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In this study we will discuss how the message of sanctification of work, spread 
among persons of all walks of life by Saint ]osemaría, the founder of Opus Dei, 
helps clarify many of the central questions of professional ethics in the contempo­
rary world.1 

Saint ]osemaría summed up this message as follows: "Those who want to live their 
faith fully and do apostolate according to the spirit of Opus Dei, must sanctify them­
selves with their work, sanctify their work, and sanctify others through their work."2 

1. Sanctifying professional work 

Beginning with the second of these three points, work is the primary and per­
manent material that the ordinary Christian has to sanctify. The founder of Opus 
Dei speaks of"ordinary work," but he usually made the term more precise by adding 
the adjective "professional." 3 

Certainly, the ordinary duties of the Christian cannot be reduced to what would 
today be called professional work by a sociologist. Work is an essential element in 
the constitution of civil society, but it cannot "be reduced to its professional dime n­
sion, but rather transcends this restricted sphere ... We can think of the work du-

1. Regarding the nature and spirit of Opus Dei, see Pedro Rodriguez, Fernando Ocáris, and Jose Luis 11· 
lanes, Opus Dei in the Church, Scepter, Princeton, 1994, pp 4ff. 

2. Conversations with josemaría Escrivá, Scepter Publishers, New York, 2002, no. 70. For a brief study 
on the sanctification of work, see: Jose Luis IlIanes, The Sanctification of Work, Scepter, New York, 2003. 
"Work has beco me for us a redeemed and redemptive reality. Not only is it the background of man's life, it is 
a means and path of holiness. It is something to be sanctified and something which sanctifies" (Saint Josemaría 
Escrivá, Christ 15 Passing By, no. 47). "Our Lord has called us so that, each remaining in his own state of life 
and the exercise of his own profession and job, we might sanctify ourselves in our work, sanctifying the work 
and sanctifying others through our work" (Saint Josemaría Escrivá, Letter March 11, 1940, no. 13). 

3. Cf. Maria Pia Chirinos, "Antropología y trabajos. Hacia una fundamentación filosófica de los trabajos 
manuales y domésticos," Cuadernos de Anuario Filosófico, no. 157, University of Navarre, Pamplona, 2002, 
p. 102. According to this author "to speak simply of work today would be overly generic. Rather we can speak 
of 'professional work: as a reality distinct from mere intellectual or manual activity, or even of work consid­
ered as a force that transforms nature. It is, undoubtedly, a richer concept, one related to professional voca­
tion, which a person has regarding a particular kind of work rooted in his or her aptitudes, tastes, gifts, virtues, 
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ties of the mother of a family who devotes herself to domes tic tasks and the educa­
tion ofher children on a full-time basis."4 

Thus even though "a reduction in the number ofhours of work may continue in 
the future, as history has shown from the beginning of the industrial revolution until 
today, the message of Opus Dei will continue to exist in a permanent and ever timely 
way."5 Saint Josemaría's concept of work "places before us a primary anthropolog­
ical concept, with a permanent philosophical meaning."6 

The term "professional" has acquired progressive importance throughout the past 
century. In his encyclical Mater et Magistra (part 2), Pope John XXIII, described the 
professionalization ofhuman tasks as a phenomenon according to which one placed 
greater confidence in the income and rights obtained through work than in those de­
rived from capital. One might say that if nineteenth century societywas centered on 
owners and the proletariat, the twentieth century was centered on the professional. 
Along these lines Pierpaolo Donati observes that the kind of work that is emerging 
in today's society is to a large extent made up of relationships. 7 This web of personal 
relationships in work facilitates the sanctification of tasks, which are thus made more 
properly human. 

The moral code of every profession includes the obligation to carry out a work 
that is well done. This basic ethical imperative to work well, becomes, for the per­
son trying to sanctify his work, an ideal of perfection, since to sanctify something 
means in the first place to make of it an offering to God. "lt is no good offering to 
God something that is less perfect than our poor human limitations permito The 
work that we offer must be without blemish and it must be done as carefully as pos­
sible, even in its smallest details, for God will not accept shoddy workmanship."8 "If 
you consider the many compliments paid to Jesus by those who witnessed his life, 
you will find one which in a way embraces all of them. I am thinking of the spon­
taneous exclamation of wonder and enthusiasm which arose from the crowd at the 
astonishing sight ofhis miracles: bene omnia fecit (Mk 7:37), he has done everything 
exceedingly well: not only the great miracles, but also the little everyday things that 
didn't dazzle anyone, but which Christ performed with the accomplishment of one 
who is perfectus Deus, perfectus horno, perfect God and perfect man."9 Thus our serv­
ice to God is not true service if"we don't put as much effort and self-sacrifice as oth­
ers do into the fulfillment of professional commitments; if we can be called careless, 
unreliable, frivolous, disorganized, lazy, or useless."lO 

4. G. Faro, I/Iavoro nell'insegnamento del Beato josemaría Escrivá, Agrilavoro Edizioni, Roma, 
2000, p. 142. 

5. Ibid., p. 142. 
6. Juan José Sanguinetti, "L'umanesimo dellavoro nel beato Josemaría Escrivá. Riflessioni filoso­

fiche," in Acta Philosophica, I (1992/2), p. 268. 
7. Pierpaolo Donati, "El trabajo en la era de la globalización," in Revista Empresa y Humanismo, no. 

