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    The saint next door


    IN March 2018, in one of those letters that popes write to us under the name of apostolic exhortations, Pope Francis spoke of holiness, and reminded us how close we are to the saints and that we are all called to holiness. “The Holy Spirit pours out holiness everywhere," he said, and also “the saints who have already come into the presence of God maintain with us bonds of love and communion”.


    “I like to see holiness,” Francis wrote, “in the patient people of God: in the parents who raise their children with such love, in those men and women who work to bring bread home, in the sick, in the elderly nuns who keep smiling. In this constancy to carry on day by day, I see the holiness of the Church militant. That is often the holiness “next door”, of those who live close to us and are a reflection of God's presence, or, to use another expression, “the middle class of holiness.”


    Isidoro Zorzano was born in Buenos Aires on 13 September 1902 and died in Madrid on 15 July 1943. From September 1941 to January 1943, before beginning stays in three sanatoriums which ended with his death, he lived where I now live: in one of the first Opus Dei centres, on the fourth floor of what is now number 13 Villanueva Street, and for most of that time he occupied the room with its door opposite my room. Isidoro is my opposite door saint.


    [image: XX-mi_puerta_de_enfrente_ROB] 

    I am very proud to be, in a way, a saint's neighbour. I like to think that I have special “bonds of love and communion” with him. As good neighbours, in our own way and relatively speaking, we make up for each other's absences. Nowadays, neighbours take turns with one another to water the plants or wait for the postman, they also borrow from one another salt or sugar when they run out unexpectedly, or they let each other know when the water is going to be cut off or when the gas meter has to be checked... Isidoro and I, in our own way, also do little favours for each other. Well, I am the one who benefits most, as I often turn to his intercession before God and try to imitate his example of constancy at work, sobriety and a permanent smile; but the time has come for him to benefit too. That is why I have immersed myself in his life and am preparing to write these lines. At last, I am going to do more for him than hand out prayer cards  -﻿which is no small thing, judging by how well my neighbour treats me when I ask him for help.


    Before I begin, I would like to show that I am not the only one who has reason to feel that I am Isidoro's neighbour. Although his whole life was spent in the distant first half of the twentieth century, many other people today may consider him a saint from next door. For example, his countrymen in Buenos Aires and even more so the neighbours of Corrientes Avenue and Riobamba, the small homeland of the tango... and the place where Isidoro was born; or the parishioners of San Alberto Magno (St Albert the Great), in Vallecas (Madrid), where his remains are laid to rest; not to mention, industrial engineers and railway workers, his colleagues.


    And that is not the end of the neighbourhoods. Isidoro was a migrant -both in Argentina, because he was the son of Spaniards, and in Spain because he was born in Argentina-; he studied by the sweat of his brow -his teachers doubted that he would finish the Baccalaureate and it took him three years to pass the entrance exam to the Engineering School; he lost his father at the age of nine, his grandmother in the pandemic known as the Spanish flu of 1918, his brother Fernando on Epiphany 1920 due to typhoid fever and his brother Paco in the battle of Brunete, during the Spanish Civil War; his family was ruined by the bankruptcy of the Banco Español del Río de la Plata...


    There is more: he came from a large family —﻿five siblings﻿—, his parents had a haberdashery -what we would call today self-employed entrepreneurs-, he liked collecting postage stamps, he knew how to make homemade galena radio receivers, he was passionate about education, he was rigorous in keeping the accounts of his house -and those of Opus Dei-, he was short (1.63 m. when he was measured in 1923) and wore glasses, he went mountain hiking and he died of cancer in 1943, shortly before his 41st birthday.


    I'm not going to tell any more spoilers, as they say now. I just want to add one detail before I start: there is already a very complete biography of Isidoro, written by José Miguel Pero-Sanz and published by Editorial Palabra in 1996 (now in its fifth edition). In addition to the paper version, its contents are also available on the Opus Dei website. Its more than 400 pages contain a documented account of the most important details of his life, from which I have extracted the dates and other events summarised in the chronology at the end of these pages.


    In addition, I have read the e-mails of thanks received at the office for the causes of the saints of Opus Dei, and many of the messages that arrive through the mailbox next to his tomb and the testimonies that were collected after his death. I have tried to pull together all the loose threads I have found, and I have also spoken to students and teachers of Industrial Engineering, and to devout people from Vallecas who come to ask God for favours through his intercession: from among all these conversations, I have chosen one that serves as an excuse to give unity to the story.


    I do not intend to write another biography, but to extract the most attractive aspects of everything I have read and heard about the life of my neighbour, an ordinary man who tried to seek sanctity in his day-to-day work as a railway engineer.


    The good example of ordinary people who find God behind the ordinary events of their ordinary lives —﻿”those men and women who work to bring home the bread”﻿— helps us to be better. Hopefully, reading these pages will also encourage someone to ask God for a miracle through Isidoro's intercession, which may lead to his beatification... and then another, God willing, to his canonisation. [image: ]
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    The ETSII


    ETSII is the bombastic acronym for the School of Industrial Engineering of the Polytechnic University of Madrid. I am not going to go into historical details about the configuration of the studies taught there or about the origin of the building, its name and location. Suffice it to say that between 1921 and 1927 Isidoro Zorzano studied at this School, which now has 4,500 students (according to Wikipedia).


    I have arranged to meet Cristina at the ETSII. She is finishing her degree in Industrial Engineering this year, is 22 years old, has a magnificent smile and the ability to amaze me almost every time she speaks. To begin with, because she's arranged to meet me for coffee in the school chapel...


    —Let's see, the chapel is the chapel, a small church where Mass is celebrated, Jesus is reserved in the Eucharist inside the tabernacle, you can go and pray, etc.,” —she explains when I mention to her that we haven't actually met in the chapel as such,﻿—, “but here we also call this space by that name...”.


    And as she says this, she spreads out her hands as she sweeps her gaze over everything that surrounds us: a wide corridor, with tables and chairs, some pictures, a notice board with a variety of interesting notices and a large photo of Isidoro.


    [image: XX-isidoro-zorzano01] 

    She continues: Obviously, one can't talk in the library. As students, we have several spaces that serve as an alternative library for when we have to do something in a group, or when there is no need for strict silence... or when we feel like it. One of them is this corridor-study room-pre-chapel room. The ETSII chapel is also a WhatsApp group with more than 200 participants, including the chaplain of the School, promoting cultural activities, talks, acts of Eucharistic adoration, volunteering and Christian life activities, testimonies... I don't know, the usual university chapel stuff.


    I am left ruminating on where “typical chapel stuff” might lead long enough for Cristina to add if you want to know in depth what they do here, I'm not the best person to say. The best thing to do is to come to Mass on a Wednesday at a quarter to one and stay afterwards. On Tuesday, Thursday and Friday, Mass takes place before school, at eight o'clock; but on Wednesday it's later. After that, all those activities I've been telling you about take place here.


    —I've been told that you have a prayer-card of Isidoro Zorzano, and that you take it to all your exams. I've collected memories of him and I'm interested in presenting them in a way that will appeal to someone like you.


    Long silence.


    —I haven't read Isidoro's biography.


    —Don't you know anything about his life?


    —Well, yes, that he was born in Argentina, that he joined Opus Dei, that he wasn't super smart but was a hard worker, that he lived in Malaga and that he had a very painful illness and is a saint. In other words, a normal life but with very cool points.


    —How do you know all that if you haven't read his biography?


    —Well, I'd say from the mini-biography on the back of the prayer card


    I look through my papers and read:


    —“Isidoro dies.


    He went unnoticed.


    He did his duty.


    He loved much.


    He was attentive to the details.


    And he always sacrificed himself”.


    
And he continues:


    “I can assure you that every time I have gone to see Isidoro, I have left wanting to rectify and to be better”.


    José Manuel Casas wrote this in his diary the day Isidoro died.


    —Who is José Manuel Casas?


    —A friend. A member of Opus Dei from Valencia, who in 1943 was... 27 years old. He was a geographer, but you can see he had the soul of a poet.


    —Do you have the diaries of all Isidoro's friends?


    —No. And not all his friends were poets either. I have read many testimonies. When Isidoro died, St Josemaría, the founder of Opus Dei, asked all those who had had dealings with him to write down their memories. They also asked his co-workers, his nurses and doctors, his relatives, his students, his friends, everyone who knew him. Most of the personal recollections of those who treated him, take place in the sanatoriums where he spent the last months of his life.


    —And all this is in a book?


    —No, it's not in a book. There is a biography about Isidoro that collects part of those memories and puts everything in its place. There is also a documentary on Youtube, called Isidoro Zorzano, el sentido de una vida (Isidoro Zorzano, the meaning of a life) and in half an hour it tells the story of Isidoro's life in a sympathetic and very helpful way. What I have read and underlined are 259 testimonies that occupy 9.4 Megabytes: about 2,000 pages. But I didn't read them on paper, I read them on the computer.


    —Are there also testimonies of his parents and siblings? How many siblings were there?


    —You'll have to take a look at the chronology, but I'll summarise the most significant: Isidoro was the third of the five siblings. The eldest was called Fernando, then Salustiana (Salus), Isidoro and Paco, all of them born in Buenos Aires. And, back in Spain, little María Teresa was born, whom they always called Chichina. Isidoro's parents, both from La Rioja, met and married in Buenos Aires, where they had a haberdashery that allowed them to make a certain amount of capital. They returned to Spain so that their children could study here and with the initial intention of returning to Argentina some years later; but Antonio, his father, contracted a fulminating meningitis and died in 1912 at the age of 41.


    —What a shock!


    —Isidoro is younger than Fernando and Salus, but he is also more responsible and, seeing his mother's distress, at the age of nine, he assures her that everyone will carry on and that he will try not to cause any trouble or worries.... Logically, at the age of nine he does not become the head of the family, although it is true that in a short time, he becomes the main adviser to his siblings and his mother. But I don't know if I'm answering your question or if I'm drifting too far away. Please remember that I want you to help me choose what interests you most.


    —How can you imagine that I'm not interested in a nine-year-old child comforting his mother when she's just lost her husband? I love that. It's the cutest thing I've ever heard. Please continue.


    In October 1918, his mother's mother, the grandmother who lived with them, also dies of the flu pandemic that claimed millions of lives worldwide that year. A month earlier, in September, having finished his A-levels (equivalent), he had begun to prepare for entering the Industrial Engineering School. He did so for the whole academic year at an academy in Logroño... and in May 19 he only passed the Ornamental drawing course.


    —What was required to be accepted in Industrial Engineering? Now people go to an academy once they're in, but in order to qualify and complete the school course, not to get in...


    —You're forcing me to go off into the details.


    —You wanted me to help you choose the most interesting things.


    —All right, all right! To get into Industrial Engineering you had to pass seven exams. The first three had to be passed in order: 1st Arithmetic and Algebra, 2nd Geometry and Trigonometry and 3rd Physics and Geology. There were also Ornamental Drawing, Line Drawing, English and French.


    —Couldn't one study other languages? 


    —I suppose so, but I don't know. I know that Isidoro passed those two, and that he spent three years preparing the seven subjects, which was normal. In other words: there were some who got in in one year, more or less the same number as those who took five... and that staying in Logroño for the first year was not a good decision because the Madrid academies obtained better results. Finally, in September 1919, he moved to live with relatives in Madrid and enrolled in the Mazas academy in Valverde Street. His brother Fernando came with him to prepare for a competitive examination for the Post Office, caught typhoid fever and died on 6 January 1920 at the age of 20. Isidoro and his mother, who had come to look after the sick man, accompanied him in his agony. As it was an infectious disease, they could not take the body to Logroño and he was buried in the Almudena cemetery.
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    —And in the midst of all that he failed all his exams, I imagine?


    —Not exactly. Isidoro returned to Logroño after the death of his brother Fernando, and there they sent him exercises from the Mazas academy. In May he failed the Arithmetic and Algebra, exam, but he passed both languages and Linear Drawing, and in September he finally passed Arithmetic and Algebra. Then the whole family came to Madrid —﻿his brother Paco to prepare for his entry into the Infantry Academy﻿—, Isidoro enrolled at the Soto Academy and in May 1921 he passed the two subjects he lacked: Geometry and Trigonometry, and Physics and Geology, and became one of the 17 who managed to enter out of the 300 who tried in that exam.


    —Were they all boys?


    —Well, I really have no idea. I know that it was rare for a woman to study Industrial Engineering at that time, but I know two certain facts: in Isidoro's class they were all men; and in 1929 Pilar Careaga finished her degree, the first woman to study engineering at that school.


    —Right. By the way, it's a bit of a myth that he wasn't super-intelligent.


    —Not quite. I think it's a true expression but it is also relative, which has to be put in context.


    - You're certainly not very stupid you manage to pass exams that 17 pass and 283 fail, I'd say.


    —Yes, but it is true that his sister Salus was of the opinion that Isidoro had succeeded in his studies to the point of graduating as an industrial engineer, not so much because of being extraordinarily intelligent, but because of his gigantic willpower and the order he brought to everything. There are also those who remember hearing Don Calixto Terés, who had been a teacher at the Logroño secondary school and had had Saint Josemaría and Isidoro as pupils, say that the former had been a very clever pupil, and Isidoro a very studious one. But the truth is that Isidoro did his Baccalaureate without any problems, it took him “the usual” time to get into the School, and he completed his degree having passed all subjects every year. And it doesn't seem to me to be a degree that they give away to those who are just making an effort. Or is that the case now, engineer?


    Cristina smiled openly before pulling me out of the elephant trap into which I had just fallen 


    —I am an engineer. I agree that it's not enough to be a hard worker to finish this career. I don't think it's enough to be intelligent either. And you certainly don't need to be a boy.


    —So, this is where your question about the testimony of her parents and siblings has taken us. The answer is simple: at the time only the testimonies of her two sisters were collected. His mother died a few months after Isidoro. After some time, the memories of his niece, daughter of Salus, were also collected..


    —Well, I think we have already talked enough about the family tree and the industrial studies. I wouldn't mind talking a bit more about the teachers and the subjects, but I appreciate that's a bit of a special interest of mine. But you said earlier that he was a classmate of Saint Josemaría at the Secondary Institute, is that why Isidoro became a member of Opus Dei?


    —It would be more accurate to say that that's why Isidoro came to know Opus Dei. That coincidence at school was very important for both of them, especially for Isidoro. Saint Josemaría arrived in Logroño in the 1915-16 school year and joined the classes in the fourth year of the Baccalaureate. They studied together for two more years and then stopped seeing each other. It is common for friendships born at that age to last a lifetime, and they must have had some contact during the years between 1918 and 1930, when they were between 16 and 28 years old..., but we know little about that time, except that for a few months they both lived in Madrid - Saint Josemaría arrived in the capital in April 1927, where Isidoro stayed until he left for Cádiz in November 1928: barely a month and a half later he moved to Málaga - and during that year and a half they exchanged correspondence and probably saw one another occasionally.


    And so, we come to 24 August 1930. Saint Josemaría had spent some years in the seminary and was already a priest, he had also studied law in Zaragoza, had founded Opus Dei in Madrid and was on the lookout for people who understood the call to sanctification in the midst of the world. Isidoro worked for the Andalusian Railways in Malaga, while his mother and younger sister lived in Madrid and spent time with him in Malaga and with the rest of their relatives in La Rioja. Salus, the elder sister, married in 1926. Incidentally, Isidoro was the best man at the wedding, and in the photos, he is seen in a dinner jacket and bowler hat, looking like a dandy at the door of the church of Los Jerónimos.
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    Let us return to the summer of 1930: they both had expressed their desire to meet and talk. Saint Josemaría has sent him a note in Málaga - through Isidoro's mother - saying that he has things to tell him, and Isidoro has replied that as soon as he goes to Madrid his first visit will be to him. Isidoro wants to talk to his friend and Saint Josemaría had thought that he could belong to Opus Dei. [image: ]
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    Nicasio Gallego at the corner of Covarrubias


    -Stop. I have two comments: you need fewer dates, fewer names and you have to add photos.


    —Understood, and they are not two but three comments, but let's move on. We were talking about the meeting of 24 August 1930 –I’m sorry, it’s a date, but it’s important. Vázquez de Prada, in his extensive biography of St Josemaría, records his notes of the following day: “Yesterday, St Bartholomew's day, I was at Romeo's house and I felt uneasy - for no reason - and I left before the normal time to go, since it was quite reasonable for me to have waited for D. Manuel and Colo to come to his house. Shortly before arriving at the Foundation, in Nicasio Gallego Street, I met Zorzano. When they told him that I was not there, he had left the Casa Apostólica, intending to go to Sol, but he told me that he was sure he would find me if he made his way back along Nicasio Gallego”. They arranged to meet in the afternoon to talk calmly. Isidoro told his priest friend about his concerns: on the one hand he wanted to give himself to God, and on the other he wanted to be an engineer. St. Josemaría explained Opus Dei to him and Isidoro asked to join the Work.


    Pedro Casciaro, one of the first members of Opus Dei, who heard St. Josemaría's account of this meeting, wrote that  “the coincidence that our Father had for a long time prayed for Isidoro, whom he had not seen for years, Isidoro's spiritual restlessness, the coincidence of their meeting by chance on a street in Madrid, were surprising circumstances”.


    —Just a minute, just a minute, who are Romeo, Don Manuel and Colo? Where is Nicasio Gallego? What's so surprising? And, above all, do you think it's normal that Isidoro decides to give himself to God and not get married after a few minutes' conversation?


