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PREFACE FOR PAPERBACK EDITION

Now that the dust has finally settled on the The Da Vinci Code, it’s possible to hazard a first draft of its impact on Opus Dei, the spiritual body founded by Spanish saint Josemaría Escrivá in 1928 whose sinister public image reached an apogee with Dan Brown’s mega-bestseller and Ron Howard’s film. The book and movie made Opus Dei the object of macabre global fascination, the improbable result of which can be summed up in a sound-bite: With the possible exception of Pope John Paul II, Opus Dei never had a better friend than Dan Brown.

Before unpacking that idea, however, I would like to go on the record with a brief disclaimer. Over the last three years, coinciding with the period from the publication of The Da Vinci Code in March 2003 to the release of the movie in May 2006, I’ve spent an inordinate amount of time in airports. Given the realities of travel these days, that means agonizing delays, and to pass the time I usually meander through the airport bookshop. Several times I’ve seen Opus Dei displayed along with a rack of other titles in a “Decoding The Da Vinci Code” section, obviously piggybacking on the massive success of Brown’s potboiler. The experience, I confess, always leaves me cold. I’m neither a tenured academic nor a priest, meaning that I can’t write just for sheer intellectual adventure or spiritual edification—I also need to pay the bills. Anything that boosts sales is therefore pretty much an unalloyed good, and I won’t turn up my nose at an assist from Brown, even if I do think his book is of dubious merit. Yet I also cringe at the implied suggestion that Opus Dei is somehow a response to The Da Vinci Code. That sort of literature is destined for a limited shelf life; indeed, public fascination with Brown’s “Chicken Soup for the Gnostic Soul” already seems to have ebbed.

I chose Opus Dei as a subject for two reasons, neither of which is related to Dan Brown. First, Opus Dei has been a controversial force inside Roman Catholicism since its foundation, and never more so than during the pontificate of the late Pope John Paul II, who was a devotee of Escrivá’s lay-oriented spirituality of work and a great patron of Opus Dei. Simply as a journalistic matter, one must reckon with Opus Dei in order to understand today’s Catholic Church. Second, given the polarized nature of Catholic discussion surrounding Opus Dei, I wrote this book as an experiment in the possibility of finding common ground in a divided Church. My hunch was that if Catholics could have a rational conversation about Opus Dei, they could do it about anything.

My desire to keep The Da Vinci Code at arm’s length aside, there’s no question that the novel and the movie thrust Opus Dei into the public arena in a qualitatively new way. Even by its own elevated standard, the group probably drew more attention in the six months leading up to the release of The Da Vinci Code movie than in the previous eighty years of its history. The notice made Opus Dei a household term well beyond the confines of the Catholic Church and afforded the group a chance to revise a negative public image that had accumulated over decades of lower-level controversy. For that reason, we can’t avoid taking stock of the earthquake Brown triggered.

When I say that Dan Brown actually did Opus Dei a favor, members may be tempted to respond that with friends like him, they hardly need enemies. Brown created two of the most memorable arch-villains in the recent history of potboiler novels in the form of Silas, Opus Dei’s albino monk-assassin, and Bishop Manuel Aringarosa, its scheming prelate. He placed both men, and Opus Dei itself, at the heart of what Brown described as the Catholic Church’s millennia-old conspiracy to suppress the truth about Jesus Christ, the divine feminine, and the Holy Grail. Yet in a perverse demonstration of Newton’s third law of motion—that every action creates an equal and opposite reaction—the enormous interest aroused by The Da Vinci Code seems to have had broadly positive effects for Opus Dei. Consider the following:


	Opus Dei acquired visibility surpassing anything a group with eighty-five thousand members worldwide, and just three thousand in the United States, could ever generate. At the peak of the frenzy in May 2006, Opus Dei attracted around eighty thousand visitors a day to its website in the United States alone. (Twenty-seven thousand of the visitors in May were curious enough to spend more than an hour on the site.) A blog run by an American Opus Dei priest in Rome, Father John Wauck, drew more than a thousand visitors a day.

	Opus Dei garnered wide coverage in the mass media, including live broadcasts from its headquarters at Thirty-fourth and Lexington in New York by both Diane Sawyer of Good Morning America and Chris Matthews of MSNBC’s Hardball. Print coverage was equally extensive, including an April 24, 2006, cover story in Time magazine. At least three full-length documentaries were made about Opus Dei, by Channel 4 in the United Kingdom, the BBC, and the History Channel in the United States. The thrust of this coverage was far more positive than has traditionally been the case; most of it had the flavor of, “You’ve heard about the myths in The Da Vinci Code; now meet the real Opus Dei.”

	Opus Dei also drew new interest in cultural and intellectual circles. In England, for example, spokesperson Jack Valero was invited to address the Oxford Union, billed as “the most famous student society in the world.” He spoke to a full house in their debating chamber, where previous guests have included the queen, Ronald Reagan, Nelson Mandela, and Mother Teresa.

	Attendance at Opus Dei’s activities has spiked; for example, the 2006–2007 series of retreats at Arnold Hall, an Opus Dei conference center in Pembroke, Massachusetts, sold out in a matter of weeks, an unprecedented result. In the first half of 2006, the American branch of Opus Dei received six thousand e-mails on its website from people wanting to make contact with the group. One morning during this period, 156 such messages had arrived by nine A.M.

	While it’s too soon to quantify increases in membership, many Opus Dei officials expect a “Da Vinci Code bump.” One example is sixty-one-year-old Bob Zulandi, who works for an energy development company in Northern Virginia. A cradle Catholic, Zulandi says he had never heard of Opus Dei prior to reading The Da Vinci Code in 2004. His curiosity aroused, he visited Opus Dei’s website, then met with an Opus Dei priest and began attending Opus Dei activities. He joined in June 2006. Another is twenty-eight-year-old Andrea Ermini of Florence, Italy. Ermini is a human resources manager in a bank who said it seemed odd to him that the Catholic Church would tolerate a group like the one depicted in The Da Vinci Code, so he decided to make contact. He joined in May 2006, saying, “If it weren’t for Dan Brown, I wouldn’t have rediscovered the beauty of my faith and my vocation.”

	Opus Dei skillfully offered vignettes of normalcy to contrast with Brown’s wild depictions. Most famously, they made a celebrity of Silas Agbim, “the real Silas,” a mild-mannered, diminutive Nigerian stockbroker and Opus Dei member who lives on a quiet, tree-lined street in Brooklyn with his wife, Ngozi. A picture of Agbim appeared in the New York Times on February 7, 2006, and from that point it was off to the races, as Agbim was interviewed by news outlets around the world. The contrast with the hulking, frenzied albino monk Silas in Brown’s novel couldn’t be sharper.

	A foundational element of Opus Dei’s “black legend” has been the testimony of ex-members who charge that they were abused. Inevitably, those stories cast Opus Dei as the heavy—a secretive, ultraconservative group favored by the pope versus wounded ex-members struggling for justice. What The Da Vinci Code offered, by way of contrast, was a chance for Opus Dei to play the victim. For once, Opus Dei was perceived not as a behemoth but as a small religious group smeared by Hollywood. This perception generated sympathy for Opus Dei in surprising quarters. In Toronto, Canada, a lawyer with deep contacts in the entertainment industry named Michael Levine, who happens to be a secular Jew, offered his services pro bono to Opus Dei. “I see it as a social justice issue,” Levine said. “I figured they were entitled to their day in court.”

	Since much coverage of The Da Vinci Code treated it more as a color story than straight news, Opus Dei members had a chance to show a playful side that contrasted with their image as dour fanatics. For example, members shared bits of internal gallows humor, including a joke about the “discipline,” the small cloth whip used by a minority of Opus Dei members as a form of spiritual practice. It went like this: “Q: What’s the discipline? A: Beats me!”

	The Ron Howard film was broadly panned. (In The New Yorker Anthony Lane wrote, “The sole beneficiaries of the entire fiasco will be members of Opus Dei, some of whom practice mortification of the flesh. From now on, such penances will be simple—no lashings, no spiked cuff around the thigh. Just the price of a movie ticket, and two and a half hours of pain.”) The fact that the Da Vinci Code juggernaut ended with a whimper rather than a bang helped to defuse Brown’s depictions of Opus Dei, to some extent “inoculating” people against conspiracy theories.

	The anti–Da Vinci Code efforts of the Catholic Church allowed Opus Dei to work cooperatively with Catholic leaders who before might have been reluctant to embrace a group perceived as “divisive.” In the United Kingdom, a Da Vinci Code “response team” featured the spokesperson for Cardinal Cormac Murphy-O’Connor of Westminster as well as the English spokesperson for Opus Dei. This was a noteworthy development since the previous Archbishop of Westminster, Cardinal Basil Hume, had been the only bishop in the world to officially curtail Opus Dei in his diocese. In the United States, Monsignor Francis Maniscalco, at the time the spokesperson for the U.S. bishops, appeared on Matthews’s Hardball from atop Opus Dei headquarters in New York. The Da Vinci Code website operated by the U.S. bishops featured articles from both Wauck and Opus Dei spokesperson Peter Bancroft.

	Finally, defenses of Opus Dei came from quarters in the Church that have sometimes been hostile to the group. Liberal Catholic commentator Eugene Kennedy, for example, wrote that Brown’s depiction of Silas is “an affront to an organization that, however secret, preaches and lives by high ideals,” while Father James Martin, S.J., who wrote a critical piece on Opus Dei for America magazine in 1995, this time called The Da Vinci Code an act of “public defamation” against the group.



Questions Remain

At least some of these gains were no doubt inevitable. Any group riding a wave of massive free publicity would see some spike in attendance and membership, and given the almost comically evil way in which Brown portrayed Opus Dei, it didn’t take a communications genius to spin the story in a more favorable direction. Any contact with the reality of Opus Dei, however alien it might seem, would be an improvement.

One thing the hoopla clearly did not accomplish, though, is winning over Opus Dei’s traditional critics.

“The bottom line is that Opus Dei had a bad reputation going in to The Da Vinci Code, and they still have it. Until they stop their questionable practices, they will continue to have it,” said Dianne DiNicola, head of an anti–Opus Dei group called ODAN, the Opus Dei Awareness Network, which is composed largely of ex-members and their families.

In an August 2006 interview, DiNicola charged that Opus Dei gained the sympathy of rank-and-file Roman Catholics by conflating Brown’s negative depiction of Opus Dei with what was seen as his unfair treatment of the Catholic Church.

“If anyone criticized them, they rolled the whole thing together and made it seem as if you were against Catholicism,” she said.

She said that Opus Dei “did not present a true image of itself” in its PR effort, charging that Opus Dei concealed its high-pressure recruiting tactics, the control it exercises over members, and the way members are encouraged to withdraw from their families, especially those who are not part of the extended Opus Dei network.

Further, DiNicola argued, if Opus Dei got a bump from the Da Vinci Code coverage, so did the anti–Opus Dei movement. She said that her group had forged links with others, such as a group of two hundred ex-members in Mexico of whom they had previously been unaware. She said ODAN had seen large increases in visitors to its website, as well as jumps in people requesting information.

Alberto Moncada, perhaps the best known ex-member of Opus Dei in Spain, where the group was born, believes that any Opus Dei victory in the Da Vinci Code PR wars will turn out to be Pyrrhic, since he said many people who asked tough questions came away unimpressed.

“Journalists are unhappy because Opus Dei never answered practical questions like how many people enter each year and how many leave, the incidence of mental illness in numerary members, suicides, and [secret] documents,” he said. “Two days ago a TV journalist interviewed me and told me she was tired of receiving only doctrinal answers from them, nothing factual.”

Sharon Clasen, an American ex-member, said she was gratified Opus Dei had been forced to acknowledge two aspects of its inner life that she charged it had previously denied: corporal mortification, meaning inflicting pain with a small spiked chain around the thigh called the cilice and a small cloth whip called the “discipline”; and the group’s use of what she called an “index of forbidden books,” meaning a database advising members as to which books are consistent with the Catholic faith and which should be avoided.

Despite three years of “decoding the Code,” Opus Dei also remains a stock reference in popular culture for secretive religious sects. In August 2006, for example, ahead of Pope Benedict XVI’s November trip to Turkey, a potboiler novel titled Attack on the Pope: Who Will Kill Benedict XVI in Istanbul? hit the Turkish bestseller lists. Its convoluted plot centered on a conspiracy to kill the pope featuring the Turkish secret service, the infamous Masonic P2 Lodge, and, inevitably, Opus Dei.

Despite all this, media professionals believe the Da Vinci Code coverage of Opus Dei was largely positive.

Jim Bitterman, CNN’s veteran correspondent in Paris, where much of the action in The Da Vinci Code was centered, put it this way: “Opus Dei has a few practices such as corporal mortification that might seem a little bizarre, but most of the reporting I saw stressed how basically normal they are. That helped them.”

