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Prologue

Monsignor Josemaría Escrivá’s
Love for the Church

By Alvaro del Portillo, Prelate of Opus Dei

In a homily preached in 1963, Monsignor Josemaría Escrivá
recalled: “When Pope John XXIII closed the first session of
the Second Vatican Council and announced that the name
of Saint Joseph was to be included in the canon of the Mass,
a prominent churchman telephoned me to say: ‘Rallegra-
menti! Congratulations! Listening to the Pope’s announce-
ment, I thought immediately of you and of how happy you
would be.’ And indeed I was happy, for in that conciliar
gathering, which represented the whole Church brought to-
gether in the Holy Spirit, there was proclaimed the great
supernatural value of Saint Joseph’s life, the value of an ordi-
nary life of work done in God’s presence, and in total fulfill-
ment of his will.” 1

The universal call to sanctity

At the request of Pope John XXIII, and afterward of Pope Paul
VI, I was called to work as president of the Commission on
the Laity in the prepreparatory phase of the Council, and
during the Council, as secretary of the Commission on the
Discipline of the Clergy and of the Christian People, as well
as consultant to four other commissions dealing with impor-
tant doctrinal and disciplinary matters within the wide range
of issues touched upon by the Second Vatican Council. While
the results of the work of all these different commissions



8 Prologue

were being gathered together during the Council’s final ses-
sions, I frequently recalled that brief but significant tele-
phone call. So often, in the course of approval of one Council
document or another, it would have been a matter of perfect
justice to turn to the founder of Opus Dei and to say: “Con-
gratulations! What you have lived in your own soul, and have
untiringly taught since 1928, has been proclaimed, with all
solemnity, by the Magisterium of the Church!”

Going back in mind and heart to the days of the Council, I
can single out two reasons, above all, that led me to say to our
Lord: Gratias tibi Deus, gratias tibi (“Thank you, O God,
thank you!”). The first of these was a vivid recollection from
some thirty years earlier. At that time, while I was studying
engineering, by the grace of God I received the vocation to
Opus Dei, helped by the prayer, mortification, and example
of its founder. He helped me to get to grips with my own
conscience in a way that gave a new direction to my life as a
Christian in the middle of the world, yet with no change of
state whatsoever. A great impact was made upon me when I
heard from his lips, or read in his writings, statements so
simple and so tremendous as: “We have come to say, with the
humility of men who know themselves to be sinners and of
little importance—homo peccator sum (“I am a sinful man”)
in the words of Saint Peter—but with the faith of persons
who allow themselves to be guided by the hand of God,
that sanctity is not something for a privileged few. Our Lord
calls all men, and from all he expects love: from all, no matter
what their state, their profession, or their occupation in
life.” 2 Elsewhere, in The Way, a book of spirituality published
in 1939 as an expanded version of his Consideraciones
espirituales (first published in 1934), Monsignor Escrivá in-
sisted on this point with great conviction: “Your duty is to
sanctify yourself. Yes, even you. Who thinks that this task is
only for priests and religious? To everyone, without excep-
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tion, our Lord said: Be perfect, as my heavenly Father is
perfect.” 3

This doctrine of the universal call to sanctity was deeply
felt in the heart of the founder of Opus Dei, and he repeated
it continually, despite the possibility, or even the certainty,
that those who had a narrow (some would say monopolistic)
vision of the fullness of Christian life, might not understand
him very well at all. “From the beginning of the Work in
1928,” he wrote some years ago, “I have preached that sanc-
tity is not something for privileged individuals. We have to
make it known that all the paths of the earth, all states in life,
all professions and honest tasks can be divine.”4

With the passing of time and through the generosity of the
founder of Opus Dei, through his faithful correspondence to
divine grace, these teachings have spread throughout the en-
tire world. (By 1965, more than two million copies of The
Way had already been printed in twelve languages.) Above
all, they had become truths firmly implanted in the daily lives
of hundreds of thousands of Christians who were either
members of Opus Dei or in regular contact with the activities
of personal formation organized by the Work.

