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Romana dedicated almost 
ali of its 19th issue (July
December, 1994) to the death 
of Bishop Alvaro del Portillo, 
with broad coverage of the days 
immediately after his death, 
reports of the reactions around 
the world, and an overview of 
the pastoral activity carried out 
by Opus Dei's prelate during his 
final months. 

Since then, the Prelature 
has received numerous requests 
for further news about this 
extraordinary person who 
was the first, and a most 
faithful, successor to the 
founder. As a result, the new 
bishop prelate of Opus Dei, 
Javier Echevarria, suggested 
that the editors of Romana 
publish this Supplement lt is a 
brief sketch of the salient traits, 
the human and spiritual 
dimensions, of the beloved 
personality of Alvaro del Portillo. 

Donations (checks or money 
orders) can be sent to "Bolletino 
Romana," Viale Bruno Buozzi, 
73, 00197 Rome, ltaly. 

Supplement to Romana, the 
semi-annual bulletin of the 
Prelature ol the Holy Cross and 
Opus Dei, no. 19, year 10. 
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2 - or a man of God it 
was a perfectly scripted 
happy ending. After a 
lifetime of service , 
Bishop Alvaro del Po1tillo, 
Prelate of Opus Dei, 

died peacefully at the age of 80 u pon 
returning from a long clesired pil
grimage to the Holy Lancl. It was a 
finale prearrangecl in every detail , 
even from the very beginning over 
half a centwy ago. 

The ever-smiling, gray-haired 
priest who, in the early morning 
hours ofWeclnesday, March 23, 1994, 
lay dying in his bed surrounded by 
his spiritual sons, hacl been at the 
helm of Opus Dei as the successor to 
Blessecl Josemaria for close to 19 
years. He was a bishop and prelate of 
a worldwicle Catholic institution 
\Vhose spirit is lived by hunclrecls of 
thousands of men and women of 
eve1y age and social condition. 

Glancing at a photograph of 
"Don'' Alvaro. as many affectionately 
called him, one cannot help notice 
the serenity ancl slight smile. Ancl 
therein lies the man. It is not the naive 
smile of a chile! who has not yet suf
fered. Insteacl it is the knowing smile 
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of a father macle strong by love, a 
smile arising from the harmonious 
heart of a rich life and !ove. It isn 't 
simply goocl nature. It reflects the 
soul, an interior state clisplayed on 
the face until it becomes a clistin
guishing feature , a quality even re
flected in the wrinkles that had 
etcbed arouncl that smile. 

Countless persons have lingered 
on the memories of that smile and 
glow of affection and peace, as they 
warmly remember the bishop, their 
spiritual father, their recently de
ceased friencl. Cardinals, bishops and 
priests, civil authorities and common 
folk: all , in tacit agreement, were 
struck and as it were charmed by the 
expression of that man. 

Even the Holy Father,John Paul II, 
paid bis respects by breaking proto
col to make a final visir to bis friend·s 
wake in the Prelarure's church on 
Viale Bruno Buozzi in Rome, next to 
where the prelate and bis spiritual 
sons and daughters worked. 

It is not unusual to get to know a 
man by a physical expression so 
characteristic of him. Even in day-to
day life, friendships and acquain
tances begin that way. 

When a person dies who has loved much 
and who in turn has been greatly loved
someone who radiated peace and serenity, 

in short, a man of God-the question 
arises, what was bis secret? How did such 

a fruitful life begin and develop? 

BISHOP ALVARO 
DEL PORTILLO 

PRELATE OF OPUS DEI 
1914-1994 

A faithful 
father -"Alvaro is a model, the son of mine 
who has worked the hardest ancl suf
fered the most for the Work, the one 
who has best known how to grasp my 
spirit. " So wrote Blessed Josemaria 
Escriva, Opus Dei's founder, in a 1962 

letter, introducing the person behind 
that smile. 

Born in Madrid on March 11, 
1914, Alvaro del Porti llo met Opus 
Dei in 1935, only seven years after its 
founding. From that moment he 
WOUld be at the founder 's side, SUC
ceeding him as the head of Opus Dei 
on September 15, 1975, only months 
after Blessed Josemaria died and 
wenr ro heaven on]une 26. 

He was presenr at rhe expansion 
of the institution practically from the 
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beginning. When he joined, the Work 
had no more than ten members; at 
his death there were almost 80,000 
members, sorne 20,000 more than in 
1975. Following the death of Blessecl 
Josemaria , and under Bishop del 
Pottillo 's direction between 1975 ancl 
1994, Opus Dei began apostolic ac
tivities in 20 new countries on five 
continents, in such places as Sweden, 
India, Israel, Zaire and New Zealand. 

Moreover, under bis governance 
Opus Dei reached two decisive 

Bishop del Portillo at his desk, the same 
used by Blessed Josemaria Escriva, the 
founder of Opus Dei. 
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4 - milestones: first , the juridical con
figuration that best corresponded to 
the foundational charism, namely, 
Opus Dei 's establishment as a per
sonal Prelature by John Paul II on 
November 28, 1982; and second, 
Josemaria Escriva's beatification, 
which the same Pope solemnly pro
claimed in St. Peter's Square on May 
17, 1992. 

These facts alone would qualify 
the life of the man in the photograph 
as a great success. And yet it is likely 
that Bishop del Portillo would smile 
even more while protesting that 
these were not personal successes. 
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The slightest trace of triumphalism or 
self complacency were alien to him. 
When he succeeded the founder, he 
put things in their proper perspective 
when he said: "I know, with the 
greatest certainty, that divine assis
tance will never be lacking me, but I 
ha ve to correspond to it, so I beg you 
for the strength of your prayers. 
Commend me to God, so that, with 
bis grace, I might be good and faith
ful. If our founder, who was a saint, 
continually asked for prayers, insist
ing that we plead for him, imagine 
how much prayer I need, since I'm 
far from being bol y. " 

A simple 
story -Where does this man's sto1y 
begin? It all startecl with a normal 
but deeply Christian family early in 
this centu1y. 

Alvaro was the thircl of eight 
children. He was a boy much like 
any other. A school classmate,Jose 
Maria Hernanclez de Garnica, later 
also a member of Opus Dei ( t1972) 
remembered him as "a strong fel
low of excellent character. " He 
acldecl a supporting observation: 
"He was a tough and loyal fullback 
on bis class soccer team, ve1y much 
feared by the opposing fo1warcls. " 

81shop del Portillo (right) and the 
founder He was continually at his side, 
from 1935 to 1975. 

He was also an excellent stu
dent, to such an extent that follow
ing high school he embarked on a 
very demanding course of studies. 
Beca use it was allowed, he pursued 
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two degrees at the same time: 
Asistente in public works and 
Laureado in civil engineering. The 
first clegree, requiring three years of 
school, would allow him to begin 

A 1989 meeting of Bishop del Portillo 
with faithful of the Opus Dei Pre/ature 
and their friends in Barcelona. 
"Catechetical visits, "as he liked to cal! 
them, were a constant part of the 
prelate's activity. 

working right away, thus sparing 
bis family the financia! burclen of 
bis remaining engineering studies. 
Earning bis first clegree in 1934, he 
began to work as a specialist with 
the bridges and building unit of the 
department of public works. 

That is how he was found in the 
1930s, a decade full of historie events 
for Spain and Europe. And then, al
most as if by chance, unexpected 

This tapestry depicts Josemaria Escriva, 
Opus Dei's founder, as it hung in St. 

Peter's Square on May 17, 1992, the 
day of his beatification. 

The Pre/ature of Opus Dei has e/ose to 
80, 000 lay faithful, spread throughout 
the world. Most of them are married 
and seek to draw e/ose to God by 
fulfilling their ordinary duties, in the 
place and culture where the divine cal! 
reached them. In the photo, Bishop 
del Portillo poses with a family from 
Nairobi, Kenya. 
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6 - opportunities arose in Alvaro's life : 
meeting a young priest, an unknown 
institution, a new message, a calling 
from God, something unsought but 
for which life had prepared him well. 

This is what Blessed Josemaria 
said about that episode sorne 36 
years later: "For years I had prayed 
for Alvaro. One of his aunts had told 
me about him. She was already an el
derly lady who volunteered her time 
to work in an aposto lic initiative in 
Madrid to which I also contributed 
my efforts. From time to time she 

Alvaro del Portillo at age three. 

would boast about her nephew, 
Alvaro, who was studying for two 
degrees at the same time. He was just 
beginning his studies, or if I remem
ber correctly, just about to begin, but 
she was already speaking fonclly and 
enthusiastically about his heavy load. 
She was one of those older unmar
ried Jadies there seem to be in every 
family. So then I began to pray for 
Alvaro. I had a taste of disappoint
ment when I realizecl that he would 
not come that easily! But then it 
would not be true to say that he re
sisted that mu ch either. " 
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The Prelate of the 
Holy Cross and Opus Dei 

O 
pus Dei was founded in 
Madrid on October 2, 1928, 
by the Spanish priest 
Josemaria Escriva (1902-75) 

with the purpose of spreading 
throughout society a profound 
awareness of the universal call to 
personal and apostolic holiness in 
daily life, especially through work. 