1/03, pp. 72-73, University of Navarre. 
8. Saint Josemaría Escrivá, Friends of Cod, no. 55. 
9. Ibid., no. 56. 

10. Ibid., no. 62. 
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The ethical imperative to carry out a work that is well done has, fór ]osemaría 
Escrivá, ultimately adivine origin, because "work is a command from God."ll ''After 
two thousand years, we have reminded all humanity that man was created to work: 
homo nascitur ad laborem, et avis ad volatum (Job 5:7), man was boro to work, and the 
bird to fly."12 

Because of the moral decay that has occurred in our time in many professional 
practices, it is becoming ever more necessary to clearly explain the basic moral rules 
that are a condition sine qua non for a particular activity to be qualified as profes­
sional. Thereby one can help clarify that immoral behavior, for example, lying, fal­
sifying the evidence supporting a hypothesis, or presenting as one's own someone 
else's ideas, cannot be part of the demands of a profession. These ways of acting are 
not "professional." What is more, if they are permitted, one could say that the ac­
tivity is "de-professionalized." 

Anyone seeking to sanctifY his work should consider it indispensable to main­
tain and strengthen the consistency between his profession and morality. Work, be­
sides being a way of supporting oneself and one's family, is for Saint ]osemaría, "an 
opportunity to develop one's personality."13 Pope ]ohn Paul II gives great importance 
to this quality of work throughout his encyclical Laborem Exercens: "Work is a good 
thing for man-a good thing for his humaniry-because through work, man not 
only transforms nature, adapting it to his own needs, but he also achieves fulfill­
ment as a human being, and indeed in a sense becomes 'more a human being."'14 

This effort entails a great respect for each one's personal freedom. One should 
strive to live one's faith while respecting and trying to understand the points of view 
and choice s of one's colleagues. In this respect the teaching of the founder of Opus 
Dei is clear: ''Avoid an abuse that seems to be exaggerated in our times ... which shows 
the desire, contrary to the licit freedom of mankind, to try to oblige a11 men and 
women to form a single group in regard to matters of opinion, to create as it were 
dogmas in temporal questions."15 

1 1. Saint josemaría Escrivá, The Forge, no. 681. 
12. Saint josemaría Escrivá, Letter May 31, 1954, no. 17, citing The Vu Iga te. In a similar vein, P. Donati 

says: "In this way one overcomes the ámbivalence that has always been found in Western thought when doubt 
is placed on the positive character of worldly activities, which are seen as potentially dangerous to Christian sal­
vation or, at least, as circumstances foreign to one's possible sanctification. lo find something similar in Catholic 
tradition, aside from Saint Benedict for whom the terms ora et labora (prayer and work), figure as distinct and 
separate activities, we have to look to Bernadine of Siena, who emphasized the importance of work as vita ac­
tiva civilis, that is to say, as a place for the exercise of natural and supernatural virtues ordered to the creation 
of healthy, legitimate, fruitful riches without any contrast to the desire for perfection and the possibility of Chris­
tian sanctification" (Donati, "El significado del trabajo en la investigación actual y el espiritu del Opus Dei," in 
Romana, no. 22 (1996), p. 128). 

13. Saint josemaría, Christ Is Passing By, no. 47. 

14. john Paulll, Encyclical Laborem Exercens, September 14,1981, no. 9. 

15. Saint josemaría, Letter January 9, 1932, no. 1. 
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1) Finishing tasks well 

The ethical importance of professional work being well-done is indisputable.16 

But someone might ask: What do you mean in this context by "work that is well 
done?" What are the criteria by which one can judge about "professional" goodness 
in carrying out a task? 