Philip Pullella, Rome bureau chief for Reuters, who has covered Catholic affairs off and on for three decades, agreed that The Da Vinci Code coverage helped remove the “spook factor.”

“It used to be that when people said ‘Opus Dei,’ you could almost hear the sound track to a horror movie,” he said. “It’s not like that anymore.”

As one practical proof of the point, Pullella said that some years ago, if a news story required him to make a reference to Opus Dei, he would probably have inserted a paragraph to the effect that Opus is “a controversial group accused of cultlike practices.” Today, he said, he would simply slug Opus Dei as a “conservative Catholic movement” and leave it at that.

None of this has been lost on Opus Dei members.

Russell Shaw, a Catholic author and former spokesperson for the U.S. bishops who is perhaps the most prominent American member of Opus Dei, has jokingly suggested that Opus Dei ought to name Brown an “honorary monk.” The comment is decidedly tongue-in-cheek, since one of the more prominent factual errors about Opus Dei in the novel is the identification of Silas as a “monk,” when in fact none of the group’s members reside in monasteries. Nevertheless, Shaw is in earnest about the positive effects of the Da Vinci Code phenomenon, describing the fallout as “all positive.”

A Changed Landscape

In part, Opus Dei drew a lucky hand on The Da Vinci Code because by the spring of 2006, when the impending release of the movie generated the most intense public attention, the table had already been set for a new way of seeing the group. Three factors helped shape this new mood.

First, and probably most important, the world’s media got a crash course in Roman Catholicism in April 2005 with the death of Pope John Paul II and the election of Pope Benedict XVI. Broadcast and print journalists from every corner of the planet spent several days in Rome, in some cases almost two months, bringing the story to the world. In many instances, reporters learned more about the Catholic Church over that intense period than in the entirety of their previous professional careers. Many of the same journalists would later cover the Da Vinci Code phenomenon, and over those days in Rome, they came to see Opus Dei in a new light—not as part of a shadowy sectarian underworld, but simply as part of the furniture of the Catholic Church. Reporters interviewed Opus Dei members, spoke to Vatican officials about Opus Dei, and watched the group in action. During this period, Opus Dei’s most prominent member in Rome, then–Vatican spokesperson Joaquin Navarro-Valls, was nearly ubiquitous, and his membership in Opus Dei was a nonissue.

What these journalists came to understand is that in Rome, Opus Dei is no longer news. The group is fully “out of the closet”—it runs a pontifical university, operates a series of centers, has a few members who play important ecclesiastical roles, and generally occupies a spot on the landscape much like a wide range of other Catholic groups, from the Jesuits to the Focolare. No one bats an eye when an Opus Dei member is quoted in the paper or gives a talk at a Vatican conference. For people accustomed to thinking of Opus Dei as cultish or out of the mainstream, what strikes one in Rome is how routine the whole thing seems. Whether or not observers in Rome like Opus Dei—and there’s still a wide range of opinion on the subject—in general, they no longer become overheated about it. After twenty-six years of John Paul II’s papacy, Romans have come to accept Opus Dei as part of the scene. When reporters found themselves called upon to do Opus Dei stories back home, they could draw on a deeper reservoir of contacts and personal knowledge than would otherwise have been the case, and they were more inclined to take Brown’s outlandish claims with a grain of salt.

A second factor that helped “set the table” was Opus Dei’s experience in collaborating with my book, published by Doubleday in November 2005. Research for the book began in 2003, and over the course of more than eighteen months the project placed Opus Dei under a microscope in a way that had never been done before. The process put Opus Dei in a stronger position to cope with the avalanche of media interest surrounding The Da Vinci Code. Working through thousands of detailed queries about the group’s history, its teachings and practices, its finances, its experiences with critical ex-members, and so on forced Opus Dei leaders and spokespersons to develop careful answers to virtually any question that any other journalist might ask. (Whether those answers are ultimately satisfying is, for our purposes here, not the point. In any event, they had answers.) Afterward, it was unlikely that Opus Dei spokespersons would ever be caught “off guard.”

In an ironic twist, this book also became a reference tool for Opus Dei’s own spokespersons, since it captured in black and white some aspects of the life of Opus Dei that had previously existed only as oral tradition (such as how many members work in the Vatican, who they are, and what they do), or that had never been collected in a systematic way (such as Opus Dei’s global financial profile). In the past when reporters would ask about these points, they would typically be told that Opus Dei didn’t collect that sort of information, a response that few found satisfying. After the book appeared, without endorsing the findings, spokespersons could at least refer to my work, which gave people somewhere to go for information.

Finally, there’s a third factor that also changed the landscape. No one in Opus Dei would ever admit this out loud, and in some ways it’s a sad commentary on the polarized state of things in Catholic life, but among seasoned Church observers it has by now become a matter of conventional wisdom. The third factor is this: In the last five to ten years, another conservative Catholic group has emerged to rival and, arguably, to surpass Opus Dei as the bête noire of Catholic liberalism—the Legionaries of Christ. While many people in the Church may still dislike Opus Dei, much of the energy surrounding it has dissipated, to be replaced by a new wave of curiosity and, often, apprehension focused on the Legionaries. (As one indication, after my book on Opus Dei appeared, dozens of Catholic readers—including, at last count, two cardinals and four archbishops—suggested that my next project should be on the Legionaries.)

“The Legion may not be the new Society of Jesus, as its supporters have long claimed, but the new Opus Dei,” said Father James Martin, a popular Jesuit writer.

Founded in Mexico in 1941 by Father Marcial Maciel Degollado, the Legionaries enjoyed impressive growth under John Paul II, now counting some 650 priests and 2,500 seminarians worldwide. The lay branch of the Legionaries, Regnum Christi, reportedly has fifty thousand members worldwide. In recent years, the Legionaries have been involved in highprofile conflicts that have produced impressions of sectarianism, secrecy, and aggressive recruiting practices. All are complaints that have also long followed Opus Dei, but in the case of Legionaries, they seem to have reached a new level. Five American dioceses have actually barred the Legionaries or restricted their activities: St. Paul-Minneapolis; Los Angeles; Baton Rouge, Louisiana; Richmond, Virginia; and Columbus, Ohio. No American bishop ever took analogous measures against Opus Dei (though, as noted earlier above, Hume did so in England).

Another element in raising the Legionaries to prominence were accusations of sexual abuse against Maciel, the founder, which date from the 1950s and 1960s, and which became a matter of public record in the late 1990s. Those accusations led to a 2006 Vatican decision to remove Maciel from public ministry, asking him to follow “a reserved life of prayer and penance.” Maciel and the Legionaries have strenuously denied the charges, but most observers interpreted the Vatican’s move as tantamount to a finding of guilt.

At first blush, all this may seem insider ecclesiastical baseball, but it has important implications for the broader public discussion. When secular journalists are assigned a story on something like Opus Dei, they generally turn to expert commentators in the Catholic world. In earlier moments, those experts were well aware of the suspicion and polarization that surrounded Opus Dei, and their perceptions had an impact on the way the media covered the story. Opus Dei generally emerged as the “shock troops” of what was seen as Pope John Paul II’s conservative agenda, and was often depicted as a secretive and highly influential group building a “parallel Church.” This time around, however, such perceptions of Opus Dei seemed to some extent passé, as those sectors of Catholic opinion worried about right-wing sectarianism had found a new focus for concern. Hence when reporters and TV producers called up Catholic commentators for insight on Opus Dei, if the reaction was negative, it was more likely to be a weary shrug than a cry of alarm.

By no means, however, did these three factors predestine a positive outcome to the crisis triggered by The Da Vinci Code. It was still up to Opus Dei to choose how to react—and that choice, as it turns out, would mark a sea change in internal culture.

Of Eskimos and Opus Dei

A history professor of mine once described the conquest of the Near East in the seventh century by Arab Muslim tribes—who, prior to Mohammad, had been insular, illiterate, and forever trapped in fratricidal conflict—as a stunning development analogous to the Eskimos sweeping down from the South Pole today and colonizing North America. In other words, it was a development so unlikely as to be almost unthinkable, until it actually happened. On that scale of historical improbability, Opus Dei holding its own in a PR prizefight with one of the world’s great communications empires, the Sony Corporation, doesn’t quite rank with Eskimos sacking the White House, but it’s definitely not a bet most smart players would have taken.

It wasn’t just the mismatch in resources between Sony and Opus Dei that made such a result a long shot, even though that alone was considerable. In 2002 the total value of Opus Dei assets worldwide was roughly $2.8 billion, while in the same year the Sony Corporation reported assets of $70 billion and earned more than $67 billion in sales. (It’s a bit like the difference between the Royals and the Yankees in terms of team payrolls; it’s no surprise which team tends to win championships.)

More deeply, however, a PR victory for Opus Dei was difficult to imagine because, by secular standards of mass communications, Opus Dei has traditionally been remarkably inept. In fact, Opus Dei has generally been so woeful that experts in corporate communications could have given seminars using the group as a cautionary tale. For eighty years, no other group in Western Christianity has been plagued by worse publicity, and studying that history, one cannot avoid the conclusion that a good deal of the damage has been self-inflicted. The idea that Opus Dei would succeed in turning The Da Vinci Code to its benefit, therefore, would have struck anyone familiar with this background as a howler.

Well before The Da Vinci Code came along, Opus Dei had lived through a series of public relations crises—including controversies over alleged links between Opus Dei’s founder, St. Josemaría Escrivá, and Spain’s fascist dictator, Francisco Franco; rumors of Opus Dei involvement in the Vatican Bank scandals; critical testimony of ex-members such as Maria del Carmen Tapia, including charges of manipulation, mind-control, and even human rights abuses; Pope John Paul II’s controversial decision to bestow the singular status of a “personal prelature” upon Opus Dei in 1982; the beatification of Escrivá in 1992 and his canonization in 2002; and the salacious Robert Hanssen spy scandal in the United States in 2001. (At the time, Hanssen was a member of Opus Dei.) In general, the impression Opus Dei created during these episodes has been one of closure, evasiveness, and a deep reluctance to engage public curiosity.

To take just one example, Martin, the Jesuit writer, set out in 1995 to write a piece about Opus Dei for America magazine. As part of six months of research, Martin asked Opus Dei’s public relations office for a copy of the group’s statutes. It was an eminently reasonable request, given that critics had charged that the statutes were a “smoking gun” proving that Opus Dei has an official policy of deception. Naturally, Martin wanted to see for himself. In response, an Opus Dei spokesperson hemmed and hawed, and eventually told Martin that he couldn’t give him the statutes because they were a “Church document” and it was up to the Vatican to release them. That answer was dismissed as nonsense by a series of canon lawyers Martin interviewed. When he returned to Opus Dei armed with that information, Martin was told that the statutes were available to some members, but would be impossible to understand since they were written in “Church Latin,” which Martin said he knew was a meaningless phrase. (Latin is Latin, after all.)

What the Opus Dei spokesperson might have told Martin instead is that by the time of his request, the statutes had already been published as an appendix to the book The Canonical Path of Opus Dei, issued by the Opus Dei–affiliated Scepter Publishers and Midwest Theological Forum in 1994. The Spanish original of that book appeared in 1989. In both cases, the full set of 1982 statutes of Opus Dei are included, along with excerpts from the 1950 edition, albeit in Latin in both cases. Even if the spokesperson was reluctant to just hand Martin a copy (which would be puzzling enough), he might at least have mentioned that all Martin needed to obtain the statutes was a library card. Moreover, a Spanish magazine called Tiempo had already published the statutes in a Spanish translation in 1986. The fact that the spokesperson did not say any of this to Martin, who was preparing a major piece for one of the most influential Catholic publications in the United States, speaks volumes about the indifference Opus Dei has often exhibited with regard to its public image.

(Martin, by the way, said of Opus Dei’s comparatively deft handling of The Da Vinci Code, “They seemed to have turned a sow’s ear into a silk purse, or at least a very serviceable cloth one.”)

The earlier pattern of behavior on the part of Opus Dei has at times puzzled even its own members. In June 2004, I met with the communications faculty at the University of Navarra in Pamplona, Spain, Opus Dei’s oldest and largest university. Navarra is widely regarded as having perhaps the finest communications faculty in the country; something like one third of the editors of Spanish newspapers trained there, and its professors sometimes also serve as communications consultants for major corporations. Yet given the group’s historically awful public image, I asked these professors, just where does Opus Dei get off teaching communications to anyone?

The question produced a hearty laugh. Not all the faculty members are Opus Dei members, but they certainly know Opus Dei’s spotty track record on communications. They explained that when it comes to questions of public image, Opus Dei has been constrained by two aspects of its internal culture.

First, Escrivá encouraged his spiritual sons and daughters never to respond to criticism in public, on the grounds that the more spiritually noble path is to accept calumny and misunderstanding, just as Christ accepted his suffering on the Cross. (Such counsel can, of course, also function as a convenient mechanism for deflecting criticism. Yet whatever its motives, Escrivá’s example has made Opus Dei reluctant to engage in public back-and-forth.) Opus Dei leaders also argue that responding to their critics would sometimes mean “going personal,” that is, attacking the character or reliability of the person making the accusation, something they are reluctant to do on the grounds of Christian charity.