The institution aims to off er 
training (doctrinal, spiritual, apostolic) 

to ordinary Christians, tailored to 
the particular civil, family, 

prof essional and social situation 
of each. They can thus more 
eff ectively strive to "sanctify 
the world from within"' by 
drawing ali human affairs as 
well as their colleagues 
closer to Gcx:i. 

From the out<>et Opus 
Dei has had the support 
and approval of the 
Church's hierarchy. Its 
establishment as a personal 
Prelature by Pope John Paul 
Il with the Apostolic 

Constitution Ut sit of 
November 28, 1982, gave Opus 

Dei a jurídica! configuration in 
complete conformity with its 

foundational charism and the 
pastoral phenomenon that such a 
foundational grace had given rise to 
in the Church. 

On May 17, 1992. in St. Peter's 
Square, the same Pope beatified the 
founcler, ]osemaria Escriva. 

The Prelature of Opus Dei is 
governed by a prelate whose 
election is confirmed by the Pope. 
After the death of Bishop del 
Portillo, Msgr. Javier Echevarria was 
elected as prelate and consecrated 
as a bishop by John Paul II on 
January 6, 1995. 

The Prelature is made up of it<> 
own clergy and laity, men and 
women, single and married, of 
every social class and condition. 
According to the Annuario 

Pont¡ficio(l995) it has 1,533 secular 
priests, 370 seminarians, and 77,867 
lay faithful. The faithful of the 
Prelature-priest<> ancl laity, fully 
sharing the same divine vocation
strive to convert their ordinary daily 
occupations into prayer and 
eff ective Christian witness, bringing 
the Gospel's light to bear on all 
sectors of society. 

In temporal affairs (professional, 
financia! , cultural, political, and so 
on) each enjoys the same complete 
freedom of choice as any other 
Catholic, tempered only by living in 
accordance with the dictares of 
Christian faith and morals. 

The primary apostolate of Opus 
Dei is that which each member 
carries out with family, friencls, and 
acquaintances. The Opus Dei 
Prelature, as such, offers pastoral 
orientation to a variety of initiatives 
promoting human ancl social 
development throughout the world. 

Ordained members of Opus Dei 
make up the Prelature's clergy. They 
work exclusively to foster its pastoral 
goals and act uncler the prelate·s 
juriscliction. With ordination, they 
also belong to the Priestly Society of 
the Holy Cross, an association 
insepar.:ibly united to Opus Dei and 
presided over by the same prelate. 

Besides these priest<>, other 
secular priests--those incardinated 
in a diocese-can belong to the 
Priestly Society of the Holy Cross in 
response to a specific vocation that 
inspires them to live according to 
Opus Dei's spirit. They remain 
under their bishop·s jurisdiction in 
everything pertaining to the exercise 
of their ministry. 

Opus Dei also has cooperators, 
among whom are non-Catholics 
and even non-Christians. Without 
belonging to the Prelature as such, 
these cooperators help out its 
apostolic undertakings with their 
prayer, work and financia! support. 

With his sister Teresa in 192 7. 

At last Alvaro carne around. Two 
of his classmates invited him to tea ch 
the Catholic faith in one of the poor
est slums of the Spanish capita l. It 
was fairly common for Catholic stu
dents to volunteer for works of char
ity such as this . Alvaro was no 
exception. He thus hearcl about a 
priest who was going out of his way 
for others, traveling on foot from one 
end of Madrid to the other, who 
spoke with enthusiasm about the 
prospect of both men and women 
finding God in daily tasks and espe
ciall y in their work. 

Sooner or later he was sure to 
meet him. Sorne time later friends in
vited him to a day of recollection 
preached by that priest, Josemaria 

University students surround Opus 
Dei's founder They are sorne of 

the men who frequented the 
university residence Blessed 

Josemaria opened in Madrid. 
Alvaro is standing to the far right. 
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Escriva. It took place the day before 
Alvaro was to leave for his summer 
vacation, July 7, 1935. 

What was destined to happen oc
curred in the space of a single rnorn
ing. Alvaro recalled that occasion: 
"During that morning of recollection 
the Father preached a meditation on 
!ove for God and for the Virgin Mary 
that hit me like an earthquake. Then 
there was a second meditation. The 
Father had to ld the fe llow who 
brought me to invite me to join the 
Work that afternoon. But the fe llow 
jurnped the gun and asked me that 
very moming and I said 'yes. "' 

There is always something strik
ing in a personal spiritual call, usual
ly referred to as a "vocation, " whether 
it takes place suddenly, as with Paul 
of Tarsus, or over time- the more 
usual case- in answer to an uneasi
ness deep in one's soul. The history 
of "vocations" is as varied as the per
sons involved, because "vocation, " 
the call , is always something person
al and not repeatable. 

In the case of young Alvaro it was 
something suelden. But as his prompt 
response to God's call attests, the sur
prise did not rob him of his peace. 
The seriousness and thoughtfulness 

\- ,~ .. ·.~ 
~~ 

of his reaction cannot be doubted. 
His life from that rnornent on shows 
he made the right decision. God him
self offers the best guarantee of trust
worthiness and steadiness in the early 
periods of a vocation. God never be
trays those who trust in hirn. Clearly, 

Th1s 1939 photo shows Alvaro del Portillo 
near the end of h1s engineering studies. He 
is flanked by two other members of Opus 
Dei. Jase Maria Albareda (left), Francisco 
Botella (right). 

7 -

.~ \~ .) ¡ -~ . , 

~ ~ ~~ 
..... 

·_; ~ .. 

Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei



8 - -1·· : 1r 
~ 

¡1 
.;;. 

l. 1 
1 

Falling in Love 

"T o speak about God, to 
proclaim that the di\'ine 
patlw;ays of the earth 

have been openecl up, there·s 
no neecl for courage: the very 
nature of !ove takes over. If 
we·re enamorecl of God, as our 
founder was-is---then we ·u 
know hmv to lace ali our 
conversations \Vith an apostolic 
sense, with the same spontaneity 
and simplicity with which Msgr. 
Escriva spoke. Each of you \\'ill 
do so according to thc circum
stances of your job. age and 
walk in life, bue everyone with a 
'priestly soul, · everyone with 
word<> of fire, without any shame 
of witnessing to the truth that 
God is our Lovc. our very Ali. .. 

From a letter of Msgr. del Portillo 
to the Prelature's faithful, 
September 24, 1978. 
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it was such a confidence that spurred 
the university student to give his im
mediate assent and never to go back 
on his word. 

1 Next to the 
1 :nder 

¡te: .. ::.:: 

Fr. Escriva near Madrid 
in January, 7 935. The 
twomembers 
accompanying him are 
Ricardo Fernandez 
Vallespin and 
Juan Jimenez Vargas. 

Opus Dei's founder in 
civilian clothes, made 
necessary during the 

Spanish civil war 
(7 936-39) because of 

virulent religious 
persecution. 

From July 7, 1935, Alvaro del 
Portillo's life underwent a profound 
change. The vocation had its effects. 
Nonetheless, in keeping with the 
specific reality of a call to Opus Dei, 
the change was much more internal 
than external. 

His external activities remained 
almost unchanged: he continued to 
study, spend time with family and 
friends , play spo1ts. But on the inside, 
the new outlook that had hit him 
like an "earthquake" was gathering 
strength, inspiring him to a greater, 

Alvaro del Portillo in 7 93 7. On the 
back he had written: "Photo far 
leaving the Honduran Legation, " 
which refers to the months when he 
took refuge there with the founder. 

more specific !ove for God in daily 
life. Work and study thus changed 
into special occasions to seek union 
with Christ without abandoning his 
normal position in life. New and lofti
er reasons arase for loving friends , 
family ancl neighbors; they are souls 
whom God laves, to be drawn closer 
to him. Eve1ything is the same, yet 
eve1ything has changed. 

As is natural there was a new vis
ible component to Alvaro's life-he 
lived clase to Fr.Josemaria and other 
members of Opus Dei. He often 
dropped by the small apartment 
where he would meet the founder. 
Soon he moved in, because this had 
become his new family. Alvaro was 
21 years old but he quickly proved 
himself to be a so lid su pport for 
Blessed]osemaria and Opus Dei. 