It is not enough to consider the opinion of others, although it would be impru­
dent to ignore this.17 First of all, for a task to be well done it has to be finished and 
not left half done. As the founder of Opus Dei said: "You asked me what you could 
offer God. I don't have to think twice about the answer: offer the same things as be­
fore, but do them better, finishing them with love."18 

As the social scientist Peter Drucker has said felicitously, to do good one first has 
to do something well.19 This play on words recalls one used much earlier by Saint 
Josemaría: para servir, servir (if you want to be useful, serve). In order to perform a 
service, to benefit others, one has to serve: to know how to do things, to be useful. 
''As the motto of your work, I can give you this one: 'If you want to be useful, serve.' 
For, in the first place, in order to do things properly, you must know how to do them. 
I cannot see the integrity of a person who does not strive to attain professional skills 
and to carry out properly the task entrusted to his careo It's not enough to want to 
do good; we must know how to do it." 20 

If sanctity is found in the heroic exercise of the virtues, "heroism at work is found 
in finishing each task."21 In many of his writings, Saint Josemaría emphasized the 
requirement of finishing tasks well with italics or even exclamation points. Such 
emphasis is very understandable if one takes into account that the Christian concept 
of sanctity implies the "fullness of charity."22 This fullness has as its necessary corol­
lary fulftlling as perfectly as possible one's particular professional duties. It is perhaps 
here that one can see most graphically the consequences for professional ethics when 

16. The first thing that one has to ask of the person aeting is that he know how to aet (d. Saint Thomas 
Aquinas. Quaestio disputata de virtutibus eardinalibus. Quaestio unica, art.l, e). 

17. Cf. Friends of Cod, no. 62. 
18. Saint Josemarfa, Furrow, no. 495. 
19. Cf. Peter Drueker, The New Realities in Covernment and Politics: in Economies and Business, in 50-

ciety and World View, Harper & Row, New York, 1989; d. Drueker, Managing the Non-profit Organization: 
Practices and Principies, Harper-Collins, New York, 1990. 

20. Saint Josemaría Eserivá, Christ /s Passing By, no. 50. 
21. Saint Josemaría, Furrow, no. 488. "In our work we are asked for the heroism of finishing properly the 

tasks eommitted to us" (Furrow, no. 529); " ... in the first place, in order to do things properly, you must know 
how to do [finish] them. , , , And, if our desire is real, it will show itself in the effort we make to use the right 
methods, finishing things well, aehieving human perfeetion" (Christ /s Passing By, no. 50). "The interior strug­
gle doesn't take us away from our temporal business-it makes us finish it off better!" (The Forge, no. 735); pro­
fessional work should be brought to eompletion "with all the human and supernatural perfeetion that is pos­
sible." (The Forge, no. 713). 

22. FlIrrow, no. 739. 
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the person performing a task takes as his goal not merely to fulfill certain minimal 
ethical rules, but to achieve the fullness of Christian life in all his actions.23 

2) Care in the details 

The importance of finishing work well for it to be perfect, and hence suitable ma­
terial for the attainment of sanctity-"Be perfect as my heavenly Father is perfect24 

-is closely related to another basic idea in the message ofSaint]osemaría: putting 
care into little things, into details. Speaking of his apostolic work in the early years 
of Opus Dei, he said: "1 liked to climb up into the cathedral tower, to look closely 
at the stonework, a reallacework of stone, the fruit of costly labor." He would point 
out that this marvelous craftsmanship could not be seen from below: "That is work­
ing for Cod, the work of Cod! To fulfill one's personal task with perfection, with 
beauty, with the loveliness of that delicate stone tracery."25 

This teaching of]osemaría Escrivá is reflected in our ordinary language when we 
speak, for example, of putting the finishing touches on a building. In fact, today ma­
terial objects are appreciated and given greater value precisely on the basis of such 
finishing touches. 

3) Ordinary work 

Saint]osemaria's emphasis on the importance of details is well suited to those at 
whom his message is aimed: ordinary Christians called to sanctify their ordinary 
work. Sanctity is identified not with extraordinary actions but with a life in which, 
as the founder of Opus Dei repeatedly said, one does ordinary things extraordinarily 
well. "It is very much our mission to transform the prose of this life into poetry, into 
heroic verse."26 

Another quality of work that Saint ]osemaría emphasizes is the need for cheer­
fulness. "Msgr. Escrivá, with Cospel in hand, constantly taught: Cod does not want 
us simply to be good; he wants us to be saints, through and through. However, he 
wants us to attain that sanctity, not by doing extraordinary things, but rather through 
ordinary common activities. It is the way they are done which must be uncommon. 
There in the middle of the street, in the office, in the factory, we can be holy, pro-

23. In his anthropological analysis of work, Rafael Corazón illustrates this fullness. It is only when work 
is done as a gift to Cod that it can fulfill the infinite longings of the human heart. If work is the "initial voca­
tion of man," its ultimate purpose is that man give himself to his Creator" (Rafael Corazón Conzalez, "Funda­
mentos para una filosophia del trabajo," Cuadernos de Anuario Filosofico, no. 72, University of Navarre, Pam­
plona, 1999, p. 116). 