    —I knew this was going to happen, but all will be solved. José Romeo was an architecture student, the first to come close to Opus Dei; Don Manuel was his father and Colo was his brother, who had studied law with Saint Josemaría in Zaragoza. Nicasio Gallego was a poet, priest and member of parliament in the 19th century who gave his name to a street in Madrid, which is still now where it was then. The Foundation for the Sick, where Saint Josemaría worked and lived at the time, is accessed through the door on the corner of Santa Engracia and Nicasio Gallego (and so too is the chaplain's house on José Marañón Street). You can ask Google Maps how to walk from Santa Engracia at the corner of Maudes, where Romeo lived, to the Foundation for the sick. If you then ask how to get from the Foundation for the Sick to Sol, which is where Isidoro was going, you will understand that the surprising thing is that they met in Nicasio Gallego Street, probably at the corner of Covarrubias. Saint Josemaría had told Isidoro in a letter that he wanted to see him, and Isidoro had told him that he would visit him on his next trip to Madrid, but he hadn't told him about the trip. He went to St Josemaria’s house, he wasn't there, he left... and by chance he met him on a route that was neither the shortest nor the most usual way for either of them to get to where each one was going.
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    As for the speed with which Isidoro made up his mind, I have told you that he had been thinking for some time about his possible surrender to God and that he could not find a way to make it compatible with his vocation as an engineer, and with the need to support his family through his work. On the other hand, the question of whether or not to marry was also up in the air. Isidoro would have had no difficulty in getting a girlfriend if he had wanted to: he was almost 28 years old, an engineer, a hiker, a practising Catholic, with friends of both sexes... But he had a decision to make, it was clear to him that what he was looking for coincided with what his friend was proposing and he took the plunge... Well, he took the plunge in that way, because he asked for admission to Opus Dei and then spent a few days with his mother in Logroño and returned to Malaga. That is to say, Saint Josemaría at that time is devoting himself to looking for souls who understand the message of Opus Dei, he will soon set up an academy and then a residence and when these projects are being consolidated, he makes plans to expand to Paris and Valencia... and meanwhile the first one to persevere in the calling that has been presented to him is in Malaga.


    —Well, Malaga is not very far away.


    —It's not very far now, when you can get from Malaga to Madrid in an hour and a quarter by plane or in just over two and a half hours by train, but in 1930 that journey by express train took 12 hours and 40 minutes via Cordoba, and about 14 hours via Jaén.


    —Wasn't there a faster one?


    —-No. Although there was a slower one: -No. Although there was a slower one: the Correo took about 20 hours. And what's more, at that time they worked from Monday to Saturday. The two-day weekend is something quite modern. All the witnesses from that period, up to 1936, talk about the merit of those trips. Isidoro used to make a big effort to spend a Sunday in Madrid and make the monthly recollection when it was possible.


    —The monthly recollection?


    —Humm. It's a break once a month to pray and take a look in God's presence at how we are doing.


    —Does it last a whole Sunday?


    —No. It doesn't even have to take place on a Sunday. It lasts a few hours, and includes a couple or three periods of prayer led by a priest, some acts of piety... and above all periods of personal meditation. To continue: Isidoro also took advantage of these trips to see his mother and sisters. Because of his work, he must have had access to sleeping car tickets, which would allow him to take a nap (in the exact timetable I have from 1930, the Expreso train that passed through Cordoba left Madrid at 9.35 p.m. and arrived in Malaga at 10.15 a.m. the following day); and it is known that he also took advantage of Holy Week, Christmas and other holidays so that the trips would not be so tight, but it was still a considerable undertaking. As for letters, in the archives of the Work there are 67 letters from Isidoro to the founder between August 1930 and his definitive transfer to Madrid on 6 June 1936, and 15 in the opposite direction, all written between 1930 and 1932. Moreover, it is common for Isidoro's letters from 1932-36 to mention that he was replying to one that has not been preserved, so it can be assumed that because of their ascetic content he preferred to destroy a good number so as not to compromise his mother in the event of a search during the war. In short, in addition to face-to-face conversations, letters were frequent: more or less a conversation every fortnight, half face-to-face and the rest by correspondence. We can say, more simply, that Isidoro began to have spiritual direction with Saint Josemaría.


    —And what did he say to him in those letters?


    —Are you sure you're interested?


    —Letters are always interesting, so I can get to know him inside. And about what interests me, which I seem to remember is the reason for this conversation, you mentioned at the beginning about a poet-geographer who said that being with Isidoro awakened in him “the desire to be better”. I think that's very nice, and you've overlooked it. I would like to know details of Isidoro's life that would help me to be better.


    —I'll try to keep that in mind, I promise; but let me finish painting the lines on the playing ground before the game starts.


    —Hurray for metaphors!


    —Quite. Since he joined the Work there have been four different stages in Isidoro's life: Malaga, the civil war, Madrid and the illness that took him away. Each one has its own characteristics, its activity, its witnesses, its relationship with God; but they all have something in common: from 1930 to 1943, Isidoro is St Josemaría's trusted person.


    —Yes, but that doesn't help me to be better.


    —Be patient. Let's deal first with the spiritual direction Madrid-Malaga. After the stay in Logroño, in the summer of 1930, he returned to his place of work, with the overriding need to work to support his mother and siblings who, in fact, had lost all the savings they had in the Banco Español del Río de la Plata. He devoted many hours a day to his work as an engineer for the Andalusian Railways and then moonlighting as a teacher at the Industrial School (he managed to send his mother 400 pesetas a month —﻿later 450﻿— of the meagre one thousand he earned), he was also a member of the Malaga Hiking Society, and of the Railway Mutual Society.


    But there is more: he was the Secretary of the Association of Industrial Engineers, the seed of the College of Engineers; he accepted the commission to design a hydraulic power station for a honey factory in Frigiliana —﻿which would provide electricity at a good price for the whole village﻿—; at the end of 1930 and beginning of 1931, with some of his students, he created the Malaga delegation of the Federation of Catholic Students: as he was no longer a student, he was elected honorary president; he was a member, as treasurer, of the first diocesan board of Catholic Action…


    —So, he never stopped being busy.


    —Wait, I've only just begun. Besides, I'm not going into the difficulties, to put it mildly: His involvement in the Federation of Catholic students led him to resign as assistant teacher at the Industrial School to quell protests from teachers and students - who considered the Federation to be partisan - but the teaching staff did not accept the resignation and the director limited himself to publicly censuring his conduct. The inauguration of the diocesan board of Catholic Action approved by the bishop - who, by the way, was Saint Manuel González, canonised in 2016 by Francis - took place in the police station where all its members had been taken into custody because the authorities considered the meeting to be illegal…


    —Illegal, a Catholic Action meeting?


    —Yes, well, more like clandestine. They were authorised to hold meetings of less than 20 people, but although there were 16, the police claimed to have seen some of them leave and took them all to the police station... until the matter was cleared up. And in that time, they took the opportunity to constitute the Board.


    —A rather comical scene.


    —Tragicomical, rather. But in any case, it takes us away from the subject of our conversation, which is not, for the moment, the Spanish civil war. To understand Isidoro's courage, it is enough to mention that there was religious persecution. That is history. For example, on 11 May 1931, less than a month after the establishment of the Second Spanish Republic (14 April 1931), mobs had set fire to many churches and convents in Malaga, as in other cities. Bishop González, whose residence was also set on fire, was forced to leave the city and take refuge in Gibraltar. Isidoro managed to remove the files of the Catholic students, who had their headquarters in the parish church of Santo Domingo, before it was assaulted and burnt down… But we will get to the difficulties later. For the moment, we are dealing with the spiritual accompaniment.
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    In those first months after asking for admission to the Work, as a result of the burning of convents, he met some Adorers Sisters who had taken refuge in the house of his friend Ángel Herrero —﻿one of them was Angel’s sister﻿— and he began to collaborate with them. In particular, from then on, he would ask his friends for money every year to give toys to the girls sheltered by these nuns on the feast of the Three Wise Men. In those years, he came into contact with the Casa del Niño Jesús, a kind of asylum for youngsters, an alternative to the reformatory, run by Father Aicardo, a Jesuit whom he began to help by taking his boys out for walks and taking them to visit even more wretched people in the slums. When Father Aicardo died, Isidoro noticed that the poor boys had been left without a catechism class. He compressed his timetable a little further and began to go to the Casa every evening, where he explained Christian doctrine, led supper and accompanied the children to night prayers in the chapel. In June 1931 he was also appointed a member of the Directors Committee of the Malaga Excursionist Society, and at the same time he was made Treasurer of the local Professional Training Board of Malaga..


    —Is there any association to which he did not belong?


    —Well, a little later, he joined a gymnasium; but don't forget, we were aiming to see where his spiritual direction was leading him. You've got the context. Now we need to see what he was talking to St Josemaría about as his activity increased.


    It's quite simple: St Josemaría spoke to him about prayer, about the fact that holiness does not consist in doing more and more things, and if possible, more difficult things, but in doing them out of love for God. Two examples copied from the letters of those months “Look: If we are to be what both the Lord and we desire, we must first of all base ourselves on prayer and atonement (sacrifice). Pray: never, I repeat, leave meditation, when you rise; and offer every day, as atonement, all the troubles and sacrifices of the day”1. And “Don’t fail to do every day the little time of mental prayer. At night, the examination: it is a matter of three minutes. With this, your rosary and —﻿above all﻿— your frequent communion (if only it were daily!) nothing and no one will be able to overcome you”2.


    In other words: St Josemaría does not cut back on his activity, but asks him to base everything on prayer, to offer up difficulties, to be constant in what he sets out to do... and to try to receive communion every day. It is known that Isidoro had a remarkable devotion to the Eucharist —﻿in fact, he was so insistent on receiving Jesus early in the Eucharist that he made his first Communion at the age of eight, only a few weeks after his sister Salus, who was then already ten﻿—, but in 1930 he went to Mass only on Sundays and it was not until the end of 1931 that he spoke of his daily Communion, something for which he had to get up at about 6 am.


    —Here we go with saints who are very admirable, but not very imitable.


    —Don't say that! Isidoro is precisely a proof that holiness is not some kind of titanic outburst, but something attainable, something that can be worked at little by little, with ordinary efforts and a constant openness to God's grace... It takes him months to incorporate daily Communion into his schedule, and you will admit that this is more imitable than admirable; but above all notice how this relative slowness does not stop the level of the advice that Saint Josemaría gives him, which does not come all at once but, as he liked to say, on an inclined plane: he speaks to Isidoro about the examination of conscience, about going to Madrid for the monthly recollection, about dedicating each day of the week to a devotion (specifically, he dedicates Sundays to the Holy Trinity; Mondays to the Blessed Souls in Purgatory; Tuesdays to the Guardian Angels; Wednesdays to St Joseph; Thursdays to the Holy Eucharist; Fridays to the Passion of Christ and Saturdays to the Blessed Virgin), about considering the Passion of Our Lord, about dealing with the Guardian Angel, about praying for the Pope… and Isidoro gradually incorporates these counsels into his life. And St Josemaría also speaks to him about giving good example, about having many friends and doing apostolate... [image: ]
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    Friends


    Joaquín Muñoz Sánchez, a teacher at the Industrial School at the same time as Isidoro, recalled that he was an excellent person and very pious. For this reason, he used to pick on him a lot, telling him, for example, “that 90% of Catholics who, like him, went to Mass every day, were hypocritical phonies”. Isidoro would retort, sometimes even harshly, and then more tactfully he would encourage him to take the practice of his faith seriously: “He gave no quarter to anyone: 'Have you gone to confession? Have you been to Mass?' were his usual questions to everyone”.
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    There are many testimonies of how he tried to bring his colleagues, students and subordinates closer to God: he took a not very practising engineer to Catholic Action; he spoke about God with the students when they finished their classes; he befriended those who frequented his gymnasium; he took advantage of mountain excursions - which he organised at times compatible with attending Mass - to suggest to his colleagues to spend some time praying with the texts of a copy of the Imitation of Christ which he carried in his rucksack...


    —And didn't they find him a bit tiresome?


    —Persevering, rather than tiresome, I would say. He tried to share with his friends the most valuable thing he had, his Christian life; he was a friend you could count on for everything. Carmen González Prados, wife of his friend Salvador Vicente, recounts a small but significant memory: after the war, around 1939 or 1940, when Isidoro was already living in Madrid, she and an aunt of hers went to Madrid to collect the remains of Carmen's mother from La Almudena cemetery to take them to Málaga. “Salvador could not go to Madrid, but he said: “I'll call Isidoro, he will help you”. Isidoro phoned them at the Hotel Victoria, located in the Plaza del Ángel, in the Simeón building, and accompanied the aunt to the cemetery. Carmen did not go and was very grateful that Isidoro spared her the bitter pill. That's what friends are for, one would say.


    Lola Ceano, daughter of Isidoro's neighbours in Calle de los Reyes in Madrid, near Plaza de España, also remembers something of this kind. When the family returned from Africa to settle in Madrid after a long stay there, Isidoro went to pick them up at the station. That is what friends are for.


    There are many simple memories of his conduct and his good example in small details. From a family friend who says that he used to give away galena radios that he built himself, to a work colleague with whom he had little contact, who said that the only memory he had of Isidoro was that, “when he spoke to him, he felt a sense of rest, in the midst of all his life of activity, worries, etc.”, to a colleague from the boarding house where he lived in Malaga who recounts that “he had to have breakfast very early to go to work and it was necessary for a maid to get up [to prepare it]; well, a few days after arriving he realised that this was a nuisance for them, and it was no longer necessary for them to get up because he made them leave him a thermos flask with coffee every night”.


    Maria, who worked in that boarding house, says that “he was the best guest the house ever had”. She knew him for six consecutive years and never, ever, saw him angry. What's more, she adds, ““I remember that I did get angry and then he would look at me with that smile he always had and say: “Mariquita, don't get so cross!””.


    And a little of everything in the testimony of his friend Antonio Lorenzo: “I met Isidoro Zorzano in Malaga in 1931 because he was a friend of other friends of mine, such as Ángel Herrero, an optician, Andrés Félez, an industrial engineer, today director of the Hispania Sugar Factory —﻿the date of this memory is 1947﻿—, Antonio Caro, an agricultural graduate, etc. We soon got on well and became close, due to our affinity of tastes as we were both lovers of nature and the outdoor life.


    We joined the Malaga Hikers' Society, where he soon distinguished himself, becoming President from 1932 to 1933.


    The good friendship that united us and the shared tastes that I mentioned earlier encouraged us to plan and carry out an excursion to Italy, just the two of us; he had an enormous desire to gain the Jubilee [of the Holy Year], for which his confessor had indicated the Basilicas to visit and the altars where he should prostrate himself and the prayers to be recited.


     We made the journey from Gibraltar on the liner “Rex” to Naples and from there to Rome, where we were received in audience by His Holiness and where, with great fervour, he won the Jubilee as was his most fervent wish. We also went to Pisa, Florence, Venice, Trieste, Milan and Genoa.
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     During all the time I was with him he showed great kindness and an equally great religiosity”. Perhaps today we would say piety rather than religiosity, but I think we understand what he meant.


    —All right, I get it. He was not tiresome but constant, and above all he loved his friends.


    —As well as encouraging him to keep in touch with his friends, St Josemaría would ask him to visit some who were joining the Work and were in Andalusia, such as José María González Barredo, who held the chair of Physics and Chemistry at the Secondary Institute in Linares: “Whenever he could, he would come to see me in Linares, taking advantage of any holiday, although the journey was very uncomfortable for him. On the days he was in Linares, he lived in the same hotel where I stayed, and with him I learned the preces of the Work. The care he took in reciting the preces and the naturalness with which he did it were very helpful for me. The preces united us and made us feel more united to those who were to come to the Work later: we seemed to be as united to them as we are now. After saying the preces, we felt that we were different. We were so happy that we only talked about this for a while. Sometimes we mentioned that, if we corresponded, Grace would grow in us in an “exponential” way (he taught Mathematics at the Industrial School in Malaga) because the better one prays the more grace one receives and the more one receives the better one prays”.


    —What are the preces?


    —They are some prayers that Opus Dei members say every day. I'm not going to copy them here: they contain invocations to the Trinity, to our Lady, to St Joseph, to the guardian angels..., petitions for the Pope and the bishops, for the cooperators, for unity, for the deceased..., invocations to the patrons.... They take three or four minutes to be said. They are available on the website of the Work together with an explanation of how St Josemaria composed them.


    —I'll look them up on the internet. I don't want you to lose the thread.


    José María and Isidoro not only prayed together. Isidoro also helped him organise a study trip for his final year high school students to various Andalusian capitals, combining academic content —﻿they visited a sugar cane factory in Malaga,﻿— and entertainment —﻿they went to one of the best sound cinemas in Malaga to see in detail a projection machine that was difficult to see in any other region﻿—, “not to mention a visit, introduced with the utmost naturalness, to a secondary school in Malaga, set up in what had been one of the best secondary schools the Jesuits had ever had in Spain. This visit was justified because the laboratories of this former school were perhaps the best of their kind in Malaga. Isidoro, without even accompanying us, managed to make a strong impression on the students in favour of the expatriate Jesuits”.


    —I loved what you said earlier about the exponential growth of God's grace.


    —He often used similar expressions.


    —They are totally typical of an engineer.


    —I have more of them somewhere here. Even though you say you don't want to, you're making me lose the thread of the story; but we had agreed to focus on what interests you most, so don't hold back... and get ready, because the engineer Zorzano is coming in all his splendour.


    José Ramón Madurga, then a student of Industrial Engineering —﻿and later a priest who began the apostolic work of Opus Dei in 1958 in Japan, where he lived until his death in 2002﻿— wrote: “I have not kept anything written by him, although I remember snippets of conversations between the two of us. In one particular case I made a note which I still have, because, talking about mathematics, he told me the following, half seriously, half jokingly, but with a supernatural edge to the subject:


    “Life is a sum of small mortifications of differential order; and the integral of the differential expression of mortification, is sanctity””.