Second, the professors at Navarra said, Opus Dei does not see itself as a corporation. It’s a means of spiritual and doctrinal formation, with the idea being that people shaped by this tradition are then “set loose” on the world to transform it from within, exercising their own freedom and imagination. Escrivá once described Opus Dei as “a disorganized organization,” by which he meant that Opus Dei should not impose anything on members other than a daily spiritual plan. Indeed, Opus Dei often objects to the term group to describe itself; it is something of a mantra that “we do not form a group.” There’s not supposed to be a “party line” on anything beyond the spiritual life, a fact that has always rendered a coordinated communications effort problematic.

Operation Lemonade

In response to The Da Vinci Code, this reticence was swept aside in favor of a highly centralized PR campaign. It came to be known as “Operation Lemonade,” from the old adage about taking lemons and making them into lemonade.

Opus Dei spokespersons described their strategy in detail in a paper presented at an April 2006 seminar at Santa Croce, the Opus Dei–sponsored university in Rome. The paper, titled “Three Years with The Da Vinci Code,” was authored by Marc Carroggio and Juan Manuel Mora, Opus Dei’s spokespersons in Rome, along with Brian Finnerty, a communications officer in New York.

“From the beginning our attitude was to be helpful and open in providing information about Opus Dei,” they say, citing their cooperation with my book project. Carroggio and his colleagues say that while they were caught unaware by Brown’s novel, they had ample time to prepare for the movie.

“Therefore we could be proactive,” they wrote. “We did not wish to wait passively, and we decided to take the initiative.”

They describe behind-the-scenes discussions in the third person:


On January 10, 2006, communications staff for Opus Dei met in Rome, including people from the information offices of New York, London, Paris, Madrid, Cologne, Lagos, and Montreal. In this meeting, they studied the many suggestions they had received from journalists, communications professionals, and other colleagues. The plan would be coordinated by the Department of Communication in Rome, after being approved by the responsible authorities. At this meeting we described our strategy as “converting lemons into lemonade,” as Time magazine later reported.



The spokespersons say their aim was “to implement a communications plan that would be worldwide in its scope, Christian in its content, and positive in its tone, in order to neutralize the negative effects” of The Da Vinci Code.


There was to be an information effort to show that the real Opus Dei had nothing in common with the Opus Dei presented in the book: no monks, no murders, no masochism, no misogyny, but ordinary Catholics, who with all their virtues and defects, try to live out their faith in the secular world or, as Pope John Paul II put it, try “to live the Gospel in the world.”… In the first place, we have tried to promote a kind of “response before its time”—instead of avoiding the crisis we have tried to bring it forward, to anticipate it. A second point has been to treat the media as an ally, to give priority to its demands, and to generate a worldwide dialogue in public.



The paper offers several examples of what amounted to, for lack of a better term, Opus Dei’s “spin campaign”:


	Spokespersons tried to offer a positive image of Opus Dei by promoting its charitable works and projects of social concern, such as “Harambee 2002,” a charity started at the time of the canonization of Escrivá, to foster local health and educational projects in sub-Saharan Africa.

	Opus Dei commissioned a DVD from the St. Josemaria Institute and the Cresta Group in Chicago called Passionately Loving the World (the title refers to a famous sermon by Escrivá). Over twenty-eight minutes, the video presents the personal testimonies of American Opus Dei members, including a Los Angeles firefighter, a college student, an entrepreneur, a family on a farm, and others. After the premiere of the documentary in New York, hundreds of news items appeared in the American media with a catchy contrast between The Da Vinci Code and Opus Dei’s “other movie.”

	The group offered to make presentations on Opus Dei in parishes, associations, clubs, and virtually anywhere else there might be interest. A notice on the Opus Dei website said: “Do you need someone to speak about Opus Dei for a panel or other event about The Da Vinci Code? Contact us at press@opusdei.org.” Dozens of requests came in.

	Spokespersons identified low-cost but high-impact gestures that would generate favorable attention. As one example, on February 12 Opus Dei installed a small box offering literature at the entrance of its headquarters on Manhattan’s East Side with the inscription: “For fans of The Da Vinci Code: If you are interested in the ‘real’ Opus Dei, take one.” The box cost just $10, but pictures of it were reproduced in more than a hundred newspapers and were captured by film crews from around the world. It was a classic example of effective product placement.



Summing up what they had learned, Carroggio and his colleagues wrote that a “strategy of the three P’s,” meaning “positive, professional, and polite,” had helped banish “the sterile dynamic of confrontation.”

Will It Last?

In the end, it would be a mistake to read this response simply as a matter of a sound communications effort. More deeply, it marked a sea change in Opus Dei’s collective psychology. In the past, Opus Dei has seen itself as a misunderstood and persecuted minority, so they dug in when controversies arose. This time, Opus Dei threw open its windows, understanding that not everyone would like what they saw, but confident that the overall effects would be healthy.

To be clear, Dan Brown did not cause this transition. If one needs a point of departure, the better candidate would perhaps be the devastatingly bad publicity surrounding the beatification of Escrivá in 1992. Since that time, Opus Dei has steadily become more open, perhaps realizing that ignoring criticism was only making things worse. A process of historical maturation has also been under way, including a growing sense that the bitter battles of the past to ensure the group’s survival are largely over. This has given Opus Dei greater calm when facing questions and critique (in part, perhaps, because they feel such critique is now more likely to be fair).

The $64,000 question is: Will it last?

I recently discussed the DVD featuring personal testimonies from members with a senior Opus Dei official. He said that given the way members have traditionally seen their vocation as a private aspect of their interior lives, it would have been almost “unthinkable” before The Da Vinci Code that Opus Dei could have done something like this.

“In wartime, that’s what happens,” he said. “You end up doing all kinds of things you never would have imagined before.”

But what happens now that the war is over? A year from now, if a journalist is assigned a story about Opus Dei, will he or she find the same level of transparency? If a concerned Catholic parent wants to discuss some aspect of Opus Dei’s spirituality or internal practice, will that parent find Opus Dei receptive? Will Operation Lemonade endure, even when Opus Dei is no longer being hit with lemons?

Members themselves recognize the crossroads.

“It will be interesting to see if this is a once-in-a-lifetime event or the beginning of a new modus operandi,” Wauck said. “I suspect that, even if it were desired, circumstances will make it hard to return to a pre– Da Vinci Code approach.”

Russell Shaw agreed.

“Having once gone this far, I doubt that the organization is going to go back,” Shaw said in an e-mail in late August 2006.

In the end, Dan Brown became Opus Dei’s best friend because its leadership summoned the nerve to walk through the door he inadvertently opened, seizing the moment with a new approach based on transparency and cooperation. How long the benefits of Brown’s friendship will endure may depend on whether Opus Dei decides to keep that door open, or to slam it shut.


INTRODUCTION

If you want a guiding metaphor for Opus Dei, the spiritual organization founded in Spain in 1928 by Saint Josemaría Escrivá that has become the most controversial force in Roman Catholicism, think of it as the Guinness Extra Stout of the Catholic Church. It’s a strong brew, definitely an acquired taste, and clearly not for everyone.

Putting things this way immediately runs the risk of being superficial, not to mention giving offense, since Opus Dei is not a commercial product but a spiritual path that aims at the sanctification of the secular world, a path followed with great fidelity and moral seriousness by some eighty-five thousand people worldwide and admired by millions of others. It is also bitterly opposed by a substantial sector of opinion inside and outside the Catholic Church. To compare Opus Dei to a beer could seem like a way of trivializing it. Yet the “Guinness Extra Stout” image captures something important about the role Opus Dei occupies on the Catholic stage, and it’s worth taking a moment to tease it out.

In an era when the beer market is crowded with “diet” this and “lite” that, Guinness Extra Stout cuts the other way. It makes no apologies for either its many calories or its high alcohol content. It packs a frothy, bitter taste that has been compared by some wags to drinking motor oil with a head. Precisely because it resists faddishness, it enjoys a cult following among purists who respect it because it never wavers. Of course, if you think it tastes awful, its consistency may not be its greatest selling point. Yet while Extra Stout may never dominate the market, it will always have a loyal constituency.

To apply this image to the Catholic Church, the four decades since the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) have also to some extent been marked by a “less is more” spirit. Broadly speaking, the thrust of Vatican II was to throw open the windows of the Church, updating and rejuvenating it by returning to the gospel basics, offering a greater openness to the world, and promoting greater unity among the divided Christian family and with all of humanity. In the rites and rituals of the Church, there was a strong push for simplification, most notably the dropping of Latin as the principal language of worship and adopting the vernacular. Many traditional devotions and practices fell into disuse while spiritual disciplines such as the Friday fast were relaxed. Ecumenical and interreligious dialogue replaced apologetics as the primary way of interacting with people in other confessions and religious traditions. Priests and nuns often stopped wearing distinctive religious garb, fearing that it came across as a sign of privilege or a way of distancing themselves from the people they wanted to serve. In many sectors of opinion, the Church’s mission came to be understood in terms of promoting human and social development in the here and now, with too much talk about prayer and the sacraments seen as pie-in-the-sky spiritualizing. Memorization of doctrine gave way in much Catholic education to a more analytical and critical approach, and charitable activity was supplemented by attention to the structural dimension of global injustices and what has come to be known as “social sin.” All of these statements are caricatures of complex theological and ecclesial trends, but they indicate broad lines of development.

In this era of new ecclesiastical brews, Opus Dei offers a robustly classical alternative. Like Guinness, the “market share” of Opus Dei in global Catholicism is, given its outsize public image, remarkably small. According to the 2004 Annuario Pontificio, the official Vatican yearbook, Opus Dei numbers 1,850 priests in the world, along with 83,641 laity, for a total of 85,491 members, representing .008 percent of the global Catholic population of 1.1 billion (55 percent of Opus Dei members, by the way, are women). For a sense of scale, the archdiocese of Hobart on the Australian island of Tasmania contains 87,691 members, meaning that all by itself it’s bigger than Opus Dei worldwide.

Opus Dei, which in Latin means “the Work of God,” is formally classified as the only “personal prelature” in the Catholic Church, which means that the head of the group in Rome, currently Bishop Javier Echevarría Rodríguez, has jurisdiction over members for matters that regard the internal life of Opus Dei. For matters concerning all Catholics, members of Opus Dei remain under the jurisdiction of the local bishop. Usually, however, Opus Dei is seen as part of a flowering of lay-led movements and groups in the twentieth century, and it found international fame in the period after the Second Vatican Council.

The core idea of Opus Dei, as presented by Escrivá, is the sanctification of ordinary work, meaning that one can find God through the practice of law, engineering, or medicine, by picking up the garbage or by delivering the mail, if one brings to that work the proper Christian spirit. In order to cultivate such a spirit, Opus Dei members undergo extensive doctrinal and spiritual formation, and generally don’t cut corners in the pursuit of holiness. Most Catholics don’t visit the Blessed Sacrament anymore? Opus Dei members are required to do so every day. Most Catholics don’t pray the rosary? Again, Opus Dei members do it every day. In Kenya, Archbishop Raphael S. Ndingi of Nairobi jokingly told me that in the old days, if you wanted to identify Opus Dei members in Africa, the thing to do was to give them a ride. If they asked to be let off a mile from their destination so they could say the rosary, they were Opus Dei. Many Catholics today take at least some aspects of Church teaching with a grain of salt, but Opus Dei members are encouraged to “think with the Church,” meaning to accept the entirety of Church teaching on faith and morals. There is a strong emphasis within the clergy of Opus Dei on old-school priestly discipline. They wear clerical dress, pray the breviary, and spend lots of time in the confessional. One sign of their earnestness is that to date, not a single priest of Opus Dei in the United States has been accused of sexual abuse or removed from ministry under the special rules approved in 2002 for the American Church by the Vatican.

It’s not quite right to call this a “traditional” alternative to a more “liberal” postconciliar Catholicism, since from a historical point of view Opus Dei is not traditional at all. Its vision of laity and priests, women and men, sharing the same vocation and being part of the same body, all free to pursue that vocation within their professional sphere as they see fit, was so innovative that Escrivá was accused of heresy in 1940s Spain. Inside Opus Dei, most priests have lay spiritual directors, which is a break with traditional clerical culture, and the laity of Opus Dei, both men and women, cast votes for their prelate (meaning the cleric in charge), which is as close to the democratic election of a bishop as one comes in today’s Catholic Church. Opus Dei was the first institution in the Catholic Church to request, and to receive in 1950, Vatican permission to enroll non-Catholics and even non-Christians among its “cooperators,” meaning nonmember supporters.