24. Mt 5:48. 
25. Friends of Cod, no. 65. 
26. Furrow, no. 500. "Your task of holiness ... depends on ... your everyday, obscure, normal, ordi­

nary work." "When a Christian carries out with love the most insignificant everyday action, that action over­
flows with the transcendence of Cod" (Conversations, no. 116). 
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vided we do our job competently, for love of Cod and cheerfully, so that everyday 
work becomes, not 'a daily tragedy,' but 'a daily smile."'27 

Finally, the ethical requirement of working well necessarily entails the obligation, 
also ethical, of continuous education, even more necessary today because of the 
accelerated advance of science and technology. 

4) Duties ofjustice in one's work 

The ethical imperative of work that is well done is explicitly related to duties of 
justice. The "exact fulfillment of one's obligations"28 is the best means at hand for a 
Christian to contribute what he owes to society, making a positive impact on it and 
ordering it in accord with Christian ends. "While Christians enjoy the fullest free­
dom in finding and applying various solutions to these problems, they should be 
united in having one and the same desire to serve mankind."29 This is not just a ques­
tion of a human service to society, but also the effort to ensure that temporal insti­
tutions and structures "are in accordance with the principIes which govern a Chris­
tian view oflife."30 

Saint ]osemaría Escrivá founded Opus Dei by divine will as a path of sanctifi­
cation in professional work and in the fulfillment of the ordinary duties of the Chris­
tian. The faithful of Opus Dei strive to live this message in the midst of the activi­
ties of the world. In these activities, each one works and moves "with the full rights 
of a citizen,"31 and thus carries out a beneficial influence on the real Christianiza­
tion of temporal structures from within, at their very source and origino Therefore 
exemplarity in the exercise of one's profession contributes "to the sanctification of 
the world, as from within like leaven."32 Many years prior to the Second Vatican 
Council,]osemaría Escrivá taught that involvement in the world and intimacywith 
Cod were perfectly compatible}3 

This way of fostering the Christianization of the world brings with it "a concern 
to perfect this world" and to "improve the ordering of human society;" while at the 
same time contributing to its "temporal progress." This ordering is "of vital concern 
to the kingdom of Cod," as one reads in the Pastoral Constitution on the Church 
in the Modern World. 34 

27. Albino Cardinal Luciani, later Pope John Paul 1, "Seeking God through Everyday Work," in 11 
Gazzetino, Ven ice, July 25, 1978. 

28. Saint Josemaría Escrivá, The Way, no. 825. 
29. Saint Josemaría Escrivá, Christ 15 Passing By, no. 167. 
30. Cf. Saint Josemaría Escrivá, The Forge, no. 718 
31. The Forge, no. 718. 
32. Vatican 11, Dogmatic Constitution Lumen Gentium, no. 31. 
33. "Continue where you are, my son ... how much you'lI be able to work for the true kingdom of our 

Lord!" (The Way, no. 832). 
34. Vatican 11, Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes, no. 39. 
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The ordering ofhuman society to Cod is brought about, according to Gaudium 

et Spes, through work: "Individual and collective activity, that monumental effort of 
man through the centuries to improve the circumstances of the world, presents no 
problem to believers: considered in itself, it corresponds to the plan ofCod."35 

2. Sanctifying oneselfin professional work 

One's particular profession or job represents the material that has to be sancti­
fied, but in addition and simultaneously, it is the means by which one can attain 
sanctity. Professional work that is well done contributes positively to the growth of 
the spirituallife in many ways. In first place, work is an indispensable means for the 
development of the natural virtues, which are the foundation for the supernatural 
ones. 

Work, for the founder of Opus Dei, is undoubtedly"a chance to develop one's 
own personality"36 and "to draw fruit from the few or many talents Cod has given 
to each person,"37 and is thus a "witness to the worth of the human creature."38 This 
perfecting of the person who is working goes hand in hand with the reality that is 
being perfected through one's work, as Pope John Paul II has stressed. Employing 
the concepts of objective work and subjective work developed in his encyclical La­
barem Exercens, he stresses the need both to sanctify work and to sanctify oneself in 
thatwork. 

One can say that the first and most basic contribution of the Christian to soci­
ety is to Christianize the world by means ofhis own work, which constitutes his most 
noble mission: "Work is a participation in the creative work of Cod,"39 who upon 
creating and blessing man gave him dominio n over the earth and all of its crea­
tures.4O In this context John Paul II wrote: "As man, through his work, becomes 
more and more the master of the earth, and as he confirms his dominion over the 
visible world, again through his work, he nevertheless remains in every case and at 
every phase of this process within the Creator's original ordering."41 

1) Priestly saul 

Work is the privileged milieu for Christians to exercise the supernatural virtues: 
"to live their faith perfectly,"42 to engage in "filial contemplation, in a constant di-

35.The documenl does nol refer lo specifically ecclesial activilies bUl lo the "most ordinary duties," which 
when done with a Christian spirit contribute "to the fulfillment in history of the divine plan" (Caudium et Spes, 
no. 34). 