    —Great, fantastic, if a little geeky...


    —It's an idea he repeated from time to time, and it's also preserved in a letter to a scientist friend.


    And since you like mathematical twists, look at what he says in two letters to St Josemaría:


    “It is necessary that we give ourselves completely to Him; otherwise, we would be a negative force, a friction that would oppose the progress of the Work, slowing it down”.3 And “Since religious sentiment —﻿he refers to the anti-Catholic climate in some circles in Malaga﻿— has reached the lowest point on the curve of its development, it is necessary to start again”.4


    It was not just a question of terminology. Look at what another guy recalls: “On going through the accounts, one could notice the order he put into everything; the order he put into the smallest details is indescribable. Not only in the accounts as such but, for example, I never remember seeing him draw a straight line, even if it was a voucher, without using a ruler or a pencil to do so”.


    —He would have handled Excel like nobody's business.


    —Don't have the slightest doubt. Here I have a recollection of Rafael Escolá, an engineer who later on founded a consultancy firm called IDOM: “I heard about Isidoro Zorzano In 1940, but it wasn't until the summer of 1941 that I had the chance to meet him personally; on a trip to Madrid I stayed at the student residence at 6 Jenner Street where he spent part of the afternoons engaged in what we called “doing the accounts”. In those post-war years, with the rationing of foodstuffs, running the Residence involved difficult arrangements to obtain the kitchen supplies. It was said that Isidoro had calculated the quantities of each of the rationed products, oil, flour, etc., and had a table in grams per diner for as many different dishes as there were days in the month. I wondered how he could do that working 8 hours at the Railway Company; I did not yet know that Isidoro also had other occupations: general administration work, the installation of the new Centre, then called Lagasca, etc.; two years later, I heard the Father say that he had to find three people to replace him”.


    Pedro Casciaro also recalls something related to the rationalisation of the recipes: “When I went to live, as a member of the Work, at the Ferraz Residence, I soon had to collaborate in jobs more or less related to the kitchen, cleaning and laundry: very few outside people were employed. Then I saw the cooking recipes written by Isidoro. We called them “engineer's recipes”, because their specifications made them look like rigorous chemistry formulas. Some of these recipes were put into practice for years. I remember that when we had a Centre in Núñez de Balboa Street in Madrid, in the 1940s, there were many times when, because we had no domestic service, we had to prepare the food ourselves: we made, among other things, the famous “Isidoro's croquettes””. 


    —I would like to see the recipe. If you're going to include photos, you should put it in. By the way, that's the second time you've quoted Pedro Casciaro...


    —I don't actually have the recipe, but I'll look for it, and as for Pedro Casciaro, I've already told you that he's one of the first in the Work, a real character. I don't feel strong enough to summarise in a few lines his important role in the history of the Work, but I recommend a book: Dream And Your Dreams Will Fall Short, in which he himself recounts the adventure of his life.


    I am interested now that you should grasp how Isidoro placed the traits of his personality at the service of God. In other words, it's not a question of making holiness fit into a grid, but rather of seeking holiness as an engineer, even if you're not dealing with bridges, locomotives or power stations, but accounts... or croquettes.


    —I think that's perfect, and I don't think it's wrong that he used science to make the béchamel sauce for the croquettes.


    —Quite, but not everyone is an engineer... When the first Opus Dei women's centre was set up in the summer of 1942, they logically began to keep their own accounts, and Saint Josemaría organised things so that Isidoro could advise them in this work. Encarnita Ortega, one of the first, recalls: “I was going over the accounts of our house with Isidoro the day before the doctor declared his condition to be extremely serious. One could tell he was extremely tired and he almost dragged himself along the ground: he must have been in terrible pain, but he was as cheerful as if he were very well and no detail escaped him, nor did he miss any opportunity to teach me how to do things well (...) He used to say that the employees who rely on a salary, in order not to lose it, try to keep everything up to date and do it properly, and that it would be a lack of generosity if the love of God did not impel us to do at least as much”.


    Encarnita also recalled that he taught her to draw the lines of the account book with the help of a ruler, because by hand “they never came out so well; and that we, for the love of God, should give great importance to the little things”.


    Isidoro greatly valued what each person could contribute with their own particular way of being, but he had a logical predilection for what engineers like him, and also teachers, could contribute. José María González Barredo, whom I have already told you that he used to visit in Linares, recalled that in their conversations he would talk to him about the work that engineers and other professionals would do in the future in all the countries of the world —﻿Germany, the United States... and even Russia﻿—. Others recall conversations in which they spoke of projects in the world's leading universities, dreams that would be realised sooner than his enthusiasm had imagined.


    I have here a sentence from the testimony of Ricardo Fernández Vallespín: “I remember his enthusiasm when he spoke of the possibilities of expansion of the Work and of the apostolate that would be carried out in mission countries on the basis of industrial companies run by engineers of the Work”.


    —Was Fernández Vallespín an engineer?


    —No, he was an architect, and we have agreed that I am not going to tell you about the lives of all the first members of the Work - nor have I spoken at length about Encarnita Ortega, a truly extraordinary woman about whom you should read a biography as soon as possible. What I find interesting in Ricardo's recollection is Isidoro's vision of the future: at that time there were a few dozen people in the Work (in the book The juridical itinerary of Opus Dei it is stated that in 1946 there were 268 members —﻿239 men and 29 women﻿—) and practically all of them worked in Spain. It was not until 1958, fifteen years after Isidoro's death, that we went to Kenya... and he was already talking about the work of the people of the Work in far-off countries.


    —How beautiful, he was a far-sighted.


    —Beautiful and incomplete.


    —What do you mean?


    —I mean that I've cut short Ricardo Fernández Vallespín's paragraph. Just before mentioning the work of engineers in mission countries —﻿this is the terminology of the time, today perhaps we would have used another term; but I think we can understand what was meant﻿—, he wrote down the following: “I remember that Isidoro, while conducting himself with absolute naturalness, showed that he had no other objective in his life than the apostolate of the Work, and with his example he contributed effectively to form my conscience about the total dedication that our vocation demanded”.


    —Okay, I see what you mean, but I still think it's beautiful that Isidoro gives up everything, even though it may seem little, and he dreams of how much God will do with his dedication and encourages all his friends to dream and to give everything up as well. I think you have to leave more room for the reader to draw his own conclusions: it's all right to leave topics incomplete... to be completed by each one.
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    —As they say: “I'll buy that”, and I ask you to let me know if I close topics that should be left open, or at least ajar. And I continue: the testimonies I have read are unanimous in combining Isidoro's simplicity and the quality of his good example: in other words, everything he did was very normal and at the same time very exemplary: he was hard-working, constant, he smiled, he made acts of service towards one and all, he was a friend to his friends, he took care of his piety... And then, as if without realising it, the testimonies themselves recount confidences, occasions well engraved in their memories in which Isidoro opened up horizons for them. As is the case with Ricardo, who speaks of how his example made him understand his vocation while recalling specifically how Isidoro opened his eyes to the future expansion of the work of the people of the Work throughout the world. [image: ]
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    The bottle is always half full


    -Ihope I don't need to tell you who Blessed Alvaro del Portillo was.


    —I have heard a little about him, but I would not mind a short summary.


    —He was Saint Josemaría's first successor, he asked to join Opus Dei in 1935, he was the director of the centre in Villanueva Street when Isidoro lived there, between 1941 and 1943; he died in 1994 and was beatified in 2014. There is plenty of information about him on the internet, including videos in which he addresses many people. It is worth your while to spend some time with him —﻿by the way, he was also an engineer, albeit a civil engineer﻿—, but now let us turn to his testimony about Isidoro: “It seems to me that for those who did not live very closely with him, it must be difficult to write a note about Isidoro that takes up more than six or eight lines. His humility, his orderliness, his simplicity, his industriousness, the affability and equality of his manner, were extraordinary and noticed by all. This very manner of his could make him appear as an average type of man in everything —﻿good, yes﻿—, but nothing more than that”.


    —Good, I like it. I've already told you that I prefer to know that the saints were normal people, and not unattainable heights of perfection.


    —Listen to what Alvaro del Portillo himself wrote a little earlier: “I was not yet a member of the Work when I met Isidoro in March 1935. Precisely for that reason, I was impressed by those monthly get away trips he made from Malaga to see the Father: two consecutive nights on the train and a few hours in Madrid which he spent almost completely in our house in Ferraz. He spoke with the Father and with those who already belonged to the Work: and he still had time to chat confidentially with those whose vocation the Lord was then preparing. Although Isidoro was 32 years old at the time, he looked much younger. Many took him for just another student. And confidence and friendship were greatly facilitated. I remember very vividly when we used to go home to our respective families in the tram -No. 49 - together. He knew how to make the most of the twenty minutes on the platform to tell an anecdote discreetly or say some thought-provoking phrases. And, above all, the whole of his behaviour: a prestigious engineer who could have been enjoying himself splendidly in Malaga and yet took those punishing train rides with the sole purpose of talking to the Father and giving us those “titbits” of interior life and those warnings against the exclusively exterior life, had an admirable effect on those of us who did not know the supernatural nature of the Work and the grandeur of the vocation”.


    I have three more here...; no, four. Don't say anything until I have read all four to you.


    Amadeo de Fuenmayor: “I remember very well (...) some walks I took with Isidoro. On one of them, Isidoro, who never got “transcendental”, said to me, referring to our dedication: “Do you know, Amadeo, what it means to have the certainty that we serve a Lord who takes into account all our acts, however small they may seem, and who will reward them with largesse?” I could have heard the thought from anyone or read it in any book, and perhaps I would have forgotten it after a few days or a few minutes. Today, however, I remember it vividly as if I was listening to Isidoro; his words were deeply engraved in my mind because of the faith and conviction with which he pronounced them”.


    Ignacio Orbegozo: “He insisted on love for the Father: He made me see how he bore the great weight of the Work; how he was concerned for each and every one in particular and how it was essential for us to love him with a very great and very manly love, asking God to take upon ourselves a part of the heavy Cross that the Father carries with so much love and so quietly”.


    Manuel Sainz de los Terreros: “In 1937 in Madrid, the two of us were walking along Castellana Avenue talking about the Work and its future and the enormous apostolate to be carried out. I will never forget how he spoke to me and expressed himself! There was such fervour and such a supernatural spirit in his words that I remembered the passage in Holy Scripture when Our Lord appeared to the two disciples on the road to Emmaus. I believe that God only grants such warmth and fervour to great souls who love him very much”.


    Eduardo Alastrué: “Isidoro used to come to eat with us at the barracks during the days we spent in Madrid, having already left the Embassy, waiting for our incorporation into the red Army. One afternoon it was our turn to eat in the barracks that the Reds had opposite the Basilica of Atocha, in the Pacific, and the two of us returned on our own towards the city centre, taking a long walk along Alfonso XII Street. We touched on the disasters and the advantages of the war and Isidoro began to count the goods it was bringing us and had brought us. He saw it in a totally supernatural way, as a magnificent opportunity that God had offered us to sanctify ourselves; and full of joy he was enumerating the virtues - above all, charity and fraternal union - which under those circumstances and through God's goodness were taking root in us. When we arrived home, I remember that we were overflowing with joy and were inwardly thanking God with all our hearts for the many gifts that he showered on us at that time. These supernatural conversations were very frequent among us, talking about God, about the Work and its main features, about the future of Opus Dei. They fired us with enthusiasm and joy and thanksgiving to God and lifted us far above the difficulties and dangers that surrounded us. Isidoro often provoked them and the circumstances lent themselves to their being entirely natural. Commenting on the great things we were already witnessing and which awaited us, I remember him often repeating, as if he could not otherwise express his admiration: “It's wonderful! It's extraordinary!””.
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    There are many more examples of this, of the way he took advantage of walks or trips to open horizons to one and all. He did not like to boast of having known the founder when they were both young boys, nor did he like to give details of the valuable tasks he carried out during the war. He was interested in the future, in all the great things we will see “if we are faithful”, that is, if he and those who listened to these confidences persevered in their resolve to correspond to God's call in the Work. In this sense I told you that he was St Josemaría's trusted man.


    I need to recapitulate a little: he studied Industrial Engineering, applied for admission to Opus Dei, continued working in Malaga, moved to Madrid and there he goes around talking to those joining the Work in order to inspire them all with optimism about the panorama of apostolate that lay ahead of them… Are we doing all right?


    —I don't mind the mix of stages. I like that he conveys enthusiasm for what he is undertaking and how he takes the opportunity to encourage so many.


    —Then we'll leave it at that. I would just add that these confidences with the first members of Opus Dei; the enthusiasm, the good example and the supernatural outlook that he transmits to all and sundry spread out during his time in Malaga, the civil war, his work in Madrid and his last illness. In other words, it is a transversal theme.


    —I like the explanation. Transversal themes are key. I'm serious. I think that those who are going to read it will be less interested in the dates than in the content. Besides, the quotes are varied and of good quality, especially the last one, the one about the positive meaning he gives to something as horrific as a war.


    —He was not only optimistic in his assessment of the hardships and discomforts of war. Look at what Laureano López Rodó recalls about the months he spent in hospital: “Everything seemed fine to him. He accepted everything cheerfully. I remember, for example, that they moved him to a different room two or three times in the first sanatorium where he stayed (as we shall see, he is referring to the second sanatorium: he was only in the first for a few days). Well, for him the room he was given was always the best: one because it was sunny, the other because it was spacious, and so on. The same with the sanatoriums; in the first one he was treated very well: the doctor was very knowledgeable, the nurse was very careful, the situation was excellent. And then, when he was in the other one, he also praised everything and also recognised the convenience of the transfer because he was better cared for”. [image: ]
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    Madrid at war


    -You changed the scene very quickly. You mentioned the war and then we have jumped to the sanatorium. You should say something more about the war. Did he fight on either side?


    —He did not fight. He spent the whole war in Madrid and played a very important and courageous role in maintaining contact between the few who were then members of Opus Dei —﻿twenty-one men and five women in July 1936﻿— and the students —﻿about 150 or so﻿— who had attended the DYA Academy, the first work that St Josemaría had set in motion with the first members of the Work; but he didn't pick up a rifle.


    He arrived in Madrid in June 1936 —﻿an officially provisional transfer that would become definitive: he never returned to Malaga﻿—, for the war broke out a month later. He spent a few months hardly ever leaving his mother's house, because he knew that information had been sent from Malaga that he was a Catholic and that he was wanted. When this danger receded, and thanks to a precarious document provisionally accrediting his status as an Argentinian, he was able to move around Madrid with some freedom and bring encouragement, food or news of one another, also by letter, to those who were refugees in diplomatic offices, who had been enlisted in both armies, those in prisons or with their families. He was also in charge of preparing the documentation to claim from the government of the Republic for the damages and losses suffered by the DYA residence, as president of the company Fomento de Estudios Superiores, the owner of the building, and claiming to be Argentinean. All this is recounted in the book Escondidos (Hidden)5 and to describe it in detail here would take us too far: Isidoro's role at that time is enormously rich and takes place in a very peculiar context of famine, religious persecution and tensions of all kinds, arbitrary executions and concern for the future of the Work and its founder.
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    In the midst of all this, Isidoro goes back and forth, solving everyone's problems... for almost three years. So far, I haven't mentioned José María Hernández Garnica. He is one of the first in the Work. During the war years he was first in prison and then he was in poor health and a bit absent-minded, or rather distant. His parents remembered perfectly well, as they recounted in their testimony, the interest with which Isidoro took steps to get him out of prison, the frequency with which he went to see them and always consoled them with satisfactory news, and when they told him that he was risking a lot, he said that he had nothing to fear because he was an Argentine subject; “when we all knew that many foreigners had not been spared death because of being such”.


    This is complemented by José María's own account:


    “The war broke out in Spain and the Lord gave him a zeal and concern for everyone that he never lost in the whole time. At the time when no man went to visit the prisoners in prison (because of the danger to which he would be exposed), he went to see me. He never left the role of liaison with everyone, ready to facilitate everything he could. With Vicente Rodríguez, who was a refugee in the Norwegian Legation, I remember him telling me without the slightest boast: “he is very thin and I procured some biscuits and took them to him”; and soon afterwards he told me that as he was on his way with the biscuits he had to lie down on a bench due to his tiredness because he was so weak. He was extraordinarily charitable to me. I gave him a hard time on account of my laziness and he, with extraordinary patience, never stopped writing to me and encouraging me, even though he often received no reply for a long time”.


    The question of the biscuits is a separate story. Among the efforts he made to provide food for those in the Work and their families, he dealt with basic products that were difficult to obtain in Madrid and were sent by those in places where there were fewer shortages, such as Valencia or Daimiel, he bought items that were rationed.... and managed to get hold of offcuts from the biscuit factory “La industrial Española”, where Dionisio Jiménez worked, the father of Juan Jiménez Vargas —﻿another of those who had joined Opus Dei in those early years﻿— The factory was well known at the time for its collections of stickers and richly decorated tins that can be found in vintage decoration shops even today. The fact is that he went from getting offcuts at a good price to becoming a middleman selling biscuits to various diplomatic missions, so that with this trade he obtained money with which to buy other products, such as oil, flour, coffee, cheese, charcutery, beans, chickpeas, lentils, tins of sardines and tomato, jam, condensed milk, soap... until the factory prohibited sales to private individuals.


    —I love those old biscuit tins.


    —Yes, and I love to digress.


    —You shouldn't worry so much about the side stories: in my opinion, they add colour rather than become a distraction.


