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			The secrets of Opus Dei

			Key information

			
					Date founded: 2 October 1928.

					Official objectives: to evangelise and to encourage everyone to be holy in their everyday lives.

					Unstated objectives: to increase their influence in the Catholic Church, contain the theological change symbolised by the Second Vatican Council and promote the Christianisation of society through political and economic alliances.

					Most prominent members:	Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer, Spanish prelate and founder of Opus Dei (1902-1975).

	Álvaro del Portillo, Spanish prelate, Secretary General of Opus Dei and Escrivá’s successor (1914-1994).




			

			Introduction

			Since its creation in 1928, Opus Dei (Latin for ‘Work of God’, also known as ‘the Work’) has regularly been the subject of controversy and rumour, particularly due to its secretive nature and the influence it is considered to have, whether or not this is correct, over the Catholic Church and the Pope himself. And for good reason: in the 1950s, according to the regulations of the institution itself, its members were forbidden from revealing that they belonged to the Work without the authorisation of a superior, while a decade earlier they had been advised not to discuss the organisation with non-members. Repeatedly accused of being an elitist and secretive organisation, implicated in various financial and political scandals, Opus Dei certainly stimulates curiosity.

			Currently, however, Opus Dei has nearly 90 000 members, which represents only 0.008% of the Catholic population worldwide. While that might seem low, its influence over the Roman Curia is real, whatever its leaders might say. While it is completely detached from the ecclesiastical hierarchy and only depends on the Pope himself, Opus Dei’s influence extends far beyond a strictly ecclesiastical setting and reaches the highest economic and political circles.

		


		
			Opus Dei throughout history

			Foundation of Opus Dei

			Opus Dei’s foundation is closely linked to its founder Josemariá Escrivá de Balaguer, and its development is intertwined with the rise of Francoist Spain (1939-1975).

			[image: ]

			Portrait of Josemaría Escrivá. This painting can be found in the church of St. Mary of the Angels, Chicago.

			Its officially recognised founding date is 2 October 1928, although many believe that the association only properly existed after 1939, the year in which the Spanish Civil War ended and Francisco Franco (1892-1975) came to power. However, when its founder Escrivá was asked about this, he stated that the organisation’s beginnings were closely linked to the story of his soul, which is unfortunately a little vague. What we can be sure of nonetheless is that Escrivá agreed to explain subsequently. According to him, in 1928 he had a vision during a retreat in an ecclesiastical residence in Madrid. In this vision, God revealed the project that would later become Opus Dei.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Originally, the organisation did not have an official name. It was only later on, during a conversation between Escrivá and his confessor, that the latter asked him how this ‘work of God’ was going. ‘The Work’ was then just a nickname whose Latin translation later became the organisation’s official name.

				

			

			Spain in the 1930s

			Opus Dei’s beginnings were humble and peaceful. It more closely resembled a space for reflection and discussion than a body that advocated a strict spiritual withdrawal from the world. The first meetings took place in Madrid in an apartment that Escrivá shared with his family. But the situation soon took a turn. In the 1930s, Spain drastically transformed: it changed regime from a monarchy to a republic, the second republic in Spanish history. After the municipal elections in 1931, the left came to power and the House of Bourbon, represented by King Alfonso XIII (1886-1941), was forced to flee the country.

			For the young Escrivá, the 1930s started badly. When the left-wing parties came to power, Spain become brutally secular and anticlericalism spread across the country, particularly in Madrid. Priests were forbidden from teaching, crosses were removed from cemeteries and public buildings, and processions were outlawed. There was total separation between the Church and the state. As the Prime Minister Manuel Azaña (1880-1940) highlighted in a speech before the Cortes on 13 October 1931, “Spain has ceased to be Catholic”.

			Unhappy with the government and the victory of the Spanish Popular Front in the 1936 elections, the far-right movements united to organise an insurrection and plunged Spain into a civil war. Opus Dei’s first members were caught up in the Siege of Madrid and were forced to disperse. They did not meet again until the end of the war in 1939, when Escrivá returned to the capital alongside the Francoist troops. Opus Dei’s development only really began again in the early 1940s. At this time it found an important source of support in the Bishop of Madrid, Leopoldo Eijo y Garay (1878-1963). He gave a semblance of official status to the young organisation. In 1941, it acquired the status of ‘pious union’, according to the Code of Canon Law, but was still not officially recognised by the Holy See.