Hence we can be assured that the Council was fully justi-
fied in saying in the Dogmatic Constitution Lumen gentium:
“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.” 5 “Accordingly, all Christians, in and
through the conditions, duties and circumstances of their
life, will sanctify themselves more and more. . . .” 6 “All the
faithful are invited and obliged to holiness and the perfection
of their own state in life.” 7

The perfect correspondence of Monsignor Escrivá’s teach-
ing with that of the Council documents, not only here but
also in so many other points, is certainly obvious. I am a
witness to the fact that it never passed through his mind to
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seek the recognition he merited—as so many eminent per-
sons in the Church have already pointed out 8 —as being one
of the great forerunners of the Second Vatican Council.

His untiring priestly zeal acted through his richly super-
natural and human personality, which was so profoundly
warm and communicative. It led him, in the course of more
than fifty years as a priest, to deal with hundreds of thousands
of persons of all ages and conditions who sought his spiritual
counsel and assistance. Since the time of Opus Dei’s founda-
tion, he had tirelessly received people singly or in groups.
These groups were quite large at times, notably during his
trips of catechesis (as he liked to call his work) through
nearly all of Europe and the Americas. Besides these large-
scale get-togethers, there were many others as a constant
feature of his daily life, in which non-Catholics and non-
Christians from the most varied parts of the globe would
come to see him in Rome, where he lived since 1946. “I
cannot say ‘no,’” he would repeat—while at the same time
making sure, and at the cost of notable sacrifice, that this
direct priestly work did not in any way jeopardize the other
very direct priestly task of governing the Work, because he
always discovered in his work, that of each moment, the duty
of co-redeeming, of seeing souls.

I recall all this because, among the innumerable friends
of Monsignor Escrivá there were many bishops from various
countries (Council fathers in those years of Vatican II) who
benefited from the warmth of his priestly affection—so di-
rect, cordial, and loyal—as well as from the light of a deep
interior life and vast pastoral experience. How many were
the occasions (I can vouch for them, for I was present at
those conversations) on which his life and experience shed
light on grave doctrinal and disciplinary problems, all the
while respecting with delicate reserve the workings of the
Council.
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This huge priestly capacity to give of himself (“I cannot say
‘no’”) was always accompanied by a careful effort to hide and
to disappear, to avoid any of the multiple forms in which the
subtle temptations of personal affirmation can disguise them-
selves, even in apostolic work. In 1934 he had written: “To
shine like a star . . . the desire to be a high burning flame in
the heavens? Better to be like a torch that burns hidden but
igniting all that it touches. This is your apostolate; this is why
you have been placed here on earth.” 9 Many years later, in
1975, when he was about to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary
of his priesthood, he told us, his children: “I don’t want you to
prepare a solemn affair, because I want to spend this anniver-
sary in accordance with my usual practice: my role is to hide
and disappear, so that only Jesus stands out.” I cannot but
confess that my heart was filled with joy, together with that
serene sorrow which faith gives to those who have been sepa-
rated from the ones whom they love, when I was able to re-
read in some of his early papers the same intention expressed
in the very same words, written with quick and well-defined
strokes: “to hide myself and disappear.”

The Second Vatican Council ended its last session more
than ten years ago, and has become a part of history. Monsi-
gnor Escrivá continues to live, but now he is in Heaven; and
despite his wishes, it is no longer possible for him to hide
himself, because “A city cannot be hidden if it is built on
a mountain-top.” 10 Although extensive and detailed studies
will be needed to tap all of the doctrinal wealth, both theo-
retical and practical, which the Founder of Opus Dei has
brought to the living body of the Church, I think that it is
well worth mentioning here, even if it be only in summary
fashion, some particular points, “because it is a glorious
thing to proclaim the works of God,” 11 works which the Lord
has carried out in making use of an instrument that was
“good and faithful.” 12
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The priestly soul: the universal call to apostolate

If one were to describe the core of the Second Vatican
Council’s teaching and its overall thought, a place would be
given to the concept of the Church as “a people brought into
unity from the unity of the Father, the Son, and the Holy
Spirit,” 13 according to an expression of Saint Cyprian in the
Council’s Constitution Lumen gentium. The united people,
the Mystical Body of Christ, extends the redemptive and sanc-
tifying action of the Head to the end of time. It does so
through all of the Catholic faithful, because all of them are
called to carry out the great task of bringing men to God,
each one in his or her particular circumstances. “The Lord
Jesus ‘whom the Father consecrated and sent into the world’
( John 10:36) makes his whole Mystical Body share in the
anointing of the Spirit wherewith He has been anointed: for
in that Body all the faithful are made a holy and a kingly
priesthood.” 14

