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INTRODUCTION

WHEN BANCO POPULAR SUDDENLY COLLAPSED in the early hours of June 7, 2017, attention naturally turned to those caught up in what turned out to be one of the largest bank failures ever seen in Europe. Spanish television broadcast scenes of angry customers outside shuttered branches all over the country, brandishing placards, demanding answers—and prison for those responsible. Reporters interviewed tearful pensioners who had lost everything in the collapse: elderly men and women who had entrusted their life savings to a bank once hailed as one of the strongest and most profitable in the world. The financial press pursued another angle, focusing on supposedly savvy bond investors like Pimco and Anchorage Capital, who had lost hundreds of millions of dollars overnight. Around the world, everyone was asking the same question: How could a well-known Spanish lender, an institution with a proud ninety-year history, which owned another bank in the United States and had offices as far afield as Shanghai, Dubai, and Rio de Janeiro, just disappear overnight?

But, amid all the coverage, no mention was made of the biggest casualty of all. For more than sixty years, a shadowy group of men sworn to a life of celibacy and self-flagellation had secretly controlled the bank and taken advantage of their positions there to siphon off billions of dollars. This is the previously untold story of how these men hijacked Banco Popular and transformed it into a cash machine for Opus Dei, the controversial religious sect they belonged to—transforming this tiny, secretive religious movement into one of the most powerful forces in the Catholic Church, bankrolling the creation of a vast recruitment network targeting children and vulnerable teenagers, and creating a beachhead in the world of U.S. politics that would make Opus Dei a secret but critical force behind the recent erosion of reproductive rights and other civil liberties. In a world obsessed with conspiracy theories—of QAnon and Bilderberg—this is a real-life story of abuse, manipulation, and greed cloaked in the mantle of holiness.



I was one of the journalists who covered the collapse of Banco Popular and who—like everyone else, it now seems—missed the most important part of the story. I had spent much of the previous decade reporting on the rolling banking crises that had ripped through Europe in the years after the 2008 global financial collapse. My work had taken me to France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal, Russia, Spain, Sweden, and Turkey to write about the various crises, interviewing the people who ran the banks and building out the story through conversations with regulators, central bankers, lawyers, investors, and ordinary folk. I initially covered the Popular story in much the same way. At first, the collapse seemed all too familiar: the usual tale of unbridled ambition, poor decision-making, a hubristic belief that risks were being controlled, and an unwillingness to recognize mistakes until it was too late. But the deeper I dug into the story, the less sense it all seemed to make. Many aspects of Banco Popular’s rise and fall simply defied any logical explanation, even for a seasoned financial reporter. Gradually, it became clear that huge pieces of the puzzle were missing.

I moved to Madrid to investigate further. I had lived there as a correspondent for Bloomberg a decade earlier, reporting on the country’s spectacular boom and bust. Ten years on, the city looked just as I had left it—but with one notable difference. The Banco Popular name, once a fixture in every neighborhood, was now gone. The bank had once boasted more than two thousand branches across the country—including three hundred in Madrid alone—making it almost impossible to walk through any of the Spanish capital’s many barrios without seeing its purple logo, instantly recognizable to millions of Spaniards. But, while Popular had vanished from the streets, its name lived on in the newspapers. The bank’s collapse had become a legal quagmire, spawning more than a hundred lawsuits—most involving the 300,000 shareholders who had seen their investments turn to dust. Other lawsuits had been brought by the bank’s creditors, who were owed billions. One by one, I met with the disaffected groups. Keen for any coverage of their fight—especially in the international press—everyone seemed eager to talk.

Or almost everyone. Absent from these conversations was the most affected party of all: the bank’s biggest shareholder. Enigmatically named The Syndicate, the group traced its roots back to a gentlemen’s agreement in the 1940s and controlled almost 10 percent of the bank when it collapsed, a stake worth more than $2 billion at its peak. But, within weeks of the collapse, the main company at the heart of The Syndicate had quietly given notice to the authorities that it was to be dissolved. While the bank’s other shareholders were mounting a public battle to recoup their money, this shadowy group that had once controlled the bank seemed to be intent on exiting the scene. My curiosity piqued, I began to investigate further and soon discovered that there was much more to The Syndicate than met the eye. At the heart of the consortium was a company obliquely called the European Union of Investors, which turned out to be a nest of Russian dolls stacked in such a way as to hide the real beneficiary of this giant holding. Each of the dolls had innocent-enough-sounding names—the Fund for Social Action, the Institute for Education and Investigation, the Foundation for International Development and Cooperation, the Fund for Social Cooperation. But, as the dolls were unstacked and laid out beside each other, curious similarities began to emerge. Many of them shared the same shareholders. They were run by the same group of seemingly interchangeable men. As much as $100 million a year passed from the bank down through this network. I started to realize why The Syndicate had been so keen to remain silent, why the company behind it had applied for dissolution while others so publicly fought for justice: it had a secret to hide.

My reporting took me to the tiny Swiss municipality of Crans-Montana, a luxury resort in the Alps famous for its skiing and ultra-wealthy residents. I was there to interview Javier Valls-Taberner, who had spent more than forty years at the bank—including fifteen as chairman alongside his older brother Luis. If anyone could help me get to the bottom of the Banco Popular mystery, I figured, it was him. Javier greeted me at the door of his Alpine lodge with a beaming smile and a warm handshake. We had met briefly in Madrid a few months earlier, and he seemed genuinely grateful for my having come all this way to see him. He had agreed to spend the next three days being interviewed about his time at the bank.

It was clear from the start that he worshiped Luis, who had died some years earlier. He regaled me with stories of their youth—of how they had dressed as peasants to escape war-torn Barcelona, of their exile in Italy, and of the death of their father, a well-respected politician. At eighty-nine, his voice was weak, his health clearly in decline after the recent diagnosis of a rare blood disease. But his eyes glistened as he recalled how he and his brother had transformed Popular—a sleepy regional bank with just a handful of offices—into a global player. The two brothers were very different: while Luis was a devout member of Opus Dei, a conservative Catholic sect, sworn to a life of chastity, poverty, and obedience, Javier was well known in Madrid’s staid banking circles as a bon vivant who enjoyed travel, good food, good wine—and a good party. “They had nicknames for the two of us,” Javier told me, chuckling. “They called us Opus Dei and Opus Night.”

We reconvened early the next morning and got down to business. Top on my list was understanding what The Syndicate really was. I asked him straight out.

“Well, it was all fake,” Javier told me. “Previously, there had been a real syndicate—but we stripped it of any legal status. Later on, it was basically made up of anyone with shares who wanted in—the only condition being that you had to vote in favor of whatever the board proposed. There were loads of us. But it was one big ruse because they double-counted those of us in The Syndicate. All of the big shareholders were involved… it meant they got counted as individual investors and as members of The Syndicate.”

What Javier was telling me amounted to fraud on a massive scale. Here was a set of investors who had systematically clubbed together to swing important votes at the bank—in order to head off any real accountability about the way Banco Popular was being managed. But why? Now an old man, with his health in serious decline, Javier clearly had few qualms about admitting to this clear abuse of power. He also had an axe to grind. Back in 2006, just days after the death of his older brother, Javier had been unceremoniously ousted from the bank. After four decades at the helm of Popular, Opus Night had evidently outlived his usefulness to the real power brokers behind the bank.

His ouster coincided with the sudden emergence of the European Union of Investors, the enigmatic company that had first caught my eye back in Madrid.

“The Syndicate began to fall apart when they started to behave badly towards me and towards Luis, and a lot of people decided to pull out,” he told me. “So, they put together a company called the European Union of Investors.”

“Just a minute—who are they?” I asked.

“It was Opus Dei one hundred percent. It ended up taking the place of The Syndicate—which wasn’t really a syndicate.”

Javier then told me about his brother’s dying days.

“When Luis became really sick and was admitted to hospital, they tried to stop me seeing him,” he recalled, his eyes glazing over. “They tried to keep me away while he was still alive because—I think—there was already some kind of plan within Opus Dei stipulating that, as soon as Luis was dead, the other brother would be out.”

“But why didn’t they want you to visit him?”

“Because Opus Dei was controlling him. They didn’t want me telling him things—or him telling me things. Already, over the previous two years… I noticed… it was already decided… Opus Dei had a plan. They were controlling everything, more or less. I think they had decided that, as soon as he was gone, they would have it all for themselves.”

“Do you think Luis realized what was going on?”

“I don’t know whether he realized—or whether he knew but couldn’t say anything.”

The memory of his brother’s dying days—and of his dismissal from the bank—clearly pained Javier. He told me about how, at the time, he couldn’t help but think of Roberto Calvi, the Italian banker who had been murdered in the early 1980s—at the hands of people close to Opus Dei, according to legend. Fearing for his family’s safety, he decided to leave Spain, where the organization’s tentacles ran deep, and move to Switzerland. From his home in the Alps, he had watched with a mixture of sorrow and Schadenfreude as the bank he and his brother had propelled to prominence collapsed—taking down with it the web of Opus Dei interests that had knifed him in the back years earlier.



While my father had been raised as a Roman Catholic—his grandparents were from Ireland and he spent much of his childhood being looked after by nuns in a convalescent home for sick children—he gradually became disillusioned with the Church’s unrelenting fixation on guilt, and he resolved to raise his own children free to make their own moral judgments about the world. As a result, I knew next to nothing about the Church or about Opus Dei when I first set out investigating the collapse of Banco Popular—but I soon made it a priority to get up to speed. I read voraciously and spoke with current and former members to try to understand the organization. My first interactions threw me somewhat—after what Javier had told me about them, the members of Opus Dei who had worked and lived with Luis Valls-Taberner, the ones he had accused of manipulating his brother’s illness and death to wrest control of the bank, turned out to be amiable, forthcoming, and delighted that a journalist from England was taking an interest in the late banker, whom they clearly revered.

But one thing struck me as odd. Almost every conversation would begin the same way: with the member of Opus Dei explaining how everyone within the organization acted with complete freedom and that anything that any of them did—whether that be in business, politics, or more generally—was of their own initiative and nothing to do with Opus Dei. After the fourth or fifth rendition of this spiel, I began to wonder whether the men—and they were all men—had been told what to say. The weird thing was that they would each offer up this statement unprompted, before we had even begun to discuss what Luis Valls-Taberner had actually done. Why would they feel the need to preface our discussion with this disclaimer—before I had even asked anything? Little did I know, this disclaimer would become an almost constant refrain in my conversations with Opus Dei members over the next few years.

Newly alert for anything to do with Opus Dei, my attention was caught by an article from the Associated Press about a group of forty-two women in Argentina who alleged they had been recruited by Opus Dei as young girls and forced to work effectively as slaves—cooking, cleaning, and scrubbing the toilets for years without pay. They had filed a complaint at the Vatican for alleged labor exploitation, abuse of power—and abuse of conscience. They were demanding financial compensation, an acknowledgment of their suffering, disciplinary measures for those responsible, and a formal apology from Opus Dei. While I obviously felt sorry for the women, the story seemed unrelated to my own investigation. But all that changed on a subsequent visit to the Banco Popular archives, which had since fallen into the hands of a rival bank, which had bought up Popular’s assets following its collapse. This was my third visit to the archive, located in a business park off a coastal highway in northern Spain, since securing access the previous year. While sifting through towers of boxes, I happened upon an “unofficial” archive that had been kept quite separate from the main Popular collection, which had been discovered in a mansion up in the mountains outside Madrid that was once owned by the bank and where Luis Valls-Taberner had once lived. I learned about how one of the archivists had been sent to the mansion to recover this “stray” collection and to arrange for its transportation—only to discover that someone had been there before him to purge this mysterious cache. But it had been a rushed job and, buried in the stacks and stacks of seemingly unorganized piles of paper, he said there might be documents of interest to me.

For three days, I sifted through the piles. On my last day at the archive—that evening I was due to fly back home to London—I discovered a thick document with the words “Balance Sheet of International Cooperation” on the front. The report linked the bank to more than sixty seemingly innocuous companies around the world—including one connected to the alleged enslavement of the forty-two women in Argentina. During the late eighties and early nineties, tens of millions of dollars had been sent all over the world, with records of the transactions kept separate from the official Banco Popular archives—and seemingly missed by those sent to purge the hidden cache. As I checked off the list of recipients—in countries including Australia, Cameroon, Ireland, Nigeria, and the Philippines—I found that many of these companies ran “vocational schools” similar to the ones implicated in the scandal in Argentina. These schools actively recruited young girls living in some of the world’s poorest countries into a life of servitude. I had stumbled on a vast operation to entrap these young girls and then traffic them to work in the service of Opus Dei all around the world—and all of it financed by Banco Popular. On subsequent visits, I found other pieces of the puzzle—records of millions of dollars channeled through one of the bank’s subsidiaries in Switzerland to accounts in Panama, Liechtenstein, and Curacao, offshore havens for secrecy and money laundering, which were directly controlled by leading figures in Opus Dei in the United States, Mexico, and elsewhere. I soon began to realize that the story was about much more than a Spanish bank. Here was a network of hidden largesse that had been used to catapult Opus Dei onto the global stage. The strands would eventually stretch deep into the Vatican, into the world of American politics—and to the sudden disappearance of a man fifty years earlier.



