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"Obey, as an instrument obeys in the hands of the artist — not stopping to consider the reasons for this or that order."

 — Josemaría Escrivá, The Way, Maxim 617



Chapter One
 The Vision

 The morning of October 2, 1928, was unremarkable in Madrid. The Spanish capital was settling into autumn, the chestnut trees along the Paseo del Prado dropping their first brown leaves onto the wide boulevards. In the residential quarter near the Church of Our Lady of the Angels, the city moved with its usual rhythm — vendors hawking newspapers, trams clattering over cobblestones, the smell of roasting coffee drifting from the cafés that lined the narrow side streets. Nothing about the day suggested that something was about to happen that would, over the course of the next century, reshape the power structure of the Catholic Church itself.


In a small room at the Residence for Priests on García de Paredes Street, a twenty-six-year-old cleric named Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer sat reviewing his notes from a spiritual retreat. He was slight, dark-haired, with intense eyes that seemed to burn with a private urgency. He had been ordained just three years earlier, and he was still, by any conventional measure, a nobody — a young priest from the provinces with no parish of his own, no influential connections, and no clear path forward in the rigid hierarchy of the Spanish Church. He survived by tutoring law students and serving as a part-time chaplain at the Foundation of Santa Isabel, a modest institution that housed a convent and a school for the poor.


What happened next has been told and retold by Opus Dei's official hagiographers until it has acquired the polished sheen of legend. According to Escrivá's own account, as he sat in that room reviewing his notes, he experienced a sudden, overwhelming vision. He "saw" Opus Dei — the Work of God — entire and complete, as though a blueprint had been dropped into his mind from above. The mission was clear: ordinary men and women, living ordinary lives, could achieve holiness not by retreating into monasteries or convents but by sanctifying their everyday work. A factory worker at his lathe, a doctor in her surgery, a shopkeeper behind his counter — all of them could become saints, provided they surrendered their will to God and to the spiritual directors who would guide them.


It was, on its face, a beautiful idea. The notion that holiness was not the exclusive province of monks and nuns but could be found in the mundane fabric of daily life had a democratic appeal that would eventually attract hundreds of thousands of followers. But even in those early moments of inspiration, there were elements of the vision that would prove more complicated, more controlling, and far darker than the public message suggested. The emphasis on obedience. The insistence on spiritual direction that would reach into every corner of a member's life. The conviction that Escrivá himself was God's chosen instrument, and that to disobey him was to disobey God.


Josemaría Escrivá had been born on January 9, 1902, in the small Aragonese city of Barbastro, nestled in the foothills of the Pyrenees. His father, José Escrivá, was a textile merchant — a man of modest means and solid respectability who had married well, to a woman named María de los Dolores Albás. The family had occupied a comfortable middle-class position in Barbastro's social hierarchy, with a house on the main square and enough money for servants and Sunday best. But when Josemaría was a small boy, everything collapsed. His father's business partner broke their agreement and set up a competing shop, driving the firm into bankruptcy. Within months, the Escrivás went from prosperity to near-destitution.


The shame of it marked the boy deeply. Barbastro was a small town, and the family's fall was public and humiliating. The servants were dismissed. The house on the square was sold. The Escrivás moved to increasingly modest quarters, and José Escrivá took work as a shop assistant — a man who had owned a business now standing behind someone else's counter, measuring cloth for customers who had once been his social inferiors. Three of Josemaría's younger sisters died in childhood, one after another, over the space of a few years. The family's grief was compounded by poverty, and the young Escrivá watched his father endure it all with a quiet dignity that bordered on paralysis.


It was this wound — this early experience of shame, of social demotion, of watching his father diminished — that many who knew Escrivá would later identify as the engine that drove him. The architect Miguel Fisac, who was one of the earliest members of Opus Dei before leaving in disillusionment, wrote that Escrivá suffered from a deep inferiority complex rooted in those childhood years, a complex that expressed itself in a lifelong hunger for "titles, marquisates, escutcheons" — for the social prestige that had been ripped away from his family when he was too young to prevent it.


In 1915, the family relocated to Logroño, where José Escrivá found work in a clothing store. It was in Logroño that the teenage Josemaría had an experience that he would later describe as pivotal. Walking through the streets after a snowfall, he noticed the bare footprints of a Discalced Carmelite friar in the snow and was struck by the friar's devotion — his willingness to suffer physical discomfort for God. The image stayed with him. He decided to become a priest, not out of a conventional piety but out of something fiercer and more personal: a desire to achieve a kind of greatness that would vindicate the family name and prove that the humiliations of Barbastro had not broken him.


He entered the seminary in Logroño in 1918 and was ordained in Zaragoza on March 28, 1925. Almost immediately, he began to chafe against the limitations of conventional parish life. He was ambitious — not for money, but for influence, for a stage large enough to match the scale of his vision. After a brief and unhappy posting to a rural parish in the village of Perdiguera, where his duties consisted mainly of saying mass for a handful of farmers and their families, he moved to Madrid in 1927 to pursue a doctorate in civil law at the Central University.


Madrid was a revelation. The capital was alive with political energy — the Spanish monarchy was tottering, anarchists and socialists were organizing in the factories, and the Church was increasingly under attack from secular intellectuals who regarded it as a relic of feudalism. For a young priest with ambitions, it was both terrifying and intoxicating. Escrivá threw himself into pastoral work with a frenetic intensity that astonished those around him. He visited the sick in hospitals, taught catechism in the slums, and ministered to the dying in the poorest quarters of the city. He was tireless, driven, and — even then — controlling. Those who worked with him noticed that he demanded absolute loyalty and reacted with fury when he did not receive it.


It was in this context — young, hungry, burning with a sense of divine purpose, and convinced that the Church needed to be remade from the inside out — that Escrivá experienced his vision on that October morning in 1928. He gave the organization he founded the name Opus Dei, Latin for "Work of God," to underscore that this was not his project but God's. The name was both modest and grandiose — a disclaimer and a claim of cosmic authority wrapped in two words.


The early years were small and slow. Escrivá gathered his first followers one by one, mostly young men he met through his pastoral work in hospitals and universities. Among the first was Isidoro Zorzano, a railway engineer and former classmate from Logroño. Zorzano was steady, devout, and obedient — exactly the kind of man Escrivá needed. In 1930, Escrivá expanded his vision to include women, founding a female branch of Opus Dei. The first woman to join was María Ignacia García Escobar, a young woman from Córdoba who would die of tuberculosis in 1933, at the age of thirty-six, having given the last years of her life to the Work.


The move to Madrid also coincided with Escrivá's discovery of the world of illness, poverty, and suffering that existed in the capital's hospitals and slums. He visited the sick in the public wards of the Hospital del Rey, held the hands of dying patients in charity hospitals, and taught catechism to children in the poorest barrios. These experiences were genuine and formative — they gave Escrivá an intimate knowledge of human suffering that would inform his pastoral work for the rest of his life. They also gave him something equally valuable: a network of devoted followers drawn from the margins of society, people whose gratitude for his attention made them receptive to his message and loyal to his person in a way that more comfortable, more independent-minded Catholics might not have been.


By the mid-1930s, Opus Dei had perhaps a dozen members. They met in borrowed rooms and rented apartments, praying together, studying Escrivá's teachings, and beginning to develop the elaborate system of spiritual direction and obedience that would become the organization's hallmark. It was still tiny, still marginal, still invisible to the wider world. But Escrivá was patient. He had seen the Work of God in his vision, and he was certain that it would grow. He had no way of knowing — none of them did — that within a few years, a civil war would tear Spain apart and very nearly destroy everything he had built before it had properly begun.

 [image: Ordination of the first Opus Dei priests]The ordination of the first Opus Dei priests. From a handful of followers in a borrowed room in Madrid, Escrivá built an organization that would reach into the highest corridors of power in the Catholic Church.
 

Chapter Two
 The Way

 In 1934, a slim volume appeared in the bookshops of Cuenca, a small city perched dramatically above the gorges of the Júcar and Huécar rivers in central Spain. The book was called Consideraciones Espirituales — Spiritual Considerations — and its author was listed as Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer, a young priest whom virtually nobody outside his immediate circle had heard of. The book contained a collection of short maxims, aphorisms, and instructions for spiritual living — brief, punchy, and written with the confident authority of a man who believed he was channelling the will of God.


The first edition attracted little attention. Spain in 1934 was consumed by political upheaval — the Republic was lurching from crisis to crisis, strikes were paralyzing the cities, and the country was sliding toward the civil war that would erupt two years later. A book of spiritual maxims by an obscure priest was not exactly front-page material. But Escrivá was not discouraged. He revised and expanded the text over the following years, and in 1939, shortly after the end of the Civil War, he published a new edition under a new title: Camino — The Way.


The Way contained 999 maxims, organized into forty-six chapters with titles like "Character," "Direction," "Obedience," "Mortification," and "Proselytism." The number 999 was deliberate — a reference to the Holy Trinity, three nines for the three persons of God. The maxims ranged from a few words to a paragraph, and their tone oscillated between gentle encouragement and sharp command, between the warmth of a spiritual father and the steel of a drill sergeant.


Some of the maxims were anodyne enough to appear on a Sunday school wall. "Don't let your life be barren. Be useful. Make yourself felt. Shine forth with the torch of your faith and your love." Others had the simple appeal of folk wisdom. "These world crises are crises of saints." But woven through the gentler passages were maxims of a very different character — maxims that would, over time, become the ideological foundation for an organization that critics would come to regard as one of the most sophisticated systems of psychological control in the modern Catholic Church.


