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DIVINE WAYS ON EARTH: St. Josemaria Escriva de Balaguer
by Cardinal Sergio Pignedoli

With ecclesiastical approval.

Printed in the United States of America in 1976 by Scepter Publishers.

March 28th, 1975: Thousands of people of every age, race, and social class joined with Msgr. Josemaria 
Escriva de Balaguer in the celebration of the 50th anniversary of his ordination to the priesthood: 50 years 
of a great priestly soul, a half-century of unceasing work, tireless sowing, and astounding fruitfulness. Only 
God knew then that this was to be the last anniversary of the founder of Opus Dei. A few weeks later, on June 
26th, his heart, madly in love with God, the Church, the Pope, and all souls, ceased to beat. Our Lord in his 
mercy called his servant to his resting-place.

By a singular coincidence, last March 28th fell on Good Friday, the day when Jesus Christ consummated 
his sacrifi ce on Calvary: a happy coincidence, throwing into relief the signifi cance of his ordination, the 
sacrament through which Christ willed to apply the fruits of the redemption. A coincidence which answered 
the wish of Opus Dei’s founder: “I want to spend this anniversary according to my usual rule of conduct; my 
part is to hide myself and disappear, so that Jesus alone will stand out.”

The news media, even those which often fail to perceive the light shed by Christianity, carried the 
account of Msgr. Escriva de Balaguer’s death with respect and admiration for this exemplary priest, founder 
of an association of 60,000 laymen, laywomen, and priests of 80 different nationalities, and author of well-
known spiritual books (including The Way, “Holy Rosary,” Conversations, Christ Is Passing By), which are nour-
ishment for the Christian life of thousands.

Some newspapers dwelt on one particular piece of information: 121 editions of The Way, translated 
into 31 languages, had sold two and a half million copies. This fact demonstrates to what extent Christian 
doctrine and spirit, when they come from the heart of a holy priest and director of souls, can awaken, sup-
port, and guide the thirst for friendship with God, found in the recesses of every man even in our restless 
and secularized times. Other publications emphasized a singular fact, perhaps unique in the history of the 
Church. Msgr. Escriva de Balaguer was not only a pioneer of lay spirituality and a forerunner of the doctrine 
of the Second Vatican Council, but in directing Opus Dei for 47 years he trained with the greatest care and 
called to the priesthood almost a thousand professional men (lawyers, doctors, engineers, jounalists, etc.). 
These men today exercise their ministry full time, in many dioceses, with exemplary faithfulness to the 
Church’s magisterium.

These are only a few of the marvelous facts that make up the saintly and fruitful life of a holy priest who 
wanted not to be talked about, who wanted not to make noise. I think it would be diffi cult, even if many people 
were to write about him, to collect in a single biography the richness of his human and spiritual personality. I 
therefore beg the pardon not only of his children in Opus Dei, but of all men (given the fact that St. Josemaria 
Escriva de Balaguer now belongs to the history and treasure of the whole Church) in attempting to sketch a 
partial outline of his teaching, as a modest remembrance of this great servant of the Church.

Anchored in divine fi liation

Born in Barbastro, Spain, in 1902, Josemaria Escriva de Balaguer, while studying law, also pursued ecclesias-
tical studies and received holy orders on March 28th, 1925. He began his ministry in country parishes and 
in the poor districts of Madrid, and on October 2nd, 1928, feast of the Holy Guardian Angels, he saw for the 
fi rst time what God had been hinting to him for several years. There and then Opus Dei came into being. 
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“It was born,” he used to say, “without any human means.” There was nothing in that priest but God’s grace, 
youth, and good humor.

From that day on, the life of St. Josemaria is totally identifi ed with Opus Dei. In fact it is diffi cult to speak 
about the founder (who eschewed apologias and panegyrics) without speaking about this association. There 
were years of fruitful work and cheerful self-giving, not without suffering, misunderstanding, calumny, and 
hardships of every description. Not the least of those trials was the “opposition of the good,” as he patiently 
used to call the trouble caused by those who thought their opposition was a service to God (cf. John 16:2)—
thus does our Lord imprint his seal on his works.

A band closely knit to its founder, the Work extended rapidly, with the grace of God, to many countries 
on the various continents. Years later the Holy See offi cially acknowledged the early hardships: “Opus Dei, 
as a true work of God, overcoming not a few nor small diffi culties, even from good people, spread and grew 
strong.” Even in the midst of adversity, Msgr. Escriva de Balaguer’s captivating and contagious good humor 
never failed him. His serenity was profoundly rooted in divine fi liation, which is the foundation of Opus 
Dei’s spirit. “Lord, you made me understand that to fi nd the cross is to fi nd happiness, joy. I see the reason 
with ever greater clarity: to fi nd the cross means to identify ourselves with Christ, to be ourselves Christ and 
therefore children of God.”

