Sister Nelda Ann Klein, OP
1929-2017
Sister Nelda Ann Klein, known also as Sister Ellen Dolores, was born in Los
Angeles, California, on September 3, 1929. She was the third of four children
born to William and Nell (Smith) Klein.
Her father was born in Pennsylvania to Lutheran parents who were secondgeneration German-Americans. When his mother died, the family moved to
Kingman, Arizona, where he eventually met Nelda’s mother, Nell Smith. Nell’s
father, Anson Smith, was one of the founders of Kingman, Arizona.
In her autobiography, Sister Nelda shared these memories of her youth.
I grew up in the small town of Kingman, surrounded by an older brother and sister, Bill Jr. and Mary
Alice, and a younger brother, Anson. [In addition, I had] eleven sets of aunts and uncles and many
cousins. It was a good time to grow up. We young people used to joke that we were related to half
the population and knew the other half, so little supervision was necessary. Before I got home in late
afternoon, my parents knew every place I had been and all I had done!
Kingman Grammar School had only one class per grade and Mohave County Union High School
had a total of only 325 students for the entire county. Part of our high school days coincided with
World War II. With millions of men in the armed services, it left plenty of jobs open for teens to work
part-time.
Sister Nelda took advantage of these job opportunities during her high school years and worked part-time in
a grocery store. She also worked part-time in the local utility company typing bills and at the local bank,
where she filed, sorted checks, and ran batches on the adding machine. In fact, Sister Nelda said that
during her senior year, “I operated the bookkeeping machine and learned many other aspects of the
banking business. This experience stood me in good stead in later years.”
Sister Nelda’s first contact with Adrian Dominicans was in 1944 when they opened St. Mary School in
Kingman. After she got over her shyness, Sister Nelda took piano lessons from Sister Maria Inviolata
(Marjorie Delaplane) because she wanted to see what “made her tick.” It also started her thinking about the
possibility of a religious vocation, but it took another two years for that idea to become a reality.
What was on Sister Nelda’s mind during her years working at the bank was a career in accounting. So,
when she graduated from high school she enrolled at Arizona State College in Tempe, Arizona, to become
a certified public accountant. The College, however, did not recognize her high school accounting courses
or her work experience at the bank and required that she begin with Accounting 101. So, she “quit the
college game” and moved to Oakland, California, to work for Central Bank. Her daily routine included Mass,
which ultimately helped her discern her calling. Sister Nelda said:
When finally I said “yes” to the Lord, a deep peace descended on me. Previously, I had peace on the
surface, but deep down there was unrest. Ever since that beautiful day, I might have surface
disturbances, but the deep peace remains. I wrote to Mother Gerald and was readied for entrance.
Sister Nelda entered the postulate on June 26, 1949, at the age of nineteen. Following first profession on
December 28, 1950, she received her only teaching assignments in the Midwest. She taught and served as
musician for one year at St. Joseph School in Wyandotte, Michigan, and at St. Mary in Elgin, Illinois, for one
year.
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In 1952, Sister Nelda was sent west to find a suitable climate for her severe, chronic asthma. She continued
to minister in the west and southwest for the next forty-five years. In Los Angeles, she taught and served as
a musician at St. Raphael School for seven years. During the summer months she continued her
undergraduate studies and in 1958 received a Bachelor of Music Degree from Siena Heights College. That
was also the year her father died.
In 1959, Sister Nelda was sent to Oceanside, California, where for four years she taught and served as a
musician at St. Mary Star of the Sea. Her mother died during her last year in Oceanside. Her next
assignment took her to Las Vegas, Nevada, where she ministered at St. Joseph School.
Summers during her four years at St. Joseph were spent at the University of Southern California, where she
began her graduate studies in music education. By 1965, Sister Nelda completed her studies and received
her master’s degree in music education. Two years later, she moved to Our Lady of Las Vegas School,
where she taught for five years. From there, she moved to Scottsdale, Arizona, where she served as school
secretary at St. Daniel the Prophet.
The variety of Sister Nelda’s ministries from 1973 to 1997 reflect the adjustments she was constantly
making to find a safer environment for her allergy of the central nervous system that was activated by the
contaminated air, food, and water to which she was exposed. During the 70s, newer methods revealed that
she had a petrochemical allergy that made her susceptible to the effects of atmospheric chemical
hydrocarbons, formaldehyde, and phenol even in very low concentrations. In other words, she was unable
to depend upon her sense of smell to alert her to the need to leave a contaminated area.
In 1973, Sister Nelda began serving as secretary for the Holy Cross Provincial Office in Oakland, California.
The following year she added a second job: working as a legal secretary for Warren Chickering, et al, and a
legal firm in Oakland. In her Annals, she wrote:
I believe the value of my work at the Provincial House lies in helping to “keep the wheels oiled” for
the ministries in which the western sisters are engaged since there is very little personal contact in
this position. I do not consider the work for the lawyer as a ministry, but simply as a necessary chore
in order to earn room and board.
By 1980, Sister Nelda had added a third client to her secretarial service: Joseph J. McGovern, Jr., M.D, her
allergist. Doctor McGovern continued to run allergy studies and required that she replace all synthetic
materials from her wardrobe. This meant using only 100 percent cotton clothing. In a letter, Sister Nelda
described the impact of these requirements and also a pesticide spraying episode in the Bay Area.
I had been a couple of years in the process of gradually replacing synthetic materials with cotton but
had made little progress until I began working in Dr. McGovern’s office and was required to wear
nothing but cotton for the sake of the rest of his patients. Thanks to the Med-fly [Mediterranean fruit
fly] pesticide spraying in July 1981 over a 120 square mile area, I had to make a hasty exit from
where I lived in Alameda and where I worked in Oakland. I found an apartment and worked at home
in order to maintain the best possible breathing atmosphere.
Sister Nelda permanently left the Bay Area in 1983 and moved to the southern California areas of Yucca
Valley and Twentynine Palms. She continued to minister in this area for the next seventeen years. In Yucca
Valley, she served in clerical positions in a health center and the local public school before ministering at St.
Mary of Valley Church as a musician. Her ministry in Twenty-nine Palms was primarily serving as a
musician for Blessed Sacrament Parish.
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In 1997, Sister Nelda retired but continued to volunteer in parish and local community projects. Her last
years in the west were spent in Boulder City, Nevada, and in Dolan Springs, Arizona. In her annals, she
wrote:
I minister to people afflicted with environmental illness and respond to their questions. I also
participate in social action via mail/phone as a member of NETWORK and with 8th Day Center and
the Society of St. Francis Xavier and also for St. Therese – an evangelization group for whom I write
postcards.
In her autobiography, Sister Nelda wrote the following the about the support she received from her good
friend, Sister Charlotte Moser.
I was advised to find a dry environment. You can’t get much drier than Barstow in the Mohave
Desert and towns in the Morongo Basin [Yucca Valley and Twentynine Palms]. God blessed me
again with the support and companionship of Sister Charlotte Moser. She is very gifted in arts and
crafts and creativity, all very weak areas in my make-up. But thanks to her and her request that I
accompany her to art galleries, etc., she has also been a role model for thoughtfulness and service
to others.
In 2009, Sister Nelda Klein returned to Adrian, where she died on June 5, 2017, at the age of eighty-seven.
Sister Joan Delaplane, OP, began her homily by sharing a conversation she had with Nelda about the
readings 1 she selected.
When Nelda asked if I would preach at her funeral, I said “of course,” but I asked her to sit with me
and tell me how the scripture passages she had chosen for this day had impacted her life. I was not
surprised at all that this wise woman chose a selection from the Book of Wisdom. “It is the last two
verses from Wisdom,” she said, “that are the most important for me. Wisdom has walked beside me
and led me, taught me what is pleasing to God. Wisdom has guided me wisely all my life.”
Can anyone see the face of God and live? Nelda was certain that she saw the Compassion of God
on the face and in the heart of Jesus in the Gospel narrative. She staked her life of suffering on that
truth. And “a life of suffering” is what Nelda endured for over 50 years. “There was the possibility of
my being elected Provincial,” Nelda said, ‘then I got sick. I know I could do things and do them well,
but I liked being in control. I could have become so proud and arrogant. I thought I had surrendered
but realized that I had not fully. I wanted to do more, but God wanted me to be more.”
In talking about dying and death, some time ago, Nelda said: “At the moment of my death, I just want
to fly right into the arms of God. I so want to be all that God desires me to be at that moment.’” I
believe that our Compassionate God of Wisdom heard her desire, and gave her the time and grace
needed to bring it to fulfillment.
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Wisdom 9: 1-6, 9-11; Luke 7: 11-17
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LEFT: Sister Nelda’s Diamond (60-year) Jubilee in 2009. Top row, from left: Sisters Andrea Broutin, Mary
Ann Konieski, Jeanette Jabour, Joan Delaplane, Jean Denomme, and Elizabeth Flaherty. Middle row, from left
: Sisters Joyce LaVoy, Catherine McKillop, Eleanor Stech, Nelda Ann Klein, and Barbara Mary Saynay. Front
row, from left: Sisters Mae Tack, Mary Sharon Moran, and Betty Jenkins. RIGHT: First Communion, 1935