    —Cristina, I'm going to have to hire you as a content consultant. But let's move on to our protagonist, who is moving around in war-torn Madrid. Don't think that he only spent time attending to those in the Work: he also took advantage of the ease with which he could move around the rarefied atmosphere of Madrid to help his friends and relatives in any way he could. María Teresa Munárriz Zorzano, daughter of his sister Salustiana, who was born in 1932 and was well acquainted with her family's memories, recounts the following:


    “My father was arrested in our house at the beginning of the war. A militiaman asked him: “Do you believe in God? His reply was: 'Even if they cut me into a thousand little pieces, each little piece would still believe in God'. He had a long and painful itinerary —various prisons, sentences and refuges﻿— until the end of the war. I know that Uncle Isidoro sometimes accompanied my mother in her efforts to find, visit, help, etc., my father”.


    I have here another testimony from Vicente Rodríguez Casado about how Isidoro visited him during the war: “I entered the Norwegian Legation when the persecution intensified, and I was there for over a year having no contact with anyone. It was worse than being in a prison because you couldn't communicate with the outside world. I will never know how to express the way I felt the first time I met Isidoro in the entrance hall of the embassy, or the time that elapsed before he left. I was thirsty for news of the Father, of the others, anxious to speak about the Work. Isidoro, much thinner, was nevertheless the same. He transmitted such trust in God, he spoke so naturally and simply about what the Lord was going to do through the Work, very soon afterwards, if we were faithful, that my faith grew gigantically stronger as it came into contact with his”.


    And that of Ricardo Fernández Vallespín: “My family suffered privations like everyone else in Madrid at the time and, for a while, Isidoro brought them food very often; and moreover, with his joy and optimism, he encouraged them in such a way that, when my father was close to death, Isidoro's visits were one of his greatest joys”. He also recalled that around that time, when his sick sister became more seriously ill, “Isidoro, realising that the doctor who was treating her was not giving her the right remedies, took it upon himself to bring another doctor to see her”.


    In his testimony, the historian Francisco Martí compiled data on Isidoro's actions during the war. These are events that he did not witness directly, though he must have had first-hand knowledge of some of them through his brother Justo, who was a direct witness to some of the events:


    “Twice a week he visited and was allowed to enter the Honduras legation —where the founder and some people of the Work were staying—, One day, however, one of the consulate authorities rudely expelled him, shouting: 'You mustn’t come here so often, you're compromising the refugees!”. Isidoro protested against this falsehood, but it was no good, and he had to go home. But since the Father and his brothers were there, the next day he was due to visit, Isidoro knocked at the door of the consulate, to report the news or to receive instructions. There was no way of warning him not to go. And the Father, who felt in himself the lack of consideration with which  his sons were treated, told him not to return until tempers had completely cooled down.


    As Isidoro had been born in Buenos Aires, with the help of the embassy he could have left the Republican zone and go to the other zone of Spain. Isidoro was initially keen on the idea, and so he proposed it to the Father in March 1937. By return mail, he received the Father’s reply. He encouraged him not to leave, pointing out the advantages and disadvantages of staying in Madrid. He told him that he had a mission to accomplish and that, precisely because of the freedom of movement that his status as a foreigner gave him, the best thing to do was to stay. He invited him to think about his personal responsibility for the situation of the others and for the reclaiming compensation for everything seized in the student residence. As always, he gave him full freedom to decide: “Please appreciate that the opinion I have of this problem of yours should not coerce you: you must act entirely of your own free will”.


     Isidoro answered without hesitation, thanking the Father for the opportunity he was being offered to continue to dedicate himself to helping all those who would not have the possibility of leaving. In his reply, the Father said: “I expected nothing less from you, Isidoro. The solution you have given to your case is what Our Lord wants, without any doubt”. Isidoro, therefore, remained in Madrid until the last moment, to console, encourage and sustain the spirit of the members of the Work. He visited those who were in prison or in embassies, bringing them food; he corresponded with everyone; he never ceased to be the liaison who transmitted the words of the Father and encouraged them in the most diverse circumstances.


    Every day, the Father gave the meditation to those who shared his small room in the Honduras Legation. They collected these in writing, and when Isidoro came round, he took them home to meditate with the other faithful of the Prelature. When it became difficult to gain entry to the Norwegian embassy, where Vicente Rodríguez Casado was and where there were searches, he solved the problem by learning a meditation by heart every day.


    When the founder of Opus Dei left the Republican zone, Isidoro became the director, a position he exercised with charity and heroic dedication. Together with Carmen, St Josemaría's sister, he would periodically go to a Scottish Red Cross service to provide them with food. They had to stand in long queues and put up with rudeness from the delivery men.


    He adopted the habit of writing to Father every day ending in five, so that he wrote three letters a month, giving him news of everyone.


    On 8 April 1938, commenting on the emptiness resulting from the Father's absence, he wrote in figurative language, due to the communist persecution: “When we had our grandfather (founder) with us, we did not know how to take advantage of him. I have often thought about it; he is the powerful dynamo that nourishes us with energy, so now that we find ourselves more alone, let us draw closer to D. Manuel (the Lord) and especially in these days (of Lent) that invite us to recollection, let us keep him company on behalf of those who have separated themselves from Him because they do not know him”.


    Since his documents allowed him to gain entry to some embassies, he was able to obtain false papers from those in prisons or embassies. But one day they found out and the police went to arrest him, and he was kept for a day and a half in a dungeon with murderers and convicts. He managed to get out by taking refuge in the Argentine embassy. They considered him a deserter and forced him to pass muster every day until the war was over.


    I heard the Father say that Isidoro, “in a totally ordinary life, had touched something supernatural”. No doubt he was referring to the following event: Alvaro del Portillo and those who were in the Honduras legation, having failed in their efforts to pass to the other zone, thought of enlisting in the army and going to the front to pass over by crossing the enemy lines. They wrote about this to Isidoro in June 1938. In his reply, aware of his responsibility, he flatly refused permission, giving a number of reasons. Despite the refusal, a month later the refugees insisted, stating, of course, that they would accept his answer as final. They assumed that they would be refused permission again. But the unexpected reply came categorically: “I have thought it over carefully before Our Lord, and you can leave the Consulate to try to do what you propose”. He set out in all naturalness the dates on which they were to leave the refuge, how they would report to the recruiting post...


    Later, they learned that while praying in his office, he knew that they would cross over to the other side of the front on a precise date: 12 October 1938. In the same manner, saint Josemaría also knew, and he told Don Álvaro's mother, who was also in Burgos: “Your son Álvaro —﻿he assured her﻿— will cross over in mid-October””.


    —But how did he know?


    —We don't know exactly. Isidoro never used to talk about it, and although it was certainly a supernatural event, they always referred to it in its simplest version; that is, nobody ever spoke of apparitions or anything like that, but simply that Isidoro at a certain moment, in front of a crucifix, became sure that he could give them permission to move from one area to another, and that he even knew the date when they would do it.


    —And Isidoro never told anyone?


    —At least he told it once to José Javier López Jacoiste, a Navarrese law student —﻿and later a lawyer, professor of Civil Law and notary﻿—, who accompanied him to the San Fernando sanatorium on the morning of Friday the 16th of April 1943, when Saint Josemaría administered the Anointing of the Sick, which was then called Extreme Unction to him. Do you mind if we go back a few years earlier? [image: ]
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    Isidoro's crucifix


    -All right, but please finish what you were saying.


    —Fine, but I've already told you that I need to go back a bit. José Javier got to know the Work while he was studying in Saragossa. At the end of March 1940, Saint Josemaría made a train journey to Saragossa and there he was introduced to the first three who had joined the Work in that city —﻿two of them from Navarre﻿—: José Javier, Ignacio Arellano and Xavier Ayala. Saint Josemaría was accompanied by Isidoro, Álvaro del Portillo, José María Hernández Garnica and Francisco Ponz.


    [image: Crucifijo] 

    —Too many names...


    —Don’t worry. I mention the names in case some expert reads this, but let's get to the point. The three from Saragossa and those who had arrived from Madrid met for a while with the Founder, talking about a thousand things: studies, family, friends, projects.... At one point, Saint Josemaría asked the Aragonese guys if they had a crucifix and when they answered that they did not, he asked those who were with him to give them theirs. Isidoro gave his to José Javier..


    We now return to the Sanatorium of San Fernando on 16 April 1943. Isidoro had received the Anointing of the Sick, a ceremony attended by over half a dozen people —﻿among them the director of the sanatorium and his wife﻿— and he was alone with José Javier: “Then we talked about the story of the crucifix I am carrying. It turns out that when the Father admitted me to the Work in Zaragoza, he gave me the crucifix that Isidoro was using at the time, and the story goes like this: The Father, in red Madrid, used to celebrate (Holy Mass) with it; José María Albareda had it afterwards, and when they left, Isidoro put it next to the tabernacle he had. And when Álvaro, Vicente and Eduardo were going to cross over, Isidoro went to that crucifix and that's when he knew the exact date when the three of them were to arrive in Burgos, and he wrote to tell the Father, who also already knew. And he said to me, “so that crucifix is a relic””.


    —And where is that crucifix now?


    —No doubt you would be impressed if I took it out of my pocket now... Well, here it is!


    At this point Cristina fell silent, opened her eyes wide and looked with particular intensity at the crucifix, but made no move to take it. I expected her to try to keep it, even if only in jest, but there was no room for joking.


    —How did you manage to get it?


    —I have already told you that they gave me all possible facilities in the office of the causes of the saints of the Work. José Javier had the crucifix until he died. Now it is kept as a relic, but I asked for it to take some photos and they let me have it. By the way, I recently had some email conversations with one of the witnesses to the handing over of the crucifix.


    [image: _DSC2308] 

    —You said that the crucifix was given to him in 1940. To be a witness to the handing over of the crucifix, you have to have been born a few years earlier.


    —Yes, it's not a mistake. Francisco Ponz was born in 1919, and in 1940 he gave his own crucifix, as Isidoro did, to one of the guys from Saragossa. He died in December 2020 at the age of 101, and a few months earlier we talked about all this and other particulars about Isidoro.


    —And besides the recollections he has told you by email now, did he write anything soon after Isidoro's death?


    —Of course. He wrote about thirty pages. I'm going to read one of them to you: “Isidoro lived supernatural charity and human affection in an intense way with those of us who belonged to Opus Dei. He showed great understanding towards our shortcomings and failings, which he always tried to justify. He fostered unity and fraternity, he helped to give everything the tone proper to a real family, and was aware of anything we might need. At the same time, he did not fail to make fraternal corrections whenever he thought it advisable, so that we could improve our behaviour and learn to do things more in accordance with the spirit of the Work. When he made these corrections to us, he used such affection and gentleness that any reaction of self-justification was impossible and gratitude was easily forthcoming. He often used the first person plural: “look, we should pay more attention to such and such a thing”, or “it would be better if we did this in a different way”, or similar expressions. (...)


    Isidoro was always ready to help us. Despite the enormous amount of work he had to do, he was easily accessible to anyone who asked for his help or even anticipated his offer. Because of his studies and profession as an engineer, he was able to prepare graphs, data tables, etc., which is why he helped Juan Jiménez Vargas in this way during the preparation of his competitive examinations for a professorship and also helped me when I had to present my doctoral thesis. We provided him with the experimental data and he would prepare the corresponding illustrations and tables with great interest, taste and neatness, in a way that I would not have been able to achieve without spending a lot of time. That is why we sometimes called him “the candidate”. When I gave him new work, I never noticed a gesture of weariness or reluctance, or a sign that he had many other occupations, but he always made it easy for me, happy to be able to help me..


    In this connection, I remember visiting him in March 1943 at the sanatorium, after a long stay in Switzerland. He asked me about my work in that country, and when I told him about the kind of research I had done, I remarked in passing that I had remembered him very much when I was preparing the graphs for some publications; and he interrupted me to say to me quite naturally: “You should have sent them to me, I would have done them for you”.


    He liked to talk little and work a lot; he never fell into loquacity”.


    —In parallel to this “talking little and working a lot”, several testimonies recount a conversation between Isidoro and his older sister, prior to a visit when they were going to carry out some delicate business. Salustiana kept giving him recommendations on what he should say during the visit. After a long time of patiently listening to so many observations, Isidoro said to her: “Try to speak less and pray more”. [image: ]
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    Moonlighter


    -Let's continue. Here I have a letter signed by fourteen people who worked with him in Madrid: “The undersigned, railway agents who worked in the now defunct Oficina de Estudios of the West Zone of Spanish Railways, under the authority of the late Industrial Engineer Don ISIDORO ZORZANO LEDESMA (r.i.p.), provide the following information about the life of the unfortunate Chief in our professional relations:


    He endured the sufferings he endured with complete Christian resignation.


    Our opinion as subordinates is that he possessed great professional knowledge.


    Among the subordinate staff of the office, he enjoyed a reputation of sanctity because of his extreme kindness, respect and affection.


    He was grateful and respectful of the rights of others.


    His industriousness and spirit of work were great, as was his austerity and modesty with everyone.


    He forgave us for our faults and offered us his teaching and help with complete confidence and selflessness in everything we studied.


    Whenever it was in his hands, he favoured us all, and it was evident that he did not differentiate between categories in his treatment of us: he loved us all and treated us all with pleasure.


    Both his funeral and his burial were attended by a large number of people from all walks of life.


    His death was deeply felt by his superiors and subordinates and by all those who had the honour of knowing and dealing with him.


    Madrid, 13 January 1948”.


    —That’s delightful. Were they RENFE workers??


    —They must have been workers of RENFE when they signed it, since RENFE was the company that brought together all the Spanish railways, but until the creation of RENFE in 1941, the trains in Spain was not in the hands of a state company. In addition to the Ferrocarriles del Oeste, there were those from Madrid to Zaragoza and Alicante (MZA), the Compañía de los Caminos de Hierro del Norte de España (CCHNE) —abbreviatedly known as Norte﻿— and several others, among them the Ferrocarriles Andaluces where Isidoro worked in Malaga —﻿taken over by the State and joined to the Ferrocarriles del Oeste before the rest﻿—: its Malaga headquarters were in a building that now has another use and has been known ever since as the Palacio de la tinta (Ink Palace), because of the drums of ink that were brought in daily to print train tickets. He also worked daily for some time in the workshops next to the station, and at the end of the war he went back to work for the railways, now in Madrid. But all this is another story. Let us continue with other recollections about the way he worked.


    “Rafael Medina Fernández, who holds the position of 1st category fitter in these general workshops of the Renfe (he signs the testimony in 1948), has the honour of stating to the Delegates who have come with the task of researching the way Mr. Isidoro Zorzano Ledesma (may God rest his soul) who was an engineer in these workshops dealt with the employees, and I say this because during the time that we were under his orders we were able to convince ourselves [that] he was a great gentleman, very Christian and with a kindness befitting the same, I never saw him make any violent gesture towards any of my comrades, much less punish anyone, and for this reason and for all these virtues that adorned him, we deeply regretted the day he left these workshops, and even more so his unfortunate death. (r.i.p.)”.


    It should be noted that he was always moonlighting. First, as we have already seen, by making his work as a railway engineer compatible with that of teaching at the Industrial School in Malaga. During the war it cannot be said that he was employed by anyone –except for the time when the engineer worked as a shop assistant in a shirt shop in Calle Toledo, in an attempt to earn a few pesetas, but we have also already mentioned some of the many activities he carried out in Madrid from 1936 to 1939. From April 1939 to January 1943, when he left his home to go from one sanatorium to another, and even while he was hospitalised in a very serious condition, in addition to his work as an engineer, he was involved in the material side of setting up the residences in Jenner and Lagasca streets, in the jobs he carried out in the Opus Dei centres, in the tasks deriving from being General Administrator, in advising all those who kept accounts, in helping those who were working on theses, competitive examinations... or whatever it might be.


    José Poy, a student at the Industrial School: “Officially, the first contact I had with him was at the Industrial School in Malaga, where he arrived as Professor of Higher Mathematics, and soon gained the respect, esteem and affection of all his students. First, for his great knowledge of the subject he taught, secondly, for his exquisite treatment of those above and below him (he made no distinctions) and thirdly, for his kindness and persistence in teaching, in which he was not satisfied until he was convinced that everyone had understood the lesson; he did this day after day for the entire course, without a bad gesture, always with encouraging words, with boundless patience and abnegation when dealing with the less intelligent”.


    José Gutiérrez, a Mathematics student:


    “Due to his great knowledge of mathematics, he developed equations at a fantastic speed; despite having a large blackboard he lacked space, telling us on one occasion [that] he was going to place another one on another wall, thus sowing terror among the class. Due to the speed at which he went over the subjects, several pupils complained to the director of the school on one occasion that because of this speed they could not follow his explanations; D. Isidoro first reprimanded them and then asked for their forgiveness; some of the most exalted ones, at the end of his words, could not hold back their tears; since then, D. Isidoro did everything possible to restrain his pace.


    These are just a few small traits about what D. Isidoro was for us, a great teacher in every sense of the word and who always left us with fond memories, because of a gift he had which I cannot explain with the pen, but which infiltrated inside us and which made his class, the most feared, the one we all attended with the greatest joy and affection”..


    [image: XX-isidoro_curso_soldadura] 

    Juan Madrid, another of his Malaga pupils in the subject of Electricity: “He would come in right on time, and he would carry out his work in strict justice and zeal. Therefore, his class notebook was often full of zeros, all due to our fault. I cannot say what attracted us in his quiet demeanour, but I can say that the memory of him is the most pleasant and attractive thing we have of the School. He did not single anyone out, he did not speak to anyone a word other than to do with the lesson. Yet I can assure you that we all loved him and although some afternoons were full of zeros, we left sad but never angry with that man. I can't explain it”.


