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We are saddened to report the passing of Sr. Edna Butler, DW (Sr. 

Edouard du St. Espirit) on August 23, 2015 in her 92nd year. Sr. Edna was 

predeceased by her parents Edward and Elizabeth Butler and her brother 

Rev. Vincent E. Butler, SJ. A religious service was held Thursday, 

8/27/15 at Moloney’s Funeral Home in Port Jefferson Station, NY, 

followed by a Funeral Mass at St. Louis de Montfort R.C. Church, Sound 

Beach, NY . She was laid to rest at Holy Sepulchre Cemetery in Coram, 

NY. Donations may be made in memory of Sr. Edna to the Daughters of 

Wisdom, 385 Ocean Avenue, Islip, NY 11751 
 



EULOGY 
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August 28, 2015 
By Sr. Barbara O’Dea, DW 

Many of us have known Sr. Edna for a long, long time during 
her 92 years, 72 of them lived among us as a Daughter of 
Wisdom. All of us knew her - Joan as a playmate when they 
were children, others as friend or mentor or simply Sr. Edna. 
As I begin, I invite you to picture Edna at a time when your 
life intersected with hers. This is our moment to remember, 
to celebrate and to give thanks to God for the gift she has 
been to us. And so, together we recall her life’s beginnings, 
the stages of her long life journey and the Woman of 
Wisdom that she became. 

 

It all began on December 2, 1922 when the firstborn daughter of Edward and 
Elisabeth Butler was born in the Bronx. Soon after, her parents moved to Hollis, 
Queens where Edna grew up. Her brother Vincent, who later became a Jesuit, 
completed the family. Summers were spent at the family bungalow in Sound 
Beach.  
  
Edna’s education began in PS135 in Hollis, followed by high school at Our Lady of 
Wisdom Academy and six months at St. Joseph’s college in Brooklyn before 
entering the Daughters of Wisdom in Ottawa, Canada.  There she consecrated her 
life to God, making her first vows on August 2nd, 1942. As was the custom, she 
received a new name, Sr. Edouard du St. Esprit.  
 

A new stage on her life journey began. The path was long and varied. Taken as a 
whole, it reads somewhat like a travelogue. Edna’s first community was at Our 
Lady of Wisdom, Ozone Park. There she taught Latin, was moderator of the 
Legion of Mary, and in keeping with her athletic interests, moderator of the 
basketball team of which she had been a member a few years before. In 1950 her 
journey took her to Norfolk Virginia where she taught English at Norfolk Catholic 
high school, was moderator of the Yearbook and, for part of that period, superior 
of the community at St.  Mary’s. 
 

Sr. Barbara O’Dea, DW 



Heading north in 1960, she pursued graduate studies at Catholic University. At the 
same time, she became superior of the community in Washington, not an easy 
combination. Finally, she was relieved of her responsibilities so that her final year 
could be dedicated to completing her Doctorate of Philosophy at Catholic U. 
 

Edna most likely anticipated teaching at Seat of Wisdom College in Litchfield. 
Rather, in a surprising turn on the road, her journey veered west to St. Louis 
Missouri where she began her ministry in formation: Mistress of the Juniorate 
working with Sisters in temporary vows during the academic year. Summers were 
spent in Litchfield preparing Sisters for final vows. 
 

There was yet another surprising change of direction in 1970.  Edna’s nomination 
as Provincial began the Leadership stage of her life journey. Six years later the 
path widened. In the mid-70’s, Sr. Edna was elected to the General Council. Her 
area of ministry broadened, extending over five continents. She must have asked 
herself at times: “How did this kid from Queens get here?” 

 

She grew to love her work. In her visits she noted a special love for 
Malawi.  Throughout that time she worked with Sr. Inez Maria who many of us 
knew and loved. They became lifelong friends. 
 

After 12 years, having returned to the US, Edna spent a time of transition in the 
provincial house. Then, her heart’s desire led her to the Bethany community in 
Brooklyn where she worked with those in need serving as tutor in ESL classes and 
collaborating in efforts for peace and justice. In St. Matthew’s parish she joined 
with Mr. Duncan Bernard, a convert, in the planning and implementation of the 
Rite of Christian Initiation of Children. Together they taught and rejoiced as they 
prepared their young charges for baptism. The first took place in the baptismal 
pool of the newly renovated St. Matthew’s Church. To this day Mr. Duncan asks 
about Sr. Edna whenever he visits the area. 
 