Maxim 617 was perhaps the most revealing: "Obey, as an instrument obeys in the hands of the artist — not stopping to consider the reasons for this or that order." The metaphor was precise and chilling. An instrument does not think. An instrument does not question. An instrument has no will of its own. It exists solely to serve the purpose of the hand that wields it. This was not the language of spiritual guidance; it was the language of total submission.


Maxim 941 reinforced the point: "Obedience, the sure way. Blind obedience to your superior, the way of sanctity." The word "blind" was not accidental. Escrivá was not asking his followers to obey after careful reflection, after weighing the merits of a directive against their own conscience and judgment. He was asking them to obey without seeing, without understanding, without questioning. The superior's word was to be treated as the word of God, and to resist it was not merely disobedience but sin.


And then there was Maxim 339, which addressed what happened when a superior was wrong: "Your director might be wrong, but you are not wrong in obeying the director." This was the logical endpoint of the obedience doctrine — a closed loop from which there was no exit. Even if the order was mistaken, even if it led to harm, the follower was absolved of responsibility because he had obeyed. The moral weight shifted entirely from the individual conscience to the institution. The member became, in the most literal sense, an instrument.


The Way also laid out the framework for what Escrivá called "proselytism" — the active recruitment of new members. Chapter 46, titled "Apostolate," contained maxims that read less like spiritual advice and more like a sales manual. "You must kill yourselves for proselytism," Escrivá wrote, and the violence of the metaphor was not softened by context. Members were expected to recruit constantly, to see every social interaction as a potential apostolic opportunity, to forge friendships not for their own sake but as instruments of conversion.


The book also emphasized mortification — the deliberate infliction of physical discomfort as a spiritual discipline. Maxim 208: "If you realize that your body is your enemy, and an enemy of God's glory, since it is an enemy of your sanctification, why do you treat it so softly?" This was the theological foundation for the practices that would become most notorious about Opus Dei — the cilice, the discipline, the cold showers, the sleeping on wooden boards. The body was not a gift to be cherished but an adversary to be subdued, and the instruments of subdual were pain and deprivation.


The Way sold in enormous quantities. It became, in effect, the sacred text of Opus Dei — not scripture, exactly, but something close to it: the founder's words, treated with a reverence that approached veneration. In Opus Dei centers around the world, members read passages from The Way daily, discussed them in group sessions, and were guided through them by their spiritual directors. Its emphasis on finding holiness in ordinary work resonated with millions of Catholics who had been taught that sanctity was the exclusive preserve of clergy and religious. The Way told them they could be saints too, provided they were willing to submit, to obey, and to work.


But critics read the same text and saw something different: a system designed to produce not saints but soldiers — obedient, unquestioning, and loyal to the institution above all else. The emphasis on blind obedience, the prohibition against questioning superiors, the reduction of the individual to an "instrument" — these were the hallmarks of authoritarian control. Vladimir Felzmann, who served as Escrivá's personal assistant before leaving Opus Dei in 1981, would later describe The Way as "a manual for the production of fanatics."


What made The Way particularly effective was its combination of genuine spiritual insight with mechanisms of control. The maxims about finding God in daily work, about perseverance, about the dignity of ordinary life — these were genuinely inspiring. They drew people in, opened their hearts, made them receptive. And once they were receptive, the other maxims — about obedience, about mortification, about proselytism — slipped in alongside, presented as part of the same package, woven so tightly into the fabric of the text that it was difficult to accept one thread without accepting them all.


It was, in its way, a work of genius. Not the genius of a saint, perhaps, but the genius of a man who understood human psychology with a depth and precision that was almost frightening. Escrivá knew that people do not submit to control directly. They submit to love first, and then to duty, and then to habit, and by the time they realize that the love was conditional, the duty was compulsory, and the habit was a cage, it is too late to leave without tearing themselves apart.


By the twenty-first century, The Way had been translated into more than forty languages and had sold an estimated five million copies. It was read in seminaries, recommended by parish priests, and quoted in papal documents. John Paul II, who would become Opus Dei's most important patron, described Escrivá's message as "a providential reminder" of the universal call to holiness. The book had transcended its origins as the private manual of a small Spanish organization and had become one of the most widely distributed works of Catholic spirituality in the modern era.


Yet for all its global reach, the book remained, at its core, a reflection of the man who wrote it — a man of fierce conviction and absolute certainty, who believed that he had been chosen by God to deliver a message and who regarded any resistance to that message as resistance to God himself. The Way was Escrivá's mirror, and those who looked into it saw, depending on their angle, either a saint or a tyrant, either a spiritual genius or a master manipulator. The book contained both, and it is this duality — this coexistence of genuine insight and systematic control — that made it so powerful and so dangerous.


The Way was the first step on a path that, for many, would prove very difficult to leave. It was the door through which hundreds of thousands of people would enter the world of Opus Dei. And like many doors in the organization, it was designed to open easily from the outside but to lock, quietly and firmly, from within.

 
 

Chapter Three
 The Crossing

 On the evening of July 17, 1936, a group of Spanish Army officers in Morocco launched a military coup against the democratically elected government of the Spanish Republic. Within forty-eight hours, the uprising had spread to the mainland, and Spain was engulfed in a civil war that would last nearly three years, kill half a million people, and serve as a bloody dress rehearsal for the Second World War. For Josemaría Escrivá and his fledgling organization, the war was an existential crisis.


Madrid fell almost immediately into the Republican zone — the territory controlled by the elected government and its allies, a fractious coalition of socialists, communists, anarchists, and liberal democrats. The Republic was fiercely anticlerical. In the first months of the war, churches were burned, religious statues were smashed in the streets, and hundreds of priests, monks, and nuns were murdered by Republican militias who regarded the Church as an arm of the oppressive old order. Nearly seven thousand clergy would be killed before the war ended.


Escrivá was in mortal danger. He was a priest, which alone was enough to get him killed in Republican Madrid. He was also, by temperament and conviction, deeply conservative — a man whose vision of Catholic renewal had no room for socialism, anarchism, or any ideology that challenged the authority of the Church. In the chaotic early weeks of the war, he went into hiding, moving from safe house to safe house, sleeping in attics and cellars, growing a beard to disguise himself, carrying false identity papers that identified him as a journalist.


The months of hiding were a period of genuine terror. Republican militias conducted regular searches of suspected safe houses, and several of Escrivá's hiding places were raided while he was sheltering elsewhere. He spent time in the Honduran consulate, which offered a degree of diplomatic protection, and in a psychiatric clinic, where a sympathetic doctor allowed him to pose as a patient. The experience left deep marks on him — a permanent sense of persecution, a conviction that the enemies of the Church were everywhere, and a determination to build an organization strong enough to survive any assault.


By the autumn of 1937, Escrivá had decided that he could no longer remain in Madrid. The war showed no signs of ending, the Republican authorities were tightening their grip, and his network of safe houses was becoming increasingly precarious. He resolved to escape to the Nationalist zone — the territory controlled by General Francisco Franco and his allies — by crossing the Pyrenees on foot into the tiny principality of Andorra, and from there into France, and from France back into Nationalist Spain.


The group had left Madrid in early October 1937, making their way to Barcelona, and from there toward the Pyrenees. The mountain crossing itself began on November 27, when Escrivá and his companions — seven young men, most of them early members of Opus Dei, along with a small group of other refugees — set out on foot through increasingly wild and mountainous terrain. The weather was bitter. November in the high Pyrenees meant freezing temperatures, driving rain, and the constant risk of snow. The paths — where they existed at all — were steep, rocky, and treacherous in the dark.


The group moved at night to avoid detection. Republican border patrols were active in the mountains, and anyone caught trying to cross was liable to be shot on sight or arrested and sent to a labour camp. They carried almost nothing — a few personal items, some food, and the bare minimum needed to survive in the mountains. Escrivá, who was not physically robust, struggled with the terrain. His feet blistered and bled. He developed a fever that slowed the group's progress and forced them to rest in exposed positions where they were vulnerable to discovery.


From November 22 to 27, the group sheltered in a small log cabin — its floor dug out of the ground, its roof made of pine branches — that they called the "St. Raphael Cabin" — a reference to the archangel Raphael, patron of travelers. The hut was barely large enough to hold them all, and the conditions were miserable: no fire, for fear of being seen; no hot food; no shelter from the wind that howled through the gaps in the walls. They prayed the rosary together in the darkness, their breath visible in the freezing air, and Escrivá celebrated Mass using a flat stone as an altar, with the wind threatening to extinguish the single candle that provided their only light.


On December 2, 1937, after nearly two weeks of walking, the group crossed the border into Andorra. They were exhausted, half-starved, and frostbitten, but alive. In Andorra, they found temporary shelter and began to recover their strength. On December 10, they crossed into France, and from there traveled to Hendaye, on the French-Spanish border, where they re-entered Spain through the Nationalist zone.


Escrivá settled in Burgos, the provisional capital of Franco's Spain, where he would spend the next year and three months — from January 1938 to March 1939 — rebuilding his network and resuming his pastoral work. In Burgos, he had access to a printing press for the first time, and it was there that the expanded edition of The Way began to take shape. The Civil War experience had hardened him. The young priest who had founded Opus Dei in a borrowed room in Madrid had been replaced by something more formidable: a man who had survived persecution, crossed mountains in winter, and emerged on the other side with his vision not merely intact but intensified.


The crossing of the Pyrenees would become one of the founding myths of Opus Dei — an exodus narrative that gave the organization a story of persecution and deliverance to rival those of the great religious orders. In later years, Opus Dei members would make pilgrimages to the route, retracing Escrivá's footsteps through the mountains as an act of devotion. The St. Raphael Cabin was preserved as a shrine. The crossing became proof, in the eyes of the faithful, that God had protected the founder and his Work through the darkest hour.