The founder personally oversaw 
his spiritual-theological training, as 
he clid with all members of Opus Dei 
at that time. Regarding those early 
clays, his schoolmate , ]ose Maria 
Hernandez y Garnica, remarked: "It 
was surprising, when you think of it, 
to see how quickly Alvaro pro
gressed in those months. It was sure
ly a fruit of the gifts of the Holy Spirit, 
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"I suggest that you be courageous 
and generous and say Yes· to 
God. Look. my son: 1 will tell 

you again that God enters t11e soul 
little by little. In the Old Testament 
we read that at times he appears as 
a whisper you hardly notice, as a 
light breeze. At otller times, witll 
Mases, he appears as a buming 
bush. It need not be a big thing, but 
sti!L the infmitely great, the infinitely 
beautiful, tlle infinitely powerful 
God is there .... 

·To you ancl to ali others who 
fine! yourselves in a similar situation, 
Gocl for a time has been asking you 

especially the gifts of piety and !ove 
for God. I could sum up my im
pression in one idea, in justa word: 
consistency. His behavior was in per
fect accord with his beliefs. It might 
not seem like a ve1y important virtue, 
yet Alvaro wins the honor of being 
that good and faithful man-that 
son-who best understood our spir
it and who gave the most help to our 
founder. " This help was shown 
above all by his remaining clase to 

for slight things. Witl1 bis grace you 
ha ve said Yes'; now perhaps he is 
asking for more. This ··sometlling 
more" is still sometlling small in 
comparison with \\'hat he gives you. 
For example. he could ask that we 
give him everything. Be generous. 
my sons! Realize that God is much 
more gencrous than we are. When 
he asks for sometlling, he floods us 
with grace. so we can say 'Yes' and 
hand over to him whatever he asks 
of LIS ... 

From a meeting with university 
students in Rome, 1991. 

him, like a good son, with unwaver
ing suppo1t. But it was also shown in 
bis direct and effective collaboration 
in the new institution's growth in 
Madrid and other Spanish cities. 

December 3, 7937: Father Josemaria 
and other Opus Dei members in 

Andorra after a perilous escape through 
the Pyrenees Mountains. Alvaro del 
Portillo, having remained in Madrid, 

would join him later. 
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Castle of Manzanares, near Madrid, 7 939. 
The war had just ended and Alvaro 

(center) 15 still in uniform. A/so with the 
founder are Ricardo Fernandez Vallespin, 

a/so in uniform, and Francisco Botella. 

B!essed Josemaria and Alvaro del Portillo 
in Valencia, September 7 939. With them, 
in army fatigues, is Jase Manuel Casas. 

The civil war 
The civil war that devastated 

Spain from 1936 to 1939 was a trying 
time , but it neither checked the ex
pansion of Opus Dei nor weakenecl 
Alvaro's resolve. On the contra1y, it 
spurrecl his spiritual growth. Even 
though religious persecution was 

April 7 942 at El Escorial (outside Madrid) 
To the right is Ricardo Fernandez Vallespin, 

a/so one of the first to join Opus Dei. 

Faithful day by day 

"D on·r be afraicl of chilclren. 
Thcy are ahvays a 
blessing from God. 

At the mornent of conception. 
Gcxl creates the soul. which is 
immonal, ancl he entrusts ir to the 
parents. so that they raise upa 
ncw human heing fit to cany out 
its mission. Ancl the main rnission 
of humanity is to reach heaven 
and enjoy God's company forc\·er 
and ever. To help them reach 
heaven, Gocl entrusts them ro 

their parents. He puts that souL a 
new-born child. in their hancls to 
protect it, to mole.! ir like a sculptor 
who forms a figure from a clump 
of clay. Chilclren shoulcl be like 
sculptures of God: they shoulcl 
resemble him. To do so. my 
chilclren. they have to resemble 
you. because you want to 
imita te Christ. .. 

From a get-together with families 
in Sydney, 1987. 

raging in Madrid (just being recog
nized as a priest coulcl mean imme
clia te death) , Blessecl Josemaria clic! 
the impossible to cany out bis min
istry and to maintain contact with 
many people who neeclecl bis help. 
Alvaro, never far away, had clear 
proof of the founcler's zeal ancl bis 
total availability for whatever Gocl 
willecl , even if ir meant risking his life. 

But the youthful del Portillo also 
took risks. In the first months of the 
war he was thrown into prison ancl 

nearly executecl by one of the many 
firing squacls that hacl among their 
aims e raclication of belief in Gocl. 
Later he found refuge with others in 
the Honduran Legation in Madrid. 
There he stayecl with Opus Dei's 
founder ancl a small group of other 
young followers. Sorne months later, 
in October 1938, after Blessecl 
Josemaria had successfully escaped 
across the border to a part of Spain 
free from anti-religious violence, 
Alvaro flecl in circumstances that 
were clearly providential. 

Reunited with the founder, he 
spared none of his energy in resum
ing the apostolate in Spain, which 
Blessecl Josemaria had been prepar
ing cluring the war with prayer and 
sacrifice. Although he was clrafted 
in to the army like others his age, 
Alvaro's role in the Work's clevelop
ment must have been considerable. 

D O N ALVARO 
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Eviclence can be founcl, from 
among other places , a letter the 
founder sent him on March 23, 1939. 
Blessedjosemaria used the biblical 
metaphor of a rock, saxum, revealing 
to Alvaro how much hope he hacl in 
his faithful strength to fulfill God's 
plans: "May Jesus protect you, 
saxum. And I know that you are. I see 
that God has given you strength ancl 
has made my worcls come true: 
saxum.! Thank him ancl always be 
faithful.'" 

Man y 
bullfights -

There is a Spanish saying that 
Blessed Josemaria likecl to apply to 
Alvaro del Portillo: "This son of mine 
has seen man y a bullfight." The com
parison with the popular Spanish 
spectacle well clemonstrates the atti
tucle Alvaro showecl throughout his 
life, in the 40 years he spent next to 
the founcler ancl the next 19 as his 
successor. 

Patience is a decisive trait for a 
bullfighter. He has to know when 
and how to wait until the bull-an 
animal of impressive strength-has 
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A handwritten note from Opus Dei's 
founder (signed 'Mariano,' his third 

name). lt reads: "To my son Alvaro who 
has had to fight a lot of bu/Is to serve 

God. Rome, our Lady's Birthday, 7 949." 

Alvaro del Portillo with 
some col/eagues from the 
Oepartment of Civil Engineering. 

been subdued. The expert bullfight
er is a man who, while aware of the 
risks , has learnecl to face his chal
lenge with composure, without trem
bling nor confusing courage with 
recklessness. 

To be sure, the "bulls" Alvaro had 
to face were strong ancl numerous. 
Harclly hacl the civil war ancl the term 
of bis enlistment enclecl when he 
again took up his studies leacling to 
a degree in civil engineering in 1941. 
He began working shortly afterwarcl. 
With the founcler's encouragement, 
he also began to study for yet a thircl 
degree, this one in histo1y. 

Meanwhile , the apostolic needs 
became ever more demancling. 
Already in 1940, at age 26, Alvaro del 
Portillo was Opus Dei 's secretary 
general, which meant he was 
Blessed Josemaria's closest collabo
rator. In that capacity he shared ali his 
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hopes, but also ali his worries: from 
the stan-up in various Spanish cities 
to planting the Work in other coun
tries; from the growing numbers of 
vocations to the mounting financia! 
needs to support such development. 

Then too bitter calumnies rained 
down u pon the Work. They demon
strated the need to obtain official ap
proval from the Church as soon as 
possible. All this had to be done in 
conformity with the requirements of 
canon law. 

Alvaro in 7 944. His suit is notan army 
uniform but the formal dress of 
engineers at the time. So attired, he 
was received in an audience by Pope 
Pius XII in 7 943. There he explained 
to the pontiff this new reality far lay 
people. Opus Dei. 

One day in the early forties the 
founder made another request of 
Alvaro. Would he be willing to be 

Faithful day by day 

7 943. Alvaro del Portillo in Rome, 
alongside the Tiber River, with 
another member of Opus Dei, 
the historian Jase Orlandis. 

ordained a priest? Alvaro gave an 
immediate "yes, " forsaking a 
promising professional career, a ca
reer that divine providence appar
ently did not have in store for him. 

The lack of priests in Opus Dei 
was becoming a concern. It was ev
ident the founder couldn't take care 
of everyone. The organic collabora
tion of priests and laity, who form 
part of the Church's basic structure, 
is indispensable to Opus Dei from 
both the sacramental and institu
tional points. of view. Experience 
had shown that such priests must be 
imbued with the same spirit they are 
called to transmit. 

