
Fifty Y ears Y oung 

TOM McGOVERN 

It was recently reported in the national press that there was an Irish 
engineer among the sixty members of Opus Dei who were ordained to 
the priesthood on 15 August last. As Cardinal Koenig, the ordaining 
prelate, remarked in his homily: "Toda y, another link is added to the 
admirable chain of priestly ordinations of men who have years of 
experience in the most varied social and professional work. This 
unbroken series of ordinations is a great source of hope, expecially in 
thesetimes when theneedforpriests is feltkeenly everywhere". 

If it were only for the fact that, during his own lifetime, Mgr 
Josemaria Escrivá de Balaguer had called nearly a thousand such 
men to the priesthood, the founder of Opus Dei would have been 
assured of an honoured place in the history of the Church. Yet when 
we consider that priests constitute less than two per cent of the total 
membership of the Association which he founded on 2 October 
1928, we begin to understand a little more deeply the significance of 
the contribution made to the Church by Mgr Escrivá over the past 
fifty years. 

VOCA TION OF THE LAITY 

Opus Dei (meaning Work of God) is an international Catholic 
Association which was founded in Madrid just fifty years ago. 

"We have come", wrote Mgr Escrivá in 1930, "with the humility 
of one who knows he is of little account ( ... ) but with the faith of one 
who allows himself to be guided by the hand of God, to preach that 
sanctity is not reserved for just a privileged few. Ali of us are called 
by God. He expects Love from all men, regardless of their state in 
life, their profession or trade. For their everyday life, ordinary and 
unassuming as it is, can be a means of sanctity". This was the core of 
Mgr Escrivá's spiritual message which he preached tirelessly from 
1928. 

While this teaching is now part of the common heritage of the 
Church, the opposition which his message encountered in the early 
years of the W ork underlines the fact that he was indeed a pioneer in 
the field of lay spirituality. Subsequently, however, he had the joy of 
seeing his work of forty years of preaching on the fulness of the 
christian vocation of the laity confirmed by Vatican U. As Dr. 
Dominic Conway, bishop of Elphin, wrote on the first anniversary of 
Mgr Escrivá's death: "Opus Dei, has, of course, found its greatest 
support in the Second Vatical Council documents which 'canonise' 
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the basic principies of the Association calling for 'holiness right in the 
middle of the street'" (Irish Catholic, July 15, 1976). That this 
message was not simply a theoretical one is clear from the fact that at 
the time of his death in 1975, Opus Dei had more than 60,000 
members, men and women, married and single, in all walks of life and 
from all parts of the world. 

CHEERFULNESS AND DIVINE FILIA TION 

Josemaria Escrivá was born in 1902 in Barbastro, a small town near 
the southern foothills of the Pyrenean mountains. reared in a deeply 
christian home, afterwards he w~uld o~ten ~emember with gratitude 
and aff ection, the warmth of his family life and the human and 
christian virtues which he learned from his parents. In particular he 
admired the cheerfulness of his father who, despite the collapse of his 
small textile business and the subsequent financial strain on his 
family, retained to the end his sense of humour and his lightness of 
heart because of his filial trust in God. This was a quality which 
engraved itself in the heart and mind of the future founder of Opus 
Dei. The inf ectious good humour of Mgr Escrivá is one of the 
characteristics best remembered by those who had the good fortune 
to spend so me time in his company. There was, however, something 
more to it than a very attractive sense of humour; his whole attitude 
to life was imbued with a deep awareness of God's fatherly 
providence. It was this sense of divine filiation which caused him 
never to lose his interior peace in spite of the external difficulties and 
misunderstandings he was to encounter when Opus Dei began to grow 
and spread. Only a few weeks before he died he opened his heart alittle ia 
conversation with a group of members of the Work on this very theme. 
"Whenever joy has come, the Lord has also made me feel the bitterness 
of being on earth. However, I ha ve never been unhappy" (Profile, p. 
167). 