But the crossing also cemented something else: Escrivá's relationship with the winning side of the Spanish Civil War. He had fled the Republic and found sanctuary in Franco's Spain. He had crossed the mountains not toward exile but toward power. And when Franco won the war in April 1939 and established a dictatorship that would last for thirty-six years, Escrivá and Opus Dei would find themselves operating in a country where the Church was not persecuted but privileged, where Catholicism was not under attack but enshrined as the state religion, and where the question of how to relate to authoritarian power would define the organization for decades to come.


The war ended on April 1, 1939, with Franco's unconditional victory. Escrivá returned to Madrid, to a city devastated by three years of siege and bombardment, its buildings pocked with bullet holes, its population starving and traumatized. He moved quickly to re-establish Opus Dei's presence in the capital. He rented new premises, gathered his scattered followers, and resumed the work of recruitment and spiritual direction with a ferocity that reflected the urgency of a man who had nearly lost everything and was determined never to be caught unprepared again.


The Spain that emerged from the Civil War was a country shaped by fear — fear of communism, fear of chaos, fear of the Republic's return. Franco's regime exploited these fears ruthlessly, and the Church was its most powerful ally. Escrivá, whatever his private feelings about the dictatorship, understood that the new Spain offered Opus Dei something it had never had before: protection, legitimacy, and access to power. The question was what to do with it.


In the years immediately following the war, Opus Dei grew rapidly. The climate of intense Catholic piety that Franco cultivated — making Catholic instruction compulsory in schools, banning divorce, giving the Church a central role in public life — created fertile ground for an organization that promised to bring God's work into every aspect of secular society. Escrivá established the first Opus Dei residence for university students, began publishing his writings more widely, and secured papal approval from Pius XII in 1950, which gave the organization canonical status within the Church. The small band of followers who had gathered in borrowed rooms before the war had become, by the early 1950s, an organization with hundreds of members and a presence in several countries. The crossing of the Pyrenees had not been the end of anything; it had been the beginning of everything.


For Escrivá himself, the war years remained a touchstone throughout his life — proof that God had protected him and his Work through the furnace of persecution. He spoke of the crossing often, with a mix of humility and triumph that reflected the complex emotions of a man who had survived genuine danger and emerged convinced that his survival was a sign of divine favour. Whether that conviction was justified or merely self-serving would be debated for decades. What was not debatable was its effect: it gave Escrivá an unshakeable confidence in his mission, a certainty that the Work of God could not be stopped by any earthly power, and a willingness to use whatever means were necessary to ensure that it never was.

 [image: The Sanctuary of Torreciudad in the Aragonese Pyrenees]The Sanctuary of Torreciudad, built by Opus Dei in the Aragonese Pyrenees near the route Escrivá took during his escape from Republican Spain in 1937. The shrine became a major pilgrimage site for members of the Work.
 

Chapter Four
 God's Workforce

 To understand Opus Dei, you must first understand its architecture — not the architecture of its buildings, though those are significant, but the architecture of its membership, the intricate hierarchy of commitment and control that Escrivá designed and refined over decades until it functioned with the precision of a Swiss clock and the relentlessness of a factory production line.


At the base of the pyramid were the supernumeraries. They made up roughly seventy percent of Opus Dei's total membership — by far the largest group — and they were, in many respects, the most conventional. Supernumeraries were typically married men and women with careers and families who lived in their own homes and pursued their own professions. They attended weekly meetings called "circles," received spiritual direction from an Opus Dei priest or lay director, and contributed financially to the organization. They followed a "plan of life" — a daily schedule of spiritual practices that included morning prayer, mass, rosary, spiritual reading, and an examination of conscience — but they were not required to live in Opus Dei centers or practice celibacy.


Supernumeraries were the public face of Opus Dei — the members that the organization pointed to when critics accused it of being a cult. Look, the argument went, seventy percent of our members are ordinary married people with jobs and families. They come and go as they please. They are not locked away in cells or forced to wear hair shirts. The supernumeraries proved that Opus Dei was a mainstream Catholic organization, not a fringe sect.


But the supernumeraries were not where the real power lay. The real power resided one level up, with the numeraries — the roughly twenty percent of members who constituted the backbone of the organization, its permanent workforce, its most committed and most controlled cadre. Numeraries were required to be celibate. They lived in gender-segregated Opus Dei centers — residential houses run according to strict schedules and rules. They handed over their entire salary to the organization, receiving back only a small personal allowance. They could not choose where they lived; their assignments were determined by their superiors based on the organization's needs. They could not choose their own spiritual director. They could not read books without permission. Their incoming and outgoing mail was, for much of Opus Dei's history, subject to inspection by their superiors.


The daily life of a numerary was regimented to a degree that would be recognizable to anyone who has studied the internal rules of a monastic order — or, for that matter, a military unit. They rose early for morning prayer. They attended mass. They worked at their professional jobs during the day — Opus Dei was insistent that numeraries maintain secular careers, since the organization's entire theology was built around the sanctification of work. In the evenings, they returned to the center for communal meals, spiritual reading, and the various practices of mortification and prayer that constituted their "plan of life." Lights out was strictly enforced.


Within the numerary class, there was a further subdivision that was unique to the women's branch of Opus Dei: the numerary assistants. These were women who had taken the same vows of celibacy and obedience as other numeraries but whose professional work was defined as the domestic maintenance of Opus Dei centers. They cooked, cleaned, did laundry, and maintained the residences where other members lived. Escrivá justified this arrangement by arguing that domestic work was a form of professional labor as dignified as any other, and that the women who performed it were sanctifying themselves through service.


Critics saw it differently. They saw a system in which women — often recruited from poor families at young ages — were channelled into lives of unpaid domestic servitude under the guise of spiritual vocation. In 2024, Argentine prosecutors would charge four Opus Dei priests with human trafficking and labor exploitation, alleging that forty-three women, many of them recruited as minors from low-income rural families, had been assigned to domestic tasks in Opus Dei centers where they worked up to fourteen hours a day, seven days a week, without pay, without social security registration, and without basic labor rights. Opus Dei denied the charges, but the case laid bare the gap between the organization's theology of work and the lived reality of its most vulnerable members.


Above the numeraries were the associates — celibate members who took on apostolic assignments but did not live in Opus Dei centers. They occupied a middle ground between the full immersion of the numerary life and the relative independence of the supernumeraries. And at the top of the hierarchy, separate from the lay membership, were the priests of the Prelature — ordained clergy who were under the direct jurisdiction of the Prelate of Opus Dei rather than their local bishop. They constituted roughly two percent of the membership but wielded disproportionate influence, since they served as spiritual directors, confessors, and the ultimate arbiters of the organization's internal discipline.


The total membership of Opus Dei stood, by the mid-2020s, at approximately ninety thousand worldwide — a number that had remained relatively stable for decades. It was a small organization by the standards of the Catholic Church, which counted over a billion members globally. But what Opus Dei lacked in numbers, it more than compensated for in intensity. Each member, regardless of their category, was expected to maintain the "plan of life" — a comprehensive daily schedule of spiritual practices that left very little of the day unaccounted for.


The plan of life for a numerary was particularly demanding. It began with what Escrivá called "the heroic minute" — the moment of rising at the designated hour without hesitation, without hitting the snooze button, as an act of will and obedience. This was followed by morning prayers, mental prayer lasting thirty minutes, attendance at mass, and the praying of the Angelus at noon. Throughout the day, the numerary was expected to perform small acts of mortification — drinking coffee without sugar, skipping dessert, offering up small discomforts as sacrifices. In the evening, there were further prayers, spiritual reading from The Way or other approved texts, and a daily examination of conscience in which the member reviewed the day's failures and renewed their commitment to the plan.


Once a week, the numerary met with their spiritual director for a session called the "confidence" or "chat" — a conversation that covered every aspect of the member's spiritual, professional, and personal life. The spiritual director asked probing questions about the member's prayer life, their work, their relationships, their thoughts, and their struggles with temptation. Nothing was off-limits. The information gathered in these sessions was, in theory, confidential, but former members testified that it was routinely shared with other Opus Dei officials as part of the organization's internal management system.


For supernumeraries, the demands were lighter but still substantial. They were expected to attend a weekly circle — a group meeting with other members — and to meet regularly with their spiritual director. They contributed financially to Opus Dei, typically a percentage of their income, and were expected to support the organization's apostolic activities. They were also expected to recruit — to identify potential new members among their friends, colleagues, and acquaintances and to guide them toward the organization.


The system was, in its way, remarkably efficient. By dividing its membership into tiers of commitment, Opus Dei created a structure that could accommodate a wide range of people — from the casual supernumerary who attended a weekly meeting to the fully committed numerary who had surrendered their salary, their living situation, and their personal autonomy to the organization. Each tier fed the next. Supernumeraries identified promising recruits. Those recruits were drawn deeper into the organization through retreats, study circles, and personal attention. The most committed among them were encouraged to become numeraries, and the cycle continued.


The secrecy of the organization compounded the sense of enclosure. For much of its history, Opus Dei's internal constitution forbade members from revealing their membership without express permission from superiors. The organization did not publish membership lists. Members were discouraged from discussing internal practices with outsiders, and close personal friendships between members were actively broken up by directors who viewed any loyalty that competed with loyalty to the Work as a threat to discipline. Even the friend who had recruited you — the person who had shown you such warmth and attention during the courtship phase — would be separated from you after you joined, because the bond of recruitment had served its purpose and personal attachments were now a distraction.


What held the entire structure together was not force — Opus Dei did not physically restrain its members or lock them in — but something more subtle and more effective: a web of social obligation, spiritual authority, and emotional dependency that made leaving feel not like a practical decision but like a spiritual catastrophe. To leave Opus Dei was not merely to resign from an organization; it was to abandon God's call, to betray the Work, to risk one's eternal salvation. The cage had no lock. It didn't need one.