Alvaro del Portillo would be
come a priest; that much was cer
tain, even if the founder still did not 
know how Opus Dei's current ju
ridical configuration could ac
commodate clergy. Meanwhile, 
those first three studying for the 
priesthood took the courses re
quired by the Church from the best 
professors available. Besides Alvaro, 
there were two other young engi-

neers: his former classmate, ]ose 
Maria Hernandez y Garnica, and 
]ose Luis Muzquiz. 

On Februa1y 14, 1943, while cele
brating Mass, God showed the 
founder the solution to the problem 
of including priests in Opus Dei. On 
that day the Priestly Society of the 
Holy Cross was born. It was to be in
separably united to Opus Dei. As soon 

as possible, Blessed josemaria sent 
Alvaro del Ponillo to Rome, with the 
agreement of the bishop of Madrid, to 
inform the corresponding Vatican 
authorities of this development. 

Alvaro departed for Rome on 
May 25 , 1943, with World War II rag
ing around him. He wasn 't quite 30 
years old. The trip was a success. In 
addition to being received by Pius 
XII , to whom he explained the new 
reality of Opus Dei, he established 
bis first contacts with the Vatican 
curia. On October 11 the Holy See 
granted the nihil obstatallowing the 
bishop of Madrid to establish the 
Priestly Society of the Holy Cross on 
December 8 of that same year. 

The next year would be a busy 
one for Alvaro. While he kept work
ing as an engineer and helping the 
founder govern the Work , he 
earned his doctorare in history (with 

June 25, 7944. Madrid's Bishop Leopoldo 
Eijo y Garay ordains Opus Dei's first three 
priests, al! engineers. From the left, Alvaro 
del Portillo, Jase Maria Hernandez de 
Garnica and Jase Luis Muzquiz. 

honors) , while completing his stud
ies for the priesthood. That Jed to 
the year's most momentous event. 

D O N ALVARO 
Faithful day by day 

On ]une 25 he and the other two 
members of Opus Dei were or
dained to the priesthood in the 
chapel of the bishop of Madrid. 

Move to 
Ro me -

An obvious result of his ordination 
was that Alvaro left his engineering 
profession for good. Still, he always 
did his best to keep abreast of devel
opments in his field. Throughout his 
life he would greet other engineers as 
"colleagues." But fromjune 25, 1944, 
onward, his exclusive occupation was 
to be a priest of Christ. The founder 

wanted his sons who were priests to 
be so "100%." He gave the first priests 
such intense pastoral work that a crit
ic once grumbled: "He had them or
dained, ancl now he kills them with 
work" 

The ever-growing apostolate 
would require far more than three 
priests. Many others woulcl come 
later: more than 700 by 1975, when 

This snapshot, taken ata new 
Madrid center on Ju ne 26, 7 944, 
shows Fr Alvaro giving a blessing 
to Opus Dei's founder 

the founder died; another 800 by 
1994, when Bishop del Portillo ren
dered his soul to God. 

SeekingGod 
is Easy 

"l t·s easy to talk \Yith God. 
Opus Dei"s founder taught 
us to find him in the midst 

of ordina1y work, in every 
honest endeavor aimed at 
perfection. There are noble 
human reasons to work well: 
those of a father out to suppo11 
his family or those of a mother 
who nies to make the home 
cozy and \\·elcoming for her 
husband and children .... 
Ho\Yever, we must add a 
supernatural reason: to do 
those ve1y things for Gocl. 
Then work is transforrned into 
the sacrifice of Abe!, sornething 
greatly pleasing to God; then 
our life is turned into prayer. 
Dmvn with that kind of 
rnadness. really a split 
personality, of giving God 
just a half hour each 
week-Sunday mass, \vhen 
that-and then keeping the 
r¿st of the week for ourselves. ·· 

From a get-together with families 
in Mexico City, 7 983. 
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14 - At Castelgando/fo (Rome), May, 1948. 
Many of the young men surrounding 

Fr. Alvaro are lta/ian students, introduced 
to Opus Dei by some of their fellow 

students who had come to be with the 
founder in Ita/y 

Salvador Canals (left) and Jase Orlandis 
(right) with Fr. Alvaro ata Roman park 
in April 1946. They were among the 
first Opus Dei members to move to the 
eternal city 

Blessed Josemaria and 
Fr. Alvaro in 

Florence, 1948, 
on one of their 

frequent trips 
to spur the 
aposto/ate. 

This Roman villa, located on Viale Bruno 
Buozzi, was acquired by Blessed Josemaria 
in 1946 (the photograph was taken 
shortly thereafter). Renamed 'Villa Tevere, ' 
it now serves as the headquarters far 
Opus Dei's pre/ate and his advisory 
councils. lnside Vil/e Tevere, in the Church 
of our Lady of Peace, the founder and 
Alvaro del Portillo are buried. 

D O N ALVARO 
Faithful day by day 

"M y daughters and sons: 
be opti.mists, \Vith a 
supernatural optimism 

that is rooted in faith, is nourished hy 
hope and takes on wings from !ove. 
Wc ha ve to infuse a Christian spirit 
into eve1y comer of socicty. But 
don't stop at just the wish. Jt's right 
there \Yhere each of you \Yorks that 
you must gi,·e a divine dimcnsion to 

ali you do. being concernec.l \\'ith 
praying, with self-denial anc.l c.loing 
your \York well. Thus you improvc 
yourselves ancl help other souls to 
improve in the Truth of Christ. so 
that we ali proclairn hirn as Lord of 
ali earthly occupations . ., 

From a !etter to faithful of the 
Pre/ature, December 25, 1985. 

Fr. Alvaro 's apostolate after bis 
orclination largely resembled what 
he hacl been cloing since the war
traveling from one comer of Spain to 
another, alone or with the founder, 
giving spiritual orientation to ali 
those who sought to live the spirit of 
Opus Dei. 

But the new center of operations 
had become Ro me. Blessecl Josemaria 
had decided to move to the See of 
Peteras soon as possible, beca use the 
centra l offices of a Catholic and 
universal institution such as Opus Dei 
could only be located in the eternal 
city. 

In February 1946 Fr. Alvaro had 
returned to the Vatican to request a 
pontifical approval from the Holy 
See consistent with the Work 's secu
lar character. Until June he worked 
earnestly to explain the institution 's 
defining features to the relevant prel
ates . But the response to the new 
charism that Opus Dei represented 
was somewhat discouraging . One 
baffled curial prelate remarkecl: "You 
ha ve come a centu1y too soon." 

D O N ALVARO 
Faithful day by day 

The founcler himself had to inter
vene directly. So, in Ju ne he joined 
Fr. Alvaro. After months of fervent 
prayer, intense work and many 
meetings with officials of the Roman 
curia, Opus Dei obtained the "decree 
of praise" from the Holy See on 
February 24, 1947, thus becomi.ng an 

At the beginning of the 1970s Opus Dei's 
founder intensified his pastoral visits. These 
took him to various European countries, 
Mexico, Central and South America, where 
he met with tens of thousands of persons 
who came to hear him speak about God. 
B1shop del Portillo was e/ose at hand. Here 
we see him in a family-style get-together in 
Venezuela, in February 1975. 

institution of pontifical right. 
From 1946 onward the founder ancl 

bis closest collaborator lived in Rome. 
Fr. Alvaro studied canon law in the 
pontifical University of Sr. Thomas, 
where he obtained a doctorare. He also 
continued to help the founcler in what
ever conaibuted to Opus Dei's growth. 

At the Forte dei Marmi, in Toscana, 
Ita/y 1959. 

A trip to London in 1958. Here it was 
that Blessed Josemaria clearly 

understood the range and hardships of 
the apostolic work that Opus Dei was 
to carry out. Facing this burdensome 

prospect, God spoke to him interior/y: 
"You can't, but I can." 
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16 - With a group of university students in 
Rome, 7972. 

_ The times were not easy. Aclclecl 
to the general leve! of discomfott in 
a countty struggling to rebuilcl itself 
from the ravages of war, was the 
poverty enclured by the Work's first 
members in Rome. Privation was no 
less than a matter of simple survival. 

In spite of this, Blessecl]osemaria 
trustecl in Gocl's help. With the acl
vice of Msgr. Montini , later to be
come Pope Paul VI, he sought a 
spacious building as soon as possi
ble. It woulcl house the \Xfork 's cle
finitive heaclquatters, plus, for a time, 
hunclrecls of members who woulcl 
receive thorough training at his side. 

