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His father’s business fails 
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Logroño, Spain.
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emerge. Josemaria 

enrolls as a day-
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Seminary in 1918.

Josemaria moves to 
Zaragoza to complete 

his training for the 
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the St. Francis of 
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Barbastro — 1902-1915
He was born in Barbastro and lived 
there until he was 13.

Logroño — 1915-1920
In Logroño he attended high school, 
decided to become a priest, and 
enrolled in the seminary as a 
day-student. His brother Santiago 
was born there in 1919 and his 
father died there in 1927.

Zaragoza — 1920-1927
In Zaragoza he completed his 
training for the priesthood and was 
ordained in 1925. He also earned a 
law degree.
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The five cities where St. Josemaria lived
between 1902 and 1946

Madrid — 1927-1937
In Madrid he studied for a doctorate in 
law and discovered what God was asking 
of him: to found Opus Dei.

Burgos — 1938-1939
During the Spanish Civil War, in Burgos 
he resumed his apostolate among 
students and finished writing The Way, 
based on his earlier book 
Consideraciones espirituales.

Madrid — 1939-1946
He returned to Madrid in 1939 at the end 
of the Spanish Civil War, but had to delay 
Opus Dei’s expansion to other countries 
because of World War II.

Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine
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June 25, the first 
ordination of Opus Dei 

faithful to the priesthood.

Fr. Josemaria moves to Rome.

The Holy See grants Opus Dei 
its first pontifical approval.
June 29, Fr. Josemaria sets 

up the Roman College of the 
Holy Cross for men from all 

over the world.

December 12, he sets up 
the Roman College of 

Holy Mary for women 
from all over the world.

He is appointed a member 
of the Pontifical Theological 

Academy, and Consultor to 
the Congregation for 

Seminaries.

He is awarded an honorary doctorate 
by the University of Zaragoza, Spain.

He is appointed Consultor to the 
Pontifical Commission for the Authentic 

Interpretation of the Code of Canon Law.

October 11, the Second 
Vatican Council begins.
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definitive approval to Opus Dei, enabling 
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Expansion in Western Europe — 1946-1959
After settling in Rome St. Josemaria supported Opus Dei’s 
first steps in Western European countries with trips around 
Italy and abroad: Portugal, Austria, West Germany, 
France, Switzerland, the Netherlands and Belgium. He 
spent five summers in England, from 1958 to 1962, and 
visited Ireland in 1959.

Some trips made by 
St. Josemaria from Rome

Marian pilgrimages
— 1969-1970
St. Josemaria went on pilgrimage to 
the shrines of Virgin Mary at 
Lourdes, Sonsoles, La Merced, 
Einsiedeln, Loreto, The Pillar, 
Torreciudad, Fatima, and 
Guadalupe to pray for the situation 
of the Church after Vatican II and 
for the world in the midst of the 
Cold War.

Catechetical trips — 1972-1975
In 1972 St. Josemaria visited several 
cities in Spain and Portugal, 
meeting thousands of people who 
came to listen to his catechesis. In 
1974 he went to Brazil, Argentina, 
Chile, Peru, Ecuador and Venezuela. 
He returned to Venezuela in 1975 
and also visited Guatemala.



8

24. At the feet of Our Lady of Guadalupe
 — page 170
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Conversations with Msgr. 

Escriva de Balaguer.

Opus Dei holds an Extraordinary General 
Congress to study its transformation 

into a personal prelature.

Msgr. Josemaria visits Mexico 
to pray at the shrine of Our 

Lady of Guadalupe.

Josemaria Escriva’s cause of 
canonization opens in Rome.
November 28, St. John Paul II 
declares Opus Dei a personal 

prelature, a canonical form desired 
by St. Josemaria and made possible 

by the Second Vatican Council. 
Msgr. Alvaro del Portillo appointed 

as its first prelate, and afterwards 
(1991) ordained a Bishop.

Msgr. Josemaria makes a six-month 
catechetical trip to Latin America.

February, Msgr. Josemaria 
makes a further pastoral visit 

to Latin America. May 25, visits 
Barbastro and Torreciudad in 

Spain. June 26, he dies in Rome. 
At that point sixty thousand 

people belong to Opus Dei. 
September 15, Alvaro del 
Portillo elected as Msgr. 

Josemaria’s first successor.

He makes a two-month catechetical 
trip through Spain and Portugal.

Publication of Christ 
is Passing By.
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St. Josemaria’s spiritual message:
 The divine paths of the earth
 — page 218

1990

1991

1992

1994

2001

2002

The Holy See publishes its Decree on 
the Heroic Virtues of Josemaria Escriva.

St. Josemaria’s book Furrow 
is published posthumously in 

Spanish, followed by The 
Forge in 1987. Previously 
the books Friends of God 

(1977) and The Way of the 
Cross (1981) had been 

published.

May 17, St. John Paul II 
beatifies Josemaria Escriva in 

St. Peter’s Square, Rome.

October 6, the canonization 
of St. Josemaria Escriva in 

St. Peter’s Square in the 
Vatican. Publication begins 

of historical-critical editions 
of St. Josemaria’s complete 
works, including previously 

unpublished writings.

The Holy See publishes its 
Decree on a miraculous cure 

attributed to his intercession.

March 23, Bishop Alvaro 
del Portillo dies a few 

hours after returning to 
Rome from a pilgrimage 

to the Holy Land. April 20, 
St. John Paul II, confirming 

the results of Opus Dei’s 
General Elective Congress 

in Rome, appoints Msgr. 
Javier Echevarria prelate 

of Opus Dei.

The Holy See publishes its Decree 
on a second miraculous cure 

attributed to Blessed Josemaria.

1986

1987

Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine
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Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

A 73-year-old-priest, father of a huge spiritual family, took up his pen to 
begin a letter to his children. He often wrote simple, family-style letters in 
which he opened his heart to them. He paused for a moment to think about 
them all, scattered throughout the world: Men and women with every kind 
of job, from all sorts of backgrounds and so many different cultures.

My dearest children: May Jesus watch over my daughters and sons for me!

I am writing to ask you, on the upcoming March 28, the 50th anniversa-
ry of my ordination to the priesthood, to pray especially for me to be a good, 
faithful priest, invoking our Holy Mother Mary and St. Joseph our father and 
lord as intercessors.

I don’t want any solemn celebrations to be organized, because I wish to 
spend this anniversary following my habitual rule of behavior: what I want is 
to hide and disappear, and for Jesus alone to shine.

That phrase, what I want is to hide and disappear, and for Jesus alone to 
shine, was like a condensed autobiography of his entire life.

The priest was Josemaria Escriva. He was born in 1902 in Barbastro, a 
quiet country town in early 20th-century Spain. ◼
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1
For
something
very great



13

Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

José Escriva (“Pepe” for short) was 34 when his son Josemaria was born. 
He was a cloth merchant, born in the nearby town of Fonz, though his 
family was originally from the town of Balaguer. As well as selling cloth, 
like other traders in the town, he had installed a small chocolate-making 
business in the basement of the shop. Work was going well and life was 
serene and peaceful. He and his wife Dolores had two children, Carmen 
and Josemaria; later they would have more.

At two years old Josemaria fell seriously sick. Two doctors, Ignacio 
Camps and Santiago Gomez Lafarga, fought to save his life, but the mo-
ment came when there was nothing more they could do.

“Pepe,” they told his father, “he won’t live through the night.”

The words sent a chill through José, though he remained outwardly 
calm. That was one of the worst nights in his life. As he gazed at his dy-
ing baby son, bathed in sweat and shaking with fever in his crib, he cried, 
as incidents from the baby’s short life jostled each other in his memory.

Josemaria had been born two years earlier, on January 9, 1902, just 
three days after the feast of the Epiphany. He was baptized four days lat-
er, in the Cathedral of Barbastro, being given four baptismal names: José 
after his father, Maria in honor of Our Lady, Julian after the saint whose 
feast day it was, and Mariano after his godfather. He had been confirmed 
(as was customary in those days) on 23 April of that year, the feast of St. 
George. And now, so soon, God seemed to be taking him away…

José’s wife Dolores did not give up hope. She kept begging God en-
ergetically, fervently, to cure her child. She promised Our Lady that if he 
recovered she would personally carry him to the shrine of Our Lady of 
Torreciudad, to whom everyone in the neighborhood had great devotion. →
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1. FOR SOMETHING 
VERY GREAT

(Right) St. Josemaria’s 
parents, Dolores Albás 
(1877-1941) and José 
Escriva (1867-1924).

(Above) The baptismal font from 
Barbastro Cathedral where St. 

Josemaria was baptized in 1902. 
In the Spanish Civil War it was 

smashed and thrown in the river. 
In 1957 the Bishop and Clergy of 

the Cathedral donated it to St. 
Josemaria. Carefully restored, he 

placed it at the entrance to the 
chapel of Our Lady of Peace in 

Villa Tevere, Rome, to serve as a 
holy-water font.

(Below) The house in Barbastro 
where St. Josemaria was born.
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Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

Night fell. José and Dolores sat there by their son’s crib, gazing at him, 
praying, hoping for a miracle.

* * *
Early the next morning Dr. Camps arrived at the Escriva’s front door.

“What time did the baby die?,” he asked them straight out.

“Not only has he not died,” was their joyful reply, “but he’s perfectly 
well!”

It was the first time God shone. It was the first caress of Our Lady to-
ward him. His mother was quite right to tell him, some years later,

“Son, Our Lady kept you in this world for something really big, because 
you were more dead than alive.” ◼

(Above) Josemaria Escriva age two.
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2
The only shame
is to sin
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Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

Dolores kept her promise. Shortly after the drama, she went to thank Our 
Lady of Torreciudad, riding on a mule led by her husband, following a 
path between the clefts and ravines around the Cinca River. She found the 
journey a little scary, because to get up to the ancient shrine they had to 
thread their way among gullies and narrow gorges that plunged perilously 
down to the river. But the fear was more than balanced by her joy in being 
able to carry her young son in her arms to place him, now in perfect health, 
under Our Lady’s protection.

In perfect health – there was nothing to distinguish the Escrivas’ little 
boy from the other local children. He was a happy, attractive, mischievous 
child who played, laughed, and got mad just like the rest of the kids in Bar-
bastro, whether he was on the sidewalks of High Street where his house 
was, on the road to the nursery class at the school run by the Daughters of 
Charity, where he joined at four, or in the playground of the Piarist School 
where he began at six.

He had his likes and dislikes just like any child his age. He was always 
embarrassed when his mother had visitors, and would go and hide under 
the bed when he heard them coming. Dolores, as she extracted him from 
his hiding-place, would gently correct him and drive home a lesson he 
never forgot. “Josemaria, the only shame is to sin.”

* * *
“The only shame is to sin.” This was just one example of the deeply 

Christian atmosphere of his family, where the children were strength-
ened by faith and the Sacraments as they grew. Many years later St. Jo-
semaria loved to recall his First Confession, his first encounter with what 
he later termed the sacrament of joy. When I made my First Confession I was 
six or seven years old. It made me feel so happy that I’m always delighted to 
remember it! My mother took me to the priest she would confess to herself. ◼
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2. THE ONLY SHAME IS TO SIN

(Above) View of Barbastro. (Left) A 
drawing of the statue of Our Lady of 
Torreciudad with a note handwritten by 
St. Josemaria in the margin about his 
first visit there in his mother’s arms. 
(Below) An old panoramic view of the 
shrine at Torreciudad.
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(Above) St. Josemaria, front row, fifth from the 
left, in a school photograph from 1907.
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3
Next year
will be my turn
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Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

Very soon, however, while Josemaria was still writing stories and draw-
ing pictures at school, God began to give him the first lessons in another 
school that went much deeper: the school of suffering.

In 1910 his youngest sister Rosario died, at just nine months. Two years 
later, Lolita, age five, died. And the following year Asunción, or Chon for 
short, died at the age of eight.

Josemaria, seeing how his sisters had died starting with the youngest, 
used to say with childish simplicity, Next year will be my turn. He stopped 
saying it when he saw how sad it made his mother. “Don’t you worry,” 
Dolores told him. “You’ve been offered to the Virgin Mary.”

* * *
On April 23, 1912, the feast of St. George, patron saint of that part of 

Spain, Josemaria made his First Holy Communion. I was ten years old, he 
recalled. At that time, in spite of what Pope Pius X had established, it was un-
heard-of to make one’s First Holy Communion so young. Now children usually 
make it even younger. I was prepared for it by an aged Piarist Father, a simple, 
devout, very good man. He taught me the prayer of the Spiritual Communion.

His contemporaries said he was cheerful, pious, lively, simple, 
hard-working and smart. In June 1914, according to the newspaper Ju-
ventud, he was among the students with the highest grades at the Piarist 
School.

In short, he was normal. In winter he would dream of holidays at Fonz 
staying with his paternal grandmother, and in summer he would race 
around the olive groves and vineyards on the slopes of the Cinca valley. 
When people asked the usual question, “What do you want to be when you 
grow up?” he would answer with assurance, An architect.

He seemed to be apt for that sort of work. But God had other plans. ◼
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3. NEXT YEAR WILL BE MY TURN

José Escriva
b. 15.10.1867

Fonz
d. 27.11.1924

Logroño

Carmen
b. 16.7.1899
d. 20.6.1957

Dolores
b. 10.2.1907
d. 10.7.1912

Josemaria
b. 9.1.1902

(Barbastro)
d. 26.6.1975

(Roma)

Rosario
b. 2.10.1909
d. 11.7.1910

Asunción
b. 15.8.1905
d. 6.10.1913

Santiago
b. 28.2.1919

d. 25.12.1994

Gloria  
García-Herrero

b. 5.8.1933
d. 3.10.2016

7.4.1958

Maria José (1959)
Santiago (1960)

Luis (1961)
Pilar (1962)

Carmen (1963)
Gloria (1964)
Isabel (1965)

Josemaria (1968)
Alvaro (1974)

Dolores Albás
b. 23.3.1877
Barbastro

d. 22.4.1941
Madrid

19.11.1898
(Barbastro)

The Escriva Family

Memorial cards 
for St. Josemaria’s 

sisters Asunción 
(d. 1913), Dolores 

(d. 1912) and 
Rosario (d. 1910).
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Josemaria’s sisters 
Dolores (“Lolita”) and 
Asunción (“Chon”).
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(Below) Handwritten by St. Josemaria, the spiritual 
communion he prayed throughout his life. He was taught 

this Eucharistic devotion by a Piarist religious who 
prepared him for his First Holy Communion; its inspiration 

was the booklet “Explanation of Christian Doctrine” used 
by the Piarists since the 19th century (above).
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Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

(Above) Josemaria age 8, back row, fourth from 
the left, with his companions at the Piarist school 
in Barbastro. The photograph was taken in 1910.
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3. NEXT YEAR WILL BE MY TURN

Various commemorative cards printed for 
St. Josemaria’s First Holy Communion, 
which he made on April 23, 1912, age 10.
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4
Footprints in the snow
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Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

Over Christmas 1917 there was heavy snow in Logroño, where the Escriva 
family had been living for the previous two years. One day, as Josemaria 
went along a street near his house, he saw something that strongly at-
tracted his attention: the frozen footprints of a Discalced Carmelite, who 
was walking without shoes for love of God.

It was like a burst of light in his soul. He thought, If other people can 
make sacrifices like that for love of God, aren’t I capable of offering him any-
thing? He realized with clarity that God was calling him to his service, there 
and then.

God was calling him, but where? To do what? He didn’t know. He was 
barely sixteen. But he didn’t keep God waiting by putting off his decision, 
with the excuse, “I’ll commit myself when I can see it more clearly.” With 
a generous heart, open to God’s will, he committed his whole life to God. 
He did it simply in order to “see more clearly.”

And he decided to become a priest.

* * *
He told his father about his decision. For José Escriva this was a new 

test of his trust in God. In previous years he had seen three of his little girls 
die one after the other; he had accepted, serenely, the collapse of the fam-
ily business, and the need to move to Logroño with his wife Dolores and 
their two remaining children, Carmen and Josemaria. At the age of 48 he 
had to begin again from scratch, and had not spared himself any humili-
ation or sacrifice to be able to support his family. Now, when things were 
beginning to settle down and he was looking forward to having his son’s 
help soon, he was shocked by this unexpected news.

It was the only time I ever saw him cry, St. Josemaria recalled later. He 
had other possible plans. But he didn’t protest. He said,

“Son, think it over carefully. Priests have to be holy… It’s very hard not to 
have a house, not to have a home, not to have any love here on earth… Think 
it over a little more, but I won’t stand in your way.”

And he took me to talk to a priest who was a friend of his, an Abbot in 
Logroño.

A few months later, in 1918, Josemaria began studying for the priest-
hood as a day-student at the diocesan seminary. ◼



30

Muro de F. de la Mata

Calle del

Bretón de los M
ur

o 
de

l 
Ca

rm
en

M
ur

o 
de

 C
ar

m
el

it
as

V
ar

a 
de

 R
ey

Ca
ll

e 
de

l 
G
en

er
al

Calle de la Duquesa de

A
ve

ni
da

 d
e 

Co
ló

n

Calle de Espartero

Ce
men

ter
io

an
tig

uo

Ce
men

ter
io

mod
er

no

Ci
vil

vie
jo

Ayuntamiento

Estación

Convento
de los

Carmelitas

Cam
ino d

e S
an A

ntón

Nueva calle transversal a Vara de Rey

Nueva
plaza de

toros

Map of Logroño around 1910, shortly before the Escriva family
moved there. Numbered locations are connected to his life there.

Iglesia de
Santa María
de Palacio

Fábrica de
tabacos

Cuartel deingenieros

Cuartel deinfantería

Camino al Cortijo

Colegio
Hnos.

Maristas

Convento de
San Agustín

Calle
 Barr

ioce
poCalle

 del N
ort

e

Calle 
San Nicolá

s

Camino de San Gregorio

Ferrocarril a Castejón

Ferrocarrila Miranda Frontón

Guardia
Civil

Calle 
del M

arqu
és de Murriet

a

Carre
tera 

a Navarre
te

Hospital

militar

Casa M
iseri

cord
ia

Manicom
io

Escuela
Plaza de

San Bernabé

Iglesia
de San

Bartolomé

Central de
Correos

Notarías

Escuela

Banco de
España

Fonda París

Fonda Comercio

Gobierno
Civil

F
ro

nt
ón

Convento de
las Adoratrices

Mataderosnuevos

Bodegas
Franco-

españolas

Carretera a Vitoria

Cuartel deartillería

Co
nv

en
to

 d
e

la
 E

ns
eñ

an
za

Puente de Piedra

Camino al cem
enterio

Mercado

Carretera Madre de Dios

Hospitalprovincial

Hacienda

Plaza de
Abastos

Call
e d

e l
a Rúa Vieja

Calle de Salmerón
Calle de las Delicias

Calle 
del Laurel

Paseo del

Espolón

“La Redonda”
The Great

City of
London

Institute

St. James’s
Church

Conciliar
Seminary

St. Anthony’s
School

High Street

Sagasta St

C
an

al
ej

as
 S

t

Iron B
ridge

7

4

8

9

10

1

2

3

5

6

Sotillo

EBRO

Sotillo

CHIQUIYO

LOGROÑO

RÍO
EBRO

0 m 500

0 ft 1,000
Source: Benito Chías y Carbó, España Regional (1910), Fondos del IGN, CC BY 4.0 ign.es

la Victoria

Calle Herreros

Mercado

Iron Bridge
The Escriva family crossed 
this bridge every time they 
went for walks in the 
country.

Sagasta Street
The Escrivas lived at what 
is now no. 12 Sagasta 
Street from 1915 to 1918 
and, in a different 
apartment, from 1921 to 
1925.

St. Anthony’s School
St. Josemaria attended extra 
classes here to supplement 
those at his high school.

Canalejas Street
The Escrivas lived in one 
of the apartments at no. 9 
Canalejas Street from 
1919 to 1921. Santiago 
was born shortly after 
they moved in.

St. James’s Church
The Escriva’s parish 
church. Santiago was 
baptized here in 1919 and 
José Escriva’s funeral was 
held here in 1924.