He pointed out this bitter-sweet aspect of happiness many years 
previously when he wrote in "The W ay", "I want you to be happy 
here on earth. And you wi11 not be happy if you don't lose that fear ~~­
suffering. For, as long as we are wayfarers, it is precisely in suffering 
that our happiness líes" (No. 217). He was saddened when he saw so 
many people try to satisfy their deep yearning for happiness in 
pursuits which could never satisfy and which often, in fact, degraded 
them. "People are unhappy", he commented in Sao Paulo in 1974. 
"They make a lot of noise, they sing and dance and shout, but they 
are weeping silently. Deep down in their hearts there is nothing but 
tears. They are not happy, they are miserable. And our Lord wants 
you and me to be happy" (Profile, p. 213). 
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He had a gift of getting to the hearts of people. He had a way of 
talking with such affection, and at the same time with such deep truth 
in bis words, that he evoked in others not only a similar warmth of 
feeling but also, and more importantly for Mgr Escrivá, a practical 
commitment to be a better christian. His vocation and bis message, 
simply put, was that we could not expect to be really happy on this 
earth unless we were making a deterrnined effort to find Christ in our 
lives through the sanctification of our daily work and of our family 
life. 

EARL Y HISTOR Y 

Mgr Escrivá used to recall that in the early years of bis priestly 
ministry he spent many thousands of hours hearing children's 
Confessions in the poorer districts of Madrid. At that time, in the late 
twenties and the early thirties, he was chaplain to a charitable 
foundation wbich looked after fifty eight schools with 12,000 
children in the poorer areas of the city. The records of this foundation 
show that in sorne of those years there were often as many as four 
thousand children making their First Communion. During the same 
period he found time to do regular visitation of the sick poor in their 
homes and to look after the patients of two large hospitals in Madrid. 
One of these was an institution for people suffering from diseases 
wbich at that time was incurable, many of them consumptives. He 
heard the confessions of the patients, shared bis good humour with 
them, and taught them the supematural value of suffering. He never 
had the slightest hesitation about visiting these hospitals, at any hour 
of the day or night, whenever bis priestly service was needed. And he 
did all this in addition to the work that was involved in founding and 
setting up the association Opus Dei. As one reads in the Newsletter 
which gives information on the life, teaching and apostolic fruits of 
the Founder of Opus Dei, he later recalled, "These were very intense 
years in wbich Opus Dei was growing on the inside without our 
realising it. But I have wanted to tell you that the human strength of 
the W ork has been the sick people in the hospitals in Madrid: the 
most forsaken ones ... Those were the ambitions of Opus Dei, those 
were the human resources we used: incurably sick people, outcasts, 
children with no family or education, homes without heat, or human 
warmth or !ove. And, hand in hand with that, I was training the first 
people who carne along, telling them with total confidence all the 
tbings we were going to do, as if they had already been done .... 
(Newsletter No. 2, p. 6). 

SANCTIFICA TION OF DAIL Y WORK 

The sanctification of work is the key feature of the spirituality of 
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Opus Dei. The constant preaching of the founder of the W ork was 
that for ordinary men and women in the world, holiness was to be 
fou~d in and through their daily work, in the way they irnitated the 
thirtY years of the hidden life of Jesus Christ. "Our Lord", he 
commented in 1966 in an interview with the New York Times, "gave 
rise to Opus Dei in 1928 to remind Christians that, as we read in the 
Book of Genesis, God created man to work. We have come to call 
attention once again to the example of Jesus, who spent thirty years 
in Nazareth, working as a carpenter. In bis hands, a daily occupation 
similar to that carried out by rnillions of men in the world, was tumed 
into a divine task. It became part of our redemption, a way to 

salvation". 
"The spirit of Opus Dei", he continues, "reflects the marvellous 

reality (forgotten for centuries by many Christians) that any honest 
and worthwhile work can be converted into a divine occupation. In 
God's service there are no second-class jobs; all of them are 
important. To love and serve God, there is no need to do anything 
strange or extraordinary. Christ bids all men without exception to be 
perfect as bis heavenly Father is perfect. Sanctity for the vast 
majority of men implies sanctifying their work, sanctifying 
themselves in it, and sanctifying others through it. Thus they can 
encounter God in the course of their daily lives" (Conversations, p. 

65). 