Blessecl Josemaria tells the story: 
"It was the same ole! problem. We 
hacl no money. But Alvaro, truly gift
ecl in persuading people, sought out 
the owner of a villa. I remember 
prayerfully waiting up for him to the 
wee hours of night, to fincl out 
whether we coulcl make a clown 
payment with just a few golcl coins, 
the rest to follow in a month or two. 
He agreecl. Ancl we paicl! We hacl 
nothing, but we paicl, because we 
hacl great faith. " For the record, those 
proviclential golcl coins hacl been a 
gift to Blessecl ]osemaria, who hacl 

D O N A L V A R O 
Faithful day by day 

When Suffering 
Comes 

"W hen the moment 
of suffering 
comes---illness. 

misunclerstancling. humiliations, 
the burden of your own mistakes 
or 'vhatever-face up to the 
situation with the certainty of faith. 
because there Christ awaits you. 
He continues his passion in the 
members of his bocly, for the 
salvation of many. And, justas at 
Golgotha. be certain then that 
Maty is ar your side, to help us 
offer up that sacrifice for 
humanity's redemption." 

From a letter to the faithful of the 
Pre/ature, September 1, 1988. 

plannecl to melt them clown to make 
a gold chalice or sorne other liturgi
cal object. 

Waiting for the building to be va
cated, a group of sorne 20 fellows 
moved into tbe potter's house, whicb 
hacl only one becl. It was reservecl for 
whoever might get sick. The rest just 
slept on the floor. 

In a get-together with families in Spain, 
November 7 972. 

Fr. Alvaro provicled constant sup
pott for Blessecl]osemaria. He shoul
clered both big ancl small tasks, from 
fincling funcls for the new heaclquar
ters ancl its later complete remoclel
ing, to seeing to the Work's direction 
ancl expansion in Italy ancl abroacl. 

For Opus Dei was rapiclly spreacl
ing. The Work went beyoncl Spain in 
1945 to Portugal; then carne Italy ancl 
Englancl in 1946; Irelancl and France 
in 1947; the following year to Mexico 
ancl the Unitecl States; Chile and 
Argentina in 1950, ancl so on the 

') 
i) 

J 

March 5, 7 960, with Pope John XXIII. 

worlcl over. The result was that the 
founcler was soon traveling again to 
be near bis chilclren who, usually 
with ve1y little money, willingly went 
to the earth's four comers to spreacl 
the Work's message. At bis sicle was 
always Alvaro. 

Fr Alvaro and Blessed Josemaria in 7 968. 

The founder's 
shadow 

From 1946 to 1975 Fr. Alvaro's life 
was closely linked with Blessecl 
Josemaria 's. He was his alter ego, tbe 
person in wbom the founcler confid
ecl (he was bis confessor ancl spiritu-

D O N ALVARO 
Faithful day by day 

al guicle from 1944 onwarcl) ancl on 
whom he reliecl for ali sorts of work. 

Fr. Alvaro took it ali in stricle with 
tbe same serenity that markecl his 
"yes" to that first invitation in 1935. 
He clicl everything with such cliscre
tion and quiet efficiency that one 
harclly noticecl bis presence. 
Nevettheless, the founcler well knew 
how indispensable was bis "goocl 
ancl faithful " son. In 1972 he re
markecl: "Alvaro is a most faithful 
son, as are you ali. Many times he has 
offerecl his own back to spare me the 

A Christmas visit to John Paul 11 in 
7 978. To the left is Msgr Stanislaus 

Dziwisz, the Pope's private secretary 
In the center is Msgr Javier Echevarria, 

now Bishop-Prelate of Opus Dei. On 
the nght, Msgr Joaquin Alonso, a 

clase col!aborator of both Bishop del 
Portillo and the current pre/ate. 

lashes; he has greetecl the blows ancl 
insults with a smile, even recently .... " 
It was cloubtful that such an attitude 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~-' 
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DON ALVARO 

Working 
forGod 

"M y children, demand 
of yourselves at work. 
The authenticity of 

your apostolate and interior life 
depenc.L'> on it. >lever forget 
what our founder continually 
preached: 'We can't offer God 
junk. · You can't be satisfied 
with canying out your tasks 
in a routine. slip-shod or 
indifferent manner. You must 
work, at whatever it might he, 
because eve1y endeavor. \vith 
the exception of clishonest or 
sinful occupations, is heautiful 
and useful to dedication. Be 
desirous of improving, be 
enterprising, with a view to the 
long-term: try to he useful: care 
for the cletails and be profes
sionally competent. When you 
thus offer that work to God, 
each of you from his own place 
will contribute to the well-heing 
of those arouncl you, to soking 
the social problems \Yhere you 
live. You'll make society 
progress and. thanks to grace. 
fu1ther Christ's work of 
redemption. ·· 

From a letter to faithful of the 
Pre/ature, September 24, 1978. 

could only stem from Alvaro's char
acter; such virtue cloesn 't come easi
ly. There was a cleeper source: 
Alvaro's belief that one must answer 
God's cal! clown to the dregs, utterly 
open to what God asks eve1y day. 

One can understand how valu
able it was for Fr. Alvaro and others 
to be near the founder. It was not 
simply human aclmiration, but the 
desire not to waste any of the spiri
tual treasure Gocl hacl bestowed on 
humanity through that good ancl 
faithful servant. For bis part, Alvaro 
had nothing to acld. He did not im
pose his own personality or seek any 
inclependence. 

Faithful day by day 

His task required complete avail
ability, fanning the spark of the spir
it the founder was giving to all the 
members. As his immediate collabo
rator, bis task was to help pass on this 
spirit, something he dicl with such 
impeccable refinement that Opus 
Dei members (even those living in 
the same house) saw Fr. Alvaro only 
as a smiling priest, always behincl the 
founcler, quietly in the background. 

Whoever might be temptecl to 
think otherwise has but to look at 
photogra phs or films of the founcler's 
get-togethers. Fr. Alvaro can be spot
ted in the background, alongsicle 
others, but his is the most attentive 

Bishop del Portillo during a 
family get-together in 7 977. 

and alert face. How many times hacl 
he already heard what Blessed 
Josemaria was saying? Yet he listenecl 
as if for the first time. 

Since Bishop del Portillo's cleath 
in 1994, the public has graclually 
learnecl more about how much he 
accomplishecl through his quiet, 
unassuming effo1ts. The biographical 
sketches point to a man of uncom
mon energy and talent, who coulcl 
have clone so many things but who 
insteacl cleclicatecl himself to serving 
the Church and Opus Dei. He tire
lessly accepted assignments from the 
Holy See over a periocl of four pon
tificates, from Pius XII to John Paul II. 

A few tasks stand out: cluring the 
Seconcl Vatican Council, he heaclecl a 
preparato1y commission on the laity, 
and served on other commissions; he 
was a Council peritus plus secretary 
of the commission on the discipline 
of the clergy and Christian people, as 
well as a consultor to other conciliar 
commissions. Until he clied , he was a 
consultor to various pontifical Con
gregations ancl a member of the 
Secretariat of the Synocl of Bishops. 

Soon after the Council he pub
lishecl two books, Faithful an.d La.ity 
in the Church ancl Consecration. and 
Mission. C}f the Priest. They rema in im
portant reference works in arder to un
derstancl the Council's mine! on central 
aspects of the Church's mystery. 

D O N ALVARO 
Faithful day by day 

The Mass: the Center and 
Root of the Spiritual Life 

"D o not forget that if our 
entire existencc has to be 
co-redemptive, then it will 

be at Holy Mass that it acquires that 
dimension. There our rnission to 
co-redeem will be fo1tified and 
demonstrated in a pa1ticular way. 
Therefore, the Mass is the root of 
our interior life. We have to be 
closely united to this root. ancl this 
unity depends \'e1y much cm our 
response. Paraphrasing our 
founder. Jet me point out that our 

To confirm the quality of the man 
ancl his work, one can point to the 
countless testimonies ancl letters ful! 
of affection ancl praise that poured 
into the Prelature's Roman headquar
ters after his death. There were letters 
from public figures , both ecclesiasti
cal ancl secular, and from ordina1y 
people of eve1y age, social condition 
and count1y. 

The first 
successor 

When Msgr.Josemaria Escriva sucl
denly diecl injune 1975, nobocly was 
surprised that Alvaro del Po1tillo was 

cledication is \YOrth what our Mass 
is \Vorth. Our lite will bear fruit. 
from a supernatural perspective, to 
the extent that we believe in. ancl 
are devotecl to. the celebration of 
the Holy Sacrifice of the Altar, orto 
the degree that wc participare in it, 
making ourselves eme withjesus 
ancl bis redemptive zeal. " 

From a letter to the faithful of the 
Pre/ature, April 1, 1986. 

unanimously electecl as his ftrst succes
sor. More than an election, it was con
firmation of an obvious fact. Already 
the founcler hacl said: "I did not choose 
[Alvaro]. It was Gocl who placed him 
at my side. " The succession took 
place on September 15, 1975, in Rome 
at the Work's heaclqua1ters. 

