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HÀQLQJ�UHOLJLRXV�ULWXDO�DV�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�KDUERUV�IDLWK�
more deeply through the practice of  a dramatic, yet 

VSLULWXDO�DFW�RI �JUDYLW\��ZH�FDQ�VHH�WKDW�FRUSRUDO�PRUWLÀFDWLRQ�
is one way this can be done. The society of  Opus Dei’s rituals 
RI �FRUSRUDO�PRUWLÀFDWLRQ��DQG�PRVW�VSHFLÀFDOO\�WKH�RQH�GHDOLQJ�
ZLWK�VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ��LV�ZKDW�,�ZLOO�SXW�LQWR�WKH�PRVW�FDUHIXO�
consideration within this paper. In addition to the attention that 
the movie The Da Vinci Code has placed on Opus Dei, the overall 
DFWLRQ�RI �FRUSRUDO�PRUWLÀFDWLRQ�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�E\�SUHVHQW�VRFLHW\�
as appalling and outrageous. However, using the viewpoints 
and objectivities of  such ritual explication as symbolism, 
performance theory, and rite of  passage, I argue that the ritual 
SURFHVV�RI �VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ��VSHFLÀFDOO\�IRU�WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�RI �
Opus Dei, is one that fosters an ideal way to live, and one which 
IXOÀOOV�WKH�RYHUDOO�JRDO�RI �OLIH�KHUH�RQ�HDUWK��VDQFWLI\LQJ�\RXUVHOI �
and others to be closer to God.

INTRODUCTION
     In the modern era, people try to avoid pain at all costs, 
whether it be psychological, physical, or even spiritual. Western 
society takes pride in providing the best doctors with the 
best pharmaceutical products and pain-reducing techniques 
to provide patients with the most technologically advanced 
healthcare. After all, medicine has come a long way since 
+LSSRFUDWHV�ODLG�RXW�WKH�ÀUVW�EDVLF�PHGLFDO�JXLGHOLQHV�LQ�KLV�
Corpus Hippocraticum. Nevertheless, the central point remains 
that people do not want pain, or anything to do with it. It causes 
VLFNQHVV��GHSUHVVLRQ��ORVV�RI �VHOI�FRQÀGHQFH��DQG�ZRUVW�RI �DOO��
death. However, what if  pain was to be considered acceptable 
in ritual practice? This is the case in many religions all over the 
world, including that of  Christianity. As the media has recently 
centered on the Catholic religious group of  Opus Dei and its 
XVDJH�RI �FRUSRUDO�PRUWLÀFDWLRQ��HVSHFLDOO\�HYLGHQW�LQ�WKH�SRSXODU�
ERRN�DQG�ÀOP�The Da Vinci Code, we have to be more concerned 
ZLWK�KRZ�FRUSRUDO�PRUWLÀFDWLRQ�LV�UHOLJLRXVO\�IHDVLEOH�
     In this paper, I focus on Opus Dei’s ritual practice of  self-
ÁDJHOODWLRQ��,�H[DPLQH�WKH�SK\VLFDO�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�PHQWDO�DVSHFWV�
that members foster from such a ritual practice of  corporal 
PRUWLÀFDWLRQ��7KLV�WHFKQLTXH��DOWKRXJK�QRW�H[FOXVLYH�WR�WKH�

WUDGLWLRQDOLVW�&DWKROLF�VHFW��KROGV�PXFK�VLJQLÀFDQFH�LQ�LWV�ZHHNO\�
occurrence amid the presence of  prayer. First, I will discuss the 
background of  Opus Dei in order to provide a general layout 
of  how such strict bodily penitence came about. The main goal, 
aside from the aforementioned objective to explain the ritual 
to the reader, is to apply various theories to the ritual of  self-
ÁDJHOODWLRQ��DQG�WR�H[SODLQ�ZKDW�LV�UHDOO\�KDSSHQLQJ�LQ�WKH�H\HV�
of  a practitioner of  this exercise of  faith. I will talk about this 
PRUH�VRXQGO\�LQ�WKH�IROORZLQJ�SDUDJUDSKV��EXW�ÀUVW��ULWXDO�DQG�LWV�
all-encompassing generalities will be discussed,so as toto relate 
to what the theorists can apply toward the practices carried out 
by Opus Dei.