Through it all, Sr. Edna, ever true to herself, grew in wisdom as she advanced in 
age to become the woman of wisdom we all knew. 
 

In listening to stories about her this week, I heard her described as a woman of 
few words, quiet and reflective, deeply kind and gentle, slow to judge and always 
willing to give others the benefit of the doubt, a subtle Irish wit – the same words 
spoken repeatedly by those who knew her well.  



 

A closer look revealed other gifts and talents, perhaps less well remembered like 
athletic, intellectually gifted, a faithful friend. One I never heard was “dynamic”. 
Yes, dynamic. I doubt that any of us would have used that spontaneously as a 
descriptor, yet, the more I delved into her life, her impact on others, the scope of 
her ministries, the more evident it became that hers was an inner energy that just 
wouldn’t quit, always active within her and in her relationships.   
 

A few stories to illustrate: 
Edna is remembered as a woman of few words, combined with a subtle Irish 
wit.  We all recognize that, but do you remember her wonderful one liners, or 
when one of us was exaggerating or repeating hearsay, the way she rolled her 
eyes toward heaven and simply gestured, waving it all away? Or, the hours spent 
in the chapel to prepare her weekly “instruction” to the young Sisters in the 
community which might well not last longer than 20 minutes?  
 

Many of us knew her deep kindness in ways great and small. Sr. Anna Bittner tells 
the story of cooking supper for the community in Bethany one evening when she 
received the news of her brother’s death. Edna replaced her in the kitchen – a 
truly generous gesture for Edna who was not exactly a great chef. . . . Much 
later,  when Edna was superior in Sound Beach and Margaret Quigley, her lifelong 
friend, was blind, every day after the noon meal Edna led Margaret into the 
community room to “see” a rerun of an oldie but goodie TV show that Margaret 
liked. They enjoyed the stories and their time together. Edna would then put on 
music for Margaret and return to her work. When Margaret died on December 
26, 2013, Edna was heard to say “I lost my best friend.”  
 

A less known gift perhaps was her ability to trust to the point of taking risks. Here 
I speak from personal experience. During the tumultuous period after Vatican II, 
when so many of our Sisters and friends left the congregation, I experienced my 
own dark night. I was emotionally exhausted and that morphed into depression.  
After a summer spent in intensive counselling, to my surprise, Edna did not 
hesitate to send me off to a renewal program at the Jesuit School of Theology in 
Berkley. She trusted me at a time when I could not trust myself.  In the years that 
followed a whole new life opened up for me. For that great gift, Edna, I will be 
eternally grateful. 
 



The final years of Edna’s life were spent as a concerned member of the 
community of Sound Beach, attentive to the needs of others, and as Harriet 
reminded us yesterday, that included staff. Her final months were spent at Maria 
Regina. Ann Scahill and Joan Klemballa were steady visitors, each with her own 
role. Ann accompanied Edna in the final weeks of her life, sometimes in 
conversation, at others sitting with her in silent vigil. At the end of these visits, 
Ann would ask for Edna’s blessing. The first time, Edna responded by waving her 
off in one of her familiar gestures. Afterwards, at the end of each visit, Edna 
traced the sign of the cross on Ann’s forehead in blessing, a cherished ritual 
moment between them. Both Ann and Joan were with her in her final hours. I 
want to express heartfelt gratitude from all of us for your being with Edna to the 
end. 
 

I conclude with an excerpt from a prayer of a 17th century nun which Mary 
Stiefvater discovered in Sr. Edna’s bible. As I read these excerpts, picture Edna 
praying it, at times with a subtle smile, and perhaps, join her in prayer: 
 

    Lord, thou knowest better than I know myself that I am growing old. . . . With 
my vast store of wisdom, it seems a pity not to use it all, but Thou knowest Lord 
that I want a few friends at the end. . . . . Give me the ability to see good things 
in unexpected places, talents in unexpected people. And, give me the grace to 
tell them so. Amen. 
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