 [image: Opus Dei central headquarters in Rome]Villa Tevere, Opus Dei's central headquarters in Rome. From this building, the Prelate oversees an organization of approximately 90,000 members spanning more than 60 countries.
 

Chapter Five
 The Cilice

 The cilice is a small thing. A band of braided wire, perhaps eight inches long and two inches wide, with tiny metal prongs on the inside that point inward toward the skin. It is worn around the upper thigh, cinched tight enough that the prongs press into the flesh, and it is kept in place for two hours each day. The thigh is chosen because it can be hidden beneath clothing. The two-hour limit is maintained because longer use risks infection. The cilice is alternated between legs to allow the skin time to heal between sessions.


This was one of the instruments of corporal mortification that numerary members of Opus Dei were expected to use as part of their daily spiritual practice. The practice was not unique to Opus Dei — cilices and similar devices had been used by Catholic ascetics for centuries, and saints from Francis of Assisi to Thérèse of Lisieux had practiced various forms of self-mortification. But what distinguished Opus Dei's use of corporal mortification was not the practice itself but the fact that it was required rather than voluntary, supervised rather than personal, and embedded in a comprehensive system of obedience that left members with little room to opt out.


Opus Dei's official position on corporal mortification was carefully worded. The organization acknowledged that some members used the cilice and other penitential devices but insisted that the practice caused "a fairly low level of discomfort" comparable to fasting — "no blood, no injury, no harm to health." The comparison to fasting was strategic: fasting was a widely accepted Catholic practice that most people understood and did not find alarming. By equating the cilice with skipping lunch, Opus Dei sought to normalize something that, to outsiders, looked very different from going without a meal.


Former members told a different story. Sharon Clasen, who joined Opus Dei as a freshman at Boston College through a residence called Bayridge that she did not initially know was run by the organization, described receiving her cilice after becoming a numerary. The small metal chain was presented as a tool of spiritual growth, a way to share in the sufferings of Christ, and she was told that the discomfort was minimal. In practice, she found that the prongs left marks in her flesh — small puncture wounds that appeared after each wearing, reddened the skin, and sometimes bled lightly. She was also given a discipline — a cord whip made of knotted cotton, resembling macramé — which she was instructed to use on her back or buttocks once a week while kneeling on the floor of her room and reciting a prayer. She was encouraged, she later testified, to "draw a little blood."


John Roche, an Irish physicist who joined Opus Dei in 1959 as a graduate student at Galway University and eventually became a lecturer at Oxford, described a more intensive regime. During his fourteen years as a numerary, he used the discipline three times a week, administering forty strokes with a waxed, corded whip. The whipping was done in private, behind a closed door, and the sound was masked by running water or music. Roche testified that the practice left welts and bruises and that he had been told this was normal — a sign that the mortification was being performed correctly. He was also required to sleep on the floor one night a week and to take cold showers daily, offering up the suffering "for the intentions of the current Prelate of Opus Dei."


The cold showers were a daily mortification for most numeraries. The shock of freezing water at six in the morning was, like the cilice and the discipline, framed as a spiritual exercise — a way to subjugate the body and its appetites, to start the day with an act of will that demonstrated the numerary's commitment to the Work. For female numeraries, there was an additional mortification: sleeping on wooden boards instead of a mattress. Escrivá had justified this practice with a logic that was breathtaking in its circularity — since women numeraries had given up having children through their vow of celibacy, he argued, they needed this "special mortification" to keep them emotionally strong. The connection between sleepless nights on wooden planks and emotional resilience was not explained.


Beyond these prescribed mortifications, members were expected to practice smaller, daily acts of self-denial at every meal: drinking coffee without milk or sugar, not buttering toast, skipping dessert, refusing second helpings. These were presented not as punishments but as opportunities — small offerings to God, tiny sacrifices that accumulated over time into a life of continuous penitence. The cumulative effect was a daily existence in which comfort was suspect, pleasure was dangerous, and the body was an adversary that required constant vigilance and discipline to keep in line.


The theological framework for all of this was drawn from The Way and from Escrivá's broader teaching about the relationship between suffering and sanctity. Maxim 208 was the key text: "If you realize that your body is your enemy, and an enemy of God's glory, since it is an enemy of your sanctification, why do you treat it so softly?" The body was the enemy. Physical comfort was a trap. Pain was the path to God. This was not a metaphor; it was a literal instruction to treat the human body as a hostile force that needed to be brought to heel through systematic discomfort.


What made these practices particularly concerning, in the view of critics, was not the practices themselves — the Catholic tradition had always included room for physical penance — but the absence of independent oversight. Opus Dei used its own internal medical doctors, who were themselves members of the organization and therefore subject to its authority. The practices were supervised by spiritual directors who were also Opus Dei members. Local bishops, who would normally have oversight of Catholic organizations operating in their dioceses, had limited access to what happened inside Opus Dei centers. The organization operated, in effect, as a closed system — a self-regulating entity that answered to no external authority on matters of internal discipline.


Cardinal Basil Hume, the Archbishop of Westminster, addressed this concern directly in December 1981, when he issued a set of guidelines for Opus Dei's activities in England and Wales. Among his recommendations was the stipulation that "people should be free to join or leave the organisation without undue pressure" and that "no one under the age of 18 should be allowed to take any vow with Opus Dei or make any long-term commitment to it." The guidelines were diplomatically worded but unmistakable in their implication: one of the most senior Catholic prelates in the English-speaking world was concerned enough about what was happening inside Opus Dei to put his concerns in writing.


For those inside the organization, the experience of corporal mortification was complex and often contradictory. Many members — perhaps even most — accepted it willingly, even gratefully, as a genuine spiritual practice that brought them closer to God. The pain was real, but so was the sense of purpose, the feeling of participating in something larger than themselves, the belief that their suffering had meaning. They were not victims, in their own understanding; they were athletes of the spirit, training for holiness the way a marathon runner trains for a race.


But for those who came to doubt — who began to question whether the pain was serving God or serving the institution, whether the obedience was spiritual or merely organizational, whether the suffering was redemptive or merely pointless — the practices took on a very different character. The cilice that had once felt like a badge of commitment now felt like a shackle. The discipline that had once felt like an offering now felt like abuse. And the realization that they had been doing these things not out of free choice but out of compulsion — that the entire system was designed to make refusal feel like betrayal — was, for many former members, the moment when the foundations of their faith in Opus Dei began to crack.


The experience of leaving was itself a kind of mortification — not of the body but of the spirit. Sharon Clasen testified that for four months after her departure, she was harassed by Opus Dei members. One followed her on the subway, telling her she would "go to hell" if she did not return. Others called her family, expressing concern for her spiritual welfare in terms that made clear the concern was for her obedience, not her wellbeing. The message was unmistakable: to leave was to fall, and the fall was eternal.


It was a moment that came, sooner or later, for more people than the organization would ever publicly acknowledge. They removed the cilice. They put down the discipline. And then they faced the harder task: rebuilding a self that the organization had spent years dismantling.

 [image: A cilice — a spiked metal chain used for corporal mortification]A cilice, the spiked metal chain worn around the upper thigh for two hours daily by Opus Dei numeraries. The small inward-pointing prongs press into the flesh as an act of penance. Former members testified that the practice left puncture marks and sometimes drew blood.
 

Chapter Six
 The Technocrats

 In February 1957, General Francisco Franco reshuffled his cabinet. It was not an unusual event — the Caudillo periodically rotated his ministers to prevent any single faction from accumulating too much influence — but this particular reshuffle would prove to be one of the most consequential decisions of his thirty-six-year dictatorship. Among the new ministers were three men who shared a common affiliation: Alberto Ullastres Calvo, appointed Minister of Trade; Mariano Navarro Rubio, appointed Minister of Finance; and Laureano López Rodó, who took the position of Technical Secretary-General of the Presidency and would later become Commissioner for the Economic Development Plan. All three were members of Opus Dei.


Their appointment marked the beginning of what historians would later call the era of the "technocrats" — a period in which Opus Dei members, armed with university degrees and free-market economics, displaced the old Falangist ideologues who had dominated Franco's government since the end of the Civil War. The Falangists had pursued a policy of autarky — economic self-sufficiency, protected markets, state-controlled industry — that had kept Spain impoverished while the rest of Western Europe boomed in the postwar years. By the late 1950s, the Spanish economy was in crisis. Inflation was rampant, foreign reserves were depleted, and the country was on the verge of bankruptcy.


The Opus Dei technocrats offered Franco something the Falangists could not: a way out. They proposed a radical program of economic liberalization modeled on the free-market policies that had fueled the postwar recovery in Germany and France. The centerpiece of their plan was the Stabilization Plan of 1959, a sweeping package of reforms that opened Spain to foreign investment, devalued the peseta, slashed government spending, and dismantled many of the protectionist barriers that had insulated Spanish industry from international competition. It was, in the words of one historian, "a mini coup d'état" — a fundamental restructuring of the Spanish economy carried out not through revolution but through ministerial appointment.


The plan worked. Spectacularly. Between 1959 and 1973, Spain experienced an economic transformation so rapid and so dramatic that it became known as the "Spanish Miracle." The country's GDP grew at an average rate of seven percent per year — the second-fastest growth rate in the world, behind only Japan. Average incomes nearly tripled in the 1960s. Spaniards who had never owned a refrigerator or a television were suddenly buying both. The tourist industry exploded as millions of Northern Europeans discovered Spain's beaches and sunshine, bringing foreign currency that fueled further growth. New factories, highways, and apartment blocks transformed the landscape of a country that had been, just a decade earlier, one of the poorest in Western Europe.