36. The Forge, no. 702. 
37. Friends ofCod, no. 46. 
38. The Forge, no. 702. 
39. Christ /5 Passing By, no. 47. 
40. Cf. Cen 1 :26. 
41. John Paul 11, Encyclical Laborem Exercens, September 14, 1981, no. 4. 
42. Conversations, no. 70. 
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alogue with God,"43 converting their ordinary activities into an "encounter with 
God,"44 into "constant opportunities of meeting God, and of praising him and glo­
rifying him through our intel1ectual or manual work."45 

Saint ]osemaría emphasizes the intimate relationship between work as a means 
of sanctification and the priestly soul that every Christian has by reason ofbaptism, 
which confers the common priesthood that all the faithful possess. "Acting in this 
way, in the presence of God, for reasons of love and of service, with a priestly soul, 
al1 our actions take on a true supernatural meaning, which keeps our life united to 
the fount of a11 graces."46 So much so that we can become "contemplative souls in 
the midst of the world."47 Hence our work cannot be done haphazardly or left half­
finished,48 since then it would not be in harmony with the practical requirements 
of our "priestly soul."49 

The common priesthood of the faithful is united, without being confused, with 
the ministerial priesthood in the sacrifice of the Mass, where the natural elements 
cultivated by man (the bread and the wine) are converted into the Body and Blood 
ofChrist.50 As Saint]osemaría taught, the worktable of a Christian can be consid­
ered as an altar of offerings to God. Since a11 Christians are "priests of our lives,"51 
and since work constitutes an essential element of human dignity, by offering our 
work to God at Mass we offer him our entire lives. 

2) Synthesis of the finis operis and the finis operantis 

The consideration of work as the material we are cal1ed to sanctify and the en­
vironment for seeking sanctity constitutes, in our judgment, one of the most im­
portant contributions of the founder of Opus Dei. 

In human work "sometimes the end of the worker differs from the end of the 
work."52 In ethical considerations ofhuman work there have been those who iden­
tify or superimpose both ends, so that the one who carries out the work cannot have 
any end other than the institutional or objective end of the work itself-as in the case 
of sorne socialist interpretations ofhuman work. Others see a complete divorce be­
tween the subjective ends of the worker and the objective ends of the work, in what 

42. Conversations, no. 70. 
43. SaintJosemaría Escrivá, LetterMarch 17,1940, no. 15. 
44. Furrow, no. 526. 
45. Friends of Cod, no. 881. 
46. Saint Josemaría Escrivá, Letter March 17, 1940, no. 13. 
47.lbid. 
48. Cf. The Forge, no. 700. 
49. Cf. Furrow, no. 499. 
50. Cf. Second Vatican Council, Pastoral Constitution Caudium et Spes., no. 38 
51. Christ Is Passing By, no. 96. 
52. Saint Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 11-11, q. 141, a.6, ad 1. Saint Thomas gives the follow­

ing example: "the end of building is a house, whereas sometimes the end of the builder is profit." 
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could be called "paleoliberalism." Here the selfish aim of the individual can be enough 
to produce a good work, that is, something which is socially useful. 

Saint ]osemaría Escrivá points out the danger of a double life. We can't have a 
split personality if we want to be Christians, because "we discover the invisible Cod 
in the most visible and material things."53 Objective work, visible and material, can­
not be indifferent to the life of a Christian, since it "is a participation in the creative 
work ofCod."54 In addition, work has been taken up by Christ "as something both 
redeemed and redeeming," and made into "a means, a way ofholiness, a specific task 
which sanctifies and can be sanctified."55 

But the moral goodness of the work done-which should be carried out, as we 
have said, with the greatest possible human perfection-is assured and increased by 
the supernatural intention with which it is carried out.56 The intention has always 
been important in Christian ethics to attain moral rectitude in one's actions, which 
are judged good if they are so ex toto genere suo, in all their aspects.] osemaría Escrivá 
never stopped stressing that a job poorly done cannot be offered to Cod. But now 
we can add that the intention of offering it to Cod is the fundamental incentive for 
a Christian to do a good job,57 

An uprightfinis operantis, a right intention, is not limited then to merely human 
goals: "feeding one's self-esteem," "assuring peace of mind,"58 or being con cerned 
about what people will sayo "First of all you should worry about what Cod will say: 
then, very much in the second place, and sometimes not at all, you may consider 
what others might think."59 In line with this, Antonio Aranda has stated from a the­
ological perspective: "Sanctified work (in its double dimension, objective and sub­
jective, that is to sayas a work done and the intended action in doing it, both in 
Christ) , has a meaning of its own: it means something in itself and by itself; it is 
something substantive and not only accidental or instrumental in the plane of the 
economy of salvation, that is, in the mystery of Christ ... Sanctified work (in its ob­
jective and subjective dimension) is the essent~al internal moment of that dynamism 
of sanctification, and not simply an external or accidental framework or instrument 
for carrying it out."60 