More broadly, Escrivá’s insistence that the real work of bringing the gospel to the world is to be carried out by laypeople through their secular occupations marks something of a Copernican shift for Catholicism, which has tended to see the laity as a supporting cast in the spiritual drama, with priests and nuns as the lead actors. In a sense, the culture wars of the post–Vatican II period, marked by perennial antagonism between “left” and “right,” have obscured the original spiritual insights of Opus Dei. What people see is the uncompromising orthodoxy and papal loyalty in which Opus Dei’s message is wrapped, but rarely the message itself.

Despite this, the spirituality and doctrinal convictions of most Opus Dei members do frequently seem “traditional” by contemporary standards, if only in the sense that they have clung to older prayers, practices, and disciplines in a time when many of those traditions were being understood in new ways or abandoned. In that sense, Opus Dei is a jolt to a certain kind of Catholic sensibility, to say nothing of a secular outlook that often doesn’t understand institutional religion.

Perhaps because of its “Stout Catholicism” ethos, Opus Dei has become a marker for the broader culture wars in the Church and in the culture. Self-described Catholic “liberals” typically dislike and oppose Opus Dei. “Conservatives” generally find themselves drawn to its defense, if only because they dislike its critics so intensely. In the broader secular world, Opus Dei has become a shorthand reference for a secretive, closed society with an elitist flavor, a bit like Skull and Bones or the Masons. Thanks to the runaway commercial success of Dan Brown’s novel The Da Vinci Code, these perceptions of Opus Dei have gone mass-market.

Because Opus Dei sets the bar high for its members, the landing can be especially rough when things go wrong. Many ex-members, enough to suggest this is something more than innuendo, report having been hurt by their experiences—they say they were brought to the brink of physical and emotional exhaustion, their contacts with the outside world attenuated, and their approach to both Opus Dei and authority in general steered in the direction of unthinking obedience. As a result, Opus Dei is criticized by a certain percentage of its ex-members with a startling ferocity, some of whom talk about “spiritual abuse” or even violations of their human rights. They claim that the internal climate in Opus Dei—which they describe as defensive, insular, and at times quasi-apocalyptic—can be very different from the image Opus Dei would like to project. In English, the Opus Dei Awareness Network gives voice to these perspectives, as does the www.opuslibros.org Web site in Spanish. These descriptions are contested by tens of thousands of satisfied members as well as ex-members who are still on good terms with Opus Dei. It may be that both groups are describing more or less the same reality, but as seen through different prisms—one convinced that Opus Dei is indeed a “work of God,” the other equally sure that Opus Dei is, to a significant extent, a human instrument of control and power.

Two Distinctions

The mystique and controversy surrounding Opus Dei make careful analysis a complicated task. In sorting through the issues, two distinctions may be helpful. The first is between the message of Opus Dei and the institution of Opus Dei. Whatever one makes of the fact that a minority of Opus Dei members wear a barbed chain called a “cilice” around their thigh for two hours a day, for example, or that Opus Dei will not publicize the names of its members, these are institutional practices derived from, and therefore secondary to, what Opus Dei is supposed to be all about. Given the attention those practices sometimes draw in the press and on the gossip mill, one can spend a lot of time reading and talking about Opus Dei without ever really touching upon its stated goals and mission.

At its core, the message of Opus Dei is that the redemption of the world will come in large part through laywomen and men sanctifying their daily work, transforming secularity from within. “Spirituality” and “prayer,” according to this way of seeing things, are not things reserved primarily for church, a set of pious practices marked off from the rest of life; the real focus of the spiritual life is one’s ordinary work and relationships, the stuff of daily living that, seen from the point of view of eternity, takes on transcendent significance. It is an explosive concept, with the potential for unleashing creative Christian energy in many areas of endeavor. The ambition is nothing less than reaching across centuries of Church history to revitalize the approach of the earliest Christians—ordinary laywomen and men, indistinguishable from their colleagues and neighbors, going about their normal occupations, who nevertheless “catch fire” with the gospel and change the world.

As legitimate as public curiosity is about the hot-button issues surrounding Opus Dei, such as secrecy, money, and power, phrasing the conversation exclusively in these terms risks approaching Opus Dei through a back door, never quite seeing it as it sees itself. For that reason, after two chapters that offer a basic overview of Opus Dei and its founder, section 2 of this book (comprising section 2 through 6) is devoted to four cornerstones of the spirit of “the Work,” as members refer to the core ideas of Opus Dei: the sanctification of work; being contemplatives in the middle of the world; Christian freedom; and “divine filiation,” meaning a lively appreciation of one’s identity as a son or daughter of God. Section 3 then takes up the most frequent questions about Opus Dei, from the status of women to methods of soliciting new members. Section 2 is therefore primarily about the message of Opus Dei, section 3 about the institution, though these distinctions are not airtight. As in any organization, Opus Dei’s aims and aspirations help shape the institutional culture, just as the exigencies of the institution sometimes influence the way those aims are understood and applied.

As another way of expressing this distinction, several former members who remain on friendly terms with Opus Dei say their experience taught them that being drawn to the ideals of the group, especially that one’s daily work can be a pathway to holiness, is not the same thing as being called to membership. One ex-member, who left Opus Dei after more than twenty-five years, put it this way: “It took me a long time to see that understanding and ‘buying into’ Opus Dei’s message does not necessarily constitute a vocation to Opus Dei.… I am in complete agreement with Opus Dei’s message of the universal call to holiness, and of Saint Josemaría’s spirituality of the sanctification of one’s ordinary work and life. That is what attracted me to Opus Dei, and what still does. Yet, while I most definitely feel called to spread this universal call to holiness, I have never felt called to do it specifically ‘according to the spirit and practice of Opus Dei.’ ”

The second distinction is between the sociology of Opus Dei members and the philosophy of Opus Dei. That philosophy can be summed up in the word “secularity,” which means, in part, that Opus Dei doesn’t wish to act as an interest group with its own agenda, but to form motivated laity who will draw their own conclusions in the realms of politics, law, finance, the arts, and so on. There is no Opus Dei “line” on tax policy, or the war on terrorism, or on how health care ought to be delivered, and in fact one will find that the Opus Dei membership holds a wide variety of views on these questions. One sees this in an especially concentrated form in Spain, where it’s not uncommon for politicians who are members of Opus Dei to be subjected to withering attacks in the press by pundits who are also members of Opus Dei.

Today, however, the deepest political fault lines in the West tend to run along cultural issues such as abortion and homosexuality, and the emphasis within Opus Dei on “thinking with the Church” places its members solidly on the right on those questions—not as members of Opus Dei, but as Catholics who favor a traditional reading of Church doctrine. Inevitably, this means that the kinds of people drawn to Opus Dei, at least in some parts of the world, are more likely to come from conservative circles, so that many Opus Dei members bring with them conservative attitudes on a host of other issues, both on secular politics and on debates inside the Catholic Church. Thus the political and theological tilt inside Opus Dei is clearly to the right, though with exceptions. This has little to do with the philosophy of Opus Dei, however, but rather with the sociology of where its “market” is these days.

These sociological tendencies are to some extent the accidents of a particular historical moment, and could change. Opus Dei had a different profile in Spain in the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s, when it was regarded as a “liberalizing” force in both secular politics and the Church. As the terms of debate within Catholicism and the broader culture evolve, it’s possible to imagine a future in which Opus Dei’s membership would once again appear less “traditional,” less compactly “conservative.” One of the challenges of this book, therefore, will be to sort out what’s essential about Opus Dei from some of the secondary features that reflect the baggage of a given epoch, either inside the Catholic Church or in the world at large.

Conspiracy Theories

Opus Dei seems to stimulate the most fevered centers of conspiratorial imagination in many people’s brains. Think I’m kidding? As part of the research for this book, I once had a telephone conversation with a critical former member of Opus Dei who was willing to talk about her experiences. She opened the conversation, however, by saying she had one question before we began: Was my wife a member of Opus Dei? I laughed out loud, given that my wife is, first of all, Jewish, and a bit ambivalent about Roman Catholicism in general; and second, a convinced leftist hostile to Opus Dei on general principles. Throughout my work on this book she repeatedly struggled with a tension between liking many of the Opus Dei members she met on a personal basis, and yet feeling obligated to oppose them. Where in the world, I wanted to know, could someone have gotten the impression that Shannon was a member of “the Work”?

It turns out that my wife had sent out an e-mail some weeks before to a limited group of friends describing some of her recent activities in Rome. One item on the list was that she had attended a small party thrown by a member of Opus Dei for a friend who was returning to the United States. Shannon went because she wanted to say good-bye, not to sign up for the Opus experience. Yet this throwaway reference, which obviously made the rounds in cyberspace, became the basis of a theory that Shannon was in Opus Dei, which by itself would have been enough in some people’s minds to taint the project.

Therefore, let’s get this out of the way: I am not now, nor have I ever been, a member of Opus Dei. No one in my family belongs to Opus Dei. I don’t work for Opus Dei and am not financially or professionally dependent on it. Research for this book, including travel in eight countries (Spain, Italy, Peru, Kenya, Uganda, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States), was paid for out of my own pocket. I’m not an enamored member, nor an embittered ex-member. I am a journalist who specializes in the Catholic Church, fascinated with the reports surrounding Opus Dei, and curious to know how much reality stands behind them. In pursuit of that aim, I have logged more than three hundred hours of interviews, flown tens of thousands of miles, spoken with friends and foes of Opus Dei such as cardinals, archbishops, and bishops along with ordinary faithful, and scoured the literature about Opus Dei in several languages. I believe I have come as close to understanding Opus Dei as an outsider can, and I hope I can begin to separate fact from fiction with respect to the most common public perceptions.

Though this is not an “authorized” study, the organization granted me privileged insider’s access that no journalist has previously enjoyed. When Doubleday first spoke with me about this project, I approached the people at the Rome headquarters of Opus Dei with some trepidation, given their legendary reputation for secrecy. I told them that I was considering writing a book on Opus Dei and wanted to know if they would cooperate. Their immediate response was “yes,” and so I signed the contract and began to work. In the interests of fairness, I have to say that they never faltered in their commitment to full disclosure. I have moved in and out of Opus Dei facilities all over the world, in both men’s and women’s branches. I have been given access to Noticias and Crónica, Spanish-language journals normally reserved only for members. I have been shown private correspondence from the Opus Dei archives that I requested. I lived for five days in an Opus Dei residence in Barcelona, the Colegio Mayor Pedralbes, with the idea of following the official “plan of life” over that time. (Among other things, the experience strengthened my conviction that I am utterly unsuitable for membership in Opus Dei.) All the high-ranking members of Opus Dei inside the Catholic Church gave me interviews, including Cardinals Juan Luis Cipriani and Julián Herranz, Vatican spokesperson Joaquín Navarro-Valls, and the prelate, Bishop Javier Echevarría Rodríguez. The cooperation from Opus Dei was so total, in fact, that at one point a senior officer in Rome told me that the organization was performing a “global striptease” on my behalf.

Why would Opus Dei do this? First, my impression is that they are simply much less secretive than is commonly believed. They didn’t have to be convinced of the virtues of cooperation; on the contrary, I found them anxious to tell their story. Second, I believe their calculation was that even an objective book that gives voice to criticisms of the group would be preferable to the mythology and prejudice that so often clouds public discussion. They were prepared to take their blows, in other words, as long as they’re not below the belt. Whether they’ll still feel that way after reading what follows, of course, remains to be seen.

Several notes of thanks are in order here. First, chapter 10 of this book is heavily dependent upon the work of Joseph Harris, one of the best numbers crunchers in the Catholic Church. I hired Joe to help develop a financial profile of Opus Dei, and he succeeded beyond my wildest dreams. This book for the first time offers a detailed financial profile of Opus Dei in the United States, and a “best guess” estimate of its financial profile worldwide, largely due to Joe’s efforts. Second, I wish to thank Marc Carroggio of the Opus Dei Information Office in Rome, whose assistance in arranging contacts with members of Opus Dei in various parts of the world was invaluable. I also wish to thank Sharon Clasen, an ex–numerary member and a critical voice, who helped me with my research on other ex-members and observers. Dianne and Tammy DiNicola of the Opus Dei Awareness Network were also helpful. Thanks are also due to Tom Roberts, my editor at the National Catholic Reporter, who tolerated my frequent absences from Rome and episodic ups-and-downs in my availability to the newspaper in order to allow this project to proceed. All my colleagues at NCR have been helpful in ways beyond my capacity to describe. I also want to extend a word of thanks to the readers of The Word from Rome column, who, knowing of my work on this book, have sent hundreds of e-mails in the last twelve months sharing their own experiences and perspectives on Opus Dei. While not all of them have found an echo in these pages, they all helped shape my approach, suggested questions, opened new horizons, and were helpful in all manner of unpredictable ways. I want to thank the hundreds of members of Opus Dei around the world, as well as critics and neutral observers, who opened their homes and their lives to me. Talking about one’s spiritual life is never easy in the best of circumstances, and doing so in front of a journalist holding a mini-disc recorder is perhaps the most trying circumstance of all. Yet, realizing the importance of the subject, these people opened up for me and let me in, from a professor of business ethics in Barcelona, Spain, to a Japanese immigrant running a laundry in Lima, to an expert in Pennsylvania on extricating people from cults. I am thankful beyond words for their graciousness, honesty, and courage, regardless of their perspective. Finally, a word of thanks to my long-suffering wife, Shannon, who never really wanted me to do this book and who suffered mightily during its gestation. I know how trying all the travel, extra hours, and endless conversation about Opus Dei was, and somehow I will find a way to make it up to her.