UNIVERSALITY 

Opus Dei was founded in Madrid, Spain, and from the very 
beginning it was, so to speak, moving outward. In 1935 plans werc 
ready to begin the W ork in France, but the outbreak of the Spanish 
Civil W ar, followed by World W ar II, delayed this development. 
However, in 1940 apostolic work began in Portugal and, shortly after 
the war, the apostolate of Opus Dei was established in England, 
France, Italy, United States and Mexico. The first people ofthe work 
arrived in Ireland in 1947 and Nullamore University Residence in 
Dublin was one of the first centres of Opus Dei set up in this countr:· 
Apart from the Dublin based centres there are also corporate 
apostolates in Galway and conference centres near N avan (Lismullin) 
and Tuam (Ballyglunin). In addition there are a number of city youth 
centres and clubs where the spiritual formation is provided by Opus 
Dei. More important, however, is the personal work of each of the 
members. They try to become holy and do apostolate in and through 
their jobs and in the carrying out of their family and civic duties. 
From 1950 onwards the geographical spread of Opus Dei continued: 
Holland, Argentina, Canada, and other countries of Europe and 
America as well as Kenya, Japan, Australia, the Philippines and 
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Nigeria. In 1946 Mgr Escrivá moved to Rome where he set up the 
central government of the Association, residing there until his death 
in 1975. 

LOVE FOR THE POPE 

Reference to Rome inevitably recalls Mgr Escrivá's love for the Pope 
- "the sweet Christ on earth", as he used to refer to him in the 
words of St. Catherine of Siena. Although it was not until 1946 that 
he had the opportunity of making his first visit to Rome, sorne twelve 
years earlier he had written in "The W ay", "I want you to be very 
Roman. And to be anxious to make your 'path to Rome' videre 
Petrum - to see Peter" (no. 520). One can imagine the joy and the 
expectation which must have filled his heart at his first glimpse of the 
Eternal City. The veranda of his apartment opened on to St. Peter's 
Square; there he spent the whole of his first night in Rome in prayer, 
looking towards the residence of the Vicar of Christ on earth. This 
incident merely reflected what Mgr Escrivá lived with all his heart, 
and what he has inculcated in all his sons and daughters in Opus Dei. 
"When you are old", he remarked on one occasion to sorne of his 
sons in Opus Dei, "and I have already rendered my account to God, 
you will tell how the Father loved the Pope with all hís soul, with a1l 
his strength" (Profile, p. 90). On the morning of June 26, 1975, less 
than two hours before he died, he spoke to the students of a graduate 
college of the Women's Section of Opus Dei in Castlegandolfo. 
Approximately his last words to them were an encouragement to !ove 
the Church and the Pope very much. 

HIS WRITINGS 

Even a brief commentary on the life of Josemaria Escrivá would be 
incomplete without sorne reference to his writings. We have already 
quoted from "The Way'', which has now become a best-seller in the 
field of spiritual literature, having sold more than two and a half 
million copies in 34 languages. His commentary on the fifteen 
mysteries of the rosary, entitled "Holy Rosary", has also been 
published in many languages. In 1968, the texts of sorne interviews 
given to journalists from a number of countries were gathered 
together in "Conversations with Mgr Escrivá de Balaguer". As one 
would expect fifty years of preaching has produced a great deal of 
material. The first volume of Mgr Escriva's homilies was published in 
1974 under the title "Christ is Passing By" and a second volume 
entitled "Friends of God" is already in preparation. The style is 
simple and direct, and if read with an open rnind his writings confront 
one squarely with the responsibility of doing something practica! to 
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improve one's ~fe as a C?ristian. The. ap~roach is always positive, 
and the theolog1cal depth is elegantly disgu1sed by the warm richness 

of his humanity. 

DEVOTION TO OUR LADY 

In a year which sees the opening ot me centenary celebrations to 
honour Our Lady of Knock it seems fitting to recall the 
encouragement which Mgr Escrivá gave to devotion to the Blessed 
Virgin. Here again he showed the way with his example. He made 
frequent visits to shrines of Our Lady and encouraged countless 
thousands to do likewise. On many occasions he commented that 
Our Lady had been the great protectress of Opus Dei from its 
foundation in 1928, and even before. At a time of painful 
persecution, in an act of filial homage and trust, he consecrated Opus 
Dei to the Most Sweet Heart of Mary at the shrine of our Lady of 
Loreto on the feast of the Assumption 19 5 l. His devotion to our 
Lady was doctrinal, based on twenty centuries of magisterial Church 
teaching on the role of Mary in the Redemption. Yet, at the same 
time, it expressed itself with ali the confidence and affection proper to 
a loving son. "Say to her", he tells us, "Mother, my Mother -
yours, because you are hers on many counts - may your !ove bind 
me to your Son's Cross: may I not lack the Faith, nor the courage, 
nor the daring, to carry out the will of our Jesus" (The Way, no. 
497). 