High Street
Near High Street, St. 
Josemaria saw the 
footprints of a Discalced 
Carmelite friar in the 
winter of 1917-18, and had 
the first inklings of his own 
vocation.

1914

The Great City of London
A clothes and fabric store where 
José Escriva worked.

Co-cathedral of St. Mary
“La Redonda”
St. Josemaria often came to pray here in 
the chapel of Our Lady of the Angels, and 
go to confession.1912

Conciliar Seminary
St. Josemaria was a 
day-student here from 
1918 to 1920. The seminary 
was demolished in 1934. 

1923
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la Victoria

Calle Herreros

Mercado

Sagasta Institute
St. Josemaria attended 
junior high and high 
school here from 1915 
to 1918.1912

10
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4. FOOTPRINTS IN THE SNOW

Josemaria with his brother Santiago in May 1921 on 
Spur Boulevard (Paseo del Espolón) in Logroño.
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(Above) Josemaria with his brother Santiago and sister Carmen. 
(Below) Two portrait photographs of Josemaria age 19.
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5
Nights spent in prayer
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Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

In 1920 Josemaria moved to the seminary in Zaragoza. The rector of the 
seminary, Don José Lopez Sierra, was impressed by his simplicity and his 
friendly, welcoming smile toward everyone. He could see that this young 
seminarian’s spiritual life was intense, deep-rooted and stable, and joyous 
and attractive at the same time. He also had a good sense of humor and a 
positive outlook, which showed an intense relationship with God. He al-
ways tried, in very natural ways, to go unnoticed.

His superiors soon took notice of him and entrusted to him various re-
sponsibilities. In 1922, when he was just 20, the Archbishop of Zaragoza, 
Cardinal Soldevila, appointed him Inspector of the Seminary of St. Francis 
of Paola, also known as St. Charles’s Seminary. He carried out this task with 
great attention and charity towards the seminarians who were confided to 
his care. Cardinal Soldevila conferred on him the tonsure and minor orders.

During his years in seminary, Josemaria spent many hours praying 
before Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament, rooting his soul in the Eucharist. 
Whenever he remembered Zaragoza, he would recall his long hours of 
prayer, daily visits to the shrine of Our Lady of the Pillar, and nights spent 
in vigil before the tabernacle in the seminary chapel.

When, years later, he returned, he pointed to a screened balcony near 
the main altar, and said,

I spent many hours praying there at night.

* * *
What did this young seminarian talk to God about during those long 

hours? What was the topic of his burning prayer, which lifted him, while 
still young, to the heights of the mystical life?

The subject of his prayer was always the same: fulfilling God’s will. But 
what was that will? What did God want of him? What was it that he could 
sense deep in his soul? He didn’t know. Domine, ut videam! Lord, that I 
may see! he used to beg ceaselessly. Ut sit! Ut sit! May it be done – the thing 
that you want and that I don’t know! ◼
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5. NOCHES EN ORACIÓN
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St. Charles’s Seminary
St. Josemaria lived there 
from 1920 to 1925.

Conciliar Seminary
All seminarians in Zaragoza 
had their classes in the 
Pontifical University.

Archbishop’s Palace
In 1922 St. Josemaria received 
the tonsure in a chapel in the 
Archbishop’s Palace. He was 
appointed a superior of St. 
Charles’s Seminary shortly 
afterwards.

Zaragoza University
Having completed the fifth 
year of his theology studies, St. 
Josemaria studied for a law 
degree from 1924 to 1927.

Basilica of Our Lady of the Pillar
St. Josemaria celebrated his first 
Solemn Mass in the Holy Chapel of 
Our Lady of the Pillar, March 30, 1925.

Cathedral of the
Savior “La Seo”
St. Josemaria often 
prayed in the Cathedral, 
whose altarpiece was 
the inspiration for the 
one in Torreciudad.

Amado Institute
St. Josemaria taught law at the Amado 
Institute in the academic year 1926-27.

St. Peter Nolasco’s Church
St. Josemaria worked as chaplain 
in this Jesuit church from April or 
May 1925 until March 1927.

The Escrivas in Zaragoza
After José Escriva died in 1924, the Escriva family 
moved to Zaragoza. They lived first in Rufas 
Street, then Urrea Street, and finally in St. 
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5. NIGHTS SPENT IN PRAYER

Cardinal Juan Soldevila, 
Archbishop of Zaragoza, 

when St. Josemaria joined 
the seminary there.
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Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

Josemaria (front row, center) with other 
seminarians in Zaragoza.

(Left) Statue of Our Lady of 
the Pillar owned by 
St. Josemaria during his years 
in the seminary. (Right) On 
the base he carved the 
aspiration Domina, ut sit! 
– Lady, may it be!, which he 
often used as a prayer.
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6
José Escriva
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Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

On the morning of Thursday, November 27, 1924, José Escriva got up, had 
breakfast, knelt briefly in prayer before a statue of Our Lady of the Mirac-
ulous Medal and got ready to go to work. He spent a few minutes playing 
with his five-year-old son Santiago, and then turned to leave. Moments 
later he fell to the ground with a heart attack. The doctors were called right 
away and did all they could to restart his heart, but without success.

He died of exhaustion, his son Josemaria said later, when he was only 57, 
but he was always smiling. I owe my vocation to him.

God called José to himself before he got to see his son ordained a priest, 
one of the things he had been looking forward to most. From then on, Jo-
semaria assumed full responsibility for his mother, his sister Carmen and 
five-year-old brother Santiago.

* * *
Four months later, on March 28, 1925, Josemaria was ordained to the 

priesthood in the chapel of St. Charles’s Seminary in Zaragoza, by Bishop 
Miguel de los Santos Díaz Gomara. He celebrated his first solemn Mass 
two days later, in the Holy Chapel of the Basilica of Our Lady of the Pillar.

The following day he set off for his first priestly assignment: Per-
diguera, a village 15 miles from Zaragoza, where the pastor had fallen 
sick. ◼
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6. DON JOSÉ ESCRIVÁ
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Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

(Left) St. Josemaria’s parents in 
1922 in Logroño. (Above) His 
professors and classmates in 
the Law Faculty at Zaragoza 

University. (Right) An enlarged 
version of his photograph from 

the same document.
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6. JOSÉ ESCRIVA

(Right) The Holy Chapel in the 
Basilica of Our Lady of the Pillar, 

where St. Josemaria celebrated 
his first Solemn Mass. 

(Inset) Invitation and memorial 
card of his first Mass.

(Far right) The statue of Our 
Lady of the Pillar robed in a 

mantle donated in 1992 in 
thanksgiving for St. Josemaria’s 
beatification. It recalls how as a 

seminarian he had recourse to 
the Virgin Mary’s intercession 

with the aspiration Domina, ut 
sit! – Lady, may it be!

(Right) The Basilica 
of Our Lady of the 

Pillar, beside the 
Ebro River.

(Below) The main altar of the 
church of St. Charles’s Seminary, 
Zaragoza. St. Josemaria was 
ordained here.
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7
In a country parish
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Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

Perdiguera was a small village of only 870 people who worked on farms and 
lived in small houses clustered around the Church of the Assumption. The 
villagers welcomed the newly-ordained young priest very warmly, and Fr. 
Josemaria worked there with exemplary dedication. He spent many hours 
hearing Confessions and put great care into all aspects of his pastoral work: 
daily Mass, the Rosary each evening, a Eucharistic Holy Hour every Thurs-
day, catechism classes for children and adults, First Communions and bap-
tisms. He showed special concern for the sick. He visited them frequently 
and tried to prepare them to receive the Sacraments, administering them 
whenever he was asked at any time of the day or night. In the few weeks 
he spent there, he visited every family in the village, house by house, try-
ing to stir up their love for God. As soon as he completed his ministerial 
duties, he devoted himself intensely to prayer.

On May 18, 1925, he returned to Zaragoza. His short stay in the coun-
try parish of Perdiguera, plus another in Fombuena, during Holy Week in 
1927, remained indelibly engraved in his soul.

I worked in country parishes twice. How I love to remember them!… They 
did me a colossal, colossal, colossal amount of good! I love to remember it! ◼
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7. IN A COUNTRY PARISH

(Left) Altarpiece of the 
church of Perdiguera 
today. (Right) One of 
the confessionals from 
the church of 
Perdiguera in 1925. In 
February 2013 the 
parish of Perdiguera 
and the Archbishop of 
Zaragoza donated it to 
Opus Dei. Carefully 
restored, it is now kept 
in the shrine of 
Torreciudad.
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(Above) The house where St. Josemaria 
stayed in Perdiguera.

(Above) Perdiguera and 
its surroundings today.
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Two years after his ordination Fr. Josemaria moved to Madrid, with the 
permission of his bishop, arriving on April 20, 1927. In 1923 he began 
studying for a law degree at the University of Zaragoza, and completed it 
after being ordained. Now he wanted to study for a doctorate in law, which 
could only be done at the Central University in Madrid.

In Madrid he worked untiringly in priestly ministry. He served as chap-
lain to the Foundation for the Sick, a charitable institution; prepared thou-
sands of children for their First Confession and First Holy Communion; 
and visited thousands of the sick and those with special needs, either in 
their homes or in hospitals. He criss-crossed Madrid regularly to admin-
ister the Anointing of the Sick and Viaticum to those who were dying, often 
alone, in the poorest parts of the city.

* * *
Barbastro, Logroño, Zaragoza, Madrid: each of these held special 

meaning for St. Josemaria, for different reasons. Barbastro, where he spent 
his childhood, held a host of memories where joys and deep sorrows inter-
mingled. Logroño, where he received God’s call and his father died. Zara-
goza, where he was ordained and celebrated his first solemn Mass in the 
Chapel of Our Lady of the Pillar. Madrid, however, would forever have a 
special place in his heart. He loved to say, referring to St. Paul, that Ma-
drid was his Damascus. It was in Madrid that God revealed to him his will 
and gave him at last, after so many years, the light for which he had been 
begging. It was a clear, rousing call that fully confirmed the signs he had 
felt deep in his soul since he was a teenager.

The whole experience was simple, deep, and unexpected, what he 
called “the way God does things.” On the morning of October 2, 1928, he 
was making a retreat in the main monastery of the Vincentian Fathers in 
Madrid. He was in his room, re-reading the notes he had made over the 
past ten years of the various suggestions from God he perceived in his soul. 
Suddenly he saw, with utter clarity, the mission that the Lord was entrust-
ing to him. It was to open up in the world a path to holiness through peo-
ple’s daily work and ordinary duties. →



52
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(Above) The Foundation for the Sick, Madrid. 
(Below) Notes to St. Josemaria with details of 
sick people needing his pastoral ministry in 
different parts of Madrid.

(Above) The Central University, 
Madrid, where St. Josemaria 

earned a law doctorate.
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From that day onward, he knew with certainty that this was the task to 
which he had to dedicate his whole life. This was what he had been pray-
ing for since he was a teen. There was no room for doubt: he had seen it: 
see was the verb he always used to describe that decisive moment, while 
the bells of the neighboring church of Our Lady of the Angels were pealing. 
Those joyous bells would never cease to sound in his ears.

* * *
Three years ago today, he wrote on October 2, 1931, in the Vincentian 

monastery, I was putting order into some scattered notes I’d been taking. At 
that point, the mangy donkey realized the beautiful, heavy load that God our 
Lord in his inexplicable goodness was placing on its shoulders. That day, the 
Lord founded his Work: from that point on, I began to do apostolate with lay 
people, students and others but all young. And to form groups. And to pray and 
get others to pray. And to suffer…

And he added, I received enlightenment about the whole of the Work 
while I was reading through those papers. I was shaken to the core. I knelt 
down – I was alone in my room, between one talk and the next – and thanked 
God, and it still moves me to recall the pealing of the bells of Our Lady of the 
Angels church.

* * *
Out of humility he referred to himself as a mangy donkey in his Personal 

Notes. I’m worth nothing, I have nothing, I can do nothing, I know nothing, 
I am nothing – nothing! he would say. This acknowledgement of his own 
lowliness led him constantly to praise God’s greatness and the marvels 
the Lord was working in his life. ◼
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(Right) St. Josemaria 
in the 1920s.

Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine
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8. MADRID, OCTOBER 2, 1928

(Right) Painting representing 
the founding of Opus Dei. It 
hangs in the church of Our 

Lady of the Angels in Madrid, 
in a chapel dedicated to St. 

Josemaria in 2008.
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(Below) The Vincentian Fathers’ 
retreat house next to the Basilica 
of Our Lady of Miracles, Madrid. 
On retreat here in October 1902, 
St. Josemaria founded Opus Dei.

(Below) One of the bells from Our Lady of 
the Angels parish church which St. 
Josemaria heard ringing on October 2, 
1928, when he founded Opus Dei. In 
October 1972 it was gifted to St. Josemaria, 
who asked for it to be hung in the shrine of 
Torreciudad near an open-air altar facing 
the esplanade (above).
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Map of Madrid in 1938. Numbers relate to
the founding and first steps of Opus Dei.

MADRID

Source: Estado Mayor del Aire, 2a Sección Información,
Servicio de Cartografía, Madrid (1938), Fondos del IGN, CC BY 4.0 ign.es
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St. Michael’s Basilica
When St. Josemaria first 
arrived in Madrid he supported 
himself by saying Masses at 
this church for stipends.

First lodgings
For the first few days 
St Josemaria stayed in a 
boarding house on Farmacia 
Street. Then he stayed in a 
lodging house for priests on 
Larra Street, from May to 
November 1927.

Central University
Here St. Josemaria studied for 
his doctorate in law, which was 
why he had moved to Madrid.

Foundation for the Sick
From June 1927 to October 
1931, St. Josemaria was 
chaplain to the Foundation 
for the Sick. His priestly zeal 
led him to look after many 
sick and marginalized people, 
especially in the poorest parts 
of the city.

The Escrivas’ lodgings
In November 1927 St 
Josemaria’s mother, sister and 
brother arrived in Madrid and 
stayed in an apartment on 
Fernando el Catolico Street. 
Between then and 1936 they 
moved house five times: to the 
Chaplain’s house of the 
Foundation for the Sick; to an 
apartment on Viriato Street; to 
another on Martinez Campos 
Street; to St Elizabeth’s Church 
presbytery; and to an 
apartment on Rey Francisco 
Street, which at that time was 
called Doctor Carceles Street.

Provincial Hospital
When St. Josemaria left the Foundation for 
the Sick he continued looking after patients 
in several hospitals. He often went to the 
Provincial Hospital (which is now the Museo 
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía).

Women in Opus Dei
On February 14, 1930, while St. Josemaria was 
saying Mass in the house of the Marchioness of 
Onteiro in Alcala Galiano Street, he realized that he 
had to begin Opus Dei’s apostolate with women.

DYA Academy
Opus Dei’s first corporate 
apostolate, DYA Academy was 
at 33 Luchana Street from 
December 1933 to June 1934.

DYA Academy-Residence
DYA was changed into a students’ 
residence in 1934-5, comprising some 
apartments at 50 Ferraz Street. It was just 
moving to 16 Ferraz Street when the 
Spanish Civil War broke out in July 1936.
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The founding of Opus Dei
On October 2, 1928, St. Josemaria 
was doing a spiritual retreat
in the Vincentians’ central
house in Madrid, next to the 
Basilica of Our Lady of Miracles. 
It was then that he clearly saw 
the mission God was entrusting
to him, which he had been praying 
for since he was a teenager.

Our Lady of the Angels Church
St. Josemaria always remembered the 
pealing of the bells of this church on 
October 2, 1928.

St. Elizabeth’s Foundation
St. Josemaria was connected to St. Elizabeth’s Royal 
Foundation between 1931 and 1945, serving as 
residential chaplain until December 1934, and 
afterwards Rector-Administrator.

7

8

9
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9
Women
in Opus Dei
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Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

From October 2, 1928 on, St. Josemaria’s life had only one purpose: to 
fulfill God’s will, to be a faithful instrument in opening up this path to 
holiness in the middle of the world that God had entrusted to him; a path 
to holiness for ordinary Christians, through their work. He wrote, The di-
vine paths of the earth have been opened up. Simple Christians. Leaven in the 
dough. Our part is to lead our ordinary lives, quite naturally. The means: daily 
work. Everyone a saint!

At first, St. Josemaria thought that this path to holiness was only for 
men. There will never be women in Opus Dei. No way! he wrote at the begin-
ning of February 1930. But on February 14, while celebrating Mass, he saw 
another defining aspect of God’s will: contrary to what he had imagined, 
God wanted there to be women in the Work God had founded.

It was as if the first light he had received a year and a half earlier had 
been so powerful and dazzling that he hadn’t been able to see some of the 
defining features of the project God wanted. Now, when his eyes had grown 
accustomed to the light, God was showing him some unexpected angles.

Once, when he was speaking to his daughters in Opus Dei, he said: On 
February 14, 1930, the Lord gave me the experience of a father who wasn’t 
expecting another child but then God sends him one. From then on I’ve felt 
I need to love you even more: I see you as a mother sees her youngest child.

* * *
That is how God often acts: he makes his will known little by little, of-

ten wrapped in darkness, so that we practice the virtue of faith. He shows 
us one aspect of his will, then another, and then another. It is a sign of 
God’s profound wisdom and the patient way he teaches. In 1928, if I had 
known what was in store for me, I would have died, said St. Josemaria many 
years later. But our Lord treated me like a child. He didn’t load the whole 
weight onto me all at once, but led me onward little by little. ◼



60

9. WOMEN IN OPUS DEI

(Below) Statue of Our Lady of 
Lourdes from the oratory in the 
house of the Marchioness of 
Onteiro where St. Josemaria said 
Mass on February 14, 1930. It now 
stands in the house of Opus Dei’s 
regional advisory in Spain.

(Below) Blessed Guadalupe Ortiz and 
Carmen Escriva (center) with some of 
the first women in Opus Dei. The help 
provided by St. Josemaria’s sister 
Carmen and their mother was key in 
giving Opus Dei its family atmosphere.
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Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

(Above) An image of the Virgin Mary that St. 
Josemaria was especially fond of. It belonged 
to his mother who called it the “Virgin and 
well-combed Child.” St. Josemaria gave it to 
his daughters in Opus Dei.

(Far left) The first Opus Dei 
women’s center which 
opened in Madrid in 1942, 
and (left) its oratory, 
where on February 14, 
1943 while saying Mass, St. 
Josemaria saw how priests 
could belong to Opus Dei.
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9. LAS MUJERES EN EL OPUS DEI

Guadalupe Ortiz was born in Madrid on 
December 12, 1916. She met St. Josemaria 
in 1944 and was among the first women 

to join Opus Dei. She had a doctorate in 
chemistry. She inspired and ran projects 

to help women students, professional 
women, and mothers. She started Opus 

Dei’s apostolate in Mexico (1950-1956), 
setting up students’ residences, a school 
for women, and a mobile medical clinic. 

Friends and acquaintances remember her 
as always happy and usually smiling, with 

infectious joy and optimism. She died in 
Pamplona, Spain, on July 16, 1975. She 

was beatified in Madrid on May 18, 2019.

Guadalupe Ortiz:
the first Opus Dei woman

to be beatified
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9. WOMEN IN OPUS DEI

Scenes from Guadalupe Ortiz’s beatification. It was 
celebrated in Madrid, Spain, on May 18, 2019, attended by 

eleven thousand people from all over the world.
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Msgr. Fernando Ocariz addressing Cardinal Angelo 
Becciu during the beatification ceremony.
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10
New lights
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Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

Step by step, God showed St. Josemaria his will in progressively greater 
depth. Long periods of spiritual dryness were interspersed with moments 
of profound joy and new divine lights. One of these lights directly con-
firmed the core of Opus Dei’s founding charism.

It took place on August 7, 1931, when the Diocese of Madrid was cel-
ebrating the feast of the Transfiguration of the Lord. St. Josemaria was 
celebrating Mass. The time for the Consecration arrived, he wrote in his 
notebook that same day. As I elevated the Sacred Host, […] there came to my 
mind, with extraordinary strength and clarity, the words from Scripture, “Et 
si exaltatus fuero a terra, omnia traham ad meipsum” – “When I am lifted 
up from the earth, I shall draw all to myself” (Jn 12:32). Normally, when 
confronted with the supernatural, I feel scared. Then comes the reassurance 

“Ne timeas! Don’t be afraid! It is I.” And I 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 all human activity… And I saw the Lord triumphing, drawing 
all things to himself.