For Opus Dei, the Spanish Miracle was both a vindication and a complication. It was a vindication because it demonstrated, in the most tangible possible terms, that Opus Dei members were capable of operating at the highest levels of government and producing results. The technocrats had taken a failing economy and turned it into a growth engine. Their success gave the organization credibility, influence, and a reputation for competence that extended far beyond Spain's borders. International observers took notice. If Opus Dei could transform Spain, what else could it do?


But it was also a complication because it linked Opus Dei, permanently and publicly, to the Franco dictatorship. The technocrats had modernized the Spanish economy, but they had done so in the service of an authoritarian regime that suppressed political dissent, banned free trade unions, censored the press, and maintained its grip on power through a combination of police repression and the institutional support of the Catholic Church. The Spanish Miracle was not accompanied by political liberalization. Franco remained dictator. Opposition parties remained illegal. The secret police remained active. And Opus Dei members sat in the cabinet that presided over all of it.


Over the course of the Franco era, a total of eight Opus Dei members served among Franco's one hundred and sixteen ministers. The organization's defenders pointed out that this was a small fraction of the total — less than seven percent — and argued that the individuals in question were acting in their personal capacity, not as representatives of Opus Dei. The organization had no political agenda, they insisted; its members were free to hold whatever political views they chose, and their service in government reflected their individual competence, not an institutional strategy.


The Matesa scandal of 1969 brought the political risks of the technocrat era into sharp focus. Matesa, a Barcelona-based manufacturer of textile looms, was revealed to have fraudulently obtained massive export credits from the Spanish government — credits that had been approved under the watch of Opus Dei-linked officials. The scandal exposed tensions between the Falangist old guard and the Opus Dei technocrats, with each faction leaking damaging information about the other to the press. Franco, characteristically, resolved the crisis by sacking ministers from both camps, but the episode permanently damaged Opus Dei's reputation for incorruptibility and reinforced the perception that the organization's members were not above using the levers of state power for purposes that served their own network as much as the national interest.


Critics were unconvinced. They argued that the distinction between individual and institutional was meaningless in an organization that demanded total obedience from its members and maintained tight control over every aspect of their lives. How could a man who submitted his will to his Opus Dei spiritual director on matters as intimate as his prayer life and his sexual conduct suddenly exercise independent judgment on matters of government policy? The technocrats were Opus Dei members before they were ministers, the critics argued, and their primary loyalty was to the Work, not to the state.


The relationship between Opus Dei and the Franco regime was also complicated by the question of what the technocrats knew — and what they chose to ignore. The economic reforms they implemented were genuine and consequential, but they were carried out within a framework of political repression that the technocrats did nothing to challenge. They modernized the economy without modernizing the polity. They brought Spain into the twentieth century materially while leaving it in the nineteenth century politically. And they did so not because they were powerless to effect political change but because political change was not their priority. Their priority was the Work — the expansion of Opus Dei's influence, the advancement of its mission, the creation of a Catholic elite that could shape society from within.


The legacy of the technocrat era haunted Opus Dei long after Franco's death in 1975. When Spain transitioned to democracy in the late 1970s, the organization found itself on the wrong side of history — associated with a dictatorship that the new democratic Spain was eager to repudiate. Opus Dei's defenders argued that the organization had never been politically aligned with Franco, that its members had served in government as individuals, and that the economic reforms they had implemented had laid the groundwork for the democratic transition that followed. But the stain was not so easily washed away.


The economic miracle also had a human cost that the technocrats preferred not to discuss. The growth was unevenly distributed, concentrated in the industrial regions of Catalonia, the Basque Country, and Madrid while leaving large swathes of rural Spain behind. Millions of workers migrated from the countryside to the cities, crowding into hastily built apartment blocks on the urban periphery. Others emigrated to Germany, France, and Switzerland, sending remittances home that padded the national statistics but masked the reality of lives disrupted and families separated. The technocrats counted the GDP growth and pronounced it good. The social costs were someone else's problem.


In Latin America, the pattern repeated itself with troubling consistency. Opus Dei members were connected to General Augusto Pinochet's military regime in Chile, to the military junta of Juan Carlos Onganía in Argentina, and — according to some accounts — to the failed 2002 coup attempt against Hugo Chávez in Venezuela. In each case, the organization maintained the same defense: individual members acting in their personal capacity, not institutional involvement. And in each case, the defense strained credulity to the same degree.


The banking connection ran deeper still. Luis Valls Taberner, who had been recruited into Opus Dei by Escrivá himself in its early days, served as chairman of Banco Popular for decades, building it into Spain's sixth-largest bank. A network of Opus Dei-connected shareholders and private companies — known informally as "the Syndicate" — controlled the bank and allegedly used it to finance an extensive real-estate empire and to spread the organization's influence through favorable loans and financial arrangements. When Banco Popular collapsed unexpectedly in June 2017, it exposed questions about decades of financial management that remained unresolved years later.


The Franco connection established a template that Opus Dei would follow throughout its history: the pursuit of influence through elite placement rather than mass politics, the cultivation of relationships with power rather than the exercise of power directly, and the maintenance of a carefully constructed ambiguity about where the individual ended and the institution began. It was a strategy that served the organization well in the corridors of power. But it also ensured that Opus Dei would never be free of the suspicion that behind the prayer groups and the study circles and the spiritual direction, there was something else — a will to power that dared not speak its name.

 [image: Josemaría Escrivá at the Vatican]Josemaría Escrivá during a visit to the Vatican. His close relationship with Pope John Paul II would prove crucial to both the elevation of Opus Dei to Personal Prelature status and his own fast-tracked canonization.
 

Chapter Seven
 Fishing for Souls

 They called it "fishing." In the internal language of Opus Dei — a language that was rich with metaphors drawn from the Gospels but applied with the precision of a corporate strategy — "fishing" was the process of identifying, befriending, and ultimately recruiting new members. The term was apt. Like a skilled angler, the Opus Dei recruiter approached the target with patience, subtlety, and a lure designed to appeal to the specific appetites of the quarry. The hook was always hidden.


Escrivá himself had laid out the theology and strategy of recruitment with characteristic directness. "You must kill yourselves for proselytism," he wrote in The Way, and the instruction was taken literally by the organization's membership. Every Opus Dei member, regardless of their category, was expected to recruit. Numeraries were required to report regularly to their spiritual directors on the progress of their recruiting efforts, filling out monthly statistics that tracked the number of "friends" they had cultivated, the number of apostolic visits they had made, and the number of retreats their prospects had attended. Recruitment was not optional; it was a central obligation of membership, and failure to recruit was treated as a spiritual deficiency.


The process typically began at a university. Opus Dei had long understood that the most fertile ground for recruitment was the campus — that concentrated population of young, idealistic, intellectually curious people who were just beginning to make the choices that would define their adult lives. The organization operated residential houses, study groups, and social activities near universities across the world, many of them under names that did not immediately identify them as Opus Dei ventures. A young student might be invited to a study group, a social evening, a weekend retreat, or a volunteer project without being told that the people organizing it were Opus Dei members pursuing a deliberate recruitment strategy.


Tammy DiNicola was a freshman at Boston College when she attended her first Opus Dei retreat in February 1987. She was nineteen years old, idealistic, and Catholic — precisely the profile that Opus Dei recruiters were trained to identify. She had been befriended by an older student who invited her to social events, study sessions, and eventually a weekend retreat at an Opus Dei center. The older student was warm, attentive, and deeply interested in Tammy's spiritual life — a pattern of intense personal attention that cult specialists would later identify as "love bombing," a recruitment technique in which the target is showered with flattery, affection, and apparent friendship until they become emotionally invested in the relationship and, by extension, in the organization behind it.


By her junior year, Tammy had pledged celibacy and become a numerary. Over the following three years, her family watched her transform — from an outgoing, independent young woman into someone who was increasingly withdrawn, obedient to her Opus Dei directors, and hostile to any suggestion that the organization might not have her best interests at heart. Her family was, in her mother Dianne's words, "shattered" by the experience. Visits were curtailed. Phone calls were monitored. Every attempt by the family to express concern was interpreted, by Tammy and by her directors, as an attack on God's Work.


The intervention came in June 1990, after Tammy's graduation. Her mother had spent months planning it, consulting with cult awareness professionals and former Opus Dei members. During the conversation, Dianne asked her daughter a simple question: she held up an apple and asked whether it was a peach or an apple. Tammy answered that it was an apple. "Then why," her mother asked, "do you believe everything Opus Dei tells you without question?" In Tammy's telling, that was the moment she "saw the deception and manipulation of Opus Dei so clearly" that she immediately decided to leave. In 1991, she and her mother co-founded the Opus Dei Awareness Network — ODAN — to provide information and support to other families in similar situations.


Sharon Clasen's story followed a similar trajectory. She had applied to live at Bayridge, a residence near Boston College, without knowing that it was run by Opus Dei. The residence looked like a normal student house — comfortable, well-maintained, with a friendly atmosphere and regular social events. It was only after she had been living there for some time, and had formed close relationships with the other residents, that the Opus Dei connection was gradually revealed. By then, she was emotionally invested, and the transition from resident to supernumerary to numerary felt less like a recruitment process than a natural deepening of a genuine spiritual commitment.


The recruitment strategy was methodical and documented. Opus Dei's internal manuals — which were not made available to the general public but were seen and, in some cases, copied by former members — laid out a step-by-step process for identifying and cultivating potential recruits. Members were instructed to form "teams" and develop strategies tailored to individual targets. If a potential recruit was an avid skier, numeraries might organize a weekend ski trip. If they were interested in philosophy, a reading group would be arranged. The goal was always the same: to surround the target with Opus Dei members, to make the organization's social world feel like their natural community, and to gradually introduce the spiritual obligations that came with membership.