THEFATHER 

It was in a sense appropraite that the man whose special vocation it 
was to teach us the sanctifying value of daily work should be taken 
from this world in the room where he normally worked. He is buried 
in the crypt of the oratory of Our Lady of Peace in the central offices 
of Opus Dei in Rome. During the past three years since his death on 
26 June 1975, a daily stream of people from all parts of the world 
have come to pray beside his tomb, covered with a plain marble slab, 
on which is inscribed just two words, "El_Padre", The Father, as he 
was known to all his sons and daughters, and to countless others who 
benefited from the warmth of his spirit. Mgr Escrivá, a man who 
avoided publicity all during his life, cannot now prevent bis reputation 
for sanctity making itself known. In the short period since his death 
prívate devotion to him has spread throughout the world and, 
increasingly, people are writing to acknowledge favours revived 
through his intercession. Favours of ali sorts, material and spiritual, 
particularly the grace of people making their peace with God, 
sometimes after many years absence from the sacraments. It is only 
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fitting, I suppose, that a man who preached so much about the 
sacrament of Penance should be particularly effective in obtaining for 
many the favour of a retum to the life of grace, the only life, which, 
he so often reminded us, is appropriate for a Christian. 

RETREATS 
(Individually guided) 

FOR PRIESTS 

in February: Mon. 5th (6.30 p.m.) - Fri. 9th (7 p.m.) 
in May: Mon. 7th (6.30 p.m.) - Fri. 1 lth (7 p.m.). 

The fee for the 4 days is .f32. 

FOR PRIESTS AND RELIGIOUS 
IN August: Wed. 8th (6.30) - Fri. 17th (10 a.m.) 

Mon. 20th (6.30) - Wed. 29th (10 a.m.). 
The fee for the 8 days is .f64. 

THIRTY DAY RETREAT 
(Individually guided according to the 'Spiritual Exercises') 

July 4th (6.30 p.m.) - August 29th (10 a.m.) 
The fee for the 30 days is .f240. 

Individual or groups of priests can make seperate arrangements to come for 
retreat at other times. 

Apply: DIRECTOR OF RETREATS, 
Jesuit Retreat House, 
Tullamore, Co. Offaly. Tel. 0506-25924. 
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Tradition in 
Contemporary Irish 
Christian Witness 

JAMES HARTIN 

This paper is a series of personal reflections born out of my 
experience of the last ten years in Irish life. In the years 1968-78 in 
Ireland we have known conflict, tragedy, great human loss. We have 
all been diminished, we are ali involved. Most of us have borne the 
strains of these years within ourselves and sorne bear the scars of 
our experience. Our troubles have made us probe more deeply into 
sorne of the fundamental questions about our beliefs, our attitudes, 
our ways of life, our traditions. This paper is a limited effort to 
examine contemporary questions about the traditions which influence 
our Irish Christian life. 

We are now acutely aware that Ireland cannot be isolated from the 
rest of the world, nor insulated against change. Powerful world 
movements of thought and attitude are now flowing into Ireland. W e 
continue to face distinctive Irish problems, but we see them in a new 
and wider context in a changing lreland in a new world. The 
traditional attitudes and values of Irish life are open to powerful new 
influences - most of us experience the strains between traditional 
ways and the new pressures and new needs in national, social and 
personal life. 

In these new changing circumstances we have to ask serious 
questions about the place of "tradition" and "traditions" in Irish life 
and religion. Irish people have always been sensitive about tradition, 
we have recognised its power and respected it. We have a strong 
sense of history and indeed a strong sense of history interpreted in 
distinctive ways to suit our particular traditions. Ali too easily we 
read our present attitudes into the past, we bolster up our present 
positions by an appeal to history ,and we blame history for our 
present evils. W e can be prisoners of our history. W e can be shut into 
the past so that we cannot recognise the new possibilities of the 
present. We can quote the formative dates which shape our "prisons" 
- 1169, 1690, 1798, 1916, 1922, 1968 and others too. The 
rivalries, frustrations, sorrows and failures of the past can shape our 
attitudes today just as much as the achievements and triumphs. 
History can be used to shape traditions which separate us into 
different groups and tribes, and ali too easily we bring up our children 
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