With the new light he had received from the Lord, he preached even 
more earnestly about the need to put Christ at the heart of all human ac-
tivities through work that is “santificado, santificante y santificador,” 
work that is sanctified, that sanctifies the one working, and is a means of 
sanctification for others.

Some time later, new stirrings of grace in his soul clarified and devel-
oped still further the features of what God had shown him on October 2, 
1928. One in particular remained deeply engraved in his soul. One day in 
October 1931, his prayer reached a high level and he saw with vivid inner 
light, in a special way, what it means to be a child of God, which is the ba-
sis of the spirituality in Opus Dei.

I contemplated how good God was to me, he wrote in his Personal Notes, 
and I was filled with inner joy. I felt like shouting aloud in the streets, so that 
everyone could hear my filial gratitude, “Father! Father!” And if I didn’t ac-
tually shout it aloud, I called him “Father!” again and again under my voice, 
knowing that He was pleased by it.

Days later, on October 16, 1931, this feeling returned during a time of 
prayer in which dryness was interwoven with living faith. I wanted to pray 
after Mass in the quiet of my church. I couldn’t. In Atocha I bought a newspaper, 
the ABC, and got on a streetcar. Until now I still haven’t managed to read more 
than a paragraph in that paper. I was flooded with copious, burning, affec-
tive prayer. It lasted the whole of the streetcar journey and until I got home. →
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(Below) An old photograph of 
Atocha Boulevard and Atocha 
Station (formerly Mediodia 
Station), Madrid. In a tram like 
those shown, St. Josemaria 
received a special grace from 
God confirming him in the 
spirit of divine sonship. (Right) 
Front page of the ABC 
newspaper of October 16, 1931.
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In humanly difficult times […], he wrote later, I felt God acting, bringing 
forth in my heart and on my lips, with the strength of something strongly nec-
essary, this tender invocation, “Abba! Pater! Father!” I was in the street, on 
a streetcar. The street is no obstacle to our contemplative conversation. The 
hubbub of the world is for us the place for prayer.

From then on a deep awareness of his divine filiation, his being a son 
of God, was engraved in the depths of his soul. He clearly understood that 
it was the foundation of the spirit of personal holiness and apostolate that 
God was calling him to spread.

This light inspired and stimulated him in his personal prayer, which 
became still more intense and trusting toward God the Father who loves 
us, he said, more than all the mothers in the world can love their children. But 
this light was not for his personal prayer alone. He used it to teach others 
to look at all human realities with new eyes. The fact that we are God’s chil-
dren, he wrote, leads us to contemplate with love and admiration everything 
that has come from the hands of God the Father, the Creator. And that means 
we are contemplatives in the middle of the world, loving the world.

Get to know Jesus Christ; make him known to others; bring him everywhere, 
St. Josemaria noted on a scrap of paper in his characteristically firm hand-
writing. It summarized the purpose that God inspired him to set for the 
rest of his life. In pursuing it, he mobilized thousands of men and women 
from all walks of life, in every kind of job, to feel inspired by their Chris-
tian vocation to labor for that same goal.

Moved by this desire to bring Christ everywhere, St. Josemaria remind-
ed his children in Opus Dei, which he described as one big catechism class, 
that they had to make Christ known wherever God had placed them, show-
ing both the riches and the demands of the Christian vocation.

Those demands, he explained, can’t be reduced just to completing re-
ligious duties at the proper times. Fulfilling them should enrich and en-
liven everything we do, our personal life and work, our family relations 
and our social life. ◼
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(Below) A 1930 photograph in Madrid, 
showing St. Josemaria standing on the 

right with three of the first people to 
join Opus Dei: Isidoro Zorzano, a young 

engineer he had known since his 
Logroño days; Fr. Norberto Rodríguez, 

another chaplain at the Foundation for 
the Sick; and José Romeo, an 

architecture student whose brother was 
a fellow-student of St. Josemaria’s in 

the Law Faculty at Zaragoza.
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(Above) A statue of the 
Virgin Mary on the wall of 
the Cathedral of Almudena 
in Madrid, around 1942. St. 
Josemaria often stopped in 
the street to pray before 
this statue. (Top left) Relief 
depicting this in the Chapel 
of St. Josemaria in the 
Cathedral. (Top right) An 
old photograph of the 
Cathedral from the outside. 
(Left) A more recent view 
of the Cathedral.



72

11
Founded on suffering
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Deep in St. Josemaria’s soul God continued to urge him on incessantly. 
More, more, more!: thousands of men and women, new towns, new coun-
tries, other continents, the whole world! He was only thirty years old, a 
priest who had to support his family and had no money, resources or ex-
perience. All he had, he said, was God’s grace, and cheerfulness.

* * *
When he was younger, before God called him to become a priest, he 

had wanted, as we mentioned, to be an architect, building great houses 
and tall buildings. And now he found he had a great, tall, unique building 
to erect: a spiritual edifice. God was asking him to lay the foundations of 
a Work of God. Where was he to get those foundations?

He thought, “Supernatural goals? That takes supernatural resources!” 
The foundations of all that work of God – Opus Dei – would be, he was led 
to see, the pains of the terminally sick, the sufferings of the destitute, the 
prayers of children. Prayer and suffering offered up to God would be the 
solid foundation of Opus Dei.

He said later, I went to look for strength in the poorest districts of Ma-
drid. Hours going everywhere, every day on foot, from one place to the next, 
among the poor who hid their poverty and the poor who didn’t hide it, who 
had nothing at all. Among runny-nosed kids who were covered in dirt, but 
kids, meaning souls that God loves especially.

Carrying out that ministry wasn’t easy. Those were times of serious 
social upheaval in Spain, and many people in the poorest areas on the out-
skirts of Madrid responded with insults and threats the minute they saw 
a priest’s cassock. Going there took considerable courage. It took courage 
to do all the social and charitable apostolate he accomplished in the pov-
erty-stricken working-class districts of Madrid.

He also went to visit the sick in different hospitals – the General or 
Provincial Hospital, the Princess’s Hospital and the King’s Hospital, whose 
name was changed to the National Hospital for Infectious Diseases. Thou-
sands of people died every year in those hospitals of typhoid fever, acute 
pneumonia, smallpox and tuberculosis. Mortality rates, especially for tu-
berculosis, were horrifying. Some of the tuberculosis wards were just wait-
ing-rooms for death, where infected men and women coughed out the last 
days of their life with no hope of a cure. →
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(Right) St. Josemaria’s 
Chapel in the Cathedral of 
Almudena, Madrid. (Left) 
A relief in the chapel 
showing him tending the 
sick in the early years of 
Opus Dei. (Below) The 
General or Provincial 
Hospital (now the Museo 
Nacional Centro de Arte 
Reina Sofía). In October 
1931 St. Josemaria left the 
Foundation for the Sick 
and became Chaplain of St. 
Elizabeth’s Convent, and 
began visiting the sick in 
this hospital every Sunday.
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As St. Josemaria recounted years later, he would ask all the poor peo-
ple to whom he ministered spiritually and tended physically, to offer up 
their sufferings, their hours in bed, their loneliness – some of them were ut-
terly alone – to offer up all of that to God for the apostolate we were doing 
with young people.

* * *
What is our apostolate right now? he asked in a letter to Isidoro Zorzano, 

an engineer in Malaga who was among the first to join Opus Dei. Each of us 
is one of the foundation stones. We have to gain spiritual strength by under-
going trials, in order to support the huge weight of God’s work. Pray. Expiate.

St. Josemaria offered very intense penances during those years. He 
wrote to his spiritual director on June 22, 1933, after some days of spiritual 
retreat, the Lord is unquestionably asking me to step up my penance. When I 
am faithful on this point, it is as though the Work takes on new energy.

At the same time as offering mortifications, he prayed and asked oth-
ers to pray. Fr. José María Somoano, one of the priests who helped St. Jo-
semaria in the early years of his apostolate, would often tell María Igna-
cia García, a woman who was dying of tuberculosis in the King’s Hospital, 

“María, we need to pray hard for an intention that’s going to be for the good 
of everyone. This petition isn’t for something for today or tomorrow; it’s 
for a universal good that needs prayers and sacrifices today, tomorrow and 
always. Pray without ceasing…”

María Ignacia soon asked to join Opus Dei herself. She offered up all 
her intense sufferings for that intention, like many other sick people at 
the same hospital. She wrote in her diary, “At night, when I can’t sleep 
because of pain, I spend my time reminding the Lord of this intention over 
and over again.”

For the rest of his life, St. Josemaria said that Opus Dei was born among 
the poor and sick in the Madrid hospitals. ◼
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(Right) The King’s 
Hospital, built in 1925. 

St. Josemaria often 
visited patients here to 

administer the 
Sacraments and tend to 

them in their needs, 
also asking them to 

pray for Opus Dei.

(Below) Fr. José María Somoano. He 
was chaplain at Madrid’s National 

Hospital when he met St. Josemaria 
in January 1932. He was stripped of 
his post in April after anti-religious 

laws were passed, but disregarded 
the risks and continued visiting the 

sick. He died on July 16, 1932, possibly 
poisoned by enemies of the Faith; he 

had offered up his life to God.

(Above) A note by María Ignacia García written after 
the death of Fr. José María Somoano, who had told 
her about Opus Dei. She testified to his enthusiasm in 
begging her to pray for Opus Dei: “María, we need to 
pray hard for an intention that’s going to be for the 
good of everyone. This petition isn’t for something 
for today or tomorrow; it’s for a universal good that 
needs prayers and sacrifices today, tomorrow and 
always. Pray without ceasing; the intention I’m 
telling you about is something very beautiful.”

11. FOUNDED ON SUFFERING
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(Below) María Ignacia García, the first woman to join Opus Dei. 
She died in the National Hospital for Infectious Cases, known as 
the King’s Hospital, in 1933.
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The first craziness
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St. Josemaria wanted to travel at God’s pace – and God went very fast. Ev-
erything was still needing to be done and he had no human resources, no 
property and no money. In spite of this, he launched into Opus Dei’s first 
corporate apostolic work in 1933, setting up the DYA Academy.

At the beginning it was a small academy offering classes for law and 
architecture students. It was later expanded to become a students res-
idence. “DYA” stood for “law and architecture” in Spanish – Derecho y 
Arquitectura – but in the minds of those in Opus Dei it also meant Dios y 
Audacia – God and daring.

St. Josemaria certainly wasn’t short of either human daring or trust in 
God. Something else he wasn’t short of were debts: if he scraped togeth-
er enough money to pay the electricity bill, he didn’t have enough for the 
telephone. It was an adventure. To some it seemed sheer craziness. One of 
his friends said it was like “jumping from a great height without a para-
chute.” From a purely human viewpoint, he had a point.

After overcoming all sorts of difficulties – the beginnings of God’s 
works have never been easy – on March 31, 1935, St. Josemaria had the 
immense joy of celebrating Mass before the first tabernacle Opus Dei pos-
sessed in the world, in the students residence on Ferraz Street, Madrid. His 
first craziness was now a reality.

* * *
St. Josemaria never understood holiness as something divorced from 

people’s ordinary lives. He stressed that God’s love for the world went to 
the extreme of giving his Son, who became Man to redeem mankind, and 
that for ordinary Christians living in the world, following Jesus means im-
itating his generosity and self-giving, and working to restore all things in 
Christ by filling society with a Christian spirit.

In this project, St. Josemaria said, those blessed with a good education 
have a special responsibility because of the place they hold in society. He 
urged the young university students he knew, and everyone who came to 
him, to deepen their knowledge of all the teachings of the Church. He of-
ten said, Ignorance is the greatest enemy of the Faith. He encouraged them 
to spread Christian teachings courageously, explaining, Christ’s command 
to his Apostles, “Go and teach all nations,” is more urgent today than ever. 
We can’t turn away, or be just passive spectators, or turn in on ourselves. Let’s 
stand up and fight for God a great battle for peace, for serenity, for doctrine. ◼
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(Left) The first location of the DYA 
Academy, from the end of 1933 
until October 1934-5, on Luchana 
Street, Madrid.

(Above) Some of the DYA 
residents in the year 1935-1936. 
(Top right) St. Josemaria with 
university students on the 
terrace of DYA, March 1935.
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(Below) Opus Dei’s first tabernacle, in the 
second site of DYA Academy and Residence.
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By the mid-1930s things were beginning to hum. The DYA residence was 
up and running, Opus Dei’s apostolate in Valencia had begun, new voca-
tions were coming… but then came the summer of 1936, and the outbreak 
of the Spanish Civil War.

It was a fratricidal war that shed the blood of thousands of Spaniards 
and is one of the darkest periods in the history of the persecution of the 
Church. On just one day, July 25, 1936, 95 priests and bishops were killed in 
Spain. In August, anti-clerical fury resulted in the murders of 2,077 priests, 
monks and nuns – an average of 67 every single day of the month. Many 
lay men and women were also killed just for being Catholics.

* * *
From July 21, 1936, St. Josemaria stayed in his mother’s house. But it 

was not safe. At the beginning of August, they heard that the building was 
going to be searched, and they decided it was too dangerous for him to stay 
any longer. St. Josemaria took refuge in a friend’s house. They had good 
reason to fear for his life; shortly afterwards a man who looked like him 
was hanged in the street. (Until the end of his life, St. Josemaria prayed for 
that man’s eternal repose.) 

This was the start of a succession of narrow escapes as he sought ref-
uge in one friendly home after another. It was dangerous for everyone, 
since sheltering a priest in those days was tantamount to signing one’s 
death-warrant.

On August 30, St. Josemaria was hiding with other people in an apart-
ment on Sagasta Street. One of them did not know he was a priest. Years 
later, this man recalled, “The militiamen came in and started searching 
the building systematically from the basement up. We climbed into a loft, 
which was full of dust and old junk. The roof was so low we couldn’t stand 
upright. It was stiflingly hot. We heard the militiamen entering the loft 
next to ours and searching it. →
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A group of Republican 
militiamen taking aim at a 

statue of the Sacred Heart at 
Cerro de los Angeles, south of 

Madrid, during the Spanish 
Civil War, when churches and 

statues were included in the 
violent anti-Christian hatred.

(Below) A statue of Our Lady on the 
monument to Columbus in Columbus 
Square, Madrid (shown below left, at 
the beginning of the 20th century). 
St. Josemaria often prayed before this 
statue during the Spanish Civil War.
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At that point Fr. Josemaria turned to me and whispered,

I’m a priest. This looks bad. If you wish, make an act of contrition and I 
will give you absolution.

Inexplicably, after searching the whole building, they didn’t come into 
our loft. It took a lot of courage to tell me he was a priest, because if the 
militiamen had come in, I could have betrayed him, by trying to save my 
own life through handing him over.”

Finally, in October 1936 St. Josemaria had no other option but to take 
refuge in a home for the mentally ill run by a family friend, Dr Suils. It was 
ironic: he had so often been called crazy for his apostolic ventures, and 
now he had to pretend to be truly out of his mind. ◼

(Left) Dr. Suils’s 
mental hospital on 
the outskirts of 
Madrid. (Below) St. 
Josemaria in 1937.
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Five months later, in March 1937, St. Josemaria found shelter, with a num-
ber of others, in the Honduran Legation in Madrid, where he stayed for 
several months. He had grown so thin that when his mother Dolores came 
to see him, at the beginning of his stay there, she only recognized him by 
his voice. It was a period of intense prayer and penance; a time of inner 
suffering and spiritual growth, as depicted in The Way, no. 697.

Outside events have placed you in voluntary confinement, worse perhaps, 
because of circumstances, than confinement in a prison. You have suffered an 
eclipse of your personality.

On all sides you feel yourself hemmed in: selfishness, curiosity, misun-
derstanding, people talking behind your back. All right: so what? Have you 
forgotten your free will and that power of yours as a “child”? The absence of 
flowers and leaves (external action) does not exclude the growth and activity 
of the roots (interior life).

Work: things will change, and you will yield more fruit than before, and 
sweeter fruit, too.

In August 1937 he finally obtained some documents that provided him 
with a limited measure of freedom. He was able to pursue the apostolate 
and priestly ministry, though at great risk. He heard confessions while 
seemingly taking a stroll, administered baptisms in secret, and preached 
a spiritual retreat that moved constantly from one location to another, so 
as to avoid arousing suspicion. He also ministered spiritually to a group 
of religious sisters suffering the effects of the persecution.

* * *
Nobody knew if the war was going to last months or years. For some 

months St. Josemaria had tried to find a way to leave Madrid, and at last, 
heard of the possibility of getting to the other side of Spain via the Pyre-
nees. After various close shaves he, some others in Opus Dei, and several 
others began the dangerous trek over the mountains on November 19, 1937.

The little group of fugitives was led by a local guide. They trekked for 
five nights among precipices and narrow mountain paths, each night fin-
ishing in complete exhaustion. →



88

14. A ROSE IN THE NIGHT

From March 14 to end August, 
1937, St. Josemaria hid in the 

Honduran Legation in 
Madrid, together with his 

brother Santiago and some 
Opus Dei members. These 
drawings by one of them 

show how he celebrated Mass 
on an altar improvised from 

suitcases, and the plan of the 
room they occupied.
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They spent the night of November 21 in an empty rectory next to a 
ruined and abandoned church. Juan Jiménez Vargas, one of the Opus Dei 
members in the group, related, “The next day the Father looked very 
strained, though he said nothing about the cause. He had not slept all night, 
and felt so bad that he told us he was not going to say Mass at that point. 
He left the room and went down to the church, which was in ruins – it had 
been ravaged and burnt by militia groups in December 1936. 

“He was down in the church for some time. When he returned we saw 
him looking extraordinarily happy, and carrying a gilded wooden rose in 
his hand. Although he didn’t say anything about it at the time, we all real-
ized that that rose, which had been part of one of the shattered altarpieces 
in the church, held a deep supernatural meaning for him.”

St. Josemaria wanted to get to the other side of Spain in order to have 
the freedom to take Opus Dei forward; but he was also concerned about 
the people he had left in Madrid, some in hiding, and others in prison. He 
had done something he never recommended: he asked God for a golden 
rose as a sign to confirm that he had made the right decision. When he 
went into the wrecked and fire-blackened church he caught the glint of a 
gilded wooden rose, probably from the altarpiece of Our Lady of the Ro-
sary, among the rubble.

As St. Josemaria explained years later, It’s a wooden rose, painted gold, 
of no importance at all. The first time I held it in my hands was in the Pyre-
nees. It was a gift from Our Lady, through whom all good things come to us.

He spoke little about the incident in future years, partly out of humility 
– as the recipient of a favor from God – and partly because he did not like 
to get carried away in stories of miracles. He always stressed, Never forget, 
my children, that what is truly supernatural for us is ordinary life.

On Sunday November 28 he was able to celebrate Holy Mass beside the 
Ribalera, a mountain torrent.

One of the fugitives in the group wrote shortly afterwards, “Kneeling 
down, almost crouching on the ground, in front of a rock, a priest with us 
says Mass. He doesn’t say it like the priests in churches. His clear, heartfelt 
words pierce the soul. I’ve never heard Mass like today, either because of 
the circumstances or because the priest is a saint.” ◼
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(Below) Document obtained by St. Josemaria at the end of August 
1937, certifying him as an official at the Honduran Legation. He used 

it to exercise his priestly ministry in Madrid until October, when he 
decided to escape from the Republican zone over the Pyrenees. 

(Right) St. Josemaria with Miguel Fisac and Juan Jiménez Vargas in 
Barcelona on November 2, 1937, waiting for the expedition to start.

(Right) Cigarette-case used by St. 
Josemaria as a pyx or “portable 

tabernacle” to give Holy Communion 
to people who had not been able to 
receive it since the beginning of the 
conflict. He kept it in the cloth bag, 
with the Honduran flag and seal of 

the Honduran Legation.
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St. Josemaria and his companions hid for a week in 
November 1937, first in the village of Vilaro and then in 
a cabin in the Rialp forest. (Left) Sketches they made of 

the cabin and its surroundings. (Below) A picture of Our 
Lady of the Pillar which they took with them.
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(Above) The wooden rose found by St. Josemaria 
at Pallerols. (Right) A sketch of St. Josemaria by 
Pedro Casciaro, an Opus Dei member, during the 
crossing. (Below) The whole group in Andorra, 
where they stayed for 9 days. From there they 
went to Lourdes to thank the Virgin Mary for 
having arrived safe and sound, and then 
travelled to the National zone of Spain.

Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine
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15
Beginning again
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On December 2, 1937, St. Josemaria arrived in the tiny principality of An-
dorra with his group. From there he traveled to Lourdes, France, to thank 
Our Lady for having brought them through safe and sound. In January 1938, 
after a short stay in Pamplona, he settled in Burgos, in Spain.

By then he was worn out by the harsh conditions of his life in Madrid 
the previous months and the recent grueling trek over the mountains. But 
after spending a few days in spiritual retreat, he resolved to redouble his 
prayer and penance: to sleep only a few hours, and to spend an entire night 
each week in a vigil of prayer.

In August 1938 he was in Vitoria, Spain, preaching a spiritual retreat 
to some religious sisters. One of the sisters who cleaned the rooms testi-
fied, “I’m sure that many nights he didn’t sleep at all, or at least, as far as 
we could see, he didn’t sleep in the bed. Although he would leave the bed-
clothes off as though the bed had been used, we could see that the sheets 
weren’t creased, so if he had lain down at all, it wasn’t on the bed. We think 
he lay on the hard floor to rest. What’s more, on many nights we saw him 
kneeling before the tabernacle, praying, hour after hour.”

* * *
During those months in Burgos, although most of the young men he 

knew were fighting far away from him, he was by no means inactive on the 
apostolic front. In spite of having no money, he managed to get to different 
parts of the country and visited many of them, getting as near the battle-
fronts as was permitted. He did this to strengthen their faith and support 
them in their Christian life and witness. In February he wrote to one of the 
men who had joined him for the trek over the Pyrenees.

Dear Tomas, How much I long to see you and give you a hug! Meanwhile 
I want to ask you to help us with your prayer and hard work.

I am rushing around from one place to another. I’ve just gotten back from 
Vitoria and Bilbao; before that I was in Palencia, Valladolid, Salamanca, and 
Avila. Now I’m fighting a cold I caught in the north. Later, I’m going to Leon 
and Astorga.

Tomasico, – St. Josemaria used the affectionate diminutive of Tomas’s 
name – when will you get off on leave so we can meet up? →
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St. Josemaria with another Opus Dei 
member in Manzanares, Spain, shortly 

after the end of the Spanish Civil War.
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St. Josemaria had already described to Tomas the possibility of dedicat-
ing himself to God in Opus Dei as a married man. St. Josemaria knew that 
married people were part of the foundational light he had received on Oc-
tober 2, 1928, that their vocation was the same as his own, in all its fullness. 
But Tomas would have to wait some years before being able to join Opus 
Dei; the time was not yet right, and the canonical path was still not open.

* * *
On March 28, 1939, St. Josemaria was finally able to return to Madrid, 

which showed signs of war everywhere. As soon as he could, he went to 16 
Ferraz Street, the residence he had set up with such high hopes, and for 
which he prayed and suffered so much. All that remained of it were heaps 
of rubble.

Materially speaking, he had been left with nothing. On the human 
plane, the only people still with him were about a dozen university stu-
dents. Some people who had joined the Work, like María Ignacia García or 
Fr. José María Somoano, had died. The result of ten-and-a-half years of 
intense apostolic work was not very promising. But St. Josemaria was not 
discouraged. He looked at things from a higher standpoint: the super-
natural one. His line of reasoning was: Opus Dei belongs to God, so God 
will take it forward. And he began his apostolate again from scratch, with 
greater effort and hope.

Filled with faith, he continued to carry out an intense apostolate in dif-
ferent Spanish cities and towns, especially with university students, trying 
to help them bring Christ to all the spheres of their life and to discover the 
greatness of their Christian vocation. ◼
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First lodgings
St. Josemaria arrived in Burgos 
on January 8, 1938 and stayed 
in a boarding-house on Santa 
Clara Street for three months 
until March 29.

Church of SS. Cosmas and Damian
St. Josemaria often said Mass here at a Baroque 
altar whose altarpiece was a painting of the 
Immaculate Conception.

Final lodgings
On December 13, 1938, they moved to some 
rented rooms on Concepcion Street. The 
Rodríguez Casado family lived on the ground 
floor of the same building, and St. Josemaria 
resumed his apostolate with women in their 
apartment. He left Burgos on March 27, 1939 
and went to Madrid, recently re-taken by the 
National troops, arriving on March 28.

Cathedral
Burgos Cathedral, consecrated in 1260, is one 
of the finest examples of Spanish Gothic. St. 
Josemaria liked to take the young men whom 
he knew to the top of a tower, where he 
showed them the stonework. He explained that 
this lacework carved in stone, invisible from 
the street, was work done for God alone.

Hotel Sabadell
From March 29 to December 
13, 1938 St. Josemaria and 
some of the early Opus Dei 
members stayed in the Hotel 
Sabadell, moving to a different 
room on May 9. While there St. 
Josemaria continued his 
apostolate with around 100 
people.

St. Teresa’s School
St. Josemaria often said Mass in 
the chapel here. The Teresians 
belonged to an Institute founded 
by St. Pedro Poveda, a friend of 
his who was shot in Madrid at 
the beginning of the Spanish 
Civil War. St. Josemaria worked 
with their General Director, 
Josefa Segovia, to provide them 
with spiritual attention.

Post Office
St. Josemaria kept up frequent 
correspondence with young 
men who had taken part in 
Opus Dei’s apostolate before 
the Spanish Civil War.

Burgos Station
St. Josemaria made a 
number of train journeys 
especially around the fall of 
1938 to meet young men 
scattered around Spain.

Carmelite Church
Four days after arriving in 
Burgos St. Josemaria went 
to the Carmelite Church 
and met Br. José Miguel, 
whose footprints in the 
snow had first stirred his 
heart. He sometimes said 
Mass here and preached at 
two vigils, on June 4 and 
29, 1938. The current 
church was built in 1968.
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Las Huelgas Abbey
During his stay in Burgos 
St Josemaria re-embarked on  
his law doctorate with a new  
thesis: The Jurisdiction of  
the Abbess of Las Huelgas 
Abbey, which he visited  
several times.

10
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(Right) St. Josemaria in the ruins 
of the DYA Academy-Residence 

as he found it on his return to 
Madrid on March 28, 1939. 

(Above) A plaque with words 
from the Gospel made for the 

library of the original DYA 
Academy and later displayed in 

the students’ residence in Ferraz 
Street. There was an identical 
plaque in the DYA Academy-

Residence, which was retrieved 
from the rubble.
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(Left) St. Josemaria with Alvaro 
del Portillo in Valencia in 
September 1939, five months after 
the end of the Spanish Civil War. 
(Below) Train tickets from Madrid 
to other cities in Spain.
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“When You, O Lord, graciously give us encouragement, how trivial all the 
setbacks are!” wrote St. Teresa of Avila, on meeting resistance in trying to 
set up St. Joseph’s Monastery in Medina del Campo. Like most saints, St. 
Teresa had not been spared attacks and slanderous gossip. The same also 
happened, at different times, to St. Ignatius of Loyola, St. Joseph of Ca-
lasanz, St. Francis de Sales, St. John Bosco, St. Anthony Maria Claret, and 
many others. St. Josemaria was no exception.

In the years following the Spanish Civil War, Bishops of many dio-
ceses in Spain, attracted by St. Josemaria’s apostolic drive and reputation 
for holiness, asked him to preach spiritual exercises to their clergy, and 
so thousands of priests heard him speak words burning with love for God.

During those same years, misunderstandings about him increased. The 
attacks became so clamorous that one of his biographers compared it to a 
pond full of frogs croaking at nightfall.

Saints in the middle of the world. Some used to make the Sign of the 
Cross over themselves when they heard it as if to ward off bad thoughts, 
considering it crazy and complete nonsense. Many believed that only 
priests and religious could have a “vocation.” Some would wonder, “What 
are those Opus Dei people really after? Aren’t they just heretics in dis-
guise?” A powerful campaign was organized and people were told, even 
in confessionals and from pulpits, that “a terrible danger was threaten-
ing the Church.”

The gossip grew into slander and, as rumors spiraled out of control, 
into the wildest fantasies. Not a day passed without St. Josemaria’s hear-
ing of new fabrications. He would ask Alvaro del Portillo, one of his most 
faithful co-workers from the earliest times, Alvaro, where will the calum-
nies come from today?

What was surprising was that some of these evil rumors were started 
by Catholics, who thought that they were fighting in a good cause, and that 
their actions were pleasing to God. →
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(Right) Statue of Baby 
Jesus in St. Elizabeth’s 
Convent, Madrid, where 
St. Josemaria was 
resident chaplain 
1931-34 and rector-
administrator 1934-45. 
He loved this little 
statue, which helped 
him to pray devoutly.

(Above) St. Josemaria at the end of a 
retreat he gave to diocesan clergy in 
1939 at the invitation of the Bishop of 
Vitoria. (Below) St. Josemaria and 
Bishop Leopoldo Eijo y Garay of 
Madrid-Alcalá, in September 1944.
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The persecution took on especially vicious tones in Barcelona, where 
there were just half a dozen people of the Work, young students, who met 
regularly in a tiny apartment that they called El Palau – “the Palace” – on 
Balmes Street.

* * *
Amid this opposition St. Josemaria had the firm support and encour-

agement of the Bishop of Madrid, Leopoldo Eijo y Garay, who had backed 
him from the beginning of his apostolate. (At that time, St. Josemaria was 
still rector-administrator of St. Elizabeth’s Convent, Madrid.) It was Bish-
op Leopoldo who decided to grant Opus Dei diocesan approval as a Pious 
Union on March 19, 1941, and who defended and encouraged St. Josemaria 
constantly throughout those stormy times.

A long, long time ago, St. Josemaria recalled years later, one night I had 
gone to bed and was falling asleep – when I slept, I slept very well; I never lost 
any sleep over all those slanders and intrigues – and the telephone rang. I an-
swered it, and heard, “Josemaria!”… It was Don Leopoldo, the then Bishop of 
Madrid. He had a very warm voice. He often called me that late, because he 
used to go to bed at dawn and say Mass at 11 in the morning.

“‘What is it?’ I asked. And he said, “Ecce Satanas expetivit vos ut cribraret 
sicut triticum – Satan has demanded to sift all of you like wheat. He will shake 
you, toss you as wheat is tossed to winnow it.” Then he added, “I’m praying 
for you… Et tu … confirma filios tuos! And you: strengthen your sons!” And 
he hung up.

* * *
St. Josemaria’s response to all of the attacks and slander was always 

the same: forgiveness. Big-hearted and generous, he forgave everyone ev-
erything. I never needed to learn how to forgive, he once said, because God 
taught me to love. And years later, when some people who had attacked 
him came to ask for forgiveness, he told them, You didn’t offend me. I was 
very sorry about the possible offense done to God by the people who had mis-
informed you – and I love them too.

He forgave and forgot, and he taught the faithful in Opus Dei never to 
feel anyone was their enemy, no matter what happened or what they said. 
He gave them a motto to help them live in God’s presence in such situa-
tions: Keep quiet, pray, work, and smile. ◼
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After the Spanish Civil War ended  
St. Josemaria set up a new students’ 
residence on Jenner Street, Madrid. He 
and his mother, sister and brother lived 
there in a separate apartment until the 
middle of 1940. This photograph of his 
room, in March 1940, shows some of the 
books (in Spanish and Latin) that he 
studied and worked with. It was 
possible to identify many of them 
because he later moved the collection to 
Rome, where he continued to enlarge it. 
His appreciation for the diversity of 
charismas within the Church is clear 
from these books and the many other 
authors he read and quoted from:  
St. Catherine of Siena, St. Teresa of 
Avila, St. John of the Cross, St. Ignatius 
Loyola, St. John Bosco, St. Joseph 
Calasanz, St. Therese of Lisieux, 
Francisca Javiera del Valle, Jean 
Chautard, and many more.

The book titles are in the language of 
the editions owned by St. Josemaria.

5th shelf from the bottom

St. Josemaria’s study, 1940

• Louis-Adolphe Paquet, Disputationes theologicæ
• Tommaso Maria Zigliara, O.P., Propædeutica ad sacram
   theologiam in usum scholarum

• Three volumes of Summa philosophica 
   by Tommaso Maria Zigliara, O.P.

• Juan Muncunill, S. J., Tractatus de Christi Ecclesia

• Giovanni Perrone, S. J., Prælectiones theologicæ

• 
Five theological works 

by Louis Billot, S. J.
• Three theological works by Adolphe Tanquerey,
   Compagnie des Prêtres de Saint-Sulpice

• Johann Baptist Franzelin, S. J., Tractatus de SS. 
   Eucharistiæ and Tractatus de sacramentis in genere

• Three volumes of 
  writings by 4th-century 
  Fathers of the Church
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4th shelf from the bottom

3rd shelf from the bottom

• 
St. Thomas Aquinas, O.P., In omnes 

S. Pauli Apostoli epistolas commentaria

• María de Jesús 
   de Ágreda, O.F.M., 
   Mística Ciudad 
   de Dios

• 
Albert Maria 

Weiss, O.P., 
Apología del 
cristianismo

St. Jerome, Epistolæ.
•

Juan de Maldonado, S.J.,
 Commentarii in quatuor 

Evangelistas
•

• Romano Guardini, El espíritu de la liturgia
• Joaquin Solans, Manual litúrgico

• Liturgia de la Misa.

• Francisco Suarez, S.J.,
   Defensio fidei catholicæ

Antonio Astrain, S.J., Historia de la Compañía 
de Jesús en la asistencia de España

• 

Franz Hettinger, Apología del cristianismo
•

Peter Lombard, Liber Sententiarum
•

• Luis de Granada, 
   O.P., Obras• Luis de Granada, O.P., Obras

•

Francisco Gomez-Salazar & Vicente de la 
Fuente, Lecciones de disciplina eclesiástica

Bottom shelf

• Giovanni Battista Palma, 
Prælationes historiæ ecclesiasticæ

• 
Antonio de Molina, monk of the 

Charterhouse of Miraflores, 
Ejercicios espirituales

Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine
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The Priestly Society 
of the Holy Cross
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St. Josemaria’s mother Dolores died unexpectedly in Madrid on April 22, 
1941, while he was away in Lerida preaching a retreat to diocesan priests. 
I have always thought, he said, that the Lord asked me for that sacrifice as an 
external proof of my love for diocesan priests, and that my mother continues 
interceding especially for that particular apostolate.

God had implanted in his soul a deep apostolic zeal for priests. His love 
for the priesthood corresponded with an increasingly urgent need: as his 
apostolate grew, it needed priests formed in the spirit of Opus Dei, who 
could dedicate themselves integrally to it.

For this reason, three young men in Opus Dei had already starting 
studying for the priesthood, following a plan of studies approved by the 
Bishop of Madrid. St. Josemaria, however, did not know when and how 
they could be ordained. He prayed and asked the Lord for light to see how 
the lay, secular characteristics of Opus Dei could coexist with the incardi-
nation of priests, so that men in Opus Dei could be ordained priests at the 
service of Opus Dei’s universal apostolate. The problem was determining 
how this could happen in terms of Church law.

His doubts were resolved in God’s good time and in God’s typical way. 
After I had searched for and failed to find any canonical solution to the problem, 
the Lord gave me the solution, clearly and precisely, he wrote. On the morning 
of February 14, 1943, as he was celebrating Mass in a women’s Opus Dei 
center in Madrid, a light shone in his mind. And after Mass I drew the seal 
of the Work, Christ’s Cross embracing the world, in the very heart of the world, 
and I was able to speak of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross.

God had shown him the way once again. That was the solution he had 
been seeking unsuccessfully for so long: the Priestly Society of the Holy 
Cross. It fitted in perfectly with the light he had received on October 2, 1928 
in which he had seen Opus Dei as having lay people and priests working 
closely together.

Some Opus Dei laymen could now become priests who could minister 
spiritually to the rest of the Opus Dei faithful, and also exercise their pas-
toral ministry in the apostolic activities organized by lay members. These 
Opus Dei priests would be incardinated not in dioceses but in the Priestly 
Society of the Holy Cross, which would be an integral part of Opus Dei and 
inseparable from it. →
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(Left) A portrait of St. 
Josemaria’s mother, 
Dolores, towards the end 
of her life. (Below) St. 
Josemaria at the bedside of 
Venerable Isidoro Zorzano, 
who was gravely sick. He 
was an industrial engineer 
who joined Opus Dei in 
1930 and was a strong 
support for St. Josemaria 
from the start. He died a 
holy death in 1943.
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This new canonical figure was accepted by the Holy See in the fall of 
1943, and on June 25, 1944, after completing their intensive training, Al-
varo del Portillo, José María Hernández Garnica, and José Luis (Joseph) 
Múzquiz were ordained by Bishop Eijo y Garay of Madrid as the first three 
Opus Dei priests. All three were engineers by profession.

St. Josemaria, out of humility, to avoid receiving what he saw as unde-
served congratulations, did not attend the ordination ceremony but cel-
ebrated Mass himself for them at the same time at the student residence 
on Diego de León Street. He was following the defining motto of his whole 
life: to hide and disappear, and for Jesus alone to shine.

Later that day, he told them, When years have gone by and I am dead and 
gone, your brothers will ask you “What did the Father say the day the first three 
were ordained?” Just tell them, “The Father said what he always said: ‘prayer, 
prayer, prayer; mortification, mortification, mortification; work, work, work.’ ”

Some years later, around 1950, St. Josemaria saw, in a new light giv-
en by God, that there was no reason why diocesan priests shouldn’t also 
join the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross. The only superior these priests 
would have is their own Diocesan Bishop, while Opus Dei would provide 
them with the spiritual guidance they need to progress in their interior life 
and to live in faithful union with and obedience to their Bishop. ◼

(Right) A page from St. 
Josemaria’s notebook 

where he drew the seal 
of the Work, Christ’s 
Cross embracing the 

world, in the very heart 
of the world. Later he 

asked one of his sons to 
make a definitive 

design from this sketch.

D

D/25

D/5
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(Above) The first three Opus Dei men to be 
ordained, with some of their teachers: Fr. José 
María Bulart, Br. Justo Perez de Urbel and Br. 

José López Ortiz. St. Josemaria wanted them to 
have the best instruction and training available. 

(Top right and right) During and after the 
ordination ceremony, with Bishop Leopoldo Eijo 

y Garay of Madrid-Alcalá, who ordained them.

(Above) St. Josemaria with the first three Opus Dei men to be ordained. 
Left to right: José Luis (Joseph) Múzquiz, José María Hernández Garnica, 
St. Josemaria and Alvaro del Portillo. All three were qualified engineers.
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17. THE PRIESTLY SOCIETY OF THE HOLY CROSS

(Above) Bishop Eijo y Garay arriving at the Opus Dei center in Diego de Leon 
Street for a celebration after ordaining the first three priests. St. Josemaria 

stayed there during the ordination ceremony to avoid being the center of 
attention. (Below) Newly ordained Fr. Alvaro del Portillo giving a blessing to 

St. Josemaria in the Opus Dei center on Villanueva Street.
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St. Josemaria with the first three Opus Dei 
priests in Rome on June 25, 1969, the 25th 

anniversary of their ordination.
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On February 19, 1975, at a large gathering in 
Guatemala, someone pointed out that it was  
D. Alvaro del Portillo’s saint’s day. St. Josemaria 
initiated a round of applause for him which grew 
into a full ovation from all present. St. Josemaria 
laughed heartily while Blessed Alvaro shook his 
finger at the original speaker in protest. St. Josemaria 
went on to speak simply but appreciatively of Blessed 
Alvaro, who had been his most faithful son and 
closest helper for so many years.