His achievements while at the 
heacl of Opus Dei ha ve already been 
sketched: growth in members, geo
gra phic expansion, hundrecls of 
vocations to the priesthoocl, Opus 
Dei 's canonical crowning as a per
sonal Prelature. This last feat re
quirecl much declication, prayer ancl 
study. Through it al! , Alvaro del 
Portillo 's faithfulness to Blessed 
Josemaria 's spirit and wishes stood 
out. Finally, there was the founcler 's 
beatification in 1992. 

In the solemn funeral for Bishop 
del Po1tillo that took place on March 
25, 1994, in the Roman basilica of St. 
Eugene , his successor Msgr. Javier 
Echevarria (now a bishop) affirmecl: 
"Bishop Alvaro del Portillo was
and I cannot hiele the cleep filial 
affection I had for hin1-a giant in the 
Church's firmament in the seconcl 
half of th is centu1y." 

The fulcrum of such feats hacl 
been the same person who in 1935 at 
the age of21 , in a brief morning, gave 
a radical turn to bis life. The fruits that 

Milan, January 7 98 7. Bishop del Portillo 
continued the tradition of "catechetical 
visits" begun by the founder 
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D O N ALVARO 

A get-together in Rome in 
7976, with college 
students from various 
countries. 

appear today in all their sweep were 
born of bis unwavering adherence to 
God's will. 

If at the outset a vocation is a call 
whereby God says, "Come with me," 
in the long run it resembles a 
road-straight or curved, short or 
long, difficult or easy, narrow or 
wide-that nevertheless is continu
ally marked by signs confirming and 
specifying the initial call. Evidently, it 
did not matter to Alvaro del Portillo 
which road God proposed to hirn. In 

Service 

"T he only desire of the 
Work and each of her 
members is to serve. 

Since we only want Christ to 
reign, we should serve the 
Church right where we are. Our 
founder said it clearly: ·1f the 
Work e.loes not se1ve the Church, 
ifs good for nothing. ' That's why 
it was born, that's why God 
wantedit. '' 

From a homily, January 7, 1991. 

Faithful day by day 

DoesYour 

"P rofessional work, an 
essential pa1t of our 
divine calling, should 

always be tied to improving one's 
spiritual and apostolic life. If we 
were to neglect this vital and 
intirnate connection, we could not 
sanctify it. Work would cease to be 
part of our vocation and finally 
would lose its fullest human 
meaning. It would wind up a 
disordered attachment, a sad 
idolatry; that work would no 

1 
1 

Job Lead to God? 

longer serve as 'bait to fish men' 
(Tbe Way, no. 372). Sooner orlater 
it would degenerare into self-seIV
ing. So be courageous and check if 
your work is really leading you to 
God, if it spurs you to bring souls 
closer to Christian life. Bravely 
examine yourself to see if, contra1y 
to God's will, your work has 
become a hindrance." 

From a letter to the faithful of the 
Pre/ature, September 1, 1986. 

Near the Pyrenees with some 
members of Opus Dei at 
Torreciudad, Spain, where there 
1s a Manan shrine built by 
Blessed Josemaria. 

June 7976: Bishop del Portillo in the 
robes of the Grand Chancellor of the 

University of Navarre, located in 
Pamplona, Spain. An idea of Opus Dei's 

founder, this university 1s a corporate 
aposto/ate where academic and scientific 

research and profession of the Catho/ic 
faith are made to harmonize. 

On March 7 9, 7 983, in the Roman Basilica 
of St. Eugene's, Msgr Romo/o Carboni; 
Apostolic Nuncio in Ita/y, promulgated and 
solemnly co-signed the Apostolic 
Constitution Ut sit, by which the Holy 
Father established Opus Dei as a personal 
Pre/ature. In the document, Msgr Alvaro 
del Portillo was named its pre/ate. 

D O N A L V A R O 
Faithful day by day 

all probability he would have com
mitted himself from the start and fol
lowed it to the end with all bis might. 

The founder 
has not died 

There is a striking similarity be
tween Opus Dei's founcler and bis 
first successor, since both sought to 
iclentify themselves completely with 
Gocl's w ill. Just as Blessed J osemaria 

did not hesita te to dedica te hirnself to 
a spiritual enterprise at God's behest, 
so Bishop del Portillo followed the 
founder clown to the last cletail , con
vincecl that he was thereby fulfilling 
God's will. 

A f ew months after being ch osen 
to heacl Opus Dei, a letter reached 
Rome, one of many to welcome the 
new "Father" (a family "title" born 
with the founcler). This letter carne 
from a woman member of the Work 
who obseIVecl in all simplicity: "They 
tole! me that the founder cliecl. But it 
isn't true. From what 1 can see, Alvaro 
is the one who cliecl; the Father is still 
with us, iclentical to the first. " Bishop 
del Portillo often told this sto1y, using 
itas an example of !ove for, ancl faith
fulness to, the founcler. 
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22 - These words make an excellent 
summa1y of Bishop del Po1tillo's years 
at the helm of the Work. His was a 
never-ending effo1t to identify himself 
With the founder. The rnission entrust
ed to him far outweighed any person
al interests. Fulfilling that charge 
became his only interest. With !ove 
and detennination he plunged into the 
demanding role of being father to a 
huge family spread throughout the 
world. The role was the more de
manding beca use he followed a saint. 
Of that, he was totally convinced. 

When Bishop del Portillo was 
buried , Msgr. Echevarria summed up 
his life: "What can I say? The Father 
was that vir fidelis (faithful servant) 
praised in sacred scripture, a faithful 
son who spent himself entirely in 

D O N ALVARO 
Faithful day by day 

serving as our founder's support and 
aid. Thanks to his fidelity and direc
tion, the Work has kept to the path 
marked out by our founder without 
the slightest deviation, pause or gap. 
Thank you , Father! Now we can 
voice our thanks, with the holy pride 
of ha ving had su ch a Father. His only 
concern was for the holiness of the 
Church's members and especially 
that of his daughters and sons. 
Following in our founder's footsteps , 
he sought to pass unnoticed. 

"And how well he did so' Blessed 
as the shadow of Blessed]osemaria, 
he made him present wherever he 
went. Our founder spoke to us 
through his voice and through his 
hea1t. Overflowing with supernatur
al and human kindness, he continued 

Surrounded by children, after a 
get-together with lrish families 
in Oublin, 7 980. 

Youth 

"L efs especially pester 
the archangel Raphael, 
begging hirn to 

accornpany ali the young men 
ancl women attracted to the 
Works warrnth. plus ali young 
people the world over. Thus 
die! he help Tobias on his long 
journey, keeping dangers at 
bay and winning ali so1ts of 
blessings for him. I pray to God 
that each of us, regarclless of 
age or circumstances. may 
foster the daily desire to help 
out in sorneway in this 
apostolate with young people. 
one of our dearest apostolates, 
'the apple of our eye,' as our 
founder usecl to say. ,. 

From a letter to the faithful of 
the Pre/ature, October 2, 7 988. 

A snapshot taken in January, 7 9 78 
during a crowded get-together 
with families. 

From a balcony 
at the Pre!ature's 
headquarters, 7 987 

to !ove the world. Ancl with his 
strong and paternal arm he directecl 
the whole Work, each one of us, 
cluring these 19 tough ancl intense 
years-seasons full of joy and 
peace, sorrows and happiness. " 

D O N ALVARO 
Faithful day by day 

Twice at 
St. Peter's 

During Bishop del Portillo 's 19 
years as the Father to Opus Dei , 
thousands of people got to know 
him and wish him well. When in 
Rome, he was usually available for 
whoever askecl to see him: families 
or inclividuals, whether members of 
Opus Dei or not. He would often re
ceive non-Catholics and non
Christians-Jews, Muslims as well as 
non-believers. He considered any-

On the English Channel in 7 980. 

one worthy of his time, for it offered 
him a chance to share with others 
sorne of the joy ancl !ove for God 
overflowing from bis heart. 

Following in the founder's foot
steps, moreover, Bishop del Portillo 
tra veled from one end of the earth to 
the other, throughout Europe, Asia, 
Africa, America and the Pacific rim. 
The trips combined family gather
ings with basic Christian teachings. 
Thereby he could meet his distant 
children, plus their families and 

May, 7 983. arrival at the airport in 
Medellin, Colombia. 
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friends, who in turn opened up their 
hearts to him. Often, tens of thou
sands of persons gathered around 
that smiling priest in get-togethers 
that combined spontaneity with 
family intimacy. Whoever so desired 
could ask a question on any topic 
and would receive a kindly answer 
from a Catholic priest who wished 
only to be useful to them and to 
draw them closer to Christ. 