The targeting of young people was a particular point of controversy. Cardinal Basil Hume's 1981 guidelines had specifically addressed the issue, recommending that no one under eighteen should be allowed to make any long-term commitment to Opus Dei. But former members testified that recruitment of teenagers continued, sometimes targeting young people as young as fourteen or fifteen. In Latin America, journalist Gareth Gore's investigation documented the recruitment of girls from impoverished communities, some as young as twelve, who were brought into Opus Dei as numerary assistants — effectively unpaid domestic workers in Opus Dei centers.


The internal term for the moment of commitment was "whistling" — the act of writing a formal letter to the Prelate of Opus Dei requesting admission as a member. The term had an innocuous, almost playful quality that belied the significance of what it represented. To "whistle" was to commit oneself to a life of obedience, mortification, and service to the Work. For numeraries, it meant surrendering their salary, their living situation, their personal autonomy, and their right to make major life decisions without the approval of their spiritual director. The commitment was not, technically, permanent — members could leave — but the social, emotional, and spiritual pressures against leaving were enormous.


What made the recruitment process particularly effective was the delay between initial contact and full disclosure. A potential recruit might spend months or even years attending Opus Dei activities before the full scope of the commitment was revealed. By the time they understood what they were being asked to give up, they had already formed deep relationships within the organization, had come to depend on it for their social life and spiritual identity, and had internalized its teachings to a degree that made questioning feel like betrayal. The information came incrementally — a technique that cult awareness specialists call "graduated disclosure" — and at each stage, the person was given just enough new information to keep them moving forward without triggering the alarm bells that might have sounded if the full picture had been presented at once.


For many who joined, the experience was genuinely positive — a source of community, purpose, and spiritual growth that enriched their lives and deepened their faith. Opus Dei's defenders were not wrong to point out that the organization had millions of satisfied supporters and that the vast majority of its members remained willingly and even enthusiastically committed. But for those who came to feel that they had been manipulated — that the friendship had been strategic, the affection conditional, and the commitment extracted through a process designed to bypass their critical judgment — the experience left deep and lasting scars.


María del Carmen Tapia's experience offered a darker window into the recruitment and retention process. Tapia had joined Opus Dei in 1948 in Spain and rose to positions of significant responsibility, eventually directing the women's branch in Venezuela and working in Escrivá's central offices in Rome. When she fell out of favour, she was recalled to Rome and held in what amounted to internal exile — isolated from her contacts, subjected to verbal abuse from Escrivá himself, and prevented from leaving until she was finally expelled. Her memoir, Beyond the Threshold, published in 1992, documented a pattern of manipulation and psychological control that she described as "determined indoctrination, not to say shameless brainwashing." The book was denounced by Opus Dei as the bitter account of a disgruntled former member, but Tapia's testimony was too detailed, too specific, and too consistent with the accounts of other defectors to be easily dismissed.


ODAN, the organization that Tammy and Dianne DiNicola founded in 1991, would go on to collect hundreds of testimonies from former members and their families. The stories varied in their details but shared a common structure: an initial period of warmth and welcome, a gradual deepening of commitment, a growing sense of control and isolation, and — for those who left — a painful process of disentangling themselves from an organization that had become their entire world. The pattern was consistent enough to suggest that it was not the result of individual bad actors but of a system — a system that was designed, from the top down, to draw people in and make it as difficult as possible for them to leave.

 
 

Chapter Eight
 The Fastest Saint

 Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer died on June 26, 1975, in the study of his private apartment at Villa Tevere, the Opus Dei headquarters in Rome. He was seventy-three years old. His death was sudden — a heart attack, according to the official account — and it came just five months before the death of Francisco Franco would begin Spain's transition to democracy. The founder of Opus Dei did not live to see the world he had helped to shape begin to change around him.


What happened after his death, however, would prove to be as consequential as anything that had happened during his lifetime. Almost immediately, the process of making Josemaría Escrivá a saint began. And it would proceed at a speed that astonished even the most seasoned Vatican observers — a speed that raised questions not only about the process itself but about the relationship between Opus Dei and the papacy, and about what, exactly, sainthood meant when the organization promoting the candidate was also one of the most powerful institutions in the Catholic Church.


The formal process — known as a "cause for canonization" — was opened in 1981, just six years after Escrivá's death. This was already remarkably fast. The Catholic Church's traditional approach to sainthood was glacial. Most candidates waited decades, sometimes centuries, before their causes were even considered. The standard procedure involved a rigorous investigation of the candidate's life, writings, and reputation for holiness, conducted by Church tribunals that operated with the deliberate slowness of institutions that measured time in centuries rather than years. A key feature of the traditional process was the office of the "Devil's Advocate" — a Church official whose job was to argue against the candidate's canonization, to present every possible objection, every damaging piece of evidence, every reason to doubt that the person in question was truly worthy of being declared a saint.


But in 1983, Pope John Paul II overhauled the entire sainthood process. The reforms were sweeping: the number of required miracles was reduced, the timelines were shortened, and — most significantly — the office of the Devil's Advocate was abolished. The Pope's stated intention was to make sainthood more accessible, to lift up contemporary role models of holiness for a "jaded secular world." Critics noted that the reforms had the effect of removing the most rigorous checks on the canonization process at precisely the moment when Opus Dei's founder was being considered for sainthood.


The connection between John Paul II and Opus Dei was deep and longstanding. As a young cardinal in Kraków, Karol Wojtyła had often visited Rome and had developed a warm relationship with Escrivá. He frequently prayed at Escrivá's tomb after the founder's death. After his election as Pope in 1978, John Paul made his support for Opus Dei unmistakable. In 1982, he elevated the organization to the status of a Personal Prelature — the first, and to this day the only, such designation in the Catholic Church — a move that gave Opus Dei a unique degree of independence from local bishops and a direct line to the Vatican. The elevation was a prize that Opus Dei had sought for decades, and John Paul delivered it within four years of taking office.


Escrivá was beatified — the penultimate step before canonization — on May 17, 1992, in a ceremony in St. Peter's Square attended by an estimated three hundred thousand people, many of them bused in by Opus Dei from around the world. The beatification required a certified miracle, and the one presented — the unexplained healing of a Carmelite nun's tumor — was certified by doctors who were themselves Opus Dei members. This fact drew sharp criticism from observers who noted the obvious conflict of interest, but the Vatican accepted the certification without apparent concern.


The canonization followed ten years later, on October 6, 2002. Escrivá was declared a saint in the same St. Peter's Square, before another enormous crowd, by the same Pope who had championed his cause from the beginning. The entire process — from death to sainthood — had taken just twenty-seven years. For most candidates, the journey takes at least fifty years, and for many, centuries. Escrivá's canonization set a modern record for speed, a fact that even sympathetic commentators found difficult to explain without reference to Opus Dei's wealth, influence, and organizational efficiency.


The criticism of the process was fierce and came from within the Church as well as from outside it. Kenneth Woodward, the longtime religion editor of Newsweek and one of the most respected journalists covering the Vatican, noted that the traditional Devil's Advocate system had been bypassed and that witnesses hostile to Escrivá had not been adequately heard. Opus Dei officials insisted that eleven critics had been heard among the ninety-two witnesses who testified during the process, but Woodward and others disputed this number, and several former members — including María del Carmen Tapia, John Roche, Miguel Fisac, and Vladimir Felzmann — stated publicly that they had been refused a hearing.


The exclusion of critical witnesses was, for many, the most troubling aspect of the process. Tapia, who had spent eighteen years in Opus Dei and had served as Escrivá's secretary in Rome, had firsthand knowledge of the founder's personality and behavior that contradicted the portrait presented by the postulators. She had witnessed his explosive temper, his verbal cruelty, and his obsession with social status. She had seen him scream at subordinates, calling them "whores" and "sows" in fits of rage that left the women around him shaking. She had watched him pursue the aristocratic title of Marqués de Peralta — a title he obtained through the Spanish Ministry of Justice in 1968, with the application signed by an Opus Dei supernumerary who happened to be the Ministry's undersecretary — and she had noted the irony of a priest who preached humility and the sanctification of ordinary life seeking a noble title for himself.


Escrivá's defenders argued that the temper was a sign of passion, not cruelty — the fiery personality of a man consumed by zeal for God's work. The pursuit of the noble title, they said, was not vanity but an attempt to recover a family heritage that had been lost. And the speed of the canonization process reflected not political manipulation but the genuine holiness of the candidate, supported by an outpouring of devotion from millions of faithful around the world.


But the doubts persisted. Father Capucci, the postulator responsible for presenting Escrivá's case, acknowledged that the chief criticisms — "he had a bad temper, he was cruel, he was vain" — were well known to the tribunal. His response was that these were human failings that did not disqualify Escrivá from sainthood, since saints were not required to be perfect. This was technically true, but it sidestepped the more fundamental question: whether the process that had led to Escrivá's canonization had been conducted with sufficient rigor to justify the conclusion, or whether it had been shaped, from beginning to end, by the wealth and influence of the organization the candidate had founded.


Vladimir Felzmann, the Czech-born priest who had served as Escrivá's personal assistant before leaving Opus Dei in 1981, offered perhaps the most damning assessment. Felzmann testified that Escrivá had been so distressed by the reforms of the Second Vatican Council — the great liberalizing council of the 1960s that had opened the windows of the Church to the modern world — that he had "even traveled to Greece with the idea that he might convert to the Orthodox religion." If true, this was an extraordinary revelation: the founder of an organization devoted to the Catholic Church had considered abandoning it entirely rather than accept changes that he found intolerable.