This book is an attempt to tell the truth on a subject where ideology and fantasy often have the upper hand. Ideology, in my view, is the corruption of reason and is morally akin to lying. Rather than taking an ideological approach here, I try to come at the subject from an experiential and firsthand point of view. All I can ask is that readers set aside whatever biases they may have with regard to Opus Dei and try to absorb what follows on its own terms. In the end, it is not the aim of this book to produce an apologia for Opus Dei, nor a polemic against it. It is not up to me to say whether Opus Dei is right or wrong, good or bad, or whether it should enjoy its present prominence in Roman Catholicism or not. What I hope to do is provide the tools for readers to reach their own judgments. Despite the polarizing nature of discussion about Opus Dei, I hope we can all agree that a discussion rooted in reality is more likely to be productive.

December 8, 2004                         
Feast of the Immaculate Conception



SECTION ONE

ESSENTIALS
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Chapter One
A QUICK OVERVIEW OF OPUS DEI

The Tablet of London, a well-known English Catholic publication, recently published a series of jokes about various groups within the Catholic Church, and here’s how the one on Opus Dei goes: How many members of Opus Dei does it take to screw in a lightbulb? The answer is, one hundred … one to screw in the bulb, and ninety-nine to chant, “We are not a movement, we are not a movement.”

Though perhaps a bit catty, the joke makes a good point, which is that Opus Dei has sometimes been better at explaining what it is not rather than what it is. Escrivá strongly insisted that Opus Dei is not a religious order, thus it is not comparable to the Franciscans or the Dominicans. Its members remain fully immersed in the world and do not retreat to monasteries or cloisters. They find God through the mundane details of daily secular life. In later years Opus Dei has fought similar battles to insist that it is not a “lay movement,” because it includes clergy. This is precisely what gives Opus Dei its unique character: It is an institution of laypeople and priests together, men and women, sharing the same vocation but playing different roles. Over the years Opus Dei has been classified within Church structures in a variety of different ways: as a pious union, a priestly society of common life without vows, a secular institute, and finally, since 1982, as a “personal prelature.” At each stage before the final one, Opus Dei’s leading thinkers insisted that the existing structures within the 1917 Code of Canon Law, the official body of law for the Catholic Church prior to 1983, were inadequate to reflect the group’s true nature. In effect, members argued, an entirely new concept, something like the personal prelature, had to be carved out in order to give Opus Dei the juridical configuration that corresponded to its original spiritual impulse and vision.

So what was that impulse?

Members of Opus Dei date the group’s foundation to October 2, 1928, when Josemaría Escrivá, then a young Spanish priest making a retreat at a Vincentian monastery in Madrid, experienced a vision, revealing to him “whole and entire” God’s wish for what would later become Opus Dei. Obviously the vision was not “entire” in the sense that it answered every question, since it required subsequent inspirations to demonstrate to Escrivá that there should be a women’s branch to Opus Dei (that came in 1930) and that Opus Dei should also include a body of priests, the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross (1943). Yet in some sense, Escrivá insisted, the blueprint for Opus Dei was contained in that original experience on the Feast of the Guardian Angels in 1928. Here’s how he once described it: “On October 2, 1928, the feast of the Holy Guardian Angels—by now nearly forty years have gone by—the Lord willed that Opus Dei might come to be, a mobilization of Christians disposed to sacrifice themselves with joy for others, to render divine all the ways of man on earth, sanctifying every upright work, every honest labor, every earthly occupation.”

Escrivá and the members of Opus Dei are thus convinced that their organization is rooted in God’s will. As Escrivá himself once put it, “I was not the founder of Opus Dei. Opus Dei was founded in spite of me.” Originally Escrivá did not even give this new reality a name; “Opus Dei,” which is Latin for “work of God,” came from an offhand comment from Escrivá’s confessor, who once asked him, “How’s that Work of God going?” This is why members usually refer to Opus Dei as “the Work.”

The core idea revealed to Escrivá in that 1928 vision, and unfolded in subsequent stages of Opus Dei’s development, was the sanctification of ordinary life by laypeople living the gospel and Church teaching in their fullness. This is why one of the leading symbols for Opus Dei is a simple cross within a circle—the symbolism betokens the sanctification of the world from within. The idea is that holiness, “being a saint,” is not just the province of a few spiritual athletes, but is the universal destiny of every Christian. Holiness is not exclusively, or even principally, for priests and nuns. Further, holiness is not something to be achieved in the first place through prayer and spiritual discipline, but rather through the mundane details of everyday work. Holiness thus doesn’t require a change in external circumstances, but a change in attitude, seeing everything anew in the light of one’s supernatural destiny.

In that sense, admirers of Escrivá, who included Pope John Paul II, believe the Spanish saint anticipated the “universal call to holiness” that would be announced by the Second Vatican Council. The late cardinal of Florence and right-hand man of Pope Paul VI, Giovanni Benelli—who crossed swords with Escrivá over the years—nevertheless once said that what Saint Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits, was to the sixteenth-century Council of Trent, Escrivá was to the Second Vatican Council. That is, he was the saint who translated the council into the life of the Church.

In a December 2004 interview, the number-two official of Opus Dei, Monsignor Fernando Ocáriz, a Spanish theologian who has served since 1986 as a consultor to the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, the Vatican’s doctrinal agency, explained that Escrivá’s understanding of the “universal call to holiness” had two dimensions, subjective and objective. The subjective is the invitation to individual persons to sanctification, meaning that all people, regardless of their station in life, are called to become saints. The objective is the realization that all of creation, and every situation in human experience, is a means to this end.

“All human realities, all the circumstances of human life, all the professions, every family and social situation, are means of sanctification,” Ocáriz said. “It’s not just that everyone is supposed to be a saint despite the fact of not being priests or monks, but precisely that all the realities of life are places that can lead one to the Lord.”

Commenting on The Song of Songs from the Old Testament, Escrivá once put this idea in lyrical form. “I will seek the one my soul loves in the streets and public squares,” he wrote. “I will run from one part of the world to the other … seeking the peace of my soul. And I find it in the things that come from outside, which for me are not an obstacle; on the contrary, they are a path and a stairway to draw closer and closer, to unite myself more and more with God.” That instinct to find God “in the things that come from outside,” the normal hustle and bustle of the workaday world, is the Opus Dei impulse.

Escrivá once described Opus Dei as “an intravenous injection in the bloodstream of society.” Members would be doctors and lawyers and university professors and barbers and bus drivers, and from the outside they would appear to be exactly the same as everyone else. There’s a famous story about the first three priests ordained for Opus Dei—Alvaro del Portillo, José María Hernández de Garnica, and José Luis Múzquiz—that illustrates this point. Escrivá noticed that not one of them smoked, which was rather odd in Spain in 1944. He told them that one of them was going to have to take up smoking, lest people get the impression there was something unworldly about these Opus Dei guys. The choice fell on Portillo, who would eventually succeed Escrivá. Opus Dei’s lay members would not wear special religious habits, they would not be cloistered, and they would not claim to possess a special state of life. The idea was to redeem the world, not by retreating from it, but by “Christianizing it,” carrying out all the tasks of daily living with a new spirit. Escrivá’s shorthand formula was, “Sanctify your work. Sanctify yourself in your work. Sanctify others through your work.”

It’s worth underlining the revolutionary character of this vision in Spain in the 1930s and 1940s. As Escrivá described it, Opus Dei is not supposed to be a clergy-driven enterprise. Laypeople are supposed to share the same vocation with the clergy, in a situation of full equality. The clergy, in his understanding, are more akin to support staff, experts in the spiritual life who offer the sacraments and means of doctrinal and spiritual formation, but the real “action” is out in the world. Only a layperson can decide how a particular lawsuit, or surgery, or newspaper article, can be made an offering to God, carrying others toward sanctification. The idea was to form people and then “turn them loose,” trusting them to exercise their freedom. This includes, in principle, a commitment to male/female equality. In Opus Dei, women receive the same doctrinal and theological formation as men, including those men who will eventually be ordained priests. All this was a break from a traditional clericalist mentality, and Escrivá was denounced in some circles in Spain as an anti-clericalist, even a heretic. There was talk of reporting him to the Vatican.

Everything about Opus Dei, at least from the official point of view, exists to promote this aim: forming ordinary laymen and women in Christian doctrine and spirituality, so that they may sanctify the world from within, using their own judgment about the best means to do so in their particular profession or walk of life. Officially speaking, Opus Dei is unlike virtually any other organization with which most people come into contact. It is not a lobby or an interest group, has no collective financial or political interests, and has no agenda. Escrivá called it “a disorganized organization,” in the sense that the home office does not issue memos at 8:00 A.M. with marching orders for the day. Opus Dei is responsible for formation, and its members do the rest. “Opus Dei does not act, its members do” is a frequent mantra.

Critics, it should be noted, generally insist that this is a smoke screen, that the “real” aims of the organization—the acquisition of political power, or financial gain, or new recruits—are hidden. For now, however, it’s worth stepping through the way Opus Dei organizes its life and describes itself, in part so we can compare that with the criticisms later on.

Becoming a Member

As Opus Dei has become more prominent, it sometimes happens that a person walks in off the street and announces, “I want to be a member of Opus Dei.” In such cases, these people are advised to learn a little something about Opus Dei first. Generally, however, it doesn’t work this way. Membership usually arises out of getting to know Opus Dei, either through family who are members, or by exposure to one of Opus Dei’s “corporate works” such as a school or youth center, or through some other activity that may be run by members even though it’s not formally sponsored by Opus Dei, such as a TV news agency or a clinic—anyplace it’s possible to form a personal friendship. However it happens, a prospective member usually has been attending evenings of recollection, retreats, and other Opus Dei events well ahead of the decision to “whistle,” the insider’s lingo for the moment of joining. It is treated as a very serious choice, because belonging to Opus Dei is not seen as being a pastime or a hobby. It is a vocation, thus akin in life-changing significance to the decision to get married or to enter the priesthood.

What’s the draw? At a supernatural level, the answer is always that God has given someone a vocation to Opus Dei. At the human level, however, various factors can be the points of initial attraction. For some, it may be reading the works of Escrivá; in that department, most members say the first thing to catch their attention was the idea that study or work could be their path to holiness. For others, it may be that Opus Dei offers an environment in which a serious, prayerful Catholic can feel supported. For many, it’s the example set by the numeraries, who often come across as smart, dedicated, devout, and happy people, living coherent lives based on their faith. In other words, they “walk the walk.” Opus Dei centers can also be a lot of fun. When I visited the Windmoor Center at Notre Dame in September 2004, for example, I arrived for their weekly Friday night fried chicken dinner, which was preceded by a meditation and followed by beers and chat. The atmosphere can be infectious, combining prayer and Catholic orthodoxy with a lighthearted, collegial, and intellectually stimulating group of people.

Since Opus Dei is not a religious order, members do not take “vows,” nor does their status under Church law change when they join. Laypeople remain laity. Instead, they affiliate themselves by means of that quintessential secular instrument, a contract. Essentially, members strike a deal with Opus Dei: They agree to live in the spirit of Opus Dei and to support its apostolic activities, and in return Opus Dei agrees to provide doctrinal and spiritual formation.

The formula of the contract is as follows:

Member

I, in the full use of my freedom, declare that with firm resolve I dedicate myself to pursue sanctity and to practice apostolate with all my energy according to the spirit and praxis of Opus Dei. From this moment until next March 19th, I assume the obligation:


First, to remain under the jurisdiction of the Prelate and the other competent authorities of the Prelature, in order to dedicate myself faithfully to everything that has to do with the special purposes of the Prelature; Second, to fulfill all the duties of a Numerary/Associate/Supernumerary member of Opus Dei, and to observe the norms by which the Prelature is governed, as well as the legitimate rulings of the Prelate and the other competent authorities of the Prelature regarding its government, spirit and apostolate.



Representative of the Prelate

I, representing the Prelate, declare that from the moment of your incorporation into the Prelature, and for as long as that incorporation continues in force, Opus Dei assumes the obligation:


First, to devote constant care and attention to your doctrinal, spiritual, ascetical and apostolic formation, and to provide you with the special pastoral attention of the priests of the Prelature;

Second, to fulfill its other obligations with respect to its faithful, as determined in the norms by which the Prelature is governed.