Praise for
his most 

faithful son

Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine



17. THE PRIESTLY SOCIETY OF THE HOLY CROSS

Out of the first three Opus Dei men 
to be ordained, Don Alvaro was the 
one who worked most closely with 
St. Josemaria. In 1975 he was 
elected to succeed him at the head 
of Opus Dei. He died in 1994. Ten 
years later his beatification and 
canonization process was opened 
in Rome. He was beatified on 
September 27, 2014, at a Mass 
presided over by Cardinal Angelo 
Amato with a congregation of over 
200,000 people from around the 
world. Blessed Alvaro’s feast day is 
celebrated on May 12, the 
anniversary of his First 
Communion. Canonization 
processes have also been opened 
for Fr. Joseph Múzquiz (1912-1983) 
and Fr. José María Hernández 
Garnica (1913-1972).

Beatification of 
Alvaro del Portillo
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18
Another night 
spent in prayer
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Amid this whole mixture of lights and shadows, joys and setbacks, God 
blessed Opus Dei’s apostolate abundantly. In 1939, at the end of the Span-
ish Civil War, the only Opus Dei Center lay in ruins; six years later there 
were Centers in Madrid, Barcelona, Valencia, Bilbao, Seville, Granada, 
Zaragoza, Valladolid and Santiago de Compostela. Hundreds of univer-
sity students, stirred by St. Josemaria’s zeal, were working hard to give 
Christian formation to all sorts of people.

As soon as the end of the Second World War was in sight, St. Josemaria 
began preparing to spread Opus Dei’s apostolate to other countries. He 
stressed that Jesus wants his Work to have a universal, catholic heart right 
from the start. Opus Dei, he said, had not been founded just to supply the 
particular needs of one country or one specific point in time. By the end of 
1946, there were already Opus Dei faithful living and working in Portugal, 
England and Italy, spreading the call to live out the Christian vocation to 
the full in the middle of the world, in each of their respective spheres.

* * *
St. Josemaria arrived in Italy late in the evening of June 22, 1946, after 

a stormy boat crossing from Barcelona to Genoa. The next day he made 
the long trip to Rome by car, on roads still shattered in places by the war. 
Even though he was exhausted, the moment he arrived to the small apart-
ment in Piazza Città Leonina, right outside St. Peter’s Square, he went to 
the balcony to look towards St. Peter’s Basilica. 

He was thrilled; it seemed to him like a dream to be there so close to St. 
Peter’s and to the Apostolic Palace, where some lights denoted the pres-
ence of his beloved Pope.

Often, as he walked the streets of Madrid, he had dreamed of receiv-
ing Holy Communion at the Pope’s hands. Now he was physically close to 
the Holy Father, at the beginning of a new stage in Opus Dei’s journey. He 
had come to Rome to reinforce the Work’s universality and to resolve the 
problem of its canonical status, since there was no appropriate form for 
it within the existing canon law of the Church. →
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18. ANOTHER NIGHT 
SPENT IN PRAYER

(Right) St. Josemaria in 
Valladolid, Spain, in March 1940. 
He made many trips to different 

cities to help spread Opus Dei’s 
apostolate. (Below) St. Josemaria 
in Samaniego students’ residence 
in Valencia, Spain, opened in the 

1940-1941 academic year.
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He wanted to find a canonical form that respected the secularity of 
people in Opus Dei; a form that reflected faithfully what God had shown 
him on October 2, 1928.

Help me learn how to wait, he would ask his first followers in 1932. He 
was still waiting… Eighteen years had gone by since that morning in Ma-
drid, and now he was working to move Opus Dei from diocesan approval to 
pontifical approval, so that it could achieve the universal canonical status 
it needed in order to be able to work anywhere in the world.

Eighteen years of intense apostolic efforts, and Opus Dei was still a 
novelty for some. “You’ve come a century too soon,” someone in Rome 
told Fr. Alvaro del Portillo.

St. Josemaria was not discouraged. He had a powerful weapon: prayer. 
And that was how he spent his first night in Rome, praying for the Pope. 
It was a sort of summary of his whole life, and an echo of those nights in 
Zaragoza when, as a young seminarian, dawn had found him still pray-
ing in St. Charles’s Church, lit only by the gentle flickering of the sanc-
tuary lamp.

* * *
What did I want? he asked years later. A place for the Work in the Church’s 

canon law, one that matched the nature of our vocation and the needs of our 
expanding apostolates; for our supernatural path to be fully sanctioned by 
the Magisterium, in a way that presented our spiritual features clearly and 
unambiguously. ◼

(Right) The 
J. J. Sister, on 

which St. 
Josemaria 
made the 

crossing from 
Barcelona to 

Genoa in 1946 
on his first 

visit to Rome.
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(Below) St. Josemaria and two others in Rome, with St. Peter’s 
Basilica in the background. He always had a burning love for the Pope, 

whom he used to call, in St. Catherine of Siena’s words, the sweet 
Christ on earth. (Left) A signed photograph from Pope Ven. Pius XII.
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19
The Roman Colleges 
of the Holy Cross 
and of Holy Mary
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Just over three weeks later, on July 16, 1946, the feast of Our Lady of Mount 
Carmel, Pope Ven. Pius XII received him in a private audience. He was al-
ways moved when he remembered the occasion. I can’t forget, he said, that 
it was His Holiness Pope Pius XII who granted the approval of Opus Dei, when 
this spiritual path looked heretical to some people. Nor can I forget that the 
first words of kindness and affection I received in Rome in 1946 were from the 
then Monsignor Montini – later Pope St. Paul VI.

Ven. Pius XII received St. Josemaria again on December 8 that year, the 
feast of the Immaculate Conception. And on February 2, 1947, the feast of 
the Presentation of the Lord, the Pope signed the Apostolic Constitution 
Provida Mater Ecclesia. The path was being opened up by Our Lady’s hand, 
little by little.

On February 24, 1947, Opus Dei was granted its initial pontifical ap-
proval or Decretum laudis, which was confirmed on June 16, 1950. There was 
still, however, a very long way to go. Vatican II had to be held, and many 
more years had to pass, before Opus Dei would be set up as the Church’s 
first personal prelature, on November 28, 1982. But Opus Dei had finally 
acquired a canonical status that fully matched its founding charism.

* * *
Meanwhile the joint heads of the Vatican’s Secretariat of State, Msgr. 

Domenico Tardini and Msgr. Giovanni Battista Montini, advised St. Jo-
semaria to acquire a property in Rome as Opus Dei’s headquarters. He 
began looking for a building and found one that seemed suitable at the 
beginning of 1947. It was the former Hungarian Embassy, and he was of-
fered it at a low price.

There was one drawback, however: An Hungarian official and his fam-
ily were still illegally occupying the building after Hungary had broken off 
diplomatic relations with the Holy See due to the Communist takeover of 
Hungary. →
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19. LOS COLEGIOS ROMANOS DE LA SANTA CRUZ Y DE SANTA MARÍA

St. Josemaria with students of the Roman 
College of the Holy Cross, who combined 

cheerfulness, intensive study and the 
many jobs connected with the building 

of Villa Tevere, Opus Dei’s headquarters.
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In July 1947, with the squatters still there, St. Josemaria could not wait 
any longer. He and a few Opus Dei members had no option but to take up 
residence in the small porter’s lodge at the entrance to the main building. 
They had little room and less money, but that was nothing new; poverty 
had long been a traveling companion in his life. St. Josemaria often had 
to sleep on the floor, and in March 1948, with no money for heating, he 
suffered temporary facial paralysis from the cold.

Finally the squatters moved out. St. Josemaria christened the main 
building Villa Tevere (“Tevere” being the Italian for Tiber, the river that 
flows through Rome). On the Solemnity of SS. Peter and Paul, June 29, 
1948, he formally established the Roman College of the Holy Cross there.

“Roman,” he explained, because we are very Roman, in soul and spir-
it, since Rome is where the Holy Father lives, the Vicar of Christ, the “sweet 
Christ on earth.” “College,” because it is a gathering of hearts that form one 
single heart, that beats with the same love. “Of the Holy Cross,” because one 
February 14, the Lord chose to crown the edifice of the Work with the Cross. 
It’s also because Christ’s Cross has been written into Opus Dei’s life from the 
start, as it is into the life of each of my children. And because the Cross is the 
Lord’s throne of glory, and we have to set it up on high, at the summit of all 
human activities.

From that day forward, thousands of Opus Dei members from many 
different countries would be formed in Villa Tevere. Some would be or-
dained priests, and all of them, on completing their time of formation, 
would help give a universal spirit to the Work in their countries of origin, 
or else would go and help its apostolate in other countries.

This universal spirit always made St. Josemaria very happy. He loved to 
see how Opus Dei’s universality had been strengthened in Rome and from 
Rome, meaning that it was strongly Roman, which for him was synony-
mous with universality.

For the same reasons, he set up the Roman College of Holy Mary in 
Rome on December 12, 1953 as an international center for the formation 
of women in Opus Dei. The fruits were not slow in coming; by June 1959, 
it had welcomed students from 16 different countries. ◼
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(Left) St. Josemaria 
celebrating Mass, which for 

him was the center and 
root of the interior life. 

(Right) St. Josemaria with 
Opus Dei members in the 

Roman College of the Holy 
Cross in 1954. Below, with 

more, in the 1970s.

(Left) St. Josemaria with Javier Echevarría 
(on the right), who joined the Roman College 
in 1950, began working with St. Josemaria in 
1952, and in 1994 was elected his second 
successor at the head of Opus Dei.
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19. THE ROMAN COLLEGES OF THE HOLY CROSS AND OF HOLY MARY

(Above) The first women students of the 
Roman College of Holy Mary which was 

opened by St. Josemaria in 1953. 
Standing, Eileen Maher, Rafaela Cuenca, 
Gabriella Filippone and Helena Serrano. 

Standing among them in the center is 
Gabriela Duclaud. Sitting, María Josefa 

Linares, María Josefa Zuloaga and 
Margarita Murillo.
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(Left) St. Josemaria with 
students in the Roman 
College of Holy Mary, June 
1964. From left to right, 
Silvia Bianchi, Kikuko 
Yoshizu, Palmira Laguéns 
and Marlies Kücking. 
(Below) St. Josemaria in a 
get-together with university 
students in 1971, during an 
international students’ 
congress in Rome attended 
by young women from all 
five continents.
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20
Marriage as
a divine vocation
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In the light St. Josemaria had received to found the Work, he had seen 
men and women, young and old, priests and lay people, single and mar-
ried. Opus Dei already included several hundred celibate lay people and a 
handful of priests. St. Josemaria at this time felt the urgency to develop 
some elements contained within the founding charism. One of them was 
that married people could belong to Opus Dei.

Until that time there was no provision in canon law for married people 
to belong fully and officially to an organization such as Opus Dei. Plenty 
of married people, however, were waiting to be able to join. St. Josemaria, 
while he waited with quiet confidence for the obstacles to be overcome, 
advised them to live the spirit of the Work to the full even though they 
could not yet join it officially.

Finally, all the difficulties were resolved and what St. Josemaria saw 
could be realized. He organized and directed a workshop in Molinoviejo, 
a conference center near Segovia, Spain, from September 25 to October 1, 
1948, for fifteen men who wanted to commit themselves to God in their 
married lives. This was the start of an apostolate that would lead thousands 
of souls to commit themselves to sanctifying their family life and making 
their homes, as St. Josemaria loved to say, into cheerful homes, full of light.

Years before, St. Josemaria had written in The Way: Do you laugh be-
cause I tell you that you have a “vocation to marriage?” Well, you have just 
that: a vocation. And these men had heard the same from his lips. Now their 
vocation was confirmed, and they became Supernumeraries of Opus Dei.

St. Josemaria had managed to open the doors of Opus Dei to single and 
married men and women who felt called by God to a total commitment 
compatible with their lives in the world. Another step forward happened 
on June 16, 1950, the feast of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, when the Holy See 
granted its final approval to Opus Dei. The decree permitted those of other 
Christian denominations, and even other religions or none, to become Co-
operators of Opus Dei. They would not belong to the Work, but would join 
the many Catholics who nevertheless help the Work through their prayer, 
work, or donations to support its different apostolic projects. ◼
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(Below) Tomás Alvira and Paquita Domínguez. They 
were married on June 16, 1939, in Zaragoza, Spain. 
Both were Opus Dei Supernumeraries. They died in 

1992 and 1994, and the process of their beatification 
has been opened. (Right) St. Josemaria with Tomás 

and Paquita and seven of their children in Rome.

(Left) St. Josemaria 
with Mr. and Mrs. 
Castelli, and with the 
Cremades Sanz-Pastor 
family (right), two of 
the many families he 
met in Rome and on 
trips in Europe and 
Latin America. His 
encouragement and 
advice made a lifelong 
impression on them.
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(Above) St. Josemaria blessing a baby 
in Buenos Aires in 1974 and holding a 
baby in Pamplona in 1967 (below).
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21
Three consecrations



141

Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

Meanwhile the attacks on Opus Dei had not ceased, and some of the at-
tackers were going after the parents of Italian Opus Dei faithful and trying 
to fill them with alarm.

The situation became serious. At that time Opus Dei was not an institu-
tion widely known within the Church and blessed by several Popes, like it is 
today. To many it seemed like a novelty full of reservations and questions.

The malicious gossip spread among parents was especially painful to 
St. Josemaria, because he had always taught his spiritual children to love 
and practice the fourth commandment, “Honor your father and mother.” 
He called it the sweetest of the Ten Commandments. And Opus Dei members 
and those thinking about joining were now experiencing conflict between 
following a divine vocation and keeping the fourth commandment.

St. Josemaria’s response was to appeal once again to heaven for help. 
On May 14, 1951 he decided to place all our families under the protection of 
the Holy Family, Jesus, Mary and Joseph.

That same day he went to the Holy Family oratory in Villa Tevere, which 
was still under construction, and, filled with trust in God, consecrated the 
families of the members of Opus Dei to the Holy Family.

This was how he always reacted to major problems and setbacks. He 
appealed to Heaven through the intercession of God’s Mother, whose 
prayers he believed were all powerful. When in 1951 he again realized that 
another serious danger was threatening Opus Dei, he applied all the super-
natural and human means available to prevent it. He prayed and offered 
mortifications and sacrifices and asked others to do the same, petitioning 
for this intention with a constant prayer, Cor Mariæ dulcissimum, iter 
para tutum! – Most sweet heart of Mary, prepare a safe way!

On August 15 that year he went to Marian Shrine in Loreto and conse-
crated Opus Dei to Our Lady’s most sweet heart, begging her to keep Opus 
Dei’s path firm and safe. →
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21. THREE CONSECRATIONS

St. Josemaria, Don Alvaro, 
and Armando Serrano at 

Loreto in 1960.

St. Josemaria 
venerating a 
statue of Our 
Lady of Loreto, 
Rome, 1972.
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In later years he renewed this consecration to Our Lady at her shrines 
in different countries: Lourdes (France), Fatima (Portugal), The Pillar 
(Spain), Einsiedeln (Switzerland), Willesden (England), Pompeii (Italy), 
Guadalupe (Mexico), the Miraculous Medal (France), and others. In 1951 
he asked for the consecration to be renewed on August 15 every year, in all 
Opus Dei centers. And he said, Our Opus Dei was born and has grown under 
Our Lady’s mantle. That is why so many Marian customs fill the daily lives of 
God’s children in this Work of God.

The following year, on October 26, 1952, on the feast of Christ the King, 
he consecrated Opus Dei to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, appealing to Divine 
Mercy to protect the Work and always give it great love for the Church and 
the Pope, shown in deeds of service. ◼

A picture 
representing 

the Sacred 
Heart, placed at 

St. Josemaria’s 
request in the 

oratory in Villa 
Tevere where 

he consecrated 
Opus Dei to the 

Sacred Heart  
in 1952.
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(Below) A statue of Our Lady, Mother of Fair Love, on the River 
Terrace in Villa Tevere. (Right and below right) St. Josemaria 
renewing the consecration of Opus Dei to the Immaculate 
Heart of Mary on August 15, 1952 on that terrace.
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22
In Rome and from Rome 
to the whole world
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During the 1940s and 1950s St. Josemaria sent many Opus Dei members 
to begin the Work in countries on all five continents, taking with them 
nothing but his blessing and a picture or statue of Our Lady. In their new 
countries they earned their living by their ordinary work while laying the 
foundations of the apostolate.

Those men and women strove to put what St. Josemaria was teaching 
them into practice in their own lives as they respond to the demands of 
their particular vocation. This led them to take a radical approach to ful-
filling their baptismal promises, identifying themselves with Christ and 
bringing his light to their family, work and social spheres.

St. Josemaria inspired them from Rome with letters and suggestions, 
and encouraged them through his prayers, sacrifices and words to carry 
out a generous sowing of Christian teaching and life wherever they lived 
and worked.

He always stressed the priority of the interior life based on prayer and 
the Sacraments, and reminded them of the need to carry out intense per-
sonal apostolate with the people around them, opening up to them new 
horizons of holiness that were as old and as new as the Gospel.

In his preaching, letters and frequent meetings with them, he under-
lined the fundamental value of work. For work to become a real blaze of 
Christian light in every field of human endeavor, he emphasized, they 
needed to do it in close union with Christ, as professionally and as per-
fectly as they could.

One result of the personal apostolate done by those men and women 
throughout the world was a wide range of apostolic projects: residences 
for students, schools run by parents, universities, training centers, farm 
schools, youth clubs, conference centers, and many more. Set up in re-
sponse to specific local needs, they show just how creative Christians can 
be when they really shoulder the demands of their vocation in the middle 
of the world.

St. Josemaria said that the apostolic projects established by his chil-
dren in Opus Dei, in cooperation with others who want to work for Christ, 
are a shoreless sea. He encouraged everyone to light up all human affairs 
with Christ’s light, with the same impetus for spreading the Gospel at all 
the crossroads of the world, as characterized the first Christians. →
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22. EN ROMA Y DESDE ROMA: POR TODO EL MUNDO

(Above) St. Josemaria with Fr. Alvaro del Portillo and Fr. José 
Luis Masot in Villa Tevere, Rome, 1954. (Below) St. 
Josemaria and Don Alvaro in December 1956.
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At the same time he was aware of the poverty that burdened his chil-
dren as they worked on these apostolates. He trusted in God and warned 
them against discouragement. He encouraged them to have a bold faith in 
God’s providence, recommending them to work hard and perseveringly to 
bring their projects into being.

His recipe for launching an apostolic project was strong faith, unshak-
able love for God, confident, persevering prayer, plus serious and profes-
sionally rigorous planning. This would ensure that the projects were true 
to their nature as initiatives of lay faithful who were aware of their deep 
social responsibilities as citizens and as Christians. 

I’ve sown the roads of Europe with Hail Marys, St. Josemaria often said, 
recalling his frequent car trips in Western Europe during those years of 
apostolic expansion. He went from city to city to support his daughters 
and sons in their apostolic endeavors, and to explain the essentials of Opus 
Dei’s message to local bishops.

His trips always included visits to major Marian shrines, in order, with 
a son’s trust and devotion, to place his and his children’s work and apos-
tolate under her protection.

As the years went by God blessed this sowing with abundant harvests. 
St. Josemaria continued to spread his apostolate to all five continents. As 
new vocations came, he could see how the vision he had had on October 2, 
1928 of multitudes being drawn to Christ, was coming true.

But all his apostolic journeys should not conceal that the main part of 
his life during this period was spent in long days of prayer and hard work 
in his office in Rome, as well as in self-sacrificing commitment to the 
formation of the Opus Dei faithful who came to study in Rome. For many 
years he devoted his best energies to this task.

Day after day he patiently and boldly explained Opus Dei’s spirit, prac-
tice and essential features to the men and women who came there to study. 
He opened their eyes to ambitious apostolic horizons, nurturing in their 
souls a hunger to serve Christ and his Church with deeds wherever they were 
in the world. He spoke to them about the difficulties that could come up 
and about the supernatural and human means to overcome those obstacles.