“Joy,” he used to say, “has roots in the form of a cross.” For him diffi culties, suffering, and even tears 
were the lovable cross of Christ, to be carried gracefully. They were signs of God’s fatherly predilection, an 
opportunity for dialogue with the Blessed Trinity, a living encounter with Jesus in his suffering, “visits” which 
always leave behind something divine. Thus, far from disturbing his profound peace, suffering turned to joy, 
while his lips pronounced the omnia in bonum he often recommended to those who followed him or went to 
him burdened by their affl ictions. “For those who love God, all things work for good” (Rom. 8:28).

The life of Opus Dei’s founder was a full expression of this spirit: praying, loving, working, smiling. It 
was a simple life, more like the hidden years of Jesus in Nazareth with Our Lady and St. Joseph—“the trin-
ity on earth” he loved to call them, echoing ancient pious traditions—than his three years of public life. It 
was, moreover, a life of unceasing work, a shining example of the spirituality of work of which he was tireless 
teacher and apostle.

Work raised to the divine order

Here we enter into the heart of Opus Dei’s spirit: “The Work,” its founder insisted, “is something new, yet 
as old as the Gospel. It enables people of every state in life and social class, without differences of race, 
nationality, or language, to fi nd Christ right in the midst of their daily activities.” He also added: “To love 
and serve God you don’t have to do anything strange. Christ invited all men, without exception, to be per-
fect as his heavenly Father is perfect. For the vast majority of men holiness consists in sanctifying their own 
work, sanctifying themselves in their work, and sanctifying others through their work. Thus they fi nd God 
along the paths of their own lives.”

The members of Opus Dei try to enkindle in themselves and others that presence which does not “go 
along” with the world, yet is in the world. In the world the convinced Christian can have no inferiority complex 
nor should he pretend not to be who he is. He does not need to “penetrate” the temporal sector—a phrase 
which is often heard—since he is already there in his own right. The believer is not nor can be, even psycho-
logically, a stranger to the world because he, like anyone else, is a citizen in the full sense of the word.

Therefore, “all honest human work, be it intellectual or manual”—in the words of St. Josemaria—“must 
be done with the greatest perfection possible: with human perfection (professional competence) and with 
Christian perfection (for love of God’s will and as a service to mankind). Human work done in this manner, 
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no matter how humble or insignifi cant it may seem, helps to shape the world in a Christian way. The world’s 
divine dimension is made more visible, and our human labor is thus incorporated into the marvelous work 
of creation and redemption. It is raised to the order of grace. It is sanctifi ed and becomes God’s work, 
operatio Dei, opus Dei.”

On many occasions, in many meetings, in affectionate paternal conversation with thousands of souls 
moved by the goal of fi nding Jesus as in Nazareth in their daily work, in the apparent monotony of everyday 
things, the founder of Opus Dei synthesized his teaching: “We cannot lead a double life. We cannot be schizo-
phrenics if we want to be Christians. There is just one life, made of fl esh and spirit. And it is this life which has 
to become, in both soul and body, holy and fi lled with God. We discover the invisible God in the most visible 
and material things. There is no other way, my children. Either we learn to fi nd our Lord in ordinary everyday 
life, or else we shall never fi nd him. That is why I can tell you that our age needs to give back to matter and to 
the most trivial occurrences and situations their noble and original meaning. It needs to restore them to the 
service of the Kingdom of God, to spiritualize them, turning them into a means and an occasion for a continu-
ous meeting with Jesus Christ. I assure you, my children, that when a Christian carries out with love the most 
insignifi cant everyday action, that action overfl ows with the transcendence of God. That is why I have told you 
repeatedly, and hammered away once and again at the idea, that the Christian vocation consists in making 
heroic verse out of the prose of each day. Heaven and Earth seem to merge, my children, on the horizon. But 
where they really meet is in your hearts, when you sanctify your everyday lives.”

Sanctity, a vocation for everyone

This way of acting makes Christ present quasi in occulto and yet with a marvelous irradiating effi cacy, in the 
free individual correspondence of his disciples, in their everyday “heroically ordinary” lives. St. Josema-
ria often said that every Christian has to be alter Christus, ipse Christus, present among men. Ordinary Chris-
tian living, work which is prayer and prayer which is work, thus becomes apostolate.