    Raimundo Renta, a wine merchant and fellow lodger in Málaga, remembers a day when he accompanied Isidoro to the workshops,


    “It was the time when the workers publicly scorned and mocked the bosses and employers. Well, I noticed that, on the tram, all the workers greeted Zorzano by taking off their caps with the greatest affability (...). Those were difficult times for the bosses, so I had to ask one of them: “How is my fellow countryman behaving towards you?” and he replied: “Don Isidoro is just another comrade, he doesn't have a bad word towards anyone and that's why we love him and serve him unquestioningly; it's a pity he's a bit of a “caveman””. Apparently, that was the term used by anti-Catholics to refer to Catholics.


    —In that case, he wasn't a bit of a caveman, but a great caveman.


    —Are we doing well regarding the interest of the testimonies chosen?


    —We're doing extremely well. This thing about the students' testimonies is now called EVALUATION OF THE TEACHING ACTIVITY OF THE TEACHERS and it is very much taken into account. I find it very valuable that someone who fails a subject acknowledges that the teacher is nice, fair and friendly. If he had given you an A, I would see it as natural, but if he gave you a bare zero, it’s much more deserving… And there several of them highlight that he treated everyone the same.


    —It should be borne in mind that in the exalted atmosphere of Malaga, not only were the leaders disrespected: convents and churches were burnt, death threats were made... and that is why the testimonies repeat the fact that Isidoro, a good Catholic with many reasons to be partial, maintained his impartiality.


    For example, another student, Luis Cárceles, recalls: “I know hard teachers who impose themselves by shouting and soft teachers with whom the class is a joke. D. Isidoro was neither one nor the other; he imposed his authority without opening his lips and maintained order simply by his presence, because of something special he had about himself. He always arrived at school walking very quickly, with his hand in his pocket, and immediately began the class; nobody ever said anything (...). He always had a smile on his lips. He asked a lot of questions during the lessons.


    From the religious point of view, he was very Catholic and so he made it as easy as possible for Catholic students to meet and not attend class, although it is true that in his eagerness not to distinguish between people and to make justice equal for all, he also allowed those on the opposing side —the F.U.E.﻿— to hold meetings without attending class after requesting permission”.


    And Agustín Fdez Cortés, another student from Málaga, wrote: “There are countless details that reveal his goodness, for he was a man who suffered when he failed any pupil, especially when that pupil was a worker and the father of a family. Another of the details I remember most is that, for reasons beyond his control, in one of the Mathematics courses he had to fail almost the entire class, which was very upsetting for him; to ensure that we would all pass in September, he gave us free private lessons during the summer months, which ensured that we all passed”.


    Here's another example: Enrique Rocatagliata, a fellow student at the Industrial School, says that “once, in the workshops, a worker put “Long live communism!” on a jug and Isidoro, very delicately, had it removed, without trying to find out who had done it, although he could have taken advantage of the circumstances since he was of a different way of thinking”. In other words: the typical little thing that could have unleashed a good storm... came to nothing.


    Joaquín Muñoz Sánchez, the teacher we mentioned above who was invited by Isidoro to confession, recalled that “they appointed him to make the payments in the Patronato (Treasurer, I think). He paid with astounding accuracy, both in terms of time and day. To get the money to pay the salaries, he had to go to an official centre —the Diputación or the Town Hall, I don't remember﻿—, where they were reluctant to hand over the money. Isidoro would even get into an argument —﻿something contrary to his character﻿— but he would turn up with the money to pay with his characteristic punctuality. He was exquisitely honourable”.


    —I have to admit that what is impressing me most is not what I expected.


    —What do you mean?


    —Well, knowing only a little about Isidoro, I thought the most impressive thing was going to be the disease, the cancer.


    —We haven't got there yet.


    —That's why I'm saying it. For example, you've just read a testimony in which a friend —who, by the way, doesn't go to confession although Isidoro often asks him if he has done so, says that in order for his subordinates or colleagues to receive their salaries on time, he does “things that are contrary to his character”. I don't know, I'm quite a coward and I'm afraid of death and illness, so I thought that Isidoro's most difficult thing was to cope well with his illness, but I can see that he had trained very well by the time he got to that point. I don't do things contrary to my character just like that: I don't see myself capable of overcoming shyness or politeness or whatever it is that you have to overcome to make that kind of fuss.


    —You should watch Isidoro's documentary. It lasts a little over half an hour and, as I said, it's on Youtube. Towards the end, there is an intervention by Don Flavio Capucci, postulator of the causes for the canonization of Saint Josemaría and Blessed Álvaro, which is one of those that should be underlined: “A saint is a person who, throughout his life, tries to strive to improve. For years Isidoro strove to pray more intensely every day, to work with a greater spirit of sacrifice, with greater perfection, to serve his neighbour more cordially. Therefore, when his illness came, all this bore fruit and Isidoro saw in his illness a treasure, a treasure to offer to God for so many needs, for the whole Church and for all souls”.


    —To see in illness a treasure… These are big words.


    —You told me before to leave the topics incomplete for each one to complete them. On the treasure of illness I am not going to add anything more. I agree with you: Isidoro's life contains many answers, but everyone has their own questions and we must leave room for everyone to resolve their own.


    You thought that the most impressive thing was going to be Isidoro's behaviour during his cancer. I still have told you hardly anything about that stage: it may turn out to be the most impressive thing in the end, but what is clear is that without a habitual effort to brush up against God's grace it is not possible to understand that illness, which is apparently a punishment, but is really a treasure.


    Another long, quite long silence.


    And I have more about doing things contrary to his character. Amadeo de Fuenmayor, from whom I have already read something, wrote: “One day his delicacy betrayed him, that exquisite delicacy with which he treated us all. We were looking together at the accounts of the house of Núñez de Balboa, and I must have seemed displeased because I found them a tiresome job. Then he said to me: “You might think, perhaps, that I, who have been taking care of the accounts of the whole Work, would have got used to drawing up balance sheets; well, you are wrong: there is nothing that costs me more””.


    And you can put that comment next to this other testimony, from Federico Suárez, also from Valencia —﻿and eventually also a professor and priest﻿— who was in charge of the accounts in the residence they opened in Valencia: “As Administrator of Opus Dei, he had organised what we can call the administrative side of the Residence, in agreement with the founder, Saint Josemaría (who had experience of the first Residence in Ferraz, and knew very well the most important aspects of running the financial aspect in an orderly, clear and efficient way).


    He taught me how to keep the books and how to do the monthly balance sheet and the “kitchen sheet”. As he had a great sense of responsibility, he studied the quantities of food per person per day (bearing in mind that we were dealing with young people) so that the portions would be sufficient in those circumstances, and he made me some tables —﻿which were later printed﻿— to facilitate and simplify the work. I noticed. —﻿or rather, it stuck in my mind﻿— that he used a pencil and kept the eraser close at hand; when he had to correct something, he erased gently, and so the work was always neat (even when they were just outlines to show me how to do it) and not a single sheet of paper was wasted. Finally, with no small amount of patience, as I had no idea (and I think no inclination) for this type of work, he managed to get me to do well the monthly summaries, the kitchen average, the receipts, outgoings, etc.”.


    In short, it is clear that he had a passion for education, excursions and travel; it has already been mentioned twice that he made galena radios and that he collected stamps... Eduardo Alastrué, a doctor in Natural Sciences, recalls that “on one occasion he told me how much he would have liked to be a naturalist and collect insects, rocks or fossils”. And yet he spent all the time needed doing the accounts.


    —Yes, when people talk about doing what has to be done, they forget that in order to do that, one has to omit doing what might be more attractive. I think it's very authentic to mention self-denial...


    —Well... I don't think it's necessary to present doing one's duty as a kind of denial of one's own personality. Isidoro freely chooses what he does...


    —Yes, I have no doubt about his freedom, nor about his happiness, nor even —﻿seen in perspective﻿— that these denials of his tastes were a preparation, a small surrender, for the total surrender that was to come later; but the fact is that he keeps accounts, which he doesn't like, and does not collect insects, which he does like.


    —If these simple testimonies make you think so deeply, I am inclined to conclude that my comments are superfluous, so I’ll say nothing further and I’ll look for some additional material about the way he worked... even in the sanatorium bed.


    Justo Martí: “On holidays when he did not have to go to the office, he tried to devote a large part of the time to tidying up the tool and junk room and repairing any damaged lamps, sockets, irons, etc. He helped me and gave me a lot of guidance and advice about keeping the accounts for the Jenner Residence and I could observe in him: a spirit of poverty, making use of leaflets and small pieces of paper; order and cleanliness, in recording in separate cards and envelopes all advances, extraordinary expenses, various receipts, etc., made on behalf of each resident, always noting the date and other relevant data”.


    José Orlandis: “In Lagasca, he was almost entirely responsible for setting up the house. The typical scene on those winter afternoons was Isidoro, freezing with cold, going up and down the stairs, followed by painters, electricians, carpenters, plumbers... And when the Núñez de Balboa house was opened a year later, I once again worked with Isidoro on the installation tasks.


    I was the first director of that house and, naturally, a great many things had to be bought. Isidoro was responsible for most of these purchases. I would go out with him early in the afternoon and we would spend three or four hours walking the streets of Madrid, until the shops closed. This must have been towards the end of October 1941. Isidoro was known in many shops; he was a regular customer! Crockery, cookware, cutlery, glassware, washbasins, showers, even brooms and buckets, everything was bought on those trips. He would leave instructions to deliver everything in one or two days at staggered times and Isidoro spent those two afternoons in Núñez de Balboa rigorously checking the deliveries and paying the bills.


    I remember that, at that time, between one shop and the next, Isidoro jokingly told me: “My office mates who were recently married or about to get married often say to me: 'How lucky you are. You don't know what it means nowadays to get married, to look for a flat, to settle down, to set up a home with all the difficulties and hassles that come with it. Happy you, Zorzano!'. If they knew how many houses I've set up and how knowledgeable I am, almost an expert in these matters, what a shock they'd be in for,” Isidoro added, laughing”.


    Ricardo Fernández Vallespín: “The care and affection that Isidoro put into fulfilling everything that was entrusted to him could be seen in the way he carried out these tasks: although they were apparently of little importance, he knew how to supernaturalise the most material work and so he did everything with a scrupulousness that was a consequence of the presence of God that he lived. I remember the way he kept the accounts of the matters entrusted to him, how he dealt with the bureaucratic formalities of our first houses and in matters of any importance, as when he made an economic study of the upkeep and installation of the Ferraz residence, before it was set up, how he exhausted the subject. The remarkable thing about Isidoro is that he did everything with extreme simplicity and I never saw him seeking personal satisfaction of his ego, nor the praise of others, although, logically, he did seek to please the Father by doing the work that had been entrusted to him the best way he could”.


    Juan Jiménez Vargas:  “During this academic year (1941-42) I was carrying out a series of investigations which I was very keen to finish before the competitive examinations took place for the chair of Physiology to which I aspired. Isidoro, with infinite patience, did all the calculations that I did not know how to do, made many graphs for me and helped me with proofreading: one could say that he looked after the most unpleasant part of the publication. When he considered the work finished, it was certain that there was nothing left to correct. Until the very afternoon when he was forced to go to bed because he could no longer stand up, he was correcting my Chemistry-Physics proofs with an accuracy and thoroughness that seemed incompatible with the temperature he had. And as always, he did it unassumingly, and when I suggested he should stop, he didn't want to because it didn't make him tired, he said. I don't think I published a single work during those months that had not passed through his hands”.


    Several people remember how, when he was already ill, he was often seen sitting at a table with a book in front of him in the Villanueva Street centre, which was called The Studio because for some years it contained the architecture studio of Ricardo Fernández Vallespín. “He, who knew he was incurably ill, getting worse all the time and no longer able to show off his professional knowledge, was studying a book on brakes”.


    —I am sure that if he had held in his hands a poetry book, the life of a saint or something by Cervantes, that would not have been mentioned. I detect a mischievous twinge towards the engineer's tastes.


    —Don't be so touchy. Any reader can see the hidden beauty to be found in books about brakes.


    —That's right, add some irony to the comment! For the record, I think it's a fascinating subject for a book, and I'd like to know the title of the book Isidoro was reading.


    —I'll look for the book on brakes, but let me go on: José Carbelo, an employee at the Office of Studies where Isidoro worked, remembers that, when he was already in the sanatorium, “he would periodically visit him in the afternoons and let him know the news from the Office, and if there was anything important to sign, he would do it with a lot of effort”. [image: ]
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    A passion for education


    -I mentioned earlier his passion for education. Joking aside, although he may have read books on brakes —﻿in order to keep up to date professionally until the end﻿—, Isidoro was as much a teacher as he was an engineer. Whichever way one looks at his life, it can be seen that he started teaching as soon as he had the chance: he helped his brothers to prepare for competitive examinations —﻿Fernando for the Post Office and Paco for the Army﻿—; in Malaga he taught at the Industrial School and at the House of the Child Jesus; during the war in Madrid he gave French and English classes to Santiago Escrivá, brother of Saint Josemaría...


    Look at what his niece María Teresa Munárriz remembers:


    “Some summers —it could well have been 1941 and 1942— Uncle Isidoro spent some time with us in La Cabrera. We stayed at the Casa Fausto guesthouse, whose motto or title was “The sun rises for everyone”. Our uncle was already very ill and it showed, so much so that my mother had to convince the owner that Isidoro was not suffering from any infectious disease. My mother's convincing argument was: “If he had something contagious, I wouldn't bring him with my children”. The truth is that uncle's appearance (emaciated, fatigued...) was very bad, to the point that I was a bit scared.


    Anyway, our uncle looked after my brother and me: he gave us lessons. In particular, he taught me operations with fractions and the Latin declensions, which I would have to study the following year. The “lessons” took place in a field. After the explanations, while I studied the relevant subject, Isidoro would lie down there (I don't know if he was meditating or just resting). I used to learn the lesson quickly and I would ask him to let me tell it immediately, before I forgot it. The truth is that, as a result of those lessons, the Latin language did not pose a serious difficulty for me when I had to face its study at school”.


    Since you haven't said anything, am I to understand that we can take as completed the chapter “he worked hard and well, though not always at what he was most attracted to”?


    —Have you arranged it by chapters?


    —They are subject matters, rather than chapters. We still have to talk about fraternity, sobriety, spirit of sacrifice, good humour, ordinary life and the illness.


    [image: Libro_cálculo] 

    —We've already talked a little about all that. Perhaps everything except the illness.


    —Perhaps it's not necessary to use all the notes of testimonies. Shall I look for something about the illness and leave everything else be?


    —I don't know... You could do a sample of each subject. The idea of fraternity and ordinary life sounds pretty good. And of course, the illness. Well, maybe sobriety too, but mostly out of curiosity… In the midst of so many privations, being sober doesn't seem to me to be something voluntary, but rather compulsory...


    —So you think that Isidoro did not have any choice but to be poor. Well, listen to what Rafael Escolá says, “he had no office tools other than those that were strictly essential: nothing in duplicate; he knew how to make the most of his clothes so that they would last a long time without looking old, etc.”. Or this memory of Francisco Ponz: “Despite his social position as an engineer, he usually travelled around Madrid by tram or on foot, at any time of the year. Something truly exceptional had to happen for him to take a taxi”. Or this one by José Luis Múzquiz: “When the house in Lagasca was set up, the work and spirit with which Isidoro did everything was admirable. He spent days and days taking care of all the installation details, and supervising the “artists”, as he called the carpenters, etc. He kept an admirable order in everything, he had a very complete file of suppliers and he lived the spirit of poverty in every detail. He often went on long walks searching for shops and warehouses where he could get some saving”.


    Pedro Casciaro: “I remember that, at the beginning of our house in Valencia, the problem of supplies was still very much unresolved. Almost all we had at our disposal was a large quantity of sweet potatoes, and the diet seemed like a nightmare: at breakfast they appeared roasted and in cakes; at lunch, replacing potatoes; we had sweet potatoes for tea, and some nights they even appeared in the form of dessert. Isidoro stayed several days then, and did not make the slightest comment; he saw to it, however, that a few food rations were obtained, and only moments before leaving, he indicated to me the advisability of reducing the dose of sweet potatoes, reassuring us if we spent more than expected, because we should not turn meals into a real penance”.


    —Fine, he was sober, but he spent what was necessary without stinginess. It seems to me that this has a lot of merit, because since he administered the economic aspects, he must have handled quite a lot of euros... or rather pesetas. Let's go on with the disease. [image: ]
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    Malignant
Lymphogranulo-
matosis


    -Didn't you say that you thought the disease would impress you the most?


    —I said it seemed to me harder to imitate, but I am very interested in it. And also in his death.


    [image: isidoro_enfermo_en_cama] 

    —Well, let's start where you might least expect it.


    When we talk about his work, his character as an engineer, his sense of justice, his confidences with different people, or about that which has interested you so much, the surrender of his tastes, we always talk about acts that come from him towards others. Now we are going to see a testimony about fraternity with him; that is to say, something that goes from others to him.


    This is Dr César Serrano de Pablo-Chaure speaking: “At Father Josemaría Escrivá’s request, I went one day, or rather, one afternoon, to Calle Villanueva nº 15 (today nº 13). approximately a year before his death. I didn't know Isidoro then. The Father took me into a small room and said to me: “I've called you to see Isidoro, one of the first to join it (the Work), and therefore a witness to all the difficulties, heartaches and setbacks we have suffered; he is a fighter who has always helped me very much; he has been ill for some time and the doctors who have seen him have assured me that there is no cure. You will see what it is all about from the X-rays, tests and plans that have been prescribed for him. I am very fond of him and because of all this I would wish and ask God, if it is His Will, that at least he would have the consolation of being able to see, before he dies, the first priests of the Work. I wish [that] you would do everything humanly possible to achieve this. Above all, I want him to lack nothing, and so that he may be better cared for, I think [that] it would be best to have him admitted to a sanatorium, where you could take care of him, without, at the same time, lacking our affection and our care. You know and are familiar with our spirit of intensifying our charity towards the sick, one of us remaining constantly at his side.