D O N ALVARO 
Faithful day by day 

Besides traveling and receiving a 
continua! flow of people, his "job" as 
Father more than filled bis and bis 
staff's day, dealing as they were with 
a worldwide institution. His corre
spondence was immense; he read all 
the letters he received. Many he an
swered personally. But since it just 
wasn 't possible to answer them all, 
he began to send a monthly letter to 

On January 6, 7 99 7, 
John Paul 11 consecrated 
Alvaro del Portillo as a 
bishop in St. Peter's Basílica. 
The two photos capture 
moments of the ceremony 

In Taranta with some families of 
Canadian cooperators of Opus Dei. 

all in the Work, tailoring his advice to 
their needs and encouraging one and 
all to grow in the spiritual life. Thus 
could he share his own feelings with 
his daughters and sons. These time
ly letters reached every center of the 
Prelature the world over at the start 
of each month. 

There were two occasions when 
the affection of thousands-not just 
the Prelature's faithful, but also those 
throughout the world who appreciate 
and live its spirit--coalesced in aspe-

cial way around Bishop del Portillo. 
Both events linked him to the hea1t of 
Christianity, St. Peter's Basilica. 

The first happened on]anua1y 6, 
1991, when Pope John Paul II con
secrated Msgr. del Po1tillo a bishop in 
the Vatican basilica. Arnong the thou
sands of faithfu l who filled the ma
jestic nave of St. Peter's at this annual 
rite of creating new bishops were 
many children and friends of Bishop 
del Portillo. Closely accompanying 
him in prayer were many more 
around the world. 

A little overa year later-May 17, 
1992-the second occurred. Close to 
300,000 people gathered in the 
Square that day from eve1y part of 

the world to attend the beatification 
of Josemaria Escriva and Sister 
Josephine Bakhita, a Canossian sister. 
Solernn to be sure, the event was also 
radiant, as even the sun shared the 
Church's joy for the papal proclama
tion recognizing both as Blessed. 

One of the last times Bishop del Portillo 
ordained faithful of the Pre/ature to the 
priesthood. During the 7 9 years at the 
head of Opus Dei, he called nearly 800 
men to the priesthood. 

In accord with Christian teaching, 
the Pope recognized the two as pow
erfu l intercessors before the heaven
ly cou1t, while God in turn points to 
both as worthy of imitation. Next to 
the Holy Father, from the open-air 
altar on the church 's steps, Bishop 
del Portillo rejoiced in the official 

On the steps of St. Peter's, 
May 7 7, 7 992, the day 

Josemaria Escriva was declared blessed. 

D O N ALVARO 
Faithful day by day 

Starting Over as 
God's Friend 

"S in cleeply grieves God, 
and only he can parclon 
it. God is so good that 

he \\'anted to give an out\Yarcl 
sign to show that he granl'i 
forgiveness. Thus it is Jesus 
himself who, through the priest, 
absolves ancl advises us. The 
soul comes out clean, filled with 
glaclncss ancl supernatural 
strength, because it has retumed 
to God, cletem1inecl to be 
Christ's apostle. That's why 
Confession is the sacrament of 
joy, the sacrament of friendship 
with Gocl. How it unburdens us. 
A person steepecl in sin might 
be reluctant to approach chis 
sacrament, but, once received, 
it's as if he hacl sprouted wings: 
he's blissful and freed from the 
\\'eight of sin. My children, b1ing 
lots of people to Confession! .. 

From a get-together with 
families, in Abidjan 
(lvory Coast), 1989. 

recognition of a truth he had wit
nessed for years: the holiness of 
Opus Dei 's founder and, with it, a 
peerless confirmation of how fruitful 
for Christian life is the message he 
taught and lived. 

On the following day, on the 
same altar, Opus Dei's prelate cele
brated the first solemn Mass in honor 
of Blessed Josemaria. The crowd of 
pilgrims was nearly as large. There 
immediately followed a warm aucli
ence with the Ro.man pontiff. 

How easy to imagine Bishop del 
Portillo's joy on seeing recognized 
the greatness of the man to whom he 
owed eve1ything since 1935. But the 
bliss clid not end there. "There 's no 
doubt that the beatification of our 
founcler," he said in the homily, "also 
signa ls the beginning of a new stage 
in Opus Dei 's life that must have 
repercussions in each of her mem
bers. It is time for deeper !ove for 
God , more assiduous dedication to 
apostolate, more generous service to 
the Church and all humanity. In 
short, a new stage of greater faith
fulness to the spirit of sanctification 
in the world that our founder be
queathed to us. " 
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26 - Trip to the 
ffoly Land 

On March 11 , 199'-f. Bishop del 
Portillo celebrated his eightieth 
büthday. John Paul II sent him a per
sonally signecl letter. "In expressing 
my lively a ppreciation, ·· it reads, "for 
his faithfu l work in service of the 
Church and imploring abundant 
graces from heaven for a long-last
ing and fruitful ministJy, I heartily 
impart a special Apostolic Blessing 
and affectionately exrend it to all the 
priests and lay members of the 
Prelature of Opus Dei.·· The prelate 
was also preparing to celebrate his 
golden anniversary as a priest on 
]une 25. 

Meanwhile, he set out on March 
14 for a pilgrimage to the Holy Land 
to retrace Christ's footsteps. As with 
so many prior trips, he was fulfill ing 
a desire the founder had been un
able to carry out personally. But at 
the same time, the Prelature's faith
fu l saw in ita most fitting gift for the 
two milestones. In turn. he asked ali 
members ancl friencls to accompany 
him with prayer. Jo ined in hea rt, it 

DON ALVARO 
Faithful day by day 

would be a pilgrimage of everyone. 
No one could have known it 

woulcl be his last trip. He spent ten 
joyful yet intense days, recollected in 
prayer, in the land of ] esus' life and 

May 7 8, 7 992. Bishop del Portillo 
enters the square of St. Peter's to 
begin the solemn mass in honor of 
Blessed Josemaria, the day after the 
beatification. Afterward, the Holy 
Father would receive the pilgrims in 
an audience in the same square. 

A view of St. Peter's on May 7 7, 7 992, 
crowded with some 300, 000 pilgrims. 

death. A few members of Opus Dei 
went with him: Msgr.Javier Echevania, 
Vicar General of the Prelature; Msgr. 
Joaquin Alonso; ancl Dr. ]ose Maria 
Araquistain, a doctor in carcliology 
ancl interna! medicine. A few others, 
who had begun the apostolic work 
in Israel just months earlier, eagerly 

On March 7 7, 7994, the Pope's 
greeting to Bishop del Portillo on 

the occasion of his 80th 
birthday 

DON ALVARO 
Faithful day by day 
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Attractive 
Virtue 

"M y daughters, virtue 
need5 to be attractive. 
But how can it be so, 

if you look clisagreeable or 
slovenly? So, take care of 
yourselves, ancl make sure 
your husband clresses well, 
with his suit pressecl ancl a 
matching tie .... We must do ali 
we can to make virtue 
plcasant, winning. Think how 
agreeable Jesus' appearance 
must have been, how at
tt·active his glance. Let"s also 
imitare him there, drawing 
souls ever closer to God, out 
of ]ove for them." 

From a get-together with 
families in Bastan, 1988. 

During the papal audience. 
The embrace of John Paul 11, 
accompanied by lengthy 
applause, was the final joy far 
Bishop del Portillo in and 
around the beatification of the 
person he knew better than 
anyone e/se. 
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DON ALVARO 

The !ast Mass on earth of Bishop del 
Portillo took place in the church of the 
Cenac!e, where Jesus instituted the 
Eucharist and the ministerial priesthood. 

greeted him. Later in Bethlehem he 
met with persons acquainted with 
the Prelature's formative activities. 
Noteworthy was the joint presence 

Returning to Rome's airport on the 
evening of March 22, 7 994, Opus Dei's 

pre/ate was delightfully surprised to find 
sorne of the Prelature's faithful with their 

children waiting to welcome him. 

Faithful day by day 

of Muslims , Christians and Jews 
gathered for questions, stories and 
laughter; in short, a family get-together. 

The final day was particularly 
poignant. Bishop del Portillo cele
brated Mass-his Jast on earth-in 
the church of the Cenacle. There 
Christ instituted the Eucharist and 
the ministerial priesthood, there 
Pentecost happened , the birth of the 
Church. According to those present, 
he was more recollected and moved 
than usual. Shortly after, they depart
ed for Rome. 