The canonization of Josemaría Escrivá remains one of the most controversial in modern Catholic history. For Opus Dei's members, he is a genuine saint — a man of heroic virtue who heard God's call and spent his life answering it. For the organization's critics, his canonization was a triumph of institutional power over institutional integrity — proof that in the modern Church, holiness could be manufactured by an organization with enough money, enough influence, and enough determination to push its candidate through a process that had been conveniently reformed to make such pushing easier.


The Marqués de Peralta affair, though a footnote in the larger story of Escrivá's life, captured the contradiction perfectly. Here was a priest who preached the holiness of ordinary work, the dignity of the common man, the spiritual value of sweeping floors and selling groceries — and who simultaneously pursued a noble title that his own father had never held, through a bureaucratic process greased by Opus Dei connections. He ceded the title to his brother Santiago in 1972, three years before his death, but the damage was done. The man who told his followers that humility was the path to God had revealed, in this one small act of vanity, that the path he walked himself was paved with rather different ambitions.


The truth, as usual, probably lies somewhere in the space between these two positions — a space that the Catholic Church, for all its two thousand years of experience with the complexities of human sanctity, has never found a way to comfortably occupy.

 [image: Altar dedicated to Josemaría Escrivá in the Peterskirche, Vienna]An altar dedicated to Saint Josemaría Escrivá in the Peterskirche in Vienna. His canonization in 2002 — just 27 years after his death — was one of the fastest in modern Catholic history and remains deeply controversial.
 

Chapter Nine
 The Code

 In the spring of 2003, a novel appeared in American bookstores that would do more to shape public perception of Opus Dei than anything the organization itself had done in seventy-five years of existence. The book was called The Da Vinci Code, its author was a former English teacher named Dan Brown, and it sold eighty million copies worldwide — making it one of the bestselling novels in history and transforming Opus Dei, overnight, from an obscure Catholic organization that most people had never heard of into a household name synonymous with conspiracy, secrecy, and murderous fanaticism.


Brown's novel featured a character named Silas — a hulking, albino Opus Dei "monk" who whipped himself bloody in his cell, wore a cilice that drew rivers of blood down his thigh, and murdered several people in pursuit of the Holy Grail. Silas was a creature of pure fiction — there are no monks in Opus Dei, the cilice does not produce rivers of blood, and the organization has, so far as anyone has been able to determine, never commissioned a murder — but the character was drawn with enough surface plausibility to make millions of readers believe that they were getting a glimpse into the real world of a real organization.


For Opus Dei, the novel was a catastrophe and an opportunity in roughly equal measure. The catastrophe was obvious: Brown had taken every dark rumor and conspiracy theory about the organization, amplified them to cinematic proportions, and presented them as fact wrapped in fiction to an audience of tens of millions. The opening page of the novel declared that "all descriptions of artwork, architecture, documents and secret rituals in this novel are accurate," a claim that was demonstrably false but that many readers took at face value. Within months of the book's publication, Opus Dei's name had become a punchline, a synonym for shadowy Catholic extremism, a cultural shorthand for everything sinister and secretive about organized religion.


But the opportunity was real too, and Opus Dei, to its credit, recognized it immediately. Rather than launching a frontal assault on the novel — demanding retractions, threatening lawsuits, organizing boycotts — the organization adopted a strategy of measured engagement. An Opus Dei representative sent a letter to Sony Pictures, which had acquired the film rights, calling the book "a gross distortion and a grave injustice" and asking that Opus Dei be left out of the movie. The letter was polite but firm, and it was ignored — the film was released in 2006 with Opus Dei's role intact, featuring Paul Bettany as a terrifying Silas who whipped himself in a stone cell and murdered people with the calm efficiency of a professional assassin.


What Opus Dei did next was smarter. The organization revamped its website, making it more accessible and informative. It arranged interviews with members — real, ordinary members with families and jobs and no visible cilice marks — for journalists who were suddenly interested in the organization. It promoted a blog by Father John Wauck, an Opus Dei priest in Rome, who wrote about the novel with a tone of bemused patience that made Brown look like a sensationalist and Opus Dei look like the reasonable party. And, most cleverly, it used the publicity to promote a new edition of The Way, Escrivá's book of maxims, on the theory that anyone curious enough to read a thriller about Opus Dei might be curious enough to read the organization's actual foundational text.


The strategy worked, at least partially. Media coverage of Opus Dei during the Da Vinci Code era was more balanced than it might otherwise have been, and the organization gained a number of new members who had been drawn to it by curiosity rather than repelled by fiction. Brian Finnerty, an Opus Dei spokesperson, told the New York Times that Brown's book had actually been good for business — that it had "opened the door" for the organization to reach people who would never have heard of it otherwise.


But The Da Vinci Code also had a less visible effect that the organization's public relations campaign could not entirely counteract. By introducing millions of readers to the concept of Opus Dei — even in a wildly distorted form — the novel created a context in which the organization's real controversies could be discussed more openly. Before the novel, Opus Dei's practices of corporal mortification, aggressive recruitment, and demand for absolute obedience were known primarily to Catholic insiders and cult awareness specialists. After the novel, these practices became matters of general public knowledge, discussed in newspapers, on television talk shows, and around dinner tables. The fictional Silas had drawn attention to the real cilice, and once that attention was focused, it did not entirely go away.


The irony was that Opus Dei did not need Dan Brown to generate controversy. The organization had been accumulating real-world scandals for decades, and one of the most damaging had nothing to do with monks, murder, or the Holy Grail. It had to do with a quiet, devout, churchgoing FBI agent named Robert Philip Hanssen, who had been spying for the Soviet Union and Russia for twenty-two years.


Hanssen was arrested on February 18, 2001, in Foxstone Park in Vienna, Virginia, as he placed a package of classified documents under a footbridge for his Russian handlers. He was fifty-six years old, a twenty-five-year veteran of the FBI, and — as the Department of Justice would later describe him — responsible for "possibly the worst intelligence disaster in U.S. history." Over two decades, Hanssen had sold the identities of numerous American agents to the KGB and its successor, the SVR. At least three of those agents were executed. He had been paid over 1.4 million dollars in cash, diamonds, and Rolex watches.


He was also a devout member of Opus Dei — a man who embodied, in the most extreme and perverse form imaginable, the contradiction at the heart of the organization's model of spiritual formation. His wife, Bonnie, née Wauck, came from a large Catholic family and was a committed Opus Dei member before they married. Hanssen had converted from Lutheranism to Catholicism partly through her influence and had embraced the faith with the zealous thoroughness of a convert. He attended daily noontime mass at the Catholic Information Center on K Street in Washington, D.C. — a center run by Opus Dei that its members described as "the closest tabernacle to the White House." He went to confession weekly. He practiced the corporal mortifications expected of committed members. He was, by all external appearances, a model of Catholic devotion.


When Bonnie discovered his espionage in 1981 — she walked in on him counting a stack of cash that he could not explain — she did not go to the FBI or to the police. She went to an Opus Dei priest named Father Robert Bucciarelli. Hanssen confessed his activities to Bucciarelli, who told him to stop spying and to donate his ill-gotten gains — somewhere between twenty and thirty thousand dollars — to Mother Teresa's charities. Hanssen donated the money. And then, in 1985, he resumed spying for the Russians, continuing for another sixteen years.


The Hanssen case raised profound questions about Opus Dei's relationship with civil authority and the limits of the confessional seal. Father Bucciarelli had treated Hanssen's espionage as a matter for spiritual direction rather than law enforcement — a decision that may have been theologically defensible under the seal of confession but that allowed a devastating spy operation to continue for another decade and a half. The case also raised the more uncomfortable question of how a man who whipped himself weekly, wore a cilice on his thigh, attended daily mass, and submitted his life to the direction of Opus Dei priests could simultaneously betray his country, endanger lives, and accumulate a fortune in Russian blood money.


Hanssen was sentenced to fifteen consecutive life sentences without the possibility of parole. He spent the rest of his days in solitary confinement at ADX Florence, the federal supermax prison in Colorado, where he died in 2023 at the age of seventy-nine. He never renounced his Catholic faith or his connection to Opus Dei. He attended Mass when it was available to him in prison, and he reportedly continued to pray the rosary daily in his cell — the same devotional practice that had once made him appear, to his colleagues and his spiritual directors, as a model of Catholic rectitude.


For Opus Dei's critics, the Hanssen case illustrated a fundamental problem with the organization's model of spiritual formation: that extreme external piety could coexist with extreme moral corruption, that the system of obedience and mortification that Opus Dei imposed on its members did not, in fact, produce holiness but merely the appearance of holiness — a polished surface beneath which all manner of darkness could flourish undisturbed. For Opus Dei's defenders, the case was simply the tragedy of a troubled individual whose sins were his own and not the organization's. Both sides were right. Neither side was entirely honest about what the other side's rightness implied.

 [image: Opus Dei headquarters in Manhattan, New York]Opus Dei's national headquarters in Manhattan, New York City. The 17-story building on Lexington Avenue, completed in 2001, houses offices, a chapel, and residential quarters for numerary members.
 

Chapter Ten
 The Reckoning

 On July 14, 2022, Pope Francis published a document called Ad Charisma Tuendum — "To Protect the Charism" — that, despite its gentle title, represented the most significant curtailment of Opus Dei's power since its founding nearly a century earlier. The document, issued as a motu proprio — a papal decree issued on the Pope's own initiative — stripped the Prelate of Opus Dei of the right to be consecrated a bishop, placed the organization under the supervision of the Dicastery for Clergy rather than the Dicastery for Bishops, and required Opus Dei to submit annual reports on its activities instead of the five-year reports that had previously been sufficient.


