Startling coincidence links Sister Karen, killer

Nun’s brother helped convict killer’s sister
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The death three years ago today of Sister Karen Klimczak is wrought with many terrible coincidences. A nun, she had devoted herself to Jesus Christ. She was slain on Good Friday, the day the Bible said Jesus died on the cross.

She was killed in the very same house where her friend, the Rev. Joseph Bissonette, had been beaten to death 22 years earlier by two men asking for food.

The 62-year-old nun even predicted she would meet such an end and wrote a letter to her killer forgiving him.

In the years since her death, these sad details have been reported many times, along with the message of nonviolence that Sister Karen had passionately embraced.

But few know of an even more awful coincidence.

The sister of the man who killed Sister Karen also is serving 25 years to life in prison for killing an elderly Amherst woman in 1995.

And even more chilling: Those who helped put Renay Lynch away included retired Amherst Detective Ray Klimczak — Sister Karen’s brother.

“The minute I heard the last name, my ears kind of perked up,” Amherst Police Lt. Joseph LaCorte said when he heard that Craig M. Lynch had been arrested in Sister Karen’s murder.

LaCorte had worked on the Renay Lynch prosecution with Ray Klimczak, who did not want to talk about that case.

“It was just kind of bizarre,” said Erie County District Attorney Frank A. Sedita III, who prosecuted both cases while he was on the homicide unit.

Nothing indicates that Craig Lynch knew that Sister Karen’s brother was one of the detectives who had helped put his sister in prison, law enforcement authorities say.

“There was absolutely no evidence of any connection of the two cases,” Sedita said. “It wasn’t like he targeted Sister Karen. . . . He talked about the motive for killing her. He was inside of her apartment [in the halfway house] to try to find things to pawn for drug money, and she caught him, and he panicked.”

LaCorte also says he doesn’t believe the cases are connected.

“As much as I don’t believe in coincidences, it was a coincidence,” LaCorte said.

But, he said, “it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. It went full circle.”

Louise Cicelsky, an 82-year-old widow, was found stabbed to death May 19, 1995, in her Eggertsville apartment.

The spunky woman had managed several rental properties, and police immediately suspected that a tenant or former tenant could be involved.

LaCorte recalled that Renay Lynch had called the crime scene while police were there, first claiming she was a concerned relative, and then a friend whose sister happened to be driving by and saw all the commotion.

But it took LaCorte and Klimczak two years before they could connect her to the case. She was charged with the murder after she was arrested trying to steal an $8,000 fur coat from a Williamsville shop.

Renay Lynch eventually confessed, giving details about the crime scene that had not been made public, LaCorte said. But she later recanted, saying the confession had been coerced.

She was convicted in 1998 of second-degree murder, first-degree robbery and attempted grand larceny.

Now 53, she is serving her sentence at Bedford Hills prison for women.

Eleven years later, her brother was convicted of murder as well.

Craig Lynch had been taken into Sister Karen’s halfway house, called the Bissonette House after her slain friend, after serving 2v years in prison for stealing a car and then another three months after immediately failing a drug test after he was released.

He had been at the halfway house for nine days when he sneaked into Sister Karen’s upstairs apartment. He later told police he was high on crack cocaine and was looking for something he could sell to buy more.

Sister Karen walked in on him as he was taking her cell phone and charger. Lynch claimed he panicked, then strangled and fatally beat her. He carried her body out of the house, ditched her clothes in a trash bin and hid her body behind his mother’s home.

On Sunday, Easter, he moved the body again, burying it in a hole in a dilapidated shed across the street from his mother’s house. The next day, he confessed to police.

At his 2006 trial, Craig Lynch testified that he had killed Sister Karen accidentally. He was convicted of second-degree felony murder, first-degree manslaughter and burglary in 2007. He is serving his 25-years-to-life sentence at Auburn Correctional Facility. The conviction, which was appealed, was recently upheld.

Craig Lynch’s attorney, David R. Addelman, said he never met his client’s sister and didn’t know much about her case.

But he said Craig Lynch did not have a history of violence of any kind before he attacked Sister Karen.

“To the extent that these people were going after older women to kill, I didn’t see that in [Craig Lynch’s] criminal history,” Addelman said.

Craig Lynch said his addiction to crack cocaine led him to harm the nun.

“He appeared to me to be a very compassionate person,” Addelman said. “He expressed sincere remorse about what happened to Sister Karen. He would cry when we talked about her.”
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