LEFT: Sister Nelda with her Mission Group in the ‘80s. Standing, left to right, are Sisters Michael Thomas
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Watson, Margaret Sorich, Nelda Ann Klein (white jacket), Celine Marie Regan, Ann Philip Cotta, Mary
Catherine Evans, Joan Mary Dwyer, Ann de Lourdes Plourde, Monica Kim, Magdalen Therese Peplin, and
Southwest Chapter Prioress Eileen Hussey; kneeling, left to right, are Sisters Teresa Estrada and Charlotte
Francis Moser. RIGHT: 1943

LEFT: Left to right, Sisters Nelda Klein, Bernice Nofs, Eleanor Stech, Marie Amada Garcia and Anne Baxter
celebrate their Golden Jubilee in 1999.

LEFT: Left to right, Sister Nelda, Racine Dominican Sister Jeanne Burg, and Sister Charlotte Francis Moser in
Boulder City, Nevada, 2006. RIGHT: Sister Nelda plays the keyboard as Sister Lois Paha directs a musical
piece.
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LEFT: Sister Nelda and her school friends—“The Gang” —in 1947. Front row: Helen Carrara Graves, Tonie
Melles Lindsay, Betty Brady McBrayer. Back row: Nelda Klein, Yvonne Attebery Slayton, Shirley Lewis Ryan.
RIGHT: Sister Nelda’s parents, Bill and Nell Klein.
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