RITUAL IN GENERAL
     What does one normally think when the word “ritual” comes 
to mind? Is it something sacred or fantastic, something moving 
or symbolic, and/or something performative or dramatic? All of  
these terms can be applied to such a word, especially concerning 
its religious connotation. What the ritual actors focus on is 
mostly the symbolic and performative components of  what can 
often times be compared to a theatrical production. Aside from 
these elements comes overwhelmingly the idea of  liminality, 
or the idea behind stages of  progress while the performer of  
the ritual witnesses and takes part in a process of  change. This 
change, both spiritual and physical, oftentimes is what separates 
simple theater from religious rituals. So, what does one procure 
from these rituals? By performing these rituals repeatedly, one 
grows in his/her faith and develops a standard of  beliefs so 
that the ideas behind the institution in charge of  the ritual seem 
to hold valid truths withinsociety. In this paper, the central 
religious ritual discussed and elaborated upon will be that of  
VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ�LQ�WKH�RQO\�SHUVRQDO�SUHODWXUH�RI �WKH�5RPDQ�
Catholic Church.  Of  course, what is written above concerns the 
controversial group of  both religious and lay members of  Opus 
Dei, translated from Latin to mean “God’s work.”  First, I will 
center on performance theory, most notably prescribed by Roy 
Rappaport. Rappaport’s vision of  ritual as a “performance of  
more or less invariant sequences of  formal acts and utterances 
not encoded by the performers”1 applies perfectly to the 
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ritualized action of  whipping. Although some ascetics would 
consider themselves as creators of  the ritual, it has existed for 
centuries as a form of  penitence and as an imitation of  Christ's 
VXIIHULQJ�RQ�KLV�ODVW�GD\V�RQ�(DUWK��:KHQ�ZH�ÀQDOO\�PRYH�
from a performance background to a more in-depth analysis 
surrounding the actual stages of  the ritual itself, I will exercise 
the writings of  both Arnold van Gennep and Victor W. Turner, 
using their revision on the traditional rites of  passage, including 
liminality. Therefore, I will explain  the physical actualization 
RI �FDUU\LQJ�RXW�WKH�ÁDJHOODWLQJ�DFW�DQG�WKHQ�VXEVHTXHQWO\�PRYH�
toward the purifying and spiritual “rite[s] which accompany 
every change of  place, state, social position and age.”2 

Throughout the paper, I will expound upon the symbols, both 
physical and psychological, of  the action itself. I will provide 
a description  of  not only the individual tools used within the 
ritual, but also of  each separate action of  mental choice and 
deliberation that  carries weight on how important the ritual is 
to the members of  Opus Dei.  Only through these religious and 
sociological theories can we truly understand and recognize such 
a pain-inducing ritual.
     By using the historical and theoretical approaches mentioned 
DERYH��,�DUJXH�QRW�RQO\�IRU�WKH�FODULÀFDWLRQ�RI �ULWXDOL]HG�
whipping within Opus Dei, but also that it functions mentally as 
D�ULWXDO�RI �SXULÀFDWLRQ�WKURXJK�PHDQV�RI �VDFULÀFLQJ�WKH�FRPIRUW�
of  the body to experience the similar suffering of  Christ. 
7KURXJK�WKLV�VXIIHULQJ��WKH�&KULVWLDQ�LGHQWLW\�RI ��VDQFWLÀFDWLRQ�
through work" presents itself  as a cleansing step toward the 
divine. 

BACkGROUND
     Opus Dei was, and is, an organization of  membership and 
community, with a striking contrast of  individuality as well, 
even more so than might be thought. John Allen states, “At the 
level of  individual initiative, Opus Dei members are generally 
committed Catholics involved in their parishes, their dioceses, 
and other aspects of  the life of  the Church,”3 but at the same 
time “It’s only at the personal level that people are asked to ‘do’ 
Opus Dei,”4�FUHDWLQJ�WKHLU�RZQ�SHUVRQDO�VDQFWLÀFDWLRQ�WKURXJK�
membership. Formed over the course of  his life by Josemaría 
Escrivá de Balaguer of  Aragon, Spain, Opus Dei was something 
Escrivá had seen in a vision telling him to do God’s work: “He 
saw Opus Dei, as the Lord wanted it and as it would be, down 
through the centuries.”5 From October 2, 1928, onward, the 
6SDQLVK�SULHVW�HOHYDWHG�KLV�LGHD�RI �WKH�VDQFWLÀFDWLRQ�RI �OLIH�RQWR�
WKH�9DWLFDQ��ZKLFK�ÀQDOO\�ZDV�DSSURYHG�DQG�UHFRJQL]HG�DV�D�
personal prelature in 1982 by Pope John Paul II.
     The central tenet within Opus Dei thought, belief, and 
membership, is that “to be holy means to sanctify work itself, 
to sanctify oneself  in work, and to sanctify others with work,”6 
DQG�WKXV��´(VFULYi·V�FRQFHSWLRQ�>RI@�SHUVRQDO�VDQFWLÀFDWLRQ�
through work is inextricably linked to the apostolic vocation of  
the Christian, to ‘the apostolic mission through work.’”7 This 
is central to members of  Opus Dei and truly limits them to a 
boundary set of  guidelines to live by. As Michael Walsh puts it 
simply and comprehensively:

In his apostolate the Opus Dei member is exhorted ‘Esto vir:  

Be a man’ (Maxim 4), a man of  will-power, energy, example 

(Maxim 11), whose motto is ‘God and daring’ (Maxim 401). He 

is ambitious—for knowledge, for leadership, for great adventures 

(Maxim 24). He remembers that his heart is a traitor (Maxim 

188), and that it is beautiful to be a victim (Maxim 175). He is 

uncompromising, for to compromise is a sure sign of  not possessing 

the truth (Maxim 394)...he needs to be strong, for ‘The plan of  

sanctity that God asks of  us is determined by these three points: holy 

intransigence, holy coercion, and holy shamelessness’ (Maxim 387).8

These demands often come hard on those members who join 
and on those who do not understand the concepts fully.. As a 
former numerary, María del Carmen Tapia states, “I was cut 
off  from my entire family. This ostracism lasted eighteen years, 
exactly the time of  my stay in Opus Dei.”9 However, for most 
of  the members, including the numeraries, priests, and numerary 
assistants, ostracism is not a problem, as they, albeit having 
other professions in life, are mostly dedicated to the care of  and 
commitment to Opus Dei households and their members.

STRUCTURE
     Numeraries, the most controversial subset of  the Opus Dei 
membership, are those who are extremely devoted to Opus Dei. 
These positions are restricted to “members who make Opus Dei 
their immediate family.”10 Despite “remaining lay, [they] pledge 
celibacy, live together in one of  about 1,700 sex-segregated 
'centers' and extend their training to a degree rivaling a priest’s.”11 
Numerary assistants are relatively similar to their numerary 
counterparts, but often are women who take on the traditional 
role of  cleaning and cooking. Furthermore, there are members 
who have equivalent responsibilities to numeraries, who are 
called associates. The only difference lies in their residency with 
family members instead of  at an Opus Dei center. Aside from all 
these roles lie the most prevalent members, the supernumeraries, 
who are not celibate-bound and who do not live within Opus 
Dei households. Often required to seek out “spiritual direction 
from a numerary of  Opus Dei,”12 they also support the 
DVVRFLDWLRQ�ÀQDQFLDOO\�ZLWK�UHJXODU�PRQHWDU\�JLIWV�
     In addition to the various lay members of  the organization, 
there exist clergymen, bishops, priests, and deacons, as well 
as the supreme leader of  the prelature itself, currently Prelate 
Bishop Javier Echevarría Rodríguez. The other half  of  the 
society namely comes from the governing organization of  
the Priestly Society of  the Holy Cross. Although the ordained 
members “comprise only about 3 percent of  the total 
membership,”13 they have the most power and the most senior 
spiritual direction to guide the numerary members, who then 
take responsibility for the formation of  the remainder of  the 
members.

CORPORAL MORTIfICATION
     Above, I have laid out a basis and history of  the organization 
so the reader can now begin to understand just how corporal 
PRUWLÀFDWLRQ�ZRUNV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�VRFLHW\��7KH�LGHD�RI �LQÁLFWLQJ�SDLQ�
on one’s body, both physically and mentally, has been part of  
religious practice for centuries. Not limiting itself  to Christianity, 
WKHUH�DUH�QXPHURXV�H[DPSOHV�RI �FRUSRUDO�PRUWLÀFDWLRQ�LQ�VXFK�
rituals as the Remembrance of  Muharram in Shi’a Islam and 
the Thiapusam Festival in Hinduism.14 Aside from the obvious 
SRLQW�RI �WKLV�SDSHU�FHQWHULQJ�RQ�VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ�ZLWK�D�ZKLS�
like device called a discipline, the numeraries of  Opus Dei also 
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partake in wearing the cilice on a daily basis. This small chain-
like device has its roots in the hairshirt, which was a “garment 
made of  rough cloth, often woven from goats’ hair or inlaid 
with barbed chains and worn as [an] undershirt or as [a] girdle 
LQ�RUGHU�WR�LQÁLFW�GLVFRPIRUW�µ15  Furthermore, members are 
DOVR�REOLJHG�WR�EH�IXOO�SDUWLFLSDQWV�RI �FRUSRUDO�PRUWLÀFDWLRQ��
LQ�ZKLFK�QRW�MXVW�WKH�SK\VLFDO�DVSHFWV�RI �VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ�DQG�
wearing of  the cilice apply, but also the mental aspects, which 
are very much a complementary component to the more carnal 
commitments. The Catholic Encyclopedia states that corporal 
PRUWLÀFDWLRQ�LV��WKH�GHOLEHUDWH�UHVWUDLQW�WKDW�RQH�SODFHV�RQ�
natural impulses in order to make them increasingly subject 
WR�VDQFWLÀFDWLRQ�WKURXJK�REHGLHQFH�WR�UHDVRQ�LOOXPLQHG�E\�
faith."16 Countless Catholics, especially ascetics and monastics, 
KDYH�SUDFWLFHG�WKH�UROH�RI �ULWXDOL]HG�FRUSRUDO�PRUWLÀFDWLRQ��EXW�
as Simone Weil states, “the extreme greatness of  Christianity 
lies in the fact that it does not seek a supernatural remedy for 
suffering, but a supernatural use for suffering.”17 Hence, the 
very act of  the ritual itself, that of  participating in the imitatio 
Christi, or, reliving the suffering and pain that Christ went 
WKURXJK�ZKLOH�VDFULÀFLQJ�KLPVHOI �IRU�RXU�VLQV��PHDQV�VRPHWKLQJ�
very sacred to those who practice such actions. Therefore, the 
ULWXDO�ÁDJHOODQWV�DUH��DV�0LUFHD�(OLDGH�VWDWHV���FRQVFLRXV�WKDW�WKH\�
are reproducing, to the smallest detail, the paradigmatic acts of  
the god[s] as they were performed in illo tempore."18 It was said 
of  the late Pope John Paul II in his self-participation of  self-
ÁDJHOODWLRQ�WKDW�´:H�ZRXOG�KHDU�LW���ZH�ZHUH�LQ�WKH�QH[W�URRP�DW�
Castel Gandolfo. You could hear the sound of  the blows when 
KH�ZRXOG�ÁDJHOODWH�KLPVHOI���+H�GLG�LW�ZKHQ�KH�ZDV�VWLOO�FDSDEOH�
of  moving on his own.”19 This description by a group of  Polish 
QXQV�FRQÀUPV�WKH�FRPPRQDOLW\�RI �WKH�DFW�DQG�ZKDW�5HY��
Michael Barrett stated for a CNN article in January of  2010: 
“This voluntary accepted discomfort is a way of  joining oneself  
to Jesus Christ and the sufferings he voluntarily accepted in 
order to redeem us from sin.”20 However, are we to believe that 
WKH�RQO\�UHDVRQ�IRU�WKHVH�VHOI�LQÁLFWHG�DFWV�RI �SDLQ�FRPH�IURP�
desiring a closer adherence to the divine? As the theorists will 
point out, there is a purely felt divine and objective reason for 
doing such an action to oneself, but it is not the only reason. 
Ritual takes place out of  precedence to provide an earnest belief  
in the teachings of  that particular religion or group, and in the 
case of  Opus Dei, the belief  in living in closer companionship 
to God is one of  the key elements.

SELf-fLAGELLATION RITUAL
�����,�ZLOO�GHVFULEH�WKH�ULWXDO�RI �VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ�VXEVHTXHQWO\��7KH�
whole purpose of  describing such a sacred act is to understand 
KRZ�LW�LV�GRQH��LQ�RUGHU�WR�HOXFLGDWH�LWV�HIÀFDF\��ZLWK�KHOS�IURP�
theorists to come later.
     Since this particular ritual is not the only one practiced 
throughout the faith of  the Opus Dei group, I will employ 
FDUHIXO�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�RQ�WKH�OHQJWK��GXUDWLRQ��DQG�VSHFLÀFLWLHV�RI �
this ritual. Within the group, every action builds on the next, and 
VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ�LV�MXVW�RQH�RI �WKRVH�VWHSV�LQ�EHFRPLQJ�FORVHU�WR�
God. Therefore, we can assimilate the discussion of  the ritual 
itself  around many other practices that members of  Opus Dei 
participate in, and the sum total relation of  all of  them to God 
and to the theorists’ works.

     In the ritual, the person encloses himself  in a private room 
such as a bathroom or a bedroom. The Opus Dei member makes 
the Sign of  the Cross, in order to initiate both the prayer that 
ZLOO�EH�VDLG��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�VDFULÀFH�RI �ERGLO\�SDLQ�IRU�RQH·V�VLQV��
)XUWKHUPRUH��WKH�ÁDJHOODQW�UHPRYHV�HLWKHU�WKH�VKLUW�RU�SDQWV��DV�
the small whip-like device resembling a macramé21 is used on 
the back or buttocks area. Next, the performer starts whipping 
oneself  while simultaneously reciting the Angelic Salutation or 
WKH�/RUG·V�3UD\HU��$IWHU�WKLV�LV�ÀQLVKHG��WKH�SHUVRQ�FOHDQV�KLPVHOI �
of  any blood or wounds, dresses in clothing, and ends the prayer 
with the Sign of  the Cross. A real-life description by former 
member and numerary Agustina López de los Mozos Muñoz is 
accounted below:

I learned about the “disciplines” after being in the Work for a little 
PRUH�WKDQ�D�\HDU��,W�LV�DQRWKHU�IRUP�RI �FRUSRUDO�PRUWLÀFDWLRQ��,W�LV�D�
whip made of  cord that ends in little points.  It is used on Saturdays, 
and only on Saturdays. You go into the bathroom, lower your 
underwear, and on knees, you whip your buttocks during the time it 
takes to pray a “Salve.”  I have to say that I recited the “Salve” at one 
hundred per hour, because the cracks of  the whip on such a painful area 
leave the skin [in carne viva] for much of  the time while you are reciting 
your prayer.22

     As one can see, the ritual, although not long or extensively 
harsh on the body, causes quite an impact on the mind and spirit 
of  the persons involved. Therefore, the idea of  imitatio Christi, 
or the reenactment of  the suffering of  Christ through one’s own 
DFWLRQV��DQG�LQ�WKLV�FDVH�WKURXJK�VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ��LV�FDUULHG�RXW�MXVW�
enough to push the performer in the right direction toward the 
divine. As observers and theorists, the main set of  credentials we 
must gain from this ritual, as well as the similar one of  wearing the 
FLOLFH�IRU�WZR�KRXUV�D�GD\��LV�WKH�LGHD�WKDW�´0RUWLÀFDWLRQ�LV��ÀUVW�RI �
all, a means of  training the body to endure hardships.”23 Adding 
to this statement is the idea that the Catholic Encyclopedia 
explains in the cleansing of  the soul: “Of  the diseases it 
>PRUWLÀFDWLRQ@�VHWV�LWVHOI �WR�VOD\��VLQ��WKH�RQH�PRUWDO�GLVHDVH�RI �WKH�
VRXO��KROGV�ÀUVW�SODFH�µ24 Hence, the mental reasoning for doing 
such an act is to be granted a clean slate from God concerning 
the purity of  the soul, for “Sin committed it destroys, by impelling 
to true penitence and to the use of  those means of  forgiveness 
DQG�UHVWRUDWLRQ�ZKLFK�RXU�/RUG�KDV�FRQÀGHG�WR�+LV�&KXUFK�µ25 
Furthermore, an Opus Dei numerary in Madrid, Spain, described 
WKH�SXUSRVH�RI �WKH�VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ�ULWXDO�DV�D�PHDQV�´7R�MRLQ�
Christ in his passion, to ask forgiveness for our sins, [and] to gain 
control over our passions.”26 The main term here is control, which 
is what the Bible stresses in 2 Peter:

Now for this very reason also, applying all diligence, in your faith 
supply moral excellence, and in your moral excellence, knowledge, and 
in your knowledge, self-control, and in your self-control, perseverance, 
and in your perseverance, godliness, and in your godliness, brotherly 
kindness, and in your brotherly kindness, love. For if  these qualities are 
yours and are increasing, they render you neither useless nor unfruitful 
in the true knowledge of  our Lord Jesus Christ. For he who lacks these 
TXDOLWLHV�LV�EOLQG�RU�VKRUW�VLJKWHG��KDYLQJ�IRUJRWWHQ�KLV�SXULÀFDWLRQ�IURP�
his former sins.27

This passage perfectly explains what members of  Opus Dei are 
WU\LQJ�WR�DFFRPSOLVK�WKURXJK�FRUSRUDO�PRUWLÀFDWLRQ�LQ�JHQHUDO��
¶0RUDO�H[FHOOHQFH·�LV�NH\��EXW�LW�LV�VHOI�FRQWURO�ZKLFK�VROLGLÀHV�KRZ�
one interacts with others in the world and how one can interact to 
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EH�PRUH�OLNH�&KULVW��7KLV�LV�VDQFWLÀFDWLRQ��WKH�PRVW�FHQWUDO�WHQHW�
that St. Josemaría Escrivá wanted to disseminate throughout 

the Christian world: the idea that one has to be holy in all forms 

of  life in order to be increasingly aware and to possess the 

‘knowledge’ of  the divine.

ThEORISTS’ APPROAChES
     I will now explain how the theories of  rites of  passage 

DQG�OLPLQDOLW\�SOD\�D�IDFWRU�ZLWKLQ�WKH�VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ�ULWXDO�RI �
members of  Opus Dei. Firstly, I will clarify the terms in order to 

understand them in light of  the ritual at hand.

     Arnold van Gennep describes rites of  passage as a 

subdivision of  three separate but related stages: rites of  

separation, transition rites, which he coins the liminal stage, 

and rites of  incorporation.28 These three stages set to describe 

the ritual performer in terms of  his departure from a former 

nature toward the actual transitioning stage, which may 

involve symbolic meaning and direction, to the readmission to 

nature and society stage, albeit cleansed anew. However, this 

LGHD�SXWV�VLJQLÀFDQFH�LQ�WKH�WUDQVLWLRQDO�SKDVH��RU�WKH�OLPLQDO�
stage, which is mentioned in Victor W. Turner’s book, The 

Ritual Process. Turner regards those who are subject to the 

liminal stage to be involved in liminality, which he describes 

as “neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between the 

positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention, and 

ceremonial.”29 Therefore, the ritual performer is concentrated 

within an element that is indistinguishable from all others, and 

LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI �WKRVH�LQYROYHG�LQ�WKH�VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ�ULWXDO��WKH�
stage of  the actual whipping process of  the body would be 

this liminal phase of  transition. Limen, which in Latin means 

‘threshold,’ accounts for the ritual performer to be in a state in 

which only participants are allowed. It is rather closed off, as 

WKH�VROH�SXUSRVH�RI �WKH�ULWXDO��WKH�VHOI�PRUWLÀFDWLRQ�WKURXJK�
whipping, is to communicate penitence for sins and to harbor 

the passions of  life between the performer and God. This 

ritualized act, however, incorporates cleansing of  the body and 

RI �WKH�PLQG��DV�DJDLQ��WKH�HQWLUH�LGHD�RI �PRUWLÀFDWLRQ�LV��WKDW�
the passions and sensual concupiscences, which when freely 

LQGXOJHG�H[HUFLVH�VR�SHUQLFLRXV�DQ�LQÁXHQFH�RQ�KXPDQ�FRQGXFW��
should be trained by judicious repression to subordinate and 

FRQÀUP�WKHLU�GHVLUHV�WR�WKH�UXOH�RI �UHDVRQ�DQG�LQ�IDLWK��DV�
discerned by the mind."30 0RUHRYHU��WKLV�ULWH�RI �SXULÀFDWLRQ��
just like the monthly mikvah cleansing of  menstruating women 

LQ�-XGDLVP��DOORZV�WKH�ÁDJHOODQW�WR�VWDUW�DQHZ�RQ�KLV�MRXUQH\�
WRZDUG�VDQFWLÀFDWLRQ�WKURXJK�ZRUN��,W�LV�D�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�RI �VRUWV��
and one that Roy Rappaport describes as “the non-instrumental 

aspect or component of  events that may also include an 

instrumental component: ‘technique.’”31 The “technique” of  

the ritual, although not too strict, as the numerary member in 

Madrid states, is formalized and bound. Therefore, the ritual is 

strict in the sense that each individual who participates in it is 

doing it rigidly in his own way. This statement ties back in with 

WKH�LGHD�RI �VDQFWLÀFDWLRQ�WKDW�ZDV�WRXFKHG�XSRQ�HDUOLHU��7KH�
individual strives to do his best in what he sees as the proper 

way to grow closer to Christ and to God. Through the act of  

whipping oneself, all of  the elements of  getting down on one’s 

knees, the taking off  of  clothes, etc., are performative in the 

sense that the ritual “serves to express the individual’s status in 

WKH�VWUXFWXUDO�V\VWHP�LQ�ZKLFK�KH�ÀQGV�KLPVHOI�µ32 The structural 

system the ritual performer is involved in would have to be 

not only Opus Dei, but the private devotion to God as well. 

This is somewhat different from most rituals, in which “the 

participants transmit information concerning their own current 

physical, psychic, or sometimes social states to themselves and 

to other participants.”33 Furthermore, one must also take into 

consideration the prayers that are said during the ritualized 

whipping. Both the Hail Mary and the Our Father convey 

obedience and intercede on behalf  of  both the Virgin Mary and 

God. These powerful prayers, along with the coincidental act of  

VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ��SUHVHQW�D�VWURQJ�HIIHFW�RQ�WKH�SHUIRUPHU��2QH�
can almost feel a sense of  “awe” when reciting and whipping 

oneself, which suggests that Rudolf  Otto’s ineffable experience 

of  the “numinous” may be in play within the performer.34 

Those who experience such strong emotions of  all types: guilt 

for sins, fear of  the Almighty, remorse, etc., may not be able to 

explain where it is that these feelings originate. Theorists such 

as Rappaport would argue that these feelings are manifested 

in the ability of  performance acting as “not merely a way to 

express something, but is itself  an aspect of  that which it is 

expressing.”35

�����7KH�WKUHH�HOHPHQWV�RI �V\PEROLVP��SXULÀFDWLRQ�WKURXJK�
liminality, and performance theory allow us to see a different 

side of  the highly questionable ritual, a side that is clearly more 

explanatory in nature. The ideas presented forth regarding 

WKH�ÁDJHOODQW�DQG�WKH�ULWXDO�DUH�YHU\�PXFK�WLHG�WR�WKH�&DWKROLF�
ideals of  “good works.” This Christian idealism is therefore 