He encouraged them to work for this ideal without falling into naive 
idealism. Christian heroism, he reminded them, means sanctifying every-
day life, and doing one’s daily duties faithfully and generously. He strove 
to help them progress along paths of prayer, developing their personal re-
lationship with the Lord until they became contemplatives in the middle of 
the world. At the same time he urged them to study the teachings of the 
Church seriously and in depth. →
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(Above) St. Josemaria in 1971; and, (below) in 1972 and 1973, with groups of 
students who came to Rome from different countries for Holy Week, to take part in 
the annual student congress held by the Institute for University Cooperation. St. 
Josemaria gave his personal encouragement and inspiration to these congresses, 
which continue to this day, drawing thousands of students from around the world.
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His words were both demanding and inspiring, setting listeners on fire 
with love for God. He spoke with the great supernatural outlook, joy, and 
sense of humor that characterized him. 

In Rome he dedicated much time and effort to composing documents, 
instructions and letters hammering out the essentials of Opus Dei’s spir-
it. Because it was a new setup within the Church, he also had to work very 
hard to ensure that it was canonically sound, and that the way it was de-
fined in canon law closely matched the Gospel-inspired originality of the 
message he had received from God. 

For the rest of his life, he devoted himself to this task, seeing it as an 
essential part of founding Opus Dei. As a trained lawyer he knew how im-
portant it was that the legal provision be a good fit for the real nature of a 
Church institution, to enable it to develop as it should.

That was how he spent his years in Rome, marked by his constant de-
sire to hide and disappear. He lived Rome, the Eternal City, because Rome 
is where the Pope is, the sweet Christ on earth, as he loved to say, in the 
words of St. Catherine of Siena. He often expressed his love for the Pope 
with the aspiration Omnes cum Petro ad Iesum per Mariam – all with Pe-
ter to Jesus through Mary!

He told his spiritual children in Opus Dei, When you are old and I have 
rendered my account to God, you can tell your brothers and sisters how the 
Father loved the Pope with all his strength. He was always moved by the 
expressions of affection and esteem he received from the Popes and es-
pecially when Ven. Pius XII and St. John XXIII told him of the hopes they 
placed in his apostolate. He was thrilled when St. Paul VI wrote him a letter 
calling Opus Dei a “living expression of the Church’s perennial youth.” ◼
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(Above) Montse Grases from Barcelona, Spain, who joined Opus Dei at age 16, 
having heard God’s call to serve him in her everyday life. She passed on to friends 
and family the peace of soul that comes from being close to God, especially when 
suffering from the bone cancer from which she died at age 17. The process for her 
beatification opened on December 19, 1962. (Below) Montse on a visit to St. 
Josemaria in Rome in November 1958, four months before she died.

22. IN ROME AND FROM ROME TO THE WHOLE WORLD
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St. Josemaria in Rome with a group of Japanese Opus Dei 
women and friends in 1970. Forty years after God inspired 
him to begin Opus Dei’s apostolate with women, he could 

see for himself the universal scope of God’s plan.

(Right) St. Josemaria in 
Rome with three of the 

first Japanese men in Opus 
Dei. (Below) St. Josemaria 

with a group of Opus Dei 
priests in England.
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St. Josemaria addressing students, teachers and friends of the University of Navarre in 1967.

St. Josemaria in 1972, 
speaking at an academic 
ceremony at the 
University of Navarre, 
which he founded twenty 
years earlier.



155

Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

St. Josemaria celebrating an open-air Mass at 
the University of Navarre on October 8, 1967. 
His homily, published afterwards under the 
title Passionately Loving the World, was a 
moving summary of his preaching on 
sanctifying ordinary life.



Some of St. Josemaria’s apostolic
trips from Rome 1948-1958

St. Josemaria made these
trips by car. The graphic
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The total miles or km
(in bold) give some idea
of the length of each trip,
but the actual distances
traveled will have been
greater since roads and
routes have changed
since those times.
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22. IN ROME AND FROM ROME TO THE WHOLE WORLD

St. Josemaria on some of his trips 
through Western Europe: (left) 
near Innsbruck, Austria, 1949; 
(below) in the Netherlands, 
1958; (right) in England, 1958.



Some of St. Josemaria’s apostolic
trips from Rome 1948-1958

St. Josemaria made these
trips by car. The graphic
shows the main towns
he visited, with the
distances between them.
The total miles or km
(in bold) give some idea
of the length of each trip,
but the actual distances
traveled will have been
greater since roads and
routes have changed
since those times.
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(Below) St. Josemaria in Paris, August 1959. Fr. José 
María Hernández Garnica is on the right.

Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine
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On December 3, 1955, St. Josemaria 
arrived in Vienna on his second trip to 
prepare Opus Dei’s apostolate in 
Austria. December 4th, after saying Mass 
in the Cathedral, he did his 
thanksgiving before the icon of “Maria 
Pötsch”. He was inspired to compose a 
prayer which has been offered by 
countless people since then for his 
intentions: Sancta Maria, Stella 
Orientis, filios tuos adiuva! – Holy 
Mary, Star of the East, help your 
children! He used this aspiration to 
place beneath the Virgin Mary’s 
protection Opus Dei’s future apostolate 
in Austria and in the countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe, as well as 
the Church’s intentions in countries 
behind the Iron Curtain. In time, his 
dream came true: Opus Dei’s apostolate 
began in Poland in 1989, in Hungary 
and Czechoslovakia (as it was then) in 
1990, in Lithuania in 1994, in Estonia 
and Slovakia in 1996, in Kazakhstan in 
1997, in Croatia and Slovenia in 2003, 
in Latvia in 2004, in Russia in 2007, 
and in Romania in 2009.

Vienna, gateway 
to Eastern Europe
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(Above) St. Josemaria with two Opus Dei men by the Rhine, near Bonn, 
December 7, 1955. He had closely followed the development of the 

apostolate in Germany since it started in 1952. At the end of 1955 he took 
a long trip around Western Europe, visiting Switzerland, France, Belgium, 
the Netherlands, and arriving in Germany on November 30. He stopped in 

Cologne and Bonn, where he went to the students’ residence Althaus for 
the first time. From there he went via Salzburg and Linz to Vienna, which 

had been planned as the last stop before returning home. But he decided 
to go back to Bonn on December 7, to encourage his sons in Germany, 

adding another 1,000 miles (1,700 km) to the journey. He told them that 
he had sown the roads of Europe with Hail Marys and songs.

(Right) St. Josemaria’s sister Carmen Escrivá with her dog Chato, on January 1, 1956. 
God did not give her a vocation to Opus Dei, but she played an indispensable role in 

giving the Work its special family spirit. In March 1957, five years after she moved to 
Rome, she was diagnosed with liver cancer. In May that year St. Josemaria went to 

Paris, and he decided to go via Lourdes, adding over 600 miles (1,000 km) to the trip, 
to pray for the miracle of his sister’s cure, while accepting God’s will no matter what. 

Carmen faced her sickness and death with Christian understanding and fortitude. She 
was cared for throughout by some of the Opus Dei women, who loved her dearly. She 

received the Anointing of the Sick and Viaticum, and died on June 20, 1957.

Two stories behind hundreds of miles

22. IN ROME AND FROM ROME TO THE WHOLE WORLD
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Second Vatican Council
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Ven. Pius XII died in 1958 and was succeeded by St. John XXIII, a smiling 
76-year-old. On January 25, 1959, he decided to convoke an Ecumenical 
Council. This unexpected announcement took everyone by surprise.

But the Holy Spirit, through this gentle, approachable Pope, want-
ed to bring about a deep spiritual renewal in the Church by means of that 
great meeting of bishops from around the world, called the Second Vati-
can Council, or Vatican II.

When St. Josemaria heard the news he began to pray and ask others to 
pray for the happy outcome of this great initiative, the Ecumenical Council.

Some Opus Dei faithful took an active part in the work of Vatican II. 
Msgr. Alvaro del Portillo, Opus Dei’s Secretary-General, was appointed 
president of the ante-preparatory commission on the laity, a member of 
another preparatory commission, secretary of the Conciliar Commission 
on the Discipline of the Christian Clergy and People, as well as a peritus – 
expert or consultant – for other conciliar commissions.

During the years of the Council, 1962 to 1965, many of the bishops at-
tending the Council came to visit St. Josemaria and had long conversations 
with him. One of them, the Bishop of Metz, recalled, “Bishop Claude Flusin 
of Saint-Claude (France) introduced me to Msgr. Escriva de Balaguer half-
way through the Council’s first session. After that, I had the joy of talking 
to him on several occasions. I found him exceptionally close to the prob-
lems of his fellow men. He was concerned about the future of the world and 
of the Church. He was fully aware of the seriousness of what was at stake, 
and deeply convinced that merely retouching the façade was unthinkable. 
Neither was just a reform of structures enough on its own. Only a return 
to the sources of the Faith, he felt, would enable the Church to fulfill her 
mission in the world.” →
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(Right)  
St. John XXIII with 
St. Josemaria and 

Blessed Alvaro  
del Portillo in  

March 1960.

(Right) 
St. Paul VI and  

St. Josemaria in 
an audience, 

October 1964.



165

Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

Another Council Father wrote, “I sincerely believe that [Msgr. Escriva] 
contributed decisively to clarifying the teaching of the Church on some 
points on which the light he received from God, plus his own extraordinary 
pastoral experience in the world of work, were indispensable.”

Among the many Council teachings that made St. Josemaria especially 
happy were those on the universal call to holiness. This confirmed some 
basic aspects of what he had been preaching and practicing since 1928.

He was also delighted to read what the Council said about the respon-
sibility of the laity in the Church’s mission, as well as about the freedom 
and responsibility they had in the world to order all things according to 
God’s Will.

* * *
After Vatican II was over, however, some people used what they claimed 

was “the spirit of the Council” to cause disorder, disobedience and re-
bellion in the bosom of the Church. This was something that had often 
happened following previous Ecumenical Councils. The situation became 
so bad that St. Paul VI sometimes spoke of the Church as “decomposing” 
while atheism, agnosticism and secularization were spreading ever more 
vigorously in Western society. 

In a speech to the College of Cardinals on June 23, 1972, St. Paul VI de-
nounced a “false and abusive interpretation of the Council, which aims to 
break with tradition, even doctrinal tradition, going so far as to reject the 
pre-conciliar Church, and to envisage a ‘new’ church, as it were ‘rein-
vented’ from the inside, in her constitution, her dogma, custom and law.”

And a few days later, in a homily for the feast of SS. Peter and Paul, the 
Pope said he felt as though “through some crack the smoke of Satan has 
entered God’s temple.”

St. Josemaria, who sought to unite himself always to the Holy Father’s 
mind and prayers for the Church, suffered greatly because of the situa-
tion. He had recourse to prayer and mortification as expiation offered to 
the Lord. He consecrated Opus Dei to the Holy Spirit, begging him to en-
lighten the Church. Without losing his optimism, and trusting in the Holy 
Spirit’s life-giving power, he took all necessary steps to ensure Opus Dei’s 
faithfulness to the authentic teachings of Vatican II. →
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Three moments from 
St. Paul VI’s visit to Centro 
ELIS, Opus Dei’s corporate 

apostolic project in the 
working-class district of 

Tiburtino, Rome, 
November 21, 1965.
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He also made many pilgrimages to churches and shrines of Our Lady, 
praying through her intercession that the Church’s time of trial would 
soon end. His valiant faith and love for the Church were not affected by the 
misunderstandings he suffered at that time. Some people, who could not 
grasp the reality of his faithfulness to the Church, falsely labeled him as a 
rigid conservative or reactionary – doubly false, since he was a trailblazer 
on the path of innovation and deep renewal.

I feel sorry for the Church. I feel sorry for souls, he said on May 15, 1972. 
I often end the day really tired because of praying constantly: always praying, 
petitioning, trusting that the Lord has to hear me. And then I try and turn the 
burden of that fatigue into prayer too, and I offer the Lord my wretchedness, 
my good intentions, and holy desire to do many things that I don’t manage to 
finish, even though I want to. And I tell him with total abandonment, “Lord, 
it’s for your Church, for my daughters and sons, and for myself! See, it’s your 
Church, we’re your children, and our souls are yours!” ◼



168

(Above) St. Josemaria, Blessed Alvaro and Fr. Javier Echevarría, April 1968. 
(Below) St. Josemaria kissing the Grotto of Apparitions at Lourdes.  

(Right) St. Josemaria in Fatima, April 13, 1970.
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At the
feet of
Our Lady
of Guadalupe
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St. Josemaria’s constant prayer for the Church and the Work led him to 
go to Mexico in 1970 to pray at the feet of Our Lady of Guadalupe. He did a 
novena there, joined spiritually by thousands of people. On the fifth day of 
his novena, he spoke to Our Lady in words of trusting supplication.

Our Lady, now I bring you thorns, not having anything else; the thorns 
I have in my heart; but I am sure that through you they will turn into roses…

Make little roses flower all year long in our hearts, the little roses of ordi-
nary life, nothing special, but filled with the scent of sacrifice and love. I say 
little roses on purpose, because they’re what suit me best, since in my life I’ve 
only learned to work with ordinary everyday things, and often I don’t even 
manage to complete those. But I’m certain that in that habitual behavior, in 
the things I do every day, that’s where your Son and you are waiting for me.

His stay in Mexico marked a milestone in his life. For many years 
his trips around Western Europe had included informal meetings with 
large groups of Opus Dei members, friends and people who shared in its 
apostolate.

Beginning in Mexico, these get-togethers developed into huge gath-
erings, which through his preaching became warm, family atmospheres.

He carried out in them a extensive, highly effective catechesis. People 
were drawn by his reputation for holiness, and his words moved many to 
conversion, to commit themselves to God, and to improve their Christian 
living.

When he heard about the results of these encounters, he was over-
whelmed, wanting simply to disappear, as an instrument, but thanking 
God from his heart. He realized that the Lord was asking him to devote 
much of the time he had left to carrying out this apostolate.

Accordingly, he stayed in Mexico from May 15 to June 22, 1970. All 
kinds of people came to listen to him: businessmen, homemakers, crafts-
men, farmers, indigenous Mexican women with their babies tied on their 
backs. St. Josemaria, with a cheerful, optimistic approach that included 
many jokes and uplifting stories, would explain one aspect of Christian 
life, say what the Church taught about another, point to solutions and 
remedies for particular situations, and encourage his listeners to strug-
gle and improve. →
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24. AT THE FEET OF OUR LADY OF GUADALUPE

(Above) St. Josemaria 
kneeling before the 

image of Our Lady of 
Guadalupe in the old 

basilica during his trip 
to Mexico in 1970.

(Below) A painting of Our Lady of 
Guadalupe giving a rose to St. Juan Diego. 
St. Josemaria prayed before this painting, 
which is now in Rome.
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In Morelos, Mexico, members of Opus Dei had set up several farm 
schools that had a great impact on living conditions in the area. St. Jo-
semaria went there to meet a large group of farmers. He told them, My 
children, all of us, you and we together, aim to get you out of this situation of 
poverty. We’re also going to try and provide education for your children. Be-
tween us all we’ll succeed, and the gifted ones who like studying will be able 
to go very far. At first there’ll only be a few, but as the years go by… And how 
will we accomplish this? As if we’re bestowing a favor? No, my children, ab-
solutely not! Like I said, we’re all equal here!

He also spoke to people who had the means to help the disadvan-
taged, telling them, We need to intensify initiatives on behalf of laborers and 
farm-workers. We must help them, with human warmth and supernatural af-
fection, to gain the education and training they need to make their work yield 
more. Then they’ll be able to support their families properly, as they need to. 
That doesn’t mean overthrowing the people on top; but it’s not right for some 
families to be permanently on the bottom.

* * *
During St. Josemaria’s stay in Mexico a large group of diocesan priests 

also came to meet him. The encounter took place in an Opus Dei center near 
Guadalajara. They had a long, lively get-together, but it was so hot that by 
the end he was totally exhausted.

He had to go to lie down for a while. From the bed, he could see a pic-
ture of Our Lady of Guadalupe on the wall, offering a rose to the native 
Mexican Saint Juan Diego. That’s how I’d like to die, he mused, looking at 
Our Lady as she gives me a flower… ◼
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(Above) St. Josemaria meeting women agricultural workers 
and their children at Montefalco Farm School, June 5, 1970. 

(Right) Montefalco in 1950. Opus Dei members and others 
transformed the old estate into an educational and social 

center for the benefit of the local population.
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(Above) A moment from St. Josemaria’s catechesis (June 14, 1970) with 
different groups of people, for which he prolonged his stay in Mexico for 
several weeks after making a novena to Our Lady of Guadalupe.
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A sequence showing the mother of a Mexican woman, 
member of Opus Dei, kneeling down to thank St. Josemaria. 
He responded by kneeling down with her. Also with him 
were Blessed Alvaro and Fr. Javier Echevarría.

Mexico, June 2, 1970

Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine
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Catechetical travels
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Two years after his trip to Mexico, St. Josemaria’s apostolic zeal led him 
to make a long catechetical journey through Spain and Portugal. During 
October and November 1972 he spoke to thousands of people in large gath-
erings, about the Christian vocation, the Sacraments, how to sanctify their 
work, and how to identify with Christ in the middle of the world.

A year and a half later, on May 22, 1974, he set off on a second trip 
to Latin America, which ended August 31. He visited and conducted cat-
echeses in Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Peru, Ecuador and Venezuela. He trav-
eled to Latin America a third time from February 4 to 25, 1975, visiting 
Venezuela and Guatemala, but sickness compelled him to return to Rome. 
Altogether he spent 122 days in Latin America, meeting and speaking with 
tens of thousands.

The French journalist and writer André Frossard said, “Those get-to-
gethers had a real family flavor to them. Msgr. Escriva was walking back 
and forth on a stage, with a really large gathering of people of all ages: 
children, parents, men, women, the elderly. And what surprised me most 
was how visibly happy people were to be there, around that man, who was 
like a father with lots of children who didn’t get the chance to see him 
much of the time and were using that gathering to bring up their small, 
personal problems.

The questions themselves were less important than the spirit in which 
they were asked. That showed me that Msgr. Escriva had a special gift of 
discerning people, through charity. The visible love he felt for them gave 
him light on their particular case, so you could see that the answers that 
he gave publicly to their questions, really touched on their inner problems, 
their most personal problems of conscience.”

* * *
Frossard was right: St. Josemaria’s love and holiness, his madness of 

love, drew those crowds of people towards God. →
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St. Josemaria at a gathering in the Teatro 
Coliseo, Buenos Aires, June 23, 1974.
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Throughout the years, St. Josemaria remained faithful to the love of his 
youth, and faithful to the mission God had entrusted to him on October 2, 
1928. He was also faithful to his watchword of humility, which led him to 
begin every day anew out of love, struggling to serve God better. He was 
very moved when, in Portugal, he was given an old earthenware soup-tu-
reen that had been broken and then carefully repaired with staples. It’s an 
ordinary thing, he said, opening his soul to the people around him, but I 
loved it. You could see it had been well used and had got broken – it must have 
belonged to a big family – and then had been mended with staples so it could 
continue to be used. Under the glaze it was decorated with the words Amo-te, 
amo-te, amo-te, I love you, I love you, I love you.

I felt that that old pot was me. I prayed about it, because that’s exactly how 
I see myself, like that earthenware soup-tureen, broken but stapled together. 
I love to tell the Lord, “Staples and all, I love you so much!” We can still love 
the Lord when we get broken, my children.

* * *
During those familial gatherings, all kinds of questions came up. A 

priest asked him for advice for his pastoral work; a home helper talked 
about her job; a farm worker told a story… specific problems of daily life 
were laid before him. A Venezuelan asked how he could raise his children to 
love work, when they were well off and living in comfortable surroundings.

St. Josemaria answered, I would take them for a walk round the slum 
areas on the outskirts of Caracas, so they can see those hovels, piled on top of 
each other. They need to learn to use money properly; they have to administer 
it so that everyone can share in the products of the earth. It’s easy to say ‘I’m 
a good person’ if you’ve never been in need. →

A soup-tureen 
given to St. 

Josemaria in 
Portugal.
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25. VIAJES DE CATEQUESIS

St. Josemaria in 
November 1972: 

(above) during a 
catechetical gathering; 

(right) with Blessed 
Alvaro del Portillo in 

Castelldaura near 
Barcelona.
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A friend of mine who had a lot of money once told me, “I don’t know 
whether I’m a good person, because my wife has never been sick, when I was 
unemployed and penniless; my kids were not starving when I was unem-
ployed and without a cent; I never found myself homeless, on the street… I 
don’t know whether I’m an honest man: what would I have done if all that 
had happened to me?”