Members remain free outside the terms of this contract, as does Opus Dei. At least in theory, members have no right to “represent” Opus Dei in their professional work, or to act on its behalf, and Opus Dei does not seek to influence them beyond their spiritual growth. To take a concrete example, Luis Valls, a seventy-eight-year-old Spanish member of Opus Dei, recently stepped down as executive chairman of Banco Popular, Spain’s third-largest commercial bank with $47.9 billion in assets. Valls, who lives in an Opus Dei center in Madrid, has always insisted that nobody in Opus Dei dictated banking strategy to him, and that at no time were any resources from the bank diverted for Opus Dei purposes. He was not an “Opus Dei banker,” but a banker who happened to be in Opus Dei. The impact of Opus on his business career and on his life, he insists, has been of a different order: “Without religious convictions, I would have been a rascal.”

Exactly how Opus Dei finds new members is a subject of some controversy, since critics have suggested that the organization engages in ruthless and manipulative “recruiting” that resembles the tactics of religious cults. We’ll examine those charges in chapter 14. Here, we’ll simply outline the various stages of Opus Dei membership.

Whistling

“Whistling” means writing a letter asking to join Opus Dei. This is known more formally as “requesting admission.” Escrivá used the term “whistling” with reference to the sound a teapot makes when it’s ready to boil. The idea is that it’s been heating up for a long time, just as a prospective member has been “heating up” through exposure to the life and activities of Opus Dei. Someone can whistle at the age of sixteen and one-half, though one has to be eighteen to be formally incorporated into Opus Dei. One can become an “aspirant,” meaning someone thinking about joining Opus Dei, at fourteen and one-half. It should be noted that a prospective member needs the permission of the director of their local Opus Dei center before writing the letter. It’s not infrequent, members say, for someone to ask several times before receiving permission.

Admission

This term refers to a short ceremony with two other members of Opus Dei, usually an Opus Dei priest and an Opus Dei lay director, in which the new member verbally agrees to “live in the spirit of Opus Dei,” and Opus Dei promises to provide means of formation. It is considered the first stage of membership, and usually comes six months after one writes the letter—though often prospects have been treated informally as members, and have thought of themselves that way, since the moment they “whistled.” The period between the admission and the oblation, marking formal incorporation into Opus Dei, is generally considered a time of discernment in which the new member can experience “the life” without having made a definitive commitment to it.

Oblation

The oblation usually occurs a year and a half after whistling, and this is the stage at which the formal contract is executed between the member and Opus Dei. Oblation marks formal juridical incorporation into Opus Dei, and a prospective member must have reached eighteen years of age. The commitment has to be renewed each year on March 19, which is the Feast of Saint Joseph, the patron saint of workers and a major patron saint for Opus Dei. Though the commitment made in the oblation is not permanent, it is understood that one has given over his or her life to the vocation in Opus Dei in such a serious fashion that to leave afterward would be a “grave matter.” On March 19 each year, the member is expected to renew the contract in the privacy of his or her own prayer, and then inform Opus Dei that it has been done. If one fails to do this, one is automatically no longer a member.

Fidelity

The “fidelity,” five years after the oblation, is a lifetime commitment to Opus Dei, without need of annual renewal. One is now a permanent member of the “supernatural family” of Opus Dei, and in order to leave after this stage, one should write a letter to the prelate informing him of one’s intentions. (In practice, however, those who leave often do so without observing these formalities.) The “fidelity” is reached only six and a half years after someone first “whistles,” and since that can’t be done before sixteen and a half, this means that one has to be at least twenty-three years old in order to make this kind of commitment to Opus Dei. There is no upper age limit for members, and people as old as eighty have made their “fidelity.”

Categories of Members

Opus Dei, according to official Vatican figures, has 85,491 members in the world, of which 1,850 are priests, and the rest, 83,641, are laity. While there are different categories of membership, Opus Dei regards these as distinctions only in terms of how available members are for Opus Dei activities. There are no distinctions in vocation, no “grades of holiness.” The categories are: supernumeraries, numeraries (along with a subset of numerary assistants), and associates, and a set of nonmember supporters called “cooperators.” While this terminology today has the vague flavor of a secret society, it’s based on the traditional Spanish nomenclature for the various categories of university professors. An argot that today seems exotic was therefore originally intended to show how ordinary Opus Dei really is.

Supernumeraries

The majority of members of Opus Dei, some 70 percent, fall into this category. The supernumeraries are the least available to the activities of Opus Dei, generally because they’re married or have other family or personal commitments. (There is, however, no obligation to be married.) They live in their homes, as opposed to a center of Opus Dei. A husband and wife can both be supernumeraries, but they don’t have to be, and there are plenty of cases where one partner is a supernumerary of Opus Dei and the other is not. Supernumeraries receive spiritual direction from a numerary of Opus Dei, often the director of the center nearest their home, and generally go to a priest of Opus Dei for confession. While much of the public fascination with Opus Dei concerns the numeraries, members say the real “action” is with the supernumeraries, since the point of Opus Dei is not to found a series of schools and charitable works, but to transform ordinary life. One member put it to me this way: “Until you get a picture in your mind of a mom in a beat-up station wagon trying to get the kids to soccer practice, you won’t understand Opus Dei.” Supernumeraries are expected to contribute financially to support the works of Opus Dei, based on their means. American supernumerary Russell Shaw, a noted Catholic author who once worked for the U.S. bishops, told me that he contributes two hundred dollars a month. Some supernumeraries will give more, many will give less. Although supernumeraries are members of Opus Dei, they do not stop being members of their local diocese and parish. Many Opus Dei supernumeraries are active as parish council members, Eucharistic ministers, lectors, youth group leaders, and so on.

Numeraries

Numeraries, about 20 percent of the total, are members who make Opus Dei their immediate family. They make commitments of celibacy and live in Opus Dei centers. Some numeraries work full-time for Opus Dei, though most hold an outside job in their area of professional competence. There are numeraries who are surgeons, lawyers, writers, and TV personalities. Whatever money isn’t needed for personal living expenses goes to support the activities of Opus Dei. (Numeraries in the United States who make healthy salaries often run afoul of the Internal Revenue Service, since it’s hard for the IRS to swallow that somebody making $200,000 gives $150,000 of it to charity. Numeraries are audited at a rate above the national average.) Because numeraries undergo a more extensive program of theological and spiritual formation, they are entrusted with the key leadership roles within Opus Dei. Only a numerary can be director of an Opus Dei center, for example. Some numeraries go to Rome to study theology at the University of the Holy Cross. A subset of numeraries has responsibility for offering spiritual and doctrinal formation to other members of Opus Dei, and they are called the inscripti. Numeraries are the key to the geographical expansion of Opus Dei, since opening a center in a new country requires the presence of at least a couple of numeraries who can find jobs, support the center financially, learn the language if necessary, and get operations off the ground. It is also the numeraries who practice the spiritual disciplines that tend to excite certain minds. They wear the cilice, a small spiked chain strapped around the upper thigh, for a couple of hours most days, except for feast days and Sundays. Numeraries also use the “discipline,” a small cordlike whip, applied to the back once a week while reciting a prayer, often the Our Father. Because the demands on numeraries are high, it tends to be the category that experiences the greatest challenges. Much of the public criticism of Opus Dei comes from ex-numeraries.

Numerary Assistants

A special subset of numeraries is composed of approximately four thousand women who devote themselves full-time to the domestic care of Opus Dei centers and other facilities. Concretely, this means being involved in the cooking, cleaning, and financial administration of the household. It is analogous to being a full-time mother, and is usually understood that way by the numerary assistants. The idea, which Opus Dei members say came out of Escrivá’s own family life, was that Opus Dei residences should feel like homes, not bureaucratic institutions, which requires a “woman’s touch.” Within Opus Dei, the domestic care of centers is also regarded as full-time professional work, for which the numerary assistants are paid. In some cases, especially in larger facilities, the assistants hire other women to do the manual labor, while in smaller centers the assistants often perform the tasks themselves. It’s customary for the assistants and the other women who perform domestic work in Opus Dei facilities to wear a uniform while carrying out certain tasks, such as cleaning or serving meals. Critics have charged that Opus Dei promotes a submissive and traditionalist view of femininity, in part because the “numerary assistant category” is restricted to women. Members of Opus Dei respond that it is not discrimination to observe that women often have an aptitude for homemaking that men lack. Further, they say, this was the vision of Escrivá, and it’s not up to them to change it.

Associates

The associates are celibate members, like numeraries, but family responsibilities or personal circumstances mean that they normally live with their own families, or wherever is most suited to their work and other circumstances. The distinction between a numerary and an associate is the residence; beyond that, the expectations and commitment are the same. For example, Moses Muthaka, twenty-eight, is an associate of Opus Dei in Nairobi who is the assistant director of the Informal Sector Business Institute, an Opus Dei–run center that teaches basic business skills to poor Kenyans involved in the vast off-the-books “informal economy,” selling sweets, secondhand clothing, or basic furnishings. Muthaka has four brothers and five sisters, and only one is “settled,” with a stable means of income. His father died in 1996 and his mother is “up-country,” meaning back in the family’s village. The younger brothers and sisters are dependent on Muthaka to provide food, shelter, and to keep them in school. Ron Hathaway, on the other hand, is an American surgeon with expertise in cranial and facial reconstruction for children, whose career took him to Indianapolis, Indiana, where there is no center of Opus Dei. He was originally a supernumerary, but decided that being an associate was a better fit, in part because it liberates him to be “completely available” to his five-hundred-plus patients. It also frees him, he said, to confront superiors and HMOs who don’t have the best interests of his patients at heart. Without the pressures of supporting a family, he can take more professional risks.

Priests

The prelature of Opus Dei has 1,850 priests “incardinated” into it, meaning under the direct authority of the prelate in Rome, Bishop Javier Echevarría. The primary work of these priests is the pastoral care of Opus Dei members, though a few have other commitments, such as running parishes, teaching at universities and seminaries, or running Opus Dei activities. The priests of the prelature come from the ranks of the male numeraries. There are also roughly two thousand other diocesan priests who belong to the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross, discussed below. They are also considered full members, but their full-time work is not for Opus Dei, but for the diocese where they are located.

Cooperators

Though not members of Opus Dei, the “cooperators” are friends of the organization who offer support through prayers, involvement in its activities, and, sometimes, financial contributions. Opus Dei counts among its cooperators not only Catholics, but also other Christians, Jews, Muslims, and Buddhists as well as people with no religious affiliation. Opus Dei was the first Catholic institution that, as a matter of law, approved by the Vatican in 1950, had the right to enroll non-Catholics. On the far Catholic right, this fact has sometimes fueled criticism of Opus Dei as being “indifferentist,” that is, treating Catholicism as just one among many religions. There are 164,000 cooperators of Opus Dei in the world, 57 percent of whom are women. There is also an even wider network of some 900,000 people around the world who take part in Opus Dei meetings and means of formation, some of whom may eventually become cooperators.

It’s not just individuals who fall into this category. There are some five hundred religious communities of both men and women who are also, institutionally, “cooperators.” I visited a community of Carmelite sisters in San Vicente de Cañete, Peru, for example, whose prioress, Sister María de Jesús, told me that they decided to become cooperators in part because local Opus Dei members were helpful when the convent needed work, including providing them with free lumber. She also said the priests from the territorial prelature of Yauyos, under the direction of an Opus Dei bishop since 1957, have been extremely faithful in coming to say Mass. “In twenty-seven years, never have they missed a Mass,” she told me. “I know that other communities struggle with this.”

Geographic Distribution

Spain is far and away the country in which Opus Dei is most numerically prominent. There are some 35,000 members of Opus Dei in Spain, more than 40 percent of the global total. Madrid is the city with the single greatest number of Opus Dei members. Plans for international expansion were laid in the 1930s, but had to be delayed by the onset of the Spanish civil war. A list of the sixty-two countries in which Opus Dei operates at least one center, and the years in which they arrived, follows.


1946: Portugal, Italy, and Great Britain

1947: France and Ireland

1949: Mexico and the United States

1950: Chile and Argentina

1951: Colombia and Venezuela

1952: Germany

1953: Guatemala and Peru

1954: Ecuador

1956: Uruguay and Switzerland

1957: Brazil, Austria, and Canada

1958: Japan, Kenya, and El Salvador

1959: Coast Rica and Holland

1962: Paraguay

1963: Australia

1964: The Philippines

1965: Belgium and Nigeria

1969: Puerto Rico

1978: Bolivia

1980: Congo, Ivory Coast, and Honduras

1981: Hong Kong

1982: Singapore and Trinidad-Tobago

1984: Sweden

1985: Taiwan

1987: Finland

1988: Cameroon and the Dominican Republic

1989: Macao, New Zealand, and Poland

1990: Hungary and the Czech Republic

1992: Nicaragua

1993: India and Israel

1994: Lithuania

1996: Estonia, Slovakia, Lebanon, Panama, and Uganda

1997: Kazakhstan

1998: South Africa

2003: Slovenia and Croatia



The seven countries with the highest number of Opus Dei members, in descending order, are: Spain, Mexico, Argentina, Italy, the United States, the Philippines, and Colombia.