			
				
					Pious Union

					Subject to the authority of a local ecclesiastical director, a pious union is an association of laypeople and clerics who undertake charitable works alongside their professional duties. Its members therefore live in secular society and do not take any vows.

				

			

			The Roman period

			Believing that the status granted by Eijo y Garay did not fully portray the organisation’s specific nature, Escrivá aimed to adopt a status for it that did not yet exist within canon law. For this reason, he went to Rome in 1946 in order to negotiate the creation of new statuses. However, his tenacity did not initially overcome the inertia in Rome. In fact, Opus Dei did not have enough members and its activities were too marginal for him to be able to hope to be able to influence such an imposing administration. However, a year later, Pope Pius XII (1876-1958) passed a series of texts, including the apostolic constitution Provida Mater Ecclesia (1947), which would provide the legal background for the formation of secular institutes. This perfectly corresponded with what Escrivá had been aiming for, and he saw his negotiations conclude successfully.

			Arcadio María Larraona Saralegui (1887-1973) was tasked with preparing this constitution. He was helped in this task by two young priests, Álvaro del Portillo and Salvador Canals Navarrete (1920-1975), who were both members of Opus Dei and were close to Escrivá. The former would take over the leadership of Opus Dei following the death of its founder.

			The Second Vatican Council

			In the years between the adoption of the ‘secular institute’ status and the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), Opus Dei’s members vastly grew in number, from 3000 to 30 000, including over 300 priests. Escrivá, however, could not hope for any more for his organisation while Pope Pius XII, who had refused to allow Escrivá to become a bishop three times, was still in the Vatican. The election of John XXIII (1881-1963) to the papacy seemed like an opportunity, the objective being to transform the secular institute into a prelate nullius.
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			Map showing the expansion of Opus Dei.

			The specific nature of Opus Dei meant that it did not cover a distinct geographical area that could fall under the jurisdiction of a diocese: its members were spread throughout the world. Hence Escrivá believed that the status of a prelature that did not fall under the jurisdiction of a diocese, but the authority of the Pope, better suited the organisation’s setup. The request was submitted to the Pope in 1960. Two years later, it was refused due to legal and practical difficulties. This was thus another snub to Escrivá who, for the fourth time, had the bishop’s mitre denied to him.

			A short while later, the Second Vatican Council began. During this council, a proposal aiming to establish a new legal structure that corresponded with Opus Dei’s ambitions was going to be debated. However, some considerations caused the organisation to believe that the assembly was going against its principles. Escrivá did not in fact agree to open the assembly to the public and feared that the many experts who had been invited to the debates would eclipse the bishops, who were often less sophisticated and educated. All this helped fuel the resentment that he felt towards John XXIII.
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			The college of priests and the Chair of Saint Peter, in St. Peter’s Basilica, during the Second Vatican Council.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Popes are considered to be God’s representatives on earth. Within their own churches, however, they rarely create unanimity. John XXIII was no exception. Indeed, Cardinal Giuseppe Siri (1906-1989), who was close to Escrivá and was Pope John’s contemporary, described the latter as “the greatest disaster in recent ecclesiastical history” (Cahill: 2008). And by “recent”, he meant the last 500 years and the election of the Borgia popes!

				

			

			Schismatic paranoia

			Pope John XXIII did not live to see the end of his council. His successor, Paul VI (1897-1978) took over and led the discussions to their conclusion. During the assembly, the Pope condemned abortion methods, even though that had not been agreed upon with the bishops. Criticisms therefore poured forth and, among them, Escrivá’s voice was heard once again. However, unlike the majority of the people who opposed this condemnation, the latter made it clear that his disagreement was linked to the fact that Paul VI had not taken a strict enough position in his rejection.