What is the determining factor of the secular lay vocation, which is, at the same time, the source of Chris-
tian life? It is baptism. The dignity conferred by the sacrament of baptism on the people of God means they are 
apostolic, “sent” that is, to continue in history, under the guidance of the hierarchy, Christ’s unique mission.

The Church, a reality at once both charismatic and institutional, is conceived by St. Josemaria as a liv-
ing community, growing and developing spontaneously within the world, thanks to the personal apostolic 
responsibility of the baptized bent on discovering “the divine paths of the Earth.” It would be quite wrong 
for ordinary Christians to think of their vocation “as clinging to ecclesiastical structures, standing in a kind 
of world apart in the antechamber of Heaven, while the rest of the world goes its own way. The doctrine 
of Christianity, the life of grace, would then merely pass alongside the hurried march of human progress, 
hardly touching or coming into contact with it.”

This confi rms the primacy of ecclesial Christian living. It is the defense of the primary and fundamental 
importance of what St. Josemaria calls “the apostolic spontaneity of the individual,” of the free and respon-
sible initiative of the Christian, in faithful union with the magisterium of the Church. The vital importance 
is that of the individual, of the action of the Spirit on souls, of the respect for the dignity and freedom 
derived from divine sonship.

Love for freedom

However, this doctrine of the primacy of the individual and his apostolic spontaneity would lack persuasive-
ness were it not constantly supported by a basic theme as in counterpoint: love for personal freedom.
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“Freedom is very close to my heart. The spirit of Opus Dei, which I have tried to practice and teach 
for over 35 years”—words written in 1963—“has made me understand and love personal freedom. When 
God our Lord gives men his grace, when he calls us by a specifi c vocation, it is as if he were stretching out 
his hand to us in a fatherly way, a strong hand, full of love, because he seeks us out individually, as his sons 
and daughters, knowing our weakness. Our Lord expects us to make an effort and show that we are free.” 
God, who elevates us to the rank of cooperators in his work of salvation, has wanted to “take a risk with our 
freedom. How, then, could we fail to respect the freedom of others? The Christian should defend all the 
rights which the dignity of man confers on him. There is one right in particular which he should always 
seek: personal freedom. Only when he defends the personal freedom of others—expecting due personal 
responsibility—is it possible, in an honest Christian spirit, to defend his own.”

He also taught: “There are no dogmas in temporal affairs. To try to set up absolute truths in matters 
where the individual sees things from his own point of view, in terms of his own interest, his cultural prefer-
ence, and his own experience: this insults the dignity of man. Any attempt to lay down dogmas in the tem-
poral sphere leads, inevitably, to coercing the consciences of others, to a failure to respect your neighbor.” 
Again he returns to the theme: “I am of the opinion that a Christian has to be passionately interested in 
civil and social progress while realizing the limitations of his own opinions, thus respecting the opinions of 
others and showing love for legitimate pluralism. Anyone who does not live in this way has not fully grasped 
the Christian message. God, in creating us, took on the risk and adventure of our freedom.”

Pluralism desired, not simply tolerated

On the other hand, and this is more important, “Respect for freedom stems from love. If others do not look 
at things the same way as I do, can this be a reason for considering them my enemies? Such an attitude can 
only be motivated by the selfi shness and intellectual short-sightedness of one who feels there are no other 
values beyond those of politics and temporal affairs. For the Christian, however, it is not so, because each 
person is of infi nite value and has an eternal destiny in God: Christ died for each one of us.”

In the Work, where love for freedom is an evident reality and not a mere rhetorical phrase, people 
love the pluralism which necessarily follows from freedom. “In Opus Dei,” writes the founder, “pluralism is 
desired and loved, not simply tolerated, and in no way is it hindered. Spiritual unity is compatible with vari-
ety in temporal matters when extremism and intolerance are shunned and, above all, when people live up to 
the faith and realize that men are united not so much by links of sympathy or mutual interest but, above all, 
by the action of the one Spirit who, in making us brothers of Christ, is leading us towards God the Father.”

The Work, therefore, does not fear pluralism, but approves and defends it: “it is a sign of good spirit 
which makes plain the legitimate freedom of all.”

The dangers of  clericalism

In the light of this teaching on freedom, we can more easily understand and be moved by the words which 
St. Josemaria repeated so many times: “I am a priest who speaks only of God.” Far from suggesting a kind 
of absenteeism from the commitments of temporal affairs or indifference to the challenge of the things of 
this world, these words expressed his determination to preserve with strict fi delity the priest’s proper place 
and in this way to teach others how to live their ordinary lives in their proper place, as laymen in the midst 
of temporal affairs which they should love since they are the normal place to meet Christ.

