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IN'l'l{ODUC'l'ION 

Opus Dei is an apostolic group of priests and laypeople found­
ed in Spain in 1928 to revitalize Spanish intellectual life, to
counter liberalism, and, generally, to offer the laity a means by
which to sanctify ordinary work. Since 1982, it has enjoyed the
prestige of being the Church's first personal prelature. 1 Today
there are over 70,000 lay members and more than 1,000 priests
who represent more than 80 countries and about 500 dioceses.
Members or associates of the Prelature of the Holy Cross and
Opus Dei, its complete name, work in 500 universities and �er­
tiary institutes, 600 newspapers and journals, 50 broadcasting
stations, 40 press and p·ublishing agencies and 10 film compa-

Fr. Paul Longo, O.S.B., rno11k of Sair1t Vi11ccnt Arcl1abbcy, Latrobe, Pen�1-
sylvania, l1olds a M.Ed. from the University of J=>it�sburgl1 and a �1.D�v. 
from Saint Vincent Seminary. This Fall he will begin doctoral studies 1n 
the anthropology of education. 

lThe concept "personal prelature" finds its origin within t�� �ontext of 
Ecclesiae Sanctae I, August 6, 1966, Article 4, where the poss1b1lity �f s�e­
cial pastoral or missionary needs of various regions or social groups is dis­

cussed. It establishes the ability for the Apostolic See to create prelatures 
in order to acco1nplish these special tasks, stating that these prelature_s 
would consist of the secular clergy specially trained and under the authon­
ty of a prelate, who could erect and govern s�minaries �nd would have the 
right to incardinate seminarians under the title of service to the prelat�re 
and to promote them to Orders. 'fhe document: delineat_cs t�e other du�ies
of the prelate regarding the spiritual, economic, and biological well-being 
of those he promotes under the above-mentioned title. It also declares that 
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nies.2 The exact nature and explicit aims of this international or­
ganization are difficult a11d sometimes impossible to ascertain·
indeed, some argue that tl1ere is a veil of secrecy which sl1ield�
Opus Dei from the public eye.3 This enign1atic character makes
Opus D{�i even more conspicuous and may eve11 be responsible
for fostering susi)icions. In an attempt to clarify these uncertain­
ties about the nature and missio11 of Opus Dei, I propose to look
briefly at the socio-cultural context of its founding and early de­
velopment. Then perhaps it may be possible to venture a guess
regardi11g its curre11t status and direction.

HISTOI{ICAI, BACKGT{OUNl) 

I 11 1864, when Pius IX issued Quanta Cura condem 11ing the
basic principles of ni 11eteenth-century liberalisn1 ,111d affirming
the temporal powers of the papacy, the Spai11 of Isabel II had
again 1·egained its old claim to fame as the n1ost Catholic of na­
tions. But this would not last 1011g. Four years later in 1868, the
IJourbo.n dyn,1sty w,1s c.lefeated and Isabel II was overthr<>wr1 by
revolutio11ary ju11tas. '1'his revolt was directed agai1 1st the right­
wing supporters of the Isabeline 1nonarchy a11d against their as­
sociation with the reactionary papacy of Pius IX. Anticlericalisn1
was beginni11g to give way to antireligiosity, since religio11 was
now seen as a11 obstacle fo.r liberalis1n.

A .t1ew governn1e11t was set up in Madrid by progressivist Gen­
eral Juan Prim, whose aim was to retur11 to the goals of nine-

celibate and married laypeople can dedicate their professional service, 
through contracts with the prelature, to its works and enterprises. Finally, 
the document stresses that such prclatures should not be erected without 
a thorough review of the views of the episcopal conferences of the territo­
ries in wl1ich they will serve i11 order to demonstrate that "the rights of the 
local ordinaries are not infringed and that close relations are kept with the 
episcopal conferences at all times." 'fhe 1983 Code of Canon Law specifi­
cally addresses personal prelatures in Canons 294 to 297. 

2Massimo Olmi, "Opus Dei-Its Developn1ent and Structure," Tlie

Month 20 (July 1987) 269. 
3 From among the many sources see: "Opus Dei: Lifting the Veil of Mys­

tery," National Catliolic l?eporter, May 27, 1983, pp. 9 and 13; and "The Se­
cret World of Opus Dci," NeuJ York 11mes Magazi,ze, January 8, 1984, Sec. 
6, pp. 83-85. 
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