53. Conversations, n. 114. 
54. Christ 15 Passing By, no. 47. 
55. Cf. The Forge, no. 702 
56. "Before Cod, no occupation is in itself great or small. Everything gains the value of the Love with 

which it is done." (Furrow, no. 487). 
57. Cf. Fernando Ocáriz, "The concept of sanctification of work," in Ocáriz, Nature, Crace and Clory, 

Eunsa, Pamplona, 2000, pp. 263-270. 
58. Furrow, no. 526. 
59. Furrow, no. 970. 
60. Antonio Aranda, "Identidad cristiana y configuración del mundo. La fuerza configuradora de la sec­

ularidad y del trabajo santificado." Actas del Congreso: La grandezza della vita quotidiana. Vocazione e mis­
sione del cristiano in mezzo al mondo, Edizioni Universita della Santa Croce, january 2002 
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In addition, rectitude ofintention leads us to remain vigilant so that professional 
successes or failures do not make us forget, "even for a moment," what the true aim 
of our work is: "the glory of COd."61 The desire to attain sanctity in our work even 
leads us to give up, if the Kingdom of Cod requires this, goals that in themselves are 
good and licit: "Being a Christian means rising aboye petty objectives of personal 
prestige and ambition and even possibly nobler aims, like philanthropy ... lt means 
setting our mind and heart on reaching the fullness oflove whichJesus Christ showed 
by dying for us."62 This is so because "being a Christian is not something inciden­
tal; it is adivine reality that takes root deep in our life. lt gives us a clear vision and 
strengthens our will to act as Cod wants."63 

Strivingfor rectitude ofintention is part of the continuous ascetical effort that a 
zeal for holiness brings with it. Although this is a tota11y supernatural endeavor, it leads 
us to fulfill faithfully the natural and even material demands entailed in any human 
work. Thus the divine reality of the Christian vocation to sanctity is deeply immersed 

in the realities of our human life. As SaintJosemaría said forcefully, "the Christian is 
no expatriate. He is a citizen of the city of men, while his soullongs for Cod."64 

3. SanctifYing others through one's profession 

Work, besides being the environment for our sanctification, is also converted 
into an "instrument" of apostolate. This is both an ethical requirement implied in 
every profession or job and a consequence of our priestly sou/, stemming from the 
common priesthood of the faithful. 

"Our Lord wants men and women of his own in a11 walks of life. Sorne he calls 
away from society, asking them to give up involvement in the world, so that they re­
mind the rest of us by their example that Cod exists. To others he entrusts the 
priestly ministry. But he wants the vast majority to stay right where they are, in all 
earthly occupations in which they work: the factory, the laboratory, the farm, the 
trades, the streets of the big cities and the trails of the mountains."65 

The ethical requirements that human work entails are stressed clearly in the 
papal encyclicals on social questions: Rerum Novarum, QuadragesimoAnno, Po pulo­

rum Progessio, Centesimus Annus, and specifically in this case, Laborem Exercens. 

Evident in all of them is a concern for the state of man in the midst of the ever more 
complex realities of industrial society. 

61. Cf. The Forge, no. 704. 
62. Christ Is Passing By, no. 98. 
63. Ibid., no. 98. 
64. Ibid., no. 99. 
65. Ibid., no. 105. 
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1) Human deve/opment through work 

Work can never be allowed to become more important than the persons carry­
ing out the work. To use the terminology employed by John Paul Il, objective work 
can never be allowed to supercede subjective work. Men and women have to be 
helped to grow as persons while engaged in producing products or performing ser­
vices. Fostering this human development is undoubtedly part of the apostolate we 
are called to carry out.66 

"The apostolic concern which burns in the heart of ordinary Christians is not 
something separate from their everyday work. It is part and parcel of one's work, 
which becomes a source of opportunities for meeting Christ. As we work at our job, 
side by side with our colleagues, friends and relatives and sharing their interests, we 
can help them come closer to Christ."67 An apostolate of this kind, aside from its 
clear personal character, rests firmly on the value ofhuman freedom, which our Lord 
does not destroy. "That is why he does not want to wring obedience from uso He 
wants our decisions to come from the depths of our heart."68 

It would be a simplistic reduction to think that the problem ofhuman develop­
ment in work is restricted to mere worker-owner relationships, as if the directors, 
owners or executives of organizations were the only ones responsible for solving the 
problem. On the contrary, human development is attained through relationships 
with one's colleagues, subordinates and superiors, providers and clients, patients 
and students ... In the network of connections through which contemporary work 
has developed (which in Mater et Magistra is called socialization), the expansion of 
our anthropological possibilities is many sided and multi-dimensional and is con­
ditioned in all directions.69 

The "socialization" of work means that no one can carry it out by himself. Pro­
fessional ethics makes a mistake if it thinks that each individual, although having 
work relationships with others, is in reality isolated. A fundamental principal of the 
ethics of work consists in seeing to it that "individuals" grow as "persons" in their re­
lationships with other men and women. 