    After the Father had briefed me, we went together to Isidoro's room and I had the honour of meeting him. There was a companion with him who acted as a nurse and cared for him solicitously with a self-sacrificing charity that touched me.


    The sick man was a young, emaciated man, who received me with a frank smile, with great sincere, spontaneous and natural affection that subjugated and attracted me from the first moment, contrasting intensely, and at the first glance, with a nature undermined by serious illness, judging by the intense emaciation, the intense fever, which consumed him, and the great fatigue, which suffocated him, forcing him to be half-sitting up in bed.


    After a thorough examination, and having seen X-rays and numerous test reports of all kinds, I was able to ascertain the nature of his illness, which was beyond doubt, and I agreed with all the other doctors on the diagnosis of malignant lymphogranulomatosis in the thoracic region.


    His illness, so long and so extremely painful, can be summed up in these simple words: intense and continuous suffering, constant work, extraordinary patience, natural humility and uninterrupted gentleness; all achieved by an authentic, fully supernatural life”.


    —Was he able to see the first priests of the Work?


    —No. He died on 15 July 1943, and the first three priests were ordained on 25 June 1944. Nor were the people of the Work with him at the time of his death. They took turns so as not to leave him alone day or night, and they managed to do so for 194 days, but on the 195th day there was a mistake in changing shifts and Isidoro died unaccompanied by anyone from the Work.


    He had spent on his own the years of Malaga and those during the war, and so the founder had wanted to end his solitude; he also wanted him to have the joy of seeing the first priests; but God arranged things differently.


    Now you've gone quiet.


    —Silence seems appropriate. These are things one doesn't understand.


    —Of course, if they're not understood, it won't be for lack of bibliography on the Christian meaning of suffering, the science of the Cross, etc.


    —I don't think these are things that can be fixed with bibliography.


    —I agree with you.


    —But I think what Saint Josemaría said to the doctor is very nice.


    —Well, before the effects wear off, let's talk about fraternity in the other direction: that is, from Isidoro to the others. Among those who stayed the night at the sanatorium, there are several charming testimonies of how Isidoro did not sleep a wink while he made sure they slept well. Since they don't come out in a very good light, I'll let the sleepy heads remain anonymous. One of them says: “I remember that on one occasion when I spent the night at the San Francisco Sanatorium he made me go to bed (there was another bed in the room); I fell asleep straight away, and when I woke up the next morning, he asked me:: “Are you unwell? You've been moving around a lot tonight”. I felt ashamed: instead of watching over him, he had watched over me, and what worried him was not his sleepless night, but whether I was well”.


    The second: “One night I went to watch over him and it turned out that I was the one being watched over. I went to bed in the bed that was available in his room and Isidoro spent the whole night worrying about whether I was sleeping well. As soon as I woke up in the middle of the night, he was already looking at me and asking me if I was all right.


    When we visited him in the sanatorium, he was concerned about everyone's little affairs, studies, work, etc.; he was interested in everything, he smiled at everyone and told some anecdote or paid special attention. It turned out that it was even a pleasure to go and see him, because it was not like visiting a sick person, rather one had a good time”.


    And another: “He taught us to live fraternity, which is forgetting oneself to take care of others: he found everything out; he asked about everything; and he followed everything with extraordinary interest. He forgot about himself: one night, I remember, I stayed to watch over him in the Sanatorium of Dr. Palos; we used to lay down dressed, next to his bed, to attend to the slightest movement he made, for he was very gravely ill; he made me go to bed before midnight, and I fell asleep; it was about five o'clock —﻿he had not made the slightest movement, so as not to wake me up﻿— when I must have coughed or turned over in bed, for Isidoro said to me: “Are you feeling unwell?” Then I doubted whether it was I who should attend to Isidoro, or vice versa.


    His spirit of sacrifice was extraordinary, and he did not altogether manage to hide it through his humility. The pains and anguish he suffered during his illness were undoubtedly the reward for the heroic and hidden sacrifice of his whole life”.


    Well, there have already been stories of how he helped different people with graphics or whatever they needed. When the theses were about non-scientific matters, his help was not lacking either, even if it was only to clean the doctoral candidate's shoes so that he would present himself smartly before the examining board.


    Juan Antonio Paniagua recalled one of his visits to Madrid:  “Isidoro was waiting for me until the early hours of the morning, as the train I was travelling on had been delayed for a long time. I remember his affectionate welcome at that time and the care he took about my accommodation, without giving the slightest importance to the disruption caused”.[image: ]
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    Extraordinarily ordinary


    But let us move on to the ordinary life, what we might also call the humility with which he passed unnoticed while at the same time setting a good example.


    There are many references in the testimonies to his simplicity, to his delicate way of passing unnoticed. They often express these ideas in short but very descriptive sentences. Miguel Fisac, for example, wrote: “Isidoro is the least complicated person I have ever dealt with”.


    Rafael Escolá heard Saint Josemaría say of him: “he fulfilled the norms of piety every day; he worked hard; he was always cheerful; and he took care of others. If this is not being a saint, what is being a saint?”


    —The norms of piety?


    —Yes, norms, acts of piety: going to Mass, praying the Angelus...


    —Did he fulfil every day the norms of piety? All possible acts of piety?


    —You are right, the sentence contains some implications. Many people practice norms of piety every day. Those in Opus Dei follow a plan of life with some of these norms of piety, and they try to do them every day: the offering of all that they are going to do that day, a time of prayer, Mass, Communion, fifteen minutes reading a spiritual book plus the Gospel, the preces, the rosary, the Angelus, the visit to the Blessed Sacrament, another time of prayer in the evening, examination of conscience at night, three Hail Marys before going to bed... I don't think I've left anything out. Well, there are also the so-called norms of always, such as considering divine filiation, order, study, and others that are not done daily, such as the monthly recollection, which, as its name indicates —﻿and I have already mentioned to you before, is done once a month.


    —It’s clear to me now.


    We continue with humble normality. José María Hernández Garnica sums up: “The idea I have of Isidoro Zorzano can be summed up as follows: a humble man, heroic in the accomplishment of small things, extraordinarily orderly and with a great supernatural spirit and a spirit of sacrifice”.


    Ángel López-Amo: “Isidoro was always happy and in a good mood. He worked hard and never complained about anything”.


    Not all express themselves with the same brevity. Pedro Casciaro writes about his simplicity: “In dealing with Isidoro one had the impression that for him the interior life had become gradually simpler and simpler: to do everything for God, being convinced that it is He to whom the works are addressed who elevates them; he had specialised in “little things”. He never spoke about himself, and when he did talk about something, he discreetly turned over the page of those episodes in which he might have had a mission of some importance. During the war (...), how much suffering and how much responsibility he had to face then! Logically, it would seem that this period would have been a favourite theme of his narrative. Yet I, at least, never heard him talk about it, so much so that it is only now, remembering him after his death, that I have come to appreciate what those days must have meant for him”.


    Pedro Casciaro himself speaks of his humility in connection with an episode that took place in Las Navas del Marqués in July 1941:


    “When he began to feel ill, St Josemaría advised him to go and rest for a few days in a small hotel in the mountains. After two or three days there, some guests complained about Isidoro to the hotel management. Because of his thinness and pale colour, it seemed to them that he had tuberculosis and might infect them. The hotel manager sent him away in a rude manner. Isidoro received this situation with patience, and returned to Madrid on the first means of transport he could find”, which was a motorbike on which he made the journey as the pillion passenger, smiling, making light of everything, being grateful to the driver. From Madrid he went to La Cabrera, to rest with his sister's family, during one of the stays that his niece recalled.


    —Just a moment, please. You mentioned earlier that Dr. Serrano took charge of the patient in 1942, more or less a year before he died; then that he was accompanied in Dr. Palos’ sanatorium, who I understand is not Dr. Serrano, unless it happens with these doctors like with the characters in Russian novels, who are referred to indistinctly by one of their surnames, first names or nicknames...


    —Relax, they are two different doctors.


    —Yes, but it turns out that already in La Cabrera, perhaps in the summer of '41, he looked so bad that his nephews were a bit scared of him, and his hotel companions were led to ask for the man with tuberculosis to be expelled.


    —That's right. Let's clear everything up. In any case, the development, diagnosis and treatment of his illness is told in detail in the book by José Miguel Pero-Sanz, so what you have to do to put everything in its place is to go once again to the bibliography. If I dwell on all the details, I don't think I'll achieve an attractive result for readers like you.


    —I agree. Data and casuistry matter less. What I like the most are the testimonies you have collected. There are so many of them! But in my opinion, one needs to explain more clearly about the doctors and the disease.


    —Very well. Let's move on to the doctors and a few brushstrokes about how the illness is discovered: The war ends in April 39. Isidoro is exhausted, he weighs 45 kilos, but nobody blames his weakness on a particular illness. For three years he has been moving all over Madrid, very poorly fed and under great stress. At the end of the war, he goes back to his job as a railway engineer, which he makes compatible with the many efforts to start up new centres: the Jenner residence, the one in Lagasca, the flats in Villanueva and Núñez de Balboa, another one that was set up and then left in Martínez Campos... He does not stop and his exhaustion is increasingly noticeable. There are colleagues from Malaga who visited him in Madrid in 1939 and say that he looked very poorly and that the symptoms of the illness that caused his death were already noticeable. We could say about this that we are all brilliant in hindsight: it is easy to attribute his fatigue to the lymphoma after the event. The fact is that he is weak and tires easily. He visited several doctors who did not attach any particular importance to his tiredness, and around the summer of 1941, the founder makes sure that he is carefully examined by several doctors, and Dr. José Alix diagnosed him with “Sternberg-Paltamf's disease”: the so-called Hodgkin's lymphoma, a disease which was then fatal after a slow degeneration of the organism. They start radiation and medication in the hope of a miracle... And so, we come to the interview with Dr. César Serrano de Pablo-Chaure, which must have taken place in December 1942 and which, as I have already told you, confirms the diagnosis of malignant lymphogranulomatosis of thoracic location..


    —Is lymphogranulomatosis the same as Hodgkin's lymphoma?


    —You got me there. I think it is. Maybe there's some nuance that I'm missing, which has to do, among other things, with the fact that the same diseases have not always been called by the same name. But I am sure that it is a cancer of the lymphatic system, which is nowadays curable in many cases, especially if discovered early. But let me go on, at least until I get to Dr. Palos, which is one of the headlines of your question and is not the nickname of any of the other doctors I have mentioned.


    At the beginning of 1943, Isidoro became extremely ill, he needed to be admitted and on the 2nd of January he was taken to room 7 in the Clínica Santa Alicia6, on Don Ramón de la Cruz at the corner of Montesa. This is a centre specialising in obstetrics and gynaecology, with the capacity to look after emergencies, but not suitable for a prolonged stay. He stayed there until 10th January, when he was transferred to the San Fernando sanatorium, run by Dr. Fernando Palos Yranzo.


    —It has been hard to get to Dr. Palos. Where is this clinic?


    —The correct question would be: where was it? I mean: it no longer exists. It was in the Cruz del Rayo colony, in the Chamartín district of Madrid, specifically in the villa currently located at number 32 Rodríguez Marín Street.


    [image: antigua_Cl_nica_San_Fernando] 

    —In other words: the clinic no longer exists, but the building does.


    —Exactly. More than a building, it's a detached villa that has undergone several renovations, but it retains the exterior appearance of the forties.


    —Is it now a family home?


    —No. Now it's part of the Saint Chaumond school. And Isidoro was admitted there from 10th January to 2nd June, when he was taken to San Francisco de Asís, which remains where it was, quite close to the San Fernando clinic, in Joaquín Costa.


    The fact is that I am now not sure where we were, but I have here two very small details of his good example, so I'll end the digression. We have agreed that he did not make himself stand out, he was uncomplicated and straight forward; but he did not mind people noticing that he did well what had to be done well: someone writes: “Once we did [spiritual] exercises together in Lagasca. Not once when I went to the oratory in during the free time did I fail to find Isidoro there”. And another: “about his delicacy for details, I remember that having an image of the Virgin on the bedside table (one of those that come in a kind of little pocket folder), when the month of May arrived, the Virgin never lacked a new flower every day”.


    These are accessible and imitable details, which is what you seem to have been concerned about. There are more. Look at what Amadeo de Fuenmayor says: “more than by his words, Isidoro has been an example for all of us by his actions. In him we have been able to learn love for our norms, affection and respect for the Father, humility, gentleness, naturalness, sacrifice, order, poverty…


    It seems as if the Lord wanted to prolong his distressing illness, thus allowing many of us to have dealings with him at a time when the virtues practised during a whole life of dedication appear in all their brilliance, triumphing over the humility that could have sheltered them for a time.


    During his illness, Isidoro taught us by his example the love of our norms: how impressive was the delicacy and exactness with which he practised them, without forgetting or omitting anything!”


    —If I hadn't asked you about the norms before, you would have to explain something about them now.


    —There’s nothing like the help of an engineer to calculate structures well, we might say; but let's go on. Listen to what José Orlandis wrote: “Isidoro always passed unnoticed. He was the oldest member of the Work, he had been a fellow student of the Father's, he was much older than almost all of us...; well, with all this, the memory that always remains of Isidoro is seeing him working silently in everything that was less attractive, the most unpleasant: he kept the accounts, the administration, the care of material things; all these grey, obscure tasks, it seems as if they belonged to him by right, as something logical. Isidoro’s humility was so consubstantial to him that it appeared more like naturalness than humility. It was not, so to speak, a separate virtue; it was Isidoro’s very essence”


    And finally, a memory of Blessed Alvaro del Portillo: “I never heard Isidoro speak about himself, unless I asked him. I never heard a reply from him. He never excused himself, nor blamed someone else for anything that had turned out less well, even though he could usually have done so, for I have already said that Isidoro tried to do everything the best he could.


    How often the scene I am about to describe must have taken place! There, in a corner of our Secretary’s office, behind his desk, seated in an armchair, trying to remain hidden, to disappear, is Isidoro. He is for all of us, for me, the living model of loyalty, of fidelity to the Father and to the vocation, of generosity, of perseverance. He is the Father's childhood friend, the oldest in the Work. I had great inner respect for him. A few years earlier, the Father had appointed me the Secretary General of the Work. But, of course, in a religious Institution that is just starting out, the titles almost only exist on paper. The Founder is absolutely everything: the others help him as best they can. He is the teacher with his disciples, who have only to learn: the father with his children, who all must obey, and that’s it. Later, this internal hierarchy, at first only apparent, gradually takes on a reality and consistency until it becomes a splendid, efficient mechanism. There was no such development at the time I am referring to. Isidoro, the General Administrator of the Work, worked in his corner. His work was not interrupted when others who lived in that house had to enter his office: he went on with his work as a matter of course. But when no one else entered with me, he invariably stood up.


    “For God's sake, Isidoro, why are you getting up!”  


    “No reason: did you want something...” He didn't do it in front of the others, because he didn't have to, and he always acted with that naturalness so highly recommended to us in the Work. In order to appreciate the value of the scene so often experienced, it should be borne in mind not only that this internal hierarchy was then, as I said before, only but incipient, practically unreal, but that he was a fully grown man in his own right, full of social prestige, the oldest in the Work... and his interlocutor was a student, almost half his age”.


    —Did you say “lastly”? I hope you're not thinking of ending it here, when I see all you have left to read to me.


    —I've already told you that the testimonies take up more than two thousand pages.


    —But you don't have 2,000 pages there. That's clearly a selection and I see that you value very little our ability to read interesting books, even if they are long. Just because we type faster and more easily than you do on the smartphone doesn't mean that young women are sillier.


    —I didn't say any such thing. I didn't even think it. I'm not going to ask you who are those of us who type slowly on the phone. I have more testimonies, but I'm afraid of saturating the readers.


    —I'm not saturated yet. I will say that I'm even looking forward to getting home to watch the video of his life that you told me is on Youtube, but I’d like to hear if you have any more testimonials…


    —All right, but let me know when you think it's time to stop.


    Jesús Arellano, from Navarre and at the same time one of the first three from Zaragoza: “I was always thinking of others. One day during the first winter he spent in Lagasca, I was in his room. He was then living with Álvaro in the room that a few months later became the Father's. Isidoro spoke to me about his health. Isidoro spoke to me about Álvaro's health, about the sacrifices he had to make in those temperatures (there was no heating). Listening to him, his constant mortification went unnoticed, as he had to work there for many hours”.


    And Francisco Botella recalls that in the clinic “he said to me “You must pray a lot for me because this is costing me a lot and I am not coping as well as I should”.


    I looked at him, perhaps a little surprised, and he continued: “I have always had a horror of bed; as soon as I could I made illnesses compatible with not lying down, because the idea of not being free and not being able to move and do the things I had to do bothered me a lot. And now you see me,” he said, making a typical gesture of conformity with his arms, “as if I were chained to the bed. This is what I find most difficult. You have to pray a lot””.


    Doctor Palos: “There are really no patients like that one; all of them, more or less consciously, try to make others share in their suffering, while Don Isidoro, always so natural, so simple, never complained”.


    —We're doing well, but you should know that the subject of not complaining, together with how much his situation as a sick person cost him, is a subject that has already come up. I'm not saying it's not interesting, I'm just saying it's already been brought up.


