Chapter 25 of Matthew’s Gospel is one of my favorite passages of Scripture.  In this one passage, Jesus brings three parables together to lay out the foundation of our faith.
It begins with the story of the ten maidens.  Five prepared to keep vigil for the bridegroom by bringing oil.  The five who did not ran out of oil and were searching for more when the bridgegroom arrived. The lesson: be ready…for you do not know the time or the hour at which God will call back his gift of life.

Jesus continues without interruption into the parable of the talents. In this parable, the master trusts his servants with small amounts of riches before he departs on a trip.  When he returns, he is outraged with the servant who has not worked to multiply the riches.  The lesson: God expects us to be good stewards of his gifts and to multiply them for his benefit.

 In the third part of Chapter 25, Jesus tells us of judgment day.  At that time, God will separate the sheep from the goats.  The sheep will have helped God: fed God when hungry; given Him water when he was thirsty, clothed him when naked; welcomed him when he was a stranger.  The sheep, Jesus tells us, will find eternal life.  The goats?..Well, let’s just say that you do not want to end up as a goat.  Third lesson: helping others brings us to eternal life.  
This third story really grabs the attention of the crowd.  Not wanted to be counted among the goats, they ask Jesus, “When did we see God hungry, thirsty or naked?”  Jesus answers, “What you did for the least of my brothers you did for me.”  God directs our attention to those in need.
It is against that backdrop of these three lessons that today, as a Parish, we turn our attention to a small town in northwestern Indian River County.  That town is named Fellsmere.


Fellsmere is located only 15 miles from the front door of our church.  This red star is us.  This red star marks Fellsmere.  
The 4,000 full time residents of Fellsmere are largely Hispanic and predominantly Roman Catholic.  There are two common life stories among the residents of Fellsmere.  Once largely a migrant farm community, a gradual transition is underway as extremely poor, two-parent families settle into permanent life there.  At the same time, many married Hispanic men have come here from abroad.  Living 8 or 10 to a single trailer to save money, many send 80% of their paychecks home each week to build better lives for their families in Mexico and throughout Central America.  Fellsmere is an area where human needs are many and resources are few.

You see the people of Fellsmere every day.  You’ll find the Roman Catholic residents of Fellsmere working hard at the jobs no one really wants.  They work for lawn maintenance services, put roof tiles on in the middle of summer, they clear brush and help repair hurricane damaged homes.  During the week, you’ll often find residents of Fellsmere in the 7-Elevens here on the beach buying their lunch before heading off for a day of hard work. 
But come Sunday, the Roman Catholics of Fellsmere gather at mass just like we do.  They hear the same readings, pray the same prayers, receive the same Eucharist as we do in a small mission church consecrated to our Blessed Mother; it is known as Our Lady of Guadalupe.  
The current church building seats only 300 people.  Crowds overflow from the tiny building at each of the five weekend masses.  Parishioners open the windows, even in the middle of winter, just so that those standing outside can hear the Mass.  To put this in perspective, imagine a parish about the same size as Holy Cross trying to meet the liturgical needs of its members in a space equal to these two sections of the church. 

More so than our own, Church is the center of the Hispanic community: the community looks first to the Church for help.  Our Lady of Guadalupe struggles to provide social services using only a small, single story building known as the Guadalupe Center.  Space limitations mean long waiting lists for computer classes and for classes that teach English as a second language.  The lack of private rooms hinders the ability to provide counseling for those most in need.
In short, our Roman Catholic Church in Fellsmere needs our help.  And, today, on behalf of our pastor, Father Murphy, I am inviting each of you to join in our new parish-wide effort to help the Catholic community in Fellsmere…to extend your generosity to expand the one Body of Christ.  As a parish, we are accepting the challenge to help the least of our brothers to build the facilities to address the needs of their growing faith community.
The physical portion of our project consists of two phases.  In the first phase, we will be helping Our Lady of Guadalupe double the size of their church.  At the same time, we will be expanding their service facilities with portable trailers.  With your help, we will break ground on this aspect of the project in the fall.
In the second phase, we will build a 12,000 square foot Parish Life and Education Center.  This facility will house multipurpose rooms where 40 computers will help teach technology skills.  Other rooms will allow for job training and English classes.  Private counseling rooms will be used to help those in crisis.  New facilities will be used to support a full-time food and clothing bank.  A large social area can be used to house parish events.  In sum, we will provide a church campus which will be the focus of the community.
In addition to the financial assistance we are seeking, we will be working to offer you the opportunity to work with your hearts and hands.  Look for these events to be announced in the Holy Cross Service Sentinel, our community service ministry newsletter.  

Today’s bulletin will help you start your personal journey toward participation in our new Parish project.  There’s a flyer in this weeks bulletin with a detachable return.  Please review the brochure and look at how you can best participate.  Fill out the return, drop it by or mail it to the Parish Office…you can even put it in the collection basket next week.  

We will need every member of Holy Cross, part-time and full-time, to continue the great legacy of generosity for which this parish has become known throughout our diocese.  For those of you who would like to learn more, we will be holding a general informational session on Fellsmere and the Our Lady of Guadalupe project.  This will be a week from Monday, on March 20th at 7 p.m. in the Parish Center.  We’ll tell you more about the project and even give you instructions for a self-guided tour of Fellsmere.

Now…back to our premise, I’d like you think of your participation in our new Parish project in the context of Chapter 25 of Matthew’s Gospel.  I think that the three stories of this Gospel passage boil life down to what I call the Big Question.  When judgment day comes, and Jesus reminds us to prepare because we don’t know when that will be, I expect that God will ask us one simple question:

“How did you multiply the talents I gave you to help the least of my children?”

The vibrant faith community that is Our Lady of Guadalupe must be given the room it needs to grow.  Like a rootbound plant freed from its pot, we know the expansion will allow the community to burst forward, pouring Christ’s love into the lives of young and growing families…welcoming and caring for hard working and faithful men who find themselves far from home…calling young Hispanic men to the priesthood to serve faith communities everywhere.
Today’s readings speak of our Lenten journey of transformation and sacrifice.  Use this Lenten time to transform yourself by coming to know the needs of the Fellsmere community.  Contemplate the sacrifice that you might be able to make, of both time and money, to help those in need…You might want to take St. Augustine’s suggestion to pray as though everything depended on God, but sacrifice as though everything depended on you.  
Use this Lent to make yourself ready…to develop your answer to the Big Question…When God asks, “What did you do to multiply the gifts I gave you to help the least of my children?”  You can I answer, “Lord, when you called…I helped build your church on earth right in my own backyard.”
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