66. In his homily given at the celebration of the Beatification Mass of Josemaría Escrivá on May 17, 1992, 
Pope John Paulll said: "Blessed Josemaría untiringly preached the universal call to holiness and apostolate. Christ 
calls everyone to beco me holy in the realities of everyday life. Hence, work too is a means of personal holiness 
and apostolate, when it is done in union with Jesus Christ." 

67. Friends of Cod, no. 264. 
68. Christ Is Passing By, no. 100. 
69. In this regard, Rafael Corazón writes: "The meaning of human life can never be auto-possession, or auto­

realization, or anything similar. Man's only ultimate end is his destiny to give himself to the Creator. In growing 
and becoming more perfect he does not seek something personal, something exclusively his own, because he 
would always fail. The meaning of life cannot be other than coexistence with a personal being capable of freely 
accepting the self-giving of the person." (Rafael Corazón, op. cit., pp. 118-119). 
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2) Supernatural deve/opment through work 

In affirming that work is a means for helping other men and women attain sanc­
tity, we confront the need to foster their development in all aspects. Consequently, 
apostolate cannot be absent in work, nor should it be considered as an accidental jux­
taposition. 

For Saint ]osemaría "professional work is also an apostolate, an opportunity 
to give ourselves to others, to reveal Christ to them and lead them to God the 
Father-all of which is the overflow of the charitywhich the Holy Spirit pours into 
our hearts. When Saint Paul explained to the Ephesians how their conversion to 
Christianity should affect their lives, one of the things he said was: 'Anyone who 
was a thief must stop stealing; he should try to find sorne useful manual work in­
stead and be able to do sorne good by helping others that are in need' (Eph 4:28)."70 

In addition to being an ethical requirement, sanctification of others through 
work arises, we might say, as a consequence of the "priest1y soul" of the ordinary 
faithfu1. The real and effective ordering of temporal structures to the ends foreseen 
by God-the "effort to build up the earthly city"71-is not an individualistic task, car­
ried out atomically or in isolation by each individual: it is a social task. Hence the 
ordering of temporal structures is not only impossible without apostolate, but con­
stitutes part of the apostolate itself. 

3) The associative character of work and apostolate 

SanctifYing others in daily work requires, in the first place, being conscious of the 
social value of work. Saint ]osemaría points to the consequences of a certain type of 
individualism: "If you occupy a position of responsibility, you should remember as 
you do your job that personal achievement perishes with the person who made him­
selfindispensable."72 The need for dividing up work73 and delegating responsibil­
ity,74 makes it even more indispensable to "work side by side with our companions, 
sharing their interests."75 

Studies of industrial psychology have made it c1ear that the required division of 
functions has to be complemented by the coordination of efforts. This double aspect 
of work is not foreign to its ethical dimensions. "In our ordinary work, we have to 
always foster an ordered charity, the desire and reality of making our task perfect by 
love. We have to strive to get along with all men and women, in order to bring them 

70. Christ Is Passing By, no. 49. 
71. The Forge, no. 703. 
72. Furrow, no. 971. 
73. Cf. The Way, no. 338. 
74. Cf. Furrow, no. 972. 
75. Cf. Friends of Cod, no. 264. 
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'in season and out of season' (2 Tim 4:2), with Cod's help and with human refine­
ment, to Christian life, and even to Christian perfection in the world."76 This so­
cial character of work becomes evident when one considers its purpose as service to 
the social community: "That is one of the battles of peace we have to win: to find 
Cod in our work and, with Him and like Him, serve others."77 

4) Work ethies and Christian aseetieism 

The recognition of the associative character of work has important consequences 
for the moral behavior of the worker, fighting against overly individualistic tenden­
cies in one's work. For example, overcoming the rivalries, suspicions and envies that 
can easily arise,78 the tendency to belittle the importan ce of the work of others,79 
mis trust, 80 disparaging one's subordinates,81 etc. 

