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Opus Dei in England: 1 

Saints in the office 
ANNABEL MILLER 

Ordinary Catholics tend to eye Opus Dei with suspicion. They may think of it as a 
secretive and reactionary church within the Church. In search of the facts on the 

ground, The Tablet's former executive editor went to meet members in England. 

Ar Marianne Law, 25, sat in a West­
minster pub with a half-pint of lager, 
he stood out from the rest of the 

after-work crowd only by being unusually 
pretty, in a fresh-faced kind ofway. But Mar­
ianne's way of life is extraordinary. When she 
told me, "I can't think of anyone 1 would 
rather give my life to", she was not talking 
about a boyfriend, but about God. 

Marianne, a civil servant, became involved 
with Opus Dei at Sheffield University. On 
holiday, she joined an Opus Dei expedition to 
Poland to teach English. "They had some­
thing 1 did not have", she told me. "They were 
people who really lived out their faith. But 
they were also involved in ordinary things; 
they enjoyed life almost more than 1 did. They 
had a certain leve! of happiness, even when 
things went wrong." 

She began to go to Mass more often, then 
heard "a clear call" from God to join Opus 
Dei. It felt, according to Marianne, like an 

invitation to an "amazing adventure". Now 
she is an Opus Dei numerary, living in the 
organisation's hostel for women in Ashwell 
House, Hackney, north-east London. Opus 
Dei numeraries are full members who com­
rnit themselves to celibacy. Full members who 
are married, or who wish to marry in the 
future, are called supemumeraries. 

Marianne expects to make a lifetime com­
rnitment to Opus Dei in three years' time. "I 
have made a comrnitment to Jesus Christ as 1 
would to someone 1 wanted to marry", she 
told me. "That relationsbip is very much pre­
sent." There is a serenity about Marianne 
wbich made me see myself as rather jaded 
and cynical in comparison. She has a "nor­
mal" set of friends, she told me, not all of 
whom belong to Opus Dei. "But I've stopped 
drinking so much, and going out so much. 
The change has surprised people." She says 
the rosary on the Tube. 

1 had arranged to meet Marianne because 1 
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protect vulnerable people 
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For more than three decades, the Society for the Protection of Unbom Children has 
spearheaded the fight to protect sorne of the most vulnerable human beings - unbom children, 
the long-term sick, elderly and disabled people. 
Currently SPUC is challenging the govemment's decision to allow girls as young as 16 to 
buy abortifacient moming-after pills from high-street chemists. Moming-after pills are an 
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the licensing of human cloning to the threat of legalised euthanasia-so must our work of 
lobbying the members of regional, national and intemational bodies to secure the legal 
protection of every human life. 
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wanted to find out more about the 
Opus Dei in England. 1 have always ~ Of 
cinated by them, because if you lll n ~ 
Opus Dei in rniddle-of-the-road e:~ 
~mpany, you can_ alm~st guarantee tha~ 
will roll. Opus Dei, wbich has its own p ~ rga 
is widely regarded as a weird, secretiv re le, ~m¡ 
which is out of step with the modem ~ ~'O~ 
Church. ac~ 

Yet Opus enjoys the support of the ~ iJ}te 
and, in England and Wales, of CarclinaJ opc denÍ 
mac Murphy-O'Connor. Its priests are~ unde 
in the Catholic Directory, as are the hostels . ¡oin 
runs for young people. n 'letll 

Who are the members of Opus Dei in Eog 
land? Are they, to put it crudely, ~ 
weirdos? Orare they misrepresented? 

In Latin America, Opus Dei priests and 
bishops have be~n cri~icised for undoing the 
work begun by liberat1on theologians. In Ire. 
land, members were accused of having hadan 
unhealthy influence in politics and the Iaw. In 
Rome, Opus Dei is said to be behind SOlllc 
hard-line Vatican statements such as tbaton 
the collaboration of the laity with priests and 
the ecumenical section of the doctrina! con. 
gregation's declarationDominus Iesus. 