When Monsignor Escrivá dealt with this teaching concern-
ing the common priesthood of the faithful, even in the early
years of Opus Dei he would remind the members of the
Work—laymen with a wide variety of professions and in-
volved in all sorts of secular occupations—that this priestly
soul was completely compatible with their lay mentality. “If
the Son of God has become a man and died on the Cross, it
was so that all men might be one with him and the Father
(see John 17:22). All of us, therefore, are called to form a part
of this divine unity. With a priestly soul and with the Holy
Mass as the center of our interior life, we strive to be present
with Jesus, between God and men.” 15 “Through Baptism all
of us have been made priests of our lives, ‘to offer spiritual
sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ’ (1 Pet 2:5),
to carry out our every action with a spirit of obedience to
God’s will and thus to perpetuate the mission of the God-
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man.” 16 This explains the apostolic responsibility of the
priestly soul, which feels the divine urging, stemming from
Baptism, to co-redeem with Christ.

The Council has reminded us that “Every activity of the
Mystical Body with this in view [the spreading of the King-
dom of Christ on earth] is called apostolate. The Church
realizes it through all her members, though in different ways.
In fact, the Christian vocation, of its nature, is a vocation to
the apostolate.” 17 Within that hierarchical order which the
ministerial priesthood establishes and guarantees, the mis-
sion of Christ and the Church continues in a mission that
corresponds, ratione Baptismi,18 to all the faithful, active
members of a living body: “Each disciple of Christ has the
obligation of spreading the faith to the best of his ability.” 19

This universal call to the apostolate, inseparably united in
the priestly soul to the universal call to sanctity, was another
constant point of emphasis in the teaching of Monsignor
Escrivá. He always saw the apostolic responsibility of laymen
as a divine command, the vital effect produced by sacramen-
tal grace, because Christ himself had entrusted to the bap-
tized the duty and the right to dedicate themselves to
apostolate. This apostolate is meant to be carried out above
all and primarily in and through the very circumstances and
the very same secular—not ecclesiastical—structures form-
ing the framework of their everyday lives as citizens and
ordinary Christians: “In 1932, commenting for my sons and
daughters in Opus Dei on some aspects and consequences of
the special dignity and responsibility that Baptism confers
upon people, I wrote for them in a document: ‘The prejudice
that ordinary members of the faithful must limit themselves
to assisting the clergy in ecclesiastical apostolates has to
be rejected. There is no reason why the secular apostolate
should always be a mere participation in the apostolate of the
hierarchy. Lay people too have a duty to do apostolate: not
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because they receive a canonical mission, but because they
are a part of the Church. Their mission . . . is fulfilled in their
profession, their job, their family, and among their colleagues
and friends.’” 20

The priestly soul—namely, a soul that desires to make the
spiritual priesthood it has received actually bear fruit—means
an apostolic spirit, a yearning to serve, an effort to turn the
most ordinary actions, one’s family and social relations, one’s
ordinary professional work, into the effective occasion of a
filial and continuous encounter with God. Monsignor Escrivá
was only repeating this call anew when, during his catechesis
throughout all of Latin America, he stated: “Christ is always
passing by; passing, but with the desire to stay.” We Chris-
tians live with an obligation to communicate to all men the
fact that Christ is always passing by our side, desiring to travel
together with each one of us along the very same path. And
he wishes, if we listen to him, to remain with us as on that
marvelous afternoon in Emmaus.

I recall one of the last delicate gestures of our Lord toward
his servant, Josemaría Escrivá: the last words he spoke in
public, only two hours before his departure for Heaven, dealt
with that priestly soul which is common to all Christians. It
was a confirmation of what he had constantly preached.
These words were spoken in a university center, in Castel-
gandolfo, under the direction of the Women’s Section of
Opus Dei. He was speaking there to women students from
twenty-one countries, from Australia to Poland, from the Phil-
ippines to Kenya. He said to them: “Because you are Chris-
tians, you have a priestly soul. I tell you this whenever I come
here. Your brothers who are laymen also have a priestly soul.
You are able to act, and you ought to act, with that priestly
soul. And thus, with the grace of God and the ministerial
priesthood which we priests of the Work have, we will carry
out an efficacious apostolate.”
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The sanctification of work

“Since it is characteristic of the layman’s state in life to live in
the midst of the world and secular occupations, laymen are
called by God so that, moved by a Christian spirit, they exer-
cise their apostolate in the world, acting like leaven.” 21