On the morning of May 20, 2023, Father Charles Trullols proudly led the congregation of the Catholic Information Center through the streets of Washington, D.C., on the first of what he anticipated would be an annual tradition of a eucharistic procession in the heart of the nation’s capital. Elegantly dressed in the elaborately adorned vestments normally reserved for feast days, the Spanish priest gazed intensely up at the golden monstrance he carried before him as he made his way along K Street, over petals that had been scattered on the sidewalk, flanked by priests and altar boys who held a white canopy high above him. Trullols had envisioned the procession as an expression of faith and a reminder of the presence of God—even in this most ungodly town. “I have absolute faith in the many graces God will bestow onto our country when Christ’s real presence is carried through the streets of D.C.,” he said. “The procession will express our belief that Jesus is passing by and bestowing his love and help on all of us.”

Many of the regulars at the Catholic Information Center’s daily noontime Mass—the politicians, lawyers, and lobbyists who came to take communion during their lunchbreaks—had taken Father Charles’s words to heart. Almost five hundred people had taken time out of their weekend for this special event. As they made their way along the mile-long route, down Seventeenth Street, onto Connecticut Avenue and in front of the White House, the crowd trailed behind in reverent silence, stopping to kneel and pray at two altar stops along the route. Father Charles led their prayers, asking God to come to the aid of America.

This was the friendly, public, acceptable face of Opus Dei that Father Charles, as chaplain of the Catholic Information Center, had been tasked with projecting onto the politicians, the lawyers, and the lobbyists who came through its doors every day. Situated in the heart of the city—a virtue celebrated by the blue plaque outside boasting how it was the closest tabernacle to the White House—the unassuming chapel and bookstore was a shopwindow for Opus Dei in the most powerful city on earth. For forty years, the Catholic Information Center had pushed the organization’s same uncontroversial message that had drawn countless Washingtonians into its bosom. This message—that Catholics best serve God by striving for holiness in everything they do, by offering up their everyday work and aiming for excellence in their professional lives—had struck a chord among the city’s believers, many of whom had long struggled with the question of how to live out their faith in this deeply transactional, amoral town. Members of Congress, Supreme Court Justices, and prominent figures from the worlds of finance, law, and journalism had been drawn to this simple message over the years. Its success had transformed the wider Washington metropolitan area into the largest Opus Dei community in the United States—made up of eight hundred members and countless sympathizers.

From Colombia to Japan, Nigeria to Sri Lanka, this is the face that Opus Dei projects to the world: of an agglomeration of ordinary Catholics, the vast majority of whom are married with children, who are doctors and lawyers and teachers inspired to live out their faith in everyday life. Drawing on the legitimacy conferred upon it by the Church—Opus Dei was elevated to the unique status of personal prelature by Pope John Paul II in the eighties and its founder, the Spanish priest Josemaría Escrivá, was canonized and proclaimed the “saint of ordinary life” two decades later—the organization presents itself as nothing more than a spiritual guide for members of the faith searching for a way of serving God in their daily lives. Across the websites maintained by Opus Dei in the sixty-six countries in which it operates, and in the literature handed out at the Catholic Information Center and in hundreds of similar centers around the world, the testimonies of members underscore this message: of how the organization, and the teachings of Escrivá, have inspired them to live out their faith. “The Work, as the faithful of Opus Dei call it, is part of the Church, and the Church is a family and Mother,” relates one high-ranking Brazilian member. “Saint Josemaría spoke of the great family of the Work. I like to think of the Work as a family of families.” The organization talks about how almost ninety thousand people—from many different backgrounds, cultures, and languages—have been inspired to follow in the ways of Opus Dei, ways which were supposedly communicated to the founder directly from God during a retreat in Madrid in October 1928. Some share their testimonies of how, from heaven, Saint Josemaría has interceded in their daily lives to resolve problems, cure illness, and inspire them to become better Catholics.

But, beneath this veneer of deep faith and inspiration, there is an underbelly to the organization that few—even among the most longstanding members—know anything about. While 90 percent of its members live respectable Christian lives, at home with their families, striving to live out their faith more deeply, at the heart of the organization lies an elite corps who live highly controlled existences. Having taken vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience, this elite group live according to a dystopian set of rules and regulations—an Orwellian blueprint for society laid down by the founder and kept hidden from authorities at the Vatican. Normal members are prohibited from reading these documents, which are kept under lock and key at the residences where the celibate members live together, to be consulted only by their superiors, who often abuse their authority to control the lives of those in their charge. Nine thousand members live this tightly controlled existence of prayer and indoctrination, where almost every move is meticulously prescribed and watched over, where contact with friends and family is restricted and monitored, and where their personal and professional lives are subject to the whims and needs of the wider movement.

Living in closed, segregated communities, they operate as clandestine cells in almost every major city in the world, following a detailed playbook of surreptitious recruitment drawn up by the founder and geared toward a single aim: extending the movement’s influence among the rich and the powerful. Constantly pressured by their superiors to generate more and more “vocations,” these elite members are encouraged to follow a playbook common to many religious cults to generate more followers and expand Opus Dei’s power and reach. Potential recruits are targeted while they are still children and are enticed into friendships with current members through “love bombing,” who then collect and exchange information on the targets in order to whip them into a “vocational crisis” designed to push them into joining. Once inside, recruits are cut off from their families, and their lives are intricately controlled until they become pliable and submissive—at which point they are turned to recruiting more members.

This elite corps is aided in its task by a clandestine network of foundations and companies, which once counted Banco Popular at its core, that funnel millions of dollars around the world to initiatives aimed at recruitment and at expanding the influence of Opus Dei deeper into society. Opus Dei denies that it controls any of this network, but this is a legal fiction designed to protect the organization from any scandal or blowback—and to absolve it of any responsibility toward the thousands of individuals whose lives it controls and abuses. This hidden network of money, much of which can be traced back to the organization’s cozy relationship with the Spanish dictator Francisco Franco, has enabled Opus Dei to buy power and influence across six continents—from Santiago to Stockholm, Los Angeles to Lagos, and Mexico City to Manila. Publicly, it is officially affiliated with nineteen universities, twelve business schools, 275 elementary and high schools, 160 technical and hospitality schools, 228 university residences and countless youth clubs and summer camps. Covertly, its tentacles run much deeper—into the very fabric of our supposedly secular, civil society.

Opus Dei boasts special privileges enjoyed by no other organization within the Catholic Church that for years have allowed it to effectively function outside the usual hierarchy, giving it unprecedented freedom to operate wherever it likes—answerable to nobody but the pope. These special powers were granted in the early 1980s, at a time when the Vatican was mired in deep financial trouble and amid swirling rumors about Opus Dei’s role in a huge financial bailout for the Holy See. These privileges catapulted the group into the upper echelons of the Catholic Church, legitimizing it among the faithful, turbocharging its recruitment efforts, and facilitating the canonization of its founder.

Since the 1990s, Opus Dei has exploited this legitimacy to ally itself with conservative forces within the Church—especially in the United States. This has opened the door to billionaires and dark money, which in recent years—and especially following the collapse of Banco Popular in 2017—have become a critical means for Opus Dei to sustain this hidden network. For all its talk about allegiance to the Vatican, the Church, and the teachings of Jesus Christ, Opus Dei seems unconcerned that many of the conservative forces it now embraces in the United States are openly hostile to the pope—even going so far as to undermine his authority and plot against him. For the veneer presented to the vast majority of its members—of upholding Church doctrine and offering spiritual guidance for Catholics to live out their faith—is a false one. The principal things that drive Opus Dei are the cult-like worship of its founder and its own expansion. Its methods and practices have corrupted the outlook of even its own leadership, which has time and time again proven unwilling and unable to reform, even in the face of incontrovertible evidence of abuse and coercion in its ranks. Opus Dei is a danger to itself, its membership, the Church—and the world.

For decades, the organization has operated with effective impunity, but there are signs that the walls are beginning to close in. In July 2022, Pope Francis made his first tentative attempt to rein in the organization—through a motu proprio, effectively a personal decree, which downgraded the institution within the hierarchy of the Church and tasked it with “updating” its statutes. Few realized it at the time, but this was a delicate way of telling Opus Dei to put its house in order. When the organization failed to take heed, Francis issued a second motu proprio—this time severing the authority of the organization over its members and laying the ground for direct intervention by the Vatican if it fails to reform. A vicious fight looms between Opus Dei and the progressive forces of the Catholic Church.



Opus traces the origins of this secretive religious sect, challenging its official history and directly linking its ascent to the hijacking of Banco Popular. At the heart of this story is Luis Valls-Taberner, a prominent Spanish financier still widely regarded as one of the greatest bankers of his generation. As the man who ran Popular for almost fifty years, before his death in 2006, he is credited with transforming the bank from a small player with just a handful of branches into a global powerhouse that commanded the respect of its peers. But he was also a man with a double life. By day, he carefully cultivated his image as a tycoon, holding court in his opulent penthouse office where he received politicians and titans of industry. By night, he retired to his sparse room at the Opus Dei lodge just outside Madrid, where he changed out of his business suit into casual clothes and attached a cilice—a small, spiked chain—to his thigh to remind him of the suffering of Christ. There, he plotted how to defraud his own bank and the shareholders he supposedly served, running a network of companies that funneled billions from Spain to offshore accounts and onto Opus Dei operations around the world.

This book offers a window into the movement, its predatory recruitment techniques, the psychological abuse borne down on members, and the control over their daily lives. It explores the medieval practices of corporal mortification that members are instructed to perform, as well as the daily rites and rituals—from cold showers to sleeping on wooden planks—that they still observe today. It also casts a new light on the rushed canonization of the founder, despite huge resistance from many within the Church.

But this isn’t just a story about the past. The book also explores the vast empire that Opus Dei controls today. In New York, Murray Hill Place rises seventeen stories from the corner of Lexington Avenue and Thirty-fourth Street. There is no signage on the redbrick and limestone building, just a single discreet entrance onto each of the two adjoining streets—one for men and one for women, who are prohibited from mixing inside. Behind the walls of this nondescript building, a well-oiled brainwashing machine is at work: shut off from their families and the world outside, dozens of young recruits are subjected to a grueling timetable of prayer, introspection, and corporal mortification. Those with university degrees are encouraged to seek well-paid jobs in law or finance, and to hand over all their earnings to the order. Men without a university degree are usually not admitted—although the organization actively recruits lesser educated women—some only teenagers—who are pushed into a life of servitude, of punishing fifteen-hour days cleaning and cooking, their nights spent sleeping on wooden planks. It’s a scene repeated across the globe—in London, Nairobi, Sydney, Tokyo, and numerous other cities. These residential centers are fed by a network of schools and universities, where teenagers are educated using only those books approved by Opus Dei priests and where newspapers and magazines regularly have “inappropriate” content cut out. Television and the internet are censored. Meanwhile, in Rome, the leaders of the movement live a life of opulence at the palatial Villa Tevere, where the life of Saint Josemaría is commemorated in a solemn ceremony every day at noon.

Lastly, the book raises important questions about the forces that shape our society, shedding light on some of the hidden actors that lurk beneath the surface. As the organization approaches its centenary, it presents an opportunity to reassess Opus Dei, showing the cult to be the centerpiece of a real-life conspiracy.






1 THE SYNDICATE


Madrid, Spain—June 2004

ON THE MORNING OF JUNE 24, 2004, a skulk of gray-faced businessmen gathered in the basement of the Banco Popular headquarters in central Madrid to formally sign off on the previous year’s accounts. The annual shareholder meeting was a tedious but immutable affair in the business calendar, a legal requirement that was supposed to give the tens of thousands of investors who owned shares in the bank an opportunity to ask questions, to raise concerns—and generally to hold the men who ran Popular to account. For years, it had paid only lip service to such requirements, electing instead to hold the meeting effectively behind closed doors in the boardroom on the seventh floor, where the men in charge signed off on the accounts without debate. For years, regulators had turned a blind eye—but had recently begun to ask questions and enforce the rules more strictly. The clampdown mirrored a wider revolution sweeping through Spanish society triggered by events three months earlier, when—in a cynical attempt to stay in power—the ruling conservatives had lied to the country about a series of train bombings that had killed 193 people only days before a general election, blaming the atrocity on Basque terrorists rather than Islamists protesting the country’s role in the Iraq War. The gambit had backfired spectacularly, losing them an election they had been poised to win and unleashing widespread ire against the crooked elite. With the youthful new Socialist prime minister promising a new society based on transparency, the men assembled were apprehensive about what the coming revolution might mean for them—and the secret at the heart of Banco Popular that had been kept hidden for more than fifty years.

The shift in landscape could not have come at a worse time. Luis Valls-Taberner, the chairman and figurehead of Popular since the late fifties, hadn’t been seen in public for months. Don Luis, as he was respectfully known to everyone within the bank, had turned seventy-eight a few weeks earlier. Though he wasn’t one for birthdays—he preferred to congratulate people on their saint’s day rather than the anniversary of their birth—the last few had been ominous markers for the gradual decline in his health. The chairman had spent his seventy-sixth birthday recovering from emergency surgery on his stomach; his seventy-seventh had been spent preparing for another procedure to remove a growth above his left eye. The years were beginning to take their toll: more recently, his movement had become increasingly slow and awkward, and he had begun to suffer from dizzy spells and blurred vision—symptoms of advanced Parkinson’s disease. But, rather than step down or name a successor, Don Luis had elected to stay on and cover up his failing health. While he still came to the office religiously—arriving at nine each morning, often with a layer of fresh stubble (he preferred to shave at the office so he could spend more time at home reading the Bible)—Don Luis remained conspicuous by his absence. In years gone by, the chairman would frequently be seen around the building, stopping for chats with the rank-and-file, addressing employees by their first names, taking care to remember small details about a child’s communion, a sick relative, or the travails of their favorite football team—all the while gathering information about the bank, which departments were working hard, what needed attention, who was slacking. But those walks had all but ceased.

This charade went on for months. But more recently, things had begun to occur that threatened to transform the relatively benign problem of the chairman’s hermitic existence into a major crisis. The first sign that something was wrong came at the end of 2003 when, just a week before Christmas, eleven members of the board were suddenly dismissed en masse. The bank tried to spin the departures as being part of a long-planned reduction in the number of people on the board—a line swallowed hook, line, and sinker by the press. But then, a few weeks later, one of the bank’s biggest shareholders unexpectedly announced that it was selling its entire $400 million stake. The news came as a huge surprise, not least because the investor had only recently bought the stake—and had done so amid great fanfare, heralding the purchase as the beginning of a new alliance that promised an exciting future for both parties. Understandably, such an abrupt reversal set off intense speculation. Had the investor decided to sell after seeing what was really going on behind closed doors? Had he concluded that Don Luis was unfit to run the bank? The liquidation also cast a different light on the mass dismissal of more than a third of the board a few months earlier. There was now talk of a failed coup against the chairman, who refused to retire, who refused to listen to reason. Was a confused old man in charge of one of Spain’s largest banks? Why was he being allowed to stay on? Why hadn’t the rest of the board done something to remedy the situation?

Through the spring, speculation about Don Luis’s fitness to remain in his post had wiped more than a billion dollars off the value of Popular. In banking, a business built on instilling confidence in customers and convincing them their money is safe, uncertainty can be a very dangerous thing. For one, the bank’s depressed share price could make it an easy target, opening it up to a hostile takeover from a larger rival—or a vulture fund. Given the need to keep a lid on the bank’s secret beneficiary, such a scenario was clearly unacceptable. But more worryingly, if confidence among investors continued to evaporate and spread to the bank’s five million customers, Popular could very quickly have a major crisis on its hands—in that situation, a run on the bank couldn’t be ruled out.

The tightknit team around the chairman devised a plan to quash the rumors, to project an image of business as usual—and of solid support among the board members for Don Luis. Given the new requirements to hold an actual gathering of shareholders, rather than the closed meeting of board members up on the seventh floor, executives at the bank decided to kill two birds with one stone: by having the chairman give a speech to the annual gathering, which could be recorded and distributed to the media. The meeting was already on the calendar, so there was no need to invent a pretext for the sudden appearance of the chairman after so many months. In fact, it nicely reinforced the message they were trying to push—of business as usual. Given what was at stake, the team also decided to take a few precautions. They kept Don Luis’s speech as short as possible and printed it for him in an oversized font—double spaced—to help with his blurred vision.

That morning, they had held a rehearsal in the auditorium, just to be sure. Smartly dressed in a dark woolen suit, white shirt, and a patterned blue tie, Don Luis had delivered the speech without a hitch—to the great relief of everyone present. The guest list had also been kept to an absolute minimum. While the meeting had been moved from the boardroom to the auditorium, located in the basement, the cast of characters in attendance was much the same as always. In a clear breach of all the rules, the smaller shareholders—the ones who might cause a scene or ask difficult questions—had been kept away. The room was less than a quarter full—just twenty out of the more than seventy thousand shareholders were in attendance. The auditorium was a sea of friendly faces, of men personally appointed to the board by Don Luis over the years precisely because of their discretion and their willingness to turn a blind eye to the bank’s big secret.

But all those precautions were in vain—the meeting was a disaster from the start. On his way up onto the stage, Don Luis tripped and fell on the stairs. He seemed slightly shaken—embarrassed perhaps, but fine. The chairman was helped to his seat. For a while, there was silence—both on stage and in the audience. Nobody knew quite what to say.

The first to break the silence was Ángel Ron, seated immediately to the right of Don Luis. A portly Galician with thick bushy eyebrows, a cleft chin, and a roguish smile, Ron was chief executive of the bank, the man in charge of the day-to-day. Despite the difference in age, the two men had an excellent relationship. Ron was one of the few people at the bank who still saw Don Luis regularly—the two had lunch a couple of times a week. Ron had a soft spot for his boss, who had picked him out for greater things at a young age and, over the years, trusted him with some of the bank’s most difficult and delicate business matters—as a test of his competence and his discretion. Ron had passed with flying colors, and two years earlier had been named chief executive at the age of just thirty-nine.

“You need to start… look, we have it here in the script,” said Ron, attentively, pointing at the oversized words in the text laid out for Don Luis. “You start by welcoming everyone.”

“That’s right, you start by welcoming everyone,” chirped in a friendly voice from the other side. It was Francisco Aparicio, known to everyone as Paco. Aparicio had joined the bank’s board at the end of the previous year. A slight man with a prominent nose and small, piercing eyes, Paco was a lawyer by trade—although his area of expertise was something of a mystery. On the court circuit, he wasn’t well known. Instead, he seemed to spend most of his time working for enigmatic charitable foundations. He had no experience running a bank, but for some reason Don Luis had decided to name him not only secretary to the board but also secretary to the executive committee, both critical roles in the day-to-day running of the bank. Perhaps sensing surprise among those around him, Don Luis had asked people to treat Paco as one of their own. It wasn’t hard: helped by his disarmingly friendly demeanor and infectious smile, Paco had quickly become a popular figure.

But a certain mystery hung over the new board secretary. It was an open secret that Luis and Paco lived together. Neither man spoke openly about their life outside the bank, but it was known that both were members of Opus Dei, a secretive, ultra-conservative branch of the Catholic Church—and that they lived in an all-male lodge run by the movement, located just north of the capital. There, they led a hidden existence bound by vows of celibacy, poverty, and obedience, and were expected to follow a strict timetable of Mass, rituals, and silences. The appointment of Paco as board secretary had been a risky move: for decades, Banco Popular had been branded by some in Madrid as the “Bank of Opus Dei,” owing to the religious allegiance of its chairman. Don Luis often laughed off such accusations, pointing to the many thousands of bank employees who had nothing to do with the religious movement. Keen to counter the rumors, he had even banned the few Opus Dei members who did work there from greeting each other in the traditional way—in Latin, with one person saying “Pax” (peace) and the other responding “In ætérnum” (for all eternity). Still, the reputation was hard to shake off and to some extent had become internalized. The canteen staff had stopped serving meat on Fridays during Lent—not because anyone had told them to but because they thought it might upset Opus Dei. If the staff were unsure about who was in charge, it was little wonder that the Madrid rumor mill was full of speculation about the links between Popular and the religious movement. The appointment of Paco risked fueling such talk. But given the urgency of a seamless transfer in power, such optics were no longer so important.

Luis picked up the script laid out before him, raised his left hand to adjust his glasses, and in his head, began to read through the first few lines of his speech. He signaled for Ron to turn on the microphone: he was ready to begin.

“A very good afternoon,” he began. Not a great start—it was still morning. Luckily, most of the audience hadn’t heard anything because Don Luis had grabbed the microphone right as he had begun speaking, provoking a deafening eruption of interference that filled the room. The assembled men raised their hands to their ears.

Clearly on edge, both Paco and Ron then grabbed the microphone and together dragged it closer to the chairman, placing it over some of the papers laid out in front of him. The moving of the equipment reverberated in a series of pops that rang out around the room.

“Can you all hear?” said Don Luis.

“And now?” A short pause.

“Welcome to the AGM,” Luis said at last. He smiled, paused, and slowly looked around the room, before returning his gaze to the script. He had been told to follow the script. “For many years, we have gathered in the final week of June….”

The chairman was quite clearly slurring his words.

The men gathered in the auditorium glanced around nervously at each other.

“We meet not just to… not just to obey the law but also to keep wider society informed… as we have been doing throughout the year… so that they can… can approve, censure—or stay silent—about the management of the bank.”

His words were slow, almost pained, and every few seconds he made a strange sideways movement with his jaw. Paco, seated to his left and clearly uncomfortable at what was happening, nervously took off his glasses and looked at Don Luis, ready to intervene. He knew the fragility of the chairman’s health. Back at the lodge, various modifications had been made to address his difficulties: an elevator had been installed and, following some recent falls, the exposed bricks on the staircase had been covered with thick padding for his safety.

“Given the fact that last year’s results were presented back in January,” continued Luis, “and have been analyzed and discussed for five months, right now in June—with our homework done”—he looked up from his glasses—“there is little to…”—a long pause—“…to discuss.”

Luis seemed to sense the unease in the room.

He leafed through the script nervously.

“Because these are short paragraphs, I’m pausing to help distinguish one section from another,” he offered as an odd explanation for his difficulty in finishing the previous sentence.

Among the men gathered in the auditorium, the embarrassment was palpable. While none of them were under any illusions that any part of the annual general meeting was actually about holding management to account, if word got out, their complicity in this entire charade could be damaging. They were scions of industry, top lawyers, the crème de la crème of the Spanish economic elite, who had their own reputations to think about. But they were also part of what Don Luis used to call his núcleo duro, a hard core of steadfast, unswerving allies who could be counted on to protect the interests of the bank—and the real power behind it.

While the chairman allowed—encouraged, some believed—Popular to be described in the media as the Valls-Taberner brothers’ bank, in truth he and his brother Javier owned only a few shares. The bank also liked to talk up a 9 percent stake owned by the German insurance giant Allianz, which had bought into the bank in the 1980s. But nobody really mentioned the real power behind Popular. Its biggest shareholder was actually a mysterious alliance of unidentified investors collectively known as The Syndicate. Various layers of companies—all registered at the same address as the bank, and all run by the same roster of faceless, enigmatic men—made it difficult to trace who exactly was the ultimate owner, the ultimate beneficiary of this huge stake. Over the past few years, the stake had generated hundreds of millions of dollars in dividends alone. Tracing the flow of money through the various layers of companies, it seemed the beneficiaries were charitable foundations with one thing in common—links to Opus Dei.

But after fifty years, this arrangement was under threat. Within Popular, a bitter struggle for power was now taking place that threatened to expose—and possibly close off—the steady flow of funds from the bank to Opus Dei. The slow decline of Don Luis’s health had awakened the long-dormant ambitions of some of the most senior executives at the bank. In the past couple of years alone, he had witnessed separate coup attempts from two of his closest lieutenants. With Don Luis aging, isolated in his office and cut off from the politics of the bank, they had made their move. Board members were beginning to think of succession, of who—and what—might come next, and fissures were beginning to appear in the fabric of the board. Those fissures risked eroding the power of The Syndicate and interrupting the flow of money to Opus Dei.

As Don Luis continued his speech, he turned to the delicate issue of succession, which hung menacingly over the room.

“We have to ensure that the essential unity of the bank doesn’t come under threat,” he said. “In business…”

Electrical feedback once again filled the room. Don Luis had hit his microphone while turning the page in his speech. After a few seconds it died down. The room waited for him to resume his speech. And waited. And waited. Up on stage, the chairman turned to the previous page of his speech and then leafed back. He looked lost. From either side of him, Ron and Paco turned toward the chairman, anxious looks on their faces.

“In business…”

He tried to resume, but again he lost his place. He looked blankly down at the script before him and moved his jaw nervously in a sideways motion. Paco leaned over and pointed out where he was. After a few seconds of awkward silence, the chairman resumed, before losing his place again. He was clearly struggling. Every word seemed a real effort. What was meant to be an assertion of power, a demonstration of unity, was rapidly descending into farce. His authority was ebbing away. It was clear that Don Luis was fast becoming a liability—to the men present, to the bank—and to Opus Dei.



Don Luis headed home early that afternoon, having excused himself from the long lunch for board members that traditionally followed the annual general meeting. From the Popular headquarters in central Madrid, it was a twenty-minute drive back to Mirasierra, an upscale neighborhood on the northern fringes of the city, where he shared a residence with about a dozen other men who, like him, lived as numerary members of Opus Dei. Tucked away on the corner where two quiet streets meet, the modern, red-brick, residential complex looked ordinary, unassuming. Perhaps its only distinguishing feature was its size: the house was the largest in the neighborhood. To the left, behind a fence, was a sixty-foot-long pool, a tennis court, and a separate padel court where the men living at the residence could blow off steam.

Numerary members were the elite corps of Opus Dei. While the vast majority of members—the supernumeraries—had ostensibly ordinary existences, living in an everyday family home with their spouse and children, a select group of members like Don Luis had decided to devote their entire lives to Opus Dei, and had taken vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience to the movement. The residence itself was split into two parts: the main building where the male numeraries lived, and a smaller building where the numerary assistants—the women who cooked and cleaned for the men—had their quarters, with its separate entrance around the corner next to the garbage. The two buildings were connected through a double set of internal doors, each fitted with a different lock. The director of the men’s residence had a key to unlock one door, while the directress in charge of the numerary assistants had the key for the other. It was a foolproof system designed to create a hermetic seal between the two residences. Mixing of genders was strictly prohibited—although they effectively lived in the same building, the founder had left specific instructions that they were to live as though they were miles apart. The doors were opened at fixed times for the women to serve dinner or clean, and then were locked all night long. During the daily cleaning of the male residence, the men were expected to vacate not just their own rooms but the entire floor of the house in order to avoid accidental encounters. Even the director and directress weren’t allowed to come into physical contact. Any conversations to coordinate mealtimes or cleaning had to be done over an internal telephone system. Even then they weren’t allowed to use each other’s name. For more complicated matters, it was permitted to pass a note under the door—although it had to be typed and unsigned as a safety measure to prevent any personal bonds from forming—from seeing the other person’s name or handwriting, for example.

The car pulled up at the residence, and Luis took the elevator up from the garage to the second floor. Once there, he walked along a short corridor and turned left. He opened the door to his room, which was sparsely furnished—containing a bed, a simple bedside table, a desk and chair, and an armchair. Over the bed was an image of the Virgin Mary, a mandatory decoration, which numeraries were required to greet—a simple movement of the eyes was enough—whenever they entered or left. After greeting the Virgin, Luis closed the door behind him and began to change out of his work clothes into something more comfortable. Before putting his trousers back on, he attached a cilice—a small, spiked chain—to his thigh. Numeraries were expected to wear the device for two hours each day, as a pious custom of chastisement designed to keep the body in a state of servitude and remind it of Christ’s suffering. The cilice often left small prick holes in the flesh, which could be embarrassing when swimming in public, and which made having a private pool all the more justifiable. Mortification was a central tenet of Opus Dei and regular acts—however small—were encouraged throughout the day, whether they be taking a cold shower or drinking coffee without milk. Once a week, the men were expected to sleep on a wooden board—women did this every night because they were considered more sensual and so needed to make an extra effort to ward off temptation. On Saturday, further mortification came in the form of the discipline, a cordlike whip that members struck over their shoulders against their back while chanting a prayer to the Virgin Mary, “Hail, holy Queen.” The practice occasionally left specks of blood on the wall.

After changing, Luis went down to the chapel. Thirty minutes of prayer in the afternoon were a fixed part of the “plan of life” that members were expected to follow, and Luis—even as the busy chairman of a large bank—was no exception. The norms, as they were known internally, had been laid down by the founder and were a critical part of life within Opus Dei. Members were instructed to follow them meticulously, and to honor and defend them as the irrefutable course of the path that God had laid down for them. The norms regulated the lives of every numerary from morning until night. Each of them was expected to wake at dawn and offer up to God the first minute of the day, which was done by kneeling, kissing the floor, and uttering Serviam—Latin for “I serve”—under their breath. Then there was a half hour of prayer in the morning, followed by Mass in Latin and communion. Even at work, the norms continued. Numeraries were expected to recite the Angelus Prayer at noon, take some time for personal introspection, and to pray the rosary. Ideally, they were expected to refrain from speaking for three hours after lunch—although that wasn’t always possible at the office. After work, there was another half hour of prayer, usually followed by religious study—a text specially chosen by the spiritual director, as well as something from the Bible. Then before sleep, members were expected to kneel beside their bed, arms stretched out, before saying three Hail Marys and then sprinkling holy water over their bed. Each of them was expected to then observe a strict silence until the next morning. So precise and demanding was the schedule that special cards were printed for members to tick off their compliance over the course of a month—which the director could check at any time. Every minute of the day seemed to be accounted for. Any spare moment was supposed to be dedicated to recruiting new members, progress on which was regularly checked by the director. Numeraries had barely a moment to think for themselves.

Evenings at the residence were quiet. On the few days like this when he arrived early back from work, Luis liked to stretch his legs a little, and would sometimes squeeze in a short walk between his “family” obligations. He was also an avid reader, a passion he tried to share with the other men he lived with. While it was prohibited for numerary members to give presents to each other, even small items, he had a habit of buying books for the residence and laying them out in the living room for other members. His benevolence was sometimes a source of frustration for the director, the nominal head of the residence and the one in charge of upholding the rules governing every aspect of everyday life.

Many of the director’s duties revolved simply around maintaining the apparatus of control over the residents—he was expected to go through the newspapers each morning to censor any sensitive material and also keep precise records about goings-on at the residence, which were shared with the regional Opus Dei headquarters in Madrid. Other duties had more to do with particular obsessions and paranoias of the founder, which—despite being dead for almost thirty years—still determined daily life in all Opus Dei residences around the world. The director was required to turn off the gas supply at the mains every night, to keep internal rulebooks under lock and key in his office lest they get into the wrong hands, and to compile regular reports for regional headquarters detailing how much was spent on food. There was an elaborate system for sending such reports. Regular mail deliveries were not to be trusted, meaning any communications with regional headquarters had to be delivered by hand. For residences in Madrid, that wasn’t such a big issue. But those farther afield had to send numeraries as couriers. As a nod to the founder’s paranoia over secure communications—and to ensure that nothing compromising ever got out—the guidelines had even been updated to specify that neither email nor telephone was to be used to communicate with the regional headquarters.

The books that Luis brought home frequently put the director in a difficult position. What numeraries could and couldn’t read was strictly controlled, with all books assigned a rating of between 1 and 6—1 designating that a book could be read by anyone, rising to 6 for a book prohibited unless special permission had been granted by the head of Opus Dei. Gustav Flaubert, James Joyce, Jack Kerouac, Stephen King, Doris Lessing, Karl Marx, Toni Morrison, Harold Pinter, Philip Roth, Bertrand Russell, Gore Vidal, and Tennessee Williams were among hundreds of 6s. A special department in Rome was in charge of issuing the ratings, which were recorded on a huge database and distributed by CD-ROM to all Opus Dei residences around the world. Unfortunately for the director, so new were the titles that Luis picked up at the bookstore that Rome hadn’t yet classified many of them—which left him in a quandary. Occasionally, the director had to “disappear” some of the books that Luis brought home so that other members wouldn’t be morally sullied. But it wasn’t Luis’s only act of subversion. Officially, numeraries were normally only allowed to watch one movie a month—and even then, it had to be something approved by Rome. But Luis regularly watched movies on the projector in his office. It was an open secret, and something which normally wouldn’t have been tolerated among the other residents, who were encouraged to inform on each other even for the most minor of infractions—as a loving act of “fraternal correction.”

But Luis was given a long leash. Other numeraries had been specifically told by their superiors to leave him be. There was a good reason for not antagonizing him. Years earlier, the oppression of daily life at the residence had become too much, prompting him to spend most of his week living alone in the mountains. Such an arrangement wasn’t usually permitted, but the regional commission had concluded that, given the importance of Luis to the financial operations of Opus Dei, it was wiser to turn a blind eye than to risk angering him and driving him out. But Luis had been forced to abandon his independence seven years earlier, after police raised the alarm about a suspected plot by Euskadi Ta Askatasuna, the Basque terrorist group known as ETA, to kidnap him from the mountain retreat. Since then, he’d reluctantly moved back into the residence.

On the second floor hung a painting of Saint Nicholas of Bari. Born into a wealthy Greek family in the third century, Nicholas was said to have performed many miracles—calming a storm at sea, saving soldiers from wrongful execution, and destroying a tree possessed by a demon. But he was perhaps best known for saving the virtue of three sisters, whose once-devout father had frittered away their dowry money after succumbing to the temptations of the devil, and who as a result faced a life of almost certain prostitution. Saint Nicholas, having heard of their situation, threw a bag of gold coins through the family’s window one evening—which the father used as a dowry to marry off his eldest daughter. Nicholas then repeated this generous act for her two sisters. He was caught by their father on the third attempt but had sworn the man to secrecy. Over the years, the story had grown into folklore, with Saint Nicholas eventually becoming better known as Santa Claus. Within Opus Dei, he had become a revered figure, too. Early on, the Opus Dei founder Escrivá had prayed to Nicholas for his intercession in the financial needs of the movement and had clearly stipulated that every residence hang a portrait of the saint. But Nicholas had a particular significance in the Mirasierra residence. Don Luis, who just like Saint Nicholas had been born into wealth, had made a pledge as a young man that he would make it his life’s mission to liberate the founder from any worries about money. So successful had he become in that endeavor that Escrivá would sometimes jokingly refer to Luis as “my Saint Nicholas.” The Opus Dei founder clearly didn’t see the irony that the bags of gold coins being generated by this modern-day Saint Nicholas were being used to entrap young women in lives of servitude rather than liberate them. Luis himself liked to bask in this moniker by spending his few weeks off in the summer visiting various shrines around Spain that were devoted to Saint Nicholas.

At nine or so in the evening, the men would congregate in the dining room for a simple dinner that had been laid out by the women who lived next door. As they ate, the men would share small tidbits from their day—although Luis barely spoke about his work at the bank. Certain topics were strictly off limits—under no circumstances was the governance of Opus Dei ever to be openly discussed among the numerary members themselves. This rule was another way of ensuring discipline among the ranks—of precluding open discussions about the meticulous regulations that governed every aspect of their common existence and of preventing any collective dissent from forming among the residents. The director was supposed to be the only person who knew about how the Opus Dei governance machine really worked. But things were different at the Mirasierra residence. Given his importance within the movement, Luis often knew more than the director. He traveled to Rome frequently to meet with members of the general council there.

Much of the conversation at dinner—and afterwards, in the sitting room—revolved around the recruitment of new members. All numeraries were expected to be constantly grooming new recruits to join the ranks. Each of them was expected to have about fifteen candidates they were actively working on, and every night around the dinner table they would update each other on how close each of these young men and boys were to “whistling”—the internal parlance for asking to join Opus Dei. Unlike the wider Catholic Church, which was open to anyone, Opus Dei was picky about its membership. It was important that prospective members projected the right image—not necessarily of piety or devotion, but of worldly success. Numeraries were specifically instructed to steer clear of anyone of a nervous disposition, including—curiously—anyone with a history of sleepwalking. They were also warned to exercise caution around anyone who might physically find it difficult to live as part of a “family.” This was code for avoiding anyone with an obvious disability, and it echoed comments made by the leader of Opus Dei a few years earlier at a gathering in Italy, during which he had said that 90 percent of disabled children were born to parents who had failed to keep their bodies “clean” before marriage. Medical check-ups were preferable before anyone was formally admitted—that way Opus Dei could be sure that nobody would become a financial burden. They were also advised against targeting anyone with bad grades—or anyone who was illegitimate. Numeraries were told that children could become “aspirant” members from as young as fourteen and a half, and reminded of the fact that it wasn’t compulsory to consult with their parents beforehand—such matters were to be referred to the regional commission for advice. Luis, for his part, liked to visit a nearby university residence, where he would often give the young men there a lecture on etiquette while he peeled an orange using a spoon. It is unclear how many new recruits he won this way, although given the impact that his work at the bank had on Opus Dei recruitment efforts around the world, he was under little pressure for results.

After dinner and the get-together in the sitting room, it was time for the final communal ritual of the day—the recitation of the Preces, a set of prayers written in Latin that had been devised by the founder and which were specific to Opus Dei. Once more, the men made their way downstairs to the chapel, took their positions in the pews, and knelt in unison.

“Ad Sanctum Iosephmaríam conditórem nostrum,” chanted the priest.

To Saint Josemaría, our founder.

“Intercéde pro fíliis tuis ut, fidéles spirítui Óperis Dei, labórem sanctificémus et ánimas Christo lucrifácere quærámus,” chanted the kneeling numeraries in unison.

Intercede for your children so that, being faithful to the spirit of Opus Dei, we may sanctify our work and seek to win souls for Christ.

After prayers for the pope and the local bishop, the numeraries sang a prayer whose purpose was clearly to underline the importance of unity—and obedience—within the ranks.

“Every kingdom divided against itself will be laid waste,” sang the priest.

“And no city or house divided against itself will stand,” the men chanted back.

“Let us pray for our benefactors,” sang the priest.

“Grant everlasting life, O Lord, to all those who do good to us on account of your name,” the kneeling numeraries sang in response. “Amen.”

The prayer, with its call for the everlasting life of Opus Dei benefactors, was particularly poignant for the Banco Popular chairman. Financially speaking, Luis was the greatest benefactor in the movement’s history—he had been the source of its financial stability for the best part of five decades. His claim to everlasting life was strong. But whether the system he had created, the hidden web of companies that generated millions every year for Opus Dei, would outlast his time on earth was far from certain. As he knelt there on that balmy June evening, Luis must have known that his time—at least at the bank, and possibly in this world—was coming to an end.

“Pax,” sang the priest at the front.

“In ætérnum,” they chanted back.



Four thousand miles away in Washington, D.C., another prominent Opus Dei figure had also mysteriously vanished from public view. Charles John McCloskey III was a fifty-year-old priest who had grown up in Falls Church, Virginia, a small town on the outskirts of D.C. Fresh-faced, with piercing blue eyes, thick black eyebrows, and prematurely silver hair combed neatly to the side, Father C. John—as everyone knew him—was a popular figure among the city’s Catholic elite. As a priest without a parish, he lived in an Opus Dei residence for numerary men in Kalorama Heights, an affluent neighborhood favored by diplomats and power brokers. Wyoming House was a four-story mansion built in the 1920s, with twelve bedrooms and ten bathrooms, and it boasted the Thai and Yemeni embassies as neighbors. The property had been purchased a couple of years earlier using a donation of several million dollars from an undisclosed source.

His living arrangements weren’t the only unconventional aspect of Father McCloskey’s priestly existence. He’d started out on Wall Street, where he’d worked for Merrill Lynch as a trader during the stock market boom and bust of the late 1970s. He’d spent his days cold-calling potential clients, finetuning the high-pressure sales tactics that would later transform him into one of Opus Dei’s most effective recruiters.

Deeply religious, McCloskey had joined Opus Dei as a young man and had initially sought—like the majority of its members—to serve God as a layman with a normal job, in his case on Wall Street. But he suddenly quit his job in the summer of 1978, after receiving a letter from Álvaro del Portillo—who had been appointed as the general president of Opus Dei following the death of the founder some three years earlier—proclaiming that the movement needed him to become a priest. Such pronouncements from Rome weren’t unusual for numerary members like McCloskey, who frequently found themselves required to suddenly change city or leave their careers in order to fulfill the movement’s latest needs. Such was a life of obedience.

He first went to Rome, where he arrived in a city still mourning the sudden death of John Paul I, who had died just thirty-three days into his papacy. His funeral followed a couple of days after the American’s arrival. He then moved to the Spanish city of Pamplona, home to an Opus Dei university financed by Luis Valls-Taberner and Banco Popular, and the primary training ground for priests affiliated with the movement. He sought to rationalize the abandonment of his career in pseudo-economic terms. “I was not fleeing the evil world of Wall Street… but rather, changing professional occupations to serve in another way,” he explained. “I suppose you could also say that I was dedicating myself in the priesthood to selling a better product, on which the returns are infinite.”

Three years later, McCloskey was ordained at a ceremony at Torreciudad, a vast Opus Dei shrine in the Pyrenees, which was attended by his parents, and an aunt and an uncle, who had made the journey from Falls Church. Afterwards, the five of them drove the six hours to Madrid, where they visited the Spanish headquarters of Opus Dei, just a few blocks north of Banco Popular. After returning to the United States, McCloskey moved into a numerary residence on New York’s Upper West Side, before relocating to Princeton in 1985 to serve as a university chaplain. There, he soon developed a reputation as an “in-your-face” champion of traditional Catholic values—a conservative, by-the-book priest who spouted controversial views on contraception, abortion, and homosexuality with his hallmark Wall Street swagger.

“A liberal Catholic is oxymoronic,” he would explain to students, while advising them on which classes to take and which to avoid, based on his own assessment of the theological outlook of the teacher giving the course, as well as of how closely their views aligned with his own and those of Opus Dei. He acknowledged the uphill battle he faced on an Ivy League campus, where the students were more interested in listening to Madonna or AC/DC than to the word of God. He jokingly referred to his own chaplaincy as “the most exotic pagan mission territory” when talking to other priests who had been posted to Africa or Asia.

He wasn’t always so flippant about his difficulties connecting with the students, whom he resentfully described as a “rarefied group of people” raised by “small families marked by contraceptive selfishness.” At times his view of the Princeton population took on a dark edge. “The values of the secular elite university are so radically anti-Christian,” he warned. “They are the harbingers of the culture of death. They create the culture of death. This is where the seeds are planted. You can see what is coming down the line by just looking at the atmosphere there now: hedonistic, naturalistic, secularistic.” Unsurprisingly, his aggressive views and manner upset many on campus. A group of students began to meet regularly to lobby for his dismissal. For five controversial years, McCloskey held on. The straw that broke the camel’s back was a public spat with a comedian over her routine that touched on safe sex and feminism. In 1990, McCloskey was finally kicked out. But he didn’t go far, moving into a numerary residence that was a ten-minute walk from Princeton’s main campus on Mercer Street and that had just been bought by Opus Dei after its previous owner—an elderly woman—was found murdered in the basement. From there, he continued his unofficial chaplaincy.

But then, in 1998, McCloskey received a phone call from his Opus Dei superiors that would herald his big break. The prelature had recently been entrusted with a small, poorly attended bookshop and adjoining chapel in downtown Washington, D.C. But the priest who had been sent to run it had been taken ill, and they needed a replacement. Despite—or perhaps owing to—his firebrand reputation, McCloskey had been picked for the role. Early the following year, at the age of forty-four, he moved to D.C. to become director of the Catholic Information Center, determined to transform it from a sleepy, largely irrelevant operation into a vibrant spiritual, intellectual, and political hub.

He quickly made his mark, converting a number of high-profile Washington figures to Catholicism—and specifically to the ultra-conservative Opus Dei interpretation of it. During his first few years in the capital, McCloskey was personally responsible for the conversion of Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, Supreme Court nominee Robert Bork, several congressmen, and high-profile political pundits such as Robert Novak and Larry Kudlow. Soon, worshipers were flooding to midday Mass at the CIC, which was rapidly developing into a Who’s Who of the Washington Catholic elite. At the center of it all was McCloskey, who celebrated Mass, heard confession, and provided spiritual direction for his flock, who were encouraged to follow his “Catholic Lifetime Reading Plan.” The hundred or so books on the list—including those by Dante, Tolkien, and the Opus Dei founder—were all stocked in the Catholic Information Center bookshop.

Worshipers weren’t the only thing streaming in during those years; soon, money began to flood in, too. As well as political heavy hitters, McCloskey converted several big business names—including conservative publishing executive Alfred Regnery, financier and former New York mayoral candidate Lewis Lehrman, and Tyco International general counsel Mark Belnick. Flush with cash, McCloskey moved the Catholic Information Center to larger premises on Fifteenth Street.

Soon, the CIC outgrew even those premises, and in April 2002, it moved to a larger location on K Street, placing it at the heart of the vast lobbying industry that sought to influence senators and congresspeople. The move coincided with an enormous scandal in the Catholic Church. It began with a series of articles in the Boston Globe exposing sexual abuse of children dating back decades and involving five priests in the city. The news provoked outrage—and the prosecution of the five men implicated. But the scandal didn’t stop there: over coming months, more victims came forward. The Globe’s Spotlight team continued their investigation, uncovering a vast cover-up operation that could be traced right to the top of the archdiocese—the cardinal himself was implicated and resigned. Eventually, more than five hundred victims filed suit against one hundred and fifty priests.

Never one to shy from controversy, McCloskey spotted an opportunity and soon established himself as the go-to cleric for journalists striving to inject some “balance” into the debate—for those looking for someone to defend the Church. He rapidly became a regular fixture in television coverage of the Boston sexual abuse scandal, appearing on NBC’s Nightly News, on CNN, MSNBC, and shows such as Crossfire, Dateline, and Meet the Press. It was a risky strategy and one that could have easily backfired. But his defense of the Church in the face of the growing public backlash only seemed to elevate him within the Catholic conservative clique. Many saw his brash, combative approach as something that was long overdue in the battle against liberalism taking place in society at large and within the Church—with Opus Dei on the far right of that fight. To his supporters, McCloskey personified a reawakening of the Church’s original evangelizing mission that would win millions of new converts and return Catholicism to its traditionalist roots. “It’s delightful, delicious, the irony,” McCloskey would say of liberal Catholics who supported abortion rights or who countenanced gay civil unions. “Those types of people, those nominal Catholics, will not be there in twenty or thirty years.”

So, it was a huge shock when, at the height of his fame, McCloskey suddenly disappeared without warning from Washington in late 2003. He no longer celebrated Mass or heard confession, and he no longer came to the Catholic Information Center, the vibrant spiritual and intellectual hub that he had almost singlehandedly transformed. At first, many put his absence down to potential health issues: McCloskey had a difficult relationship with alcohol dating back to his Princeton days. But then people started to suspect that something else was afoot. Perhaps Opus Dei, known for its secrecy and discretion, had finally had enough of his brash, in-your-face ways? Perhaps the headquarters in Rome had sensed the way the wind was blowing on the Boston sexual abuse scandal and had concluded that McCloskey’s defense of the accused priests was a liability?

These theories were wide of the mark. McCloskey had, in fact, quietly fled the country following allegations against him for sexual assault. A female parishioner had first made the complaint over a year earlier. The victim, a forty-year-old woman and member of Opus Dei, had approached Father C. John for help with her marital problems. He offered her counseling in his office at the CIC. But on several occasions during and after these sessions, he sexually assaulted her—putting his hands on her hips, pressing himself against her, kissing her hair and caressing her. “He absolutely radiated holiness and kindness and caring and charisma,” she said. “He persuaded me that I needed to be hugged, which of course I did, but I needed to be hugged by my husband, not by him.” He also asked her detailed questions about her sex life with her husband, and at times she smelled alcohol on his breath.

She recalled thinking, Am I crazy? This can’t be happening. He knew what buttons to push and then just let me go and glided serenely in his cassock to his desk and asked, “When would you like to make the next appointment?” After one assault, she expressed shame and guilt about what had happened during a subsequent confession with him. McCloskey absolved her of sin without acknowledging his own. During this time, he continued to give interviews defending priests accused of sexual assault and appealing for their privacy to be respected. Finally, the victim went to another Opus Dei priest, who told her not to tell anyone “so he could fix it.”

For more than a year after the woman first reported the assaults to the Opus Dei priest in Virginia, nothing much seemed to happen. McCloskey continued his work at the Catholic Information Center. “I love Opus Dei,” said the woman he abused, “but I was caught up in this cover-up—I went to confession, thinking I did something to tempt this holy man to cross boundaries.” But when she was encouraged by another priest to seek legal action against McCloskey, Opus Dei was suddenly jolted into action. Fearing the worst—for Father C. John and for itself—McCloskey was bundled off to London, where arrangements were made to shield him at an Opus Dei residence in the leafy suburbs of Hampstead. McCloskey had a cover story for anyone who asked, telling them that he was on sabbatical and had come to Europe to write a new book on evangelization—although this was never communicated back to his flock in Washington.

In truth, Opus Dei was keen to keep any news about McCloskey’s disappearance as quiet as possible. The allegations against its most high-profile priest could not have come at a worse time. The initial complaint had come just weeks after the canonization of its founder. It was a coming-of-age moment for Opus Dei, a seal of approval from the Vatican, a legitimization of the sanctity of the movement and its founder, who henceforth would become known as Saint Josemaría. The canonization promised to give Opus Dei, which already boasted around ninety thousand members worldwide, real momentum—especially in the United States, a country long coveted by the newly consecrated founder. After five decades of trying—and failing—to win influence in the United States, Opus Dei—through Father McCloskey—had finally broken into the corridors of power. Just before the allegations had surfaced, he’d boasted to the New York Times about the growing stature of the movement in the United States: “It’s increasingly seen as more mainstream and more normal,” he said. “There is a certain gift that Opus Dei has in terms of dealing with people of influence.”

Its advances in the country weren’t confined to Washington. In New York, Opus Dei had just opened a new national headquarters, a seventeen-story brick and limestone building that rose from the corner of Lexington Avenue and Thirty-fourth Street, which—at a cost of $70 million—symbolized its ambitions for the United States. Across the country, around a hundred nonprofit organizations had been set up, with hundreds of millions of dollars in assets—regional launchpads for the movement to recruit more souls to its mission, and soldiers in the fight to shape the public debate around abortion, same-sex marriage, and prayer in schools.

The accusations against McCloskey put all this in jeopardy. At precisely the moment when Opus Dei had reached the peak of its power—politically, financially, and ecclesiastically—it had been hit by twin crises in Washington and Madrid that threatened the foundations on which that influence had been built. In Madrid, the movement had a fight on its hands to secure the financial web that had driven its global growth for fifty years and which had been used to secure influence on the political stage and at the Vatican. In Washington, it faced a fight to retain its presence in the corridors of power, its influence in shaping legislation, and its position in the coming battle against the liberal elite. Then another bombshell dropped: in France, a magistrate ordered a raid on the French headquarters of Opus Dei in Paris, linked to an ongoing investigation into the possible enslavement of young women who had been recruited to cook and clean for numerary members in lodges run by the movement.

The legacy of Saint Josemaría hung by a thread.






2 THE FAMILY BUSINESS


Madrid, Spain—April 1927

THE YOUNG PRIEST CLIMBED DOWN from the train onto the platform and anxiously made his way through the crowd. José María Escrivá was already two weeks late for his new job at Saint Michael’s. The rector there had written a month earlier requesting that, with Holy Week fast approaching, he should report for duty as soon as possible. With his paperwork in order and a letter of recommendation from the archbishop, the twenty-five-year-old had been ready to leave Saragossa for his new job in the capital—only to have his plans scuppered at the last minute by a letter from the local chancery office, informing him that he was to spend Easter filling in for another priest in a small village six hours away. He suspected the whole thing was a ruse cooked up by someone in the archdiocese just to annoy him. “They sent me there to screw with me,” he complained.

While he was quick to play the victim card, his superiors had every right to be frustrated with him. He’d been offered an idyllic posting shortly after being ordained—a tiny village just outside of Saragossa, where his main tasks would be hearing confession from the local farmers and village folk, anointing the sick, and presiding over weddings, baptisms, and communions. But he lasted only six weeks before requesting a transfer back to the city. His frustration at his latest posting was the second time in as many years that he had turned his nose up at the menial parochial work that most priests his age would have jumped at. Despite his youth, Escrivá already harbored airs of grandeur.

As he dashed through the station, he was unsure how his new boss would react to the two-week delay. It wasn’t the best start: not only had he failed to get to Madrid early, as requested, but he’d also missed Holy Week entirely. Plump-faced, with slicked-back hair and round, wire-framed glasses, Escrivá looked much younger than his years—more the teenage seminarian than a fully ordained man of the cloth. But what he lacked in experience he more than made up for in style. He took particular care about his appearance—a habit that had attracted great ridicule at the seminary, where he’d struggled to make friends and occasionally got into fights with the other trainees, who mockingly called him “the little gentleman.” Vanity was a trait he inherited from his father, who spent his Sundays promenading along the river, wearing a bowler hat and carrying a cane. Such public demonstrations of grandeur were a nod to a lost era for the Escrivá family: his father had fallen into bankruptcy when José María was twelve, forcing the family not only to sell their home and give up their four servants but also to leave their hometown of Barbastro in search for work. This fall from grace capped a tragic four years for José María during which three of his younger sisters died in quick succession. The events deeply affected the boy and prompted him to question why God would inflict such suffering on good, devout people while other, less pious families lived free of such hardships. “I realized that God in some way has to reward them on earth, since he won’t be able to reward them in eternity,” he concluded. “They also feed the ox that will go to the slaughterhouse.” His reasoning betrayed a gnawing sense of entitlement, righteousness—and a certain darkness in his personality.

From the station, he headed straight for Saint Michael’s, although his haste to get there was driven perhaps more by guilt than by enthusiasm for his new job. For Father José María had a confession to make: his reasons for moving to the capital were not altogether devout. He’d actually applied for the job at Saint Michael’s as a pretext to secure the relevant permissions to move from one diocese to another so he could pursue his real passion—a doctorate in law. The job, which involved giving the early-morning Mass in exchange for a daily stipend of five and a half pesetas—about $20 a day today—fitted perfectly with his plans to study and would even leave him with spare time to teach law to undergraduates and earn a little extra cash. Escrivá was unsure about the priesthood. Like many boys growing up in the provinces, he had joined the seminary, not out of a strong desire to go into the Church, but as a pathway to a better life and for opportunities beyond his hometown. “I had never thought of becoming a priest, or of dedicating myself to God,” he confessed. Although he took care to project the image of the devout clergyman, always immaculately turned out in his black cassock, his outward appearance hid a burning ambition to make something of himself—and a deep uncertainty about his future in the Church.

After presenting himself to the rector, he checked into a hotel a short walk away and, over the next few days, he gradually got himself installed in the capital and enrolled in the relevant courses at the Universidad Central. He soon found cheaper accommodation—a boarding house for priests that was owned by a group of aristocratic women who had been inspired to help the poor after going on a pilgrimage to Lourdes. José María wasted no time in ingratiating himself with these rich women. The Apostolic Ladies of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, as they called themselves, had just been given permission to open their own chapel, and they were so taken with Escrivá that they soon offered him the chaplaincy of their new church. Ambition trumped any loyalty or obligation to the rector at Saint Michael’s, who had patiently waited for his delayed arrival from Saragossa. In July, he handed in his notice. He had been there only two months.

Moving to the Apostolic Ladies brought Escrivá into contact with real poverty for the first time. Although he liked to bemoan his family’s financial situation, their poverty was relative only to the good life they had once enjoyed. Even after their fall, the Escrivás still had a lifestyle that was far detached from the appalling conditions in Madrid’s slums, where many thousands of people faced a daily struggle of existence and where homelessness, malnutrition, and disease were rife. The Apostolic Ladies had set up a string of schools and soup kitchens, and part of the young chaplain’s duties involved going out to the city’s slums to anoint the sick or give catechism classes. The women also enlisted him in one of their pet projects—a campaign against what they saw as blatant anti-Catholic propaganda being pushed by the left. The work involved countering talk of workers’ rights and social justice with readings from the Bible and defending the Church against claims that it was a defender of the brutally unjust political order. Escrivá threw himself wholeheartedly into these “apostolic missions.” It was an early indication of his willingness to defend the Church at all costs, even if that meant turning a blind eye to the suffering around him.

Escrivá didn’t allow his work in the slums to take up all his time. During his first year in Madrid, he completed two courses toward his doctorate—one on the history of international law and the other on the philosophy of law. He also took on another job teaching at a private academy in the afternoons and he had enough time left over to give private classes to undergraduate law students at home. Soon, his economic situation had improved markedly—he was able to afford an apartment in Chamberí, a well-to-do neighborhood with large open spaces. By the end of 1927, his mother Dolores, older sister Carmen, and eight-year-old brother Santiago moved to Madrid to live with him.

But the pressure of juggling three jobs and a doctorate soon started to take its toll and, before long, his studies—the thing that had brought him to the capital—were slipping. The grades in his first year were only average and in his second he started to fall behind. The feeling of his academic career stalling weighed heavily: since his father’s death five years earlier, he had been the family’s main breadwinner, and the Escrivá family’s prospects lay squarely on his shoulders. His mother also heaped pressure on him. When he was a toddler, he had suddenly taken ill and a doctor had warned that the young boy might not make it through the night. His mother had prayed to the Virgin Mary, promising her that if she saved her son, then she would take the boy to a shrine fourteen miles away at Torreciudad. The next day José María staged a miraculous recovery. “It must be for something great that our Lady left you in this world, because you were more dead than alive,” she often reminded him. It was little wonder, then, that he felt pressure to make something of his life.

In September 1928, he took time out at a retreat. He planned to use his time there to think about his future, and he took with him a bundle of papers—jottings he had made over the years about life and faith. He arrived on a Sunday night and, freed from work and his studies, began to embrace the daily rhythm of the retreat—waking at five, going to bed at nine, with a program of talks in between. On the third day, he went back to his room after morning Mass to read through some of his papers. What happened next would change his life. For years, the notes had seemed a sprawling mass of disparate ideas with no clear link. He had prayed to God for clarity—but to no avail. Suddenly, that morning it all became clear: Escrivá saw the outlines of a new way to serve God.

Over the next few days, while still on retreat, he started to formulate the rough outlines of what would eventually become Opus Dei—the Work of God. At its core was the idea of a universal call to holiness. He envisioned a lay brotherhood of men—“never—no way—will there be women in Opus Dei”—who would serve God by striving for perfection even in the most everyday tasks. “The extraordinary for us is the ordinary: the ordinary done with perfection,” he wrote. “Always with a smile, ignoring—in a nice way—the things that bother us, that annoy us; being generous beyond measure. In a word, making our ordinary life a continuous prayer.” At its birth, Escrivá’s vision for Opus Dei was a deeply Christian one, embracing notions like compassion, forgiveness, and charity. But over the years that vision would become warped by his need to grow and control the movement.

From the outset, he maintained that God had sent him the idea directly—but in reality, his vision borrowed heavily from more earthly foundations. The idea for a lay brotherhood was nothing new—the Jesuits already had various sodalities that sought to extend the order’s spirituality beyond its clergy. The timing of the vision was also convenient. It was a clear response to a debate raging about the intransigence and outright complicity of the Church in the country’s social problems. Escrivá would have been well aware of the potential appeal of a new back-to-basics Catholicism among those who were questioning the actions of the Church and who were seeking a way to return to the core teachings of their faith. Still, he maintained his vision was from God—and God alone. “It would take the imagination of a novelist who is a raving lunatic, or who has a fever of 105, to come up with on one’s own the idea of a Work like this,” he wrote in his journal. “If it was not of God, it would have to be a plan concocted by someone drunk with pride.”

Despite being convinced that the Lord had spoken to him directly, for the next four years Escrivá did surprisingly little to realize God’s will. Instead, he drifted between his three jobs and his law studies. Occasionally, he spoke about his idea for Opus Dei with those around him. Sometimes, after class, he took his students to a local bar, but his evangelical efforts bore little fruit. In 1929, the year after his vision, just two people tentatively expressed interest in joining Opus Dei—although one of those was his own deputy at the church, who might have felt awkward about saying no to his boss.

Perhaps frustrated with his failure to recruit anyone in the sixteen months since receiving the vision, in February 1930, Escrivá had an epiphany during a Mass being held at the home of one of the aristocratic women he knew—and he decided to ditch his previous opposition to women joining Opus Dei. A contradiction was already emerging within the foundations of the movement. On the one hand, he insisted that the vision he had received in October 1928 had come directly from God—and had been fully formed. “I received an illumination about the entire Work while I was reading those papers,” he explained. But on the other hand, he showed a readiness to make changes to that divine vision for practical, recruitment purposes. Evidently, the word of God was malleable.

But even that volte-face failed to generate recruits. At one stage, Escrivá became so despairing of his own failure that he asked one dying woman to intercede for him when she reached the next life. During this period, his frame of mind seemed to swing from one extreme to the other. At times, he felt inspired, and he looked back on that October morning as the moment that changed his life. “Yesterday evening, while walking down the street,” he wrote, “it occurred to me that Madrid has been my Damascus, because it was here that the scales fell from the eyes of my soul… and it was here that I received my mission.” Other days, he thought about leaving the priesthood entirely. At one stage, Escrivá decided to forget about the Work of God and instead apply for a job as a civil servant. Even direct intervention from God seemed insufficient to quiet the competing demands of his faith, his worldly ambition, and his family.



Money—or the lack of it—soon became an obsession. While his life was comfortable, it was a far cry from the affluence the family had once enjoyed—a contrast much remarked upon by his mother. With a generous salary of 2,500 pesetas a year, the civil service job would have been a big step in the right direction. But his application was unsuccessful. Having failed to find a decent job in the civilian world, he began looking around for ecclesiastical openings. His decision to switch jobs probably wasn’t only based on money; it also coincided with a dramatic shift in the political landscape. Over a few days in April 1931, the brutally unjust political order was swept away. The left won municipal elections by a landslide and called for King Alfonso XIII, who had presided over years of incompetence and corruption, to abdicate. Within two days he was gone. A republic was proclaimed, headed by a new government dedicated to improving the lives of millions of Spaniards. With the working classes newly empowered against their former oppressors, the city’s slums would be an even more dangerous place for a young priest. Escrivá, like the king, could sense the way the wind was blowing. It was prudent to look for another, less frontline position.

Despite having seen the conditions in the slums himself, Escrivá was horrified at the priorities of the new regime. “May the Immaculate Virgin defend this poor Spain!,” he wrote. “God confound the enemies of our Mother the Church! Madrid, for twenty-four hours, was one huge brothel…. Things seem to have calmed down. But the Freemasons are not sleeping.” He became obsessed with right-wing conspiracy theories that claimed the declaration of the republic was a secret plot concocted by a shadowy group of Jews, Masons, and Communists who wanted to overthrow Christian Europe.

With tensions rising, a misunderstanding over the alleged killing of a taxi driver by a group of monarchists finally led to outright violence in the city on May 10. Initially, it was mainly directed at pro-monarchy symbols—including the newspaper ABC. But the next day, the crowd turned against other symbols of oppression. A Jesuit church in the middle of the city was burned to the ground. On its scorched walls, the words “justice for the people against the thieves” were chalked in bold letters. Over the next three days, violence against the Church exploded across the country: more than a hundred buildings—churches, monasteries, convents, and religious schools—were torched. “The persecution has begun,” he wrote in his journal.

A month after the church burnings, his job hunt finally paid off. Escrivá was offered a chaplaincy at the Santa Isabel convent, on the eastern edge of the city. It was far from ideal—the position was temporary and offered no pay, meaning a hit to the family’s finances—but it would keep him out of the slums. His departure led to a falling out with the women at the Apostolic Ladies, which may have been rooted in what they saw as the abandonment of his duties. His life at Santa Isabel certainly was more comfortable: over the coming months, he had more time to develop his ideas about Opus Dei. Stirred by the events around him, what had been a relatively benign vision of core Christian beliefs began to evolve into something darker, more political, and almost militia-like. Escrivá initially described his vision of Opus Dei as being an example to others, an inspiration for how everyone—no matter their station in life—could dedicate their everyday actions up to God. By the spring of 1931, amid growing discontent with the ruling elite, that vision had evolved slightly to underline the importance of prayer, of standing firm against temptation, of remaining faithful. But a year later, following the spate of church burnings and violence against members of the clergy, his outline for Opus Dei was transformed. In his writings in the spring of 1932, Escrivá stated that being a member of Opus Dei meant offering your life up to God—it meant complete loyalty to the movement, unquestioning obedience, and the renouncement of any individual rights. Clues outlining this calling had been clearly outlined in the Gospel, he explained—but the true meaning of this message had been misunderstood by Church scholars for close to two millennia. But he now understood it. “You don’t come to the Work in search of something,” he wrote. “You come to serve yourself up, to renounce—for the love of God—any personal ambition.” The evolution in his thinking was a clear reaction to current events, and to his obsession with the conspiracy theories swirling around him. While he still had no followers, he was outlining a battle plan for an “army” of the faithful, a call to arms against the Freemasons, the Jews, and the Communists.



After his lack of success recruiting followers through his daily pastoral work, Escrivá decided to change direction—taking inspiration from the Jesuits, who had recently opened an academy where law students from the university could study and worship safely, away from the violence on campus. Escrivá decided he would do the same. At the end of 1932, he borrowed some money and moved his family to a new, larger apartment where he could hold regular classes and study circles. Within a few weeks he had two new recruits. Invigorated, he began to formulate plans for a full-scale academy and he actively began to recruit potential tutors. The plans gave him fresh motivation after four years with little to show for his efforts. He went on retreat in June 1933 and, on a sheet titled “immediate action,” he resolved to dedicate himself completely to Opus Dei. “I need to give up everything—even things that are truly apostolic—that isn’t directly connected with fulfilling the will of God, which means the Work. Plan: Every week, I have been hearing confessions in seven different places. I will give up hearing those confessions, except for those two little groups of university girls.” Once again, his own ambitions took precedence over his priestly duties.

His resolve coincided with a sudden change in the family’s fortunes. His uncle, also a priest, suddenly passed away and left two properties to his mother. Shortly after this windfall, Escrivá rented another apartment a short walk from the family home in what was to be the new location of the academy. Over the next few weeks, work began on decorating and decking out the new premises. At Christmas, Escrivá unveiled the name: the academy would simply be called DYA, to stand for Dios y Audacia—“God and Audacity”—although he asked for the name to remain a secret to anyone beyond his immediate circle of recruits. Instead, they were to say that the three letters stood for Derecho y Arquitectura—“law and architecture”—the two main subjects that would be taught there. Right from the start, Escrivá was choosing to conceal what was really going on behind closed doors. The very first Opus Dei center, the hub that he planned to use to recruit unsuspecting university students to his movement, was presented to the world as nothing more than a secular academy.

DYA opened its doors on January 15, 1934. Even though months had already passed since the start of the academic year, it had no trouble attracting students. Like the Jesuits, Escrivá was tapping into huge demand for private tuition among the city’s law and architecture students, which was unsurprising, perhaps given the huge education reforms being pushed through by the government, which had led to a shortage of qualified staff. During the first three months, around a hundred students passed through its doors to attend classes. Thirty of them also signed up for the extracurricular spiritual formation classes given by Escrivá. Afterwards, he often met students one-on-one and explained how they could improve their lives through Opus Dei. In those first three months, seven more students asked to join, swelling membership to the double figures. Escrivá held a special weekly meeting for the small group and asked them to begin calling him Padre—Father—instead of the Don José María used by other students at the academy. He also told them to look out for each other. A new, semi-covert inner circle was developing.

Father soon had bigger plans for the group. Drawing on his observations of the students who came through the doors of the academy each day—and taking note of which methods worked and which ones failed—he began to compile a detailed set of what he called “instructions” for his small but growing membership. It was the first of what eventually would become dozens of “instructions” totaling hundreds of pages, all written by the founder, which would dictate every aspect of life within Opus Dei, controlling the daily activities of its members and restricting their contact with the outside world. The first of these documents, titled Instruction Concerning the Supernatural Spirit of the Work of God, was the first time Escrivá had set down in writing for others what it meant to be in Opus Dei. He referred to the “tempestuous times” they were living through, which demanded men and women who were “strong willed, with supernatural resolve, ready to enter into battle against the enemies of Christ.” Right from the beginning, then, it was clear that Opus Dei was deeply political at its core; it was a reactionary stand against the progressive forces that were transforming society. To his list of prayer and atonement the founder now added an additional duty required of his followers—action. He wrote that the movement was part of “a rising militia” of “apostles carrying out the orders of Christ.” His words were a rallying cry to young conservatives keen to defend the Church and roll back some of the progressive reforms of the last few years. “The disease is extraordinary—and the medicine is just as extraordinary,” wrote Escrivá. “We are an intravenous injection, inserted into the circulatory torrent of society… to immunize the corruption of mankind and to illuminate all minds with the light of Christ.”

A few weeks later, Escrivá put together his second “instructions” document, which set out a detailed guide his followers could use to entice more souls into Opus Dei. The document, called Instruction Concerning How to Proselytize, would become a blueprint for Opus Dei members in the decades ahead—a secret manual for recruitment that would be hidden from the outside world, including Vatican authorities. Escrivá ordered his followers to focus their efforts on young people and avoid anyone over the age of twenty-five, explaining that older people had a tendency to be set in their ways—although perhaps it was simply that they were less susceptible to being recruited into what was increasingly looking like a religious cult. He warned them to be wary of people that asked too many questions. Members were told to operate covertly, and to begin by planting seeds in the mind of the person being targeted. Drawing on his own methods, Escrivá even suggested that his followers might arrange charitable visits or cultural talks as a pretext for getting people together—but he warned against trying to recruit lots of people at once. “Never—ever!—try to capture a group,” he advised. “Vocations need to come one by one, unpicking—in this case—the group with snakelike calculation.” He advised members to tell anyone showing interest in joining Opus Dei to keep it to themselves. “Instruct the new ones to shut up,” he wrote, “because their calling is like a little candle that has just been lit… and it would only take one small breath to extinguish it completely in their heart.” Recruits were also to be encouraged to distance themselves from their families. Anyone having any doubts was to be directed to an Opus Dei priest; Escrivá was the only priest within the movement at this stage, but even in 1934 he had plans to roll out his movement much more widely. If they were reluctant to meet a priest, he encouraged his followers to invent a pretext for the meeting, to present the priest as an expert in law or history or literature who might be able to help them professionally or with their studies. They were to target men at the top of their field—although such were Escrivá’s ambitions for Opus Dei that he added that it would also be necessary to recruit mediocre men as the movement grew, as they would be needed to fill internal roles within the organization. He also encouraged recruiters to use any resource at their disposal, including public funds and government buildings. With membership barely in the double figures, Escrivá had created a system that would underpin its expansion for the next ninety years—a system based on secrecy and deception.



Escrivá soon decided that the time had come to bring his followers under one roof. He resolved to open a student residence before the start of the next academic year and convinced his mother to sell the two properties she had just inherited to invest in his new venture. The residence would make it easier for members to follow the grueling daily schedule—a program of spiritual life, as Escrivá liked to call it—that he had begun to formulate. Every day, there was a half hour of prayer in the morning, followed by Mass and communion, the praying of the Angelus and the rosary, spiritual readings, and another half hour of prayer in the evening, a visit to the Eucharist, supplications, examinations of conscience, and other prayers throughout the day. This intensive program filled up a large chunk of members’ days, leaving them little time to actually go out and serve God through their everyday jobs—as they had been told they would. Instead, their lives became ever more insular—and ever more dependent on Opus Dei and its founder.

Then there was the mortification. His failure to get Opus Dei off the ground had taken its toll on Escrivá in the years since first getting the call, and at times he had turned to corporal mortification as atonement. Those close to him had become alarmed at his incessant use of the discipline—a cord-like whip, to which he added bits of metal and pieces of razor blade to enhance his suffering—during his lowest points. While the discipline had been used over the centuries by various orders, including the Cistercians and Capuchins, by the 1930s it had fallen completely out of use by everyday priests like Escrivá—and certainly among lay Catholics. He used the discipline three times a week, with an additional lashing once every two weeks and also on feast days. He also used the cilice, a small, spiked chain worn around the thigh, multiple times a day—twice before lunch and then in the afternoon. On Tuesdays, he used a cilice that wrapped around his waist. On Saturdays, he fasted—although he would often find any excuse to deny himself food or water. Some of the mortification—the fasting, the cilice around the waist—was linked to a growing obsession with his weight, which had begun to increase. “It is precisely against gluttony that I need to fight hardest,” he explained. At one point, his confessor became concerned about his health and had to ban him from fasting.

The bloody sessions with the discipline had also begun to alarm those closest to him. At his mother’s house, he would turn on the faucets to muffle the cracks of the whip and carefully clean up afterwards. But she would still find specks of blood on the floor and the walls. When she agreed to give him the money for the academy, she voiced her concerns. “Don’t beat yourself or put on a long face,” she begged him. But the daily acts of mortification continued. He asked that his followers do the same: they were expected to wear the cilice every day, sleep on the floor three times a week, and observe a total fast—no bread or water—once a week.

He quickly realized that money from his mother wouldn’t be enough to pay for the new Opus Dei residence, and he ordered members to go back to their families—the families they had been encouraged to turn away from—and ask them for money. This selective distancing—of cutting oneself off from one’s family, apart from when money was needed—would become a recurring theme for Opus Dei members. “A student residence is essential,” he wrote. “We are doing what we can, but we have not yet come up with the money we need. Help us: do some asking yourselves and get others to ask, too. We must make our Father-God dizzy with our pleading.” Soon, Escrivá was in a position to rent three apartments on Calle Ferraz, a short walk from the university. Over the next few weeks, two of the apartments were converted into sleeping quarters for twenty-five students; the other was converted into classrooms, a new location for the academy. By the end of October, it was all ready. “Classes have started at DYA,” wrote Escrivá, “and I expect much supernatural fruit, fruit of Catholic formation and culture, from this house.”

Things did not go as planned. Tensions had once again been rising across the country following the victory of a Catholic-led coalition at the end of 1933. Sporadic protests from those on the left broke out across the country—spurred on by counter-protests on the right. José María Gil Robles, the leader of the Catholic coalition, called a rally at the royal palace in El Escorial, just outside the capital. A group of twenty thousand men turned up to the meeting, which resembled a Nazi rally, and swore allegiance to Gil Robles with chants of Jefe! Jefe! Jefe! The army brutally quelled a popular uprising in Catalonia and a miners’ strike in Asturias. With political unrest breaking out everywhere, the government thought it prudent to delay the start of the university year—just as Escrivá was launching his new student residence. The decision was devastating for DYA: not a single student signed up to live at the residence, and advertisements in various newspapers went unanswered. With no income coming in, Escrivá struggled to pay the four members of the staff who had been hired ahead of the opening of the residence—two housekeepers, a cook, and a porter.

By Christmas, Escrivá was in serious financial trouble. He prayed to Saint Nicholas of Bari, pleading for him to intercede in the financial problems of the DYA residence, even going so far as to name him as the patron saint of Opus Dei’s business affairs. But Opus’s fortunes did not improve. During this period, Escrivá’s use of the discipline increased. With his finances in dire straits, he made the difficult decision to hand back the keys for one of the three apartments—the one that had been earmarked for the academy—leaving him with only the residence.

Once the universities reopened, their money troubles abated a little. By March, the worst had passed, and Escrivá turned his attention to making improvements. His new obsession was having his own chapel on the premises, and he wrote to the local diocese to ask for permission. Before he even had a reply, he bought an altar and altarpiece. A few days later, he secured a tabernacle, altar cloths, candlesticks, and various other items. Unable to contain his excitement, he decided to baptize the new chapel with an initiation ceremony for his small group of followers, which would mark their official incorporation into Opus Dei. Standing before a plain wooden cross in the yet-to-be-sanctified chapel, the Father asked them, one by one, to declare their allegiance. His impatience in bringing forward the ceremony before approval had been granted—and the pledge that members were expected to make—indicated a growing disregard for the rules of the Church. “If the Lord calls me home before the Work gets all the canonical approvals it needs for stability, will you keep working to carry forward Opus Dei, even if it costs you your property, your reputation, and your career?” he asked each one of them. “Will you, in other words, put your whole life at the service of God in his Work?” Afterwards, he gave each of them a ring engraved inside with the date and the word Serviam—“I will serve.” Ominously, Escrivá named the ceremony “The Enslavement.”

By the end of the academic year, business was booming at the academy. DYA had one hundred and fifty students on its books by the spring—half of whom also attended Escrivá’s spiritual formation classes. But the large numbers of students who passed through the doors of the residence and the academy weren’t yet converting into the stream of Opus Dei recruits he had hoped for. He started to refine his recruitment methods, asking residents and visitors to fill out questionnaires. Using that information, he kept report cards on all the students and carefully honed his recruitment methods for each. It was a method that would eventually become standard practice within Opus Dei. One architecture student who had put down painting as a hobby turned up at the academy a few days later, only to be presented with a large canvas and asked to paint something for the dining room. Escrivá would sit with him while he painted and talk to him about Opus Dei. Meanwhile, two other architecture students who were already members were encouraged to push him into joining. Such aggressive recruitment techniques paid off: seven more students asked to be admitted to Opus Dei before the academic year was out.

In September, his followers wrote to high schools outside the capital and placed advertisements in national newspapers in an effort to boost enrollment at the residence, making no mention of its affiliations with this new religious movement. The residence was getting so crowded that Escrivá had to rent an apartment in the building next door to handle the overflow. The DYA residence and academy was rapidly becoming a booming line of business. While it hadn’t yet generated the army of followers he yearned for, the sheer number of people passing through its doors had the potential to turn it into a hotbed for recruits that was far more effective than anything Escrivá had tried before.



Following months of infighting and a series of scandals, the conservative government collapsed in early 1936 and the left returned to power, sparking renewed clashes on the streets. One of the DYA residents was arrested for his involvement in the botched assassination of a left-wing politician and was sent to prison. Following the incident, Escrivá introduced a new rule—any talk of politics was banned inside the residence. The move wasn’t an attempt to condemn the attempted murder—indeed, he asked some of the residents to visit the assassin in prison—but instead a clear attempt to protect Opus Dei from any political fallout. He took other precautions, too, setting up a new company called the Foundation for Higher Studies that would handle the business affairs of the residence and the academy behind an entity that was financially and legally separate from Opus Dei and the Escrivá family. It was a method that Opus Dei would eventually use for all its business and apostolic interests around the world.

Escrivá started making plans for expansion beyond Madrid. He also started looking for a larger property in the Spanish capital, and in June 1936 the Foundation for Higher Studies signed off on the purchase of an entire building near the DYA residence. The new building looked out over parkland and the imposing Montaña military barracks, home to several hundred soldiers. It’s unclear where the money came from, although it’s likely the company took out a loan based on the profits being made at the academy and residence. Clearly, Escrivá had hit on an efficient and lucrative business model. At this point, only twenty-one men and five women had taken the enslavement ceremony, but Escrivá had big ambitions. “Madrid? Valencia? Paris? The world!” he wrote.

In May 1936, he authored another set of “instructions” addressed to the men who would be tasked with running Opus Dei residences in these cities. The document, entitled Instruction for Directors, covered 103 different topics, from the level of anger deemed appropriate for a director to show to the levels of tidiness expected. During the early expansion of Opus Dei, Escrivá had himself been able to groom each of the young men who had asked to join the movement, and this document laid bare his unease about losing direct control over the formation of new members. He stipulated that the local directors were required to write everything down—including details about spiritual matters, everyday incidents within the residence, the personal details about residents’ family and professional lives, as well as observations about their particular talents, skills, and interests. These report cards would eventually evolve into the internal “reports of conscience” that local directors would prepare for the regional headquarters, using information gleaned from members during the supposedly confidential spiritual guidance sessions—a mainstay of Opus Dei’s control over its members’ lives that would remain for decades to come. Directors were also encouraged to open and read the personal correspondence of anyone living at the residence. They were also told to exercise caution interacting with any clergy from the local diocese and to remain silent about any “contradictions”—presumably between Opus Dei’s precepts and Church teachings. “People who don’t belong to the Work don’t have the spirit of Opus Dei,” explained the founder. “Nor do they have the grace of God.” He wrote that the directors would, for the time being, have to also take charge of domestic tasks—but added that he was working on detailed plans for his daughters in the women’s section, who would eventually do all those jobs “without being seen and without being heard, an apostolate that will go unnoticed.” He was clear that this would free up men’s time to recruit.

On July 13, a Monday, Escrivá and his followers moved into the larger new residence in Madrid, just hours after the brutal murder of a conservative politician at the hands of a police squad, who were avenging the killing of one of their own—probably by a right-wing hit squad. As Escrivá and his small band of followers unpacked, frantic meetings were taking place across the capital to try to figure out what to do next. Socialist politicians said now was the time to begin distributing weapons to workers. Hundreds of miles away, in the Canary Islands, General Francisco Franco took the murder as a green light for the military to take over and restore order. A coup, which had long been talked about among senior army officers, was planned for Friday, July 17. By Saturday morning, July 18, garrisons in the Canary Islands, Spanish Morocco, and the enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla on the North African coast had all risen up and taken over. By Sunday, military uprisings were taking place on the mainland—although the picture was confused and, in Madrid, the main radio station was broadcasting the message that “no one, absolutely no one on the Spanish mainland, has taken part in this absurd plot.”

That report was inaccurate. A senior general had arrived at the Montaña barracks opposite the Opus Dei residence that morning dressed in civilian clothing, tasked with taking over the city. Inside, several hundred troops were told to wait for backup. On Sunday afternoon, Escrivá began to notice unusual activity on the street below; groups of people—loyalist troops, police officers, people’s militias and ordinary workers—were marching with weapons, flags, and raised fists toward the barracks, determined to prevent the army from taking over the city. The gates were blocked—nobody could get in or out. The standoff continued for hours.

During the night, an occasional gunshot rang out, as a reminder of the tension in the street below, but the stalemate continued. The calm was shattered first thing Monday morning, when the forces outside launched their attack. Five hours of fighting followed, with the government loyalists showering the barracks with bullets, amid cries of “Death to Fascism” and “All to the aid of the Republic.” Reinforcement came from the air and from two pieces of artillery that had been drawn through the capital’s streets by a beer truck. As Escrivá and his followers cowered inside, stray bullets ricocheted off the walls and splintered the balcony. They took refuge in the basement. By mid-morning, several hundred people were dead. The loyalists had won, and they rapidly took control of what remained of the barracks—and the cache of weapons inside. Across the city, dozens of churches were set on fire. The workers were taking control. In Madrid, at least, the coup had failed.

Fearing for his life, once the battle at the Montaña barracks had abated, Escrivá changed out of his cassock and into a set of blue overalls that had been left over from the recent refurbishment of the residence. At one o’clock, he made the sign of the cross and exited through the back door. He was the first to leave. He headed for his mother’s apartment and called the residence to check on his followers. Everyone was safe. Escrivá spent the rest of the afternoon and evening listening to conflicting radio reports and praying the rosary. That night, the heat and the tension made it difficult to sleep. Occasionally, he heard militias creeping around on the roof of the building.

In the coming days, while Escrivá remained in hiding, he asked his followers to run errands for him, sending them to collect his keys, a briefcase, and his identity card and to check at the post office for mail. His sister went out multiple times to buy food. Escrivá remained in the relative safety of the apartment and whiled away the time by playing cards with his mother or listening to the radio. It gradually became clear that the military uprising had only partially succeeded: while the coup had been successful across much of rural Spain, it had failed in the main cities, where workers were making a stand against the reactionary forces. From radio reports and telephone conversations, Escrivá began to piece together the reality of a country that was now divided in two. Santa Isabel, the church attached to the monastery where he was still officially a priest, had been burned to the ground. He also began to hear talk of priests being rounded up.

Over the next couple of weeks, as rumors of house-to-house searches intensified, he took further precautions to hide the fact that he was a priest, wearing his father’s wedding ring, growing out his tonsure, and also growing a moustache to throw off anyone who might have recognized him. Early one morning, the building’s doorman told them that there was to be a search. Escrivá left immediately and spent the next few hours walking the streets of the capital aimlessly, in constant fear of being stopped and thrown into prison, or worse. That evening, unsure of the situation at his mother’s apartment, he went to the home of a young professor who frequented the DYA academy, and there he was reunited with two of his followers. During the first three months of the war, Escrivá stayed in eight different homes belonging to friends and relatives of Opus Dei members, taking care to not stay in any one place too long. He had good reason to be scared: in the first few months of the war, around a third of the two thousand priests in Madrid were killed.

Meanwhile, the search continued for a more secure hiding place. Arrangements were made for Escrivá to be admitted to a mental asylum on the northeastern edge of the city. On October 7, the Opus Dei founder was picked up from the apartment where he was staying by a car sent by the hospital. The “patient” was put in the back, while one of his followers got into the front of the car with the driver. “I told the driver that the person in the back seat was mentally ill, not dangerous but beset with delusions of grandeur, and that I was taking him to the sanatorium for treatment,” he later recalled. Escrivá spent five months in the asylum. An atmosphere of suspicion and fear hung in the air. It was unclear which patients were genuinely ill and which were feigning their illness. The doctor in charge seemed happy to turn a blind eye to anyone masquerading as a patient so long as they paid their bill. At one point, Escrivá’s mother concluded that her youngest son Santiago—fast approaching eighteen and at risk of being conscripted into fighting—would be safer alongside his older brother José María and so she sent him to live at the asylum as well.

In March 1937, another of his followers who had taken refuge at the Honduran consulate secured permission for Escrivá and his brother to join him there. Across the city, more than ten thousand people—predominantly, though not exclusively, people from the right—were holed up in the embassies and consulates of foreign governments. At the consulate, he was reunited with four other members of Opus Dei. Escrivá and Santiago were also reunited with their mother and sister, who were allowed to visit briefly. The first few weeks were happy ones: various embassies had been holding negotiations with government forces about a mass evacuation, and the priest and his brother had moved from the asylum on the assumption they would be part of that. They had even paid for their passage and been assigned numbers 23 and 92, respectively. Again, it’s unclear where the money came from.

Week after week, Escrivá thought his escape was imminent. But it never came. Conditions inside the consulate were difficult. During the day they were pushed into the corridors, and at night they arranged their mattresses side by side under the dining table; blankets, suitcases, books, and toiletries were strewn everywhere. In May, the priest, his brother, and the three Opus Dei members were given a room of their own—an old storeroom that wasn’t even big enough to lay out their mattresses. Then news arrived of a raid at the Peruvian embassy, where three hundred Spaniards and thirty Peruvians had been rounded up. Escrivá did his best to keep his spirits up. Outside, on the streets of Madrid and across the country, tens of thousands of people—possibly hundreds of thousands—had died; the country had been torn apart and living conditions for millions were atrocious. In the relative safety of the consulate, the thoughts of Escrivá and his followers were focused on Opus Dei. They wrote to members, usually in code, and sought as much as possible to follow the daily schedule of prayers and introspection drawn up by the founder. Against the backdrop of horror and death, Escrivá decided to file a claim for compensation against the government for damage to the DYA academy and residence. He claimed one million pesetas in damages.

Trapped inside the consulate, unable to go outside, after a few months Escrivá’s mental health started to deteriorate. As had happened during the previous financial crisis at the academy a few years earlier, he became ever more obsessed with violent acts of mortification as he began to slide into depression. Occasionally, he would ask the others to leave the room; other times, he would wait for them to go to the dining room. Once, when one of his followers was in bed with a fever and could not leave, he asked him to cover his face with a blanket, before proceeding to whip himself with his discipline a thousand times. The floor was spattered with blood.

Things improved in the summer, when Escrivá persuaded the consulate to issue him a false document naming him as an employee—as chief supply officer. The document gave him the confidence to begin roaming the streets of Madrid once again. He began to regularly visit his mother, and his mood improved. Soon, his resolve returned, too. He concluded that the only way to secure the future of Opus Dei would be to leave Madrid. Word got back to the Opus Dei men at the consulate about a possible escape route, through Barcelona and the Pyrenees into France, that a handful of priests had already used. Escrivá decided that he, too, would give it a try and he began the process of obtaining the paperwork that would allow him to make the journey to Barcelona, the first stage of his escape. He also started raising money to pay the people smugglers.

The founder would leave behind his mother, sister, brother, and six of his followers, including three men who had been holed up with him at the Honduran consulate. But at the same time, he contacted some of his followers outside the city to invite them along. Another five Opus Dei members and the brother of one member would eventually join the expedition. Miguel Fisac, one of those who was contacted, suspected that Escrivá had picked him for not altogether altruistic reasons. “I supposed they tried to find me when they found out how expensive the guides, who would help them escape over the Pyrenees, were going to be, as it meant a great deal of money,” he later said. “They supposed my father would supply it, which he did.”

The journey across the Pyrenees was long and perilous. On October 8, Escrivá set off—first to Valencia by car and then to Barcelona by train. There, the eight fugitives waited for a signal from the traffickers. And waited. And waited. On November 19, they finally got the signal. Over the next five nights, the six men walked more than fifty miles over mountainous terrain. They slept at safe houses pre-arranged by the smugglers and they breakfasted on hearty meals of bread, wine, and sausages. Finally, on the morning of December 2, they crossed the border into Andorra—to shouts of “Deo gratias! Deo gratias!” from the Opus Dei founder.

From there, they crossed into France and headed north to the border at Hendaye, back into Spain and Franco-held territory. They made the crossing on December 10, 1937. Life was noticeably different in the Franco-held zone, where people—at least those who hadn’t been rounded up and shot for being leftist sympathizers—were able to worship freely. Once across the border, the young men who had accompanied Escrivá on the dangerous crossing over the last few weeks almost immediately signed up to fight for General Franco. By contrast, the Opus Dei founder, who was just a couple of weeks from his thirty-sixth birthday, decided to go to Pamplona, invited by the bishop, to rest. There, he read and renewed his determination to rebuild Opus Dei. On January 8, the day before his birthday, he relocated to Burgos, which Franco was using as a temporary capital and where he would sit out the remainder of the war.



The war had dealt a bitter blow to Opus Dei at precisely the moment when it was beginning to build real momentum. On the eve of the conflict, Escrivá had twenty-one followers in the Work. But they were now scattered across the country—some in Franco-held territory, others still in the government-held zone; some fighting on the front lines, others in hiding. Now settled at a boarding house in Burgos, Escrivá turned his full attention to maintaining contact with the group. He began once again to keep detailed records on each of his followers and was resolved to contact all of them. Over the next six weeks, he sent eighteen letters to Opus Dei members in Madrid but received only seven responses. Escrivá couldn’t tell whether the lack of response was due to severed communications between the two zones, down to personal doubts about their membership in Opus Dei, or because they were dead.

Returning to Madrid soon became his focus. As the war continued, Escrivá opted to spend his time not by helping out at a military hospital or even by helping the Francoist war effort, but by attending a women’s sewing bee that made decorations for Opus Dei residences for use after the war and by giving them spiritual formation classes. He also became obsessed with finding the money to fund the re-establishment of the Work. He wrote to his followers in Madrid and implored them to push the claim for compensation he had filed while at the Honduran consulate. He wrote to those on the frontline, men facing death daily, and asked them to send him money. To the Bishop of Vitoria, he wrote “I need a wee million, along with fifty men who love Jesus Christ above all things.” He also returned to writing, adding to the notes that he had taken to the retreat when he had received his vision. He set a new target for himself, that of expanding these notes to 999 maxims—words of wisdom, anecdotes, and spiritual advice—that would guide his followers.

On March 28, 1939, the government finally surrendered, and victorious Francoist troops entered the capital. Escrivá followed the next day. His own entrance into the city was just as triumphant as that of the troops. He rode in on a military truck, defiantly wearing his cassock and holding out his crucifix to the city’s disheveled and malnourished inhabitants. For many, he was the first priest they had seen wearing a cassock since the conflict had begun. The country had been torn apart during the previous two and a half years: three hundred thousand people lay dead; another quarter of a million were held in concentration camps; half a million more had fled Spain altogether. Madrid lay in ruins, and its people were struggling to survive—food supplies were close to running out, there was no heating, hot water, medicine, or surgical dressings.

Escrivá focused on what he called “the family business.” Before the war, the DYA academy and residence had been the engine behind Opus Dei; in its small chapel, Escrivá had presided over the enslavement ceremonies of its two dozen or so members. The war had severely depleted their numbers, though—two had been killed and another seven had left the movement. Just fourteen men and two women remained. Escrivá headed immediately for Calle Ferraz to get the academy and residence back up and running. But it wasn’t to be. He arrived to find it bombed out, burned, and ransacked. His work—the Work of God—lay in ruins. But thanks to his “instructions,” he now had a detailed blueprint to resurrect the movement. Armed with his tried-and-tested methods for targeting and controlling prospective recruits, Opus Dei would quickly regain its lost ground.
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