Look, we need to make sure it doesn’t happen to anyone. We need to give 
people skills so that they can earn a decent living, enough to support them-
selves and their families in old age and sickness, to send their kids to school 
and to college, and all the rest. We can’t be indifferent to anything concerning 
other people, and from where we are, we have to work for charity and justice.

* * *
The main subjects of those encounters were the greatness of the Chris-

tian vocation; a courageous “Yes” to life and big families; a firm defense 
of the faith of the Church, without changes, short-cuts, alterations or re-
interpretations; and, always, a strong, almost pleading insistence on the 
need to go to the Sacrament of Confession, because without it there is no 
reconciliation with God, and if there is no reconciliation with God there is 
neither Christian life nor fruits of holiness.

He sometimes became hoarse from preaching for so many hours to-
gether, but he kept talking, answering questions, trying to move people to 
love God. The gatherings often ended with a heartfelt blessing that spurred 
his hearers on to do apostolate.

At the end of a large gathering in Brazil he gave them his blessing, say-
ing, May you increase

like the sands of your beaches,
like the trees on your mountains,
like the flowers in your fields,
like your aromatic coffee-beans.
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. ◼
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Three photographs of St. Josemaria in gatherings with 
different groups of people in November 1972, during his 
two-month catechetical journey through Spain and Portugal 
which took in Pamplona, Bilbao, Madrid, Oporto, Lisbon, 
Seville, Valencia and Barcelona.
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St. Josemaria in a large 
gathering in Pozoalbero, 
Spain, 1972.
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(Left) St. Josemaria in 
Fatima on November 
2, 1972.

(Left) Meeting 
Carmelite nuns in Puçol 
Convent near Valencia, 
November 19, 1972. 
During his catechetical 
trip St. Josemaria 
visited several 
communities of 
religious. They were 
grateful to him for 
spreading his faith and 
hope in difficult times 
for the Church.
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(Above) A gathering in 
Altoclaro, Caracas, in 1974, 
where a nurse, holding her 

daughter, told St. Josemaria 
how she had been advised to 

terminate her pregnancy as 
the baby may be born with 

disabilities, but she took 
further advice and decided to 

have the baby, who was 
born perfectly healthy. 

(Right) St. Josemaria 
speaking at a large 

gathering in the Teatro 
Coliseo, Buenos Aires, June 

23, 1974. 
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(Right) St. Josemaria 
greeting a man with 
progressive paralysis 

during a get-together 
in Islabe Conference 
Center near Bilbao, 

Spain, on October 12, 
1972. He often said 
that sick people are 
Opus Dei’s treasure.
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25. CATECHETICAL TRAVELS

(Above right and below) St. Josemaria praying at the 
Shrine of Our Lady of Lujan, Argentina, June 12, 1974. He 
prayed at the main shrines of the Virgin Mary in each 
country he visited, placing at her feet the apostolic fruits of 
his catechetical trips, in the hope that they would result in 
personal resolutions to improve the practice of the Faith.
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(Below) St. Josemaria speaks to a gathering in Sao Paulo, 
Brazil, May 25, 1974, at the start of his catechetical trip 
through Latin America that lasted from May 22 to August 31.
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During those years St. Josemaria’s reputation for holiness spread to many 
parts of the world. When he traveled abroad, many people wanted to see 
him and listen to him. But in his humility he continued to regard himself 
(as the Decree on his heroic virtues highlighted) as a deaf and inept instru-
ment, a founder without foundation, a sinner madly in love with Jesus Christ.

One day a visitor asked him for his picture.

Yes, sure, with great pleasure. I’ll give you one right now, he answered 
smilingly.

And he handed him a little donkey make of cast-iron, saying,

Here you are, that’s my portrait.

The other was taken aback.

Yes, that’s right, said St. Josemaria. That’s what I am: a little donkey. May 
I always be God’s little donkey, carrying his burden, bringing his peace.

St. Josemaria felt that way and wanted to live that way, like a faithful 
donkey on Palm Sunday, working humbly and untiringly to bring Christ 
to every corner of the world.

He felt he was a poor instrument in God’s hands, a humble envelope 
bringing a great, divine message. He explained, God writes a letter and puts 
it in an envelope. The letter’s taken out of the envelope and the envelope’s 
thrown in the bin. →

Little iron donkeys 
that St. Josemaria 

had on his desk.
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26. BACK TO TORRECIUDAD

(Above) St. Josemaria 
praying the Rosary on 

his way to the shrine 
of Torreciudad, May 

24, 1975. (Right) 
Praying before the 

statue of Our Lady of 
Torreciudad.
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This made him avoid any personal cult. He told Opus Dei faithful, You’d 
have made a very poor bargain if instead of following the Lord, you had come 
and followed this pathetic man! Nor did he see himself as indispensable. Not 
even I, the founder, am indispensable.

* * *
St. Josemaria never wanted to point to himself as a model of anything – 

with one exception, the love I have for Our Lady. One sign of that great love 
is the shrine of Torreciudad in Spain, which was built under his inspiration 
close to the little chapel where his mother had brought him as a boy that 
was a focus of popular devotion since the 11th century.

He went to the new shrine, still under construction, on two occasions. 
The first time, April 7, 1970, he took off his shoes when he was still one 
kilometer away and walked the rest of the way barefoot over the stones 
and gravel, in the rain.

When he arrived, recalling the time he’d been taken there as a baby, he 
exclaimed to Our Lady, Forgive me, Mother mine! From two years old un-
til sixty-eight… How useless I am! But I love you so much, with all my soul. It 
makes me so happy to come and kiss you, and to think of the thousands of souls 
who have venerated you and come to tell you they love you, and the thousands 
more who will come in the future!

He went to Torreciudad again on May 23, 1975. The shrine was already 
finished, and would soon be open to the public. When he saw it he said, 
With humble material from the earth you have made divine material. You’ve 
put so much love into it!

He said that what he was hoping for from the shrine was an outpouring 
of spiritual graces, which the Lord will willingly grant to people who appeal 
to his Blessed Mother before this little statue that has been venerated for so 
many centuries. That’s why I want to have many confessionals there, so that 
people can be purified in the holy Sacrament of Penance and confirm or re-
start their Christian life with their souls renewed, and learn to sanctify and love 
their work, bringing Jesus Christ’s peace and joy to their homes – “Peace I give 
you, my peace I leave to you.” Like that they will gratefully receive the children 
that Heaven sends them, making noble use of married love, which gives them 
a share in God’s creative power. And God will not fail in those homes, but will 
honor them by choosing souls who commit themselves personally, freely, to 
God’s interests. ◼
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(Above) From the nave of 
the church, pilgrims’ eyes 

are drawn to the alabaster 
altarpiece, sculpted by 
Joan Mayne, showing 

scenes from the Virgin 
Mary’s life. Below the 

tabernacle oculus and the 
scene of the Crucifixion is 

the Romanesque statue of 
Our Lady of Torreciudad, 

restored in 1975 (right). In 
1994, a statue of St. 

Josemaria praying was 
placed to the left of the 

altarpiece.
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(Below) St. Josemaria contemplating the altarpiece 
of the new church from the nave, May 23, 1975. 

Beside him is Blessed Alvaro del Portillo.



198

26. BACK TO TORRECIUDAD



199

Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine

Torreciudad 
from the outside 
during the 
Marian Family 
Day held 
annually on the 
first Saturday in 
September.
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Looking at 
Our Lady
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In the last months of his life St. Josemaria lost most of the sight in his right 
eye, due to a cataract, and another cataract began obscuring the sight in 
his left eye too. He endured the situation so naturally that only those clos-
est to him knew. On March 19, 1975, he laid bare his soul to God our Lord 
as follows:

Lord, I can’t manage any more, and yet I have to be strong for my chil-
dren. I can’t see more than three meters ahead, and I have to scan the future to 
point out the way to my children. Help me: may I see with your eyes, O Christ, 
my dearest Jesus!

During this time, perhaps foreseeing his approaching death, he said, 
I’m no longer necessary. I’ll be able to help you more from Heaven.

Together with this awareness, an all-encompassing longing was grow-
ing in his heart: to see the Lord’s face. Lord, I so much want to see your face, 
to admire you, to contemplate you…! I love you, I love you so much, Lord!

His heart overflowed with a desire to be with his Love, and the people 
who lived with him could tell that he was more and more absorbed in God. 
He was reaching the culmination of the continual crescendo of love and 
charity that had composed his life. Msgr. Alvaro del Portillo, or Don Alvaro 
as he was always known, recalled, “The Father and I always had breakfast 
together, and we’d look at the newspaper. After just three or four seconds 
I’d glance at the Father: as soon as he began to read, he had become en-
grossed in God. For years, he only had to pick up a book, no matter what 
the subject, or a newspaper, and his heart flew to the Lord. It seemed like 
the Holy Spirit seized on his soul and took it up to God.”

On June 26, 1975, St. Josemaria went to Castel Gandolfo, outside Rome, 
to meet his daughters in the Roman College of Holy Mary. Among other 
things, he said, You have a priestly soul, I tell you, as I do every time I come 
here. Your brothers who are laymen also have a priestly soul. You can and 
should help with your priestly soul and, with God’s grace and the ministerial 
priesthood in the priests of the Work, we will do effective apostolate. 

I imagine that everything moved you to talk to God and to his Blessed 
Mother, our Mother, and to St. Joseph, our father and lord, and to our Guard-
ian Angels, to help the Holy Church our Mother, who is so much in need, and 
is having such a hard time in the world right now. We must love the Church 
and the Pope (no matter who he is) very much. Beg the Lord that the service 
we offer the Church and the Holy Father may be effective. →
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27. MIRANDO A LA VIRGEN

(Above) The last photograph 
of St. Josemaria, taken on 

June 26, 1975, at the Roman 
College of Holy Mary, an 

hour and a half before he 
died. (Right) The room 

where he normally worked 
in the Opus Dei headquarters 

in Rome, where he died 
shortly after midday. (Far 

right) The picture of Our 
Lady of Guadalupe opposite 
the door in that same room.
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After twenty minutes he began to feel unwell and had to stop. He rest-
ed there a little and then returned to Rome, accompanied as always by 
Don Alvaro and Fr. Javier (“Javi”) Echevarria. He looked happy and serene. 
When they got to Villa Tevere, a few minutes before noon, he greeted the 
Lord in the tabernacle, as he always did, with an unhurried genuflection 
and an act of love.

Don Alvaro wrote afterwards, “Then we went up to the room where 
he normally worked, and seconds after going through the door he called 
out Javi!”

There was a picture of Our Lady of Guadalupe in that office, which St. 
Josemaria always greeted with a loving look on entering the room. She 
received his last affectionate greeting before he collapsed unconscious 
on the floor. God granted him what he had always wanted: to die while 
looking at Our Lady. →
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27. LOOKING AT OUR LADY

(Right) A crucifix kept in Opus Dei 
headquarters which had belonged to 

St Pius X, and which was placed between 
St. Josemaria’s hands after his death, 
replaced by a different one before his 

burial. (Below) Blessed Alvaro del Portillo 
praying before St. Josemaria’s body which 

was robed in Mass vestments, lying in 
what is now the prelatic Church of Our 

Lady of Peace in Rome.
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Don Alvaro’s account continued: “Joe Soria (a priest and medical doc-
tor) and I were already in the room. We did everything we could, spiritually 
and medically. I gave him absolution and extreme unction while he was 
still breathing. It was an hour and a half of fighting and hope: oxygen, in-
jections, cardiac massage. Meanwhile I repeated the absolution… We could 
not believe that the time had come for this great sorrow.”

Shortly afterward those around him realized, in tears, that the Father 
had completed his earthly journey; that this was his birthday into Heaven. 

“We all knelt down beside his body,” Don Alvaro wrote. “We prayed a Psalm 
for his soul and went on praying, overwhelmed by sadness, unable to con-
tain our tears even if we’d wanted to… For us, his death was unexpected; 
but for the Father it was undoubtedly something that had been maturing 
steadily, I would say, in his soul more than in his body, because he offered 
his life to God for the Church more frequently every day.”

After this, St. Josemaria’s body was robed in an alb and chasuble over 
his cassock. Fifty-one Masses for the Dead were celebrated before his burial.

His body was placed before the altar in the chapel of Our Lady of Peace 
in Villa Tevere. Hundreds of people came to pray and cry there, includ-
ing high-ranking churchmen, mothers, domestic workers, laborers and 
many more.

Between St. Josemaria’s hands was the same crucifix that St. Pius X 
had had in his hands when he died. His face was serene and radiated peace.

St. Josemaria was buried on June 27 in the crypt of Our Lady of Peace. 
The marble slab bore the seal of Opus Dei and an inscription that summed 
up his life in two words.

THE FATHER (EL PADRE)

Below that were his dates of birth and death, 9.1.1902 – 26.6.1975, Jan-
uary 9, 1902 to June 26, 1975.

* * *
Starting on the very day that St. Josemaria died, testimonies began to 

pour in about his personal holiness and the mark he had left on the life of 
the Church. They were given orally and in writing by all sorts of people, 
some of them Opus Dei members or people close to the Work, and some 
with no direct connection with it. Many of these testimonies soon became 
requests to the Holy See to start the cause of his canonization. →
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(Below) Beatification 
ceremony of Josemaria 

Escriva and Josephine 
Bakhita, May 17, 1992, St. 

Peter’s Square, Rome. 
(Right) Blessed Alvaro and 

St. John Paul II at the 
audience for pilgrims the 

following day.
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The cause was opened in 1981. Two parallel ecclesiastical tribunals, in 
Madrid, Spain and Rome, Italy, gathered testimonies. The introductory 
phase concluded in 1986 and all the relevant documents were present-
ed to the Holy See. After the required studies by the Congregation for the 
Causes of the Saints, St. John Paul II authorized the Decree on the Heroic 
Virtues of the Founder of Opus Dei on April 9, 1990. The Decree included 
a biographical sketch of St. Josemaria. →
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27. MIRANDO A LA VIRGEN Picture of St. Josemaria at 
St. Peter’s Basilica for his 
canonization ceremony.
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“The salient features of his personality are to be found not only in his 
extraordinary talents as a man of action, but above all in the life of prayer 
and constant union with God that made him a traveling contemplative. 
Faithful to the gifts he had received, he gave an example of heroism in 
the most ordinary situations, in a life of constant prayer, in uninterrupted 
mortifications that were like the beating of the heart, in assiduous presence 
of God that could attain to the heights of union amid the hustle and bustle 
of daily life, and in intense persevering work. Immersed in contemplat-
ing the mystery of the Blessed Trinity, he had a sense of divine filiation in 
Christ as the foundation of a spirituality wherein the fortitude of faith and 
the apostolic daring of charity are harmoniously united with filial aban-
donment to God the Father.”

* * *
Confirmation of a miraculous cure attributed to Josemaria Escriva’s 

intercession opened the way to his beatification, which was celebrated by 
St. John Paul II in St. Peter’s Square on May 17, 1992, before about 300,000 
pilgrims coming from five continents. In the same ceremony St.  John 
Paul II also beatified the Sudanese-born Canossian religious sister, Jo-
sephine Bakhita.

* * *
After the approval of a new miracle, Josemaria Escriva was solemn-

ly canonized by St. John Paul II on October 6, 2002, before an even larger 
crowd. The size of the crowd gave witness to the widespread devotion to 
St. Josemaria, and the impact of his preaching throughout the world and 
at every level. The Pope said in his homily, “Following in his footsteps, 
spread in society the consciousness that we are all called to holiness what-
ever our race, class, society or age. In the first place, struggle to be saints 
yourselves, cultivating an evangelical style of humility and service, aban-
donment to Providence and constant listening to the voice of the Spirit. 
In this way, you will be the ‘salt of the earth’ (cf. Mt 5:13) and ‘your light 
so shine before men, that they may see your good works and give glory to 
your Father who is in heaven’ (Mt 5:16).” ◼
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(Above and left) St. Josemaria’s 
canonization, October 6, 2002, ten 
years after his beatification and 
the centennial year of his birth.



212

27. LOOKING AT OUR LADY

Some of the thousands of people 
of all ages and backgrounds 

who came to Rome from all five 
continents for St. Josemaria’s 

canonization, October 6, 2002.
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Baptismal
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his beatification in 1992
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Church of Our Lady of Peace
The altar is surmounted by a small baldachin 
as in many Roman churches. The faithful can 
pray before St. Josemaria’s body which was 
interred under the altar after his 
beatification in 1992.

Chapel of the Dormition of the Virgin Mary
Between the nave and the crypt is a chapel with 
this statue of the Dormition. There was a similar 
figure in Barbastro Cathedral; St. Josemaria clearly 
remembered saying his first prayers to the Virgin 
Mary there at age 2 or 3.

Chair of the Prelate of Opus Dei
St. Josemaria said the first Mass in Our Lady 
of Peace on December 31, 1959. Opus Dei 
was constituted a personal prelature in 1982 
and this became the prelatic church, with 
the chair of the prelate behind the altar.

Rose from Rialp
The gilded wooden rose 
which St. Josemaria found 
at Pallerols is kept at the 
end of the nave.

Crypt
In 1975 St. Josemaria 
was buried here. Now 
his successors at the 
head of Opus Dei, 
Blessed Alvaro del 
Portillo and Bishop 
Javier Echevarría, are 
buried here, also his 
sister Carmen Escrivá 
and Dora del Hoyo, the 
first woman to join 
Opus Dei as an 
Assistant Numerary.

1 2
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On September 14, 2005, Pope Benedict XVI 
blessed a statue of St. Josemaria which had been 
placed outside St. Peter’s a few days before. The 
marble statue is about 16 feet (5 meters) tall and 
is located in a niche on the left transept, close to 
the entrance to the sacristy; St. John Paul II 
dedicated this section to statues of saints of our 
times. The statue of St. Josemaria by the Italian 
sculptor Romano Cosci is close to those of 
St. Teresa of the Andes, St. Marcellin 
Champagnat and St. Gregory of Armenia.

A statue of St. Josemaria outside 
St. Peter’s Basilica, Rome
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St. Josemaria’s 
spiritual message

THE DIVINE PATHS 
OF THE EARTH
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St. Josemaria left a profound and radiant mark on the Church and the world 
by the example of his holy life, his teachings and his deeds.

He is known and venerated on every continent, and his mission con-
tinues. This is the same mission, as old and as new as the Gospel, that divine 
Providence entrusted to him on October 2, 1928: “to open to the faithful 
of all walks of life a sure way of sanctification in the midst of the world, 
through the practice of one’s professional work or job and the fulfillment 
of the ordinary duties of every day,” in the words of the Decree on the He-
roic Virtues of Josemaria Escriva, Founder of Opus Dei.

His message about becoming holy in and through ordinary life shows 
clearly how radical the Christian vocation is. His teaching is “providen-
tially relevant to the spiritual circumstances of our time,” the same De-
cree declares. It brings together, in the light of the redemptive mystery of 
Christ the Incarnate Word, a deeply faith-filled outlook and a lively sense 
of the value of created things. This combination throws light on the world, 
which is seen both as God’s gift to mankind and as an apostolic task for 
Christians to undertake. It is an essentially Christ-centered spiritual mes-
sage that possesses intense evangelizing power. St. Josemaria, in his book 
Conversations, no. 59, summed up its purpose as to set Christ at the heart of 
all human activities. He also expressed it in Christ is Passing By, no. 183, as 
sanctifying all temporal structures from within, bringing to them the leaven 
of Redemption. ◼
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A handwritten note by St. Josemaria dated 
May 29, 1933 in Madrid: “Que busques a 

Cristo. Que encuentres a Cristo. Que ames a 
Cristo” – May you seek Christ. May you 

find Christ. May you love Christ.
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Christians as
“other Christs”

St. Josemaria loved Jesus Christ intensely, and talked with him constant-
ly, relating to him in the Bread and in the Word – in the Eucharist and in 
prayer, as he said in The Way, nos. 87 and 105. Each of the scenes of the 
Gospel held a personal application for him, filling his life with meaning, 
and with God’s grace he was able to make it accessible to everyone. He 
wrote in The Forge, no. 8, Live your life close to Christ! You should be anoth-
er character in the Gospel, side by side with Peter, and John, and Andrew. For 
Christ is also living now. His daily life and all his teaching were illuminated 
by the living presence of Jesus, and his own efforts to become fully iden-
tified with Christ.