These considerations of the Decree Apostolicam actuosi-
tatem are closely linked to a text of the Constitution Gau-
dium et spes in which the Second Vatican Council, expressly
referring to the “ordinary tasks” of men, declares that Chris-
tians “can rightly look upon their work as a prolongation of
the work of the Creator, a service to their fellow men, and
their personal contribution to the fulfillment in history of the
divine plan.” 22

Monsignor Escrivá emphasized, day after day, that the
work of man is a sanctifiable reality and an instrument of one’s
own sanctification and that of others. “What I have always
taught, over the last forty years, is that a Christian should do
all honest human work, be it intellectual or manual, with the
greatest perfection possible: with human perfection (profes-
sional competence) and with Christian perfection (for love of
God’s will and as a service to mankind). Human work done in
this manner, no matter how humble or insignificant it may
seem, helps to shape the world in a Christian way. The world’s
divine dimension is made more visible and our human labor is
thus incorporated into the marvelous work of creation and
redemption. It is raised to the order of grace. It is sanctified
and becomes God’s work, operatio Dei, opus Dei.” 23

He liked to present this theological truth, laden with
meaning, in graphic terms, readily understandable by all:
“Bring Christ into all those places where mankind’s varied
tasks are being carried out—into the factory, the laboratory,
the farm, the craftsman’s workshop, the streets of the great
cities, and the mountain trails.” 24 To work in the presence of
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God is a continuous and direct apostolate because in this way
Christians can “speak of divine things in the very same lan-
guage which men use . . . , see God from the very same secu-
lar and lay angle from which they deal, or could deal, with
the transcendental questions of their lives.” 25

Prayer, work, and apostolate come together in the ordi-
nary existence of Christians, who must overcome the temp-
tation “to lead a kind of double life: on the one hand, an
inner life, a life of relationship with God; and on the other,
as something separate and distinct, their professional, social
and family lives, made up of small earthly realities. No. We
cannot lead a double life. We cannot have a split personality
if we want to be Christians. There is only one life, made of
flesh and spirit. And it is that life which has to become,
in both body and soul, holy and filled with God.” 26 These
words, spoken in 1967, were one more echo of others he
had written back in 1943: “We must flee from falsely seeing
the spiritual life as nothing more than a restriction of free-
dom, doctrinal formation as a mere collection of obscure for-
mulas, and apostolate as a kind of extra part-time job to fill
one’s spare hours.” 27 Since 1928, the founder of Opus Dei
had been repeating, in the midst of the Church, that truth,
which is as “old as the gospel and like the gospel new.” It is
the truth that one can sanctify oneself and evangelize (if I
may use the expression) “one’s home ground.” Therefore, no
gap or separation can exist between what is Christian and
what is human, because history allows no other course than
that which the salvific designs of God have traced.

Monsignor Escrivá presented this normality of the Chris-
tian life in a crystal-clear way: “We are ordinary men and
women, ordinary Christians, which is enough of a title.” 28

Many thousands of men and women, of all races and social
backgrounds, have, upon acquiring this new awareness, ex-
perienced that they were indeed going along “the divine
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paths of the earth.” Without show, without ostentation, with-
out a lot of noise, as men and women who are in the world by
right and vocation, they are born to the life of grace for the
purpose of sanctifying all earthly realities. “Have you ever
stopped to think how absurd it is to leave one’s Catholicism
aside on entering a university, a professional association, a
cultural society, or Parliament, like a man leaving his hat at
the door?” 29

Freedom and the personal responsibility
of Christians

The Second Vatican Council has emphasized that a principal
part of the laity’s apostolic mission consists in enlivening
the diverse environments of the world with a Christian spirit,
so as to establish in these sectors of society—professional,
social, economic, and so on—that order which is willed by
God. Lay people should have the conviction that it is here, in
these very circles, that they are directly and immediately in-
volved in the effort to channel all things to Christ.30 At the
same time the Council has pointed out that laymen should
carry out their tasks with freedom and personal responsibil-
ity: that is to say, with a conscience well formed through a
due knowledge of the moral principles which the hierarchy
of the Church teaches and interprets.31 But this can never
justify that laymen consider themselves, or act in the diverse
questions and specific problems of the temporal order, as a
kind of longa manus (long arm) of the hierarchy. “It is their
task to cultivate a properly informed conscience and to im-
press the divine law on the affairs of the earthly city. For
guidance and spiritual strength, let them turn to the clergy;
but let them realize that their pastors will not always be so
expert as to have a ready answer to every problem (even
every grave problem) that arises. This is not the role of the
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clergy. It is, rather, up to the laymen to shoulder their respon-
sibilities under the guidance of Christian wisdom and with
eager attention to the teaching authority of the Church.” 32

It is therefore not at all strange, but rather quite logical,
that together with united adherence to moral principles,
there be found a legitimate pluralism among Catholic laymen
as regards free personal actions in matters of a professional,
social, or political nature. Catholic doctrine does not seek to
create dogmas in what are essentially matters of opinion. The
mind of the Council clearly supports this view. There was
much less support, however—in fact, there was opposition
in certain sectors of both civil and ecclesiastical life—when,
in 1932, Monsignor Escrivá wrote to the first members of
Opus Dei: “Avoid that abuse which seems to be widely inten-
sified in our time—it is manifest in nations throughout the
world—which betrays a desire contrary to the legitimate free-
dom of men, in attempting to oblige all to form a single
group in matters of opinion, to turn temporal doctrines into
dogmas.” 33

In line with this subject, the Council has reminded us that
“very often the Christian vision of some members of the laity
will suggest a certain solution in some given situation. Yet it
happens rather frequently, and legitimately so, that some of
the faithful, with no less sincerity, will see the problem quite
differently. Now if one or other of the proposed solutions is
too easily associated with the gospel message, they must re-
member that in those cases no one is permitted to identify
the authority of the Church exclusively with his own opin-
ion.” 34 Here we have the freedom and personal responsibility
of Christians, which Monsignor Escrivá so abundantly
preached in order to help Catholics avoid the danger of “be-
littling their faith” and “reducing it to a human ideology.” 35

“A man who knows that the world—and not only the
Church—is the place where he finds Christ, loves that world.
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He endeavors to become properly trained, intellectually and
professionally. He makes up his own mind, in full freedom,
about the problems of the environment in which he moves,
and he makes his own decisions in consequence. As the deci-
sions of a Christian, they derive from personal reflection,
which strives in all humility to grasp the will of God in both
the unimportant and the important events of his life. But it
never occurs to such a Christian to think or say that he was
stepping down from the temple into the world to represent
the Church, or that his solutions are the Catholic solutions
to the problems.” 36

Matrimony: a Christian vocation

God wants the majority of Christians to start a family, with its
origin in matrimony, the sacramentum magnum.37 It was
not many years ago that many people—and perhaps their
prejudice has not yet altogether disappeared—thought that
there were only two possible courses to follow in order to
achieve sanctity: either the religious life or the priesthood. By
either of these paths, the only paths for which a vocation
would be necessary, one could easily arrive at sanctity. On the
other hand, in matrimony, living in the world, one remained
in a state far from holiness, because earthly concerns, and in
particular the duties related to married life, one’s profession,
and one’s family, would always represent an obstacle to the
fullness of Christian life, except in extraordinary cases.

In this context it is easy to appreciate what Monsignor
Escrivá, who was at the same time a great defender and
promoter of the merits of apostolic celibacy in its different
forms, had written in 1939. Recognizing that he was going
against what was considered to be the normal view, he
wrote: “You laugh because I tell you that you have ‘a voca-
tion for marriage’? Well, you have just that: a vocation.” 38
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This is something we have no trouble understanding now,
but again I repeat that this was not the case at the time.
There was no shortage of false teachers who were able to
find in these words of such transparent meaning, a starting
point for heresy, a position unfaithful to the teaching of
the Church. Later, in one of his homilies, Monsignor Escrivá
made a summary of what he had taught since the ’20s. “Hus-
band and wife are called to sanctify their married life and to
sanctify themselves in it. It would be a serious mistake if they
were to exclude family life from their spiritual development.
The marriage union, the care and education of the children,
the effort to provide for the needs of the family as well as for
its security and development, the relationships with other
persons who make up the community: all these are among
the ordinary human situations which Christian couples are
called upon to sanctify.” 39