The changes were technical, couched in the dense language of canon law, but their meaning was unmistakable. Pope Francis was downgrading Opus Dei. The organization that John Paul II had elevated to the unique status of Personal Prelature in 1982 — the first and only such designation in the Catholic Church — was being brought to heel by a Pope who had made it clear, through a series of increasingly pointed reforms, that he regarded the organization's independence and influence with deep suspicion.


A year later, in August 2023, Francis followed up with a second motu proprio, Ad Christi Evangelium, that went further still. This document amended canon law itself, reclassifying personal prelatures as "public clerical associations of pontifical right" — a designation that stripped Opus Dei of its authority over its lay members and gave the Vatican explicit powers to intervene in the organization's internal affairs. In practical terms, the reform meant that the approximately ninety thousand laypeople who had been "members" of Opus Dei under its statutes could no longer be considered members of the prelature proper. They remained under the authority of their local bishops, not the Prelate of Opus Dei, and the Vatican had the power to stage an intervention if the organization failed to comply.


The reforms were seismic. For decades, Opus Dei had operated with a degree of autonomy within the Catholic Church that was unmatched by any other lay organization. Its members answered to the Prelate, not to their local bishops. Its internal practices — including corporal mortification, the demanding "plan of life," and the system of spiritual direction that reached into every aspect of a member's existence — were conducted behind closed doors, beyond the reach of external oversight. The Personal Prelature status had been the legal foundation of this autonomy, and Francis was systematically dismantling it.


The Pope's motivations were complex and, characteristically, not entirely transparent. Francis had never been a friend of Opus Dei. As Archbishop of Buenos Aires, he had been wary of the organization's influence in Argentina and Latin America, where Opus Dei members had been connected to right-wing political movements and military regimes. He was a Jesuit by formation, and the Jesuits had a long and complicated rivalry with Opus Dei that dated back to Escrivá's lifetime. And he was, above all, a reformer — a Pope who believed that the Church needed to be decentralized, democratized, and opened to the world in ways that were fundamentally at odds with Opus Dei's culture of hierarchy, obedience, and institutional secrecy.


But the reforms also reflected something more specific: a growing body of evidence that Opus Dei's internal practices were causing harm. The Argentine prosecutors' case against four Opus Dei priests — charged with human trafficking and labor exploitation of forty-three women who had been recruited as numerary assistants — had made international headlines. The testimonies of former members, collected by ODAN and amplified by journalists like Gareth Gore, whose 2024 investigation Opus documented decades of financial manipulation, recruitment of minors, and exploitation of vulnerable workers, had created a critical mass of credible evidence that the organization's problems were systemic rather than incidental.


Gore's investigation was particularly damaging. A veteran financial journalist with nearly two decades at Bloomberg and Thomson Reuters, Gore traced the relationship between Opus Dei and Banco Popular, Spain's sixth-largest bank, whose longtime chairman Luis Valls Taberner had been recruited into Opus Dei by Escrivá himself. Gore alleged that a network of Opus Dei-connected shareholders and companies had used the bank to amass wealth and spread influence for decades, and that the bank's unexpected collapse in June 2017 had exposed a web of hidden corruption at the intersection of Catholic piety and financial self-dealing. Opus Dei vigorously denied the allegations, publishing a detailed fact-check rebuttal on its website, but the book — published by Simon & Schuster — reached a wide audience and added to the pressure on the Vatican to act.


In Washington, D.C., Opus Dei's political influence faced scrutiny of a different kind. The Catholic Information Center on K Street — the Opus Dei-run center where Robert Hanssen had attended daily mass — had become a nexus of conservative Catholic political networking. Leonard Leo, the conservative legal strategist credited with shepherding the confirmation of six conservative justices to the U.S. Supreme Court, was closely associated with the center, which had bestowed its highest honor on him in October 2022. Investigative reporting revealed that the Wellspring Committee, run by Opus Dei members, had funded groups that worked to confirm those justices, channeling money through networks of nonprofit organizations with limited transparency. The connection between Opus Dei and the American conservative legal movement was not a conspiracy — it was a matter of public record — but it reinforced the perception that the organization's interest in "sanctifying" secular work had a distinctly political dimension.


For Opus Dei's eighty-five thousand members around the world, the papal reforms and the intensifying public scrutiny created an atmosphere of uncertainty that the organization had rarely experienced. Opus Dei had weathered controversies before — the Da Vinci Code, the Hanssen scandal, the periodic testimonies of disgruntled former members — but it had always been able to rely on the support, or at least the acquiescence, of the Vatican. With Francis on the throne of St. Peter, that support could no longer be taken for granted.


The organization responded with a combination of outward cooperation and internal defiance. It announced an Extraordinary General Congress for 2023 to review its statutes in light of the papal reforms — a move that signaled compliance while buying time. Internally, however, the message to members was one of perseverance and faith: the Work would endure, as it had endured the Spanish Civil War, the death of the founder, and every other trial that God had sent. The reforms were a test, not a defeat, and the faithful were called to meet them with the same obedience and trust that Escrivá had demanded from the beginning.


The organization also published secret internal magazines — Crónica for men, Noticias for women — that were never to leave Opus Dei centers and were not available to outsiders. John Roche, the Oxford physicist who spent fourteen years as a numerary, secretly copied approximately one hundred and forty editorials from Crónica before leaving the organization in 1973. The magazines, he testified, contained instructions on recruitment techniques, internal management directives, and detailed guidance on how to handle members who showed signs of doubt or dissent. They were, in effect, the operational manuals of an organization that maintained two faces — one public, one private — and that guarded the boundary between them with obsessive secrecy.


The election of Pope Leo XIV in 2025, following the death of Francis, added another layer of uncertainty. The new Pope inherited a reform process that was far from complete, and Opus Dei's leadership met with Vatican officials in a series of consultations that produced, as one journalist noted, "no end date foreseen" for the restructuring. The organization that Escrivá had built as a permanent, unchanging expression of God's will was being reshaped by the very institution that had once championed it, and nobody — not the members, not the critics, not the Vatican itself — seemed entirely sure what the final result would look like.


Whether that trust was justified remained an open question. Opus Dei in the mid-2020s was an organization caught between two forces: the internal pressure of its own traditions, which demanded secrecy, hierarchy, and absolute loyalty to the Work; and the external pressure of a world that increasingly demanded transparency, accountability, and respect for individual autonomy. The organization had built its power on the premise that ordinary people could become saints through obedience and sacrifice. The question now was whether the organization itself was willing to submit to the same scrutiny it had always demanded of its members — or whether the Work of God, like so many works of men, would resist the light until the light could no longer be resisted.


The answer, as Escrivá might have said, was in God's hands. But the questions were very much in the hands of the living — of the former members who had spoken out, of the journalists who had investigated, of the prosecutors who had filed charges, and of a Pope who had made it clear that the era of unchecked autonomy was over. The vision that a young priest had received in a small room in Madrid in 1928 was still alive, still powerful, still shaping the lives of tens of thousands of people around the world. But the world in which that vision operated had changed, and the reckoning that it had long resisted was, at last, underway.

 
 

Timeline

 1902 — Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer is born on January 9 in Barbastro, Aragon, Spain.

 1918 — After his father's business failure and the death of three sisters, the family moves to Logroño. The teenage Escrivá enters the seminary.

 1925 — Escrivá is ordained a priest on March 28 in Zaragoza.

 1927 — Moves to Madrid to pursue a doctorate in civil law. Begins pastoral work in hospitals and slums.

 1928 (October 2) — Escrivá experiences a vision and founds Opus Dei in Madrid.

 1930 — The women's branch of Opus Dei is established.

 1934 — Escrivá publishes Consideraciones Espirituales, the precursor to The Way.

 1936–1937 — The Spanish Civil War erupts. Escrivá goes into hiding in Republican Madrid.

 1937 (November–December) — Escrivá and seven companions cross the Pyrenees on foot, escaping to Andorra and then to Nationalist Spain.

 1939 — Franco wins the Civil War. Escrivá publishes The Way, containing 999 maxims.

 1950 — Pope Pius XII grants Opus Dei definitive approval as a Secular Institute.

 1957 — Three Opus Dei members enter Franco's cabinet as "technocrat" ministers.

 1959 — The Stabilization Plan transforms the Spanish economy, beginning the "Spanish Miracle."

 1968 — Escrivá obtains the title of Marqués de Peralta through the Spanish Ministry of Justice.

 1975 (June 26) — Escrivá dies of a heart attack at Villa Tevere in Rome. Álvaro del Portillo succeeds him.

 1981 — Cardinal Basil Hume issues guidelines for Opus Dei in England, including a minimum age of 18 for commitments.

 1982 — Pope John Paul II erects Opus Dei as a Personal Prelature — the first and only such designation in the Catholic Church.

 1991 — Tammy and Dianne DiNicola found ODAN (Opus Dei Awareness Network).

 1992 — Escrivá is beatified. María del Carmen Tapia publishes Beyond the Threshold.

 2001 — FBI agent Robert Hanssen, an Opus Dei member, is arrested as a Russian spy.

 2002 (October 6) — Escrivá is canonized by John Paul II — 27 years after his death, one of the fastest modern canonizations.

 2003 — Dan Brown's The Da Vinci Code makes Opus Dei a household name worldwide.

 2017 — Banco Popular, long connected to Opus Dei, collapses unexpectedly.

 2022 — Pope Francis issues Ad Charisma Tuendum, stripping the Prelate of bishop status and increasing Vatican oversight.

 2023 — Francis issues Ad Christi Evangelium, further curtailing Opus Dei's autonomy over lay members.

 2024 — Argentine prosecutors charge four Opus Dei priests with human trafficking and labor exploitation of 43 women.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 Opus Dei: The Secret Power Inside the Vatican is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; some scene detail is imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.
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