A deep moral effort is required to tear down the barriers between people that im­
pede the carrying out of joint work. This ethical effort can be focussed not only 
from a Christian vision of man but also from a purely natural and professional per­
spective on work. From this perspective it has been said, and rightly so, that work is 
the best therapy for selfishness. According to Fritz Schumacher, traditional wisdom 
teaches us that the basic function of work is simply to give a person the possibility 
of developing his faculties, of producing the goods and services that we all need for 
a dignified life, "permitting a person to overcome his innate egocentrism by uniting 
with other men and women in a common task."82 

This requires shared purposes and the interrelationship of efforts, which facili­
tates apostolate. "The apostolic concern ... is not something separate from their 
everyday work. It is part and parcel of one's work, which becomes a source of op­
portunities for meeting Christ."83 Saint Josemaría anticipated the Second Vatican 
Council's teaching on the intrinsic nobility of human work: "Moreover, we believe 
by faith that through the homage of work offered to Cod man is associated with the 
redemptive work of Jesus Christ, whose labor with his hands at Nazareth greatly 
ennobled the dignity of work."84 

Work relationships result in the apostolate of an ordinary citizen becoming "a 
great work of teaching. Through real, personal, loyal friendship, you create in others 

76. Saint Josemaría Escrivá, Letter Mareh 24, 7930, no. 10. 
77. Furrow, no. 520. 
78. Cf. Furrow, no. 504. 
79. Cf. Furrow, no. 507. 
80. Furrow, no. 520: "Some people aet out of prejudice in their work: on principie they trust nobody." 
81. Furrow, no. 975: "Never say of anybody under you: he is no good. -It is you who are no good, for you 

eannot find a place where he will be of use." 
82. Fritz Schumaeher, Cood Work, Harper & Row, New York, 1979. 
83. Friends af Cad, no. 264. 
84. Second Vatican Council, Pastoral Constitution Caudium et Spes, no. 67. 
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a hunger for God."85 The practice of the virtues that work favors, as we have seen, 
leads to apostolate. "In fact it already is apostolate. For when people try to live in this 
way in the middle of their daily work, their Christian behavior becomes good ex­
ample, witness, something which is a real and effective help to others. They learn to 
follow in the footsteps of Christ, who 'began to do and to teach' (Acts 1:1), joining 
example to word. That is why, for these past forty years, 1 have been calling this 
apostolate an 'apostolate of friendship and confidence."'86 

Thus work groups become true communities of persons among whom there 
arises a mutual enrichment, in place of the mutual impoverishment which results 
when work is detached from the moral values by which it is intrinsically constituted. 

Every kind of work brings with it a social praxis, a tradition, a collective context 
with ethical and religious implications.lt is significant that no current book of "man­
agement" fails to emphasize transparency, honesty in presentations, sincerity in lead­
ership, and truth in advertising. Mutual trust constitutes what has become known 
as "social capital," which is more important than monetary capital. 

Saint ]osemaría always opposed the separation of private and social virtues,87 
just as today the separation between private and public morality proclaimed by 
ideologicalliberalism is being refuted. 

5) The aposta/ate of witness and of word 

This apostolate of example, of witness, of friendship and trust contributes to the 
effective spread, from person to person, of the Christian criterion oflife: "Through 
your professional work, which you bring to completion with all the human and su­
pernatural perfection that is possible, you can and should give Christian standards 
in the place s where you carry out your profession or job." 88 

One can clearly see that this open and logical (we might say inevitable) apostolic 
way of acting is not the result of a tactic: it is simply naturalness. "Let your lives as 
Christian men, as Christian women-your salt and your light-flow spontaneously, 
without anything odd or foolish: always carry with you our spirit of simplicity."89 The 

85. Christ /s Passing By, no. 149. 
86. Conversations, no. 62. 
87. "1 am not convinced either when I hear people making a great distinction between personal and 

social virtues. No virtue worthy of its name can foster selfishness. Every virtue necessarily works to the good 
bOlh of our own soul and lo Ihe good of those around uso We are all of us men and all likewise children of 
Cod, and we cannot think that life consists in building up a brilliant curriculum vitae or an outstanding 
career. Ties of solidarity should bind us all and, besides, in the order of grace we are united by supernatu­
ral bonds." (Friends oi Cod, no. 76). 

88. The Forge, no. 713. 
89. The Way, no. 379; "That's why you have to be formed in such a way that you can carry your own 

environment about with you in a natural manner, and so give your own 'tone' to the society in which you 
live" (The Way, no. 376). 
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question remains as to what is the principal content of the apostolic message that the 
ordinary Christian can transmit in his work. The answer is simple. The principal con­
tent of the message is precisely that of sanctifying what one is doing in the very dy­
namics of one's activity of working. The ethics of work necessarily includes doing 
good to the persons with whom we are working, for whom we are working, under 
the direction of whom we are working ... But for those who are eager to sanctify 
their work, this ethical imperative leads to its ultimate consequence: encouraging 
the others to seek sanctity in that which unites them, in their work. 

"We have to remember and remind people around us that we are children of 
Cod, who have received the same invitation from our Father as the two brothers in 
the parable: 'Son, go and work in my vineyard' (MI 21:28).1 give you my word that 
if we make a daily effort to see our personal duties in this light, that is, as adivine 
summons, we willlearn to carry them through to completion with the greatest 
human and supernatural perfection of which we are capable."90 

90. FriendsofGod, no. 57. 

Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei


