to the Father. It was a beautiful life-size one, made of wood, but somewhat deteriorated. Along with his joy at seeing it rescued for religious veneration, the Father could not contain his sorrow at the thought that it had been torn from the piety of the faithful and handed over to a dealer in secondhand goods. Looking at it, he exclaimed sadly, “Mother, from where have they thrown you out!” 15 And, in reparation, he instructed that fresh flowers be continually placed at the feet of the statue until it was completely restored.16

Just as the churches were being dismantled, widespread assaults were also being made on dogma and on the idea that legitimately established Church authority must be obeyed.17 The rate of defection in religious communities reached the point that some monasteries and convents were completely emptied. So were many seminaries. And in many places the rules of cloister were bitterly contested.

Meanwhile, during those years of 1969 and 1970, the Father went as a pilgrim from shrine to shrine, seeking our Lady’s intercession for the Church. At the beginning of 1969 he wrote to his children in Spain:

A new year, in which we have to ask, all as one, that the Lord, through the intercession of his Blessed Mother, restore unity and authority to this Church of God’s, which in the eyes of the whole world seems half destroyed. But that is not the case, since the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete, governs her.18


Reaffirming his fidelity to the Church, the Father opened wide his heart to his children and to whoever else could understand him. He wrote to Cardinal Dell’Acqua:

It has made me very happy to see, once again, that God has given you the grace to deeply grasp our spirit—and, as essential points of it, the love for and constant loyalty to the Church and the Pope, and the apostolic yearning to bring all souls to Christ. This affectionate understanding of yours has been for us, and is for us, a great stimulus and consolation, helping us to love more each day our Mother the Church and Christ’s Vicar on earth.19


*      *      *
 

The founder recognized, with singular clarity, the terrible crisis that the Church was going through.20 Naturally, therefore, it caused him untold anguish. But not all Catholics shared that anguish. Many did not realize the serious situation that the Church was in, and did not regard her as a Mother and share her suffering like good children.

Long before, in The Way (no. 518), he had written, “What joy to be able to say with all the fervor of my soul: I love my Mother, the holy Church!” And then (no. 519), “ ‘Serviam!’—‘I will serve!’ That cry is your determination to serve the Church of God faithfully, even at the cost of fortune, of reputation, and of life.” Was it not possible that in the cases of a good number of those Catholics, their loss of faith was preceded by a collapse of their loyalty to the cause of the Church? For, as the founder saw it, the natural virtue of fidelity is inseparable from the supernatural virtue of faith.

From the beginning, in fact, he had pointed out the need to develop together the natural and supernatural virtues. He considered this of extraordinary importance as regards the integral formation that he tried to give to souls in Opus Dei. “My daughters,” he wrote in 1948, “foster in everyone’s heart and mind a spirit of loyalty (which is sheer Christian charity), which today is almost unknown among people, even among those who call themselves Catholics.” 21

What is the Church? In 1972, in a homily entitled “Loyalty to the Church,” he gave this answer:

Gens sancta, a holy nation, composed of creatures with infirmities. This apparent contradiction marks an aspect of the mystery of the Church. The Church, which is divine, is also human, for it is made up of men, and men have their defects….


… When the Lord permits human weakness to appear, our reaction ought to be the same as if we were to see our mother ill or treated with disdain: to love her all the more, to bestow on her a greater manifestation of affection, both external and internal.


If we love the Church, there will never arise in us a morbid interest in airing, as the faults of the Mother, the weaknesses of some of her children. The Church, the spouse of Christ, does not have to intone any mea culpa. But we do: mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa….


Our Mother is holy, because she was born pure and will continue without blemish for all eternity. If at times we are not able to perceive her fair face, let us wipe clean our own eyes.22


In the life of the Father, suffering was like a cleansing eyewash. It made his interior vision so clear that he had constantly before him, unvarnished and in detail, the terrible consequences brought in its wake by the dismantling of the faith in the contemporary world. Now the future of history was shown to him like an open book, in which could be seen the disastrous course toward which humanity would drift if supernatural realities were weakened. And, in the background of its pages, there opened a dark abyss into which souls were throwing themselves headlong. Suffering had prepared the founder for such perceptions, as a result of a very intense love of Christ and of his Church. This made him feel responsible for the mission of the Church.

Seeing this danger of souls being lost, the Father urgently called for prayer. “We must,” he said, “pray for souls, for the Church, because they want to nail Christ to the cross once again.” 23 In those bitter circumstances, he mobilized all the internal energy he could muster, and the whole of his affective life, because his spirit had attained a powerful and harmonizing compenetration of supernatural and human forces—a compenetration that translated into an impassioned apostolic zeal.24 He suffered for souls; and that acute suffering brought forth hot tears. “I’ve never been a crybaby,” he told his sons, “but those were very sweet tears, that burned my eyes; God gave them to me.” 25

The Father made great efforts to keep it from being seen that his sufferings were on a par with those tears. Only in his prayer did he freely unburden himself. But he could not hold back the tears when celebrating Mass and making his thanksgiving afterward. Fearing that the problem might be an eye infection, he was brought to an ophthalmologist, but there turned out to be nothing medically wrong. Most likely it was a case of the divine gift of tears.26

Bishop Javier Echevarría, who witnessed that great sorrow, testifies that the Father’s soul was crushed “starting in the sixties, when there began the great desertion of priests and religious all over the world. It was a sorrowful cry that he continually gave voice to. He suffered for the Church, as he was always mentioning; he suffered for those souls who abandoned their vocations; he suffered for the souls who were scandalized by those desertions; he suffered at seeing the confusion that the enemies of the Church were managing to stir up.” 27

He was not indifferent to anything that happened around him. He was naturally disposed to share in others’ joys and sorrows. If he knew that someone was suffering, he felt affected too, even physically, in the depths of his paternal being. When one of those spontaneous reactions would occur, he would offhandedly say to those present, “Don’t worry, I get it from my family; my good mother was affected right away whenever something like this happened.” 28 How could he be indifferent under such circumstances, when, on a daily basis, he was witness to so many offenses committed against the Lord, who had so generously paid with his blood for humanity’s redemption?

At that time, physical sufferings accompanied the moral ones. Around 1970 he was afflicted by ailments caused by kidney dysfunction. His joints swelled, causing him severe pain, which he hid as best he could.29 In a conversation with his custodes (Fathers Alvaro del Portillo and Javier Echevarría), he said:

This thing that I have is a very little thing. I want to offer it continually to the Lord. And also the other thing—my suffering for the Church—which, yes, is really big. The result is a good mix! The physical pain is taxing, but it is more taxing when united with a moral pain borne for some time. But one has to say fiat, cheerfully accepting God’s will.30


“I am very tired,” he said to them on another day (December 14, 1970), “but I keep going by means of aspirations.” 31 His physical sufferings, and also his emotional ones, flowed into a very painful concern for the Church and for souls—a concern that on several occasions found clear expression. One example: “I love the Church with all my heart; and I’ve burned up my youth, my middle years, and my old age serving her. I don’t say it with regret, for I’d keep doing the same if I had a thousand lifetimes.” 32 And another: “The situation in the Church makes me suffer. But what are we going to do? We have to hope and ask the Lord to put an end to this avalanche.” 33

One day—it was November 1, 1970—he spoke with obvious emotion to those on the General Council. In life, he said, there come at times moments of darkness. Only with faith can they be overcome, because at those times God seems to have gone into hiding. Undoubtedly the Father was shouldering some heavy burden, because on that same day, while he was praying, his sons heard him say, “I am giving you, Lord, the last little coins. Non ne posso più!”
34 He was giving everything, with total generosity; and God, in return, was loading him down with more suffering. Bishop Echevarría recalls a remark made by the founder in 1971:

I don’t know what it is to not have troubles. My life has been filled with suffering, accepted with peace and supernatural joy. At first, I managed to make sure no one noticed it. In this last while, the Lord has really been laying it on (and doing this well!) so that I learn to take good advantage of everything and use it for purification, and also because I deserve it. I want to learn how to take advantage of this passive mortification, loving tenderly the loveable will of God.35


The nights when he got little or no sleep, his sons already knew the reason. It was his concern about souls, about the risks to which they were being exposed.36

Reparation had to be made for thousands and thousands of defections. And to take on such an enormous burden, he had to have recourse to the action of the Holy Spirit, who continues to assist the Church in times of grief and darkness, “even in the face of events we do not understand or which produce sighs or sorrow.” 37 He commented to his sons:

I realize perfectly well that I don’t gain anything by getting sad, but I can’t help it. I suffer for the Church, and I suffer for souls! I am filled with sadness, even though within I am filled with peace because I know that the Lord cannot fail. Many times, I finish the day very fatigued by the effort to pray continually—always begging, always begging!—with the confidence that the Lord has to listen to me; and then I try to convert the weight of that tiredness into prayer as well, and I offer to God my miseries, my good desires, and the good eagerness to do many things that I would like to accomplish, but that I don’t get to because I don’t have the time. I say with total abandonment, “Lord, for your Church, for all souls, for my daughters and my sons, for me! Look, it’s your Church, we are your children, and souls are yours!” Thus I ready myself to take up once again my struggle and my prayer.38


As the years went by, the intimacy of his conversation with our Lord in the Eucharist had not been dimmed by routine. He kept fresh in his memory that trembling that had come over him when, as a deacon, he had for the first time touched the sacred host. With that great sensitivity he celebrated Mass on November 14, 1970, saying silently to our Lord, “Lord, may I never grow used to being close to you; may I love you like back then, when I touched you trembling with faith and love.” 39

With humility and deep gratitude he turned to God, our Father, on every occasion. When he did anything the least bit wrong, he immediately begged pardon. He repented even for involuntary distractions in his prayers. And he expressed gratitude for all the good things he received, including those he was unaware of or did not remember. On April 19, 1971, he was breaking in some new shoes, and in the get-togethers he had with his daughters and sons that day, many of them heard him say, “I give thanks to God, for seeing to it that I have shoes, for looking after me, for feeding me. Before, I didn’t give thanks for all this; but now I do, because I see that all these things are gifts from him. I also thank him for my having two hands, two eyes, being normal.” 40

Living, as he was, with a constant concern for the battered Church, he sometimes viewed even the world of nature from the perspective of that suffering. If the day dawned splendidly sunny— “out there partying,” as he put it—he regarded such euphoria as little less than an insult, given the Church’s affliction. But if the day was gray and rainy, it was a welcome balm to his tear-burned eyes.41 Externally, nevertheless, he had to fight off the sadness that kept tugging at him and trying to mire him in melancholy. He had always cautioned his children against “long faces,” recommending “a constant smile, which so many times costs, and costs a lot; serving the Lord cheerfully, and serving others, also cheerfully, for him.” 42 That was the spirit of Opus Dei. And with God’s grace, the Father rose above his sufferings.

One of his daughters tells us that at that time, when he was suffering so much because of the damage being done to the Church, “one could, from day to day, see hope growing in his soul, with a certitude that God would not fail to help the persecuted Church…. And he invited us to be optimistic and cheerful, but with an optimism based on prayer and on reparation.” 43

He clung to the firm rock of divine filiation and meditated, with optimism, on how everything comes to us from the merciful providence of God our Father. He abandoned himself to him, totally putting himself in his hands. That abandonment was not the soft quietism of a sleepy soul, but a strong, determined response, as he explained to his sons on December 11, 1972:

Moments come when it is necessary to ignore one’s memory, give up one’s understanding, submit one’s will. It’s hard, I repeat, because that activity of the soul is only logical, like that of a clock that’s been wound up and necessarily has to go tick-tock. It is at times very hard, for it means reaching the age of seventy as a real infant, abandoning oneself completely. I put myself in the arms of my Father-God, and go to my Mother, holy Mary, and trust fully, despite the roughness of the path.44


Counting on the prayer of all his children, he felt fortified to keep pressing forward. He relied in a special way on the prayers of those on the General Council and the Central Advisory, and in a very special way trusted in the efficacy of the prayer and mortification of his numerary-assistant daughters.45

2. Some divine locutions

It was February 1962. In a get-together with his sons at the Roman College of the Holy Cross, the Father said, “Pray that things move forward. If it works out, I’ll tell you; if it doesn’t, I’ll tell you that it didn’t work out.” 46 He was no more explicit than that. But in dialogue with the Lord, he asked him to show his omnipotence and mercy by granting the special intention; by, that is, providing Opus Dei with its definitive canonical configuration. Sometimes, when giving a meditation to those on the General Council, he would look at the tabernacle and say, “Lord, shine forth! Do one of your things! Let it be seen that it’s you!” 47 He was not asking for a miracle in the strict sense, but for one of those surprises that, for God’s glory, leave everyone dumbfounded.

This was around the time that, at the insistence of Cardinal Ciriaci, he requested of the Holy See the establishment of Opus Dei as a prelature nullius, since in reality the Work was no longer a secular institute. As we have seen, that request was not granted.

The founder accepted humbly the negative response of the Holy See. He was disappointed, but not surprised. Keeping his promise, he told his children about the failed attempt. And, at the same time, he insisted that they never lose their supernatural perspective on everything, and that they keep praying for the special intention, pestering our Lord God constantly, with perseverance, giving him no break or truce.

God, who is the giver of every grace, who called us to his eternal glory through Jesus Christ, will himself, after we have suffered a little while, restore and establish and strengthen us (1 Pt 5: 10). Therefore I say to each and every one of you, “Clama, ne cesses, quasi tuba exalta vocem tuam” (Is 58: 1); cry out, do not tire of praying, raise your voice, let it resound like a trumpet.48


The echo of that cry was often accompanied by tears. As founder, and as Father, he had to guard the spiritual health of his children, opening their eyes to what was happening.49 He had to keep them strong in the faith, firmly rooted in sound doctrine, faithful to the Church’s magisterium. “In Opus Dei, as I have tirelessly repeated to you, we strive always and in everything to sentire cum Ecclesia, to feel with Christ’s Church, our Mother.” 50

*      *      *
 

The life of the Father had become a silent holocaust. God made him share, in a very up close and personal way, in the cross of his Son. “At my seventy years,” he confessed, “with all the beating I’ve taken, I see it all as purification, because I am a wretch.” 51

His life actually had been a continual purification, starting with his childhood, when he had to suffer the losses of his three little sisters and the hardships brought on by the family’s financial setbacks. Then, in the seminary and throughout his years as a priest, he had faced a multitude of difficulties—humiliations, serious setbacks, persecution, and all kinds of other sufferings. His capacity to bear so much with such serenity and cheerfulness was truly amazing. The supernatural energy came to him, undoubtedly, from consideration of his divine filiation. Love had completely triumphed over suffering, because, as he explained to his children, even what seems bad to us is sent by God for our good. “Don’t forget,” he said, “that if the Lord sends us something joyful, it’s because he loves us, and if he sends us something painful, it’s to see whether we love him.” 52

*      *      *
 

On May 8, 1970—a week before his pilgrimage to Mexico, and eight years after the solemn inauguration of the Second Vatican Council, when he had written his children asking them to pray for the Church and the Work without pause or respite—the founder heard clearly in his soul the voice of the Lord. What he heard was, “Si Deus nobiscum, qui contra nos?” (“If God is for us, who can be against us?” [Rom 8: 31]).53 This locution brought him peace and the security of divine strength, since the arm of God is invincible. He does not lose battles, nor does he fail to come to the aid of his children.

Upon his return from Mexico, the Father spent a few weeks in Premeno (a town in northern Italy, close to Lake Maggiore), resting and working. On the morning of August 6, 1970, Father Javier went to serve the Father’s Mass, as usual, and he found him in front of the altar, absorbed in prayer. There were echoing in his soul some words of consolation by which God had given him to understand how pleasing to him was that incessant clamor for the Church and the Work, and how intently he listened to it.54 Several years later, the founder spoke of this in a get-together, using third person to keep himself out of the limelight.

Once there was a soul who was going through a time of great suffering. (This is no holy soul; it’s a soul like yours, that has its ups and downs, that has to be braced up, with big braces.) And when he least expected it, while he was praying hard for something that still hasn’t happened, he heard in the depths of his heart, “Clama, ne cesses!” That soul didn’t want to hear anything; he was suffering. But he listened: “Keep praying, clamorously, with strength; don’t stop praying, because I do listen to you. Clama, ne cesses!”
55


Only rarely did the Father mention these supernatural events; he would not do it unless he considered it necessary for the good of the Work and of his children. So we know little about the extraordinary graces that he received. But we do know some of them: for instance, that of August 23, 1971. He was spending a few days in Caglio, a little village near the town of Como, in northern Italy. That morning, after celebrating Mass, he was reading the newspaper, and suddenly, with great clarity and irresistible force, there was imparted to his soul a divine locution: “Adeamus cum fiducia ad thronum gloriae, ut misericordiam consequamur” (“Let us confidently approach the throne of glory, to obtain mercy”).56

After the locutions of 1970, which helped him so much in his persevering prayer for the Church, there soon followed a “discovery”: the action, the effusion, of the Holy Spirit in the Mass. This broadened his apostolic vision, enabling him to contemplate how, by divine goodness, there had come about “the flowering of Opus Dei in souls of every race, language, and nation.” 57 Monsignor Escrivá felt the need for another consecration of the family of Opus Dei. He would offer the Work to the Holy Spirit, so that it might always be a faithful instrument in the service of the Church.58

On May 30 (Pentecost Sunday), 1971, in the General Council’s oratory, he consecrated the Work to the Holy Spirit. Behind the altar was a large illuminated stained-glass window depicting the scene of Pentecost. The text of the consecration was read by Don Alvaro.59 It implored that the Holy Spirit pour out on his faithful his gifts, one by one: the gift of understanding; the gift of wisdom; the gift of knowledge; and that of counsel; and that of fear; and that of fortitude, “that it may make us firm in our faith, constant in our struggle, and faithfully perseverant in the Work of God.” And, finally, the gift of piety, “that it may give us the feeling of our divine filiation, the joyful and supernatural consciousness of being children of God and, in Jesus Christ, everyone’s brothers and sisters.” 60

There was also a prayer for the People of God and its pastors, whose situation was the cause of so many tears:

We pray that you always assist your Church, and in particular the Roman Pontiff, so that he may guide us with his word and with his example, and so that he may attain eternal life together with the flock that has been entrusted to him. We pray that good shepherds never be lacking. And we pray that, with all of the faithful, we may serve you with holiness of life and integrity of faith and thus reach the glory of heaven.61


Those painful tears born of love brought on a shower of graces. The “clama, ne cesses!” stirred up in the soul of the Father a new spirit of vigilance which kept him on high alert, always closely attentive to God. Each divine locution was a step up, a rung on the ladder, a silent game between God and his soul. Stamped by fire, indelibly, on his spirit, the words opened up new channels of love.

At the prompting of the Holy Spirit, he sought refuge in the Sacred Heart of Jesus, the tabernacle of the divine mercy. When, at the beginning of September 1971, he returned from Caglio, he counseled his children to recite often the aspiration “Cor Iesu Sacratissimum et Misericors, dona nobis pacem!” (“Most sacred and merciful heart of Jesus, grant us peace!”).62 Thus, little by little, in a piecemeal way, the Father was showing his children something of the action of the Holy Spirit in his soul. In October 1971, for example, he spoke to them of the act of abandonment that he had composed: “O Lord, my God, into your hands I abandon the past and the present and the future, what is small and what is great, what amounts to a little and what amounts to a lot, things temporal and things eternal.” And then, looking very pensive, he said to them, “To arrive at this act of abandonment, you have to lose your skin.” 63

The divine locutions led the Father to a complete detachment. Shortly after hearing the “Clama, ne cesses,” he told his children: “I am always on the alert for God; I am more off the earth than on it.” 64 These locutions redirected his interior life, sending it along new channels of love, towards the merciful sentiments of the heart of Jesus. “In any profession,” he said disconsolately, “after so many years, I would now be a master. In the love of God I am always an apprentice.” 65

The brief locutions were touches of grace that strengthened his soul and sustained him in the constant struggle against discouragement. They were simple brushstrokes painted by the divine artist to provoke heroic responses in the founder—which they did. By this time the Father had more than enough experience to be able to recognize that unmistakable “something” that marks the words of God. In his particular case, he described that the distinctive notes of the locutions: they were “brief, concrete, without being heard by the ear—and came without being sought.” 66

*      *      *
 

Not infrequently does it happen that people think they can do without God; they see no reason they can’t turn their backs on him and just live on their own. “They deceive themselves,” the founder said. “Though they may not know it, they are stretched out like the paralytic at the pool of Bethsaida—unable to move toward the waters which save, toward the doctrine which puts joy into the soul.” 67 They do not realize that they have in their souls a vacuum; that what they really have inside is sadness, spiritual desolation.

There are also Catholics who, knowing themselves to be in the Church, feel very satisfied. “To be in the Church is already much, but it is not enough. We must be the Church, because our Mother must never be a stranger to us, something external, foreign to our deepest thoughts.” 68

Undoubtedly, people who think and act in such ways have not penetrated into the supernatural reality of the Church, into its mystery. Perhaps they see only a human structure, and not an institution of divine origin; they do not perceive the indivisible unity between the People of God and its head, which is Christ, the Spouse and sanctifier of his Mystical Body. Perhaps they forget the weakness of the human condition, the fact that the Church necessarily has in it lots of people with lots of faults and failings, and that it is also governed by human beings, even though they are assisted by the Holy Spirit. Perhaps they look at things from an earthbound perspective, superficially, without rising to the sanctifying mystery of the Church, which, as the founder sang, penetrates to life eternal for the salvation of mankind:

Holy, holy, holy, we dare sing to the Church, evoking a hymn in honor of the Blessed Trinity. You are holy, O Church, my mother, because the Son of God, who is holy, founded you. You are holy, because the Father, source of all holiness, so ordained it. You are holy, because the Holy Spirit, who dwells in the souls of the faithful, assists you, in order to gather together the children of the Father, who will dwell in the Church of heaven, the eternal Jerusalem.69


In the face of human wretchedness shines the great mercy of the Church. After admitting us to her bosom by Baptism, she sanctifies us with maternal care. Her greatness stands out in the priestly power which proceeds from Christ. And the saving mediation between God and mankind is perpetuated in the Church.

The Father lived in contemplation of the ineffable mystery of the Church. He suffered at seeing some Catholics foolishly tearing apart its unity. He loved the Church madly, because it was the reason for his life and the reason for the existence of Opus Dei. Because why would he want Opus Dei if it were not to serve the Church? Had he lived in a time of persecution and been called upon to witness his faithfulness to the Church by martyrdom, he would happily have done so.70 “My children,” he often said, “the good of the Church above everything! The faith of the Church must be defended continually and constantly with one’s very life, in all circumstances.” 71

The wounds to the Church caused the Father great suffering. It was as if stones were ripped out of a cathedral. He wished he could lovingly kiss those blocks of stone and put them back in place.72

For him it was all really a question of love.73 The Church, wounded and mistreated, asked of her children fidelity. She needed them; and the best way to make reparation was to love more and better. As a first measure, the founder offered his life for the Church and for the Pope; he started doing this every single day.74 And thus he reached the morning of June 26, 1975. On that morning he prayed at Mass for the Church and for the Pope, and, just hours before his death, renewed his offering of “my life, and a thousand lives if I had them.” 75

*      *      *
 

What to do? The Father asked himself this question a thousand times. What remedy could be found for all this rebellion and contempt that had broken out against the Church? How contain an avalanche that threatened to destroy centuries-old beliefs, customs, and devotions?

He saw very clearly that the Church needed for all Catholics to come actively to her defense. And so, on Palm Sunday (April 4) of 1971, he preached a homily encouraging the faithful to increase their loyalty to Christ’s doctrine, no one thinking they are exempt.

The Father called for “a beautiful war of peace,” explaining that the violence involved “is not directed against others. It is a violence used to fight your own weaknesses and miseries, a fortitude which prevents you from camouflaging your own infidelities, a boldness to own up to the faith even when the environment is hostile.” 76

The Father preached the need for an interior battle against selfishness, sensuality, and pride, pointing out that those who do not constantly struggle expose themselves to all sorts of slavery—slavery to power, to money, to vanity, to sensuality—and that the only effective way to conduct the battle is by the means of prayer, mortification, and frequent use of the sacraments. “I’ll tell you,” he said, “a secret, an open secret: these world crises are crises of saints.” 77 And with that he returned to his point of departure, the initial theme of his incessant preaching: the universal call to sanctity.

As shepherd of the Work, the Father had the responsibility of spiritually guiding this portion of the People of God, and primarily by example. His piety was a marvelous lesson on faith for those who lived with him. Especially instructive was the passionate love that emanated from his actions, expressions, and words relating to the Blessed Sacrament, in his visits to the oratory, the Masses he celebrated, Eucharistic processions, and other liturgical ceremonies.78

He also shepherded souls by staying vigilant on doctrinal matters, so that the faithful of Opus Dei and the others involved in its apostolates received clear guidelines regarding the books that were showing up on the market, the drifts of the new publications, the leanings of their authors. Finally, he kept attentive watch over the fulfillment of the norms of piety, the administration of the sacraments, the liturgical carefulness, and the intense pastoral labor of the priests of the Work. He took every measure he could to facilitate the faithfulness of his children.

In the face of the danger that souls were in, the Father took upon himself the responsibility of keeping the faithful of Opus Dei safe. But he adopted a positive attitude. Armed with the security that the faith provides, he called for advance and not retreat; it was necessary to purify the world. As made by God, the world was not bad; but it had been made so by people. He was not unaware that returning it clean to God would require a gigantic cleaning operation, carried out in all sectors and for many, many years.

The Father often spoke about boats and nets—the barque of Peter, the nets of Christ, and the mission of the twelve apostles, whom the Lord had turned into “fishers of men.” And he also connected the dots between ecological concerns, which were at that time just beginning to receive widespread attention, and spiritual ones. In a meditation that he gave on the involvement of the men and women of Opus Dei in the apostolic task of fishing for souls, he said:

Well, it could happen that some of those fish, some of those people, on seeing what is happening all over the world and within God’s Church, on being faced with that sea that looks covered with filth, and those rivers seemingly filled with disgusting slime, where they can find neither food nor oxygen—if those fish could think (and we are talking about fish that can think, since they have souls), there might come into their heads the decision to say, “That’s enough; I’ll take a leap and get out! There’s no point to living this way. I’ll take refuge on the shore, and there I’ll give a few gasps and breathe a little oxygen. I’ve had enough!”


No, my children; we have to continue on in the midst of this putrid world, in the midst of this sea of turbid waters; in the midst of those rivers that pass through the big cities and tiny hamlets, and that don’t have in their waters the ability to fortify the body, or to quench thirst, because they are polluted. My children, we must always be in the middle of the street, in the middle of the world, striving to create around us a pool of clean water, so that other fish can come, and together we can broaden the pool, purifying the river, restoring the quality of the water in the sea.

Never give in to discouragement. Come on! Swim against the current. How? With an invocation of our Lady, of the maternal and most pure Heart of Holy Mary: “Sancta Maria, refugium nostrum et virtus! You are our refuge and our strength.” Stay calm. We don’t want to leave the world. We don’t want to shorten the days, even when they get very long for us; even when we see that those who could be doing so are not purifying the waters, but, rather, contributing to the contamination of the rivers by dumping toxic substances into the midst of the great oceans, which cannot be freed of all that evil….

This, my children, is what, in your name and mine, I often ask of the Lord. That this world that he has made, and that we human beings are defiling, may revert to being what it was when it came forth from his hands: beautiful, uncorrupted, an antechamber to paradise.79

3. In “the house of the Common Father”

In the visit that Pope Paul made to Centro ELIS on November 21, 1965, the veneration that the founder had for the Vicar of Christ was obvious. He could not hide the fact that he was moved by the presence of the Holy Father. His trembling hands betrayed his emotions as he read the words of welcome. On the following day he expressed his thanks to His Holiness, saying that the opportunity to have him physically present there and experience “your paternal affection so closely and warmly” had been for all of them a special cause of encouragement and joy.80

A week later he felt the need to thank the then-Bishop Dell’Acqua, the Vatican’s Undersecretary of State, for his role in the preparing of the visit. He wrote:

I can tell you, with fraternal confidence, that I was deeply moved the whole time that I had the great honor of accompanying His Holiness. I am—as I’ve had occasion to tell Your Excellency at other times—a poor sinner, but, by the grace of God, one with strong faith and a great love for Jesus Christ, for his Church, and for his Vicar. So it filled me with deep emotion to find myself so close to the “sweet Christ on earth”— and in a special way on this occasion, because of the great affection that I have for His Holiness.


Indeed, there came to my memory, the recollection of how very kind the Holy Father has been to me over so many years. It was the then Msgr. Montini who obtained for me the joy of having His Holiness Pius XII, of happy memory, grant me an audience. It was the first time I had a chance to speak with the pope!


The intense emotion I felt at that encounter was made possible thanks to him, as I told him back then. And I am telling you all this because I know that thus Your Excellency will be able to understand me better and not be surprised if I confess that I feel a great—holy—envy because you have the good fortune to get to see and speak with the Holy Father frequently.81


Scarcely had the Council closed when reforms of all sorts were introduced—in ecclesiastical organization, in pastoral matters, in the liturgy—often on an experimental basis and without due authorization from the Holy See or the bishops. The actual contradiction between some of those practices and the directives of the Church authorities led to disorder. As Pope Paul himself had observed when he served as the Vatican’s Undersecretary of State, bad news always reaches the Holy Father right away, but no one sees to it that good news also reaches him.82 So the founder took every opportunity to give joy to the Holy Father, telling him in writing, either directly or by way of the Undersecretary of State, of his absolute and filial adherence to the chair of Peter, and sharing with him apostolic news that would make him happy.

At the request of Bishop Dell’Acqua, the founder sent to the Secretariat of State his views on various questions. This (together, of course, with the close friendship there was between them) accounts for the large amount of correspondence between the Father and the Undersecretary of State.

But this kind of contact with the Roman Pontiff, supplemented by some personal letters to him, was not enough. The founder wanted direct contact, face to face. He wanted to hear the Pope’s voice, see his face, be close to him. What happened, however, is that when he did manage to get an audience, he enjoyed it so much that the time flew by, and he did not get to all the matters he had wanted to cover.

By December 1965, the printings of The Way had reached the two million mark. To commemorate this, a special edition was published. It was a collector’s edition, in Spanish; and the proceeds were to go to a social-service project run by Opus Dei members in Seville. The founder wanted to give, in person, the first copy to the Pope, as an act of thanksgiving to God and of adherence to the Vicar of Christ on earth.83

An audience arranged by Bishop Dell’Acqua took place on January 25, 1966. Four days later, Monsignor Escrivá thanked the bishop by letter, saying:

You can’t imagine the profound joy and intense emotion I always feel when I am permitted to speak with His Holiness. I give thanks to God for the love and great veneration for the Roman Pontiff that he has given me. I am unable to “get used” to these happy encounters, even though I always feel completely at home, like a son speaking with his father. I think that only after a month of frequent conversation with the Holy Father could I manage to express fully what I feel inside.84


A year and a half later, the founder requested another audience with Pope Paul, in order to give him in person some medals commemorating that visit to Centro ELIS in 1965—and really, as he himself put it, “to take advantage of the occasion and speak with the Holy Father exclusively about things that give him consolation and joy.” 85

The audience took place on July 15, 1967, in the morning. In the afternoon of that very same day, the founder sent to the now-Cardinal Dell’Acqua a thank-you letter saying, “To be received by the Vice Christ on earth is always for me a most precious gift from the Lord, a cause of great consolation, and a vigorous boost for my soul and for the apostolic work of all of Opus Dei.” 86

The founder, after giving the Holy Father the commemorative medals, spoke to him about the fruitful apostolic work of his daughters and sons, knowing the Pope would enjoy the good news. “Amid the daily and overwhelming concerns that his most high mission and untiring apostolic zeal impose upon him, they seem to be a little ray of joy,” he wrote to Cardinal Dell’Acqua. And he continued:

Your Eminence, with the marvelous audience of this morning I feel recompensed for the many sufferings that the Lord, in his loving providence, has permitted me to undergo during these last 40 years. And I owe all this to Your Eminence. Please be assured that, just as I pray every day for God’s Church and for the Pope, I also remember Your Eminence daily in my prayers.


Praying is the only thing I can do. My poor service to the Church boils down to this. And every time I consider my limitations, I feel filled with strength because I know and feel that it is God who does everything, intervening with his power to give effect to the smallness of creatures like me, that have nothing to give and that are nothing.87


At the beginning of September 1967 the founder was at Castel d’Urio, a retreat house and conference center near Lake Como, in northern Italy; and from there he went on to Paris where he wrote to Cardinal Dell’Acqua to say that his prayer for the health of the Holy Father was constant, although, he expected that he would soon recover. He then told the cardinal an anecdote which he hoped would get a smile out of the patient.

This is the story: When the founder and Don Alvaro were passing through Avignon, they got out of the car, to stretch their legs, in front of the Papal Palace. There three soldiers of the Foreign Legion, completely drunk, on seeing them in cassocks came up to them. The wine must have strengthened their religious enthusiasm, because the three of them, turning to Don Alvaro, asked him in chorus about the health of the Pope, “parce que nous aimons beaucoup le Pape,” they said very seriously. Don Alvaro allayed their concerns and urged them to pray for the Holy Father. Which they promised to do; and then they staggered away.88

The founder’s love for the Pope had deep theological roots. Regardless of the personal qualities of the reigning pontiff, whether this was Pius XII, John XXIII, or Paul VI, the founder saw him as the Vicar of Christ and the common father of all Catholics. But, besides being motivated by theological considerations, that affection was also a deeply human one, as is evidenced by the attitude the founder showed in the face of some distressing events he had to deal with in the years that followed.

*      *      *
 

From the time of his encounter with the legionnaires until that of his return to Rome, exactly one month had elapsed. Having spent that time making apostolic visits to several countries, he now went to Spain to preside, as Grand Chancellor of the University of Navarre, at a ceremony in which six honorary doctorates would be awarded, and then at the second assembly of the Friends of the University of Navarre. On October 8, 1967, he celebrated Mass on the university campus, before some thirty thousand people from all over Spain and from other countries. He was tired after those weeks of intense activity, but the prospect of the pastoral endeavors to come revived him. There before him was a crowd that to him represented, as he put it, “a moving manifestation of faith and of love for the holy Church; and also (though it embarrasses me to say so) of affection for me, who am a sinner who loves Jesus Christ.” 89

From Spain he returned to Rome, where (after resting for a few days) he met with Cardinal Dell’Acqua, to discuss some problems that were preoccupying him. And he found in the cardinal “a sincere and priestly understanding” that led him to afterwards take up his pen and fraternally unburden himself to him. (How often it had been the other way around, he giving consolation and advice to the Undersecretary of State!) He hesitated a little before starting to write, because what he had to write about was no small matter. If he wavered, it was not for fear that his assertions might prove unfounded, for there was plenty of evidence. It was because he knew himself; he knew how prone he was to speaking the truth too clearly. So he paused and considered the gravity of what he had to say, before putting it into writing on October 29, 1967.

Forgive me, Your Eminence, these confidences of mine. I am always calm, happy, and cheerful. But a bow cannot stay always taut. That is why I feel the deep need to tell someone of this sorrow that has been weighing on my soul for so many years now. Believe me, Your Eminence, that I am not exaggerating, because there are a lot of sad facts that I won’t mention.


Then again, Your Eminence already knows me quite well. And I think that the Holy Father, too, knows that I speak very sincerely, without bitterness or resentment, and that I like to say things with the greatest clarity and the greatest charity. It is the charity of Christ that now impels me to defend this Work of God that he has entrusted to my hands, and the efficacious, holy, and silent apostolic life of my children.90


The letter is filled to the brim with sorrow, not because it is about new slurs, but because this time they were coming from a consultor of the Curia, who was airing his opinions as though they reflected the official position of the Secretariat of State.91 Further on in the letter, the founder asks:

Don’t you think, Your Eminence, that it’s high time that—in nomine Domini—an end be put to this absurd opposition, for which there’s no reason (because what evil have we done?) and which is perfectly avoidable, since it’s coming from the house of the Common Father?92


His reflections then turn to the considerable number of people who seem to have no understanding, either theoretical or practical, of the spirit and apostolates of Opus Dei.

I suppose that the human cause of such an attitude has to be sought in the fact that these people don’t know—it doesn’t enter into their heads—what a layperson is. They don’t understand what it means to work without ambition in the service of the holy Church, without compromising her, using the holy freedom that any layperson enjoys in the field of action conferred upon him or her by the fact of having been baptized, of just being one of the faithful. Such is their idea of the layman that, when they want to show that they love him, they right away think about what? Making him a deacon.


After that, in a confidential tone, he continues:

I will keep striving to love and serve the Church better each day. Yesterday, thinking about this during the celebration of Holy Mass, I shed bittersweet tears. When I was young I did this often, but now it’s been several years since this happened to me. Don’t worry, Your Eminence; all the upsetting incidents I’ve mentioned do not prevent us from constantly growing in our love for the holy Church and the Pope. As you know, I recently went on a trip. Its purpose was not to look for applause, but to serve the Church and to save souls.


Finally, he mentions to the cardinal that the formula for the consecration of the Work to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, which is recited each year, on the feast of Christ the King, by all his daughters and sons, includes this sentence: “Give us a great love for the Church and the Pope, which is expressed in deeds of service.” 93

*      *      *
 

When Monsignor Escrivá complained to Cardinal Dell’Acqua about that sad situation, the cardinal had already left his position as Undersecretary of State for Ordinary Affairs in the hands of his successor, Bishop Giovanni Benelli.94 The new Undersecretary, a former advisor of the nunciature in Madrid, had been consecrated bishop on September 11, 1966, and had served as apostolic pro-nuncio in Senegal and apostolic delegate for West Africa before being called to Rome, to the Secretariat of State, in June 1967.95

The departure of Cardinal Dell’Acqua and the arrival of Bishop Benelli represented for the founder, and for the history of the Work, something more than a change of players. There was also a change of scene, an ushering in of new procedures and policies. With regard to the Work, the atmosphere in certain sectors became less cordial. In the first place, the communication channel created during the Dell’Acqua era disappeared; news about Opus Dei no longer easily reached the ears of the Holy Father. And then there was, as we saw earlier, the Curia’s protracted delaying of the establishing of the school of theology at the University of Pamplona.

Months went by, and the founder felt a need to communicate in person to the Holy Father news about the apostolic work of members of Opus Dei, as well as the steps being taken toward a resolving of the institutional question. He had not failed, during all of this time, to keep periodically assuring His Holiness of his “filial and unquestioned adherence to the Chair of Peter” and of the fervent prayers of his children.96 Since he had no one to facilitate for him a meeting with the Pope, he decided to request it through the Prefect of the Apostolic Palace. He did this in December 1968. But the weeks went by without his hearing anything back. So, on February 4, 1969, he wrote to Bishop Benelli, asking his help in obtaining an audience. He sent along with this letter one for Pope Paul, in which he expressed his great need to manifest the profound veneration and gratitude that he felt for him.97

In the following week he received a handwritten letter from the Holy Father, acknowledging that show of filial devotion and paternally thanking him for the consolation given him by the good news about the apostolic work of Opus Dei.98 But there was no mention of the requested audience.

In the spring of 1969 he learned that a special commission had been created for the purpose of revising Opus Dei’s statutes. We have already seen how his prudent and quick intervention succeeded in deflecting the danger. But the disappearance of that special commission did not imply a favorable change in the attitudes of certain individuals within the Curia toward Opus Dei. The blockings of the negotiations continued—a clear sign that it was not a good time to resubmit any proposal concerning the institutional question.

Unfortunately, these episodes were not isolated events. From comments made to him by several Church officials, Monsignor Escrivá learned that around him was being created a vacuum, fenced in by a circle of hostility, without the knowledge of the Holy Father.99

Those who declared their friendship for the founder also fell into official disgrace, and he was deeply grateful for the loyalty of so many. On April 27, 1970, he wrote to Cardinal Dell’Acqua:

It has made me very happy to see, once again, that God has given you the grace to deeply grasp our spirit—and, as essential points of it, the love for and constant loyalty to the Church and the Pope, and the apostolic yearning to bring all souls to Christ. This affectionate understanding of yours has been for us, and is for us, a great stimulus and consolation, helping us to love more each day our Mother the Church and Christ’s Vicar on earth.


I am deeply moved, and deeply grateful, at seeing the courage with which Your Eminence takes every opportunity to spread the truth about our Work. It is a great service you are rendering to the Church, but—it is only fair that I say this—it is also a heroic service, given the present circumstances.100


Were the circumstances so perilous as to warrant describing the cardinal’s loyalty as heroic? It seems incredible, but the facts speak for themselves. The situation had to be serious indeed if the founder felt it necessary to go to Marian shrines in Spain and Portugal, imploring help from heaven.

A few days after that letter was written, as we noted earlier, God made resound in the founder’s soul these words: “Si Deus nobiscum, quis contra nos?” (“If God is for us, who can be against us?”). And on August 6, 1970, came that other encouraging locution, “Clama, ne cesses!” (“Cry out, without ceasing!”).

When Cardinal Dell’Acqua was named Cardinal Vicar of Rome, the founder right away sent congratulations. He wrote to him on November 10, 1970, saying that he wanted to see him, but “in the present circumstances, my presence in your office at the Lateran could somehow entail or give rise to difficulties for Your Eminence.” 101

Otherwise, to spare His Holiness any unpleasant news, and because of the great love that he had for the Church, he preferred to keep quiet, as he had done for almost forty years.102 He imposed on himself a voluntary silence—but not a sterile passivity. He kept praying, and he kept working at forming souls apostolically. “As for me,” he writes to the cardinal, “I continue praying and working, especially writing. Because, as you well know, for many years now, for love of the Church and souls, Escrivá de Balaguer has been maintaining a scrupulous silence—but Escrivá escribe!”
103

*      *      *
 

From the time of the changeover in the Secretariat of State, in the summer of 1967, the founder had not been able to see the Pope again. His requests for an audience had not reached the ears of Pope Paul. Some in Rome went around saying that Opus Dei was not well regarded. It was completely unfounded. However, this fabrication helped intensify the attitude of distrust that a few had towards Monsignor Escrivá and his Work.104

In that historical context, he received a letter from Cardinal Jean Villot, dated January 25, 1971. In it he was asked to give the Secretariat of State the names of all the members of Opus Dei who worked in the Roman Curia. By this time he had already heard, from several cardinals who were friends of his, that they had received indications, which they found rather shocking, that they were not to give any ecclesiastical position to any member of Opus Dei. The request made by Cardinal Villot—such a dry one, presented with no explanation— was probably motivated by the calumnious rumors that some irresponsible individuals were circulating. Opus Dei, it was being said, was trying to control the government of the Church. It was clear that a witch hunt had been launched.105

The founder answered the cardinal in a carefully written letter, dated February 2, 1971:

I received your esteemed letter of January 25. With the greatest pleasure I hasten to comply with your request, although it concerns information that has already been in the possession of the Holy See for a long time now.


Indeed, all the members of Opus Dei who are currently working in the Roman Curia—and they are well known to be such, since, like any other member of the Work, they have never hidden their belonging to our Association—occupy their respective positions by explicit request of the Holy See itself, which, therefore, is aware of their belonging to the Work before their appointment.106


Then come the requested data: the name of each member, the position he holds, the name of the cardinal who had him appointed to the Curia, etc. It was a short list. In all, there were four with regular positions, and another four or five who worked there on an occasional basis, as advisors of Sacred Congregations or Commissions.107

The letter closes with a brief reference to a possible plot being organized by some detractors of Opus Dei:

With the assurance of having responded exhaustively to what Your Eminence asked of me, I remain entirely at your disposition for any further clarifying. I trust, however, that this won’t be necessary, since the members of Opus Dei, as well as the corporate apostolic activities they organize in service of souls and of the Church, are well known everywhere and by everyone. Furthermore, as requests of this type are not very frequent, when I am offered an opportunity to meet with Your Eminence let me tell you certain anecdotes that might explain how such a request could have come about.108


Prior to these events, Cardinal Villot had always shown himself to be cordial and sympathetic to Opus Dei.109 The same was true of Bishop Benelli; during the years when he held posts in Spain, France, and Senegal, he had maintained an affectionate friendship with the founder.110 But shortly after their appointments to the Secretariat of State, both of these men began to behave more coldly, going from cordiality to a certain wariness. Monsignor Escrivá took this treatment with equanimity, without harboring the least bit of rancor toward anyone. He prayed for those who were making him uncomfortable, and tried to find out the reasons for the odd behavior of the two dignitaries; he wanted to correct himself if he had done something wrong. But it was all to no avail. He sought dialogue, and encountered silence.

Various causes could have provoked this negative attitude against Opus Dei. This was an era of postconciliar agitation and of doctrinal tensions. And it is not surprising that the clarity of ideas preached by the founder, the growth of the apostolates of the Work, and the different way of focusing the mission of the lay Christian in the life of the Church could be misunderstood.111 Nevertheless, there is no doubt that the root cause of the problem has to be sought elsewhere, if we want to understand such a sudden change.

The explanation perhaps lies in the fact that Bishop Benelli—undoubtedly in his desire to serve the Church—thought that he should intervene in Spain’s political situation, which was undergoing a transition that seemed to pose difficulties for the Church.112 The point here was the question of the freedom of the laity in temporal matters, which had already caused considerable misunderstanding and trouble for the founder in the past. Bishop Benelli never told Monsignor Escrivá the reason for his change of attitude, but this seems the most logical hypothesis.113

(With the passing of time, his suspicion of Opus Dei disappeared and there blossomed, instead, a sincere affection, evidenced by his deeds. As soon as he heard about the death of the founder, he showed up, clearly moved, to pray before his mortal remains. And on May 3, 1979, by which time he was Archbishop of Florence and a cardinal, he wrote to the Holy Father requesting the introduction of the cause of beatification of Monsignor Escrivá. His premature death prevented him from giving testimony in the process, but this is what he said in the above-mentioned letter: “The memory that I have of the founder is that of a man of virtues, animated by a great love for the Church. He always seemed to me to be very determined when it came to seeking the good of the Church and of souls, showing himself most faithful in following the directives of the Holy See, to which he professed unconditional devotion.” He closed with these lines: “Reflecting on these facts, I think it would be good to consider the appropriateness of proposing the figure of Monsignor Escrivá as a model of Christian virtues to priests and to laypeople, initiating the cause of his beatification.” 114)

The prejudices and harassment on the part of some individuals in the Curia continued for years. They sowed distrust, slowed down the progress of the work of apostolate, and looked for ways to humiliate the founder.115 Another sad episode took place in the fall of 1972. The founder, who had spent two months preaching in Spain and Portugal, found on his return a “strictly confidential” letter, dated October 30, 1972, from Cardinal Villot, asking that he give him “explicit assurance” that neither the particular law nor the praxis of Opus Dei “involves the obligation or the custom [on the part of its members] to reveal to their superiors, or to other designated individuals, things learned in their service to the Church or the Holy See in general,” and in particular, to certain ecclesiastical organs.116

The founder immediately wrote back, assuring him that “neither the law nor the praxis of Opus Dei ever leads, either directly or indirectly, to any violation of professional secrecy.” He then added, “I also take advantage of this occasion to state that the spirit and asceticism of Opus Dei foster, on the contrary, a completely different way of acting.” 117

The request touched upon nothing less than his priestly honor, which he had guarded so carefully since his ordination. It seemed to be a calculated suggestion of doubt. The founder firmly rebutted the insinuation, though his response is calm, spiritual, and mild:

I cannot hide from you the fact that the implication of the question produced in my heart a feeling of surprise and of understandable sadness, born exclusively—believe me—of the great love I have for the Church, to which for so many years I have dedicated my life (and I think not in vain). Born also of the firm assurance I have of the good spirit with which my children serve it everywhere, often in circumstances that are difficult and, humanly speaking, thankless. Nevertheless, I can at the same time assure you that the Lord, faithful support of my weakness, has immediately helped me lift my spirits.


And he continues on the next line:

I would appreciate it, Your Eminence, if you would kindly let the Holy Father know that I returned yesterday from a long trip, of two months’ duration. Every day, and for quite a lot of hours each day, I did nothing but insist to many thousands of people, of every social class, on the need, now more than ever, to reinforce and augment in their hearts their love for the Church and for the Pope, foundation and guardian of unity and truth, as successor of Saint Peter. With that I was simply continuing to do what, with God’s help, I have been doing since 1925, the year I was ordained to the priesthood.118


*      *      *
 

With the passing of time, the situation improved. And finally, on June 25, 1973, the founder got a papal audience—the last one of his life.

Pope Paul greeted him affectionately. Five years had gone by since their last meeting. “Why haven’t you come to see me more often?” he complained.

There was a sudden silence, which the founder ended by filling the Pope in on how the Work had been developing in all those years, all over the world. From time to time Pope Paul interrupted him and, looking at him with admiration, exclaimed, “You are a saint!” The founder kept protesting, “No, no. Your Holiness doesn’t know me. I am a poor sinner.” But the Pope kept insisting, “No, no. You are a saint.” Overwhelmed and embarrassed, the founder finally deflected the praise from himself by saying, “Here on earth there is only one saint [santo]: the Holy Father [el Santo Padre].” 119

The Pope’s conviction was shared by many, including bishops and cardinals, nuncios and advisors, people in the Curia and administrative employees, theologians and canonists.120 Although the founder’s firm attitude was not always understood by some of them, this made no difference. His very opponents were often the first to respect and admire him and consider him a man of God, a holy man.121 He was strong-minded, but at the same time pleasant and friendly, someone constantly being sought out for a word of advice or consolation.

He saw the Roman Pontiff as our “Common Father,” and for him the Vatican was “the house of our Common Father, and not an anonymous administrative center.” 122 He was, for all of his life, a great defender of the Roman Curia. “In it,” he said, “there is hidden a lot of work, a lot of sacrifice, a lot of holiness, that goes unnoticed by most people.” 123

4. “Fight, for love, to the last moment”

In his personal journal there is an entry, probably made on December 31, 1932, that consists of a few reflections on life and the fleetingness of time, presumably ideas for a meditation or talk:

1932. End of year. The conclusion of the year lends itself to serious and profitable reflections, which it is important that we not miss.


We’re just passing through … like a comet … or a river … We are not convinced! A year has disappeared! One more year of life? One year less! 124


Then come further considerations on the transitory nature of our earthly life and on the final moment when we will be stripped of our garment of flesh:

Look at how the end approaches: like the waves that break, one after the other, on the beach; or the leaves that eventually all fall. A few at first … then that one and the other … and you and me. Our homeland: heaven.125


A lot of years of the Father’s life had gone by when on December 31, 1971, in the evening, he reflected on the course of history. Not the happy events of the foundation, but the situation in which the Church now found herself. He seemed tired, very tired. “It’s not the years; I think it’s the love,” 126 he told his sons on the General Council, who listened to him in silence.

At the other side of the garden, students of the Roman College of the Holy Cross were singing Christmas carols, and the sound floated into the Villa. The Father started speaking again, but this time slowly, as if in a soliloquy. He tried to capture in a few words his feelings about that year that was ending. That very day, he had written himself a note on the subject, and now he took it out and read it to them: “This is our destiny on earth: to struggle, for love, until the last moment. Deo gratias!” 127

Then he spoke to them of his sorrow and love for the Church, which was going through a long period of tribulation. “We can’t wash our hands of this,” he said. “We have denied ourselves an earthly love in order to save souls. We have a greater duty and a greater right!” 128

He had cast a quick glance back over that last year, 1971. Not letting discouragement drag him down, he decided to begin again a new life—a fresh, clean life dedicated in generous sacrifice to the Lord. It was not that any drastic changes were needed, and it was not really because he was on the threshold of a new year. The fact is, as he told them, life is a continual starting over; one is always having to repair the rips in one’s interior life, make acts of contrition, throw oneself, repentant, in the arms of God, like the prodigal son. “Human life is in some way a constant returning to our Father’s house. We return through contrition.” 129

On that December 31 he made a general confession and got ready to begin a new life of service to the Church. Thus he transformed the old refrain “A new year, a new life” into his motto for 1972: “A new year, a new struggle.” One year was not much time in which to change the world. But the Father was not a pessimist. Yes, those twelve months would fly, but a willingness to improve in the interior life would, with the help of grace, make them supernaturally fruitful.

Time is a treasure that melts away. It escapes from us, slipping through our fingers like water through the mountain rocks. Yesterday is gone, and today is passing by. Tomorrow will soon be another yesterday. Our lives are so very short. But what a great deal can be done for the love of God in this short space of time! 130


He therefore dedicated himself to instilling in the souls of all he came in contact with, and especially, of course, his sons and daughters, the need to grow in love for the Church and make reparation for the many offenses being committed. For, as the Father explained, “holiness means having defects and fighting against them, but we will die with defects.” 131

*      *      *
 

On the first day of 1972, early in the morning, the Father, in a gettogether with his sons at the Roman College, read to them the note that he had read the evening before to those on the General Council: “This is our destiny on earth: to struggle, for love, until the last moment. Deo gratias!” And he alerted them to the need to begin again the interior battle, reminding them of the words of holy Scripture, “Is not man’s life on earth just warfare?” (Job 1: 7).132 The sacrament of Confirmation makes Christians soldiers of Christ. “Don’t be ashamed of being soldiers of Christ, people who have to fight!” 133

You, my sons, will always struggle, and I too will try to always struggle, to the last moment of my life. If we don’t struggle, that says we’re not doing well. On earth we can never have the comfortable tranquillity of those who give themselves over to pleasure because they know the future is secure. The future for all of us is uncertain, in the sense that we could become traitors to our Lord, our vocation, and the faith.134


They had to fight to keep themselves from being enslaved by sin, and thus to obtain peace. “Peace is a consequence of war, of struggle, of the intimate ascetical struggle which each Christian must keep up against everything in his life which does not belong to God. He is called to overcome pride, sensuality, selfishness, superficiality, and meanness of heart.” 135

While giving a meditation or taking part in a get-together with his children, while giving spiritual advice or just engaging in conversation, the Father reiterated these ideas. He preached and demanded struggle in the interior life.

At the beginning of 1972, with reference to the fact that on January 9 he would turn seventy, the Father jokingly insisted that he was about to become a seven-year-old [since the zero doesn’t count]. It was a kind of reminder of the perennial spiritual youth of Christians, and of the path of spiritual childhood that he had embarked on years before. And then, with the clear conscience that comes of closeness to God, he would say, “Josemaría: so many years, so many brays.” 136

For his birthday, the members of the General Council gave him a small white-marble bas-relief showing the Good Shepherd with the lost or injured sheep on his shoulders, the sheepdog, the pouch hanging from the shoulder, and the shepherd’s crook. And at his feet was an inscription in Latin, added by Don Alvaro, saying, “January 9, 1972: to our Father, on the seventieth anniversary of his birth. With all affection.” 137

His daughters had made for him a chasuble of gold brocade, out of pieces from old vestments. On it was embroidered a rose and a text that held deep memories for the Father: “Adeamus cum fiducia ad thronum gloriae, ut misericordiam consequamur.” 138 They had also made a pall, embroidering on it “Bonus Pastor” as a thank-you from the whole Work for the pains he took as its father and shepherd. Indeed, in that hour of struggle, and of so many people going astray, he had been thinking of the spiritual health of his children.

I don’t want my sons and daughters to be lost in this waterless desert that the Church seems to have become today, where the springs of the sacraments seem to be drying up. But despite that aridity and that drought, there are in Christ’s Church many oases of peace, with abundant water and green pastures for souls. One of those very green spots is Opus Dei, and it is up to each of us to see that it continues to be such.139


In the middle of the morning of that January 9, his sons at the Roman College took part in the Mass that he celebrated in the oratory of Our Lady of Peace. In his homily he said:

You and I can’t pray the prayer of the Pharisee. Let’s pray that of the publican: “Lord, I don’t deserve to be here, but I love you. Lord, I don’t deserve your grace, but you give it to me abundantly, and that is why I am a soul of prayer. Lord, I don’t deserve to be in your Church, but you want me to support a tiny little bit, with my clean life, with my faith, my hope, and my love, your holy Church.” 140


The intentions of his Mass were “the same as always: the Church, the Pope, the Work.” 141

Throughout that year the Father continued to speak out about the Church’s sad situation, it being public knowledge and painfully obvious to everyone. Sometimes he spoke in very strong language. He said, for example, that the Mystical Body, the Church, “seems to be a corpse in the midst of decomposing.” But then, right away, he reassured his children with faith and optimism, saying, “Don’t worry, I said seems, because that body, the Church, is immortal; the Holy Spirit assists and vivifies it in an ineffable way.” 142

Really, what was happening was sad, very sad. It was not enough, the Father insisted, to just lament things, or look at them coolly, as if the events taking place in the Church were “archaeological things, of mere historical interest. No! They are stabs in the Heart of Christ.” 143 It was therefore necessary to make reparation, spread the truth, and reach out a hand to those who were wavering—and to do all this with a lot of love and without losing one’s serenity.

Even on March 19—the feast of Saint Joseph, his patron saint— amid all the festivities, the founder did not forget to urge his children to keep struggling, all well united, shoulder to shoulder, with optimism. “Certainly,” he said, “it sometimes seems that a battle is lost; but you can be sure that Christ will not lose the war.” 144

In Holy Week, following a custom initiated by some members of the Work, hundreds of young men and women came to Rome from different countries to unite at the heart of the Church. On Wednesday of Holy Week the Pope received them in audience, and during that week they had a number of get-togethers with the Father. Here, too, the Father did not fail to remind them that they needed to fight if they loved peace, because peace of soul is a consequence of war. He said, “I don’t believe in pacifists who don’t struggle against themselves interiorly. Because, whether we like it or not, we all have to carry on that internal, personal, continual war.” 145

Right after Easter the Father, although he had a slight cold, left for Spain, stopping at Lourdes to pray to our Lady, since “it would be bad manners to pass by there without dropping in on her.” 146 He arrived in Pamplona on April 6, in the afternoon. He went to the university hospital for a checkup, and turned out to have a touch of pneumonia with a fairly high fever.147 In get-togethers with the university’s students, he encouraged them to be “men of struggle,” ready to fight throughout their lives. In war, he said, a battle—or two, three, whatever—can be lost, but it doesn’t matter as long as the last one is won. Nevertheless, in the interior life, which is also war and battles, “it is better not to lose any, because we don’t know when we are going to die.” 148

On April 14 he arrived in Madrid. As soon as he had a free moment, he had a get-together with those at the study center. He spoke to them of war and peace, of the struggle and the last battle, and warned them, “Every day I’ll be telling you the same thing, because it is something that goes very deep with me.” 149

*      *      *
 

He spent the months of July and August in Civenna, a little town near Lake Como, in the Italian foothills of the Alps. In that mild climate, he had no trouble following the advice of his doctors: every day he got plenty of exercise, taking walks along the shores of the lake or visiting the nearby villages. And he got plenty of rest—but with pen in hand. He could justifiably say, “I’ve written more than El Tostado!” 150

At Castel d’Urio, a course of study and formation for university students in the Work was under way. The Father of course visited them, and of course touched on the subject of the situation in the Church. At this time the Summer Olympics were going on, in Munich, and the Father would now and then see some of the televised competitions. He took special notice of the pole vaulting; and there came to be etched in his memory the image of an athlete who, after failing, went back, with his head down, concentrating, to try the jump again. He found this strikingly applicable to the interior life. But he was not at all in favor of the body worship that some seemed to be into, or that “sacred fire” that burned during the games. He had nothing against sport, but the sight of so much Olympic ceremony stirred up his sadness at the spreading of abuses in the liturgy of the Church. “Now,” he complained, “when all the civil, military, and academic ceremonies are being filled with ‘liturgical’ gestures, they are taking away from our Lord the worship that is his due .” 151 And as the Church weakened, the world was being impoverished.

It was necessary, as the Father told the young men at Castel d’Urio, to go forth in defense of the Church. The Lord himself said, “I have come to bring not peace but war” (see Mt 10: 34). But what weapons did the Father have?

From the beginning I have been teaching that the only weapon we have in Opus Dei is prayer: praying day and night. And now I keep repeating the same thing: Pray! Because it is very much needed. Pray, because the sharp decline that the world has suffered is due to the fact that people in the Church have stopped praying.152


5. The catechetical trip through the Iberian Peninsula (1972)

The Father was clearly not satisfied with having spoken about God to a few hundred young people over the last few months. Quantitatively this represented very little at that critical hour of history, in which the devil was going around sowing discord in the world and more than a few of those who should have been preaching the truth at the top of their lungs were keeping their mouths shut. Ignorance and lack of religious instruction were the principal causes of erroneous thinking and conduct. It was, therefore, of the utmost urgency to awaken the multitudes, to spread sound doctrine very widely to counteract the confusion reigning everywhere.

In Civenna, in that summer of 1972, a plan of apostolic action took shape. A few weeks later, when someone publicly asked him what his chief preoccupation was, the Father unhesitatingly replied:

I don’t usually have preoccupations. Occupations, lots—one after the other. I don’t wear a watch, because I don’t need one; when I finish one thing, I start another, and that’s that. But the big occupation of my life and of my soul is loving the Church, because she is a mother with so many disloyal children, who show by their deeds that they don’t love her. You and I have to love the Church and the Holy Father a lot.153


They decided to make what the Father called a “catechetical trip.” 154 But, though they were quite optimistic when drawing up the plan, their calculations fell short of the mark. The number of people who wanted to see and hear the Father was far beyond what the organizers had foreseen, both in terms of the number of gatherings and in terms of the capacities of the locales. The plan was to cross the Iberian Peninsula from top to bottom and back, stopping in the main places where people in contact with the apostolic activities of Opus Dei could assemble.155 And they would begin with Pamplona, since, as chancellor of the University of Navarre, he was to take part in an academic ceremony there at the beginning of October.

But had they taken his health into consideration? In the summary of his clinical history, around this time, there are some simple notes: “On October 9, 1972 we saw him in Pamplona. We found him well.” (This was when the trip began.) On the last days of his stay in Spain after another exam, a note says: “On November 2, 1972 we saw him in Barcelona. He had a sinus inflammation and pharyngitis. Otherwise he seems very well, in spite of the intense rhythm of work to which he has been subjected during the last two months.” 156

The statistics tell the story. The Father held an average of three or four gatherings per day, many of them consisting of several thousand people. He also was continually meeting with smaller groups and families, at all hours of the day. In all, more than a hundred fifty thousand people attended his catechetical talks. That pastoral trip really put to the test his physical endurance. But since he did not complain, or say anything at all about his physical condition, or give the slightest indication of being exhausted, everyone agreed that the Father, who was so smiling, so energetic, so ready for whatever was necessary, was not in poor health. But to get some idea of his physical condition, even if only an oblique one, it is enough to read what he wrote to the Counsellor of Spain ten days after the trip ended: “I imagine that you must be very tired, after the beating you’ve taken in these two months of traveling all over the peninsula.” 157 And he suggested that the Counsellor go stay for a while in some quiet place, to recuperate.

As for himself, it never crossed his mind to take a rest. Upon his return to Villa Tevere, he found on his desk that letter from Cardinal Villot requesting explicit assurance that the members of Opus Dei who worked in the Holy See were guarding the secrets of office. In contrast to the summary medical report for November, which exudes optimism, the one for December reveals disturbing data and symptoms: an elevated rate of sedimentation in the blood, a decrease in the count of red blood cells, a tendency to high levels of urea in the blood, etc.158 Presumably it was a delayed reaction; the effort exerted in that pastoral work was taking a toll on his health. It was not a dramatic development, but it did show a loss of vital reserves.

*      *      *
 

On October 4 the Father arrived in Pamplona, from France. He had, of course, stopped again at Lourdes where he put the trip under our Lady’s protection. The first big gathering took place on October 6, in an assembly hall. From the very outset, the joy that suffused the atmosphere, the simple and affectionate tone of voice that the Father spoke in, and his willingness to answer all kinds of questions—turned every assembly into a family get-together. He would begin by saying, “I’ve come to talk about whatever you like. I’m not going to deliver an address. So bring up the subjects that interest you.” 159 And, ice broken, the questions rained down: “Father, how can you know if you have a vocation to Opus Dei?” “What can you tell us for our parents?” “Father, we here are a group of country people …”

On the seventh he presided over the granting of honorary doctorates to three professors: Paul Ourliac, of the University of Toulouse; the Marquis of Lozoya, of the University of Madrid; and Erich Letterer, of the University of Tübingen. The ceremony ended with an address given by the Chancellor.160

During those days, the Friends of the University of Navarre were holding a general assembly. The Father met with them to express his appreciation for their cooperation and financial sacrifices. He greeted the professors, the staff, the cleaning people, and the administrative personnel; and on Sunday, October 8, he had a meeting with members of the Work and a large crowd of Cooperators from Navarre and the adjoining provinces. The Father got the impression that they were deeply concerned about what was going on in the world and in the Church. And he said:

Isn’t it true that when one of the faithful approaches a priest, it’s to seek strength, light, and advice? Often they come with hunger, with good will, with the desires to be helped to go forward, and instead of good advice, strength, and faith, they find only doubt and darkness. And I don’t want to think that this could be happening. I don’t want to! Let’s pray, all of us together, that this does not happen.161


On October 10 he went to Bilbao. He stayed at the Islabe Conference Center, where he mainly received visits from small groups, but also had a get-together with a good number of priests. The Father opened his heart to them. He spoke at length about many pastoral problems of the day, and about the liturgy, and, above all, about the charity they should show toward all their brothers, the priests all over the world.

We’ve often heard it said that a priest is not saved or condemned alone…. So let us save priests; it’s a duty of justice. But we won’t save them if we become like burrs. We have to treat them with affection; we have to win them over. We can’t form a little group. We have to open ourselves up, like this, with arms outstretched. Let them see that we love them with deeds! 162


He recalled with joy the time he had spent, shortly after his ordination, in rural parishes. And then he knelt in front of all those priests, to receive a joint blessing from them before departing.

At a high school, Gaztelueta, he spoke to hundreds of parents about their children’s need for formation, and about their own educational role. “It’s not enough,” he said, “to bring children into the world; animals also do that.” One has to form them and nurture their faith. He related a conversation he had had a little earlier with one of the boys at that school:

“Father, I have a friend who says, ‘Why do they teach us the Catholic religion from childhood? They should teach us all the religions.’” And I answered him, very sincerely: “My son, tell that friend that when he was born, his mother should not have given him—pardon me—her breast, but alfalfa, and hay, and barley … and also her breast, so he could choose.” 163


From the thirteenth to the thirtieth of October, he was in Madrid. Morning and evening he held get-togethers, in schools and residences. The site for the largest gatherings was the assembly hall of the Tajamar Institute, in Vallecas, a suburb of Madrid. During the years of the Second Republic, the founder had frequently crisscrossed that out-of-the-way place to visit the sick, hear the confessions of children, and dry the tears of the sorrowing. Some time later his sons had started giving classes to the kids in that area, and by now the old farm stables they had used as classrooms had been replaced by modern school buildings comparable to the best in Madrid.

The Tajamar hall, though very large, was not large enough. But the Father called even those jam-packed gatherings “get-togethers,” because what took place in them was really conversation, in the form of questions and answers. This was, by the way, the method he had always used in giving catechesis to children.

The Father did not preach or sermonize; he spoke simply, even when he was speaking to thousands. His words and demeanor had the marvelous effect of making the crowd seem like a little group. And if applause broke out, he would complain, “I wish you wouldn’t applaud, because it’s going to make the people who see us think that this is a crowd, when really we are a family, a very close family.” 164

The get-togethers generally began with a few words from the Father on some current situation, or with a note or two taken from his recent spiritual readings. On his last day in Madrid, as soon as he entered the Tajamar assembly hall, he announced: “Saint Paul tells you and me that we have to keep our conversation in heaven, and that is what we’re going to do here.” And in answer to one of the first questions, he urged everyone to meditate on the life of our Lord. He said:

Think about his three years of public life. Think about the Passion, about the cross, which was the worst insult. Think about Christ’s death, about his resurrection. Think about those get-togethers that the Lord had, especially after his resurrection, when … he spoke about so many things, everything his disciples asked him about. Here we’re imitating that a bit, because you and I are disciples of the Lord and we want to exchange ideas; we’re having a get-together. Think about his ascension into heaven.165


The Father was brought from place to place, from get-together to get-together. During these car trips he would often ask, “To whom are we speaking?” 166 And once he knew whether it was going to be young people, families, or perhaps people of all ages, walks of life, and professions, he would mentally gather his ideas. But the norm was spontaneity; he would basically just pray to the Holy Spirit and then answer the questions. And he did not beat around the bush. He spoke out clearly on any topic having to do with God. So, for instance, commenting on how some women go around scantily clad because they believe that by exhibiting themselves they will catch a husband, he said that what they will really catch is a cold.167

On October 30 he arrived in Oporto, a city in Portugal. He stayed at Quinta de Enxomil, a retreat house in the suburbs. He was happy, but sorry that he did not speak Portuguese. Groups, some small and some consisting of hundreds of people, came to see him, from several cities: Oporto, Coimbra, Braga, Lamego, and Viseu.

On the morning of November 2 he and those with him went to Coimbra, and there they stopped in to visit Sister Lucia, the surviving visionary of Fatima, at the Carmelite convent of Santa Teresa. The explanation shows up in this sentence from the letter he wrote a month later to the prioress of the convent: “Both Don Alvaro and I have, for many, many years now, been including in every day’s Mass a ‘memento’ for this beloved community, and especially for Sister Lucia, who was the instrument the Lord made use of so that Opus Dei could begin its work in Portugal.” 168

The visit lasted about two hours. As they were leaving, Sister Lucia gave them some leaflets (written in Spanish) that encouraged the praying of the Rosary; she asked that they distribute them during their trip back through Spain.

From there the Father went to make one of his customary visits to the ancient monastery of Santa Clara, where the remains of Saint Elizabeth of Portugal are preserved in a silver casket. He and she had something in common: she, too, was of Aragonese descent. So he addressed her in a familiar way, tapping on her catafalque and calling her “my compatriot [paisana], Elizabeth of Aragon.” And, while he was at it, he commended to her the Work’s endeavors in Portugal.169

Then he went on to Fatima. The instant he arrived there, at about four in the afternoon, the scattered groups awaiting him gathered around him. They did not enter the basilica, since Mass was in progress, but at his suggestion they prayed a five-decade Rosary at the first of the Stations of the Cross. When they finished, they entered the basilica. Afterwards the Father and those with him went to the capelinha and prayed a Hail, Holy Queen before heading on for Lisbon.

On the next day, November 3, a get-together for married couples was held in the pavilion of the Xenon Club. Despite his fatigue, the Father was feeling happy and even rejuvenated. He told them that he was praying as he spoke to them. It was obvious that he kept everyone conscious of the presence of God, and that everyone experienced, as a palpable reality, what that priest was telling them: that Opus Dei “is great for living and for dying, without fear of life and without fear of death.” 170 Thus he continued his catechesis, without rest, until the sixth, when he left Lisbon by plane for Seville.

In Seville the Father saw many daughters and sons of his. But it was in Pozoalbero, a retreat house near Jerez de la Frontera, that thousands came together to benefit from his catechesis. An area next to the house, open on one side to the garden of the estate, was fitted out for the purpose. At one time it had been a place for keeping the farm equipment, and had a wine press. At the moment the area was covered by a large tent, not so much because of the heat as because the previous week had been rainy. Against the back wall, in front of which the Father would be speaking while walking back and forth on a wide platform, there was hung a large tapestry with the inscription “Siempre fieles, siempre alegres, con alma y con calma” [“Always faithful, always joyful, with spirit and with peace”]. These were the words of a toast that he himself had given there in Pozoalbero on October 2, 1968.

During one of the get-togethers, a young man asked him about that motto. He wanted to know what it meant, and how one could apply it to one’s dealings with God. And the founder responded, “It means that one needs to have courage, and to take one’s time. That ‘alma, calma’ means just that: that one must be valiant, without being rash.” 171

The questions had to do with all kinds of things: work-related anxieties, illness, the meaning of suffering, the rebelliousness of children … His smile alternated with a look of deep seriousness. But at one point he suddenly, without being asked, opened his soul. He spoke of how he prayed, using an illustration that in Pozoalbero had a special meaning: the work of those who crushed the grapes in the wine press.

I get, not inside myself, but on top of myself. I stomp on myself, plenty hard: “You are nothing, you are worth nothing, you can do nothing, you know nothing, you have nothing … And nevertheless you are a tabernacle of the Trinity, because the Holy Spirit is in our soul through grace, making our life be not that of an animal, but that of a child of God.” 172


Someone asked him how he felt on seeing himself together with so many children of his, when years ago he had had only a dozen or so people in the Work. This made him recall “the first hours” of the founding, and he felt as if he was now seeing for the first time a movie in color, after all those silent films.

I have told you (you have heard me say this often, and in very hard times): Dream, and your dreams will fall short. Isn’t it true? I told you this when you were few. Now I again repeat to you the same thing: Dream, and your dreams will always fall short.173


On November 13 the Father left for Valencia, where he remained until the twentieth. The day after his arrival at La Lloma, a retreat house near the city, he took up his catechesis once again.

Being there brought back many memories. He thought of his first trips to Valencia, and of his walks along the shore with a few Saint Raphael boys. In the midst of the chaos of 1936, when everything was collapsing, he had remained firm in his hope and had made preparations for expansion of the Work to Valencia and to Paris. Then came the civil war, and then those postwar travels … He recalled the first retreat he gave in Burjasot; and El Cubil, that humble apartment where he spent practically a whole day bundled up in some old drapes, shivering with chills and fever; and the first printing of The Way, which was done in Valencia.174 More than thirty years had passed, but the echo of those memories was alive in his soul.

Next to the entrance patio of La Lloma, on a large chest, there was a copy of The Way. On the first page the Father wrote, “Electi mei non laborabunt frustra. Valentiae, 14–XI–1972” [“My chosen ones shall not labor in vain. Valencia, 14 Nov 1972”].175 He was still young. He possessed an incredible capacity for apostolic enthusiasm, a strong disinclination to rest on his laurels, and an interior life in continuous and vigorous development. His apostolic recollections did not peter out into a tame complacency, but, rather, broke out into acts of thanksgiving.

On November 17 he consecrated the altar in the student residence of La Alameda University. There he left a document that includes these lines:

How great was my yearning, years ago now, to have Opus Dei come to this city. And then the Lord generously granted to his servant that here too he would have sons and daughters. On returning to Valencia, I lifted my heart, the heart of a happy Father, in countless acts of thanksgiving to God.176


*      *      *
 

In conjunction with the catechetical get-togethers, there were also visits to cloistered convents in the cities that the Father passed through. The nuns, too, wanted to hear him. And they had a right to, since with their prayers they collaborated in the apostolic endeavors of Opus Dei all over the world. This was actually pointed out to the Father by the abbess of the convent of San José de Alloz, in Navarre. He accepted her invitation with the greatest pleasure, because of the great love he had for the souls that dedicated their lives to God in the cloister. As he put it when speaking to the Carmelite nuns in Cádiz, “There are many convents and monasteries, all over the world, that have this spiritual bond with us. They allow us to share in their spiritual goods, which are so abundant, and we let them share in our apostolic work. So here with you I feel like a brother with his sisters.” 177

He started his visits to the convents by going to speak with the Cistercian nuns at Alloz, as if it were just one more get-together. He began by explaining that the faithful of Opus Dei are not religious, and then telling them what the vocation to Opus Dei consists of. This “special call from God,” he said, is such that “I do not say that I envy you, because my vocation is that of a contemplative in the middle of the street.” 178 He went on to caution them against the dangers of any weakening in their religious discipline, saying emphatically, “Mother Abbess—fortitude, fortitude, fortitude! Abbess, fortitude!” 179
Amid tears and smiles, the nuns continued their dialogue with the Father.

During his stay in Madrid he could not fail to visit the Augustinian nuns at the Royal Foundation of Santa Isabel, of which he had been rector. The original church had been torched during the Spanish Civil War, but the premises, the altar, and the nuns’ Communion rail brought back to him very profound memories.

We have mentioned his long visit with the Carmelite nuns in Coimbra. After that, when he was in Pozoalbero, he found a free moment in his tight schedule for a quick escape to Cádiz, to visit the Carmelite convent there. And during his stay at La Lloma, he visited yet another Carmelite convent. This one was in Puzol, and was set amid orange groves. His initial greeting was both a compliment and an expression of gratitude to the nuns for their love for the Church. He said:

You are the treasure of the Church. Without you the Church would be arid, and we would not be able to say, “Draw joyfully the waters of the Savior’s fountains.” It is you here who draw the waters, so that we can turn the dry land into a grove full of oranges. Without your help we wouldn’t accomplish a thing. So I have come to thank you…. A thousand blessings! 180


The last of these visits to cloisters was made to a convent of the Poor Clares, in Pedralbes, Barcelona. When the Father entered the church, he was greeted by way of the organ, which resounded joyously through the nave. (The speaking room was next to the Blessed Sacrament chapel.) He told the nuns that he was there to learn, not teach. They listened in recollected silence when he said, “You will not lack vocations if you don’t grow lax in your way of life, if you are aglow with love, because love works great miracles.” 181 The time passed like the wink of an eye. The Father’s talk was sprinkled with humor, and now and then the nuns laughed with delight. When it came time to say good-bye, he begged them to give him, for love of God, the alms of prayer that he might be good and faithful in these times of disloyalty.

*      *      *
 

On November 20, when he arrived in Barcelona, the Father found waiting for him a multitude of Catalonians, as well as people from other regions and other countries. Get-togethers took place, one right after the other, for ten days—in gyms, auditoriums, retreat centers, high schools, and agricultural schools. But his first visit was to the shrine of Our Lady of Ransom, the patroness of the city.

At the get-togethers, the Father spoke especially about how to sanctify work and business, Barcelona being such a great business metropolis. He alerted people to the fact that often the efforts they made were not authentically Christian because they were only after money, not motivated by anything higher. One of the get-togethers in which it seemed necessary to touch on this subject was held in the auditorium of Barcelona’s graduate business school. The place was filled with professors and entrepreneurs, financiers and business executives.

When the Father came up to the podium, he was holding a book, among the pages of which could be seen some strips of paper, used as markers. Right after greeting the people, he told them of his absolute ignorance with regard to money questions. “Just seeing three pennies together gets me confused,” he said. And then he said, quite seriously, “Some people view you with suspicion, and others grumble about those involved in business. But it is the Lord himself who commends your work. Jesus has some very interesting things to say.” 182

The Father now opened the book. It was a copy of the New Testament. He read from Luke 19: “A nobleman … called ten of his servants and gave them ten gold coins and told them, ‘Engage in trade with these until I return.’ “He read the whole story, about the ones who acted rightly, returning the money with profit, and about the fearful one who brought on himself condemnation by not doing even so much as to put the money in the bank and thus have it earn interest. And then he said, “Is this not a business deal? A modest deal, of a type that you yourselves wouldn’t like to get involved in. But a business deal nonetheless. And the Lord approves of it. So I have no choice but to praise it as well.” 183

Then he brought up other business transactions spoken of in the Gospels. He turned to Saint Matthew, “who understood a lot about dough.” It is only Matthew who relates Jesus’ comparisons of the kingdom of heaven to a hidden treasure, a costly pearl, and a fishing net.184

“The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and covered up; then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field.” Here, said the Father, we have “a sure investment.”

As for the fine pearl, as soon as the merchant lays eyes on it, his heart skips a beat. He sells everything he has and buys it, because he knows he is not likely to find such a valuable pearl again in his whole life. That, too, is a very astute business decision.

And then we come to that third business: that of fishing. This, said the Father, is not such a great business, since the net, when it is drawn up, brings in all kinds of fish, good ones and ones of no use, and the latter have to be thrown out.

The Father, as we see, did his commenting on the parables in a humorous way. But when he arrived at this point, the time to do a little summarizing, he grew more serious and said, “The Lord lauds your business dealings. But if you don’t put love into them, a bit of Christian love—if you don’t add in the desire to please God—you are wasting your time.” 185

With the Gospel in hand, he went on speaking about difficulties in business, about illegal competition … “What is it, then, that hinders a businessman from committing himself to live a truly Christian life? Is it not, at times, fear? Worries about what other people will think?” The Father seemed to have an answer for everything. He mentioned another Gospel text, the story of Zacchaeus, and commented that this very rich and very short man had, without worrying about being made fun of, climbed a tree to see Jesus …

The Father possessed a real gift of tongues: an ability to make himself understood by all sorts of people. God had given him the grace of this particular gift that was so appropriate to his particular charism—to preach the message of God’s universal call to holiness— to be sought in the exercise of any honorable profession.
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“I seek your face, Lord”
 

1. The three last follies

The Father arrived back in Rome, from his catechetical trip through Spain and Portugal, on November 30, 1972. The demanding pace of travel and work had really put his physical endurance to the test. But those two months would bear great fruit in the future, especially since (thanks to the foresight of Don Alvaro) many of the gatherings were filmed.

He came home with a heart full of joy—but not without a note of sadness. During his stay in Barcelona, he had had to cut short one of the get-togethers. “A sick man is waiting for me,” he had announced, “and I have no right to make him wait, a sick person being Christ … He needs his father and his mother, and I am his father and mother.” 1

Father José María Hernández Garnica (nicknamed Chiqui), one of the first three priests of Opus Dei, was dying in an Opus Dei center in Barcelona. A few hours after visiting him, the Father said:

Today I was with a brother of yours. I had to make very great efforts in order not to shed tears, because I love you with all my heart, like a father and like a mother. I hadn’t seen him in several months; now he almost looked like a corpse. He has worked hard and with a lot of love; perhaps our Lord has decided that it is now time to give him the glory of heaven.2


At the beginning of 1972 Father José María had been diagnosed with an incurable illness. As soon as the founder learned of it, he wrote to the Counsellor of Spain, urging that the patient receive all the care and affection possible. Father José María was in Pamplona.

In February the Father wrote to his ill son:

I know that your days are very full, and this makes me happy. Thus it will be easier for you to unite yourself to the intentions of my Mass and my prayer, and our Mother, holy Mary, will obtain for us from her divine Son an end to these terrible, unbelievable times of trial that the Church and souls are going through.


I am sure that Jesus, our Love, will listen to you in a special way while you are suffering from that illness that he has sent you. Take advantage of that privilege.3


Some months later, after expressing his gratitude to the Blessed Virgin for the peace and acquiescence with which his son was accepting his illness, the founder encouraged him to continue that fruitful living with suffering:

Keep it up, my son. Your pains are a loud cry of prayer to our Lord Jesus Christ for this holy Church of his that the devil is trying to take over.4


A week after his arrival in Rome, the Father was told of the death of Father José Maria. He gathered the members of the General Council, and, as one of them relates it in the diary entry for that day:

Between tears, he told us that they had just telephoned from Madrid to inform him of the death of José María. It happened last night, in Barcelona. He himself had asked for the Last Rites to be administered.


The Father immediately celebrated Mass for his soul. At first he said we could attend if we wanted to. Later Javi told us that the Father was very much upset and that we should go to the Mass that Don Alvaro would be celebrating.5


Right away the founder sent Fathers Pedro Casciaro and José Luis Múzquiz identically worded letters:

I just received the sad news of the death of Chiqui (R.I.P.). The Lord wanted to take him from us well purified. I cannot hide from you that I have suffered, that I am suffering a lot, that I have wept.6


The Father took very personally the death of any son or daughter of his. He always suffered deeply, and never got used to it, even though he received such news more and more frequently.

He was deeply thankful for the affection that had been shown to Chiqui by those who had been at his side.7

That loss was “a very hard blow,” but incomparably greater was the pain he was then experiencing on account of what was going on in the Church. In a letter dated December 12, 1972, he expresses his sentiments with great spiritual clear-sightedness, saying:

I cannot deny to you that if the Lord and his most dear Mother weren’t helping us with their special assistance, the times that the Church is now going through would make us suffer too much.


… Be faithful for me. Fulfill the norms. Don’t neglect your prayer. Work with joy. Make reparation, with Love.


Then, we will see how this whole sad, terrible situation of humanity will be remedied. And there will come the day— which we can anticipate, starting now—when we will give continuous thanks to God; “ut in gratiarum semper actione maneamus.” 8


At Christmas he chose this counsel— “Always give thanks”—as his motto for the upcoming year.

But hardly any days went by before his concern again began to rob him of sleep. “Last night I got almost no sleep,” he told his sons. “It must be also because of that worry about souls. I feel like a caged animal.” 9 That anguish shows up in his Christmas-greetings letter, where he speaks of “the terrible problems that the Church is undergoing.” 10 However, the desire to finish up the many pending matters seemed to urge him on. From time to time, with ever greater frequency, he was heard to say in conversation with his sons, “Any day now, I’ll be going.” 11 For him that was not a sad thought, but a happy one. It spurred him to make good use of his time, without pausing to be sad.

Around that time he wrote to Cardinal Mario Casariego, saying that, both by nature and by gift from heaven, he was optimistic and serene.

Do not think that I am a pessimist. Our Lord God has made me an optimist; the spirit of the Work is one of optimism; and the holy Gospel also fills me with optimism. I ask, however, even with my breathing, that we may see again the true face of the Spouse of Christ as soon as possible, and that the mercy of our heavenly Father may shorten these times, making the waters run in their channels, so that so many souls will stop being lost….


I have to admit to you that, although I am suffering from it very much, I am very joyful—I am always happy. Sadness— “amaritudo mea amarissima!” [my bitterness is most bitter!]—never robs me of my joy or peace. Only for a moment or two do I lose my smile; which I have as an unmerited gift that Jesus chose to give me almost permanently.12


“I am in the dark,” he said one day to his sons on the General Council. “All I can see is the need to make reparation and that I need your help.” 13

*      *      *
 

In Holy Week of 1973, two thousand young people from all over the world came to Rome, some of them at great personal sacrifice, to see the Pope and to spend time in get-togethers with the Father. In his greeting to them, he told them how gratified and impressed he was by their having made that effort:

If you’re here, it’s because you are wonderful rebels. Unfortunately, in the world today all the drive is toward garbage. There is constant talk of sexual things, of violence, of getting rich in whatever way, of not looking out for the others. And no talk of God.


But you, having realized that world is trying to get you to live the life of an animal, have answered, “No! I do not want to be a beast.” 14


The Roman College’s twenty-fifth anniversary was celebrated in June. In that quarter century its students from forty countries had written more than five hundred doctoral theses on subjects of Theology, Canon Law, Philosophy, or Education. One of the walls in Villa Tevere was inscribed with the name and year of the doctorate of one student from each country. The first of these is Don Alvaro. The date inscribed by his name is June 10, 1949.15

The Father spent the second half of the summer in Civenna, as he had the year before. From there he wrote to his daughters on the Central Advisory: “During this time I have continued to be deeply immersed in my habitual ‘occupation’: praying, without a break, for the Church and for souls.” 16 And on the same date (August 20) he wrote to his sons on the General Council:

Here we’re praying a lot and working. No need for me to tell you that I haven’t managed to rest. I suffer for the Church, and I suffer for souls! I live, day and night, in one continual petition to the Lord, and still I want to know how to ask more and better. I therefore ask that you unite yourselves to the intentions of my Mass, getting in on these “occupations” of mine, so as to maintain an uninterrupted presence of God, always through the intercession of holy Mary—refugium nostrum et virtus [our refuge and our strength]—and of Saint Joseph.17


He spent the month of September at Castelldaura, a conference center near Barcelona, because of an operation that Don Alvaro had to undergo. He himself also had a medical checkup at the University of Navarre Hospital. The analyses showed an elevated amount of urea in the blood. On September 29 he was back in Rome.18

For the Father, moral sufferings and physical problems seemed to go hand in hand. He wrote on November 17:

Pray for me. Since it is impossible to turn a blind eye when you come face to face (unfortunately, it will happen often) with the sad results of the confusion reigning within the Church, pray that it will end soon. And unite yourselves to the intention of my Mass, because I am really going through a bad time, a very bad time; but I stay filled with a peace and joy given me from heaven.19


The medical notes made on November 30, 1973, are preceded by this succinct observation: “His tiredness and afternoon fatigue together with nightly insomnia continues to be present.” 20 This wakefulness was closely tied to what the Father called his “habitual occupation”: his praying “day and night, without a break,” for the Church and for souls.

*      *      *
 

At the beginning of the fifties the Father had asked the Counsellor of Spain to go and pray to Our Lady of Torreciudad, to whom his parents had offered him in 1904 in thanksgiving for his cure. The ancient shrine, which from the height of a crag dominated the valley of Cinca, was half in ruins. During the civil war, the militias, in their iconoclastic fury, had destroyed the altarpiece and burned the furnishings of the shrine. Fortunately, a local villager had managed to save the statue of our Lady, hiding it in the mountains.

In 1955 the founder had mentioned his desire to build a shrine to our Lady in the United States, under the title of Mother of Fairest Love.21 His idea was to place the holiness of families under the protection of the Blessed Virgin.

As the years went by, these intentions kept growing stronger. Hoping to see at least one such project accomplished in his lifetime, the Father made an offer to the bishop of Barbastro, Bishop Jaime Flores: If Opus Dei were entrusted with the care of the shrine, it would commit itself to fostering devotion to Our Lady of Torreciudad.

What was it that moved the Father to do this? Above all, it was love of our Lady, and the desire to spread Marian devotion. And, of course, it was his own gratitude and that of the whole Work for the favors received at the hand of the Blessed Virgin.

The use of the shrine with its buildings and the surrounding land was ceded in perpetuity on September 24, 1962.22

The first step was restoration work on the statue of our Lady. And, at the same time, the Father requested of the Holy See a canonical coronation of the statue.23 But there was also the problem of how to provide space for a substantial number of pilgrims. To do this, it would be necessary to construct a new shrine on the nearby hillside, after doing extensive excavation to form a large level area.

In June 1967 the Father spoke with Heliodoro Dols, the architect for the project, and made suggestions, taking into account recent indications of the Council regarding worship. Afterwards he wrote a letter to his children in Spain giving his reasons for wanting that new shrine built, and what he hoped for from it:

I hope for an outpouring of spiritual graces, that the Lord will deign to grant to those who have recourse to his Blessed Mother before that little statue, so venerated for centuries. Therefore I would like to see many confessionals there, so that people can get themselves cleansed in the holy sacrament of Penance and—with their souls renewed—strengthen or renew their Christian life, learning to sanctify and love work, bringing to their homes the peace and joy of Jesus Christ: “Peace I give you, peace I leave you.” Thus they will receive with gratitude the children sent them by God, using nobly the matrimonial love that makes them sharers in God’s creative power. And God will honor those homes by choosing souls who will dedicate themselves, with a personal and free dedication, to the service of divine interests.


Other miracles? No matter how many and how great they might be (should the Lord choose to honor his Blessed Mother in that way), those will not seem to me any greater than the ones I’ve just mentioned, which will be many, very frequent, and hidden, in the sense that no one will be able to give statistics.24


When visiting many of the Marian shrines in Europe, such as those of Lourdes, Fatima, and Einsiedeln, the Father would drink the water of their springs like any other devout pilgrim, but without asking or even hoping for miracles. In this letter to Spain he continues:

At Torreciudad, wherever we put water for quenching the thirst of the faithful, there’s going to be a sign that says clearly and categorically, “Natural drinking water.”


The water awaiting us in those cliffs—that of my, of our Mother—will be like a fresh and bracing spring ceaselessly welling up unto eternal life.25


It was to be a place of prayer and penance where souls would be helped to encounter God. As the Father put it, “We will not ask her for external miracles.” He and his children would go to Our Lady of Torreciudad begging that she work “many internal miracles”: changes of heart, conversions …26

On April 6, 1970, in Madrid, the Father got his first chance to see the restored statue. The work had just been completed, at a workshop in Madrid, and the statue had been taken to the Diego de León center so that he could see it. The workshop had been able to date it as having been carved at the end of the eleventh century.

The Father was taken by its beauty. “It’s gorgeous!” he enthusiastically exclaimed. Afterwards he remained for a time absorbed in contemplating the image, and then, for about ten or twelve minutes, he carried on a dialogue of love with our Lady.27

From Madrid, the Father went to Torreciudad, to see the site chosen for construction of the new shrine. Standing at the edge of the excavation, he blessed the future crypt, in which forty confessionals would be installed. He dreamed of a complex of buildings that would invite one to prayer and to penance, and where everything would contribute to catechesis. The main altar would have a large reredos with scenes from the life of the Blessed Virgin. “A catechesis in stone,” that would stir up in the pilgrims love for God.28 A catechesis that everyone would understand—intellectuals and simple folk from the villages.

The Father also decided that inside the church there would be a sculpture of Christ, showing him as nailed to the cross but still alive, with his eyes open, as if saying lovingly to the faithful, “Look, I suffered all of this for you.” 29 And he wanted the Blessed Sacrament to have a prominent place in the church. A rich tabernacle set in an “oculus” [opening] in the upper part of the reredos would preside over all the apostolic activities “carried on amid those Aragonese crags, in honor of his Mother, for the good of all souls and in service of the holy Church.” 30

The Father would not return to Torreciudad until May 1975—the month before his death. Nevertheless, his faith, his prayer, his work, and his urging on of those carrying out the project were such that it is fair to say that Torreciudad is “a monument to the Father’s faith in our Lady’s intercession.” 31 To launch such a costly enterprise was a folly, but a necessary one. Reflecting on the difficulty of venturing it, the Father said, “Torreciudad—when we began it, all that we had materially was that wooden statue. But you, Mother, know how we love you, and you will pull us through!” 32

He felt the need to open the shrine to the faithful as soon as possible. And he urged that nothing be the least bit delayed; that each stage be completed on schedule. But a financial crisis arose. An important part of the work did have to be postponed. He received a precise report on the critical situation, and he responded with words of encouragement that revived hopes and stirred everyone to action. He said, “Don’t forget that dead men don’t finish things.” 33

The Father’s habit of putting apostolic exigencies ahead of financial considerations translated into a painful living day to day, on donations. Contributions came in from thousands of people—money they had scraped up by making household sacrifices, taking on extra work, or depleting their savings. Generous donations, all of them, coming from all over Spain and from other countries, but in quantities that never managed to free the enterprise from debt.34

An attempt was made to save on the acquisition of construction materials. As the area behind the El Grado Dam, which was just below the shrine, began to fill with water several of the nearby villages would end up flooded. The Father suggested the possibility of buying some of the construction material in these villages: tiles, cut stones, doors, window frames. They also were able to recover material from old houses that had been demolished.35

Despite all that, there was no lack of gossip about the supposed “luxuriousness” of the buildings, or of attacks directed personally at the founder, accusing him of aspirations to grandeur, because of being so magnanimous in his devotion to Our Lady of Torreciudad.36

Accomplishing what seemed impossible, construction was finished and the shrine was opened to the faithful in 1975. It was all due to the Father’s tenacity and his confidence in God and our Lady.37

*      *      *
 

By 1970, with the rapid growth of the Work, the central headquarters of Opus Dei in Rome, built with so much sweat and sacrifice, was already too small. It had now been over twenty years since the Roman College of the Holy Cross was set up there on a provisional basis. The number of students living there had continued to grow, thanks be to God, but the available space was more inadequate each year. The Father wanted his sons to have fresh air and recreational facilities. It was high time to do away with that “provisional” setup, especially since the central organs of government, whose work had also been expanding, needed the space occupied by the Roman College.38

The Father was now over sixty-five. With all those years of hard work behind him, he might well have taken a well-deserved rest. But that was never his mentality. Instead, facing what remained to be done, he demanded more and more of himself.

“Night is falling on me, my children,” he said. “We must hurry!” 39 He decided that the Roman College could not continue to be housed in Opus Dei’s central headquarters. It had to be moved elsewhere, and quickly. A search was made for a possible new site within the metropolitan area. In Rome there were plenty of old palaces and big houses that were in a bad state of repair. But to renovate them from within, adapting them to the specific needs of the Roman College, would have been more expensive than starting from scratch by just demolishing them—which was something that the city statutes did not allow. After several consultations, the Father decided, in November 1967, that the most economical thing would be simply to build from the ground up in the city’s outskirts.40

It took two years to complete the architectural plans. Obtaining city approval and the needed construction permits also took time. The site was on an embankment overlooking the broad valley of the Tiber. Down below was the Via Flaminia—the street on which Constantine’s legionnaires had camped before defeating the troops of Maxentius. It was after that victory that Constantine had issued the Edict of Milan, which gave freedom to the Christians. The Father liked to recall this history, and also the fact that the name of the property, Cavabianca, derived from a nearby quarry. He saw that as a wonderfully appropriate name, given that this center of formation would be providing him with well-polished blocks of stone on which he could build.41

The first hurdle was to finance the project, although lack of funds was for the Father an old story. He put full trust in Divine Providence, and saw Cavabianca as being the last of the construction projects that would be passing through his hands.42 (He had, indeed, been shepherding construction projects for a long time, without a break. The last stone of Villa Tevere had been laid on January 9, 1960, after twelve years of work. In April 1960, work was begun on the Roman College of Saint Mary, at Castel Gandolfo. Then Tor d’Aveia was renovated, so that summer activities could be carried out there; it started being used for that purpose in 1967.43 And in 1970, when excavation at Torreciudad was under way, the Father was already beginning the Cavabianca project.)

As always, he had to go at God’s pace, neither faster nor slower. Of one thing he was convinced: he had to give formation to those young men and women who would later scatter throughout the world to form, in their turn, the many people God would send to Opus Dei. But first he had to provide accommodations for them. As he used to say, where there are many birds, many birdcages are needed. In Barcelona, during that long trip he made in 1972, he said:

In Rome, very close to Villa Tevere (which also needs some touching up, since we did it in a big hurry), we decided to acquire a few acres, and there is being built there a house for over three hundred “birds.” Bishops from all over the world come to see me, and they say to me, “But you are crazy …” And I answer them, “I am sane as can be. When you have birds and you don’t have a birdcage, what you need is a birdcage. I need to form there—keeping them there for one, two, three years at the most—my intellectual children from all over the world.44


Some churchmen, on hearing him speak of the project and all it involved, tried to dissuade him. Such an ambitious enterprise seemed very crazy indeed, especially given the severe crises there were among Catholics in all countries. How did he expect to maintain and fill those buildings? It was surely a folly. He had to be making a big mistake.45

The Father was the first to admit it. The project was a real folly—but an exemplary and necessary folly. So he never considered going back on it.

On December 6, 1971, when the work had been going on for a year, the Father asked the architects to pray to Saint Nicholas for a solution to the financial problem. Also, he told them that the work had to be finished by three years from that day.46

But obstacles arose, some foreseen, but others unexpected. These included impediments of a technical and bureaucratic nature: labor strikes; sudden increases in the costs of materials … All of this in years of social instability, trade-union tensions, kidnappings, and large-scale terrorism.47 More than one friend suggested to him that it might be better to give up the project at Cavabianca and build somewhere other than Rome, perhaps even in some other country. But he felt it necessary to go ahead with Cavabianca, for a spiritual reason: its “Romanness” was a guarantee of unity and apostolic effectiveness.48

The Father reminded the Roman College students that the buildings would be built with other people’s money—the fruit of the sweat of many of their brothers and sisters—and with the help of Cooperators and other friends, some of whom were not even Catholic.49 And, he said, the devil was not thrilled about the project and was doing what he could to hinder it.50 And so, as in the case of Villa Tevere: funds were lacking, and malicious talk was not.

Torreciudad and Cavabianca were two follies of love, carried out at the same time. Both gave expression to the Father’s love for souls and devotion to our Lady. Both were founded on magnanimity and poverty, and begun with hope. Both were carried out with great care, down to the last detail, and were completed with constancy and sacrifice.51

One day the Father was speaking with his sons about Cavabianca, and, as he often did, he referred to it as his “next-to-last folly.” And when someone asked him, “What will the last one be?” he replied, “To die in good time.” 52 What he meant by that was that he hoped not to live long enough to become a burden to his children.

2. The third ringing of the bell

Things moved along at Cavabianca, amid the noise of excavating machines, trucks, and cement mixers. The Father followed the progress of the executing of the plans. He often visited the architectural studio and made suggestions. He did not like massive buildings. Cavabianca would, in accord with his suggestions, be a complex made up of small buildings, so that it would have the warm, friendly feel of a little village. There would be little gardens, and fountains, and open spaces—squares, streets, fields. He told his sons, “I’m eager to see the trees planted, even though I won’t be sharing in the enjoyment of their fruit or shade. It gives me great joy to plant a tree so that the others, my children, will enjoy its shade.” 53

He was making quite a few comments of that nature, such as “I am seventy-one, and any day now I’ll be going,” 54 and “I’m asking God to take me for the Church. Here I’m just a hindrance; in heaven I’ll be able to help better.” 55 He also was often asking God for the grace of “dying without being a pain.” 56

Was there, behind all these reflections, an actual presentiment of being not far from the end? At first glance, there seems to be no indication of this. But on the other hand it was enough to recall his years, his fatigue, and his chronic infirmities..

Nevertheless, his clear command of his faculties, his disciplined will, and the moral energy he always showed contravened the idea that he was going downhill, that he was starting to waste away. And so, whenever he was heard to say, “I don’t know how much more time God will give me to live,” those words did not seem to mean much of anything.57 But it was a very different story when he would say that he had spent his life “playing the double bass.” 58 For in this case he was making an examination of conscience, and a contrite confession of his whole life, which he saw as empty, poor, lacking in virtues, frail, and always having to be repaired. In this regard he mentioned that during his trip through Portugal in 1972, his children had presented him with a porcelain soup tureen whose only value was in the message repeated all over it: “I love you.” The bowl had broken and had been put back together with staples. The Father saw himself in that humble tureen. To him, that was the story of his life: it was broken and put back together with staples; more and more staples, as the years went by.59

The Father did feel that time was slipping away from him. And so, when he gave himself to a task of service, he went at it with full force, shaking off his tiredness and the weight of his years. And then he was transformed, as if into a new person. It seemed as though, by some kind of magic, he recovered his youthfulness, his spirit pulling his body up. Probably there was still echoing in his heart that divine locution, “Love is deeds, and not sweet words.” Love for the Church, for the Work, and for all souls moved him to try to make up, until the very last instant, what he considered the lost time in his life—all that time spent “playing the double bass.”

*      *      *
 

The problem that caused the founder the most pain in the last years of his life was the situation of the Church. That was for him an unending source of sorrow. His last three letters to all his children had as their focus this “time of trial” for all Catholics. Two of these letters were written in the spring of 1973, and the third was written in February 1974.

In the first letter (dated March 28, 1973), fulfilling his pastoral duty with a fatherly solicitude, he reminds them of the dangers to which they are being exposed in this “time of severe trial” that has come upon the Church:

For years I’ve been warning you of the symptoms and causes of this contagious fever that has been introduced into the Church and that is imperiling the salvation of so many souls.


The reason I go on about this is that I want you to remain vigilant and persevere in prayer: “vigilate, et orate, ut non intretis in tentationem” (Mt 26: 41). On the alert and praying! That must be our posture, in the midst of this night of drowsiness and treason, if we want to follow Jesus Christ closely and be consistent with our vocation. It is not the time for sleep; it is not the moment for a siesta; we have to persevere awake, in a continual vigil of prayer and of sowing.


On the alert and praying! Let none of us consider ourselves immune to the contagion.60


And to that end he gives them timely counsels: Remain firm in the faith; take care with liturgical ceremonies; make your whole life a continuous act of praise of the Blessed Trinity; live well the Mass, “the center and root of your interior life”; and cultivate “a strong spirit of expiation,” begging pardon “for so many criminal acts being committed against God, against his sacraments, against his doctrine, against his morality.” 61 Granted, it is always the right time to love the Lord, but we have to draw even closer to him in these times of indifference and bad behavior. “And this obliges us to seek greater intimacy with God each day.” 62

The letter, from beginning to end, amounts to one incessant harping on the supernatural means, or weapons, that are necessary and always available for persevering in love for Christ. It is also a call to the task of apostolate, in which each one must be “like a lighted street lamp, filled with the light of God, in the darkness that surrounds us.” 63

Finally, at the close of the letter, the Father puts a stress on serene joy, because the Lord wants to see his own be loyal and unshakably optimistic. He points out that in other times of profound crisis in the history of the Church, a handful of determined people sufficed to put up effective resistance to the agents of evil.

Those few have filled with light, once again, the Church and the world. My children, let us feel the duty of being loyal to all that we have received from God, so as to transmit it faithfully. We can’t, we don’t want to, surrender.


Don’t let yourselves be dragged along by the environment. Bring the atmosphere of Christ to every place. Strive to leave the mark of God, with charity, with affection, with clarity of doctrine, on all who cross your path. Don’t let the mirage of novelty snatch the piety from your souls. God’s truth is eternally young and new. Christ never becomes out-of-date. “Iesus Christus heri et hodie, ipse et in saecula” (Heb 13: 8).64


Not even three months had passed when, in view of how things were going, he took up his pen again. In this second letter, dated June 17, 1973, he discusses in more detail the errors that are infiltrating into the beliefs and customs of Catholics. The Church, he says, is in the midst of a terrible storm, “and in this long spell of tempest and shipwreck, we have to be for many the ark of salvation.” 65 Many Catholics, unfortunately, have lost their supernatural outlook; they are no longer living with their eyes fixed on the eternity toward which we all are journeying. Dazzled “by the mirages of the temporal,” they are adopting a critical posture toward tradition and are rebelling against even the idea of dogma. They advocate a mistaken “adult Catholicism.” 66 The Father invites these people to go to the Gospel and hear what the Lord says: “Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 18: 3).

More and more people are preaching a life stripped of supernatural faith. Their goal is to supplant God everywhere.

Especially with Marxism, which is the aggregate of all the errors, we are witnessing a total subversion: eternity is replaced by history, the supernatural by the natural, the spiritual by the material, divine grace by human effort….


For some, it seems as if instead of it being the Church—the Church of always, the one that Jesus Christ founded and that Jesus Christ has continually assisted over these twenty centuries —that is the salvation of the world, it is the world that has to be the salvation of the Church.67


In his Christmas-greetings letter for 1973, he continues to comment on the central theme of those two long letters of the preceding months, because, he insists, “I have the duty to tell you these sad truths, to warn you, to open your eyes to reality, at times so painful.” 68 And then he promises them a third long letter. “I will write to you soon,” he says. “I will make the ‘big bell’ sound again, so that no one is overcome by a bad sleep.” But “Christmas is not an occasion of grief or of pessimism. We have to be filled with serenity, with supernatural hope, with faith. The Lord will come; that is for sure.” 69

Several weeks later, the Father sent out to the whole family of the Work that promised letter. He dubbed it “the third ringing of the bell,” alluding to the old custom (still observed today in some villages and cities) of calling people to Mass with three soundings of the bell, duly spaced out, the last of which immediately precedes the liturgical celebration. The letter begins:

Dearest ones: may Jesus safeguard for me my daughters and my sons. Once again I greet you, “ringing the bell” again. I feel it my duty to alert you, and I do so in the traditional way of summoning the faithful to the Sacrifice of Jesus Christ: repeating the calls. Three would be given, to announce the start of Holy Mass. The people, upon hearing the now-familiar pealing, would finally step up their pace, hurrying to the house of the Lord. This letter is like a third invitation, within less than a year, urging you to face squarely the demands of our vocation, in the midst of the hard trial that the Church is undergoing.


I would like this ringing of the bell to forever awaken in your hearts the same joy and the same vigilant spirit left in my soul—now almost a half century ago—by those bells of Our Lady of the Angels.70


He was obliged, as Father, to show them the stark reality, not disguising it or playing it down. So he took it upon himself to open their eyes to the sad events afflicting the Church. He had them look at the situation in the light of faith and hope.71 And, in vigorous style, he kept his children awake in conscience so that they would intensify their interior life and avoid getting bogged down in discouragement.

I hope, by these lines, to spur you to seek with greater effort the presence, the conversation, and the company of, and intimacy with, our Lord God, Three and One, through a tender devotion to the “earthly trinity.” May this habitual communion with Jesus, Mary, and Joseph be for us and those around us a continual catechesis, an open book helping us to take part in the mercifully redemptive mysteries of the God made Man.72


His aim was not to be a prophet of disaster and bitterness, but to bring peace and balance to souls. He is exhorting his children in order to provoke in them not “a mere emotional response,” but, rather, “a sincere feeling of sorrow.” And, with it, joy. This is, in fact, the toast he gives his children at the beginning of 1974. He says, “For everyone, joy, and for me—along with joy— contrition.” 73

But the sense of urgency comes through loud and clear. He says, for example:

We have to throb, my children, we have to throb. We will have to render an account of time wasted. For us, time is the glory of God; time, each moment of it, is an unrepeatable opportunity to sow good doctrine. There is never an excuse for neglecting the apostolate.74


The stance taken by the founder—that of remaining firm in his faith, not “ceding even a fraction of an inch,” and of being faithful to his commitments, prudent in his decisions, and tenacious and responsible—kept the unity of the Work intact. In the letter, he gives his children the rationale of his conduct:

My daughters and sons, I want to state very clearly that I feel the responsibility I have before God on account of his having entrusted to me so many souls, and that after praying a lot and getting others to pray over a long period of time, I have communicated to you the attitudes I thought prudent, so that you would have, in the midst of this ecclesiastical chaos, some safe guidelines to go by.75


And further on he says:

We can’t harbor anyone in Opus Dei who wants to undo the compact unity—and I use the word “compact” deliberately— of faith and good spirit by which, despite our personal miseries, we try to stay very close to the Lord.76


*      *      *
 

In his third “ringing of the bell,” the Father acknowledged the great joy that his daughters and sons had given him with their faithfulness and their upright Christian lives. All had shown their availability for the service of God in the Work, going from one place to another, or tirelessly persevering in the same place, and the Lord had “poured out” on that generosity “his sanctifying efficacy—conversions, vocations, fidelity to the Church—everywhere in the world.” 77

But the Father, too, had contributed in person to the making of the history as well as “prehistory” of the Work’s expansion in Europe, with the trips he made there. He was always going somewhere, opening centers and “filling the roads with Hail Mary’s and songs.” And obviously not doing so by caprice, since, when the doctors finally advised him to leave Rome to get some fresh air and some rest, he answered them, “I have to stay in Rome; it is my cross, and I cannot stop embracing it.” 78

He had had no direct, personal acquaintance with the apostolic activities of his children in the Americas, except for Mexico, where he had made that pilgrimage in 1970. He wanted to see the others, too, “in their element,” but no good opportunity had presented itself. They wrote him; they called him; they insisted on his coming to visit them. But the reply he gave them was always, invariably, the same: he was poor; he did not do any touring; and he went not where he wanted to go, but where he was sent. During a get-together in 1969, he was asked about the possibility of making a catechetical trip in the Americas, and this was the answer he gave:

I can’t make plans on my own. I don’t know; I don’t give the orders. Here decisions are made collegially. We can’t have a dictator in Opus Dei. I’m just one more vote. I have to do what the majority wants. I would very much like to go, not just to the Americas, but also to other places, in Africa and in Asia. Someday, if the moment’s right, they’ll tell me, “Father, you should go.” And I’ll go.79


Of course, if it depended only on his wishes, the Father would have gone around the world several times to be with all his children. But that “someday” when it would be “advisable” for him to go to the Americas was closer than he could have imagined, and actually caught him by surprise and without any desire to make a trip. What happened was that, around March of 1974, his sons began to suggest to him, gently, that he repeat his catechetical trip of 1972, but this time in Latin America. In principle the Father liked the idea, because it would satisfy his zeal to help souls; it offered the possibility of strengthening in the faith thousands and thousands of people. But on the other side there was his deep aversion to being the center of general attention, to finding himself exposed to receiving applause, lavish praise, and public demonstrations of affection.80

By March 25, when he wrote to Cardinal Casariego (the archbishop of Guatemala City), he already had tentative plans for a trip to Latin America. “Don’t stop praying,” he says, “that everything will be resolved and we can go—with Fr. Alvaro and Fr. Javier—to those beloved lands.” 81 And a month later he wrote again to the cardinal, saying, “I’m hoping within a few months to be able to go to those countries.” 82

On May 9 he presided at a ceremony at the University of Navarre in which honorary doctorates were awarded to Bishop Franz Hengsbach, of Essen, and Professor Jérôme Lejeune, of the University of Paris. The address he gave was focused on the inviolable sanctity of human life. “Human lives,” he said, “being holy, since they come from God, cannot be treated as mere things, as numbers in a statistic.” 83

From there he went to Madrid, to give First Communion to one of his nephews.84 And then, when he was on the point of returning to Rome, his sons proposed a change of plans. The weeks that he had before him, they said, would be a good chance, perhaps his only one, to make that projected trip to Latin America. They spoke to him of the many spiritual benefits to be obtained from it. In the first place, the spiritual betterment and enrichment of the interior lives of so many of his children. He might, in addition, give useful advice to the directors of the various regions, and sow good doctrine among the people … As was expected, this appeal to the Father’s apostolic zeal worked. They quickly made the preparations for the trip, allowing for a long stay in Latin America.85

But a serious question had to be asked: Was the Father in good enough physical shape to undertake the trip? A few days earlier, he had had a checkup in Pamplona. Nevertheless, he now got another, more thorough one in Madrid, by a medical team from the University of Navarre Hospital.

Aside from the kidney problems, which had grown steadily worse with the years, and not counting the severe bouts of fatigue, and the residual effects of past illnesses, and other minor chronic ailments, the general state of the Father’s health was, in the opinion of the doctors, “satisfactory.” 86 The Father agreed fully with this favorable pronouncement on his health, since it gave him plenty of scope for working. And as for the doctors, we have to bear in mind that their judgment was in part based on a knowledge of their patient that went beyond the limits of science. Thus, in the medical report, anticipating possible objections, they say, “After careful consideration, we have decided to respond in the affirmative to the possibility of his trip to Latin America, despite the indicated impressions.” 87 Further down, they explain that “the affirmative medical response to the carrying out of the trip was made taking into account the personality of Msgr. Escrivá.”

According to all his doctors, he was a docile patient, always smiling and cooperative. They never heard him complain. During the medical exams, when they asked about his health, he would invariably answer, “I’m doing fine,” and then, pointing to Fathers Alvaro and Javier (his custodes), he would add, “but they can tell you what they think.” 88 However, all of that is not to say that he was an easy patient. In reality, and in defense of his doctors, one would have to say that he was a quite unusual patient. For example, he enjoyed the exhausting work he did on his catechetical trip throughout Spain in 1972, although he showed the effects soon afterward. The doctors could not come up with any convincing reason for this. Nor could they explain why the alarming changes reflected in the clinical analyses seemed to have no effect on his vitality.

When they decided in favor of his trip to Latin America, the doctors were taking very much into account, despite the risks, the benefits that would derive from his visit, and also the impalpable spiritual energy he had. Nevertheless, they prudently recommended a restriction of activity, with frequent periods of rest, and the company of a doctor throughout the trip.89 That last recommendation was the most feasible one. Dr. Alejandro Cantero was at his side from the moment they left Madrid. But as for that other business, of moderating activity and taking the prescribed rests, that would be a different story …

Meanwhile, his enthusiasm for the proposed journey to Latin America had cooled somewhat. As almost always happened in such cases, he ended up going in spite of himself, without at all feeling like it. When his sons were speaking to him about the trip on the night before his departure, he, without beating around the bush, let them know his state of mind. He said, “I have no desire to go; but I have never done things because I wanted to.” 90

Relying on the prayer of his daughters and sons, he undertook the crossing of the Atlantic.

May Jesus watch over my daughters in Rome for me!


My dear daughters—within a few days we’ll be embarking on our trip to South America, and we need you to help us with your prayer and your work. It gives me great joy to think that you are accompanying us in this way.


All your sisters here are doing very well.


An affectionate blessing from your Father,


Mariano 91

3. The trip to South America (1974)

The plane that the Father took in Madrid on the morning of Wednesday, May 22, 1974, landed in Rio de Janeiro in the late afternoon. As soon as the engines stopped, some members of the Work climbed up the stairs and came into the plane. “Pax, my fellow Aragonese!” This was the Father’s greeting to Father Xavier de Ayala, the Counsellor, who, like the Father, was from Aragon.

Once they had taken care of the formalities of entry into the country, they boarded another plane. Night fell suddenly. After an hour that seemed very long, they arrived at São Paulo, where the Father was greeted by a good number of his children. At nine o’clock he entered the oratory at Sumaré, the seat of the Regional Commission, to greet our Lord and place beside the tabernacle a red camellia that one of his daughters had given him at the airport.

The next day was the feast of the Ascension. In the morning the Father had his first get-togethers with the members of the Advisory and those of the Administration. At the outset he suggested to his daughters that the fruit they should draw from the month of May was the resolve to go “to Jesus, through Mary, with Joseph.” 92

By noon he had already met with three different groups. And to those who tried to protect him from getting fatigued after that long trip of the day before, he replied that he had come to Brazil not to rest but to work. He said, only half in jest, “If you don’t give me work to do, I’m out of here.” 93 Right away another get-together was set up— one for six o’clock that evening, with the young men of the Study Center, whose house was next to that of the Commission.

He began by telling the young men that the Counsellor, after several years of pestering him to come to Brazil, had finally gotten his way. He said, “He brought me! He brought me! And I am so grateful to him.” And then, looking at the Counsellor, he said, “But it wasn’t you. God made use of you.” And then, looking again at everyone, he said, “It was God who brought me, so that I could see you, for it is an immense joy to see your expressions, your faces, your eagerness to behave well, to struggle.” 94

The Father, who had appeared so unenthusiastic about the trip just before he set out, seemed to have made a complete turnaround. First he reflected on the fascinating adventure on which he had embarked. (The instant he left the plane and stepped foot on Brazilian soil, he had said in a low voice, “I need all my human faith to believe that I am in Brazil.” 95) And that very morning, the morning after his arrival, during those first meetings he had with his daughters, he was already like a new person—totally recovered, his heart overflowing with affection and attentions to his daughters. And now, in the evening, he said to his sons at the Study Center:

When I see all that surrounds me, when I see you, I feel very happy and give a lot of thanks to God. I am getting so much rest just by being with you! I have only been in Brazil a few hours, and already I have fallen in love with this country.96


He spoke to them about the Christian vocation, about the ascetical struggle, about sincerity. And they asked him questions as if they had known him all their lives. They even got him to tell them what he was planning to eat: vegetables with no salt or oil, a one-egg omelet, and, for dessert, a piece of fruit.

He gave them his blessing, and encouraged them to multiply many times over.

On Friday, May 24, in a get-together with his daughters at Casa Nova, the seat of the Regional Advisory, he also started out by speaking about Brazil, calling it “a marvel, a continent.” Indeed, many races and countries were represented right there in that room. It thrilled his heart to see before him Niseis and other Asians, and Africans, and Nordics, and Latin Americans. And they were just as thrilled. Most of them had never gotten to see him before. They listened eagerly, hanging on every word.

The Lord is happy with my daughters in Brazil. But he wants more. He has fallen in love with you, and he isn’t satisfied if you give him only a little part of yourself. He wants your whole being! And thus he will light the fire of love, not just in Brazil, but far beyond—from Brazil. In Brazil and from Brazil. Do you understand? … From this continent you’ve got to go to the others. All of Asia! All of Africa! So many Africans came here against their will. I ask the Lord to bring us many Africans.97


He had come to Brazil not to teach but to learn, he told them. He was, during those first days, keeping “eyes and heart wide open,” to allow all the good things he saw to enter freely into his heart.98 On the third day of his stay, he met with a large group of people who were helping out in the apostolates of the Work. “I’ve been here forty-eight hours, and already I’ve learned a lot,” he told them.99 And later on he said:

Brazil! The first thing I’ve seen is a great mother, beautiful, fruitful, tender, who opens her arms to all, irrespective of language, race, or nationality, and calls them all her children. Brazil is unbelievable! And then I saw the fraternal way you treat one another, and I was moved.100


He was happy thinking about how much could be done, and would be done, “in Brazil and from Brazil.” They would begin by setting fire to the country. They would make of it a bonfire of love. A forest in flames is something fearful, impressive, devastating … All right, so too would Opus Dei, with the help of God, spread through all of Brazil, and then, from that marvelous platform, the love of God would leap to other continents. “We will eliminate paganism from the world—especially in Brazil and from Brazil,” the founder insisted.101 Soon after arriving at Sumaré, he had written in the center’s diary two words: “Ut eatis.” 102 When someone asked him what they meant, he answered, “They need you in Japan and Africa. That’s why I wrote ‘Ut eatis’!” 103

Another day, he was at the Commission’s center, having a gettogether with his older sons, and one of them asked him to bless them. They knelt down, expecting the usual blessing. But the Father, filled with a sense of the apostolic greatness of the mission entrusted to his children, made over them the Sign of the Cross and said slowly and solemnly, as if he were one of the ancient prophets or patriarchs:

May you multiply:


like the sands of your seashores,


like the trees of your mountains,


like the flowers of your fields,


like the aromatic grains of your coffee.


In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy


    Spirit.104


In a get-together with his older daughters, at Casa do Moinho, he said to them, “Do you know how much you’ve cost me, my daughters? More than the men. Do you know that you sometimes made me cry, when I was young?” 105 And he told them, as if for the first time, the things he had on innumerable occasions told his daughters: that they did not have a foundress; that their foundress was the Blessed Virgin; that he had been chosen by God to bring them into the world of the Church with (to borrow the words of Saint Paul) the pains of childbirth; and that he loved them with the heart of a father and a mother. He also praised them for their spiritual strength. He said:

I like to call you “women,” because the Lord, from the cross, addressed his mother as “woman.” A woman has more courage and more willpower than a man. And you are more obstinate. A woman has a heart that is—did you think I was going to say more delicate and more refined than a man’s? No, no. Yours is tougher. You have a very big, maternal heart. You have a mother’s heart that loves the virtue of holy purity, and you have this spiritual maternity. I know it because I too have the heart of a mother—our Lord has given it to me. But in the apostolate you have to do all that the men do, and, in addition, you have to carry out the apostolate of apostolates, which is the Administration.


If the Administration doesn’t function well, everything will collapse on us. For me, the most important thing in the Work is the Administration.106


The Father stayed in Brazil for two weeks. He spent practically every hour of his day with his daughters and sons, in an open “classroom,” going over the history of the Work, giving doctrine, and answering questions. He also met daily with families—of supernumeraries, friends, or Cooperators. The large get-togethers (of which there were about forty) took place in either the auditorium of the Study Center, the Aroeira Conference Center, the Parque Anhembi Convention Hall, or the Mauá Auditorium, which had a capacity of about twenty-five hundred. Those halls proved too small. Four thousand people packed the Anhembi reception hall.

The difference of language was no problem. He spoke to them in Spanish, and they asked their questions in Portuguese, and by means of body language, tone of voice, and the spiritual energy the Father put into his words, everything was understood.

On May 28 he went by helicopter to the shrine of Brazil’s patroness, Nuestra Señora Aparecida [Our Lady Who Appeared], where hundreds of people accompanied him in praying the Rosary.

Late in the evening of June 6, the day before his departure, the Father could not bring himself to say good-bye to his sons. He excused himself with spiritual considerations:

You know that I’m not going; I’m staying here. Besides, in Opus Dei we are never separated from one another. We don’t say “Good-bye,” or “See you later,” because we are always consummati in unum [all united as one]. I love you with all my heart! You have made me very happy! Pray for me. I will go to be with the Lord before you do. Some of you I will see again on earth, others in heaven …


At this point someone cried out, “No, Father!” And he responded:

Yes, my son; by the law of nature I will go before you. Pray for me. I tell you what the two disciples from Emmaus told our Lord: Night is falling! We have to make good use of our time here on earth! Help me to take advantage of it! 107


*      *      *
 

On Friday, June 7, 1974, the Father arrived at the airport of Ezeiza, in Argentina. It was a clear, cool, sunny day, the wind having blown away the clouds of the day before. En route to La Chacra, the conference center where he would be residing during his stay in Argentina, the Father asked about everything that attracted his attention. On entering La Chacra, he did what he always did when entering a center: he went straight to the oratory, to greet our Lord, and then went to the Administration area to greet his daughters. It only took a few words and a glance around for him to see the cleanliness and order that reigned there in even the smallest things, and to appreciate, instantly, the obvious love for God.

By twenty-four hours after his arrival, he had already had several long get-togethers with his daughters and his sons. Very quickly he caught on to the extent of the apostolic activity in Argentina. “I knew that the apostolic work was growing very well,” he confessed, “but I didn’t realize how much. I am giving thanks to God. Now I don’t need faith. It’s enough for me to see you.” 108

From the first day, it was clear how happy he was to be there. His two custodes kept this joke going at all the get-togethers:

FATHER JAVIER: “And to think that the Father left Rome thinking he would be back in a week.”

THE FATHER (causing everyone to laugh): “They always do the same thing—they boss me around.”

DON ALVARO (with a guilty smile): “It was all planned.”

THE FATHER: “Unbelievable! I left Rome, having no idea they would bring me here. These two tricked me. And I’m very glad they tricked me! I’m very happy!” 109

On the first page of the journal for that part of the trip (Diario de la visita de nuestro Padre a la Argentina) he wrote in Latin: “May the most just and most lovable will of God be done, fulfilled, praised, and eternally exalted above all things. Amen. Amen. — La Chacra, June 7, 1974. Mariano.”

To get an idea of what it felt like to be with the Father, it is enough to skim through some of the comments made in that diary. One example: “And we laughed, and at times there fell some silent tears; and we had the clear impression that our Lord was in our midst.” 110 And another: “How easily you can see that wherever the Father is, there is the heart of the Work!” 111

On Tuesday, June 11, at ten in the morning, he was driven to Buenos Aires. At eleven he met with Cardinal Antonio Caggiano. They spoke about the sad situation of the Church. The Father came out of the visit deeply moved by the affection shown him by the cardinal. He and his sons then traveled through the downtown area to Palermo Park, where they took a long walk. After lunch, he had an unforgettable gettogether with the regional directors and some priests.

Were they itching to do things? The Father sketched out for them a program of ambitious projects. He didn’t go around repeating, in systematic fashion, the same things everywhere, but he did say this: “In Argentina and from Argentina! This country has to provide people.” And then he said, “To the zeal of my Argentinean children I offer the whole world. Besides Argentina itself, which is nothing to sneeze at!” 112 He had dreams for the future, and he did not want his children to fall short.

The Father looked upon those get-togethers at La Chacra as a gift from heaven. He was transmitting the spirit of Opus Dei to those children of his.

In contrast to them, he could dream backwards, through dreams realized and promises fulfilled. He said:

I am so happy! Can you imagine what it is to have twenty-six years of age, the grace of God, and nothing else; to hear some bells and see God’s will, something completely impossible, with no human resources; and to start dreaming, and afterwards see it realized all over the world? 113


Another day, also at La Chacra, they listened attentively as he spoke of the years of the “presentiments,” when he incessantly repeated the aspiration “Domina, ut sit!” [“Lady, let it be!”]. “At times,” he confided to his children, “I think it is all a dream, all a dream. ‘Oh, my God! Can it be that I made up something, my God? Is it all a dream?’ It hurts!” 114

It was not a dream. He, as we already know, had back then inscribed that aspiration on the base of a statue of Our Lady of the Pillar; many years later, the statue was found.

The Father enjoyed telling that story about his prayer. “ ‘Lady, let it be! Let it be! This thing that is I don’t yet know what!’ And what was it? It was you, my sons. And your sisters.” 115

The Father spent three weeks at La Chacra: June 7–28. To that conference center, which was on the grounds of an old estate near Buenos Aires, came hundreds of his daughters and sons. Every day, several times, the living room was filled up, with members of the Work, Cooperators and friends, priests and laity. The Father also visited the centers in Buenos Aires, and clubs, student residences, and other corporate works. At those get-togethers were people of all ages and walks of life: the young and the not so young, fathers and mothers … They came not only from other cities of Argentina, but also from Uruguay and Paraguay. He consecrated a number of altars— including that of the oratory of the Administration of La Chacra. In the document attesting to this dedication we read: “While making this consecration he fervently asked the Lord, who made his handmaid Queen and Mother, to bestow his great mercy on his daughters who work here.” 116

On Wednesday, June 12, he made a pilgrimage to the Shrine of Our Lady of Luján, Patroness of Argentina, Uruguay, and Paraguay. (Luján is in Argentina, a few hours’ drive from Buenos Aires.) The word had spread, and when he reached the esplanade there was a big crowd waiting to pray the Rosary with him.

Meanwhile, plans were being made for some huge get-togethers, not only for Opus Dei members and their families and friends, but also many people who knew little about the Work. Finding suitable places for these get-togethers was not easy. But they did, almost miraculously, get two dates at the General San Martín Conference Center: June 15 and 16. And for the eighteenth and the nineteenth, which were workdays, they were able to reserve the auditorium of the Colegio de Escribanos, which was centrally located and had good facilities. (However, the capacity of both of these halls turned out to be insufficient.) Another place they decided to rent was the Coliseum Theater. Someone with experience in such things said to them, “Ask for it if you like—maybe you can get it—but you won’t fill it.” It had an immense floor level and three balconies, in the shape of a horseshoe. They were able to get it for two days (the twenty-third and the twenty-sixth), and on each of those days it was packed beyond capacity, with five thousand people. Happily, the cameras were rolling. There remains a splendid collection of documentary films of the Father’s catechesis in Latin America, starting with some of the get-togethers in Brazil.

The Father usually opened with a friendly greeting or a brief religious commentary. It was the prelude to a conversation. Right away the questions started coming. Several microphones had been set up, together with a system of red lights to indicate where the people were who wanted to speak. Interruptions were allowed, although the person with the microphone had precedence. This made the Father a target of opportunity. He could not evade the questions; he answered them as God gave him to understand that he should; and it was obvious that the Holy Spirit was breathing on him, because his words left peace and joy in the souls of those who brought him their problems.

Ordinarily the discussions had to do with family and the education of children, spiritual life, clarity of ideas in the midst of doctrinal confusion, the work of apostolate, confession … But in the general get-togethers the questions were more varied, and the personal stories not always so rosy. From time to time, from amid that sea of people, there would be heard a voice crying out for help. On Sunday, June 23, in the Coliseum Theater, a woman managed to get hold of one of the microphones. She had just lost a son. She belonged to the Work and wanted the Father to explain to everyone the peace and joy with which suffering is borne in Opus Dei. The Father told them that God is not a tyrant, and that neither does he behave like a hunter, lying in wait to fire a deadly shot at his target. God, he said, takes our loved ones so that they can bask in his glory and his love.

He went on consoling that woman, but when he saw that everyone was getting carried away by the emotion of it all, he sought another question. A red bulb lit up at the back of the theater, and there was heard the voice of an elderly lady, who was trying to read from a sheet of paper, but was not succeeding.

“Father,” she said, “I am asking Jesus to perform the miracle of Naim.” A great silence fell over the multitude, because her voice was choked up and she was starting to cry. Then the Father came to her aid, while a shiver of expectation ran through the hall. “Tell me,” he said. “Tell me, and calmly.”

The woman sitting next to her took the sheet of paper and the microphone, and read: “I am asking Jesus to repeat the miracle of Naim. I am a widow, and I have an only son who gave me the greatest joy of my life when he was ordained a priest, and also the greatest pain, because I see him going in a very bad direction now. I would like to ask you to pray for fidelity for him, and for me strength, so that I can help him.”

The Father responded:

Daughter, yes; love him more. Love your son a lot. Maybe it’s that we don’t pray enough. You do pray a lot; I will pray more. Those of us who pray are few, and we pray little. And we have to pray a lot for priests, for all priests! Your son will make it; he will be a great apostle. Pray, ask. You have already been heard, but the Lord wants you to pray more. My prayer will be joined to yours. And I am sure that the hearts of these people, of all these people from up there on top to the last seat, are moved with the same desire to ask of the Lord that your son be a saint. And he will be.


It’s that there’s like a kind of sickness going around. You, with God’s grace, placed in your son’s soul the seed of a vocation. Keep praying that that seed not prove unfruitful. You will see it give forth branches, flowers, and fruit once again. Don’t worry, my daughter. We’re all with you, and with your son, who deserves affection and understanding! It’s a sickness that’s going around. Let’s pray to the Lord for priests, for the holiness of priests. You are a brave mother. May God bless you! Our Lord hears you! Don’t worry! 117


The Father did not forget about that promise of prayers. “On the trip back to La Chacra,” we read in the journal, “the Father became quieter than usual. It was obvious that he was praying, and from time to time he turned to Father Emilio (the Counsellor) and said that he should try to help that priest who was not doing well. One could very clearly see how this hurt the Father.” 118

The last huge get-together in Argentina was the one held on June 26 in the Coliseum Theater. On this occasion, one of the subjects the Father spoke of at length was the communion of saints. It was, he said, thanks to this that they were able to be having this affectionate conversation. Brothers and sisters of theirs were praying throughout the world …

We form a great communion of saints. They are sending us streams of arterial blood; blood filled with pure, clean oxygen. That’s why we’re able to converse like this; that’s why we’re so at ease.119


He could see on all their faces the request that some voiced: “Father, stay here.” He said:

Thanks, my children. I give thanks to God, thanks to you, and thanks to Our Lady of Luján, because I have come, and because I am going but I will return—and then I will stay.120


The night before this huge get-together at the Coliseum Theater, the Father had been assailed by a fear that in doing this kind of catechesis he was putting God to the test. Was it possible that so many thousands of people could come together to hear a priest talk about God, without anything bad happening? Not to mention that it did not make sense, humanly speaking, for people to take off from their jobs in the middle of the morning “to see a priest who says nothing but what everyone already knows.” But when he was leaving the get-together, he seemed to hear our Lord reproaching him, saying to him, “O man of little faith! Why did you doubt?” 121

The day before his departure for Chile was spent entirely at La Chacra. At midmorning he went to the Administration area to be with his daughters. (They were from Argentina, Uruguay, and Paraguay.) “I’m not here to take my leave of you,” he announced as he entered. “The Father never says ‘Good-bye’ or ‘See you later’; the Father is staying…. You know that I’m not going away. It will be very easy for me to close my eyes, and come here, and remember you and pray for each one, for all of you. Don’t abandon me; let’s not abandon each other.” 122

Did they really understand what he wanted to tell them? His strong emotions were forcing him to use expressions that were somewhat ambiguous, although their spiritual meaning was clear.

At noon he prayed the Angelus with his daughters, and then he returned to his room, accompanied by his custodes and the Counsellor. At a moment when Don Alvaro and Father Javier were absent, he told the Counsellor (Father Emilio Bonell) that there had been a time when he thought he knew the day of his death, and that his custodes knew this, but that he now didn’t know anything.123

In the afternoon he had his last get-together with his sons, most of whom were quite young. One of them asked him why he was going, and he immediately replied, “Because I don’t have the gift of ubiquity, and I would have to be everywhere. That’s why. But I’m not going. I’m staying. I’m staying with you, with all of you.” 124 Then he briefly went over the essential points of the spirit of Opus Dei, entrusting it to their hands, as a legacy. “And,” he said, “that’s it. I don’t have anything more to tell you. Oh, yes! To love Saint Joseph a lot. Never separate him from Jesus and Mary.”

And then, his voice breaking with emotion, he added:

This is coming to an end, for now! But I will be staying around here. Around here and around the other centers in Argentina. When you don’t realize it, the Father will be walking around here, seeing his sons a little. And you will accompany me. When you hear that the Lord has said to me, “Redde mihi rationem villicationis tuae,” “Give me an account of your stewardship,” you will pray for the Father, that the Lord will forgive me all of my sins.


If you help me a little, maybe we’ll leap right over the pit. If we die of Love, it is possible. I think that’s the sickness there is in Opus Dei: dying of Love.125


By now it was clear what the Father’s train of thought was, so someone ventured to ask him this question: “Father, what is the face of the Blessed Virgin like?” And he replied, “Well”—here he paused a bit—“ ‘Vultum tuum, Domine, requiram!’ [‘Lord, I long to see your face!’]—tell him sometime to show you that. And you’ll have to wait, my son, till we see it in heaven, because the Lord doesn’t have to do any extraordinary thing for you…. But it is good that you want to see the face of the Mother of God, because she is our Mother.” 126

The directors, who on the preceding Saturday, June 22, had lunched with the Father at La Chacra, certainly knew where he was going with that answer. At the table that day, he had told them that in his morning prayer he had repeated many, many times, “Vultum tuum, Domine, requiram,” with a real desire to see our Lord’s face, to see him face to face.127

4. The Andes: “I’m not a high-level person”

With his visits to Brazil and Argentina, the Father had acquired more than enough experience to know how to carry out a fruitful catechesis in the rest of these countries. While he was still at La Chacra, the Counsellors of the other Latin American regions met him there so that together they could work out the details. On June 12, Father Adolfo Rodríguez Vidal, the Counsellor of Chile, arrived in Buenos Aires with what seemed a very ambitious plan: a seven-day stay for the Father in Chile. Don Alvaro modified the plan, increasing that stay to nine days to allow for eleven general get-togethers. The arrival in Chile was planned for Friday, June 28.128

And so it was also with his projected stays in Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, Venezuela, and Guatemala. They drew up tentative dates and locations for those stays, and for the get-togethers to be held during them, and talked about possible side trips. In general, the first part of each visit would be dedicated to his daughters and sons; then there would take place the larger get-togethers, at centers of corporate works; and toward the end of the visit there would be held one or two massive get-togethers, if necessary and possible. But, as it turned out, unforeseen circumstances would result in radical changes to this schedule.

The Father did arrive in Chile right on schedule: at noon on Friday, June 28. For those awaiting him at the airport, it was like a dream, to be seeing the Father for the first time. And his being there also felt to him like a dream. “I don’t believe it,” he said. “It can’t be true that I’m in Chile.” And then, with a twinkle in his eye, he added, “Where are the Andes? You’re fooling me. I have to have faith, a frightful amount of faith, to swallow this, that over there are the Andes, that whole immense mountain range. I certainly haven’t seen it!” 129 This would be his refrain for the first few days, while the mountains stayed hidden by haze and clouds.

Shortly after getting settled in the Regional Commission headquarters, the Father mentioned that he preferred to get together with his children in places where apostolic work was being carried out. A large gathering in a public place—in a theater, for example—would not have the intimacy of a family get-together, and, given the political circumstances of the country at that time, could be badly interpreted by some. So the general get-togethers were held in the dining hall of Tabancura High School; and for the other smaller ones, various centers were used, notably Alameda which had an auditorium.

On the twenty-ninth (the day after his arrival), he had two get-togethers in the auditorium at Alameda: one with his daughters and the other with his sons. For the next day, there was scheduled a general get-together, to be held at Tabancura at eleven in the morning. It was expected that people from several provinces, including Rancagua, Viña del Mar, and Aconcagua, would be there. But because of heavy rains and the fact that the streets were not paved, the place was almost impossible to get to, either by foot or by car; the whole area was a quagmire. The situation just kept getting worse, because the rains kept coming, and most people were not able to make it to Santiago. The scheduled get-together had to be postponed. But quite a few people had defied the elements and shown up. So the Father, not wanting to disappoint them, invited them to gather at Alameda. They crowded into the auditorium, where most of them had to remain standing, for lack of space.

The Father greeted them with these words:

I, in the first place, tell you that you are very brave, and the ladies, besides being beautiful, are braver than the men, to have come in this weather! I don’t know how you kept from being swept away by the water. It’s incredible! It is the devil. Obviously he doesn’t seem to like what we’re doing.130


The Father told them, right up front, that he never discussed things that were not of the supernatural order. “I only speak of God and of the soul,” he said. “So I never talk about political things.” Then, having made that clear, he asked that in their social interactions they try to be understanding, without renouncing their Christian beliefs. “May you Chileans understand one another, make allowances for one another, get along with one another, love one another.” 131

He tried not to flag in his preaching because of this, but he was physically affected by the bad weather. On the previous day, during that first get-together with his daughters, that fact had come up in the conversation. He was talking to them about the importance of sincerity, and he used as an example a sick person. When one is sick, he said, one has to be transparent about it, not trying to hide the symptoms, if one wants to be cured. And he mentioned that he himself, after having spoken for hours and hours in big places where he had had to raise his voice to be heard, had recently come down with a slight case of laryngitis. A doctor, after examining his throat had prescribed some medication that he had to take every three hours. We also have to be docile, he told them, in regard to the sicknesses of our soul.

But the cause of that throat ailment that he had brought with him from Argentina turned out to be more complicated than he had thought. During the flight to Santiago, he had experienced symptoms of a cold—notably, a loss of voice and a fever. On July 2 an analysis was done at the main clinical laboratory of the Catholic University. Dr. Héctor Croxatto, the head of the laboratory, told him that he had a seriously high level of urea in his blood and that he should stay in bed and undergo a program of dialysis.132

In those circumstances, the Father wrote a letter to the governing junta, thanking them for the friendly welcome they had given him upon his arrival and explaining why he would not be able to accept their invitation to meet with them. His “priestly trip to the Americas,” he said, had no other purpose than to increase in souls their “desire to know God and to be better Christians and, therefore, better citizens of their countries.” And then he added:

On receiving Your Excellencies’ invitation, I find myself down with a case of the flu, that prevents any activity. I would like, however, to let you know how much I pray, have prayed, and have gotten others to pray, for this great nation, especially when it found itself menaced by the scourge of the Marxist heresy. (I speak as a priest—my sole vantage point.) And I can assure Your Excellencies that I will continue to pray to God, through the intercession of his most holy Mother, that he always watch over the authorities and people of Chile and guide them toward a greater spiritual and social well-being.133


A few days of relative relaxation put the Father in condition to return to his schedule of get-togethers with renewed spirit and a stronger voice. The weather improved, and, at last, the Andes appeared, outlined on the horizon.

The Father had barely recovered when, on Friday, July 5, the Counsellor received a letter from the prioress of a Carmelite convent, saying that she had heard of the arrival of Monsignor Escrivá. “In his travels through Spain,” she said, “he has visited several Carmelite convents, because of the deep love he has for our Mother Teresa. So we are hoping that, between his many commitments, he might find a little time to come over here. Since the more you hope for, the more you get, we are hoping to obtain from the Father this great favor. But should it not be possible for him, we will always keep him in our prayers as if we had received his visit.” 134

The letter touched the heart of the Father. That very morning, he found a little space in his schedule of get-togethers and visited the convent, accompanied by Fathers Alvaro, Javier, and Adolfo. They were escorted to the visiting parlor, where the Father began by saying:

I have a very great love for the vocation of contemplative souls, because we in Opus Dei are contemplatives in the middle of the street. I understand you very well, and the Carmelite sisters all over the world understand us very well and help us with their prayer. I come to beg an alms of prayer: pray. You see that the Church is in a very bad way. Well, the Church, no; the Church is holy, she is the spouse of Jesus Christ—always beautiful, always young, always without blemish, always sweet and good. It’s the churchmen. Pray.135


On the other side of the screen, in the semidarkness of the “locutory,” the nuns listened attentively. He advised them to be on guard against those who, at all costs, were trying to impose changes. He said:

Don’t give way in anything. Don’t be foolish. For the devil is seeking someone to devour, and you are a very appetizing morsel…. If one of these “dovecotes” is ruined, a great force in the Church is destroyed. Be saints. If you are, you will help us be saints. Pray for us priests, that we be such. And for Opus Dei, for these men and these women who are on all the pathways of the world, divinizing them.136


He spoke about vocation and the life of piety, with a lot of conviction and energy. He spoke for over twenty minutes—for as long as he could before having to head out for the next scheduled get-together. Before leaving, he gave the nuns his blessing and asked Father Adolfo to place in the revolving window the box of candy that he had had bought for them. He took his leave of them by saying, “You have sweetened my soul, and I am sweetening your palates.” 137

During those days he consecrated altars, visited centers, paid his respects to the Cardinal-Archbishop of Santiago, and took part in twenty-five public gatherings, and as many private ones, all without showing any sign of exhaustion. A constant theme of his preaching was the Sacrament of Penance, as a necessary starting point for those souls that had abandoned the practice of the faith and wanted to get close to God again. He preached this very emphatically. At one get-together, for example, he said:

Get to confession, to confession, to confession! For Christ is full of mercy for his children. Things don’t go well because we don’t go to him, to be cleansed, purified, enkindled….


The Lord is waiting for many to take a good bath in the Sacrament of Penance! And he has ready for them a great banquet, a wedding banquet, that of the Eucharist; the wedding ring, the ring of eternal fidelity and friendship. Bring people to confession! You, my daughters and sons—bring souls to confession. Don’t let my coming to Chile have been in vain! May many people come to receive God’s pardon! 138


On the morning of Monday, July 8, the eve of the Father’s departure for Lima, there was a get-together at Tabancura. Some could not make it, because of work. But at lunchtime, many of these took to the highways to meet him at the shrine of Our Lady of Lo Vázquez. It is fifty miles from the city. When the Father reached the esplanade in front of the church, he was moved at seeing the multitude of people who had gone without lunch in order to accompany him in the praying of the Rosary. The nuns who took care of the shrine had dressed our Lady in her finest regalia, and lots of flowers had arrived. Before leaving the esplanade, the Father put on sunglasses, and not just for protection from the sun. It was more because he was overcome with emotion at the thought that he would not be seeing those people again.

He arrived in Lima on the next day, July 9—the twenty-first anniversary of the starting up of Opus Dei in Peru. Staying at the seat of the Regional Commission, Los Andes, he allowed himself no downtime. No sooner had he arrived than he had the first get-together; and from that moment on, he assiduously carried out the set schedule.

Especially moving was the get-together he had in the Cultural Traditions Center on Friday, July 12. All of those present were sons of his, and among them were a good number of priests from the prelature of Yauyos. As soon as he entered the room and saw them, he exclaimed, “I’m not saying one word if these priest sons of mine don’t first give me their blessing. I’m hungry for your blessings!” 139 More than fifty priests surrounded him and gave him their blessing, saying the invocations in unison. And then, kneeling down, he started kissing the hands of those priests. When Father Javier indicated that this might take a bit long, he replied, “It may take a while, but I am going to kiss the hands of them all, as I have always done!” 140 The Father kept kissing hands, and spoke words of affection to each priest. After a while, realizing that to some it must have seemed an eternity, he said, “This isn’t a put-on. I am proud of you, and it gives me great joy to kiss your hands. It’s not something I’m just doing here; I’ve done this all my life. So it’s a family custom. You are very good to me.” 141

Saturday, July 13, was an especially busy day. At nine-thirty in the morning the Father went to see the Cardinal-Archbishop of Lima, and from there he went to the town of San Vicente de Cañete. It was festively arrayed, because at noon there would be a get-together with the Father at Valle Grande, an Opus Dei educational and training center for farm workers. People came from Lima and from nearby villages, some having set out before daybreak. In the crowd one could see Indian, mulatto, and oriental faces; shopkeepers, farm workers, office workers, teachers, truck drivers, … and the women who were going to Condoray, a training school run by women of the Work.

The Father spoke about work, saying that one should do it to perfection, to please God, and not “like a foreigner” (an expression used by the Indians to refer to work done poorly). He also preached about devotional practices, and, above all, he invited his listeners (most of whom were Indians) to get cleansed internally with a good confession, opening up their souls, and making a resolution to give up alcohol. When this was necessary, he called very emphatically for a change of life, and his impassioned words did cause flickers of emotion to pass across the normally impassive faces of the Indians.

The Father visited Condoray, and then St. Joseph’s Academy, where the seminarians for the prelature of Yauyos lived and did their studies. He was on his way back to Lima by six in the evening, but when he arrived it was evident that he had caught a cold.

The first general get-together was held the next day, in the garden of Miralba, an Opus Dei center. It was a cold, gray Sunday morning, but some fifteen hundred people showed up. There were entire families, including grandparents and very small children. The Father began by apologizing for not being able to speak very loudly. He said:

I don’t know if you can hear me well, because I’ve got a cold. My voice is half gone. But Saint Paul, whose voice is not gone, wrote to those in Ephesus, “In novitate vitae ambulemus.” And it’s not just to those of Ephesus, but to all of us that he says this, that we have to walk with a new life. So that there can be no doubt about this, he writes to the Romans, “Induimini Dominum nostrum Iesum Christum”; “Put on our Lord Jesus Christ.”


The life of the Christian is this: putting on, and putting on again, one suit and another, each time cleaner, each time more beautiful, each time more filled with virtues that please the Lord, with self-conquests, with little sacrifices, with love. The life of the Christian is made up of renunciations and affirmations, beginning and beginning again.142


In the afternoon it was suggested that he take a walk around Lima, to get a little relaxation. He visited St. Francis Church and the cathedral; but he returned home very tired. That night he slept poorly. In the morning he celebrated Mass and had breakfast. At about ten, a lung specialist came to see him, and diagnosed the beginnings of bronchopneumonia.143 So the get-togethers scheduled for that day were put on hold.

The doctor, in fact, advised that he stay in bed for the rest of the week. Gifts began to arrive for him: flowers, candy, letters, with the affection and the prayers of all of his children for his recovery. In the diary of his stay in Lima, for Saturday, July 20, we read: “Today he was able to be up for a short time, but by doctor’s orders he’s not celebrating Mass yet. It is an example to all of us, to see the pain it causes the Father to not be able to celebrate, but since he puts so much effort into it, he would get exhausted from saying Mass, which would not be good for him and could slow down his recovery.” 144

On Sunday he celebrated Mass in his room, and, after lunch, had a get-together with some of the Regional Commission directors and with Bishop Ignacio de Orbegozo, who entertained him and the others with stories about the beginnings of the Work in Yauyos and his adventures in the mountains. The Father needed three more days to recuperate, and so the schedule was adjusted so that everyone could get to see him.

The Father, by the way, was not the only one who was sick. A flu epidemic had struck almost half the population of Lima.

On July 24 he had a get-together with some of his daughters. From then till the end of July he kept to a somewhat limited schedule. He had not yet fully recovered, and speaking in public cost him great effort.

On the twenty-ninth more than three thousand people gathered on the grounds of Larboleda, a conference center in a town near Lima, to be with the Father. It was obvious that he was not yet over his illness. Rather than make a big deal of it, he remarked that a world without suffering would be a sad thing—something like a picture without shadows, which is not a picture—whereas “suffering borne for Love is something delightful, marvelous.”

So, to want to free ourselves from suffering, from poverty, from misery, is fine; but that is not liberation. Liberation is something else. Liberation is … bearing poverty joyfully! Bearing suffering joyfully! Bearing illness joyfully! Bearing with a smile, a nasty cough! 145


*      *      *
 

On August 1 he left Peru. His sons and daughters in Ecuador awaited him impatiently, hoping he would soon be well. But not only did he fail to recover, he got even worse. He came down with altitude sickness, an illness that afflicts many travelers who are not accustomed to the high altitudes of the Andes. The house that he stayed in is close to the capital, Quito, more than nine thousand feet above sea level.

To the poor physical condition in which the Father arrived, other problems were now added. He did not sleep well at night. He awoke fatigued and had trouble breathing. He had dizzy spells that made it impossible for him to walk alone, and that he believed were side effects of the medication he was taking. Dr. Guillermo Azanza, who attended him soon after he arrived, found that the bronchopneumonia he had suffered in Lima had reactivated.146 He had to wear an oxygen mask, remain seated, and speak in a subdued voice.

There was, of course, the hope that he would adapt to the altitude. And there was always the hope of one of those surprising turnarounds that so often occurred in his physical condition. In the previous months, when his catechetical activity was in full swing, it had repeatedly happened that he suddenly triumphed over exhaustion and fever. As Don Alvaro explained to those they were staying with at La Chacra, the Father’s vitality and lucidity “were part of his foundational grace.” 147

However, the process of getting acclimated is a very slow one, even for people who are otherwise well. The doctor, in fact, mentioned that he advised tourists in Quito who were suffering from altitude sickness to just leave the city. The Father did not like hearing that. He immediately replied, “Yes, my son, but I am not a tourist. I am prepared to stay here for however long it takes me to get adapted, so that I can talk about God, since that’s what I came for.” 148 But that abrupt rise from sea level to an elevation of nine thousand feet was difficult to overcome. And it was soon clear that there would not be any sudden recovery from his fever and fatigue. And so, following the advice of those in the know, he decided to descend from the heights of Quito to Caracas, Venezuela, six thousand feet lower.

God was clearly changing the direction of his plans. Accustomed to preaching to multitudes with a strong, resonant voice, he now could hardly make himself heard by a small group of his children. Days earlier, in the get-togethers, he had been in constant motion, going from one spot to another, in the room or on the platform. Now he was sunk in an armchair, unable to stand. And he, a man of dynamic, spirited conversation, had moments when, for lack of breath, he could not respond with anything but a wan smile or an affectionate glance.

Before leaving for Venezuela, he received a small group in the garden of the house where he was staying. After having preached for half a century on the way of spiritual childhood, he told them, he had been left “reduced to an infant” by the Lord. “For a child of seven,” he said, “this is too much height all at once.”

When they heard him say that, some of them apologized to him, “for the altitude, Father, for the altitude.” But he replied:

It’s just that I am not a high-level person. So it wasn’t Quito that played a joke on me. It was our Lord, who knows what he’s doing, and who plays with us. Look, the Holy Spirit says it: “Ludens coram eo omni tempore, ludens in orbe terrarum”; all over the earth he is playing with us, like a father with his little child. He’s said, “This one, who is so enamored of the life of childhood, of a special life of childhood, now I’m really going to make him feel it.” And he’s turned me into an infant. It’s quite funny, isn’t it! 149


After a successful catechetical trip in Brazil, Argentina, Chile, and Peru, it was no small setback to find himself “turned into an infant.” Now he could not do his catechesis with words; he had to do it with silences. His teaching was an eloquent lesson in docility and sacrifice. “In Ecuador,” he would later say, “all of my catechesis consisted in not speaking, because the Lord didn’t permit me to speak.” 150

How often he had said, in imitation of Jesus, “I have come not to be served, but to serve.” And now Don Alvaro and Father Javier had to support him by the arm. “What an embarrassment! But I accept it. I’m very happy,” he told his children. And he composed a personal prayer:

Jesus, I accept living under the conditions of these days and for the rest of my life, whatever you want. You will give me the grace, the joy, and the good humor needed for me to have a really great time and serve you, and for my acceptance of these trifles to be a prayer filled with love.151


Our Lord God always makes use of little things. I thought I would be traipsing from one part to another of your beautiful city, and of this enchanting land; I thought I would be visiting so many, many people … The Lord did not will it.152


He felt frustrated. “I feel the protest of the little boy who has to go held by the hand, by Dad and Mom. Me, I like to go running … What a humiliation!” 153

Living the life of spiritual childhood meant that he had to accept being played with as a little child by his Father-God. In a get-together held on August 14, the eve of his departure from Ecuador, he said:

I have to tell you that, since I get dizzy at times, I haven’t been able to celebrate Holy Mass, and they’ve been giving me Communion every day. At those times I am much more moved, and love all the more this Quito and this Ecuador.


The small consecrated host, which I receive on my tongue, reminds me that Jesus became a child, and that I have to joyfully accept these children’s games that he is playing with me.154


He had not remained inactive during his stay in Quito. He was leaving the memory of a lesson on how to conform oneself to God’s will:

I have no choice but to leave; I can’t make unreasonable demands on our Lord.


It’s not that I haven’t done anything, because my impatience and unease over not being able to work are, in God’s eyes, prayer. So something did get accomplished, but not the plan that I had in mind to carry out here. Patience! It means that although I already knew that Ecuador is a great nation, the nation of the Heart of Jesus, I didn’t know that it was a nation of such select souls that it was going to cost me a bit of an illness.155


A few weeks later, passing over what he had suffered, he wrote to an old friend in Ecuador: “Despite the fact that I am not a high-level person, what a marvelous time I had in Quito, and how much I learned from all of you and from the people of that dearly beloved country!” 156

His external activity in Ecuador had, to be sure, been very restricted. It basically consisted of one tour around Quito, on August 11; a tour in which he stopped by the centers of the Work and blessed them, without leaving the car. His soul, on the other hand, as he later said, had expanded. His longstanding devotion to Saint Joseph, teacher of the interior life, had intensified. From what he said to his daughters during a get-together on August 12, one can see the track that his prayer life was on: he was still avidly seeking the face of the Lord.

“Tell him,” he said, “that you have immense longings to see his face, just as we have desires, when we are far away from loved ones, to look at photographs of them. But from God we are not far away. We not only are not far from him, but can identify with him. And you and I feel the obligation of seeking that identification.” 157

*      *      *
 

The Father’s visit to Venezuela is recorded, in good part, in the journal kept at Altoclaro, the conference center he stayed in, which is a few miles from Caracas. In the first pages we read: “The Father arrived a little tired. We are trying to see to it that he gets some rest here and catches his breath a little, after more than two months of exhaustive apostolic activity.” 158 (Upon arriving at Altoclaro, he did not keep to his custom of going to see his daughters in the Administration area right after greeting our Lord in the oratory. He sent Don Alvaro to visit them on his behalf, because he still could not stay on his feet.159)

Going by the short lines in which, from time to time, news is given of his health and physical condition, it is not easy to tell whether his convalescence was advancing or at a standstill.

—Friday, August 16: “The Father was able to rest…. One can see that the Father is improving a lot. He bore the burden of the get-together.”


—Saturday, August 17: “Today the Father is feeling better, although he is still very tired.”


—Monday, August 19: “It’s a cloudy morning. The Father still isn’t recovered from his exhaustion…. Last night the Father didn’t get much sleep.”


—Tuesday, August 20: “The Father woke up today much better, but at noon he wasn’t feeling well and did not come down to the dining room.”


The weather was rainy, which did not encourage one to leave the house. At times the Father was seen rereading the letters that Fernando Valenciano had brought to Venezuela a few days earlier. “I do what mothers do,” he said. “I read the letters of my children a number of times.” 160 In the get-togethers held after lunch or supper, he related many things about the history of the Work and spoke a lot about apostolate and about devotion to Saint Joseph, of whom there were a number of paintings in the house.

At the end of the first week the Father was still far from recovered. One clear indication was that he was still not celebrating Mass, for fear he might became nauseous. And another was that he had not yet gone to greet his daughters in the Administration area. On the preceding Sunday they had sent him some orchids and some ceramic donkeys, with a card saying, “We are very happy to have you at Altoclaro. We love you very much. August 18, 1974.” He immediately wrote back, on the same card, in red ink, “Me too. Mariano,” and drew on it a duck with its bill open.161 (The strokes of his pen were not his usual, energetic ones. They were weak, indecisive, slumped, and wobbly, a striking image of his physical debility. No one would have recognized the writing as being his.)

In the Altoclaro diary it is noted that the Father is wearing, on a chain under his cassock, a cross-shaped reliquary that has in it a splinter of the True Cross, and that he at times takes the reliquary out to give it a kiss.162

There can be no doubt that the Father was consumed by impatience to celebrate the Holy Sacrifice. One afternoon, accompanied by some of his sons, he was walking in the courtyard of Altoclaro, the one with the fountain, and he sat down in a corner protected from the wind, and was heard to say something in a low voice.

“What did you say, Father?” they asked him.

“Vultum tuum, Domine, requiram!” he answered. And then, more emphatically, he said:

“Vultum tuum, Domine, requiram! Vultum tuum, Domine, requiram!” Yesterday, since I couldn’t celebrate Mass, I repeated this to the Lord many times, saying, “Lord, I seek your face! Lord, I am longing to see you!” Yes, I am longing to see what the Lord looks like, but not by faith anymore, but face to face! 163


After a number of days, he experienced a slight improvement, which he quickly took advantage of. On the morning of August 26 he was finally able to go into the Administration area of Altoclaro to see his daughters.

Several get-togethers were then organized, to take place in the living room of Altoclaro. Obviously they could not be very large. The first one was for women of the Work; it was held on August 28; and on the next day there was one for the men. A third, more general one took place on the thirtieth. It was attended by a few supernumeraries, some parents of members of the Work, and some priests. It was evident that the Father was in better health, although during the last get-together he did have a slight fever. With a great sense of humor and a wonderful way with words, he told his children about something that had happened the day before.164 Making use of a teaching of Saint Paul, he started talking about the “parable” of the two vessels, the one “for a noble purpose” and the other “for an ignoble one” (see Rom 9: 21). He said:

Well, this vessel of ignominy was such a clean one that it proved to be a vessel of election.


The treasure of Opus Dei is the joy of knowing oneself to be a treasure, each one being what each one is: a poor thing, clean, that serves its purpose, that is at everyone’s disposal. There, we’ve said it all in a very refined way.165


In these conversations his energies rallied, and he found many chances to speak of apostolate, of the value of work, of the role of the woman in the family and in society. He encouraged his children, and went on the offensive against the “lethargy of the tropics.” 166

Several times, in public and in private, he promised that he would return to Venezuela soon, as soon as possible. He left in the afternoon of August 31, from the Caracas airport. He was very happy about his stay, but made this comment on his physical condition: “I am leaving like Don Quixote de la Mancha: riding a broken-down old horse.” 167

*      *      *

 

Throughout his stay in Latin America, from the day he first stepped foot on Brazilian soil, the Father had not ceased repeating, “I have come in order to learn.” On August 28, three days before returning to Europe, he wrote to Cardinal Casariego, “How much I’ve learned in the Americas! My faith and piety have become stronger, deeper, more ‘Josephine,’ because I have discovered with more clarity and depth the figure of my father and lord Saint Joseph.” 168

He went from discovery to discovery. Certainly he was not starting from scratch in his devotion to his patron saint; but he did receive, toward the end of his life, as a generous gift from heaven, a new discovery of the figure and spiritual stature of the man who in some real sense had been father to the Lord on earth. As he put it to his children at La Chacra, the Lord “did not deign to teach me this, to let me see it, until just recently.” 169

The long process of growth of this devotion had begun in his early childhood. When he went to the home of his grandmother Florencia, he knew that on top of a chest of drawers was a niche of ornamented wood that had in it a small statue of Saint Joseph. But he was not tall enough to see it easily, so he would get up on tiptoes and hold onto the edge of the chest of drawers to see the statue and ask the saint for something. His interior life, from then on, and the history of the nascent Opus Dei as well, would be sprinkled with lively and constant memories of the Holy Patriarch.170

As the years went by, that affectionate devotion grew “impetuously,” but it had some “gaps.” The Father thought about the fact that Saint Joseph had not been present at Calvary when Jesus died on the cross. What could be done to keep him from being missed? In Brazil, while traveling by car, he found the solution. He would take his place. He would serve as his proxy at the foot of the cross, imagining and taking on the sentiments that Saint Joseph would have had if he had been there. What sorrow, what love for the Blessed Virgin and for Christ! 171 In Argentina he said:

Saint Joseph has such enormous influence with our Lord! He acted as his father. Chosen by him from all eternity; endowed with such perfection. After the Mother of God, there is no human being more perfect or more holy than Joseph.172


He pictured him as young and handsome. (“Why would a girl of fifteen or sixteen marry an old man?”) And he saw the two Spouses, always together, accompanying Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament.

The Mother of God and Saint Joseph, united around the Eucharist. Don’t separate them! I don’t understand this, I don’t know how to put it in words, but, in some way, they keep him company in the tabernacle. In some way that’s—ineffable! I don’t know how to describe it.173


During his stay in Chile, when he entered the oratory of the Antullanca Conference Center, he saw a picture that really moved him. Just hours earlier, while in the car, he had been meditating on the joyful mysteries of the Rosary, and he had imagined Saint Joseph, young and handsome, accompanying his spouse to the home of Saint Elizabeth. And now, for the first time, he was seeing a picture of this: of Saint Joseph accompanying the Blessed Virgin there.174

He told his children:

Love Saint Joseph a lot, for he is really powerful, if you want to acquire interior life. Interior life consists in being in contact with God; and no one has ever been in closer contact with our Lord God and with the Mother of God than Saint Joseph. I am happy that you are making me repeat this every day, in these get-togethers.175


Sacred Scripture, he pointed out to those in Peru, tells us very little about Joseph. But “we have to love him a lot and thank him for taking such good care of the Child Jesus.” Joseph was full of fortitude and strength, and, at the same time, gentleness. In the liturgy “we read something very touching: that Saint Joseph looked after the Child and hugged him and kissed him. How wonderful! Just like our fathers did with us.” 176

In Ecuador he saw several devout representations of Saint Joseph with the Child Jesus. His attention was particularly caught by a painting, adorned with gold, that was near the entrance to his room. In it one sees the Christ Child crowning Saint Joseph. The Father was very happy. He found it beautiful and very theologically sound. Every time he passed it he greeted it with an act of love. “It took me years,” he said, “to discover that Josephine theology, and here I had only to open my eyes to see it confirmed.” So much did he appreciate this discovery that, being now in Venezuela, and having had that memory come back to him, he said to his children, “Even if it were only because I came across so many pictures of Saint Joseph being crowned by his Son, my trip to Quito would have been well worth it.” 177

The Father often relived the memory of these depictions of “theological affection” and of the help they had given to his devotion to the Patriarch. He considered himself indebted to him who is the teacher of interior life. Therefore, when Father Roberto, the Counselor, brought up the possibility of building a church in Caracas, the Father suggested that it be dedicated to Saint Joseph or to the Holy Family.178

5. His golden jubilee (1975)

After two weeks in Venezuela, the Father had still not recovered from his fatigue. The conditions at Altoclaro could not have been better. The mild climate and quiet surroundings had promised a happy and speedy recovery of his strength. But still not feeling well, he decided to return to Europe instead of going on to Guatemala, where he was impatiently awaited by all his children in Central America, and by Cardinal Casariego.

On the eve of his return to Europe he wrote to the cardinal, telling him of the change of plans. For months, he said, he had been eagerly looking forward to the trip to Guatemala, but the doctors had advised him to put it off for three or four months. It made him sad to have to give up that trip, but what could he do? “I have thought it over carefully,” he said, “and, looking at things in the presence of God, I think they’re right, since my absence has been overly prolonged. I am sure it will all be for the best—omnia in bonum!” 179

His resolve to later resume his catechesis, which in Venezuela he would be leaving only half completed, was announced to his children in Caracas on August 30, in a get-together at Altoclaro. It was almost noon when the Father showed up in the living room. Without beating around the bush, he opened his heart to them, saying, “I love you so much! I love you like a mother and like a father. It’s hard to believe that it can be this way, but if it’s what God wants …” 180

He easily and affectionately kept up the conversation, which now consisted of questions and answers. But something happened which took his listeners by surprise. In the middle of the get-together, he suddenly, and without raising his voice (since he was in no condition to speak loudly), gave them a wonderful promise. He said:

I don’t have any time left, because this all happened very quickly and I have to take off to Europe. But I will come again soon. I will be back, and not be in a hurry. I will dedicate to each of you as much time as you want. Firm commitment, okay? The commitment of an Aragonese! 181


He was deeply thankful for having been able to meet with thousands and thousands of people who loved the Lord and wanted to serve the Church and all souls. He was leaving Latin America after having experienced, in all the countries he visited, the truth that “the Lord is a really good payer, already here below.” 182 In his catechetical trip he had gotten as far as the Lord had allowed him to get. He did not feel guilty about having run out of strength. For if his reserves of physical energy were totally used up, it was because of generosity, because he had been unstinting in his apostolic self-giving. And in any case, he had given a strong blow to the devil, confirming his children in the faith and preaching sound doctrine to multitudes. His body had weakened, but his spirit had maintained its faithfulness. The breaches of loyalty to the Church still distressed him, acutely; but above and beyond that suffering, he felt the certitude that God does not lose battles, as he wrote to Archbishop Marcelo González Martín:

In spite of everything, my life is filled with a healthy optimism, because I am convinced that everything will turn out all right, and that souls throughout the world will find God’s light and the certainty they are seeking.183


He had, in fact, a supernatural optimism that made him confident that the current situation was something passing. He hoped that sunrise would soon come and dissipate the darkness. For this, he trusted in the power of prayer; and he prayed relentlessly. “In this time of Advent,” he wrote to the secretary of the Central Advisory, “I am going to our Lady, begging that she, who brought the Savior into the world, vouchsafe to shorten this time of darkness and restore light and peace to souls and to the Church.” 184

In the months of catechetical work, he had tried to forget completely himself and his ailments, to work intrepidly for Christ and his Church. As they went from country to country, he and Don Alvaro sent some lines to Archbishop Benelli, the Vatican’s Undersecretary of State. The first letter was written in Brazil, “where the Lord is blessing in an extraordinary way the efforts of our Work,” and is signed by “Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer” and “Alvaro del Portillo.” 185 The one sent from Lima was written by Don Alvaro. It says:

Once more I am writing to Your Excellency, with affectionate greetings from Peru. Here continues this most fruitful catechesis, in which our founder is speaking for many hours each day to crowds, bringing them to love the Church and the Vicar of Christ. It’s incredible, the number of conversions and confessions. I think that what I am writing will be a consolation to the Holy Father.


Alvaro del Portillo—Josemaría Escrivá 186

After his weeks of preaching in Brazil and Argentina, the Father had begun to feel very fatigued. He went to the get-togethers with migraine headaches, drowsiness, some fever, and a general lack of strength. Also, the cataracts which had started developing around 1971 were getting worse. The vision in one eye was greatly impaired.

But he got around that last problem with admirable decorum and naturalness. During the huge get-togethers, when all kinds of questions were coming at him from this or that end of the hall, he would calmly walk from place to place on the stage. Very few people knew that his sight was severely impaired. He could hardly make out the red light that came on when someone wanted the microphone. He located the questioner as best he could—and spoke as if he were alone with that person. Occasionally he used the expedient of having some boy come up on the platform or stage. He would give him his arm, ostensibly just to get himself some support, and would follow the indications that the boy spontaneously gave him, as to the direction of the microphone being used.187

*      *      *
 

On his arrival in Madrid on September 1, the Father was noticeably tired, but smiling. As was to be expected, he right away went in for a checkup, and the doctors imposed a period of rest. A second checkup on September 13 showed the patient much improved: without a cough, with an appetite, and walking steadily. But the analyses did show a worsening of the renal insufficiency and clear signs of a cardiac insufficiency due to a weakening of the left ventricle.188 A checkup done at the end of the month confirmed that he was much better: more animated, and able to go up and down stairs without help. However, some of the test results were alarming; for example, the amount of urea in his blood. There is in the report this notation: “The remarkable observation in this examination is the contrast between his generally satisfactory condition and some significantly pathologic test results.” 189

Meanwhile, letters were starting to pour in from all over Latin America, thanking him for the catechesis he had done there. A sizable heap of them came from Colombia. The Father happily read them, one by one. They helped him to do his prayer, and he prayed for each person and for each need. But, between the lines, he could perceive how unhappy his Colombian daughters were, not only about his poor health, but also about the longed-for visit that had never become more than a promise. So he wrote to them:

Don’t make a tragedy of this, since there’s no reason to. This time around, since the Lord disposed it thus, I wasn’t able to be with you. I hope—and am planning—to be seeing within a very short time my Colombian daughters, in their element and multiplied by a hundred. So many souls are waiting for us in that dearly beloved country! 190


He spent the second part of September at Castelldaura (the conference center near Barcelona), resting. Resting, that is, without giving up his work habits. He did not want any exemptions from the daily schedule nor to be relieved of any of his duties of government. And he never lost his patience or cheerfulness. His doctors recommended that, to improve his lung capacity, he do some breathing exercises. With great good humor he applied himself to blowing up balloons, doing deep exhalations, breathing through a straw, and raising a swarm of bubbles in a glass of water.191

*      *      *
 

During his brief stay at Castelldaura, the Father worked on documents pertaining to the issue of Opus Dei’s classification in canon law. He was obeying the Pope, following his directives. A year earlier, in that audience he was given on June 25, 1973, he had informed Pope Paul of the work being done on the revising of Opus Dei’s juridical structure. The Pope was happy when he heard this news, and even happier when he learned that the Technical Commission charged with that task (a commission headed by Don Alvaro) was moving along at a good pace. Pope Paul, on that occasion, had encouraged the founder to present the documents to the Holy See as soon as they were ready.

With that, Opus Dei would be given a canonical configuration appropriate to its foundational charism. This was the “special intention” for which the whole Work had been praying for so many years, and the Father himself for over half a century.

From the outset, he had adopted as his motto, “Deo omnis gloria” [“All glory to God”], and had been guided by docility to the divine inspirations. He had behaved as a most faithful instrument in the carrying out of God’s commands; and God had never let go of his hand. Since the moment that he had him “see” Opus Dei, he had accompanied him in the fulfilling of this mission.

God led me by the hand, quietly, little by little, in the making of his “castle.” “Take this step,” he seemed to say; “now put this here; take this from in front and put it over there.” Thus the Lord has built his Work, with firm lines and fine details, old and new, like Christ’s word…. What I have had to do is let myself be led.192


During his stay in Venezuela, he related some personal details of the history of the Work. He said that he had always seen himself as “God’s secretary,” as a person taking down dictation, trying to follow what someone else was dictating.193

On September 30 the Father returned to Villa Tevere. By now the Codex Iuris Particularis of Opus Dei was completely finished and had been examined by the General Council of the Work. It was presented to the founder, and on October 1 “he approved it in all its parts.” 194 There had been incorporated all the changes needed for it to accord faithfully to the foundational charism, of which the Father was, “by the divine will, the sole and exclusive depositary.” 195 This provided the foundation for the definitive canonical structure of Opus Dei. Foreseeing that moment, the last paragraph of the minutes of approval noted that: “This Codex will be presented to the Holy See at the time of requesting the new canonical configuration which the Work desires, within the perspectives opened up by the dispositions and the norms of application of the decrees emanating from the Second Vatican Council.” 196

The objectives of the Special General Congress were fulfilled, and everything was prepared and ready for that last step. A rigorous revision of the statutory provisions had been made, and all those elements that the founder had been forced to concede were retrieved. Thus the points referring to the projected canonical garb and those referring to the spirit and physiognomy proper to Opus Dei were in concordance.

The Father was not sure that the moment for presenting to the Holy See the request for that institutional change would come during his lifetime. But that did not worry him. A few months earlier, in Argentina, when speaking to some of his sons about the special intention, he advised them to keep a supernatural outlook on it—to stay very calm, very happy, and very united to him. “And,” he said, “if the Lord disposes of my life before this materializes, be united to the one who succeeds me; even more united. Make the resolution to love him with all your heart.” 197

From then on, whenever he touched on this theme of the institutional question, he did so with great serenity, not wanting the quest to be rushed, but insisting that it be taken to heart, responsibly. “Not one,” he said, “but a hundred lives, if you had them, you should give in order that the Work attain the definitive juridical solution.” 198 By this time, every word he said to his children had in their ears a special resonance, a kind of impression of a last will and testament. Then again, for the Father, who lived every moment with an eye on eternity, the present was always driven by the future.

This sense of urgency comes through loud and clear in the letter that he sent out for Christmas 1974. In it he stresses the obligation that all of his children have to do Opus Dei. And this call to carry the Work forward—is it not an echo of that question that the founder had asked his followers back in the beginning, “Will you continue the Work if I die?”

The letter is quite long. Here is an excerpt:

My dear children: May Jesus watch over my daughters and sons for me!


As I send you these lines with my warmest greetings for Christmas, I would like to repeat to you once more, so that it will get etched deep in your souls, that the Lord is depending mightily on us, on each one, and that we all have to feel on our shoulders, with optimism and a genuinely universal outlook, the blessed burden of responsibility for bringing the Work forward, as God expects. A burden that, since it comes from the Lord (“iugum meum suave est et onus meum leve” [“my yoke is easy, and my burden light”]—Mt 11: 30), does not distress or overwhelm….


Feel in your hearts the certainty that we are engaged in a divine task, one willed by God, to which we have to respond with loyalty, with faithfulness in both the big and the little things, without letting up in our personal struggle. For if we neglect the seemingly unimportant details, then right through there—that little open window—will come into our spiritual castle, to destroy it, like a gang, all kinds of sins and all kinds of operational errors.199


In the get-togethers held during those days, he also said things of that kind. On Christmas morning, for instance, he said to his sons:

The world is in a terrible mess, and so is the Church. Perhaps the world is as it is because the Church is the way it is…. I would like you to have deep in your heart that cry of the blind man in the Gospel, so that you can be made to see correctly, with clarity, the things going on in the world. For that, all you need to do is obey in those few things that are asked of you, following the indications that the directors give you.


Tell the Lord many times, while seeking his presence, “Domine, ut videam! Lord, that I may see!” Ut videamus! That we may see things clearly in the midst of this apparent revolution, which really isn’t one; it’s something satanic.200


Such was his insistent repeating of those aspirations that it did drive into their souls the cry of that blind man from Jericho.

Domine, ut videam! That each of us may see! Ut videamus! Let us pray that the others may see. Ut videant! Let us request that divine light for all souls, without exception.201


In the greeting he gave his daughters on Christmas Day, the Father proposed to them those same aspirations.

Domine (Lord), ut videam! (that I may see!). Domine, ut videant! That they may see! That we may see by the light of the soul, with clarity, with a supernatural outlook, the things of earth —those that seem big to us and those that seem little to us, because everything becomes big when there is love and supernatural vision. And that we may see by the light of the intellect, with clarity of ideas, now when the world and the Church are filled with falsehoods, with heresies from all eras, which have risen up like serpents.


Let us ask the Lord to keep us united, as he has up till now, in the truth of the faith. And then, that all of us—all—may, by the light of our eyes, see the things of earth in such a way that we don’t make too much of them. They are passing things.202


Beneath this discourse, the Father was dialoguing with his quiet suffering for Christ’s Church. Certainly he was not asking light for his impaired eyes, as was the blind man from Jericho. He was seeking a purer vision of the world, which he loved passionately but without being carried away by its attractions. Very few knew about his physical condition. At this time the Father was suffering a pretty severe loss of sight; and it was moving to see the grace with which he bore this infirmity.203

The year of 1974 came to an end. On New Year’s Eve, the Father was back with his sons in Rome. They brought him a carved image of the Christ Child. He very gently and lovingly took it in his hands and unabashedly did, as he put it, “childish stuff.” There came to his memory that statue of the Christ Child in the convent of Santa Isabel, in Madrid—that little statue that he had often danced around with, singing. Now, looking with tenderness at this other image of the Christ Child, he covered it with kisses and confessed to his sons, “It doesn’t embarrass me to kiss the Child as I did when I was little. Now that I am leaving the world, it doesn’t at all embarrass me.” 204 He blessed them with the statue and then gave it to them, to take to Cavabianca. It was the “first stone” of the Roman College of the Holy Cross.

On the next day, the Father gave New Year’s greetings to his daughters, saying:

This year will be a very good year. There will be sufferings ahead, but borne with God’s grace and a good attitude, they won’t be bad things, but good; you have to draw good from everything.


It will be a good year, my daughters, because we will come close to our Lord like never before.205


That night his renal insufficiency produced a fluid buildup in his lungs, which resulted in serious cardiac distress. He was immediately attended to, both spiritually and medically. The next morning, despite the seriousness of the attack and the fact that he had gotten little sleep, he was back on his feet. On January 3 he went to Spain to get a thorough physical from the doctors who knew his medical history.206 Then, from Madrid, he went to spend a few days at La Lloma, the conference center he had stayed in when doing his catechetical work in Valencia, in 1972. While there, he had his eyes examined by an ophthalmologist to find out if he should have an operation. And there, close to the sea near Valencia, he had several get-togethers with his children. He refreshed their memories of some of the great events in Opus Dei’s history, and then grew more pensive. He said:

I am now seventy-three—well, I will be in a few days—and I am on my way out of this world. Soon we’ll be celebrating the Work’s fiftieth anniversary. And what’s fifty years for an institution? But we’ve been kicked around quite a bit; that’s why we’re so spread out.207


He got back to Rome on January 8, the day before his birthday. The doctors were surprised by how quickly and well he had recovered from his eye problems and other ailments. On January 13 he wrote to Cardinal Casariego to assure him that he would very soon “be able— finally!—to realize my dream of going to Guatemala.” 208

As he had done the year before, he asked the advice of the doctors, and they pondered the pros and cons of the trip he was thinking of making to Venezuela and Guatemala in February.

He seemed to be getting stronger by the day. So, after careful consideration, the doctors gave their okay, with some conditions. There was to be less moving around and more rest; he was not to go above an altitude of five thousand feet; and, finally, he must at all times be accompanied by a doctor.209

The Father also made his own preparations for the trip. In mid-January he mobilized thousands of people to pray and offer sacrifices to our Lord and our Lady for the work he hoped to do in Latin America.210 And before crossing the Atlantic, he wrote (in connection with the golden jubilee that he would be celebrating two months later) a letter to all the members of Opus Dei:

My dear children: May Jesus watch over my daughters and sons for me!


I am writing you to ask that on this coming March 28, the fiftieth anniversary of my ordination to the priesthood, you pray for me in a special way—invoking as intercessors our Mother holy Mary and Saint Joseph, our father and lord—that I may be a good and faithful priest.


I don’t want any ceremony planned, because I want to spend this jubilee in accord with what has always been my ordinary norm of conduct: to hide and disappear, so that only Jesus shines forth.


But I also ask that we all be very united on that day, with a deeper gratitude to the Lord (this March 28th is Good Friday), who has spurred us to share in his holy cross, that is, in that Love which sets no conditions.


Help me to thank God for the immense treasure of the call to the priesthood and for the other divine vocation, to the Work, and for all his mercies and all his benefactions, “universa beneficia sua, etiam ignota”—even the ones I haven’t noticed. Let us give thanks, my daughters and sons, because even though we are of such little worth—nothing—our Father in heaven, in his infinite goodness, has expanded our hearts and, with that fire that he came to bring into the world, has sparked in our souls a great Love. Let us also show him a filial acknowledgement of our having learned in his Work to love the holy Church and the Roman Pontiff with deeds and in truth.


Accompany me in adoring our Redeemer, truly present in the Blessed Sacrament, in all the “repositories” of all the churches in the world, on this Good Friday. Let us spend that day in intense and loving adoration.


Let us ask pardon for all our sins, and for the sins of all people, with an eagerness to do purification and reparation in the face of so much blindness. Ut videamus! Ut videant! That we may see; that they may see.


Let us spend that day closely united to the Blessed Virgin— contemplating her beside the cross of her Son—in recollected adoration, thanksgiving, reparation, and petition.


Joy and sorrow come together there, iuxta Crucem Iesu [beside the cross of Jesus], and all the ceremonial words and gestures known to humanity are inadequate for praising the Love that gives itself there. So, my daughters and sons, let us commemorate this priestly anniversary by renewing the resolution that we will gratefully, each day, at the foot of the cross—of the altar—share in the Life that Jesus Christ gives us; that the holy Mass will be always the center and root of our existence. That is the best celebration of priesthood.


I am already deeply moved by the affection that you will put into commemorating in this way my fifty years as a priest. Strive to observe this feast closely united to my intentions, especially that of my Mass. You will be amazed to see how many lights and mercies we will receive from our Lord, if we strive to stay within easy reach of his glance, praying and working in his presence consummati in unum, forming a single heart with ever greater eagerness to serve the holy Church and souls.


An affectionate blessing from your Father,


Mariano 211

On January 29 he left Rome for Madrid; and on February 4 he continued on to Caracas.

*      *      *
 

He had more than one motive for going back to Venezuela: the need to keep his word, the promise he had made to return; the desire to meet with the hundreds of his sons and daughters born to the Work in the Americas, whom he would never see again in this world; his uncontainable apostolic zeal …

“Father,” one of his daughters said, a few days after his arrival, “what a gift of God to have you here!” And he agreed. He said, “We’re together not by chance, but because our Lord has chosen to give me this joy.” 212

From the first moment, the Father placed himself entirely at the disposal of the directors of the Work in Venezuela. He put it this way: “I’m just an inert object here; so I’ll do whatever you want. Is that clear? I’ll do whatever you want.” 213

Altoclaro did not have that quiet, secluded look of a few months earlier. On the sports field a stage had been set up, and, under the protection of a huge tent, since the sun would be fierce, thousands of chairs were set up. The Father was prepared to follow a program of comings and goings, receive all the foreseen visits, attend the planned get-togethers, and observe the house schedule. But to think that in any of those activities he was going to conserve his energies was sheer imagination. Suffice it to read what was entered in the diary of Altoclaro on February 11, when the large gatherings had just begun: “Our Father devotes himself to souls, to people, superabundantly giving of himself, with a cheerful spirit and a youthful energy that never quits. But when the tension of the get-together is over, one can see, by looking at the Father, the great effort he put into it.” 214

The Father, evidently, was losing much of his strength, but without realizing the extent of his fatigue. He shook off his tiredness with supernatural considerations. This phenomenon was particularly noticeable in his conversations with young people, during which his spirit would lift theirs to high ideals. His physical vitality might have declined, but his ability to enthuse souls had certainly not. He said to a group of girls:

In Venezuela, and from Venezuela, many great things must be done, and for that are needed young, fired-up hearts, clear heads, likable and wonderful people, like my daughters and the friends of my daughters. Let’s see if you’re game— because God sure is! But you have to leave your comfortloving, easy-going ways behind! 215


The Father had a way of combining joking with speaking seriously. In a get-together on February 13, when a numerary assistant was asking him a question, he affectionately interrupted her, saying:

I have a tremendous envy of you. Since I am a man, I can’t be a numerary assistant. But I have often thought, “Josemaría, what would you like to do?”


And—this may surprise you a bit—I’ve answered myself, “To not be in Opus Dei.” But why? So that I could ask admission and take the last place.


If I were a woman, how marvelous! Because then I would be a numerary assistant, for sure.216


The Father was continually giving advice to souls, and governmental guidelines to the directors. Upon his arrival he did not have a chance to see the capital, because they drove directly from the airport to Altoclaro. Nevertheless, on the very next day he was urging them on, broadening their apostolic horizons. He said:

I haven’t seen anything of Caracas, but on the way over here, I saw from the highway those miserable shacks. In Opus Dei there is room for everyone. The vocation to it is not just for the college-educated. You do have to deal, yes, with the rich, but also with those people who are hungry, and, especially, hungry for God. The Work is for everyone. You have to reach those who have money and those who don’t have anything.217


That all the visits and other activities were carried out as planned is rather surprising. Granted, the Father had, for the first time in his catechetical trips, agreed to spend more time in bed, and even to lie down from time to time during the day, so that he could appear in public more refreshed at the next get-together. But this behavior did not have a restorative effect on him. On the contrary, it was an expedient that masked his tiredness and hid the fact that he was not really in shape for taking part in those huge get-togethers that left him exhausted. But he braced himself with the thought, “God knows if I’ll ever see these children again here on earth!” 218

On February 15 he left Venezuela for Guatemala. Meeting him at the airport were Cardinal Casariego and Father Antonio Rodríguez Pedrazuela, the Counsellor for Central America. As soon as he had descended from the plane, he gave them each a warm embrace; and the cardinal said in greeting, “The Church in Guatemala is very happy to have you here, Father.” 219

There had been plenty of time to prepare for his arrival. Members of the Work, friends, Cooperators, and many others had come to Guatemala from nearby countries, such as Costa Rica and El Salvador, and from more distant places, including Colombia, the United States, and Canada. There was a sense of great expectancy since they were not really sure of getting to see him. Even the Father himself seemed to feel the need to verify his presence. On the day after his arrival, he wrote in a copy of the first edition of The Way this inscription:

To my daughters and sons in Guatemala, an affectionate blessing, upon the joy of finding myself—at last!—in this blessed land.


Guatemala City, Feb. 16, 1975.


Mariano 220

On that same day, there began the get-togethers with various groups. In the middle of the afternoon the Father went by car to the city to bless the centers of the Work and the land on which the definitive headquarters of the Regional Commission would be built. He recollected himself in the car for a few seconds, in silence, and then, when they arrived at each place, he slowly and deliberately gave his blessing.

On the morning of the eighteenth he had a get-together with a good-sized group of diocesan priests. “I am very eager to learn things, so I can put them into practice,” he told them before beginning his conversation with them.221 In the afternoon he visited Altavista (the conference center), and specifically its Marian shrine, to bless a statue of Our Lady of Mount Carmel. The shrine was dedicated to our Lady under this title “in memory of our Father’s sister, Carmen, who, with the Grandmother, generously and selflessly helped and sustained the apostolates of the Work.” 222

February 19 was Don Alvaro’s name day. The sun was bearing down and the Father was feeling the weight of its rays. Someone asked, “What does one need to do to be faithful like Don Alvaro?” A resounding applause broke out, and the Father joined in it. But it was obvious that he was not feeling well. The glare of the sun was hurting his eyes, and the dry air was choking his voice.

That night he came down with bronchitis, laryngitis, fever, and severe exhaustion. The get-togethers planned for the remaining four days of his stay in Guatemala had to be put on hold. It was doubtful not just when he would recover, but whether he would. This time he was completely depleted, like a squeezed lemon. The logical thing was to return to Europe.

He, of course, accepted the will of God. He said:

My children, I am happy with the work being done in these lands. You need to keep working along the same path. It’s hurt me a lot not to be able to stay with you. Patience! At first I was sad; now I’m happy. I’ve offered it all to the Lord for the work in Central America. In your neighbors’ country I was very well, and I came here hoping to speak with many people. But God has not permitted it. We are offering it up to him with joy.223


It was certainly a big disappointment. Entire families had set out days earlier. Some people had spent their savings to see and hear the Father. But once the initial reaction of dismay had passed, everyone took it well and didn’t lose their cheerfulness.

On the day of his departure, February 23, thousands of people congregated at the airport, in the hope of getting to hear him speak. At the least, they wanted to bid him farewell.224 The Father was very moved. At the runway itself, the cardinal asked a blessing for the crowd. It was a request the Father could not turn down; and before getting into the plane, he greeted and blessed all those people.

Three days later he wrote from Madrid:

My dear Cardinal:


I just got back to Europe, and I feel the need to write to you right away, because so many things are going through my head and my heart. I see in them all the loving hand of the Lord, although at times it is hard to understand his plans.


I am happy—most happy! I started this new trip, as Your Excellency requested, with the desire to continue my catechesis in the Americas, to speak of God with so many souls, and to learn to better love and serve our Master. I wasn’t able to carry out everything that had been planned for me, but I renew my continual thanksgiving to the Blessed Trinity, because I did have the joy of seeing some of the results of the copious apostolic work that my daughters and sons are doing in those countries—accompanied, in Guatemala and El Salvador, by the most special affection of Mario….


I want to end by thanking you for all the fuss you made over me, which this sinner does not deserve. I have already “forgiven” you for making me give a blessing at La Aurora Airport to that multitude of people who with such affection pray for their cardinal—though I think the one who prays for you the most and is most fond of you is myself.225


*      *      *
 

Upon his arrival in Rome he plunged back into his usual work, happy that the Lord was giving him “good enough health to be able to cope with my daily work in normal fashion.” 226

On the morning of March 19, the feast of Saint Joseph, he went to Cavabianca, not to preach to his sons, but to open wide his heart to them. He started by saying, “Last night I thought about so many things from years ago. Certainly I always tell you that I am young, and it is true—‘ad Deum qui laetificat iuventutem meam!’ I am young with the youthfulness of God. But it is a lot of years.” 227

He had spent a long time that night reliving his vocation and the early steps of the history of the Work, reflecting with amazement on the path that had been traveled. He thought about those presentiments he had had as a teenager, and about the work he had done as a young priest with a universal mission to fulfill. Before his eyes there passed those dying people in the hospitals, the poor in the slums of Madrid, the children he had catechized, and the abandoned, lonely sick he had comforted … So many memories came rushing back, clamoring to be voiced, each of them representing one of God’s mercies toward the founder.

My sons, I am relating to you a bit of what my prayer of this morning was. It all just fills one with embarrassment and gratitude, and more love. Everything done up till now is a lot, but it’s also little—in Europe, in Asia, in Africa, in the Americas, and in Oceania. Everything is the work of Jesus, our Lord. Everything has been done by our heavenly Father.228


The path was now well marked out. The mission he had received from God had been carried out.

You have ahead of you so much road that’s already been traveled, you can’t go wrong. With what we have done in the theological realm—a new theology, my children, and the good kind—and in the realm of canon law; with all that we’ve done with the grace of the Lord and his Mother, with the providence of our father and lord Saint Joseph, with the help of the guardian angels, you can’t go wrong now, unless you are scoundrels.


Let us give thanks to God. You already know that I am not needed here that I’ve never been needed.229


How quickly the years had gone by. And how many changes and new things they had brought. A few days earlier, he had heard that The Way had been translated into Quechuan. That seemed a dream. Forty years back, there had been printed in Cuenca Consideraciones espirituales, the predecessor of The Way.230 The weight of the years was making itself felt. He felt it keenly when he had to write to one of his children a letter of condolence upon the death of their father or mother. This was occurring almost every day, since the family of Opus Dei had multiplied astonishingly. By now he was more than a Father; he had become a patriarch, of people from every continent and of many races and tongues. The history of the Work was the product of God’s grace and of a half century of intense priestly work. He had been ordained a priest in Saragossa on March 28, 1925, not yet knowing the ultimate reason for his vocation, still crying out, “Domine, ut videam!” Now he was going to be celebrating his golden jubilee as a priest, on Good Friday.

For months he had been preparing in the depths of his soul for his celebration of that feast. And as much as he examined his life, he could not find any notable progress. His state of spiritual advance was, in his eyes, not even like that of a baby taking its first steps. He was not ashamed to express this when praying aloud before the tabernacle on Holy Thursday. He said, “After fifty years, I am like a stammering child. I am beginning, beginning again, every day. And thus I will be to the end of the days that remain to me: always beginning again.” 231

He took a glance back and saw a forest of crosses: “an immense panorama—so many sorrows, so many joys. And now, all joys, all joys. Because we have the experience of sorrow being the hammering of the divine artist who wants to make out of each of us—out of the formless mass that we are—a crucifix, a Christ, the alter Christus that we need to be. Lord, thanks for everything. Many thanks!” 232

On the next day (the day of his jubilee) he tried to draw up a balance sheet of his life. The result was a very positive one—but not in his favor, but the Lord’s. All he could do in the end was laugh at himself.

I wanted to take stock of these fifty years, and I ended up laughing out loud. I laughed at myself, and was filled with gratitude to our Lord, because it is he who has done everything.233


He spent the day interiorly recollected. He celebrated the feast interiorly. In accord with his ordinary norm of hiding and disappearing, he did indeed “spend that day in intense and loving adoration.” 234 But his daughters and sons did give him presents: a large reliquary for a fragment of the True Cross, and some sacred vessels. And he deeply appreciated it, because the objects were destined for divine worship. For him, he thought, they were too much; but for God, very little.235

6. His last days and his death

Work had been under way at Torreciudad for five years, without interruption. At the end of March 1975 it was estimated that the work on the shrine would be completed by the beginning of summer. The construction time limits had been rigorously adhered to, and even the sculptor had hurried along, not for a moment taking it easy. Thus the execution of the altarpiece was moving ahead at the same pace as the rest of the construction work. The ceremony of inauguration of the shrine was already being planned when the Father stated that it would be good to open it up to the public as soon as it was finished, but that he himself would not be taking part in the opening ceremony. He said, “I won’t be going to the inauguration of Torreciudad. Once the work is finished, the Counsellor will bless the place, with the ‘benedictio loci’ formula, and then the liturgical services will begin.” 236

A few weeks later, however, he felt obliged to change his plans and visit the shrine.

*      *      *
 

In spite of having left it when he was only thirteen, the founder always felt linked, with a very lively affection, to Barbastro, the city of his birth. The correspondence that he kept up with its local authorities and with some families related to his by marriage kept alive his feelings for his little hometown. Thoughts of Barbastro, he wrote to its mayor in 1971, “fill me with joy,” because “I am very much a Barbastran and try to be a good son of my parents.” 237 And of this he gave good proof by the exceptional services that he rendered to his compatriots and their entire province, the first of which was the effective mediation he did to keep the diocese of Barbastro from disappearing when the Spanish dioceses were restructured after the civil war.238

The city council, without consulting him, decided in 1947 to confer on him the title of Favorite Son of Barbastro. But, although he was happy about that show of affection and respect, he avoided having the city give him a public tribute in 1948. (He was, by the way, a master of the art of eluding honors or extricating himself from ceremonies without offending their organizers.)

Around 1960, in Saragossa, it was decided to name a street after him. As soon as he heard about this, he took the opportune measures to dissuade the promoters from continuing this effort. He also succeeded in preventing his compatriots from carrying out a similar plan in Barbastro. Nevertheless, around 1971, without previously consulting the interested party, Barbastro’s city council went ahead and named the principal avenue of a new suburb “Monsignor Escrivá de Balaguer.” 239 Also, by that same procedure of fait accompli, giving the founder no say in the matter, the full council, in its session of September 17, 1974, unanimously decided to award him the Gold Medal of the City of Barbastro, “in recognition of the outstanding attributes of exemplariness and universal renown which were combined in him, and of his constant interest in, and concern for the improvement of, on every level, the inhabitants of Barbastro and its region.” 240

At the time that the city council was gathering to make that decision, the founder was still recuperating from his apostolic exertions in Venezuela and Guatemala. And when, a little later, he arrived at Villa Tevere, he found waiting for him a letter from the mayor, communicating the prestigious honor bestowed on him by his compatriots. His prolonged absence from Rome, and the fact that he had promised to return again to the Americas, inclined him to refrain from making additional trips. But his children made him see that he could not for a third time refuse the homage that Barbastro wanted to pay him. Especially since the celebration would really be a family one. So he expressed his sentiments to the mayor, for him to relay to the other members of the city government:

I, too, have the eager hope that the Lord will grant me the grace of getting to be with my “home folks” in the near future. I am really desirous of this, because I am convinced that (although I find it impossible to imagine) it will increase my affection and prayer for Barbastro and its region.


I ask you to pray for me and for my priestly work, invoking Our Mother of Torreciudad, who has brought and will bring so much good to souls. I place at her feet all your dreams and projects, so that she will bless and watch over them.241


The Shrine of Our Lady of Torreciudad is a half hour’s drive from Barbastro. When he went there for the medal presentation ceremony, the Father would also be able to visit the shrine and give on-site any final recommendations that might be necessary. That was the reason he decided at the last minute to return to his birthplace.

The trip was set for May 1975. The first days of that month, the Father was fatigued and his health did not seem good, but it did not seem bad enough to cause great concern or to warrant canceling the trip, though it was postponed for a few days. On the fifteenth he left Rome for Madrid. There he stayed in his old room at Diego de León, which shared a wall with the oratory of the house, so full of memories. His program of work, visits, and get-togethers in Madrid went along quite normally, but then, on the night before his trip to Torreciudad and Barbastro, he suffered a serious cardiac incident (involving a pulmonary edema), from which, fortunately, he promptly recovered.242 He was expected at Torreciudad at noon on the twenty-third, and he did not disappoint them.

The last time he had been there was that rainy day in April 1970 when, walking barefoot, he had prayed the Rosary and had then blessed the excavation where the chapel with the confessionals would be built. The five years since then had been ones filled with hopes and hard work. And now, with the visit of the Father, there began days of rejoicing and celebrating. It was, indeed, about noon when a helicopter was seen on the other side of the reservoir, and a joyful pealing of bells broke out. The helicopter landed on the esplanade of the shrine, and, as the Father got out, the peals echoed across the mountains and valleys.

He visited the old shrine and spent some time looking at the building complex that surrounded the new one: the two conference centers, the research center, the tower, the porticos … Everything was made of brick, and had a dignified and graceful but vibrant look about it. “From humble material, taken from the earth, you have made divine material,” he told the architects.243

Then, still early in the afternoon, accompanied by a good number of his sons, he paid a long visit to the new shrine. Everything about it— the proportions of the area, the bold, modern design of the space, the originality of the brickwork, the dignity and grandeur of the altar— forcefully attracted his attention. He sat down on a bench to contemplate it all. He raised his eyes to the reredos, and even though it was still scaffolded, he was lost in admiration.

In the sanctuary, from in back of the choir stalls to the point at which the ceiling began, the composition rose, framed with braids of chain links and foliage, and embellishments sprinkled with thistles, roses, and stars.

In a niche in the center of the reredos was the statue of Our Lady of Torreciudad: the old Romanesque statue, now restored. Above it, as a central theme, was a depiction of the Crucifixion, and above this, an oculus for the Blessed Sacrament. The two side panels of the structure showed scenes from the life of our Lady: her espousal, the Annunciation, the birth of Jesus … And at the very top, finishing it all off, was a depiction of the coronation of our Lady by the Blessed Trinity.

In between the vertical dividing lines, there were vaulted niches for Opus Dei’s patron saints and intercessors.

The entire work was executed in alabaster (a material fairly plentiful in that region), polychromed in soft tones.

The Father could not take his eyes off it. He said:

It’s a marvelous reredos.


What sighs the old ladies will let out here! And the young people! What sighs! Good! Only we Opus Dei crazies can do this, and we are very happy to be crazy.244


Note was taken of his observations about where the organ should go, how the niche for our Lady should be fitted out, and how the figure of Christ in the Blessed Sacrament chapel should be illuminated.

On the following day, May 24, the Father consecrated the main altar, and when the ceremony was over, he spoke a few words to those present, reminding them that the altar is an altar of sacrifice. He said:

I have just consecrated another altar. There are many others all over the world: in Europe, in Asia, in Africa, in the Americas, in Oceania. On these altars, your brothers offer to the Lord the sacrifice of their lives, joyfully, because a sacrifice done with Love is an immense joy, even in the hardest moments. You all have a bit of experience of that. But don’t exaggerate it. Let’s not compose tragedies. We have to take life a little as a comedy, since there are many things to laugh at….


Whenever I consecrate an altar, I try to draw out personal implications.


Look at what is done to an altar to consecrate it to God. First, it is anointed. You and I were anointed when we became Christians: on the chest, and on the back, with holy oil. We also were anointed the day we were confirmed. Those of us who are priests have been anointed on the hands. And I hope that, God willing, we will be anointed on the day we receive Extreme Unction, which doesn’t frighten us. What joy, to experience being anointed from the day one is born to the day one dies! To realize that one is an altar of God, something of God’s, a place where God carries out his sacrifice, the eternal sacrifice according to the order of Melchizedek.245


Late that evening, he was given the news that a son of his, Monsignor Salvador Canals, had died, in Rome. Once again, that saying “nulla dies sine cruce” was proved true; the Father never went a day without some kind of cross.

On Sunday, May 25, in Barbastro’s city hall, the gold medal ceremony took place. After the conferring of the honor, the Father replied with some words of thanks. But he had hardly said three sentences when he had to interrupt his own speech, because of being choked up. His voice breaking, and his eyes brimming with tears, he asked pardon of all those present. He said:

Sorry. I am very overcome with emotion, for two reasons. First, because of your affection; and second, because late yesterday I received notice from Rome of the death of one of the first ones I sent to do Opus Dei in Italy. A pure soul, an outstanding intellect….


He served the Church with his virtues, with his talent, with his effort, with his sacrifice, with his cheerfulness, with this spirit of Opus Dei which is one of service. I should be happy about having one more in heaven, since an event of this kind is bound to occur so frequently in such a numerous family. But I am very tired, very tired, very overwhelmed. You will forgive me, and be happy to know that I have a heart. I continue.246


He then resumed the reading of his address.

Later that afternoon he and his companions went out to the esplanade of the shrine to see the ceramic murals representing the mysteries of the Rosary. (Each of the mysteries has its own altar.) As they walked along, they prayed the Rosary, and they finished it in the crypt, in the Chapel of Our Lady of the Pillar. Then the Father asked where there was a confessional that was ready for use, and he there and then went to confession to Don Alvaro. Afterward, Don Alvaro went to confession to him. And thus the confessionals at Torreciudad were inaugurated.247

The Father was already back in Madrid by Monday, May 26, and on the thirty-first he flew from there back to Rome. One event worth mentioning, although it went relatively unnoticed at the time, is documented in the founder’s medical records: “While in Madrid, during the early hours of May 30, there was another attack of dyspnea [labored breathing] and tachycardia [rapid heart rate] similar to that of May 21. It ended quickly and after a good sleep, he felt well again.” 248

It is difficult to imagine that, in the face of what happened, the Father was not aware of the seriousness of his condition. But, to help us understand the attitude with which he awaited death, there is another item that is of obvious biographical eloquence. A few hours after coming out of the cardiac crisis of May 22, he wrote in one of his personal notes: “So thin is the membrane separating us from the other life that it is worth it to be always prepared to embark on that trip with joy.” 249

That was a reflection pulled from his own experience. We must go to the next life cheerfully, since we don’t have a permanent dwelling here. The barrier separating the one life from the other is very fragile. So the Christian has to be ready to welcome death with a smile.

*      *      *
 

Those nocturnal crises of the last days in May could be seen as a warning, of an approaching end. The Father acknowledged this, but without being dramatic about it or calling any attention to himself. After each of these incidents he immediately resumed his normal work life, “without fixating on his health or dwelling on his physical well-being or lack thereof.” 250 He kept a tranquil attitude of holy abandonment, consuming in the service of the Church and of the Work the days that the Lord chose to grant to him.

He did not envision the departure from this world as something rough. The founder had discovered, by divine mercy, that he was in that stage of life in which it is natural to go over the “days that are left,” with the hope of making them more fruitful.251 Surely there was present to him that consoling thought that the bishop of Avila had written to him, and that he had included in The Way: “No, for you he will not be a judge—in the harsh sense of the word. He will simply be Jesus.” 252 For in describing death, he made use not of gloomy images, but of comparisons that imbue the soul with a joyful serenity.253

It is possible that the Father had a presentiment that his time was short, not so much because of the alarming failings of his health as because of the irresistible attraction toward God that he felt in his soul. Death would find him prepared and in the company of his custodes. And should it arrive suddenly and unexpectedly, that for him would be a joyful event. It would be “as if the Lord surprised us from behind and, when we turned around, we found ourselves in his arms.” He also said that when his “good sister death” opened the door to Life, he would cross the threshold holding onto our Lady’s hand, to be presented to the Blessed Trinity.254

Clearly, however, he was suffering greatly from the thought that he had not adequately responded to the graces he had received. And this sorrow born of love led him, one day, to make a forceful declaration. He was in a get-together with his sons on the General Council when, in a quiet but clear voice, he said:

The Father? A sinner who loves Jesus Christ, and who can’t quite get the lessons that God gives him. A great big fool— this was the Father! Say that to those who ask you, to those who will ask you.255


He continued to tell his children that on earth he was nothing but an encumbrance, but that from heaven, on the other hand, he would be able to help everyone better. He had an enormous craving to see the face of the Lord. He had lovingly scoured the pages of the Gospel in search of it. He had followed the footsteps of the Master, preaching his teachings and spreading the “bonus odor Christi”—the divine fragrance of his humanity—but without being able to see his face.256 He had Christ’s features engraved in his soul. He wanted to see his face; but the divine countenance as he was picturing it was like a reflection in a fogged mirror. And the movies that showed scenes from the life of Jesus of Nazareth always produced in him a deep uneasiness, although he knew that they were helpful in the lives of other people.257 He could not find even a remote similarity between his interior image, born of love, and those artificial cinematic representations. His whole being longed for face-to-face contemplation of Christ’s gloriously beautiful countenance. In his last days he continued to cry out, “Vultum tuum, Domine, requiram! I seek your face, Lord. I want to see your face, Lord. I long to see your face.” 258

His work life constituted the environment of his contemplative existence. Industriousness was a virtue deeply ingrained in him. But he could not totally hide the weight of years that he was carrying, although he dispatched his pastoral and governmental duties as though he still enjoyed his full physical faculties. During the day, he managed to hide his fatigue, but the weakness of his legs was obvious when he walked, and there was from time to time a slight trembling of his hands. And he arrived at the evening get-togethers clearly exhausted. Being at home with his family, he did not mind letting his sons see this. His gestures had become gentler, more paternal. But the apostolic force of his words and teachings was more powerful than ever.259

He was always thinking about how he could transmit integrally and faithfully the legacy that he was leaving to his children: the spirit of Opus Dei and the carrying out of the apostolic work in more than thirty countries.260 He thought about those who now made up the Work, and about those who would come to it in the course of the centuries. And, right now, he wanted to finish the new seat of the Roman College of the Holy Cross.

Before leaving for Spain, he had made a visit to Cavabianca, where his sons were alternating study with various other tasks. At that time they were busy with gardening, the cleaning of floors, and the painting and decorating of the Holy Cross chapel. He told those who were working in the chapel that he envied them, and in response to the surprised looks on their faces, he explained that he had had the chapel built for two purposes: one based in supernatural piety, the other in natural piety. It was to foster devotion to the Holy Cross, and it was to serve as a mortuary chapel for those whom the Lord decided to take to heaven while they were at the Roman College.261

He had been back in Rome for only a week when on Saturday, June 7, he showed up again at Cavabianca. In anticipation of his arrival, his sons had cleared out the oratory of Our Lady of the Angels, taking down the scaffolding so that he could see the results of the painting they had done there.