    —All right, but you have to understand that I'm choosing what I see that interests you most; then you ask me not to leave anything out and then you say that I'm repeating myself.


    —Very well, but don't exaggerate: I also said that they are interesting repetitions. How good he was! [image: ]
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    Good humour


    -I think we are saying the same thing. Have we talked about his good humour?


    —We have certainly referred to his optimism.


    —Good humour is different from optimism, although sometimes they go together.


    —Well, one of the things I remember reading or hearing is that he was visited in hospital by a lady with her little daughter, who had been awarded a sash at school. When she said goodbye, the lady told him that he was a saint and he replied that that's why when he got to heaven, they were going to give him a sash like the one her little girl had. Maybe I remember this because it is a funny comment to make. I suppose they were his relatives.


    —Your memory is as excellent as it is surprising. They were not his relatives: they were Dr. Palos' wife and daughter, and I agree that the scene is funny. It's a good-humoured one. Isidoro used that sparkle to take the heat out of the deepest subjects, as when they spoke to him about how close he was to going to heaven and he replied that with his experience of setting up centres, they could be sure that when the others arrived in heaven, they would find all the decorations already finished, or that he could finally know what Saint Nicholas looked like, whom he had seen represented with or without a beard.


    —Isn't St. Peter the one who is supposed to receive you in heaven?


    —Yes, I don't think that has changed. The mention of St Nicholas, who is among the saints in heaven, and the various ways of representing him, is related to the fact that he is the intercessor to whom financial matters are entrusted in the Work, and that is why there is a picture of him in the secretary’s office of the centres, which is where the accounts are kept and where people suffer most directly from money shortages. Isidoro had seen pictures of him with a beard, clean-shaven, young, old, etc., and he used to joke about heaven to soften the tension..


    But it was a subject he also knew how to treat seriously. In the last conversation he had with Saint Josemaría, the day before he died, when speaking of the approaching moment, Blessed Alvaro wrote that Isidoro asked: “Father, what business do I have to be concerned with when I get to heaven, and what do you want me to ask for?


    And the Father answered him saying he should pray, first of all, for the priests; then for the women's section of the Work, for the financial side…


    And when Father left, with all the emotion that one might expect, given Isidoro's extraordinarily supernatural reaction, he (Isidoro) was filled with joy: he would soon go to heaven and, from there, he would be able to work hard for what the Father was most concerned about!”


    One of those who accompanied him during his last days remembered that on his bedside table he had a toy train that had been given to him as a present on the feast of the Three Kings and he pointed it out to him one evening and said: “I have already secured a place for the journey to eternity and the ticket is only one way”..
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    Nurses, doctors and, to a certain extent, priests, are used to dealing with people at death's door. The novices in this experience here are those who kept him company and the seriously ill person himself, who shows a courage that surprises everyone. It should also be borne in mind that most of the witnesses who relate their impressions are very young. Isidoro was 40 years old at the time, Blessed Álvaro 28, Professor Ponz 22... and their memories are full of small details which try to shed light on how little Isidoro's disposition has to do with the ashen bed of a dying man.


    One recalls him telling a nurse “The laxative you gave me before didn't even tickle me”, another that “the nurse came in at 5 o'clock to give him a plate of apple and yoghurt, and he told her to “let the management know” that he wanted jam instead of apple, which he thought was good for him; if it was possible, they should give it to him. His last weight had been 40.3 Kilos”.


    In the same way they would say that they were going to watch over him and it turned out that it was they who were watched over: they go to console and they come out with a smile on their lips. And the nurses, many of them —﻿or perhaps all of them﻿— religious, perceive perfectly that Isidoro's attitude is out of the ordinary. One of them sums up her memories simply:


    “1st His unalterable smile; 2nd When I asked him how he was feeling, he always replied fine; and 3rd He never complained”.
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    And one notes on 10 July, five days before his death: “This morning I was at the Sanatorium visiting Isidoro; while they were fixing his bed, I asked one of the nuns how he had spent the night. She replied that it was bad, like all of them, and then she told me (we were far from the room) the following: “It is admirable how he is coping with his illness; his only concern is that we pray for him. I don't think I've ever come across any other sick person like him””.


    Another nurse recounts: “You never heard him complain: on the contrary, it always seemed to him that he did not accept with generosity what the Lord deigned to send him; when he was tormented by pain, he would take his crucifix in his skeletal hands and say with a smile: “This is my best morphine”. 


    When one entered his room, one was received with his frank smile, even in moments of excruciating pain; on occasions when it was my turn to feed him (he could no longer do it by himself), as I was required elsewhere, he never showed any signs of impatience, but would himself say to me: “Go, they need you and I can wait”; one day when I was on duty, about two o'clock in the afternoon, he called, and, when I went into his room, I found him sweating and curled up from the severe pains that consumed him, and he begged me to inject him with morphine. “Does it hurt?”, I asked him. “Very, very much”, he replied. When I returned with a painkiller already in the syringe, he said to me in confusion: “No, don't give it to me, I'm not sufficiently mortified, I have not been allowed to ask for it and you're not allowed to give it to me” (the doctor hadn't specifically prescribed it). And it was only after he had obtained permission that he allowed me to inject him with the painkiller, apologising at the same time for how little he knew how to suffer.


    In everything and for everything he was a model of a sick person, leaving me constantly edified by his great virtues and delicate attentions; one felt something special in that room where until the last day they did with him the meditation, the spiritual reading, rosaries and other pious practices; one breathed purity, and his few words were an echo of that atmosphere”.


    José Montañés, a member of Opus Dei from Valencia, who did not know him personally, recalled the following: “through a nun at the sanatorium where Isidoro died, who was the sister of a priest of the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross, who lives in Pamplona, I was told the following: one of the nuns who cared for Isidoro was assigned to a hospital of her Congregation in Africa for about 15 years. When she returned to the aforementioned sanatorium a few days later, she met an auxiliary numerary who was in the hospital and asked her as she went along: “You belong to Opus Dei, don't you?” They answered: “Why do you ask?” And the nun said: “Well, very simply, because 15 years ago I saw in this same sanatorium the atmosphere of affection, piety, joy and spirit of service that pervaded Isidoro's room. After spending 15 years away from Spain, I find the same atmosphere here again. I cannot doubt that you are members of Opus Dei””.


    —You had this in store to impress me. Admit it.


    —I don't want to impress you with Isidoro, I want you to be attracted to him, I want his example to stimulate you to enjoy, like him, trying to do things well.


    —But... Are you sure he enjoyed himself in the midst of so much suffering? It is clear that he was looking for happiness and that he found it in heaven, but not on earth.


    —So, are you one of those who think that by doing what you are told you have a hard time, but in the end you have a prize?


    —More or less...


    —Well, you're wrong. St Josemaría wrote: “I am more and more convinced that the happiness of heaven is for those who know how to be happy on earth” (The Forge, 1005), and this is not an idea he invented, but a consideration that is at the basis of the aims for which the Christian should act. He does not limit himself to doing one difficult thing and then another yet more difficult because it has been laid down, but rather he understands first that he must freely seek the good because that is where he will find happiness… In other words: the content of the Commandments is not good because it is commanded, but it has been commanded because it is good.


    —That's what I wanted to say, but I recognise that you said it better than me.


    —I see. Now we're really coming to an end. Do you think we should say something about devotion to Isidoro towards the end.


    —I think it's appropriate. [image: ]
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    Devotion


    -¿Have you ever been to the parish of St Albert the Great?


    —I know that's where he's buried, but I've never been.
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    —Well, you should go. That's where his tomb is, in Vallecas. A few months ago, I was talking to the parish priest. He told me that next to the tomb there is a counter with holy cards and newsletters about Isidoro and a mailbox where devotees put letters with stories of favours, alms and messages addressed to Isidoro himself.


    —Do they write letters to him?


    —The people with devotion to him are very varied, but the most common thing they do is to write stories of favours they have received through his intercession: 20 or 30 a month. If you go to Mass there on any Sunday, you can see that at the end two or three families come to the tomb, which always has flowers on it. At other times there are more people. For example, around the time of the beatifications of Alvaro del Portillo and Guadalupe Ortiz de Landázuri, they extended the opening hours to welcome many friends of Isidoro from the five continents. Favours are also received through the mailbox on his web page: the parish priest told me that most of them are about work-related matters, of course there are also those about health problems, and a good number of subjects suitable for leaving in the hands of an engineer: technology, machines, home breakdowns…


    —Do you have any?


    —There are hundreds.


    —Aren’t you going to read any of them to me?


    —In all the newsletters there are a few, others are on the website... Thousands have been filed, the most relevant ones are studied in detail to see if they can be useful for the Cause of canonisation...


    —Are you going to refer me again, without compassion, to the bibliography?


    —All right, I'll read you one chosen completely at random. Let's see... it's by an Ecuadorian lady and is entitled “Isidoro never fails”:


    “What I am going to relate are small things in which I always ask Isidoro for help and he never fails me. He is like a big brother to me and I tell him so every time I ask him for something. This week he has given me a hand with three things and I have promised him that, as always, I will write it down.


    At the weekend my mobile phone, in a matter of minutes, completely ran out of battery while in aeroplane mode. It's not that new but, it seems to me that it's in excellent condition. When I saw that it drained so quickly without even using it, I got worried and thought: “Is it time to change it?” But the economic situation is not the best in these pandemic times, so I told Isidoro to help me with the mobile phone. I plugged it in to charge it, used a different cable and waited until it was 100% charged. I disconnected it and started to observe what was happening. The phone was back to normal, even discharging slower than before. It may seem that what I needed was just a full charge, but I think Isidoro did reach in there to enlighten me on what to do and to get the phone back to normal.


    On Sunday night a toilet got blocked in the bathroom in my house. Every now and then this happens and I know how to fix it. But this time I couldn't fix it and when this happens, our maid, who is stronger than I am, immediately steps in, but she couldn't fix it either. That's when I started to ask Isidoro to fix it. I called the plumber and as soon as he arrived, I started praying the prayer card of Isidoro (this is something I always do when they come to fix something in my house). But he had already spent an hour and the matter was not resolved. So, it was serious. I kept praying to Isidoro and when we were all starting to get nervous, suddenly the water started to flow. Finally, the toilet was fixed.


    After this, I had to go out for my annual car check-up. In my city, the vehicle check-up is very demanding and it is not easy to pass the check-up on the first attempt, even more so when the cars are old. My car is 15 years old but has just reached 107,000 kilometres, so it's pretty good. In any case, the inspection is something that makes everyone in my city a bit tense because of how strict the inspectors are. I told Isidoro that I was going with him to the check-up and that I entrusted it to him to make sure it went well. And so it did: I passed the check-up on the first attempt and with only a slight defect, when in previous years I have had up to three slight defects”.


    —The lady is charming. I didn't really expect a random choice to be about work, but you said his speciality was work-related issues...


    —Here are the three that were published in the last newsletter:


    “I was dismissed from work overnight without just cause, but they claimed it was a disciplinary dismissal. This left me in a difficult situation because they did not give me a severance pay and prevented me from claiming from the unemployment insurance that I had been paying for years. They spoke to me about Mr Isidoro Zorzano and told me to ask him. As I didn't know who he was, I first looked for information, as it seemed awkward to me to ask a favour from someone I didn't know: I read about his life, searched the Internet, went to his tomb. And I asked him with faith to intercede for me. First favour: the trial had not yet started, and being paid only unemployment benefits we were barely getting by, I accidentally found an envelope with €400 in my bedside table. I must have left it there some time ago and I didn't remember it. Second favour: I took my company to court and they settled before I went in. They recognised that the dismissal was not disciplinary and paid me more than I was entitled to. I was also able to claim from the insurance. Third favour: during this time, I got a call from a company, which had nothing to do with my sector, where I had two interviews and they hired me! I start this Monday, it has a good timetable so that I can reconcile work with my children and a good salary that will allow me to make ends meet with dignity. Everything just as I had asked. When in the third interview they let me see that this company deals with issues related to the Church, I had no doubt that I had got the job thanks to the intervention of D. Isidoro. I hope everything will go very well. As soon as I can, I’ll get to the church of St Albert and sit close to the tomb. He is like a friend in whom I trust and whom I visit. Thank you again, D. Isidoro!! M.C


    My husband and I made a novena to Isidoro to get good jobs. On the last day of the novena, we went to mass at St Albert the Great. A month later, a friend sent me a job offer and I was hired immediately. I love my job and I am happy. A few days later, my husband, who retired early but wanted to work too, was offered a job with the characteristics he wanted. It should be noted that both he (55) and I (52) are not of an age when it’s easy to get a job, and I had been unemployed for six years. I consider it a favour from Isidoro. M.A.G.


    Years ago, I read Isidoro's biography and discovered that he died in the same hospital where I was born. Since then, I have often turned to his intercession in matters related to my family and those difficult to resolve without “heaven's help”. On this occasion I was faced with the challenge of helping a friend of mine to obtain financial assistance from the State. It was not easy because of the bureaucratic hurdles. We managed all the paperwork, submitted it and decided to entrust all this work to Isidoro, whom we called “our ally”. We trusted him from the beginning and asked him for the human optimism necessary to achieve success. After overcoming difficulties and several months of waiting, this friend received the news that her request had been accepted and she would begin to receive the desired state aid, including back payments. It was joyful news that we shared together. Soon we will go to the church where his remains are to thank him for this favour. P.P.”.


    —One can't say they are miracles...


    —They are favours. Thousands of them. And his devotees are very varied: on the internet you can see some videos like the one by Paco, who considers him “a close friend, an endearing, close person. For any need I have I turn to Isidoro”; for Pablo he is “a guardian angel, my right hand, a friend”; or for Victoria: “He is always there. She never fails. He is like a godfather”. God uses this closeness to the saints also to work real miracles through their intercession. That is how it is.


    The witnesses of his life also mention how they immediately began to ask for things through his intercession. Rafael Escolá: “Like many other people, I began to entrust a wide variety of things to Isidoro. As an engineer I told my colleagues that I had met a colleague who was in the process of beatification and we often made novenas to him so that he would get us out of trouble: on one occasion we ran out of clients, and one appeared for each day that the novena progressed; we had to ask him not to overwhelm us with work”.


    Juan Udaondo: “The same day that Javier Silió explained the Work to me, 4 April 1943, precisely Isidoro's saint's day, Javier spoke to me about Isidoro. I don't remember exactly what he told me. I know that he spoke to me about his illness, that he would probably die, that he bore his illness marvellously, and he proposed him to me as an example. I think [that] he told me that Isidoro was praying for me, because Javier had been in Madrid around the feast of St Joseph and, given the spontaneous way in which I decided to ask for admission, and the fact that it coincided with Isidoro's saints day, I have always been convinced that it was he who brought me to the Work even without knowing me”.


    —Please don’t go so fast. What is this spontaneous way in which Juan Udaondo decided to ask for admission to Opus Dei? (...) Why are you sighing?


    —I'm sighing because Juan Udaondo and Javier de Silió are two giants about whom many pages could be written about their wanderings in Italy, Belgium, Holland.


    —Don't look at me. You're the writer, I'm just an engineer. I can help you with the structure... but I can see where you're going and I think it's a very nice idea.


    —I was thinking that holiness calls for holiness, and not only in the case of Udaondo and Silió. There have been many names of direct witnesses to Isidoro's holiness who later became saints themselves - Saint Josemaría and Blessed Álvaro to begin with - and they travelled the world to work and do apostolate as they saw him do, locked up for months in his room in a clinic… Very few of them will be in the process of canonization.


    Anyway, I said we were finishing, but you asked about Juan Udaondo's spontaneous request for admission and I went off on a tangent again. To answer your question, I have the testimony of Javier de Silió: “On 3rd April 1943, when Isidoro was already very ill, I was preparing to speak about the Work to a final year law student, Juan Udaondo. I foresaw that he would have great difficulty in deciding to embrace our vocation. At best, I expected him to make up his mind after a long period of resistance. So, I decided to write to Isidoro, whose holiness I knew from what I had heard about him from others and from my own dealings with him. I also knew of the suffering that his illness was causing him, and I thought that his intervention could be decisive. I took advantage of the fact that the next day was his saint's day, and asked him to “give me a hand”, although I tried to write the letter in a way that would not hurt his humility.


    The following day I spoke to Juan Udaondo about the Work. He had no idea of its existence. I was a second-year student whilst he was finishing his degree (...) As soon as I told him about the Work, immediately, without hesitation, he made up his mind” and asked to be admitted as a numerary.


    Devotion also took hold among the people he met in Malaga. José Miguel Pero-Sanz transcribed some notes from his former student Matías Prats: “Matías does not know whether Isidoro already belonged to Opus Dei at that time,: at  any rate Isidoro  had not spoken to him about it. But they were all aware of his deep spiritual life and Catholic sense of life. So when, many years later, Matías learned about his membership of the Work, about his holy death and the opening of his Cause of Beatification and Canonisation, he was not in the least surprised. On the contrary, he is devoted to his former teacher, he commends himself to his intercession and, for all these many years, he has kept as a relic some writings containing his handwritten words”.


    —Matías Prats... the journalist?


    —Yes and no... This Matías was a journalist, but he is most likely the father... or grandfather of the journalist Matías you are referring to. It can all be found in Wikipedia: “Matías Prats Cañete, the voice that narrated very notable events in our recent history,  carried out industrial  studies in Málaga before becoming a journalist and broadcaster”. But don't make me digress again.


    —I noticed you turned a page towards the end.


    —You're very observant, I've saved it for the epilogue.


    —So, are we already finishing?


    —That depends on your opinion.