To examine all these charges would take 
years of study in many countries. 1 could llOI 
attempt that, but 1 wanted to try to gain an 
impression of the current work of Opus Dei in 
England. J ack V alero, a numerary from Spain 
who has lived in London for sorne years, toot 
me to meet a farnily in St Albans. Teresa and 
Philip Crabtree have 10 children. Expecting 
to find myself on Walton's Holy Mountain,I 
was relieved to see the kids watching football 
on television in the kitchen and the odd strav 
toddler refusing to go to bed. · 

Teresa was brought up in . a stauncb 
Catholic farnily, and got to kn.ow Opus Dei 
when she was at university in I..ondon. A B 
down-to-earth woman, she shows no sign of u 
being oppressed by the demands of Opus. d 
When 1 asked her how she coped with the uod, 
daily spiritual requirements, she said: "lf)UI ~~ 
don't manage it one day, don't worry. Maybc ne· ' 
God wanted you to do something else then.' 1ii 

1 

Her husband Philip was brought up in~ ~~ l 
Church of England, but became a Catholic , ¡¡¡ 
when he left university, and followed Tere.11 ,~: 
into Opus Dei. As a couple, they are deeply iruy' 
involved in their local parish of St Alban ~ l!O~ 
St Stephen, where Teresa gives cateehi!DI mem 
classes to local children who do not. go to 

1 

!OgeJ 
Catholic schools. As for her own c~dreo. So 
Teresa says: "The only thing 1 hope for IS tbaJ illeml 
they are good Catholics. I pray for tbeDI to un 
become saints." inade , ~ur 

Her reference to "sainthood" was ~~ 
without irony. Josemaría Escrivá enco~ ~fr~ 
bis followers to aim for sainthood an~: .;¡" 1 

openly adrnit tbis. Their idea of s~th ~ Dei, 
0 

not, however, to do with standing on re <Inoi 
pedestal above the world; it is much JDOpte. lisb. 
earthy than that. Philip told me, for e_xan1 . 1iese 
about the challenge he faces at work J.11,~ ~fo~ 
to avoid the usual gossipy office chat. IJ .dice¡ 
walk away", he said. [)eÍ Vaie~ 

There are 84,000 members of OpUS are !!ice 
worldwide, including 1,800 priests. M~ rld. ltlrkc 
lay people who live and work in tbe !'° ~ he 
spreading the Gospel in the rnidst of ~roo. ihout 

My appointed guide to the organiS3. 358 Me 
Jack Valero, was introduced to Opus De~ a i~lllai 
child in Barcelona, because bis tathet 
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wanted to find out more abo ~' · 1 When he carne to London as a stu-
Opus Dei in England. 1 have ut tbc . oiemr~tayed in one of Opus Dei's student 
cinated by them, because if~ · . de01 le .. retherhallHouse,inaleafycomerof 

O D 
. . . YoU ..,,..¡es,1• 

pus e1 m rmddle-of-the- """. Cottage. . . 
~mpany, you can almost guar= ~ S\\~therhall is ~t~l ~ ma1or focus .ºf the 
will roll. Opus Dei, which has its thlte,.. · ·sation's activity m England. Qwet and 
is widely regarded as a weird °"'D~ ol8~1rtable, it is for men only, although 
which is out of step with the m:xi~ lll:t ¡ CO~~n can visit during th.e day. Opus Dei 
Church. ern Clllii .-O kJlowledges that. there is an evangelical 

Y ~t Opus enjoys the support of the actention behind its s~de.nt hostels, but 
and, m England and Wales, of e.aro;.,¡~ : ·es that those who live m them are put 
mac Murphy-O'Connor. Its priests .Olr. ~r any pressure to become Catholics or 
in the Catholic Directory, as are the ~ ~ 0pus Dei. Only. half the residents at 
runs for young people. k 'letherhall are 01tholic, and only 15 per cent 