			His opinions seemed to become more radical the more time passed, and he was now convinced that only Opus Dei could save the Church, which he believed had become too weak and overindulgent. The situation was such that they were close to a schism. The bishop John Roche also stated that the members of Opus Dei were preparing to create their own church, separate from the Catholic Church. However, Álvaro del Portillo, Escrivá’s right-hand man, managed to make him see reason and suggested a more diplomatic approach.

			A personal prelature

			The years following the council were Escrivá’s chance to make his message heard across the world in order to spread Opus Dei’s ideas. Completely occupied by his travels, he gave up his work on trying to change Opus Dei’s status, which he would never see the completion of. He died in 1975 in Rome and left the leadership of Opus Dei to Álvaro del Portillo. The organisation then entered the last phase of its development to assume the status under which we know it today, that of ‘personal prelature’.

			Created following the conciliar decree Presbyterorum Ordinis (1965), the personal prelature allowed for greater organisational flexibility than existing structures such as dioceses. In 1969, Opus Dei began procedures to reach this status, and in 1982 John Paul II (1920-2005) signed the apostolic constitution Ut sit, which finally made it a personal prelature.

			
				
					Did you know?

					While the legal structure that allows the creation of personal prelatures has existed since 1965, Opus Dei remains to this day the only organisation to have obtained this status. It is true that it perfectly matches the structure that the organisation had at the time. It would not even by too much of a stretch to think that it was created on account of Escrivá’s work.

				

			

		


		
			Most prominent members

			Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer

			Born in 1902 in Barbastro (Aragon, Spain), Escrivá’s childhood already attracted astonishment for how miraculous it seemed. Shortly after he was born, he fell victim to a meningitis epidemic that struck the region of Huesca. According to legend, it was only after his mother’s pilgrimage to the shrine of Torreciudad that the young Escrivá recovered from his illness. Following economic setbacks, the family fell into poverty and left Barbastro to go to the wine-producing region of La Rioja. An extremely pious child, he was certain from a very young age that his destiny would lead him to serve God.

			In 1920, he enrolled at the pontifical university in Zaragoza where, thanks to his excellent results, he was made a ‘higher seminarian’ in 1922. Three years later, he was ordained a priest and earned a degree in canon and civil law. He eventually moved to Madrid in order to finish his education with a doctorate in law.

			Escrivá stated that on 2 October 1928, the feast day of guardian angels, he had a vision during a spiritual retreat in Madrid. This vision was behind the founding of Opus Dei. From that moment onwards, the stories of Escrivá and that of his ‘Work’ were inextricably linked.

			Opinions vary greatly as to Escrivá’s personality. One thing is certain: Escrivá was, above all, a man of God. The compassion and devotion that he showed towards his neighbours were an integral part of his being. On the other hand, his bad-tempered, irascible and proud character did him no favours, and influenced Opus Dei’s image.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Escrivá was a truly unusual character. Eccentric and conceited, in 1968 he requested and received from the Spanish government the rehabilitation, in his favour, of the aristocratic title of Marquess of Peralta, which had been held by a distant ancestor of his. Four years later, he gave the title to his brother.

				

			

			In 1980, five years after his death, the Postulation for the Cause of his beatification introduced the Cause in Rome, following the miraculous recovery of Sister Concepción Boullón Rubio in 1976. Nearly a third of Catholic bishops supported this request and signed the petition. In 1991, the members of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints unanimously confirmed that this was a miracle and therefore granted beatification to Escrivá on 17 May 1992. A year later, another miraculous healing was submitted to be approved by the Congregation, that of Dr Manuel Nevado Rey. It was officially declared to be a miracle in 2001 and, on 6 October 2002, Pope John Paul II canonised Escrivá. This quick canonisation raised many questions, particularly on the subject of the absolute support of the Pope in this procedure.

			Álvaro del Portillo
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			Portrait of Álvaro del Portillo.

			Álvaro del Portillo was born in Madrid in 1914 and joined Opus Dei in 1935. Ordained a priest in 1944, he soon earned the trust of the organisation’s founder and the position of Secretary General, which put him in a good position in Opus Dei’s setup. He was an extremely important man in Opus Dei’s
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