In the fifty years of his priesthood, the founder of Opus
Dei brought into thousands of homes this truth, which the
Church has also proclaimed in one of the Council’s docu-
ments: “Authentic married love is raised up by divine love
and is directed and enriched by the redemptive power of
Christ.” 40 With immense joy, I myself have been able to see
how a multitude of families throughout the world have re-
ceived this clarifying light of the Council as a confirmation
of what they were already practicing, moved by those
warmly supernatural affirmations of Monsignor Escrivá.
Many years before the Council, he had presented to them
a Christian style of life, identical with that of the first follow-
ers of Christ: “Families no different from other families of
those times, but living with a new spirit, which spread to
all those who were in contact with them. This is what the
first Christians were, and this is what we have to be: sowers
of peace and joy, the peace and joy that Jesus has brought
to us.” 41
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The priesthood and sanctity

The spirituality that Monsignor Escrivá sought to spread
throughout the Church addresses itself to all the Christian
faithful who live in the midst of the world. It is also, there-
fore, directed toward diocesan priests, members of the faith-
ful who, having received a specific sacrament, that of Holy
Orders, can “offer the Holy Sacrifice and forgive sins” and
“exercise publicly the priestly office on behalf of men and in
the name of Christ.” 42

It is clear, then, that the priest cannot be a bureaucrat,
someone who preaches sanctity but does not himself strive
for it. In a text of Monsignor Escrivá’s written in 1945, we
read: “As demanded by their common Christian vocation,
both priests and laymen, by reason of the one baptism which
they have received, must equally aspire to sanctity, which is a
participation in the divine life [see Saint Cyril of Jerusalem,
Catechesis, 21, 2]. The sanctity to which they are called is not
greater in the priest than in the layman, since the latter is not
called to be a second-class Christian. Holiness, both in the
priest and in the layman, is nothing other than the perfection
of Christian life, the fullness of divine filiation.” 43

I can vouch for the fact that, when these expressions
made their entry into those quarters where the documents of
the Second Vatican Council were being prepared and studied,
they at first caused considerable surprise. Later, they found
total acceptance. They were a decisive factor in doing away
with a statist view of the life and ministry of the diocesan
priest, in which his call to sanctity was seen only in terms of
his state, that is, as superior to that of the laity and inferior to
that of the religious priest. The decree Presbyterorum ordi-
nis manifestly proclaimed what Monsignor Escrivá had
taught: “Like all Christians, they [the priests] have already
received in the consecration of Baptism the sign and the gift
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of their great calling and grace. So they are enabled and
obliged, even in the midst of human weakness, to seek per-
fection, according to the words of our Lord: You, therefore,
must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect (Matt
5:48).” 44

“The priests will be able to contribute effectively to each
one’s knowing how to discover in the events of life, whether
great or small, the proper way to act and the will of God.” 45

I was moved by the parallel between these lines I have just
quoted and a homily that Monsignor Escrivá preached in
1960: “If my own personal experience is of any help, I can
say that I have always seen my work as a priest and shepherd
of souls as being aimed at helping each person to face up to
all the demands of his life and to discover what God wants of
him in particular.” 46 This is not the place for a detailed study,
but such parallelisms with the Council arise in many other
aspects of Monsignor Escrivá’s teaching on the priestly life
and ministry: the need, for instance, to develop human vir-
tues also in order to have a sacerdotal spirituality;47 the im-
portance of being an instrument of unity among the faithful,
avoiding the temptation to belittle the Faith by aligning one-
self with ideologies and human factions that divide men;48 the
possibility and suitability of well-ordered associations that
would assist priests to attain sanctity through the exercise of
their own ministry;49 the unity and harmony between interior
life and pastoral activity which a priest can achieve when he
finds in the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass “the center and root”
of his existence;50 the need for personal prayer, frequent
confession, and maintaining traditional practices of piety rec-
ommended by the long experience of the Church;51 the im-
portance of the priest’s seeing clearly that the exercise of his
ministry—his “ordinary work”—is precisely the occasion and
irreplaceable means for achieving sanctity,52 and so on.

