A Chinese Ash Wednesday
The scene must have been replicated in many Catholic offices across the world last Ash Wednesday. In a meeting room hastily transformed in an approximation of a chapel, we gathered to begin our Lent. The priests among us vested for The Mysteries with a nonchalance tempered by the more pious attitude of the newly ordained man among us. With the “Oils still wet on his hands” he has not yet lost the appropriate demeanor for one preparing to handle the Body and Blood of Christ. Watching him, aside from an almost fatherly delight for him as he sets out on a ministry I have had for twenty five years, I make a mental note to self that I must be more aware of preparing with reverence for the task in hand. Even as we made the short walk along the usually busy corridor, I still was not in Lenten mood, until suddenly the opening hymn, a Lenten favorite, pitches me into more penitential attitudes.
Although the room is called a “multifunctional”, the designers never envisioned its use as a chapel, and the transformation for its regular roles is not quite complete. Packages piled in corners distract initially and even a rather garish and overly sentimental “Sacred Heart” dominating the end wall does not quite succeed in transforming this supposedly multi-purpose hall into a sacred space. However the staff, acting from unvoiced but deeply engrained assumptions and despite the challenges of immovable tables, reproduced in the seating plan the unchallenged orthodoxies of the rural Chinese Church.  The men sat together to the right and women to the left, Priests to the front and the Sisters, even without habits to mark their consecration, are somehow clustered together as a group, (on the woman’s side, of course).  It isn’t as evident of gender and power distributions as one might think; woman and laity have considerable authority in a Church which has had to survive without clerical power structures. It is safe to observe however, that formal power is definitely not on the distaff side and very much at the front. In this sense, despite the incongruities, we were very much in a contemporary Chinese Catholic “space”
The newly ordained celebrant led us in prayer and reflection with the appropriate mixture of humility and eloquence that his overseas training had given him. He represents the newer generation of clergy, which is better educated than those  of the 80’s and 90’s who had to study with mimeographed textbooks and be taught by professors struggling to remember classes of 40 years before. However, the days of plentiful vocations are over, the laity, especially lay women, will have to more actively involved in the formal distribution of power if the church is to  take up the challenge of spreading the gospel in this Chinese century.  Homily competently dispatched, the ashes were brought forward and in a ritual almost as old as the Church itself, we committed ourselves to repentance and a renewed living of the gospel. Watching the smudges appear on foreheads, I felt an almost mystical connection to the timelessness of the pledge we were taking on. Allowing last year’s burnt palm fronds to be pressed onto one’s foreheads is a small gesture, easy brushed off when the liturgy is complete, but the implications are less easily dismissed.  We have come from DUST and to DUST we shall return, repent and believe the gospel. A chilling message barely moderated by other assurances of loving God.  The short ceremony completed, the room was transformed. No longer women and men, priests and lay, we had been smudged into penitents, without distinction of rank and gender. In our new found commonality, we received the inheritance of our Baptism, the Body and Blood of Christ which would make the hoped for renewal possible. Then in disbursing, lest our radical commonality disorder our daily universe, we brushed off the ashen symbol of our essential unity and returned the sacred space to its multifunctional blandness.
When history books are written, our hastily arranged celebration will not get much attention. In China now the challenge is no longer to die for the Faith, but to live for it. Catholic devotion is expressed, in our office at least, by account books that balance and, most recently, “green” waste bins. A (small) part of me pines for the era of the martyrs  to give” meat” to my Lenten abstinences,  when a championing of some injustice would somehow give historical significance to my uneventful Faith.  I am consoled in my an unhistorical place in the scheme of things by the words of George Eliot, recently discovered, "The growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistorical acts; and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs."  I am aware of the irony of saying so in a published column, but, my call, and that of most of us, is to live a hidden Faith. Lenten penances like faith gestures are unhistorical acts writ small on small canvases. However, when my dust settles in an unvisited tomb and I have to give account of my life, if my efforts are, with God’s grace, reckoned to have contributed to the growing good of the world, I am hoping, confident even, that they will be enough to allow entry into the promise of Baptism, Eternal life. 