The development of Opus Dei in a given country depends on local circumstances. Great Britain, for example, was one of the first three countries outside Spain in which Opus Dei set up shop, and Escrivá spent more time in London than in any other city except Madrid and Rome. He spent five summers in England, from 1958 to 1962, calling it a “crossroads of the world.” He developed a liking for the Victoria and Albert Museum, and because of his devotion to Saint Thomas More, he twice went to the Anglican Church of St. Dunstan to pray at the tomb of the Roper family, where More’s head is kept. In January 2005 a London parish named for Saint Thomas More was entrusted to the priests of Opus Dei. Yet Opus Dei has had little expansion in England. After almost sixty years in the country, Opus Dei counts scarcely more than five hundred members, meaning an average of fewer than ten new members each year. In part, this may have been influenced by the caution about Opus Dei expressed by the late Cardinal Basil Hume of Westminster, which filtered down to other English bishops.

In Peru, on the other hand, the diffusion of Opus Dei, and of popular devotion to Escrivá, has been striking. There are 1,630 Opus Dei members in Peru, almost 2 percent of the global total, which includes 400 numeraries and another 180 associates. The figure also includes 200 priests and an astounding 11 active bishops, plus two bishops emeriti, representing almost one-third of the total number of Opus Dei bishops in the world. In this case the growth is due in part to a decision of Pius XII to entrust a territorial prelature to Opus Dei, called Yauyos, in 1957, which gave it a strong geographic base and infrastructure. In this zone of Peru, popular devotion to Escrivá rivals the following that Padre Pio enjoys in southern Italy. One can walk into the main outdoor market in Cañete and find an Escrivá holy card in every stall, with merchants bragging that they’ve got one from the canonization, while the guy in the next stall only has the beatification edition. There is even a cab company named for Escrivá (“cab” in this sense meaning a kind of rough-and-tumble motorcart); there’s also one named after the Virgin Mary, and one for the Holy Family, but locals say that the fleet named after Escrivá gets more business. I met one local, Francisco Matías Guapaya Quispe, who is so devoted to Escrivá and Opus Dei that his three oldest sons are named Josemaría, Alvaro, and Javier, for the three prelates, and two of his daughters are named Dolores, for Escrivá’s mother, and Carmen, for his sister. For an added splash of Catholicity, the baby of the family is named John Paul.

What Do Members Do?

Opus Dei members say that what they “do,” in the first place, is perform the ordinary tasks of their daily lives—going to work, raising their kids, paying their taxes, and spending time with their friends. The real point of Opus Dei, they say, is not to engage in specifically religious activities, but to transform those ordinary tasks into pathways to holiness.

In support of that aim, members utilize the means of formation provided by Opus Dei. These means are personal before they are collective, designed to give the member a grasp of the doctrinal and moral teaching of the Church, and to promote his or her personal sanctity. Each member of Opus Dei undertakes to follow a daily “plan of life,” known in English as “the norms.” The norms include:


	Offering the day to God first thing in the morning, symbolized by saying serviam, “I will serve.”

	Daily Mass, including receiving Communion.

	Daily praying of the rosary.

	Mental prayer, usually one half hour in the morning and another half hour in the evening.

	The noontime Angelus prayer or the Regina Coeli, depending on the liturgical season.

	A daily examination of conscience.

	Meditation on spiritual readings, about ten minutes.

	Daily reading of the New Testament, around five minutes.

	A daily visit to the Blessed Sacrament, often immediately after supper and including the saying of three Our Fathers, three Hail Marys, three Glory Be prayers, and making a “spiritual communion,” meaning an act of union with Christ that doesn’t involve physically receiving Communion during Mass.

	A daily set of prayers in Latin called the Preces, which include invocations to the Holy Spirit, Jesus Christ, the Blessed Virgin Mary, Saint Joseph, the Guardian Angels, and Saint Josemaría, then prayers for the Holy Father, the bishop of the diocese, unity among all those working to spread the gospel, the prelate of Opus Dei and the other members of the Work, and invocations to Saints Michael, Gabriel, Raphael, Peter, Paul, and John (the patrons of Opus Dei).



Other characteristic practices of Opus Dei members include:


	Saying short prayers throughout the day called “aspirations,” such as “Jesus, Mary and Joseph, I give you my heart and my soul,” or “Jesus, I love you with all my heart”; for 2005 the prelate of Opus Dei suggested to members: “Everything with Peter to Jesus through Mary.”

	Saying three Hail Marys as an intention for holy purity and blessing oneself with holy water before going to bed.

	Practices of corporal mortification (discussed in chapter 8).



Beyond this individual program, every week there’s a “circle,” which is a class given by a member (usually a layperson, but occasionally a priest) on some points of the spirit and practice of Opus Dei, plus an examination of conscience. Every month there’s an evening or day of recollection, usually comprised of two to three meditations given by a priest, and a talk like the ones in the circle, plus times of silence for personal prayer. Every year the supernumeraries attend a workshop for several days, and the numeraries attend an annual course, which normally lasts three weeks. In addition, every year there are retreats in the classic sense, meaning several days, in silence, with lots of meditations. Also, every member of Opus Dei receives spiritual direction from a numerary or associate.

On May 23, 2004, I attended a recollection for men held at the Roman parish of Sant’Eugenio, which is entrusted to the clergy of Opus Dei. The custom on these occasions is to go into the chapel, where the lights are darkened, while the priest leads opening prayers. He then sits at a table with a lamp, to see his notes, and delivers a meditation. Afterward, participants assemble in a living room for a talk on a spiritual subject given by one of the lay members, then they return to the chapel for another meditation. The event ends with an examination of conscience. On this particular morning the meditations were given by Father Michele Díaz, a Spaniard who has lived in Rome for more than thirty years. The focus of the first talk was on the Eucharist, and Díaz challenged his audience to understand that “you don’t come to the Eucharist to receive, but to give,” meaning that Catholics should be prepared to give themselves to God. “In Rome, the restaurants are always full, but the churches are often empty,” Díaz lamented. “There are tabernacles without even one person to adore Christ.” The talk in the living room was given by a supernumerary who spoke about May as the month of the Virgin Mary, recommending that participants use a rosary to conduct “mini-pilgrimages” during the month. During the second meditation, Díaz dealt with the subject of purity. He quoted Escrivá to the effect that “the battles are won on the periphery, not in the center.” That means, Díaz said, that one must struggle to control even “the most minimally impure thoughts.”

In September 2004, I sat in on a workshop at the Shellbourne Conference Center in Valparaiso, Indiana, about an hour outside of Chicago. This particular morning the group was working from the seventh edition of the Catechism of Opus Dei, published in Rome in 2003 and translated into English in London in 2004. This 133-page document, divided into four parts and organized in a question-and-answer format, is not distributed to the public, as it is for the internal use of members. (The edition I saw had a note to the effect that Escrivá had been forced to withdraw the fourth edition of the document due to “intense and hidden opposition to the Work,” and all the copies are numbered.) In fact, the document seemed little more than a structured overview of Opus Dei’s history and self-understanding.

This morning’s session was devoted to the opening question of chapter 1, “What Is Opus Dei?” The answer provided was: “Opus Dei is a personal prelature with its own statutes, which serves the entire Church and forms part of its pastoral and hierarchical structure.” Additional explanation in smaller print followed. The priest leading the discussion had the supernumeraries read out portions of the Catechism, stopping and developing ideas every so often and taking questions as they arose. He told an oft-cited story about Escrivá to illustrate the equality between priests and laity in Opus Dei: One time Escrivá walked into a get-together and saw that all the priests were sitting in chairs while the laity were on the floor. He took a seat on the floor, and when someone tried to give him a chair, he said that he did not found a society where priests were higher than the rest, and then left the room. When he came back, naturally, the priests were seated on the floor.

Numeraries, who live in the centers of Opus Dei, are expected to attend a get-together (known as a tertulia) every day, which is the equivalent of family time. They receive a program of theological formation equivalent to seminary studies for a candidate for the priesthood. They also take longer retreats each year, usually three weeks, which are doctrinal courses that are sometimes combined with language study or other activities typical of a vacation period. In general, numeraries are also expected to be “available” in a variety of informal ways, such as helping out in the youth center after returning home from work, running a catechetical program for kids on Sundays, or simply lending a hand for the unforeseen tasks that arise, such as getting visitors back and forth to the airport or helping plan special events. These are seen as “family responsibilities.”

All members of Opus Dei are expected to have jobs. In the case of supernumerary mothers, the job may be homemaking, especially since Opus Dei families tend to be large. For some numeraries, the job may involve full-time or part-time work for Opus Dei itself, running a center or other apostolic work, or serving in the regional, national, or world headquarters. The expectation of all members is that they will apply a serious professional ethic to their work and strive to meet the highest secular standards.

Beyond this, at least as far as official Opus Dei explanations go, members are free to do what they want. That is to say, it is up to individual members to decide how to translate the doctrinal and spiritual teachings they receive into their professional careers, their friendships, their political choices, their consumer preferences, and so on. No one in Opus Dei attempts to tell members how to vote. No Opus Dei priest instructs a supernumerary on which vice presidency to apply for in his banking career, or which newspaper to write for in her journalistic career. To the extent that Opus Dei members tend to cluster in certain careers, partisan options, or cultural circles, they say that’s by personal preference rather than administrative diktat.

Corporate Works and Independent Initiatives

Beyond what they do strictly on an individual basis, members also sometimes come together to take part in projects, such as schools, youth centers, or agricultural institutes. In some cases Opus Dei provides doctrinal and spiritual guidance for one of these projects, in which case it becomes a “corporate work” of Opus Dei. This doesn’t mean that Opus Dei owns it, but rather that Opus Dei stands behind the means of formation it provides. In many cases, nonmembers of Opus Dei are involved in the foundation and administration of these activities.

Opus Dei corporate works include:


	Fifteen universities, with roughly 80,000 students. The largest is the University of Navarra in Pamplona, Spain, which has faculties of law, medicine, philosophy and letters, pharmacology, natural sciences, canon law, theology, communications, and economics. The most recent Opus Dei universities are the Biomedical Campus in Rome and the University of the Isthmus in Guatemala.

	Seven hospitals, with more than 1,000 doctors and 1,500 nurses who care for some 300,000 patients. They include two hospitals in Africa: the Monkole Hospital in the Democratic Republic of Congo, and the Niger Foundation Hospital in Nigeria.

	Eleven business schools with a student population of 10,000, including the Instituto de Estudios Superiores de la Empresa (IESE) in Barcelona, a branch of the University of Navarra. Others include the Instituto Panamericano de Alta Dirección de Empresa (IPADE) in Mexico City, and the Instituto de Altos Estudios Empresariales (IAE) in Buenos Aires, Argentina.

	Thirty-six primary and secondary schools, with roughly 25,000 students. There are five in the United States: the Heights (boys) and Oakcrest (girls) Schools in the Washington, D.C., area; the Montrose School (girls) in Boston; and Northridge Prep (boys) and the Willows School (girls) in Chicago. Others include the Nagasaki Seido School in Japan and the Kianda School in Kenya.

	Ninety-seven vocational-technical schools, enrolling 13,000 students. Most are schools that teach basic professional and life skills to young men and women, and most are located in poor neighborhoods. They include: ELIS for boys and SAFI for girls, in Rome; Junkabal, in Guatemala; Condoray and Valle Grande in Peru; Punlaan in Manila, the Philippines; Kinal in Guatemala; and Pedreira in São Paulo, Brazil.

	One hundred and sixty-six university residences that house 6,000 students, the vast majority of whom are not members of Opus Dei. The residences offer living quarters, libraries, study areas, and academic support, and make religious services available for those who choose to participate. The residences include Netherhall in London, Pedralbes in Barcelona, Spain, and He Shan in Taipei, Taiwan.



In addition, there are other institutions that are not considered corporate works, but where Opus Dei offers spiritual assistance. Some of these institutions may evolve into corporate works. They include:


	Two universities, with roughly 4,000 students.

	One business school, with 300 students.

	Two hundred and thirteen secondary and primary schools, with roughly 100,000 students.

	Fifty-nine vocational-technical schools, with approximately 16,000 students.

	An undetermined number of medical clinics, most of them small-scale. Among the most recent is Aq’on Jay, a dispensary in the zone of Tecpán in Chimaltenango, Guatemala, a day hospital founded on the occasion of the canonization of Escrivá in 2002. The clinic has twenty doctors and twenty-seven nurses. Twenty-seven pharmacies have also been opened in isolated zones of the region.



