Mass for 80th anniversary of Opus Dei

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,
It was 80 years ago this month that St Josemaria Escriva de Balaguer “saw” Opus Dei.

That verb “to see” is the one he chose to use himself when asked about that inspirational moment on the morning of the feast of the Guardian Angels, October 2 1928, when he understood – through some mysterious internal voice - that his life’s work was to be the founder of a new way of sanctity in the Church.

The last 80 years have not been without difficulties for Opus Dei … misunderstandings have abounded, criticisms have been levelled, much has been written.  But on an occasion like this it is important to look through the fogs of controversy and give thanks for the great gift to the Church and to humanity of Opus Dei and for what has been achieved over these eight decades.
That balance sheet is impressive …

· St Josemaria himself has been canonised – a ceremony in St Peter’s Square which I was privileged to attend amid a vast throng of faithful of the prelature and friends which stretched right the way down the Via della Conciliazione and onto the bridges of the Tiber.

· Opus Dei has been erected as the Church’s first Personal Prelature – a so-far unique status – which was envisaged by the Second Vatican Council, and much-desired by the founder.

· Universities have been founded, schools and hospitals built, conferences organised and a vast work of apostolate carried out. Books have been written, films have been made, studies have been compiled and whole dioceses have been entrusted to Opus Dei … 
But all of this is merely the external manifestation of that inspiration of St Josemaria 80 years ago this month, when he “saw” Opus Dei.

What the founder “saw” was lay men and women living and working in the middle of the world while trying to be saints.

That vision risks being seen as somewhat banal in our day, when we have become familiar with the teaching of the Second Vatican Council on the universal call to holiness – though the full import of that teaching is still percolating down through the Church.
But in Madrid in October 1928, the idea that a housewife or a farmer, a tram driver or a bank manager could be called to sanctity, and live a life of sanctity in the middle of their ordinary professional and family responsibilities, seemed almost like heresy.  Indeed the founder of Opus Dei ran into no little opposition for what many considered his “extravagant” notions.

But he was convinced from the very start that God’s work – Opus Dei – was not only done by priests and religious, but rather was a responsibility of all, lay and clerical alike, male and female, old and young, rich and poor.

His conviction is summed up well in his words from “Furrow” one of his three books of spiritual maxims: “There are many of us; with the help of God we can reach everyone,” they exclaim enthusiastically.  Why does fear hold you back then?  With divine grace, you can become a saint, which is what matters …”
“You can become a saint, which is what matters …”  
That is the essence of Opus Dei’s gift to the Church over the last 80 years.  That insistent reminder to all, irrespective of their talents, that sanctity is within reach… and does not require extraordinary events, but rather fidelity in the ordinary tasks of every day.
In doing so, he was uncovering a truth which has been present in the Church from the earliest times, though perhaps less emphasised before Vatican II.  
Indeed St Paul alludes to it in this evening’s second reading when he says: 
“You are not lacking in any spiritual gift as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ.” For indeed God gives us the graces we need to live saintly lives, if we do not, it is not for want of divine assistance!
Of course sanctity may be within reach but it is demanding. It is not an easy option.

St Josemaria understood this very well and did not hesitate to use the word “vocation” when referring to the responsibility each of us has in our own environment to seek holiness.

In his own inimitable style he put it like this: “Pull self-love out by the roots and plant in its place love for Jesus Christ.  That is the secret of effectiveness and happiness ….” (Furrow, 696)  

How very direct.  How very Spanish!  Yet how true are his words.
In stating this he is offering a characteristically energetic commentary on the words of Our Lord in tonight’s Gospel: “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.  Greater love has no man than this, that he lay down his life for his friends …”

From that October morning in 1928 until the day of his death in June 1975, Josemaria Escriva lived this message and taught it to countless thousands of others, laying down his life for his friends in doing so.
Across the globe, millions have been affected by the message and the example of the founder of Opus Dei.

And so as we look back, we give thanks to God for the great good that has been achieved over these eight decades.  On this occasion I should like to place on record my gratitude to the priests and lay people of Opus Dei for their work and prayers in this diocese for almost three decades.  Many are the souls whose formation owes a lot to the apostolates of Opus Dei, and many are those who find in your spiritual message a great rule of life for the lay person of the 21st century.

A few years ago, while still a Cardinal, our Holy Father was asked about his view of Opus Dei and its founder.  His words are illuminating.  He said: “To be holy does not mean being superior to others; the saint can be very weak, with many mistakes in his life. Holiness is this profound contact with God, becoming a friend of God: it is letting the Other work, the Only One who can really make the world both good and happy. 
“And if, then, Josemaría Escrivá speaks of the calling of all to be saints, I think that he is actually referring to this personal experience of his of not having done incredible things by himself, but of having let God work. And thus was born a renewal, a force for good in the world.”

And so this evening as we give thanks for this “force for real good in the world”. We ask for the intercession of St Josemaria that we may be worthy “friends of God” in this society in which we live, allowing His grace to work through us, so that in our everyday tasks we may perform faithfully our Opus Dei – our work of God.

Amen
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