Among the groups, he went looking for those sons who were leaving for Spain to be ordained as priests that summer. He had come, of course, to greet them, not to say good-bye, “since we never say ‘Good-bye,’ but only ‘See you later.’ “ 262 He had a long get-together with his sons, which began with a consideration about continuity:

You are starting out in life. Some are starting and others finishing, but we are all the same Life of Christ. There is so much to do in the world! Let us ask the Lord, always, that he grant it to all of us to be faithful, to continue the work, to live that Life, with a capital “L,” which is the only one worth living. The other one is not worthwhile; it slips away, like water through one’s hands. In contrast, that other Life! …263


On Sunday, June 15, he returned once more to Cavabianca and met with his sons in the reading room. Before this he had made a tour of the property, on foot, going from one place to another, inspecting the garden, the sports fields, the oratories, and the fountains. He was worn out, and he told them in a low voice, “I had to sit down. You wouldn’t think so, but we took quite a walk out there … What a walk!” Cavabianca was becoming, he said, all that he had hoped it would be: a pleasant place for work and for relaxation, for prayer and for sport. And with the concrete help they were giving, by painting walls, cleaning floors, watering the new plants, and so forth, they were continuing the tradition that Opus Dei had had from the time that the first center was opened. The difference, he said, was that back then it had been done “with less means than now—with just our reputation as crazies. They said of me that I was a young and crazy priest. They were right, and they still are now. I’m delighted to be crazy.” At this point Don Alvaro interjected that he was still young. And he replied, “Young? My legs tell me no, quite often.” 264

On Sunday, June 22, he again made the rounds at Cavabianca, to make some recommendations before leaving Rome. He focused especially on the oratory of Our Lady of the Angels. In the reading room, with the bookcases still empty, he spoke of joy, but not without letting a sigh of weariness escape him. “I’m tired,” he said. “I’m not used to doing a lot of walking, and I’ve been walking around from one end to the other here.” 265

Cavabianca was at the point of completion, although there were still lots of little details to finish up. “Father,” someone asked him, “will there be a celebration for the last stone?” And he replied, “The last stone? A very short celebration: ten minutes. To give thanks to God; for ten minutes.” 266

*      *      *
 

On Wednesday, June 25, there was a family celebration of the anniversary of the ordination of the first three priests. “Chiqui” was already in heaven; the other two, Don Alvaro and Father José Luis Múzquiz, were still on earth. The founder had remembered all three very specially in his Mass, and also those he had ordained after them, and those who were to be ordained within a few weeks. And he had asked of the Lord that all of his sons and daughters always have a priestly soul. How much he had prayed for all of them, “and specifically that each of his daughters be deeply imbued with a priestly soul.” 267 During the get-together after dinner, his happiness and good humor were very much in evidence. Several times, he took out of his pocket a little clay whistle (given him a few days earlier by some girls in a youth club), turned towards Father Javier, and blew the whistle, to the amusement of everyone.

In the evening he went to the oratory of the Holy Family, for Benediction. The day had been an intense one, filled with prayer, and by evening he was quite tired. As he went down the stairs for the evening get-together, he was carrying the tray with the chamomile tea that the doctor had prescribed. Those accompanying him wanted to relieve him of the tray so that he could more easily see the steps, since he could hardly make them out. But he resisted, and jokingly complained, “You won’t even let me make these small sacrifices!” 268

Across from where he was sitting while drinking the tea, there was a little statue of our Lady, at which he glanced frequently, silently saying aspirations.269 And afterwards, during the late-evening get-together, he seemed absorbed, immersed in prayer. What thoughts were going through his mind?

On the following day, Thursday, June 26, he celebrated Mass at eight in the morning, assisted by Father Javier.270 It was the votive Mass for the Blessed Virgin Mary—the Mass in whose opening prayer the priest asks for “continual health in mind and body.” Those words must have moved him in a very special way that day, because the last ones he would ever write on a page of his notebook, despite the fact that he very well knew it by heart, were the final words of that prayer: “a praesenti liberari tristitia et aeterna perfrui laetitia”— “so that freed from present sorrows we will enjoy forever the joy that never ends.” 271

At nine-thirty, accompanied by Don Alvaro, Father Javier, and the architect Javier Cotelo, he went by car to Castel Gandolfo, where his daughters were awaiting him. As he and his companions set out from Villa Tevere, they began to say the joyful mysteries of the Rosary. The trip took a little longer than usual, because of some work being done on the roadway. During the trip he commented that perhaps in the afternoon they could visit Cavabianca, to check on some details concerning the oratory of Our Lady of the Angels.

Upon arriving at Villa delle Rose, the center in Castel Gandolfo, he went into the oratory and spent a few minutes on his knees. Afterwards he had a get-together with his daughters, in the living room. In this room there was a picture of our Lady gently resting her face on the head of little Jesus, drawing it towards herself, and gracefully holding a soft-hued rose between the fingers of her other hand.

The founder fixed his gaze on this picture. (He never failed to greet our Lady upon entering or leaving a room.)

The picture had belonged to Doña Dolores, and had received the last glances she gave before dying. It was popularly called “Our Lady of the Well-Groomed Child,” because the Child Jesus—a plump, rosycheeked child of about two or three, with a candid smile—has his hair carefully parted and combed.

An armchair had been brought in for the Father, but he ceded it to Don Alvaro, and took an ordinary chair. He said to his daughters, “I very much wanted to come here. We’ve got to use our last hours of being in Rome to take care of some unfinished business, so as far as everybody else is concerned, I’m already gone; I’m just here for you.” 272 And then he said:

Yesterday you celebrated, I’m sure, the anniversary of the ordination of the first three priests, and surely you are praying as well for the fifty-four who are about to be ordained. Fifty-four—that seems like a lot, an almost unbelievable number for these days, if you think about what’s going on around us. Yet really they are very few; they disappear so soon. As I’m forever telling you, this water of God which is the priesthood always gets quickly absorbed by the soil of the Work. These drops of water, our priests, they disappear at once.


You, my daughters, have priestly souls. You know I tell you this every time I come here. And your brothers who are laymen have priestly souls also. Each of you can and should help, with that priestly soul of yours; and in this way, with the grace of God and with the ministerial priesthood of us, the priests of the Work, we will all be able to do an effective job.273


The conversation continued in this calm and pleasant vein. There were anecdotes, recommendations … About twenty minutes into it, he started to feel ill. The get-together was ended. He felt dizzy, and had to go lie down. After a little while, since he was still not feeling well, he took his leave, asking his daughters’ pardon for the trouble he had caused.

It was eleven-twenty. The trip back to Rome was made by the shortest possible route. The heat was oppressive, and the Father attributed his indisposition to this. There were no traffic slowdowns on the trip back, and they entered Villa Tevere a few minutes before noon. The Father got out of the car easily and with a cheerful expression on his face. No one suspected anything more than a slight indisposition.

He stepped into the oratory and made his customary genuflection: slow, devout, with a greeting to the eucharistic Lord. Then, immediately, he headed for the room he usually worked in. Father Javier, who had stayed behind to close the elevator door, heard him call him from inside the room. He went to him. “I don’t feel well,” he said in a weak voice. And at that point he collapsed.

The paragraphs that follow are taken from a letter that Don Alvaro, as Secretary General of Opus Dei, wrote to the members of the Work on June 29, 1975, from Rome:

We did everything possible, spiritually and medically. I gave him absolution and Extreme Unction, while he was still breathing. There was an hour and a half of struggle, of hopes: oxygen, injections, cardiac massages. Meanwhile, I renewed the absolution several times….


We found it hard to believe that he had died. To us, of course, it was a sudden death. But surely for the Father it was something that had been maturing, I would dare say, more in his soul than in his body, because each day he was more frequently offering his life for the Church….


We placed him in front of the altar in the oratory of our Lady, with all veneration and affection, first taking away the votive candelabra that is always there. The Father was still dressed in his black cassock….


Four candlesticks were brought. The body of our Father was carefully arranged, with all affection. A little later, there were put on him—over the black cassock—an amice, an alb, a stole, and a chasuble. The alb was of cambric, ivory-colored, over red silk and (from the waist to the feet) under Brussels lace. It was the alb that he used on feast days….


The Father’s face looked extremely serene—a serenity that infused a great peace in whoever saw it.


He died as he had wanted to die: greeting an image of Our Lady of Guadalupe. He received from the hands of our Lady the rose that opened the gates of eternity to Love.
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157 AGP, P05 1974, 2, p. 531.

158 AGP, section N, file 3 leg.413.28 (Diario de Altoclaro, en los días en que el Padre, por primera vez, estuvo en Venezuela: 15–VIII–1974 a 31–VIII–1974).

159 See AGP, P05 1974, 2, p. 551. The Father once gave this rationale for the custom: “You already know that in our centers, first comes the tabernacle; then your sisters (who live five hundred miles away); and after them, in last place, ourselves” (AGP, P01 1973, p. 578).

160
Diario de Altoclaro, p. 18.

161 AGP, P05 1974, 2, p. 564. His drawings of ducks were very sketchy, but every duck had its bill open, as if asking for more. This symbolized his daughters’ incessant praying, and their propensity to loquaciousness.

162 See Diario de Altoclaro, p. 59.

163 AGP, P04 1975, p. 213. In The Way of the Cross, one of the points for meditation that he gives for the sixth station reads:

Get to know the Sacred Humanity of Jesus…. And he will place in your soul an insatiable hunger, an “uncontrollable” yearning, to contemplate his face.


In this longing, which it is impossible to satisfy on earth, you will often find your consolation.


(See also Diario de Altoclaro, p. 51, and Psalm 27: 8.)

164 “At the end of the day,” narrates the keeper of the diary, “we went with the Father for a moment to the little parlor. On passing by the entrance hall, the Father noticed an old strongbox that is sitting by the front door, as a decorative piece. He asked us, ‘What treasure are you keeping here?’ Father Roberto, thinking it was empty, opened it very forthrightly, to show the Father that we weren’t keeping anything in that poor, beat-up strongbox. But—surprise!—there appeared a chamber pot. It was clean, but it was a chamber pot. Someone, perhaps to leave clear of accessories the spare front bathroom, had hidden, precisely in this box, the utensil in question; and there, inside the box, its homely figure shone forth.”

165 AGP, P04 1974, 2, pp. 613 and 617.

166 Ibid., p. 615.

167 Ibid., p. 648.

168 AGP, RHF, EF–740828–1.

169
Diario de la visita … a la Argentina, p. 199.

170 See Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2619ff. There are innumerable examples of the founder’s devotion to Saint Joseph. Our Lady and Saint Joseph are the patrons of the entire Work. When, in the Ferraz Street residence, the Father was setting up our first oratory and making the arrangements for obtaining the needed permissions, he entrusted the matter to the Holy Patriarch, whom he called “our father and lord Saint Joseph.” Afterwards, in thanksgiving, he directed that the key to the tabernacle of every Opus Dei oratory should be on a small chain with a medal of the saint, and have engraved on it “Ite ad Ioseph” [“Go to Joseph”]. He entrusted to him the apostolate, particularly by means of a simple prayer to be said on March 18, the eve of his feast day. He also recommended invoking him as the patron saint of a happy death, and instituted the practice within the Work of observing the devotion of the Seven Sundays of Saint Joseph. Since he acted, for many years, as head of his birth family, he liked to imagine that the home of his mother and siblings was that of Nazareth, which helped him behave toward them as would Saint Joseph. And he was very happy when, during the pontificate of Pope John XXIII, it was decided to include mention of Saint Joseph in the canon of the Mass. His merging of his two first names into one was also a sign of his love for and devotion to Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.

On January 19, 1973, his brother, Santiago, presented him with a statue of Saint Joseph that had been in the home of their maternal grandparents. It was made in France, of plaster, unpainted; with a simple patina emphasizing the shadows and details. The statue had also been in Aunt Carmen’s house in Rome. (See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 1152.)

Dr. José Luis Soria recalls a wonderful brief description that the founder made of the Holy Patriarch on March 18, 1974: “Saint Joseph is marvelous! He is the saint of devoted humility—of the permanent smile and the shrugging of shoulders” (AGP, RHF, T– 07920, appendix 2, p. 24). It was his way of expressing how absolutely disposed the Holy Patriarch was, day and night, to do the will of God; how serenely and confidently he opened up paths through difficulties, staying attentive to those whom God had placed under his protection.

171 See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 354.

172
Diario de la visita … a la Argentina, p. 199.

173 Ibid.

174 AGP, P04 1974, 2, p. 73.

175 Ibid., p. 85.

176 Ibid., p. 245.

177
Diario de Altoclaro, p. 22.

178 Ibid., p. 38.

179 AGP, RHF, EF–740828–1.

180 AGP, P04 1974, 2, p. 632.

181 Ibid., p. 640.

182 AGP, RHF, EF–740828–1 (a letter to Cardinal Casariego, written in Caracas). During both of his catechetical trips, the one in 1972 through the Iberian Peninsula and this one of 1974 in Latin America, the founder had been able to see for himself the great work being done by his children in very diverse fields: education, doctrinal formation, social projects for the poor … There were many such enterprises, and very many souls who by means of them were receiving the help they needed to get closer to God.

Among the corporate initiatives of the Work and other projects undertaken by members of Opus Dei as personal apostolates, there were several high schools, and also some family farm schools, for the religious education, professional training, and personal development of country folk. In Peru the Father was also able to speak with professors and students from the University of Piura. (Piura is a city in the northern part of the country.) This is a university started by Opus Dei members in 1969; the founder was named its chancellor. By 1974 it had already attained solid prestige in the academic world. Because of his health problems, the founder was not able to go to Piura during his visit to Peru.

183 AGP, RHF, EF–720219–2.

184 AGP, RHF, EF–731205–1. In another letter to this same person (Carmen Ramos García), and in many other letters as well, he recommended praying “that the Lord will deign to shorten the time of trial that the holy Church is undergoing” (see AGP, RHF, EF–740502–1).

185 AGP, RHF, EF–740531–1.

186 AGP, RHF, EF–740727–1. See also EF–740814–1 and EF–740830–1.

187 See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 1505. In May of 1974 he was examined by Dr. Alejandro Marín Lillo, who observed an opacity of the lens and that he had only a third of normal visual acuity in his right eye. See AGP, RHF, D–15111.

188 See AGP, RHF, D–15111. The uremia level was six times the normal one.

189 Ibid. These last tests were run in Barcelona, at the San José hospital.

190 AGP, RHF, EF–740910–2.

191 AGP, RHF, D–15111.

192
Letter 25 Jan 1961, no. 4. The metaphor of castle-making refers to children playing with building blocks.

193 In Diario de Altoclaro, in the entry for August 17, 1974, we read: “He told us that he has always been a simple secretary, scribe, Escrivá. He has been a secretary of God’s.”

On more than one occasion he had been asked, “Why did you found Opus Dei?” And sometimes he had given an answer taking himself completely out of the equation: “I have to say that I did not found Opus Dei; Opus Dei was founded in spite of me. It was a wish of God’s, that was carried out in spite of me, something God wanted, that got realized, and that’s that. I am a poor man who did nothing but get in the way. So don’t call me the founder of anything.”

(See AGP, P04 1975, p. 90.)

194 “Act Approving the Codex Iuris Particularis of Opus Dei; October 1, 1974,” section V: see Amadeo de Fuenmayor, Valentín Gómez Iglesias, and José Luis Illanes, The Canonical Path of Opus Dei, trans. William H. Stetson (Princeton, 1994), p. 570, and also pp. 387–92.

195 Ibid., p. 569. The founder had this document drawn up in order to “give evidence” of (a) “the approval of the Codex Iuris Particularis of Opus Dei,” (b) “the stages of its composition,” and (c) “the binding force which is attributed to the norms which make it up” (see ibid., p. 565). After this statement there is a brief history of the sessions of the Special General Congress, of its proposals and conclusions, and of how, in the past, it had been necessary “to include in our particular statutes some expressions or norms proper to the general part of the apostolic constitution Provida Mater Ecclesia, accepting a canonical garb which did not correspond to the nature of our spirit.”

To this document is attached, as an appendix, a literal transcription of the final conclusions of the Special General Congress, which were approved, unanimously, on September 14, 1970. And the first of these conclusions is the decision to request that the institutional problem of Opus Dei be resolved by her being granted “a juridical configuration different from that of the ‘secular institute’: one which would substantially conserve our present particular law, but which would permit the suppression of the elements proper to the institutes of perfection; that is to say, the profession of the three evangelical counsels of poverty, chastity, and obedience, and the obligatoriness of that profession by means of bonds of a sacred character” (ibid., p. 561).

196 Ibid., p. 570. The next sentence reads: “The Holy See is then to be asked for the suppression of the norms relative to the profession of the evangelical counsels, and for the approval of the modifications that must be introduced into the Codex Iuris Particularis, inasmuch as they are demanded by the new canonical configuration.”

197 And he continued, “I say this because I, when I was young, thought I even knew the time when I was going to die. But don’t tell people how foolish I was, okay? So now, now I’m not certain about anything about myself. Blessed be God! Carry on! As God wishes, when God wishes, where God wishes” (Diario de la visita … a la Argentina, p. 99).

A few days later, the Father mentioned again—twice—this thing about the time of his death (see Diario de la visita … a la Argentina, pp. 124 and 197). This makes us suppose the repetition was a conscious and deliberate one.

198 AGP, P01 1982, p. 1266. (He said that to the members of the General Council, during a get-together on December 10, 1974.)

199 AGP, RHF, EF–741200–2. The founder is alluding here to an old folk tale which many of the classic spiritual writers make use of in their discourses. At the stroke of midnight, when everyone in the mansion is asleep, and the embers in the hearth, and all the candles, have been extinguished, a band of robbers who have been lying in wait creep up to the house. All the doors are locked and bolted, and all the windows are barred—except for one very small window quite high up. The robbers get a small boy in through it, and once he is inside, he unbolts and opens the doors.

200 AGP, P01 1975, p. 779.

201 Ibid., p. 782.

202 Ibid.

203 His right eye, as we have mentioned, had lost two-thirds of its visual acuity; and when, on December 19, 1974, he was examined in Rome, the ophthalmologist noted an opaque area in the center of the lens of his left eye, with some alteration of the retina. This diagnosis was later confirmed in Madrid, by Dr. Marín. But by the end of January 1975, after treatment, his vision had improved. See Alejandro Cantero, Sum. 6596, and AGP, RHF, D–15111.

204 AGP, P01 1975, p. 65. See also volume 1 of this biography, pp. 310 and 593.

205 AGP, P01 1975, p. 784.

206 See Javier Echevarría, Sum. 3142, and Alejandro Cantero, Sum. 6596. He had suffered another serious heart attack, with an acute pulmonary edema, on the night of November 10, 1974. At that time he had been attended by Don Alvaro, Father Javier, and Dr. Soria. Two days later he had been brought to Madrid, where he had been examined by Drs. Alejandro Cantero, Eduardo Ortiz de Landázuri, Diego Martínez Caro, and José Manuel Martínez Lage. See AGP, RHF, D–15111.

207 AGP, P01 1975, p. 149.

208 AGP, RHF, EF–750113–1.

209 See AGP, RHF, D–15111.

210 See AGP, RHF, EF–750114–2, EF–750121–1, and EF–750122–1 (letters to Juan Bautista Torelló, José Ramón Madurga, and Richard Rieman, respectively).

211 AGP, RHF, EF–750128–2.

212 AGP, P04 1975, p. 56.

213 Ibid., p. 21.

214 AGP, section N, 3 leg. 1058-2 (Diario de Altoclaro), entry for February 11, 1975.

215 AGP, P05 1975, p. 148.

216 Ibid., p. 185.

217 AGP, section N, 3 leg. 1058-2 (Diario de Altoclaro), entry for February 5, 1975.

In one of the get-togethers, in answer to a question about how to raise children, he said:

I’d have them spend a bit of time in those districts surrounding the big city of Caracas. I’d put my hand over their eyes, and then remove it so that they could see the shacks, one after the other—then you’ll have answered them! Let them know that if they have money, they have to use it well; that they must learn how to administer it such that everyone in some way shares in the goods of this earth. Because it is very easy to say “I’m a very good person” when you’ve never suffered any great deprivation.


A friend of mine, a fellow with a lot of money, once said to me, “I don’t know if I’m a good man, because I’ve never had a sick wife and found myself without work and without a cent. I’ve never seen my children debilitated by hunger, and been without work and without a cent. I’ve never been out on the street, having no shelter. I don’t know if I’m an honest man—what would I have done if all of that had happened to me?”


Look, we’ve got to try to see to it that that doesn’t happen to anyone. We have to equip people so that, with their work, they can secure themselves a modicum of well-being, make it peacefully through old age and illness, take care of their children’s education, and so many other necessary things. Nothing that happens to others should be a matter of indifference to us. From our place in society, we have to try to see to it that charity and justice are fostered.


(See AGP, P04 1975, pp. 83–84.)

218 Javier Echevarría, Sum. 3144.

219 AGP, P04 1975, p. 225.

220 Ibid., p. 240.

221 Ibid., p. 253.

222 The blessing was commemorated by a stone plaque, on which appear those words. See AGP, P04 1975, p. 272.

223 Ibid., p. 325.

224 Shortly before leaving the house for the airport, the Father, accompanied by some of his sons and Cardinal Casariego, went into the oratory to say good-bye to the Lord. There before the altar, he said the prayer for blessing a trip. Then the cardinal boldly stepped forward, took off his skullcap, and, gesturing toward the tabernacle and toward the others present in the oratory, said, “Father, in the presence of our Lord God and of these sons of yours, I am not moving from here until you give me your blessing.” The cardinal knelt down, and the Father made over him the Sign of the Cross.

As they were leaving, the Father said, “Mario, you’ve gotten something that no one else has gotten.” And the cardinal replied, “I couldn’t miss the chance to get the blessing of a saint.” (See Alvaro del Portillo, PR, p. 2023, and AGP, P04 1975, p. 337.)

225 AGP, RHF, EF–750226–1.

226 AGP, RHF, EF–750328–1 (a letter to Cardinal Casariego).

227 AGP, P01 1975, p. 800. (The Latin is from the first half of Psalm 43: 4—“I will go up to the altar of God, the God who gives joy to my youth”—which until a few years after Vatican II was prayed at the beginning of every Mass.)

228 Ibid., p. 803.

229 Ibid.

230 See AGP, RHF, EF–750312–1 (a letter to Father Dermot Molloy McDermott).

231 AGP, P01 1975, p. 809.

232 Ibid., p. 810.

233 Ibid., p. 809.

234 AGP, RHF, EF–750128–2.

235 Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 1629.

236 AGP, P01 1975, p. 814.

237 AGP, RHF, EF–710328–1 (a letter to Manuel Gómez Padrós). See also EF–710330–1 and EF–750324–1 (letters to, respectively, Martín Sambeat Valón and Manuel Gómez Padrós).

238 See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 1448.

239 See Javier Echevarría, Sum. 3252 and 3253; AGP, P05 1975, p. 828; and Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 390.

240 Municipal archive of Barbastro, and AGP, RHF, D–11770. For more on the awarding of the Gold Medal of the City of Barbastro, see Manuel Garrido González, Barbastro y el Beato Josemaría (Barbastro, 1995), pp. 127–34.

Barbastro’s city council also, “at the request of the Special Committee of Leading Authorities, Community Leaders, and Various Representations, in a session held on August 6, 1975, unanimously agreed to name Monsignor Escrivá de Balaguer, posthumously, as Barbastran of the Year” (municipal archive of Barbastro, and AGP, RHF, D-11770). The title was publicly presented on September 7, 1975. See also Garrido, pp. 135 and 193–94.

241 AGP, RHF, EF–741003–1.

242 Dr. Cantero, who lived at Diego de León, relates: “On the night of May 21 to 22, 1975, Father Javier Echevarría woke me up, telling me to hurry down to the room that Father was using. This was at the Diego de León center, in Madrid. When I got there I saw that Father Alvaro del Portillo and Father Javier were already there with the Father, who was complaining of a sharp pain in his chest. He had over thirty respirations per minute, and his pulse count was over one hundred fifty per minute. His sputum was pink, meaning that he had a very serious acute pulmonary edema. In those circumstances, I witnessed him requesting absolution from Father Alvaro del Portillo” (Alejandro Cantero, Sum. 6646).

243 AGP, P01 1975, p. 819. Soon after arriving, the Father—who characterized himself as “nitpicking”—had observed from an upper-story window some of the details of the brickwork. The layers of brick that he saw were finished with the utmost professional skill: the bricks were all of exactly the same height, the result being perfectly horizontal lines. And he commented to one of his sons, “Looking this morning at how the bricks are laid in places that are hardly visible, I was happy to see that you have taught the workers to work well, facing God” (César Ortiz-Echagüe, Sum. 6893). (Probably he was thinking of those stonecutters of the cathedral of Burgos, who produced the Gothic filigree and ornaments on the high pinnacles which could hardly be seen from below.) That work, done for God, was operatio Dei: a human work with a divine value.

244 AGP, P01 1975, p. 820.

245 Ibid., p. 824.

246 The ceremony addresses can be found in three places: Scritti editi sparsi (Rome, 1983), pp. 89–90; AGP, P01 1975, pp. 829–35; and the May 27, 1975 issue of Saragossa’s El Noticiero. The first two sources include these impromptu remarks made by the Father.

247 “The Father had hardly arrived at Torreciudad,” recalls César Ortiz-Echagüe, “when he asked us if the confessionals were finished. And when we told him yes, he said, ‘Well, tomorrow is my day for confession, and I will have the joy of being the first to use one of them’” (Sum. 6872). See also Jesús Alvarez Gazapo, Sum. 4348.

248 AGP, RHF, D–15111.

249 Julián Herranz, Sum. 3963. See also Giuseppe Molteni, Sum. 3828, and Alvaro del Portillo, Una vida para Dios (Madrid, 1992), p. 89.

250 Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2099. And, Bishop Echevarría adds, he asked the doctors “not to treat him with indulgence or to think he should dedicate more time to rest or disengage himself from tasks which were of the utmost importance for the service of God.”

Sufferings as such did not matter to him, says Archbishop Herranz (in Sum. 4004), “but he accepted them and even loved them because he saw them as ‘caresses from the Lord,’ as means of personal purification. The most important thing was to keep the Work going…. I always noticed, with admiration, that he lived a normal life of the most intense work, cheering the others on in theirs, communicating to everyone his peace and supernatural joy.”

251 See AGP, P01 1975, p. 761. “The months of November 1974 to June 1975 went by as a period of spiritual preparation for the definitive embrace with the Lord, in a continuous crescendo” (Ernesto Juliá, Sum. 4250).

252
The Way, no. 168.

253 He always viewed all aspects of death from the standpoint of a supernatural hope. Bishop Echevarría quotes him as saying, “God is the Lord of life and of death. So he watches over us and calls us at the most propitious moment, the one that is best for us” (Sum. 2735).

That was something he knew by experience, having seen the way that hundreds of daughters and sons of his had gone to their deaths. When they had learned that they had only a few days to live, they had prepared themselves to die well, offering up their sufferings with a supernatural joy. That is why he said that for those whom the Lord calls to Opus Dei, it is “the best place to live and the best place to die” (Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2732).

This perspective of leaving this world for a joyous encounter with God (the God of justice and of mercy), he saw expressed, metaphorically, in the lyrics of an Italian song of the fifties; and he told his children to sing it at the hour of death: “Aprite le finestre al nuovo sole, è primavera …” [“Open the windows to the new sun, spring is here …”]. See Ernesto Juliá, Sum. 4256, and AGP, RHF, T–04861 (testimony of María Begoña Alvarez), p. 10.

Many years earlier the founder had made use of harsh, stark images (see, for example, The Way, nos. 741 and 742), but always in a context filled with supernatural hope.

254 Umberto Farri, PR, p. 139.

255 This took place on April 5, 1975, during the get-together after dinner. See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 1632, and Joaquín Alonso, Sum. 4712.

256 The scripture reference is 2 Corinthians 2: 15.

257 Monsignor Joaquín Alonso comments, “I was always very impressed by the strength and energy, filled with love, with which he spoke of his desire to meet Jesus Christ. He had us meditate on the greatness of this encounter, and he wondered out loud what the face of Jesus would be like and how he would look at us. It was something that went very deep with him…. During showings of films about the life of Christ, in which there were scenes showing the Lord, it was very rare for him to stay to the end. Usually he would, after just a few minutes, leave the auditorium [of Villa Tevere] where the movie was being shown, and go back to work. He was never satisfied with the cinematic representations of Jesus Christ, because of the richness of the image of the Lord that he had inside him” (Sum. 4811).

Archbishop Herranz gives corroborating testimony. He notes that from the age of sixteen, the founder had meditated by “putting himself in the scenes of the Gospel and relating to the supremely lovable humanity of our Lord.” Whenever a film on the life and Passion of our Lord was shown, the actor playing Christ would scarcely have appeared on the screen when the founder would get up from his seat and leave in silence. “He could never bear to see an actor representing the person of Christ; it hurt him to the core…. He had, as though burned into him by fire (the fire of love of a contemplative soul), an image that was much more perfect, richer, more vivid, and more his own, of the most holy, gentle, and lovable humanity of Christ our Lord” (Sum. 3945).

258 He often, even as a boy, recited and meditated on this verse (Psalm 27: 8). See Alvaro del Portillo, Sum. 1294; Javier Echevarría, Sum. 2725 and 3291; and Xavier de Ayala, Sum. 7631.

259 See Jesús Gazapo, Sum. 4330.

260 The final period of his life was, as we have seen, also one that he spent defending doctrine and the faith, through his catechetical trips. The expansion to new countries, in Asia and Africa, he left confidently in the hands of his sons and daughters, accompanying them with his prayer, his counsel, and his work. In this period, the apostolic expansion continued into several countries: Australia (starting in 1963), the Philippines (1964), Nigeria (1965), Belgium (1965), Puerto Rico (1969).

There remains to be mentioned, however, another aspect of his life: his books and other writings. Although he realized that he had an aptitude for writing, the founder renounced from the beginning a taking of the literary path, in order to put all of his time and effort at the service of his vocation. His written work is very abundant, and is a product of the interior richness of his soul. Particularly outstanding are his teachings on the universal call to sanctity and on apostolate. Thus, The Way, for example, has a very special origin. But really the same can be said of Furrow and The Forge. They, too, are collections of thoughts; Conversations is a collection of interviews with reporters; and Friends of God and Christ Is Passing By are collections of his homilies selected from the many that the founder preached during his life. (See, in the present volume, chapter 6, section 6: “The foundational charism.”)

261 See AGP, P01 1975, p. 611.
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264 Ibid., p. 857.

265 Ibid., p. 859.

266 Ibid., p. 861.

267 Letter of 29 Jun 1975 from Don Alvaro to all the members of the Work.

268 Julián Herranz, Sum. 3879.

269 “He was seated in a corner of the living room, and he spoke very little during that family gathering; instead, he devoted himself to looking at the Madonna that was in front of him. That is how I remember him: looking at the Blessed Virgin and seeking refuge in her protection” (Joaquín Alonso, Sum. 4762).

270 See Javier Echevarría, Sum. 3287.

271 See Joaquín Alonso, Sum. 4762, and Julián Herranz, Sum. 4032.

272 AGP, P01 1975, p. 673.

273 Ibid. (See also Immersed in God, p. 196.)
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