I would like to add here what is but one more among
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many vivid memories bearing on this theme: namely, the
authentic joy with which the founder of Opus Dei, an untir-
ing preacher of the need to be “contemplatives in the middle
of the world,” read the following paragraph from the Consti-
tution Lumen gentium, which answers the objections that
the cares and concerns of the priestly ministry could be ob-
stacles for seeking personal sanctity: “Rather than be held
back by perils and hardships in their apostolic labors, they
[priests] should rise to greater holiness, nourishing and fos-
tering their action with an overflowing contemplation, for
the nourishment of the entire Church of God.” 53

Ecumenism

I have already mentioned the fact that many non-Catholics
and also non-Christians benefited from Monsignor Escrivá’s
unlimited capacity for human friendship and from his priestly
attention, two facets which were always inseparably united in
his conduct. These persons had either come to speak with
him in private, or they had addressed him in public, asking
him questions or seeking advice during his numerous gather-
ings of catechesis with groups of men and women of all ages,
social backgrounds, and religious denominations. On all of
these occasions, his loyalty to the one Church of Jesus Christ,
together with his delicate respect for the “freedom of indi-
vidual consciences” (which he carefully distinguished from
the inadmissible “freedom of conscience”), led him to carry
out a direct and extremely fruitful ecumenical work or apos-
tolate ad plenitudinem fidei (bringing them to the fullness of
the faith) with thousands of souls. And all of this long before
the word “ecumenism” itself had made its entry into com-
mon ecclesiastical parlance.

When, back in 1967, a journalist asked him how Opus
Dei fitted into the overall picture of ecumenism, Monsignor
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Escrivá answered with his habitual good humor: “Last year I
told a French journalist—and I know that the anecdote has
been retold, even in publications of our separated brethren—
that I once told the Holy Father John XXIII, moved by the
affable and fatherly kindness of his manner: ‘Holy Father, in
our Work all men, Catholics or not, have always found a wel-
come. I have not learned ecumenism from your Holiness.’ He
laughed, for he knew that way back in 1950, the Holy See had
authorized Opus Dei to accept into the Association, as Coop-
erators, people who are not Catholics or even Christians.” 54

Monsignor Escrivá then went on to single out, on the
subject of ecumenism, numerous repercussions of the spiri-
tuality characteristic of the Institution he had founded: “In
fact, there are many separated brethren who feel attracted by
the spirit of Opus Dei and who cooperate in our apostolates,
and they include ministers and even bishops of their respec-
tive confessions. As contacts increase, we receive more and
more proofs of affection and cordial understanding. And it is
because members of Opus Dei center their spirituality simply
on trying to love responsibly the commitments and demands
of Christian Baptism. A desire to seek Christian perfection
and to do apostolate, endeavoring to sanctify their own pro-
fessional work; the fact of their living immersed in secular
reality and respecting its proper autonomy, but dealing with
it with the spirit and love of contemplative souls; the primacy
we give in the organization of our apostolate to the indi-
vidual, to the action of the Spirit upon souls, to the dignity
and freedom that derive from the divine filiation of Chris-
tians; the defense of the legitimate freedom of initiative,
within a necessary respect for the common good, against the
monolithic and institutionalistic conception of the apostolate
of the laity: these and other aspects of our way of being and
acting are so many points of easy contact with our separated
brethren. Here they find, put into living practice, a good
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many of the doctrinal presuppositions in which they, and
we Catholics, have placed so many well-founded ecumenical
expectations.” 55

Testimony of love for the Church

The universal call to sanctity and apostolate: baptismal spiri-
tuality, love for the world, for all noble human realities and
especially for human work, a participation in the creative
work of God—together with the love of Christ; the enrich-
ment, both doctrinally and ascetically, of the various demands
of the ministerial priesthood; a deepening of the supernatural
dimensions of human love and of the Christian family; an
ecumenical spirit that reaffirms, with unlimited charity but
without errors, the truth that the one Church of Christ is
catholic, apostolic, and Roman. But above all, and encom-
passing all: unconditional dedication to the Church “which
prays and works at the same time, so that the entire world be
transformed into the people of God, the Body of the Lord and
the Temple of the Holy Spirit, and so that in Christ, the Head
of all things, honor and glory may be rendered to the Father
and Creator of the universe.” 56

These lines have presented only a rapid survey of that
sense of the Church which filled the holy soul of Monsignor
Escrivá, always at the service of the Church by means of the
path of Opus Dei. Our founder and father offered his whole
life for the Spouse of Christ, for his Vicar on earth, for all
men. His burning words, his heart overflowing with under-
standing and warmth, continue—and will continue ever
more—to inflame the souls of millions of Christians through-
out the whole world, leading them to sacrifice themselves
joyfully so that the most loving will of God “that all men be
saved and come to the full knowledge of the truth” 57 may
come to be realized.