    —Well, I don't think there's one line too many in everything you've been reading, or in what we've been talking about. I'm looking forward to look up the bibliography and am intrigued by what you've saved for the epilogue. I think some of the testimonies are hard to beat.... I can only say that Isidoro is one hundred percent.


    —¿One hundred percent what?


    —Just one hundred percent. One hundred percent Isidoro. Quite simply. It's a way of saying that something is complete, authentic, admirable... hundred per cent.


    —You don't think it's necessary to say that he was a hundred percent engineer or a hundred percent saint?


    —Well, you could say that, but I think it's too explicit. ISIDORO HUNDRED PERCENT is better.


    —Better for what?


    —A better title for the book, of course.


    —Would ISIDORO AT ONE HUNDRED PERCENT not be better?


    —No way. Take my advice.


    —That's it, then. It's a deal. Let's go to the epilogue; but before the epilogue I'd like to know if I should explain to you what the Gospel commentary is.


    —I don't think that's necessary. A Gospel commentary is probably just that: something one comments on a Gospel.


    —All right. I can see that you know what the words mean. I mean that this is the name of a custom that has been practised in Opus Dei centres since the beginning.


    —I have no idea.


    —Well, it's very simple and began to be done in a very natural way: before everyone went home, at the end of the day, the first people who came close to the Work would listen to St Josemaría reading a passage from the Gospel of that day's Mass and a brief commentary. It remained as a custom which continues to be practised in all Opus Dei centres around the world that at the end of each day someone prepares a brief commentary, which is read before everyone retires to their room. It is a simple way of preparing for the next day and does not always contain particularly profound considerations, or shared resolutions, goals or lines of action: it is an invitation to think about some detail of the day's Gospel.


    —I see.


    —Well, you're ready for the epilogue. [image: ]
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    Epilogue


    Blessed Alvaro del Portillo wrote in 1944: “In 1935/36, my relationship with him grew deeper and deeper. At that time, I was already a member of the Work. We did a retreat between Christmas and New Year, in Ferraz. I remember Isidoro's walks through the corridors of the residence; in silence, of course, and with short but very quick steps. On the first Sunday after Christmas it was his turn to comment on the Gospel, on the presentation of the Lord in the temple. He did it with so much spirit and so much love of God and so much appreciation of humility in the scarce two minutes used in the Commentary, that even though eight years have passed since then, I remember his phrases perfectly:  through the humility of the Work, which was never to be lost, and  through that of each one of us, the Lord would make the apostolate fruitful and move the hearts of men, especially those of the best, as he moved those of Simeon and Anna before the humility and poverty of the Child-God”. [image: ]
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    Chronology


    30th April 1898


    Marriage of Antonio Zorzano Pérez and Teresa Ledesma Pérez, in the Parish of La Piedad, Buenos Aires.


    13th September 1902


    Isidoro is born in Buenos Aires. Fernando (May 1899) and Salustiana (Sep. 1900) were born earlier, followed by Francisco (Jun. 1904) and María Teresa (Mar. 1906, already in Logroño).


    12th April 1905


    Baptism in the parish of Nuestra Señora de Balvanera in Buenos Aires.


    1st May 1905


    The family sails from Buenos Aires to Barcelona, where they disembark on 2 June. During the summer, they settle in Ortigosa de Cameros (La Rioja) and in September they take up permanent residence in Logroño.


    October 1910


    He begins to attend classes at the Marist Brothers' San José School in Logroño.


    25th May 1911


    He makes his first Holy Communion in the parish church of Santiago el Real, Logroño.


    4th February 1912


    His father dies in Logroño.


    1st June 1912


    He passes the Baccalaureat entrance examination at the Instituto General y Técnico in Logroño.


    14th March 1914


    He receives the sacrament of Confirmation in the Parish Church of Santiago el Real, Logroño.


    October 1915


    He begins the 4th year of Baccalaureat (studying for his GCSEs in today’s English equivalent). That year he meets a new fellow student at the Institute, who joins the class: St. Josemaría Escrivá, founder of Opus Dei.


    September 1918


    He decides to study for a degree in Industrial Engineering, having finished his Baccalaureate in May.


    8th October 1918


    His maternal grandmother, Salustiana Pérez, who lived with them, dies in Logroño.


    October 1918


    He begins to prepare for entry to the degree in industrial engineering in a private academy in Logroño.


    April 1919


    He enrols at the Central School of Industrial Engineers (ECII, later ETSII), in Madrid.


    18th June 1919


    He takes the ECII examination in Ornamental Drawing and obtains a pass mark.


    October 1919


    He moves to Madrid to continue his preparation for admission to the School of Industrial Engineers; he studies at the Mazas Academy.


    6th January 1920


    His brother Fernando, who lived with him, dies in Madrid. He returns to Logroño to accompany his mother; he considers abandoning his engineering studies.


    April 1920


    He returns to Madrid to continue his studies.


    May 1920


    He takes the ECII exams in French, English, Linear Drawing and Washing and Arithmetic and Algebra and obtains a pass in all four subjects.


    October 1920


    His mother and siblings move to Madrid. Isidoro leaves the Mazas academy and enrols in the Soto academy.


    May 1921


    He takes his exams in Geometry and Trigonometry and in Notions of Physics and Geology and obtains a pass mark in both subjects; this result means admission to the ECII.


    February 1924


    Serious difficulties at the Banco Español del Río de la Plata, in which his family had deposited their savings; the decisions taken by the shareholders' meeting lead to the Zorzano family's ruin. Isidoro and his brother Francisco decide to abandon their studies and move to Logroño with their mother and sisters to cope with the family financial situation; their mother and sisters oppose this and they all remain in Madrid; Isidoro begins to give private lessons. (From 1926 the bank had begun to pay a modest dividend to the former shareholders, which increased until 1930; but in 1931, it began a new and definitive decline).


    May 1926


    Study trip to Asturias; the future engineers visit the La Felguera mines and several factories in Gijón.


    6th November 1926


    Marriage of Salustiana Zorzano Ledesma to Fernando Munárriz Gómez, in Madrid, in the church of San Jerónimo el Real; Isidoro is the best man at the ceremony.


    May 1927


    Study trip to France and Switzerland.


    June 1927


    He takes his 6th year exams, and the results mean that he qualifies as an Industrial Engineer.


    Summer 1927


    Together with his colleague Manuel Puyuelo, he sets up an academy to prepare aspiring industrial engineers for the entrance exams, where he gives classes during the 1927/28 academic year: they call it Academia San Isidoro and its location is in the Casa de las Siete Chimeneas, next to the Colegio San Isidoro.


    November 1928


    He starts work at the Sociedad Española de Construcciones Navales, at their factory in Matagorda (Cádiz), as Head of Railway Material; at the same time, he begins to attend classes at the Academy of Fine Arts in Cádiz.


    December 1928


    He is offered and accepts the proposal to move to Malaga to work for the Andalusian Railway Company. He moves from Cadiz to Malaga and takes up his post in the Electricity Section of the Andalusian Railway Company.


    March 1929


    He begins teaching at the Industrial School of Malaga.


    October 1929


    He begins to give private tuition in Malaga.


    1930 1932


    He designs and directs the construction of a waterfall and installation of a hydroelectric power station in Frigiliana (Malaga).


    August 1930


    He receives a card from his friend Saint Josemaría, in which he announces that he has some very interesting things to tell him.


    19th August 1930


    He writes to St. Josemaría and announces that at the end of the month he will pass through Madrid and visit him.


    24th August 1930


    Conversation with St. Josemaría Escrivá, in which the latter explains to him the Work he has founded and the possibility that he might be able to channel his desire for holiness into it. Given his positive response, Isidoro asks to be admitted to Opus Dei.


    January 1931


    He organises the General Assembly of the Malaga Federation of Catholic Students; he is elected Honorary President. In February he receives a vote of censure from his fellow students at the Industrial School for his activity in that student federation, which leads to a reprimand from the director.


    12th May 1931


    Destruction of the parish church of Santo Domingo in Malaga, where the Federation of Catholic Students had its headquarters. Isidoro gathers them together and finds new premises for them.


    18th June 1931


    Ordinary General Assembly of the Malaga Excursionist Society; Isidoro is elected member of the governing Board.


    Summer 1931


    He begins to deal with the Adoratrices of Malaga; he asks for help for them and for the poor girls in their school.


    August 1931


    He meets Fr. José Manuel Aicardo, S.J., founder of the Casa del Niño Jesús, a home for poor children; he undertakes to teach mathematics.


    1931 1932


    He is appointed Treasurer of the local Vocational Training Trust of Malaga.


    16th October 1931


    Railway strike. Isidoro moves to La Roda de Andalucía (Seville) to supervise the replacement of the striking workers; he returns at the end of the month.


    1st March 1932


    Assignment to the General Shopworks of the Southern Railways, as a locomotive and tender inspector.


    January 1933


    He takes charge of the general culture and catechism classes at the Casa del Niño Jesús, due to the death of Fr. Aicardo.


    July 1933


    Appointment as Treasurer of the Diocesan Board of Catholic Action in Malaga.


    August 1933


    Pilgrimage to Rome to gain the Jubilee of the Holy Year of the Redemption.


    1933 1934


    Appointment as Vice-President of the Malaga Excursionist Society.


    November 1933


    Appointment as Treasurer of the Casa del Niño Jesús; he begins to prepare for the Inland Revenue exams in order to move to Madrid and be more available for the work of Opus Dei.


    11th November 1933


    He travels to Madrid to be with the founder of Opus Dei; they discuss the lease of the premises for the DYA Academy, which is taken in Isidoro's name.


    April 1934


    He leaves the Casa del Niño Jesús.


    17th June 1935


    He begins to attend the Malaga gymnasium in Calle de la Bolsa, nº 8.


    15th November 1935


    He visits the new Bishop of Malaga Mons. Balbino Santos Olivera, with the entire Catholic Action Diocesan Board. The following day he pays a private visit to the bishop to inform him about Opus Dei.


    February 1936


    Following the victory of the Popular Front in the elections in Malaga, several churches are closed, including the one Isidoro went to every day to attend Mass and to visit the Blessed Sacrament. In one of their assemblies, the communist and anarchist workers of the Compañía de Ferrocarriles (Railway Company) declared Isidoro a dangerous fascist and decided to kill him.


    22 May 1936


    Request for three months' leave for personal family occupations, starting on 21st June.


    6th June 1936


    He moves to Madrid; he begins his work as administrator of the University Residence at Ferraz, nº 50.


    18th July 1936


    The civil war begins; Spain is divided into two zones that call themselves, respectively, national and republican. On 4th August Isidoro is suspended from his job and salary by the local committee of the railway company where he worked. Because he was born in Argentina, Isidoro enjoys a certain freedom of movement and during the war he plays the role of liaison between St. Josemaría and the rest of the faithful of Opus Dei who are in hiding because of the religious persecution that is unleashed in Madrid.


    12th July 1937


    Death of Captain Francisco Zorzano Ledesma, Isidoro's brother, in the battle of Brunete (Madrid).


    January - March 1939


    He works as a shop assistant in a shirt shop at 27, Calle de Toledo.


    6th January 1939


    He is arrested for a day and a half; he then takes refuge in the Argentinean Embassy for six days.


    28th March 1939


    He meets again with St. Josemaría and other members of Opus Dei.


    1st May 1939


    He returns to work at the Western Railways, Delicias Station, in Madrid. In July, the Board of Directors of the Company of the National Western Railways of Spain agree to recognise his rights, readmit him to work and appoints him as Head of Studies of the Material and Traction Division.


    25 July 1939


    Isidoro, with St. Josemaría and other members of Opus Dei, moves to live in the new DYA Residence in Jenner Street, Madrid.


    1940 1941


    He moves to live in the new Residence on Diego de León Street, corner of Lagasca Street, Madrid.


    2 to 10 January 1943


    Stay at the Santa Alicia Sanatorium. Doctors confirm his illness as malignant lymphogranulomatosis.


    10th January 1943


    Transfer to the Sanatorium San Fernando.


    16th April 1943


    He receives Extreme Unction,  administered by St. Josemaría.


    2nd June 1943


    He is transferred to the Sanatorium of St. Francis of Assisi.


    14th July 1943


    Last conversation with St. Josemaría who entrusts him with intentions for when he reaches Heaven.


    15th July 1943


    Isidoro dies at the Sanatorium of St. Francis of Assisi.


    16th July 1943


    Burial in the cemetery of La Almudena in Madrid, in the same tomb where the parents of the founder of Opus Dei  had been laid to rest.


    18th July 1943


    The members of Opus Dei, commissioned by St. Josemaría, begin to write and collect testimonies about the holy life of Isidoro.


    26 November 1943


    Death of Teresa Ledesma Pérez, Isidoro's mother.


    11th October 1948


    First session of the informative process on the life and virtues of Isidoro, in the diocese of Madrid-Alcalá, presided over by the bishop, Mons. Leopoldo Eijo y Garay, in the chapel of the bishop's palace.


    19 April 1961


    Closing session of the process, presided over by Bishop Eijo y Garay, in the chapel of the bishop's palace in Madrid. A total of 71 witnesses testified, among them St. Josemaría Escrivá.


    21 October 1965


    Decree of the Sacred Congregation of Rites on the writings of Isidoro.


    31st March 1969


    Exhumation and recognition of Isidoro's remains by an ecclesiastical tribunal, in Madrid, in the Almudena Cemetery; once the canonical formalities had been carried out, the remains were transferred to niche no. 60, 3rd row, section 10.


    6th October 2009


    By order of the Archbishop of Madrid, Cardinal Antonio María Rouco Varela, and with the authorisation of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, Isidoro's remains are transferred to the Chapel of Christ in the parish of Saint Albert the Great in Madrid.


    21 December 2016


    Pope Francis authorises the Congregation for the Causes of Saints to promulgate the decree on the heroic virtues of the Servant of God Isidoro Zorzano. [image: ]
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	The Venerable Servant of God




    Isidoro Zorzano


	Prayer for Private Devotion


	Almighty God, you filled your servant Isidoro with an abundant wealth of grace as he carried out his professional duties in the midst of the world: grant that I also may learn to sanc¬tify my ordinary work and take the light of Christ to my friends and colleagues. Deign to glorify your servant, and, through his interces¬sion, grant me the favour I request . . . (here make your petition). Amen.


	Our Father, Hail Mary, Glory be to the Father.


	In conformity with the decrees of Pope Urban VIII, we declare that there is no intention of anticipating in any way the judgement of the Church, and that this prayer is not intended for public use.




    


  

    


    
      1  Letter of St. Josemaría to Isidoro, Madrid, November 23, 1930.

    


    
      2  Letter of St. Josemaría to Isidoro, Madrid, August 14, 1931.

    


    
      3 Letter from Isidoro to St. Josemaría, Malaga, March 24, 1933.

    


    
      4 Letter from Isidoro to St. Josemaría, Malaga 9﻿-﻿XI﻿-﻿1933.

    


    
      5 José Luis González Gullón, José Luis González Gullón, Escondidos. El Opus Dei en la zona republicana durante la Guerra Civil española (1936﻿-﻿1939), Madrid, Rialp, 2018., Madrid, Rialp, 2018.

    


    
      6 As explained in Wikipedia: “the Centro Madrid Salud (formerly Equipo Quirúrgico de Montesa) was started in the 1920s under the name of Clínica Santa Alicia, founded by Dr. Vital Aza Díaz (...). After the Civil War, Dr. Aza was imprisoned and the clinic seized. The nationalised building took the name of Equipo Quirúrgico de Montesa, as it has been popularly known ever since, which provided charity care to women in labour and served as an aid centre, until it was acquired by Madrid City Council in the 1980s and converted into a municipal centre. Later the building was used as the Madrid Health Centre.” And there it continues to this day.

    

  

XX-isidoro_curso_soldadura.jpg
A |
A GRATUITA

DE A -
SoLDADURA AUTOGENA B

qn
By
<t
Z
Ll
=
(U]
<
y -l
<

ESCUEL-

OXHIDRICA






XXisidoro_zorzano03.jpg





XX-isidoro_enfermo.jpg





XX-isidoro-zorzano_sentado.jpg





XX-sociedad_excursionista.jpg





XX-mi_puerta_de_enfrente_ROB.jpg





Estampa_Isidoro.jpg
THE VENERABLE SERVANT OF GOD

IsidoroZorzano

Prayer for Private Devotion

Almighty God, you filled your servant
Isidoro with an abundant wealth of grace ashe
carried out his professional duties in the midst of
the world: grant that I also maylearn to sanctify
my ordinary work and take the light of Christ
to my friends and colleagues. Deign to glorify
your servant, and, through his intercession,
grant me the favour I request . . . (here make

your petition). Amen.

Our Father, Hail Mary, Glory be.

In conformity with the decrees of Pope Urban VIII, we declare that there
is no intention of anticipating in any way the judgement of the Church,
and that this prayer is not intended for public use.
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El venerable siervo de Dios
Isidoro Zorzano

Oraci6n para la devocion privada

Dios Todopoderoso, que llenaste a tu
siervo Isidoro de abundantes tesoros de
gracia en el ejercicio de sus deberes profe-
sionales en medio del mundo: haz que yo
sepa también santificar mi trabajo ordi-
nario y llevar la luz de Cristo a mis amigos
¥ companeros; dignate glorificar a tu siervo
y concédeme por su intercesion el favor
que te pido... (pidase). Asi sea.

Padrenuestro, Avemaria, Gloria.

De conformidad con los decretos del papa Urbano VIIL,
declaramos que en nada se pretende prevenir el juicio
de la Autoridad eclesidstica, y que esta oracién 1o tiene
finalidad alguna de culto prblico.
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