He reached home at 9:45 in the 
evening of March 22. Having greeted 
Jesus in the tabernacle , he spent a 
few cordial moments with those 
awaiting him. He remarked how 
happy he was, having carried out the 
pilgrimage with all of them in mind. 
"We'll talk tomorrow!" he said as he 
went off to bed. 

Following Christ's footsteps in 
the Holy Land was the Prelate's 
!ast trip. He is seen here next to 
the new Sanctuary of the 
Beatitudes, which overlooks the 
Sea of Galilee. 

John Pau/ 11 prays befare 
the mortal remains of 

Bishop del Portillo 
on the afternoon of 

March 23, 7 994. 

Sho1tly after 3:00 am he felt ill. He 
was suffering from an irregular heart
beat and shortness of breath. He 
callee! for Javier Echevarria , who in 
turn called bis physician. Despite all 
their immediate efforts, it was clear 
the end was near. Msgr. Echevarria 
sacramentally anointed and absolved 
him, as was Bishop del Portillo's 
heartfelt desire. He remained con
scious, surrounded by still more of 
bis spiritual sons, who accompanied 
him in prayer. Although struck with 
sorrow, they were moved by the 

peace with which he greetecl cleath. 
Around four in the morning of March 
23, 1994, bis heart stoppecl. 

A final 
caress -Within hours, the news of the suel
den death of Opus Dei's prelate hacl 
circled the globe. At Villa Tevere, the 

D O N A L V A R O 
Faithful day by day 

headquarters where Bishop del 
Po1tillo livecl ancl worked, his wake 
took place in the church of our Lady 
of Peace. Since clawn there was a 
steacly strearn of people, telegrams 
ancl flowers. 

How to surnmarize the tokens of 
affection, esteern and regarcl expressecl 
for Bishop del Portillo? The moments 
were sorrowful yet serene, in sorne 
way even joyful, for it was obvious to 
ali that Don Alvaro hacl clefinitively 
embraced the Jesus he loved so 
much. Who coulcl think othe1wise? A 

suelden ancl sweet death on return
ing from the Holy Land, his last Mass 
in a place so closely linked to Christ 
and the Church-weren't these but 
facets of Gocl's homecoming caress 
to a good and faithful son? Just like 
the founcler, without fuss or bother, 
he died the way he had lived. 

While Masses for the repose of his 
sou l succeeded each other, people 
crowded the church where Alvaro 
del Po1tillo was laid out in state. Men, 
women ancl children; Romans and 
travelers: All day long until early tbe 
next day they paicl their last respects 

Saintly Priests 

"T oda y, justas 
yesterclay ancl 
forever, as we face 

tbe challenges of each 
epoch. the question. ·what 
kind of priest does the 
Church ancl the world need 
today?· rnust ha ve this 
answer: the Church ancl 
world need saintly priests. 
J'\eedecl are priests who, fully 
aware of their own limits ancl 
clefects, clecisively struggle to 
travel tbe roacl to sanctity, the 
perfection of charity, 
iclentifying themseh·es with 
Chi-ist. This is not a new 
answer, but one that is 
always up-to-clate, always 
necessa1y, always decisive." 

Discourse, April 20, 7 990. 

to a man they loved, to whos·e ho
liness they felt drawn. Naturally, 
many of bis relatives soon arrived. 

Tbe list of bishops and carclinals 
who carne to testify to their friend
ship with him and to recognize his 
service to the Church' is very long. 
Arnong them were th~ heads of var
ious pontifical congregations,_many 
archbishops and bisbops from the 
Roman curia and other dioc;eses. 
There were also very man y religious, 
both men and women, fron:i orders 
and congregations, as well as a great 
number of national and·international 
civil figures. 

The most significant visit was that 
of the Holy Father himself during the 
late afternoon of March ,23. John Paul 
II, after kneeling for more than ten 
minutes in silent prayer befGre the re
rnains, stood up ancl led those present 
in the Hail Holy Queen, three Glo1y 
Be's anda Response for the Dead. He 
knelt again for a final farewell._ 

29 -

Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei



30 Bishop Javier Echevarria, 
- then the Vicar-General of 

the Opus Dei Pre/ature, 
presided at the so/emn 

public funeral for Bishop 
Alvaro del Portillo, which 
took place in the Roman 

Basilica of St. Eugene's on 
March 25, 1994. 

Upon leaving the church, Msgr. 
Echevarria, the vicar general, told the 
pontiff that Bishop del Portillo had 
offered his last Mass for the Church 
and the Pope, as was his custom. He 
then thanked Christ's Vicar for his 
visir, so consoling to the Prelature's 
faithful. The Pope simply answered, 
"He deserved it, he deserved it. " 

D O N ALVARO 
Faithful day by day 

Only one 
tombstone 

Bishop del Po1tillo was buried in 
the c1ypt of the church at Opus Dei's 
headqua1ters. The funeral took place 
in late afternoon on March 24, in the 
intimacy of a family. Sorne 300 mem
bers of Opus Dei who reside in 
Rome stood in for their brothers and 
sisters the world over. 

Alvaro del Portillo with Javier 
Echevarria, who was named by the 
Pope as Opus Dei's new pre/ate on 
April 20, 1994. Bishop Echevarria, 
like his predecessor, had spent 
many years with the founder 

In this tomb, where Opus Dei's founder 
had lain until his beatification, the body 
of Bishop del Portillo now lies. The 
tombstone and inscription are the same, 
but a new memorial plaque bears 
witness to the change. 

His final resting place is , tellingly, 
the tomb that held the remains of 
Blessed Josemaria until May 17, 
1992. Even the tombstone is the 
same. Added to the words "El Padre," 
with the dates of the founder's birth 
and death, is a simple plaque that 
reads in Latin: "Where the sacred 

D O N ALVARO 
Faithful day by day 

body of our most beloved founder 
had been buried, now lies Alvaro del 
Portillo, bishop and prelate of Opus 
Dei , the first successor to our 
founder, who lived from March 11 , 
1914, to March 23, 1994." Even in this 
he was united to Blessed]osemaria, 
whom he had followed so faithfully. 

On March 25, in the Basilica of St. 
Eugene, the solemn public funeral 
was held. The crowd was moved , 
but by no means sacL The same spir
it prevailed in the hundreds of 
packed Masses for the repose of his 
soul that took place throughout the 
world in those same days. The "gift 
of the smile" of Bishop del Portillo, 
so to say, continued to work its 
charm. 

And so too today, among the 
multitudes who quickly turn to his 
intercession, asking for favors big 
and small, spiritual and material. 
Already thousands of accounts of "fa-

vors received" have reached Opus 
Dei's central offices, reflecting the 
spread of this privare devotion 
among the people of God. 

What moves people to call on 
him? The answer is largely found in 
what has been recounted here. 
Undoubtedly, Alvaro del Pottillo can 
be counted as an eminent figure of 
contempora1y spirituality, a man 
who spent his many talents in serv
ing the Church and thereby submis
sively reaching heaven. 

But perhaps there are those who 
turn to him for something more per
sonal. Many cannot help seeing in 
Bishop del Po1tillo the university stu-

Prayer 
forPrivate 
Devotion 

"O God most merciful 
Father, you granted 
your servant Alvaro. 

Bishop, the grace to be an 
exernplary pastor in the service 
of the Church and a most 
faithful son and successor to 
Blessed]osernaria, the founder 
of Opus Dei. Help me 
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to respond faithfully to 
the demands of my 
Christian vocation and 
reach me ro turn every 
rnoment and circum
stance of rny life into 
an occasion ofloving 
you and serving the 
kingdom of Jesus 
Christ. Deign to glorify 

' \\.~ 
V / ,. 

your servant Alvaro, 
and through his inter-
cession grant me rhe 
favor I ask of you ... 
(rnake your request). Amen. 
Our Father. Hail Ma1y. Glo1y be. 

In conformity with the decrees of 
Pope Urban VIII, we declare that 
there is no intention of 
anticipating in any way the 
judgment of the Church, and that 
this prayer is not intended for 
public use. 

clent who, in that long ago morning, 
not only said "yes" to God immedi
ately and courageously, but then did 
everything within his power to be 
faithful to that commitment. 

Alvaro del Portillo was not the 
founcler. It was not to him that God 
had shown Opus Dei. He it was, 
however, who perfectly completed 
that path to holiness amicl the world 
to which every Christian is called, 
whoever one is, whatever the set
ting. It is a path trod each day in the 
loving company of a God who is 
no stranger to exquisitely canying 
out the most orclinary tasks, with a 
winning smile. 
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