SURPLQHQW�LQ�WKH�DFWXDO�VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ�ULWXDO�E\�ZD\�RI �DOORZLQJ�
WKH�SHUIRUPHU�WR�EHFRPH�D�VDQFWLÀHG�PHPEHU�RI �WKH�&KXUFK�LQ�
DOO�DVSHFWV�RI �OLIH��7KURXJK�VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ��KH�FOHDQVHV�KLPVHOI �
DQHZ��SXULÀHV�KLPVHOI �RI �VLQ��DQG�SUHVHQWV�KLPVHOI �WR�WKH�/RUG�
with the goal of  producing an inner self  devoid of  sin and 

one involved with the holy. Ariel Glucklich states, "The task 

of  the religious practitioner is often to convert accidental pain 

or illness (conceived perhaps as punishment) into a positive 

force acting on behalf  of  passage, healing, or some other 

spiritual advantage."36�7KLV�VWDWHPHQW�WLHV�EDFN�LQWR�WKH�YHU\�ÀUVW�
paragraph of  this paper, regarding the overall dissatisfaction 

FRQFHUQLQJ�SDLQ��,W�LV�WUXH�WKDW�OHDGHUV�DQG�SURPLQHQW�ÀJXUHV�RI �
all religions, priests, rabbis, imams, etc., try to rid themselves and 

their congregations of  spiritual pain through divine counsel and 

prayer. Nevertheless, the above quotation holds true for those 

WKDW�´SXUSRVHIXOO\µ
�LQÁLFW�SDLQ�RQ�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�ZHOO��7KHVH�
SHRSOH��LQFOXGLQJ�WKRVH�ZKR�SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ��DUH�
looking for a “positive force” that will lead them to a forgiveness 

RI �VLQV�DQG�DQ�RXWORRN�RQ�OLIH�WKDW�LV�IXOO�RI �VDQFWLÀFDWLRQ�
WKURXJK�SDLQ�LQGXFLQJ�SXULÀFDWLRQ�

CONCLUSION
     Ritualized pain, although strange to a global worldview 

convinced on ridding itself  of  suffering in general, is just 

another way that many ascetic, religious, and lay people come 

into a closer relationship with the divine. Throughout this paper, 

,�KDYH�DUJXHG�WKDW�WKH�ULWXDO�RI �VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ�SUDFWLFHG�ZLWKLQ�
the Catholic sect of  Opus Dei be analyzed more deeply, in terms 

of  its mental and spiritual implications. By describing the ritual 

and by providing actual accounts and viewpoints on said ritual, I 

sa.rochester.edu/jur
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have illustrated that the ritual incorporates much more than just 
the realm of  physical pain. Furthermore, I have reached deeper 
inside the ritual's true meaning by using theories such as rites of  
SXULÀFDWLRQ�DQG�SHUIRUPDQFH�
     It is through this analysis that I have reached the conclusion 
WKDW�VHOI�ÁDJHOODWLRQ��DQG�FRUSRUDO�PRUWLÀFDWLRQ�LQ�JHQHUDO��KDV�
a much deeper impact on the mind than on the body. Through 
these various rituals, the practitioners receive a will to carry on 
the Christian ideals that Jesus set forth 2,000 years before, as 
accountedin the New Testament: "For we are His workmanship, 
created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand so that we would walk in them."37 These good 
works are what Opus Dei members describe as a life full of  
VDQFWLÀFDWLRQ��%\�VXIIHULQJ�DQG�FRQWUROOLQJ�WKHPVHOYHV�WKURXJK�
FRUSRUDO�PRUWLÀFDWLRQ��WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�FODLP�WR�DFKLHYH�D�FOHDQ�
slate in life, and are thus sent forth to carry this message as well.
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