
n August 26, l940, Irene 
and Robert Nuttal 
welcomed a fifth 
child to their family, 
naming her Roberta. 
Both parents were 

born outside the United States, her 
father in Liverpool, and her mother 
in Winnipeg. Robert had been a 
Marine, but became a plumber 
by profession during the marriage.  
Her mother had been a nurse, 
and was a great cook. The family 
eventually grew to seven, with 
five girls and two boys. Roberta’s 
early childhood was spent in Palo 
Alto, the place of her birth. When 
Roberta was 6 the family moved 
to San Francisco. Their first home 
in “the City” was located near 
Star of the Sea. The family moved 
a few years later just one block 
from Golden Gate Park, and three 
blocks from the beach below the 
famous Cliff House. There, Roberta 
was very familiar with the dense 
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morning fog, and the sounds of sea 
lions.  Initially, Roberta was sent to 
Star of the Sea but by third grade 
began classes at St. Thomas School 
also staffed by CSJs.
 Roberta described this 
grade school period as wonderful.  
The building was brand new, and 
each class full of students. She 
loved learning, made many friends 
at St. Thomas, and the activities 
sponsored by school were not 
only fun but enriching.  There she 
engaged in folk dancing, various 
festivals, sports tournaments 
and the annual May Procession.  
Roberta’s 8th grade year, however, 
brought a dramatic change to her 
life when her beloved father Robert 
died after many years of kidney 
problems.

ollowing that grief-
filled summer, Roberta 
became a freshman at 
Star of the Sea.  Roberta 
really enjoyed her high 

school years studying hard as 
well as playing. She was in the 
Glee Club, was in Operettas, 
and played on class teams. She 
enjoyed her friendships, especially 
with those who eventually entered 
with her. Maureen O’Connor 
recalled that she loved movies and 
went downtown to see “The Eddie 
Duchin Story” l0 times! In contrast 
to school, life at home placed 
challenging responsibilities upon 
Roberta. After her father’s early 
death, her mother had returned to 
work so Roberta was required to 
take on dinner preparation each 
evening, as well as to supervise 
her two younger sisters.  In reality, 
Roberta was their substitute Mom, 
a daunting task for a teenager. 
She couldn’t help but long for her 
Dad whom she described as a 
wonderful parent whose guidance, 
though strict, was nevertheless 
loving.

uring her school years, 
Roberta was taught 
almost exclusively by 
CSJs. She admired 
their lives and was 
attracted to their life 

style. She saw the sisters laughing 
and enjoying life. School was 
her second home. Following her 
attraction, shortly after graduating 
from Star, Roberta entered the 
Postulate at Carondelet Center, 
along with many classmates, on 
September 15, l958. She received 
the habit and her religious name 
of Sister Robert Anthony on March 
l9, l959. She pronounced her 
final vows in August of l966. As 
a novice, Roberta learned a lot 
about religious life, and began her 
educational training at Mount St. 
Mary’s College. Most of her classes 
were focused on elementary 
education. Her first assignment 
after vows was to teach 1st grade 

at an inner city school, St. Anselm’s. 
he liked her teaching 
assignments which 
spanned several schools 
in California including 
Banning, Oxnard, San 

Francisco and Oakland. She 
especially enjoyed interacting 
with parents and other teachers, 
and having the children perform 
in plays. In approximately l969 
Roberta returned to her baptismal 
name.
 Having spent almost 
20 years in teaching, in l979 
Roberta subsequently had the 
opportunity to attend Seattle 
University for a year-long program 
designed as preparation for a 
change in ministry. During that 
time, Roberta had a hands-on 
experience of working at a home 
for handicapped young adults-- 
a work which she described as 
enormously draining.
 After completing the 
special program at Seattle U., 
Roberta became a part of Villa 
Maria House of Prayer. She 
described this ministry as the 
loveliest of all because she was 
able to be present to people 
who wanted to be close to God, 
Roberta’s own deep desire.  
Unfortunately, while at the House 
of Prayer, Roberta was diagnosed 
with cancer. In order to be closer 
to Daniel Freeman Hospital for 
chemo and radiation treatments, 
the community thought it best 
for Roberta to be at St. Mary’s 
Academy, located across the 
street. 
 Following cancer 
treatment, Roberta was involved 
in various ministries including:  
tutoring, library assistant, parish 
work, Assistant Administrator 
of Carondelet Center, and 
Pastoral Care at Daniel Freeman 

and Marina Mercy Hospitals.  A 
memorable experience from 
her service in pastoral care was 
being with a number of people at 
the time of death.  She said she 
felt such quietness in those first 
moments when the soul leaves the 
body.

ne volunteer ministry 
was working with 
AIDS persons at “The 
Gathering Place”.  
There she learned that 

people have the inner strength 
to get through almost anything 
if they have a purpose.  Another 
lesson was how much for which she 
had to be thankful.  At this center, 
a joint project of Carondelet 
and Oranges, she was able to 
utilize some of her own learnings 
as a cancer-survivor helped by 
insights from a support center 
founded by Gilda Radner. More 
than a decade ago Roberta 
began to embrace a ministry to 
families and friends of people with 
substance abuse through Alanon 
and Alateen. The people grew to 
love and respect Roberta for her 
gentle ways, deep spirituality, and 
listening ear. Many consider her a 
warm and approachable support.  
The feelings were mutual.
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 When Roberta began 
to experience additional health 
difficulties in 2007, she decided to 
become a member of Holy Family. 
She gave of herself with kindness 
and generosity, particularly visiting 
and serving as Eucharistic minister. 
She participated in activities as she 
was able contributing her insights 
which were marks of great depth 
of soul.  Roberta continued to 
minister to Al-Anon and Ala Teen 
groups where her presence and 
support were treasured.
 Once, when asked 
what book had been the most 
meaningful in her spiritual journey 
she shared that it was “Markings” 
by Dag Hammarskjold. Amazing, 
as Hammarskjold concealed a 
remarkable intense inner life, and 
left the story of his spiritual struggle 
to be published after his death. 
Maybe, too, in death the beauty of 
Roberta’s life and soul will become 
more present to all and not the 
brief period of confusion before her 
unexpected death. Very private in 
life, let her genuine goodness and 
fidelity to her quest for God be an 
example to all. Her soul is at rest.  b
__________________________________
        ~ Written by Sister Annette Debs, 
CSJ
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