The path of holiness that Josemaria Escriva undertook helps people to 
practice a basic aspect of Christianity. As he said in Friends of God, no. 299, 
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. Hence his advice in The Way, no. 382: May you seek 
Christ; may you find Christ; may you love Christ.

He also wrote in The Forge, no. 418, based on his own spiritual expe-
rience, If we are faithful to him, Jesus’ own life will somehow be repeated 
in the life of each one of us, both in its internal development (the process of 
sanctification) and in our outward behavior. Hence his statement, in Christ 
is Passing By, no. 104, that In the spiritual life there is no new era to come. 
Everything is already there, in Christ who died and rose again, who lives and 
stays with us always. But we have to join him through faith, letting his life 
show forth in ours to such an extent that each Christian is not simply another 
Christ, but Christ himself! ◼

Wanting Jesus Alone to Shine
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A handwritten note by St. Josemaria: “Señor, Dios mío: en 
tus manos abandono lo pasado y lo presente y lo futuro, lo 

pequeño y lo grande, lo poco y lo mucho, lo temporal y lo 
eterno.” – My Lord and 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.
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The meaning of 
divine filiation

God so acted on St. Josemaria’s soul as to leave him deeply engraved with 
the awareness of being a son of God in Christ. As he wrote in Friends of God, 
no. 143, My life has led me to realize in a special way that I am a son of God, 
and I have experienced the joy of getting inside the heart of my Father, to rec-
tify, to purify myself, to serve him, to understand others and find excuses for 
them, on the strength of his love and my own lowliness.

God’s adoption of us, through the Holy Spirit, makes us truly his chil-
dren in Christ, identified with the Only-Begotten Son of the Father. St. 
Josemaria lived out this divine filiation as the very foundation of his inner 
life as a Christian. His own life and his spiritual teaching were both shaped 
by this sense of sonship. Divine filiation is a joyful truth, a consoling mys-
tery. It fills all our spiritual life, it shows us how to speak to God, to know and 
love Our Father in heaven. It makes our interior struggle overflow with hope 
and gives us the trusting simplicity of little children, he explained in Christ is 
Passing By, no. 65.

So the spirit of holiness that St. Josemaria spread around the world is 
based on the joy and security of being God’s children. Through the grace 
of the Holy Spirit, who makes us one with Christ, we Christians are God’s 
children in Christ, and are called to work boldly to help establish his King-
dom for the glory of God the Father. That is our identity and our mission. ◼
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A handwritten note by St. Josemaria: “Cor 
Mariæ dulcissimum, iter para tutum!” – Most 

sweet heart of Mary, prepare a safe way!
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Saints in
ordinary life

St. Josemaria still speaks to everyone today, bringing them the same at-
tractive message about holiness in ordinary life that he proclaimed untir-
ingly from October 2, 1928 onwards. Since 1928 I have understood clearly 
that God wants our Lord’s whole life to be an example for Christians. I saw this 
with special reference to his hidden life, the years he spent working side by side 
with ordinary men. The Lord wants many people to find their vocation during 
years of quiet, unspectacular living, he said in Christ is Passing By, no. 20.

As the spirit that God had entrusted to him spread to more and more 
people, St. Josemaria saw the dream he had had since the beginning of his 
mission come true: Multitudes of God’s children, sanctifying themselves as 
ordinary citizens, sharing the ambitions and endeavors of their colleagues and 
friends (Christ is Passing By, no. 20).

St. Josemaria taught that the Christian vocation must be lived out in 
daily acts of self-giving, by exercising virtues in the context of our every-
day activities. This means living our ordinary lives with our eyes constantly 
set on the Son of God made Man. The great holiness that God expects of us 
is to be found here and now in the little things of each day, he proclaimed in 
Friends of God, no. 312. And in Christ is Passing By, no. 172, he underlined the 
point: The supernatural value of our life does not depend on accomplishing 
the great undertakings suggested to us by our overactive imagination. Rather 
it is to be found in the faithful acceptance of God’s will, in welcoming gener-
ously the opportunities for small, daily sacrifice.

Together with Jesus Christ, St. Josemaria contemplated and loved the 
Blessed Virgin Mary, and tried to imitate her holy life, seeing her as the Seat 
of Wisdom and the Handmaid of the Lord. Thus his Christ-centered spiritu-
ality is also a Marian spirituality, matching the plan of God who chose Our 
Lady to play a very special part in her Son’s work of Redemption. Given that 
she has preceded us on the way of imitating Christ (Christ is Passing By, no. 
176), for us Christians she is the teacher of faith, hope and charity (Friends 
of God, no. 284), and hence our teacher in all we do (Christ is Passing By, no. 
173). St. Josemaria also said that in the school of intimacy with Christ… Mary 
is the best teacher (Christ is Passing By, no. 174). ◼
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A handwritten note by St. Josemaria: “De lejos – allá, 
en el horizonte – el cielo se junta con la tierra. Pero no 
olvides que donde de veras la tierra y el cielo se juntan 

es en tu corazón de hijo de Dios.” – Far away on the 
horizon, heaven seems to meet earth. But don’t 

forget that where heaven and earth really meet is in 
your hearts, as children of God.
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Daily work as a 
path to holiness

The sanctification of ordinary work is, as it were, the hinge of true spirituality 
for people who, like us, have decided to come close to God while being at the 
same time fully involved in temporal affairs (Friends of God, no. 61).

According to the spirit that God inspired in St. Josemaria, the con-
nection between holiness and work is revealed when we understand that 
work is a participation in the creative work of God (Christ is Passing By, no. 
47). Through any honest occupation, the Lord makes us sharers in God’s 
creative power (Friends of God, no. 57). What’s more, God himself, by be-
coming man, made all mankind’s potential and limitations his own, except 
sin. Since Christ took it into his hands, work has become for us a redeemed and 
redemptive reality. Not only is it the background of man’s life, it is a means 
and path of holiness. It is something to be sanctified and something which 
sanctifies (Christ is Passing By, no. 47).

It is Jesus, working in his Nazareth workshop during his hidden life, 
who gives our work its deepest meaning. We co-redeem with Christ in our 
work when, with the help of grace, we turn it into God’s work, by joining 
our efforts to the sacrifice of the Cross, made present in the Holy Mass.

This view of work as a way of sanctification brings all sort of conse-
quences with it. One is that all honest jobs can be sanctified. Another is 
that to sanctify work, it has to be done as well as possible, conscientiously, 
and honestly. For the people called by God to live in society, amid all the 
events of this world, their professional work is also the place where they 
will practice and develop all the virtues, and where they will find constant 
opportunities to bring other people to Christ. 

St. Josemaria summed up all these aspects in Conversations, no. 55, 
Sanctifying their work, sanctifying themselves in it, and sanctifying others 
through it. This offers a complete program of Christian living. ◼
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A handwritten note by St. Josemaria: 
“Regnare Christum volumus” 

– We want Christ to reign!
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Contemplatives
in the middle
of the world

We want Christ to reign! declared St. Josemaria in The Way, no. 11 and fre-
quently elsewhere. This desire led to his often-declared aspiration to place 
Christ at the summit of all human activities. So that St. Josemaria could carry 
out the mission of founding Opus Dei, working in the service of the Church 
to lead all creation back to Christ, God endowed him with the gifts needed 
to become a contemplative in the middle of the world, as he expressed it in 
Christ is Passing By, no. 174.

This phrase also characterizes the spirituality that has taken root in 
the Church through his life. The Vatican’s Decree on the Heroic Virtues of 
Josemaria Escriva points to it: “His service to the Church helped initiate 
an upward movement toward God of men and women engaged in temporal 
affairs in all life’s sectors and professions. By so doing he was following 
that promise of the Savior that the Servant of God regarded as central to 
Opus Dei’s pastoral activity: ‘Et ego si exaltatus fuero a terra, omnia traham 
ad meipsum; And I, when I am lifted up on the earth, will draw all things 
to myself’ (Jn 12:32).” 

St. Josemaria teaches us to turn the whole of our day into a trusting 
conversation with the Lord, constantly seeking his friendship and pres-
ence. What a great source of strength it is for a son of God to know that he is 
so close to his Father! (Friends of God, no. 246). On the solid foundation of 
prayer (A saint, without prayer? I don’t believe in such sanctity, he wrote in 
The Way, no. 107), strengthened by the Sacraments and helped by other 
ascetical practices integrated with hard work and service to others, we 
learn to see our earthly journey from a serenely supernatural viewpoint. 
As long as I have strength to breathe, I will continue to preach that it is vitally 
necessary that we be souls of prayer at all times, at every opportunity and in 
the most varied of circumstances, because God never abandons us… Let us try, 
therefore, never to lose our supernatural outlook. Let us see the hand of God 
in everything that happens to us, he proposed in Friends of God, no. 247. ◼
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A handwritten note by St. Josemaria: 
“almas contemplativas, en medio del 

mundo” – Contemplative souls in 
the middle of the world.

230

ST. JOSEMARIA’S SPIRITUAL MESSAGE: THE DIVINE PATHS OF THE EARTH



231

Unity of life

The expression unity of life occurs frequently in St. Josemaria’s theologi-
cal and spiritual preaching and writings. It denotes a central aspect of his 
message about holiness in the world. It means that the various aspects of 
our daily life – work, prayer, apostolate – need to be harmoniously in-
tegrated with each other. This happens when they are done for the same 
purpose – God’s glory – and guided by love for God and neighbor. St. Jo-
semaria wrote in 1934, Uniting ordinary work with ascetical struggle and 
contemplation – which might seem impossible, but which is necessary to help 
reconcile the world with God – and turning that ordinary work into an instru-
ment for personal sanctification and apostolate. Isn’t that a great, noble ideal, 
worth giving one’s life for?

St. Josemaria taught that for us Christians, our human vocation, mean-
ing our situation in the world, is a necessary and important part of our di-
vine vocation, meaning our calling to holiness and apostolate. We cannot 
lead two parallel lives, daily life on the one hand with its family, social and 
professional relationships and concerns; and then separately, our spiri-
tual life. Our interior life, our apostolate and our work all go to make up 
the same holiness, and cannot form water-tight compartments (Friends of 
God, no. 149). To work in this way is to pray. To study thus is likewise prayer. 
Research done with this spirit is prayer, too. We are always doing the same 
thing, for everything can be prayer, all activity can and should lead us to God, 
nourish our constant conversation with him, from morning to night. Any hon-
orable work can be prayer, and all prayerful work is apostolate. In this way 
the soul develops its unity of life, which is both simple and strong (Christ is 
Passing By, no. 10).

From the very beginning of Opus Dei, St. Josemaria called the Holy 
Mass the center and root of the interior life, as in The Forge, no. 69. The Mass 
was the source of his God-given energy for apostolate. In fact, according 
to his spirit, every aspect of daily life and work needs to be referred to the 
Mass in some way or other, and it is there that everything we do in God’s 
presence is lit up and divinized. Like that, Holy Mass unifies our life, en-
abling us to center it on our participation in Jesus’ Sacrifice on the Cross, 
and to work with him to apply that redemption to souls. St. Josemaria ex-
plained in Christ is Passing By, no. 154, If we live Mass well, how is it possi-
ble not to continue to think about the Lord during the rest of the day, to want 
to be always in his presence, to work as he worked and to love as he loved? ◼
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A handwritten note by St. Josemaria: “Duc in 
altum! ¡Mar adentro!” – Put out into deep 

water! He adorned his notes with a Greek 
cross with arrowed points to signify his desire 
to take the spirit he had received from God to 

the four points of the compass.
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Love for the Church, 
faithfulness to her 

Magisterium

For St. Josemaria, loving the Church was a necessary part of loving Jesus 
Christ, the Incarnate Word. He says in Christ is Passing By, no. 131: This is 
what the Church is: Christ present in our midst, God coming toward men in 
order to save them, calling us with his revelation, sanctifying us with his grace, 
maintaining us with his constant help, in the great and small battles of our 
daily life.

To have a Catholic spirit, he said in The Forge, no. 583, means that we 
should feel on our shoulders the weight of our concern for the entire Church 

– not just of this or that particular part of it. He himself felt that weight as 
a lovable commitment that involved sacrifice: Our responsibility to place 
at the feet of the Spouse of Christ, of the Holy Church, all that we are and all 
that we can do; loving her most faithfully, even at the cost of fortune, of hon-
or, and of life (The Forge, no. 584). He said quite simply that he loved Opus 
Dei in so far as it served the Church. If Opus Dei is not useful to the Church, 
he sometimes said, then I’m not interested in it.

The Holy See’s Decree on the Heroic Virtues of Josemaria Escriva tes-
tified to his dedication to the Church’s mission right up to the end of his 
life, a dedication that he also imprinted indelibly upon Opus Dei. The De-
cree said,

“He guided the development of Opus Dei throughout the world, pro-
moting a vast mobilization of lay people who became aware of their per-
sonal responsibility in the Church’s mission. He gave life to numerous 
initiatives in the work of evangelization and human welfare. Everywhere 
he fostered vocations to the priesthood and to the religious life. He carried 
out exhausting journeys through Europe and America, proclaiming the 
Church’s teaching with most vigorous faith. Above all he devoted himself 
tirelessly to the task of forming the members of Opus Dei – priests and 
laity, men and women – so that they would acquire a solid spiritual life, 
an exemplary adherence to the Church’s Magisterium, and an ardent zeal 
for souls expressed in a personal commitment to carry out a far-reaching 
apostolate. ‘Omnes cum Petro ad Iesum per Mariam! – All with Peter to Jesus 
through Mary!,’ was the aspiration tirelessly preached and practiced by the 
Servant of God from the beginning of his priesthood.” ◼
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A handwritten note by St. Josemaria: 
“Conocer a Jesucristo. Hacerlo conocer. 

Llevarlo a todos los sitios” – Get to know 
Christ. Make him known to others. 

Bring him everywhere.
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The Christian 
vocation as a call

to apostolate

The very first point in The Way cries out: Don’t let your life be barren. Be 
useful. Make yourself felt. Shine forth with the torch of your faith and your 
love. With your apostolic life, wipe out the trail of filth and slime left by the 
corrupt sowers of hatred. And set aflame all the ways of the earth with the fire 
of Christ that you bear in your heart. All of St. Josemaria’s spiritual teaching 
contains a burning, personal invitation to live by faith and to do apostolate 
as an essential part of every Christian’s vocation.

The spirituality taught by St. Josemaria was an essentially evangelizing 
one. He taught that God, in making us part of his Mystical Body, has given 
us an immense gift, and as goodness naturally tends to spread itself, the 
Christian vocation we each receive at Baptism is a call both to happiness 
and to responsibility. This spirituality develops our apostolic initiative, in 
communion with the Church and in the service of her universal mission. 
God wants all men to be saved. This is an invitation and also a responsibili-
ty that weighs upon each one of us. The Church is not a place of refuge for a 
privileged few… God ardently longs to see his house full, he wrote in Friends 
of God, no. 263. This zeal for the salvation of souls is a result of the love 
for God that fills his children’s hearts and minds. Apostolate is love for God 
that overflows and communicates itself to others… Apostolate is the precise and 
necessary outward manifestation of interior life (Christ is Passing By, no. 122).

Rooted in unity of life, the apostolate, according to St. Josemaria, has 
a distinctive character, flowing from the lay mentality that he inculcated 
into his followers alongside the priestly soul belonging to every Christian. 
For that reason, he said, the apostolate is not something separate from our 
everyday work. It is part and parcel of our work, which becomes an opportu-
nity for meeting Christ (Friends of God, no. 264). →
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Sketch of a duck by St. Josemaria. He loved 
drawing ducks in just a few strokes, with a 

spiritual message: just as ducklings learn to swim 
by jumping into the water, Christians learn to do 

apostolate by launching out and doing it.
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The desire to bring others to God, St. Josemaria taught, should be 
shown very naturally in our daily contacts with people. For a Christian, he 
wrote in Christ is Passing By, no. 122, apostolate is something instinctive. It is 
not something added on to his daily activities and his professional work from 
the outside. And in Friends of God, no. 273, he enlarged upon this: Just live 
your ordinary life; work at your job, trying to fulfill the duties of your state 
in life, doing your job, your professional work properly, improving, getting 
better each day. Be loyal; be understanding with others and demanding on 
yourself. Be mortified and cheerful. This will be your apostolate. Then, though 
you won’t see why, because you’re very aware of your own wretchedness, you 
will find that people come to you. Then you can talk to them, quite simply and 
naturally… about the sort of longings that everyone feels deep down in their 
soul. St. Josemaria called this Christian witness in the setting of everyday 
life an apostolate of friendship and trust, for example in Furrow, no. 192. ◼
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A handwritten note by St. Josemaria: “Sancta Maria, Spes 
nostra, Sedes Sapientiæ, ora pro nobis” – Holy Mary, our 

Hope, Seat of Wisdom, pray for us! In December 1931, in 
the Basilica of Our Lady of Atocha in Madrid, he realized 

that he needed to pray with this aspiration when he met the 
Opus Dei faithful to give them formational talks and classes.
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Formation

St. Josemaria stressed the fundamental importance of formation for all 
Christians, by which he meant ongoing education, training and develop-
ment in the human, spiritual, doctrinal, apostolic and professional spheres. 
He saw it as indispensable in helping everyone become holy and fulfill 
their apostolic mission. Put briefly, this formation aims to facilitate their 
practice of the faith and to deepen their knowledge of the teachings of the 
Church: You must always have, in everything, the same “sentiments” as the 
Church. For this, you must acquire the spiritual and doctrinal training that you 
need, which will make you a person of sound judgment (The Forge, no. 840). 
And as a result, to enable everyone to spread the Gospel message consis-
tently and effectively. There is an urgent need for spreading the doctrine of 
Christ. Store up your training, fill yourself with clear ideas, with the fullness 
of the Christian message, so that afterwards you can pass it on to others (The 
Forge, no. 841).

At the same time, the formation that St. Josemaria imparted aimed to 
foster the love of freedom that should pervade the work of all Christians (The 
Forge, no. 144). His spirit was firmly characterized by love for freedom, 
seen essentially as a precious gift to mankind from God that also entails 
personal responsibility. He worked to form mature women and men, peo-
ple who act according to a properly formed conscience and freely take re-
sponsibility for their actions. At work and in society, he taught, each indi-
vidual needs to behave in keeping with their Christian identity, as a child 
of God, with the freedom that Christ has won for us. ◼
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St. Josemaria Escriva was born in Barbastro, Spain, on January 9, 1902. He was 
ordained a priest on March 28, 1925. On October 2, 1928, God showed him the 
mission he was calling him to carry out, and St. Josemaria founded Opus Dei. 
On February 14, 1930, he realized, again by God’s grace, that women should 
also belong to this work. This was the start of a new pathway within the Church, 
helping people of every race, walk of life and educational background to realize 
that we are all called to the fullness of charity and apostolate right there where 
we are, finding God in our everyday lives and especially in our ordinary work.

On February 14, 1943, Josemaria Escriva started the Priestly Society of the Holy 
Cross as an integral part of Opus Dei. One-on-one and through this associa-
tion, he carried out a far-reaching apostolate with priests, becoming a shining 
example of care for priests’ holiness and fraternity.

In 1946 he moved to Rome. Spurred on by his love for God and apostolic zeal, 
he dedicated himself to spreading Christ’s message throughout the world, in 
total union with the Pope and in service of the local Churches. He inspired a 
wide range of social projects that contributed to spreading the Gospel bring-
ing about much good on the human plane.

On different trips in Western Europe and Latin America, he carried out an un-
tiring catechesis. Large crowds of people came to listen to him, drawn by his 
reputation for holiness.

At noon on June 26, 1975, he had a heart attack and rendered his soul to God. 
Pope St. John Paul II beatified him in 1992 and canonized him ten years later 
in 2002. St. Josemaria’s body rests in Rome, in Opus Dei’s prelatic church ded-
icated to Our Lady of Peace. Faithful from around the world go there to pray.
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