Who are the members of Opus Dei ~ connected with Opus. The. a~mosphere is 
lan.d? Are they, to put it crudely, iallt lltl)'studious and somew~at clinical, but ~en 
weudos? .or are they misrepresen~ .no choose to sp:nd therr student. years m a 

. In Latm America, Opus Dei prieala sin~e-sex, Catholic-run hall of res1dence are 
b1shops have been criticised for nNW-• unlikely to ~e t~e P~ type: 
work begun by liberation theolo;;:¡: 1't After finishing h1s stud1es, and doing a 
land, mem?ers were ~ccused ofhavingllld h. ;ouple.ofjob~, Valero set upa software c~m­
unhealthy influence m politics and thelaw ~ panywith a frie~d. He remembers that penod 
Rome, Opus Dei is said to be behind • &1 an opportumty to "evangelise in the van­
hard-line Vatican statements such 

81
: guard, meeting lots ~f people who were very 

the collaboration of the laity with prieia.: . rarfrom God and trymg to talk to them about 
the ecumenical section of the doctrin91• ¡•nat it is to be a Christian". This may sound 
gregation's declarationDominus festa. like an odd way to run a business, but the 

To examine. all these charges woald 1* rompany cf!d well and ~alero m~de a lot of 
years of study m many countries. 1 could• money, which ~owed him to retue early. A 
~ttempt. that, but 1 wanted to try to ... • ¡ friendly man wit~ a good sense of h'?11our, he 
impress1on ofthe currentworkof()pusDeiii 1 oow ~orks full-~lille f~r Opus Dei. He still 
England. J ack V alero, a numeraryfromSplil I Jt01ams a firm ~end with h1s former business 
who has lived in London for sorne yeaia, IDlt partner, who is not a member. Laughing, 
me to meet a farnily in St Albans. Tema.i ~ Valero told me: "He <loes not want any more 
Philip Crabtree have 10 children. E1pectils . from me until he is on his deathbed, and then 
to find myself on Walton's Holy Moanllii,I behasagre:d to co?vert.". 
was relieved to see the kids watchingfoodllll . Opus De1's spec1al chansm, Jack explains, 
on television in the kitchen and the odd llnJ 1 to demonstrate how the Christian life can 
toddler refusing to go to bed. · be lived. at work and. through work. This, he 

Teresa was brought up in. a ..... igrees, is not something that Opus Dei mem­
Catholic farnily, and got to kru>w Oplll Di lm have. a monopoly on, but they see it as 
when she was at university in Londol. A lherrpart1cularvocation. 
down-to-earth woman, she shows no lipd Butw?y do ~u~eraries have to be celibate? 
being oppressed by the demands of Opa lXles this not mdicate that Opus Dei has an 
When 1 asked her how she coped wida t. Dlldercurre.nt of negativity towards the body 
daily spiritual requirements, she said: "lf , md sexuality? He disagreed. "Between two 
don't mana ge it one day, don'~ wony. ii ~ and t~e~, quarte~s of peo ple in Opus 
God wantedyou to do somethingelsedMIL iare.marned , he pomted out. He sees his 

Her husband Philip was brought upa :celibacy asan oppoi;tu~ty to focus on the 
Church of England, but became a 

111 
of God. The ~rgamsat10n takes pains to 

when he left university, and followed ~ard the celibacy of numeraries like 
!nto Opu~ Dei._ As a cou~le, they ate llllvo~ retreats and re~ollections are. men-
mvolved m theu local pansh of St ~ ~ women-only ( unlike the Catholic reli­
St Stephen, where Teresa gives llembe orders, whose male and female 
classes to local children who do not fJ 1 ~th rs) work more and more closely 
Catholic schools. As for her own dlikkllt So er · 
Teresa says: "The only thing 1 hope toriltllll lll:m~hat is daily life like for the average 
they are good Catholics. 1 pray for tblll 1 1 im ~ of Opus? Before 1 began this project, 
become saints." diurc~g¡ned shadowy gatherings in dark 