One note about the corporate works: Sometimes Opus Dei is seen as an “elitist” organization, in part because some of their best-known corporate works, such as the IESE business school in Barcelona, or Strathmore University in Nairobi, or the Heights School in Washington, D.C., tend to cater to the best and brightest. To be fair, Opus Dei also operates many corporate works targeted at low-income and at-risk populations, such as the Midtown Center in Chicago, which runs summer programs for black and Hispanic youth in order to equip them for academic success; the Besana School on the outskirts of Madrid, where the student body is composed largely of recent immigrants from Latin America and North Africa; or the Valle Grande Rural Institute in Peru, where poor farmers are taught how to diversify their crops and get them to market, so they can feed their families and give their children a future. One could also consider the Gatina Nursery School on a tea plantation outside Nairobi, which is not a corporate work of Opus Dei, but is supported by the nearby Opus Dei–run Kimlea School for girls. Kimlea provides a couple of part-time teachers along with milk and cookies each day for the approximately one hundred young children on the plantation, and these meager resources sometimes make the difference between life and death.

In other cases, a few Opus Dei members, often in tandem with nonmembers, will come together to launch a project with which Opus Dei has no official relationship. For example, two Opus Dei supernumeraries in London, John and Jane Phillips, recently combined forces with a handful of other concerned Catholic parents and launched their own school, called Oakwood. It may or may not one day become a corporate work, but for now it is simply a private initiative with no official connection to Opus Dei. Another example is the Rome Reports television news agency specializing in the Catholic Church, launched by an Opus Dei numerary, Santiago de la Cierva, based in Rome. In this case it is highly unlikely that Opus Dei would ever assume it as a corporate work, because Opus Dei resists doing anything as an organization outside of providing educational and social services. Escrivá once said it would be absurd to think that Opus Dei as such could ever manage banks, or mines, or any other commercial enterprises.

To the outside world this distinction between “corporate works,” which are officially related to Opus Dei, and projects of individual members, which are not, can seem like hairsplitting. If a given institution is staffed largely by Opus Dei people and it seems to reflect the “spirit of the Work,” why bother denying that it’s Opus Dei? Aside from the tax and liability issues involved, there are three considerations in terms of Opus Dei’s self-understanding. First, some of the people involved in these initiatives may not even be Catholic, let alone members of Opus Dei. In the case of Northridge Prep in Chicago, for example, one of the founders was Jewish, another Episcopalian. Second, Opus Dei does not want to stifle creativity and initiative by suggesting that one needs to wait for orders from headquarters before proceeding. That would contradict Escrivá’s emphasis on the freedom of members to act as they see fit in temporal affairs. Third, it would compromise the concept of “secularity,” meaning that members of Opus Dei out in the world are not acting as agents of the Catholic Church, but as citizens just like everybody else. They are not supposed to claim any special privileges by virtue of being Catholic; in fact, Escrivá once said that he “despised” people who attempted to trade off the Catholic label for advantages in business or politics.

Personal Prelature

Controversy over Opus Dei first burst into public view in the Anglo-Saxon world in 1982, when Pope John Paul II granted Opus Dei the canonical status of a “personal prelature.” One way to think of a prelature is as a limited kind of diocese, only in this case one whose borders are defined by contract rather than by geography. A prelature is led by a “prelate,” usually a bishop. Membership in the prelature does not exempt a Catholic from the authority of the local diocesan bishop, whether it’s New York or New Delhi. For things that pertain to all Catholics, Opus Dei members are subject to the local bishop. For example, if a member of Opus Dei wants an annulment, meaning a Church declaration that his marriage is invalid, he has to go to the local bishop, not the prelate of Opus Dei. In principle, the jurisdiction of the prelature concerns only the internal business of Opus Dei. Members of Opus Dei agree to be subject to the prelature in areas where Catholics are otherwise free to make their own choices.

Though the Second Vatican Council anticipated the creation of personal prelatures in 1965, and the new Code of Canon Law issued in 1983 contained law for these prelatures in canons 294–296, to date Opus Dei remains the only “personal prelature” in the Catholic Church.

Escrivá was a lawyer by training, and his graduate thesis was titled La Abadesa de las Huelgas (The Abbess of Las Huelgas), an extraordinary case of quasi-episcopal jurisdiction exercised by the abbess of a famous medieval convent in Burgos, Spain. Escrivá was almost unique among the founders in the Catholic Church in his attention to the canonical and juridical fine print. The evolution of Opus Dei’s legal status is an epic story, and it fills some 655 pages in the The Canonical Path of Opus Dei: The History and Defense of a Charism, published in the United States by the Opus Dei–affiliated Midwest Theological Forum. Opus Dei was approved as a pious union in 1941, then it was folded into the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross in 1943, then it became a secular institute in 1947, and finally a personal prelature in 1982.

Opus Dei argues that this evolution was not a matter of seeking special privilege, but of finding a canonical form that would protect Escrivá’s vision. To take but one example of the problems created by the lack of an appropriate structure, indicative of dozens that arose over the years: Under canon 500 of the 1917 Code of Canon Law, a secular institute could not be composed of both men and women, so in theory Opus Dei should have been split into two separate bodies. The new 1983 Code does not apply any such requirement to personal prelatures.

It is difficult to overestimate the importance of the question of canonical status for Opus Dei, historically and psychologically. There’s a great deal that cannot be understood about Opus Dei—its insistence on its own singularity, its standoffish attitude with respect to religious orders and lay movements, its fussiness about canonical vocabulary and categories, and its seemingly insatiable appetite for signs of approval from Church authorities—until one understands that, seen from inside, Opus Dei’s identity is terribly fragile. The constant fear is of being sucked into one of two models in canon law: a religious order, to which laity could be attached only in a derivative way; or a lay association, in which there is really no room for priests. The idea of priests and laity, men and women, all part of one organic whole, sharing the same vocation and carrying out the same apostolic works, has not been part of Catholic tradition, at least not since the early centuries. The push for a personal prelature, seen from within, was not about the exercise of raw power politics, but rather protecting this fledgling form of life.

The Priestly Society of the Holy Cross

The Priestly Society of the Holy Cross is an association for the priests of Opus Dei as well as diocesan priests who wish to share in their spirituality and doctrinal formation. Canon 278 of the Code of Canon Law gives diocesan priests the right to join spiritual associations of their choosing. Escrivá was so concerned about the formation of priests that he once contemplated leaving Opus Dei to create a separate initiative for them, but decided the same end could be achieved by means of a “society” that would unite the priests of Opus Dei with diocesan priests from around the world. Both are considered members of Opus Dei, but only the priests of Opus Dei are under the jurisdiction of the prelate. The technical term for this jurisdiction is “incardination,” meaning that these priests are under the direct canonical authority of Opus Dei. Priests who are incardinated into the prelature of Opus Dei are considered numeraries, while the priests who remain incardinated in their dioceses are supernumeraries or associates. As with the lay members of Opus Dei, these are distinctions in how available the priests can be for the activities of Opus Dei, but all are considered to have the same vocation and all are fully members.

For diocesan priests to sanctify their work, according to Escrivá, they must have a strong relationship with the bishop. The Priestly Society of the Holy Cross thus does not see itself replacing the local bishop as the primary point of reference for his priests. In fact, there are also bishops who belong to the Priestly Society; Archbishop John Myers of Newark, New Jersey, is one example. The official aim of the society is “promoting holiness in its members through the fulfillment of their priestly duties,” offering them the spiritual teachings and practices of Opus Dei as a means to this end. The means of formation the diocesan priests of the society receive are similar to those offered to supernumeraries, such as doctrinal or ascetical classes and monthly days of recollection.

The society was created in 1943 by Escrivá, in part to ensure a supply of priests devoted to the pastoral care of members in a time before Opus Dei had the canonical capacity to incardinate clergy. The first ordinations for Opus Dei occurred in 1944, and these three priests became the first members of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross. There are today 1,850 priests incardinated into the prelature and an additional 2,000 diocesan priests who are members of the priestly society.

Priests ordained for Opus Dei come from the ranks of numeraries and associates, a requirement that has the practical value of ensuring that no one suspects Opus Dei of “poaching” someone else’s vocations. These priests automatically become members of the priestly society upon ordination. The prelate is the “president general” of the society. By law, however, there are no superiors, and diocesan priests in the society remain fully subject to their diocesan bishop.

Governance

The internal government of Opus Dei is determined by the organization’s statutes. The ultimate authority is the prelate, the successor of Escrivá as “Father.” So far, Opus Dei has had two prelates: Alvaro del Portillo, who was elected upon Escrivá’s death in 1975 and made a bishop in 1991 by Pope John Paul II; and the current prelate, Bishop Javier Echevarría, seventy-three. He was elected in 1994 following the death of Portillo and made a bishop in 1995. The office of prelate is, according to the statutes, the only one held for life. There was a natural progression from Escrivá to Portillo to Echevarría, since Portillo was Escrivá’s closest collaborator and Echevarría was Escrivá’s personal secretary.

For the priests of Opus Dei, the prelate is their bishop, and they have the same relationship to him that a diocesan priest would have to the local bishop. Every priest of Opus Dei who ministers to anyone outside the prelature, however, has to have faculties to do so from the bishop of the diocese in which he is operating.

The prelate is aided by two central councils, both of which have headquarters in Rome. The General Council is the chief body for the men’s branch, while the Central Advisory Council administers the women’s branch. Both advise the prelate on matters of common concern. At present a German numerary named Marlies Kücking is head of the Central Advisory Council, while the prelate, Echevarría, heads the General Council. The theory is that the two bodies are separate but equal. It’s not just that they have different structures, but there is a kind of taboo against them even communicating with each other in a direct way. I once asked Sarah Cassidy, an English numerary and member of the Central Advisory Council, if it would be normal for her to call her male counterparts to talk things out, such as whether or not Opus Dei ought to expand in a given country. Her response was no, that if they felt the need to contact the men, they would do so in writing.

As far as equality goes, Kücking says the women have the same weight in deliberations as the men, a practice that she said goes back to the days of Escrivá. “It would often be the case that he would come to us and say, ‘The General Council has said x, what do you think?’ If we said something contrary, he often deferred to us,” she said in an interview in November 2004 at Villa Sacchetti, the headquarters of the women’s branch. It’s in the same building as Villa Tevere, but with its own entrance and separate quarters. Kücking said that when the Central Advisory Council proposes something, “The prelate will listen and ask questions, but generally he approves whatever we propose, saying you know the issues better, even if he knows the reality perfectly well.”

The composition of the two councils is more or less the same. They are made up of members of Opus Dei who have responsibility for overseeing various areas of apostolic work (youth, supernumeraries, and numeraries), plus offering study plans in philosophy and theology, or administration. Besides the prelate, there are two other figures common to the two branches: the vicar-general, Ocáriz, and the secretary-vicar, currently Father Manuel Dacal Vidal. Both are required by statute to be priests. Each council also nominates the regional delegates, meaning officials for each of the “regions” of Opus Dei, a term that is more or less synonymous with “country,” so that France is a region, Kenya a region, and so on. Members of the two councils serve eight-year terms.

The regional level reflects the same basic structure. Each has a regional vicar, or counselor, who is the top authority, assisted by two councils, one for the men and another for the women. In the United States the vicar is Father Thomas Bohlin, whose office is in the new seventeen-story Opus Dei headquarters in Manhattan at Thirty-fourth and Lexington. In large regions such as the United States, the territory is further subdivided into “delegations,” and with the same basic structure, that is, a vicar and two councils, one for men and another for women. Regions (or, if there are any in a given country, delegations) are further divided into “centers.” According to the 2004 Vatican Annuario, there are 1,751 centers of Opus Dei in the world. Every center is governed by a director, who is a layperson, assisted by a local council. Every center must consist at least of a director and two other Opus Dei members. Since the centers are strictly segregated by gender, there is no need for two councils.

The center is the basic building block of Opus Dei. A center does not have to be a physical place, though usually it is a residence or corporate work. In theory, however, the center is a unit for organizing the means of formation and pastoral care of the members of Opus Dei in a particular area. Before a new center can be opened, Opus Dei has to secure the permission of the bishop in whose diocese it would be located, and under canon law, the local bishop has the right to visit the center periodically and to inspect its oratory and tabernacle and its place for confessions. If Opus Dei is to take over the administration of a parish in the diocese, as it has, for example, at Saint Mary of the Angels Parish in Chicago, or Sant’Eugenio Parish in Rome, or Saint Thomas More Parish in London, the bishop and Opus Dei have to enter into an agreement.

General Congress

“General congresses” of Opus Dei are usually held every eight years, attended by delegates representing the countries in which Opus Dei is present. At these congresses the work of the prelature is studied and proposed directions are presented to the prelate. During the congress, the prelate appoints new councils. When it is necessary to choose a new prelate, a general elective congress is convened. Following the statutes, the prelate is chosen from among those priests of the prelature who have the right age, length of time in Opus Dei, priestly experience, and so on. His election must be confirmed by the pope, who thereby confers the office on the person elected. It’s worth noting that the female delegates propose the candidates and the men vote, which means that the election of the head of Opus Dei is fairly close to the democratic election of a bishop.
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