With priestly soul and words, stirring up a lively awareness of the common priesthood of the baptized, 
he spread everywhere a mentality so clearly suited to the role of the laity as to lead the faithful to three 
conclusions: “to be suffi ciently honest as to shoulder your own personal responsibility; to be suffi ciently 
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Christian as to respect those brothers in the faith who, in matters of free discussion, propose solutions which 
differ from those which each of us maintains; and to be suffi ciently Catholic as not to use our Mother the 
Church, involving her in human factions.”

The love which St. Josemaria cherished for the Church led him to hate any kind of cheap clericalism. 
He once wrote: “The spirit of the Work and of its members is this: to serve the Church and all mankind, 
without making use of the Church. I like the Catholic to carry Christ not in his name but in his behavior and 
to offer a true testimony of Christian life.” For this reason he prayed to our Lord always to grant his children, 
laymen and priests, a truly priestly soul and a fully lay mentality.

A life offered for the Church and the Pope

For nearly 30 years he lived in Rome because he wanted the Work, like the Church herself, to be Roman, 
and because he himself felt Roman. He savored the word Roman, because it urged him to love the Pope, il 
dolce Cristo in terra, words of St. Catherine of Siena that he often repeated with tender love. “I venerate with 
all my strength,” he wrote a few years ago, “the Rome of Peter and Paul, bathed in the blood of the martyrs, 
the center from which so many have set out to propagate throughout the world the saving word of Christ. 
To be Roman does not entail any manifestation of particularism, but rather of authentic ecumenism; it pre-
supposes a desire to enlarge the heart, to open it to all men with the redemptive zeal of Christ, who seeks all 
men and takes in all men, for he has loved all men fi rst.”

In his spirit St. Josemaria bore the sufferings of the Church and rejoiced with her rejoicing. He felt deep 
sorrow at the present abandonment of many souls, and with that in mind he prayed and worked, day after 
day, and asked for the prayers of others. He stretched out his hand “like God’s poor beggar imploring alms 
of prayer.” He reminded people that these troubled times, in which the devil once again sifts the Church of 
Christ like wheat (cf. Lk. 22:31), is the hour for prayer and reparation. The more the onslaught rages and 
the greater the unfaithfulness, the more we must seek intimacy with God through prayer and penance.

But his faith did not allow him to be sad or, even less, discouraged. He offered his suffering, his whole 
life, for the Church and the Pope, while he continued working joyfully, sowing peace and joy, full of opti-
mism, spreading security and comfort all around him. “No matter what happens,” he wrote, “Christ will not 
abandon his Spouse. The Church triumphant is already together with him, at the right hand of the Father. 
And from there we are called by our Christian brothers, who glorify God for this reality which we still see in 
the clear shadow of faith: the One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church.”

He liked to call the apostolate of the Work a vast catechesis of love and service to the Church and the 
Pope; he wanted the task of spreading doctrine to be a “dominant passion” for the members of Opus Dei. 
He himself was the fi rst, throughout fi fty years of priesthood, to express this passion indefatigably, or per-
haps in spite of the fatigue.

“Lord, I long to see your face”

Faciem tuam, Domine, quaero (Ps. 26:8). This was the wishful prayer of a soul refi ned by the intimacy of God, by 
the “slavery of love,” by the humble service of many years, that we can be sure he reached the identifi cation 
with Christ that he set as a goal for his children. This longing now will be fulfi lled. The Church he loved and 
hoped for so much will have welcomed his servant to the eternal contemplation of his face. His passing to 
eternal life has required of his children in Opus Dei and of all of us, his friends, a great sacrifi ce of detach-
ment during this earthly period of waiting. The words of St. Jerome on the death of someone dear are always 
relevant: “Let us not be sad to have lost him, but let us thank God to have had him, rather to have him still, 
because in God everything lives, and he who returns to our Lord returns to be part of the family.”
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With St. Josemaria we feel part of the family, more so even than when he was alive. That is why when 
friends who belong to Opus Dei asked me to write something about him, I was glad to accept their invita-
tion, even though I knew relatively little about his life and activities, and consequently found myself having 
to ask for facts to be able to go more deeply into his priestly itinerary, the phases of his spiritual journey, 
the goals he reached or set for himself. I felt, however, that I had known him all my life, that is, from the 
moment I fi rst met him back in the ‘40s. What does it matter if, after that meeting, I did not see him 
many times, only occasionally? He was already in my soul: a true priest, one who “sees” and helps others to 
“see,” his heart ever young.

Therefore I feel him close by, like one of the family. And there come to my mind the words of St. John 
Chrysostom on the death of a dear friend, “We loved you, and we lost you. You are no longer where you 
were, but you are wherever we are.”
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