Her reference to "sainthood" W8S ~ llrtur es and regular prívate sessions of self­
w!thout irony. Jos~maría ~rivá e~ t~~Such ~deas m~e Vale~~ laugh. Yes, 
his followers to aim for samthood.~~ fll"m ~dmi!S, there is a tradition ofphysi­
openly adrnit this. Their idea of ~ 1 Dei, t~rtificat10n", and the founder of Opus 
not, however, to do with. s~dilll Cll ~~ Bless~d J?semaría Escrivá, was 
pedestal above the world; it lS 111~ lisbathr or beatmg himself until the walls of 
earthy than that. Philip told me, for . · "5e da oom were spattered with blood. But, 
about ~he challenge he ~aces at work ill 1 . lttore 1~~· members have to ask permission 
to avo1d the usual goss1py office cba1 rice-as Y can beat themselves or wear the 
walk away", he said. IJli Va!ero cratchy band wom around the thigh. 

There are 84,000 membe~ of or-:slf rice is ~rgues that the pain inflicted by the 
worldwide, including 1,800 pn~ ~"""' ~out ~r less than that involved in a hard 
lay people who live and work Ul t'Jiltl' ~he sa t the gym. People don't have to do 
spreading the Gospel in the midst of . · ~t it. ys, and far too much fuss is made 

My appointed guide to the 0 J)li,. l.!emb , . 
Jack V alero, was introduced to~- d. ers. ordmary activities are, however 
child in Barcelona, because his ~ mg m a different way. Each <lay, all 

members attend Mass, spend up toan hour in 
mental prayer, do 15 minutes of spiritual 
reading and say the rosary. They go to confes­
sion each week, attend weekly "circle" meet­
ings and monthly recollections. 

Curious, 1 went to Ealing, west London, for 
one of the women's recollection evenings. 1 
was !et into a huge house, set back from the 
road, which acts as a community home for 

women members. In a beautiful chapel on the 
ground floor, a small group of various nation­
alities said the rosary, and listened while a 
meditation on marriage by Josemaría Escrivá 
was read out. There was then a short talk 
from a gentle-voiced priest of Opus Dei, and 
the evening ended with Benediction. The 
atmo-sphere was peaceful and prayerful. 

1 was even more surprised when 1 visited 
Baytree, one of the social projects of Opus 
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Dei. The Baytree Centre in Brixton, south 
London, is a place where women - many of 
them newly-arrived immigrants - can leam 
English, literacy and basic computer skills. lt 
is backed by the Dawliffe Hall Educational 
Foundation, a charity inspired by Opus Dei, 
and is run by Mae Parreno, a Filipina mother 
ofthree. 

The atmosphere at Baytree is boisterous 
and light-hearted. The centre also provides 
after-school activities for girls of school age -
drama, tap or ballet, and so on. Mae Parreno 
is an Opus Dei supemumerary, but the 25 
staff of Baytree are from a variety of faiths. 

She would deny that the centre aims to 
recruit new members for Opus Dei, but says 
its style and spirit are inspired by the teaching 
of Josemaría Escrivá, while both staff and 
beneficiaries know that the parent charity has 
a Christian orientation. The centre has good 
links with the local parish of Holy Rosary. She 
builds up friendships with sorne of the women 
who come to Baytree, and if that leads them 
to ask about her faith, she responds. But, she 
adds: "I am very conscious of respecting the 
freedom of other people. God has a plan for 
each person and 1 can't meddle with that 
plan." 

Mae Parreno, and the other members of 
Opus Dei whom 1 met, <lid not look like 
people who were living on another planet, 
trapped within a masochistic set of beliefs. 
But 1 knew there had to be another side to the 
story. So 1 went to meet sorne of those who 
had been unhappy within Opus Dei and who 
had left. Next week 1 will tell their stories. 

(To be continued) 
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