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So what does it take to make the best-tasting chiles rellenos in town? 

Poblano peppers? Check. Mexican cheese? Got it. A thick egg-based batter to fry them to a crispy golden brown? No problem. 

It also helps if they’re made fresh at St. Cecilia Parish.
Every Friday during Lent, a team of volunteers at the South St. Louis parish have been serving up hot chiles rellenos as well as other Mexican-style meatless dishes for diners looking to fulfill their weekly Lenten obligation. 

The unusual idea is one of numerous that have taken off at parish fish fries around the archdiocese. Some of these parishes, who use the Lenten activity as a fund-raiser, are offering alternatives to the standard fare of fried cod, shrimp and jack salmon.

St. Cecilia’s had done fish fries in the past but stopped several years ago, according to parish Hispanic minister and fish fry organizer Edgar Ramirez. The parish started offering them again last year, but this time organizers wanted it to reflect the parish’s predominantly Hispanic community.

"We thought it would be great to bring the Latino community along and use some of their dishes," said Ramirez. 

In 2005, Archbishop Raymond L. Burke approved a strategic pastoral plan for the South St. Louis Deanery, which included St. Cecilia as a personal parish to serve the Hispanic community. It also serves as a center for the Church’s Hispanic ministry in the city. 

Last year, the parish had three fish fries with the Mexican theme. Attendance at the beginning was more than 300, which about doubled toward the end, said Ramirez. 

"We thought, what if we had them every Friday?"
Helping to organize the fish fries are parish office manager Heather Sieve and school parent Marta Torres, who noted that most of the ideas for the menu came while eating at the dinner table. The focus was on Mexican dishes, as the majority of Latino parishioners at St. Cecilia are from that country. 

"We were talking about having a fish fry, and we asked why do we have just fish and shrimp?" said Torres. "People started asking, ‘Why don’t you have Mexican food?’
and ‘What do you eat in Mexico in Lent?’" 

Each Thursday afternoon, more than two dozen volunteers — mostly parents from the parish school — begin preparing the chiles. The process is a labor of love, as each pepper is grilled, its skin peeled and the seeds removed to make room for the cheese filling. 

About 450 chiles are prepared on a given week, said Torres.
The group returns on Friday afternoon to start making the other items on the menu: tacos with a potato and poblano chile filling; flautas, which are rolled and fried tortillas with a potato and tomato filling; and fried cheese quesadillas, made with hand-crafted corn tortillas.

Even though the food isn’t served until 4:30 p.m., the line often starts forming a bit earlier than that and eventually snakes around the entire gymnasium, where the meals are served, by peak attendance. To keep the crowds entertained, youngsters from the parish don traditional Mexican dress and dance to music. 

For those who prefer the traditional fish fry fare, the parish also serves fried cod, jack salmon and shrimp, which are prepared by a team of workers right outside of the gym. 

Volunteer Jim Horn, who helps run the fryers, said about 35 pounds each of jack salmon and shrimp are made on a given week. Almost double the amount of cod is fried up. 

"It’s the whole parish involved," said Horn, whose family has been at St. Cecilia’s since the 1920s. 

Parish administrator Father William Vatterott said the fish fries also have been a good way to showcase the church and the parishioners’ strong faith. 

"For people outside of the parish, they get a glimpse of parish life here," he said. "We have faithful families, who also have a very strong work ethic."

During each fish fry, the youths of the parish also offer tours of the church building, which dates back to 1927. The parish was founded in 1907.

Church tour guide Ramiro Sanchez, a St. Cecilia eighth-grader who is heading to St. John Vianney High School next year, said he enjoys coming up to the parish every Friday night, because it shows "the community coming together as one."

At last week’s fish fry, St. Cecilia parishioners Anna Flores and her sister, Melissa, and mom, Isabel, already had been waiting in line for 15 minutes to place their order when the registers finally opened. 

Anna Flores said her favorite item is the chiles rellenos.
"We make them at home, but they’re difficult to do," she said. "That’s why we come here — because they’re already made."

Making the trek all the way from Holy Infant Parish in Ballwin were Rich and Carol Utt, who learned about the fish fry from Father Vatterott, a former associate pastor at the West County parish. 

Joining the Utts were their daughter and son-in-law, Kathy and Brad Klages, and their children Hannah and Kaden. 

Rich said he was going to give the chiles rellenos a try. Carol decided it was going to be the flautas for her.
"We figure it’s got to be good," she said with a smile. 

