Cordula’s reflections
     We come together tonight to celebrate the life and to mourn the death of a wonderful Swiss American Benedictine Sister.  In the deep silence of the night God called Sr. Cordula Home.  Shortly before her death, as her breathing became more labored while Sr. Virginia vigiled with her a mantra surfaced.  And, Sr. Virginia wrote:  Death’s Mantra
        

 Death’s mantra echoes through the night - -



     a cadence like psalmody on the soul.



Each breath closer to the last - -



     closer comes the door - -



Death’s final threshold in time.



Those who have gone before gather - -

 

      ready to greet a familiar spirit.



Now at arm’s reach



    the final chapter is written.



The door closes, 



     and we are left to wait our turn.



We just keep breathing




      the mantra of this life.

     As Sr. Cordula’s mantra ended, how appropriate that she died on the feast of St. John Neumann.  The opening oration for the liturgy says, “Almighty God, you called St. John (and we can say Sr. Cordula) to a life of service, zeal, and compassion for the guidance of your people in the new world.”  

     Who was this woman who was called to a new world and has gifted the lives within monastic community for almost 79 years?  Rosalina Walker, at the early age of 10 when she made her First Communion in Wasser, Switzerland,  heard  God’s call to give her life to Him as a sister.  
      At the age of 21, after spending a few years in Marianheim in Einsedeln, she risked everything in her response to God.  She said farewell to her beloved mother, brothers and sisters and the majestic Alps of Switzerland where her favorite yodels echoed back to her.  These yodels were one of her ways of praising God throughout her entire life. Living in the Alps instilled within her a life-long love of the beauty of nature.  When Sr. Cordula left Switzerland she did not know when or if she would ever return. What a blessing for her when she was able to go back to Switzerland in 1947 and several times after that.  She always loved “her people” and they loved her.

     As she traveled across the ocean for the first time her prayer, “Be good to me Lord, my boat is so small and the sea is so wide,” nurtured her on the long journey to America.  She and her companions suffered from seasickness and in her words, “we fed the fish from the railing.”  The strength of the Alps must have been ingrained in her as she set foot in a new country, a new community, and a very different landscape. 

     Shortly after making first profession in 1936, in obedience, Sr. Cordula risked leaving Yankton for the open spaces of Chamberlain and Stephan for twenty three years. She often said some of her best years in community were when she ministered in Stephan. She loved the children and enjoyed working with the monks of St. Meinrad. While in Stephan, she laughed at some of the difficult days – like the time they could not figure out why the cows were not giving much milk until one day someone saw the rattle snakes “milking” the cows or drinking from the “teats” as she would say!!  Her sense of humor delighted in this contradiction.

        She relished a good game of softball and liked watching the children play basketball.  Watching basketball, and coaching it sometime, was something she always enjoyed.  When the new Cimpl Arena was built she would start out early for a game and had her “own seat” – going in all kinds of weather.  She also liked baseball, and still recognized the Minnesota Twins whenever she saw them on t.v.
     Sr. Cordula was a strong Benedictine woman who lived the spirit of the Rule in her life – and sometimes in her own way as all of us do!! But seeking God in community was always a priority for her.  It was important to be present at community events.  She liked the young sisters and enjoyed laughter and fun with them, often encouraging them in her later years.  When it came to meals, she took Benedict’s admonition of two dishes at a meal to heart – meat and potatoes or maybe noodles, and once in awhile a few raw carrots or a vegetable.  Her choice of drink was not a hemina of wine, but a glass of good beer, up to a few days before she died.
  As one of the artisans Benedict spoke of in the Rule she worked hard to share her artistic gifts. For years she made candles that she gave to others or used them to enhance the tables in the refectory for special occasions.  Her most treasured candle was the Easter candle that Sr. Patricia Ann and Fr. Gary Ternes helped her make.  When making candles she produced them on a little hot plate and  liked to try new molds.  One time she even tried to teach Mother Jerome how to make candles.  When making candles, it is important to melt the wax in a container in a pan of water.  However, Mother Jerome did not heed Sr. Cordula’s advice and put the wax container directly on the burner instead of in water.  Needless to say – when the wax got hot the two of them had wax all over the place in the old 4:00 room in Bede, on the ceiling, walls and floor.  As the years passed the story was embellished and brought much laughter from Sr. Cordula.  
  Benedict’s directives for the care of monastery tools and kitchen servers was modeled by Sr. Cordula for over 16 years as she supervised the college dining room.  The condiment containers were well filled, and after each meal the room was replaced to sparkling order in readiness for the next meal.  Her work was always well done. Taking special care for what was provided was a strong Benedictine value for her.  
She believed that community involved a variety of ministries, including ministering to one another.  She mentioned in a newspaper interview in Switzerland,  that her prioress, Sr. Aidan, took her turn doing the dishes and serving the sisters at meals.  For her this was a very important witness for a leader of a monastic community.
During the time of Vatican II Sr. Cordula risked peer pressure as she openly adapted to the many changes that took place.  For her these changes were a breath of fresh air.  Because     Sister was a life long learner she kept up on the world events.  Last summer when Michelle Oblama was on t.v. she said, “Isn’t that Mrs. President?”  

Prayer, both communal and private as well as Eucharist was strong in Sister’s spiritual life.  She had a deep love of the psalms which she often prayed, using her favorite Gelineau translation. As she entered the twilight years of  her life she could no longer participate actively in communal prayer.  In wisdom, her prayer was simply sitting in the presence of God.  A few months before her death, seeing the presence of God brought smiles to her face and the words, “it is so beautiful!”
    With the death of Sr. Cordula a chapter in the history of our community has ended.  May we as a community not lose the values our European sisters witnessed in so many ways.  I will name a few, but we all have memories of our own that we treasure.  We remember their lives of prayer, dedicated lives that often sustained the ministry of manual labor in caring for the daily monastery needs, risk-taking by leaving the familiar to journey into unknown futures  and wisdom gleaned from silence and lectio.  And, let us continue to hear their beloved yodels that praised God. 
                  (At this time Sr. Cordula’s recording of yodeling is heard).
Yes, Sr. Cordula we are satisfied that you said “yes” to the final risk in your life and walked into the open arms of God.

