
Abbot Raphael DeSalvo 

June 23rd is the anniversary of the death of 

Abbot Raphael DeSalvo, fifth abbot of our 

monastery. Louis James DeSalvo was born October 

7, 1919, in Center Ridge, Arkansas, the son of Tony 

L. and Josephine (Rossi) DeSalvo.  His mother died 

when  

Louis was in the eighth grade at Catholic Point  

School in Center Ridge. Mr. DeSalvo later married 

Frances Paladino and the total family eventually 

consisted of 19 children, including Brother Tobias 

of our community, the second youngest. 

In the autumn of 1934, Louis enrolled in  

Subiaco Academy and graduated with the class of 

1938.  He continued his studies in our college and 

seminary and professed his vows as a member of 

our monastery on September 14, 1940, receiving the 

name Raphael. He was ordained to the priesthood 

by Bishop Albert L. Fletcher at the Cathedral of St. 

Andrew in Little Rock, on the Feast of Corpus  

Christi, May 31, 1945.  Following his ordination,  

Father Raphael studied at the Catholic University of 

America in Washington, D. C., earning a doctorate in Sacred Theology in 1948.  He also took 

courses at  

St. Louis University and DePaul University in Chicago. In the autumn of 1948 he began teaching in 

the abbey’s major seminary, and in 1950 he was appointed rector, a position he held until 1963. He 

also taught in our academy from 1948 to 1960 and served as novice master and formation director 

from 1960 to 1963. 

In June, 1963, Father Raphael De Salvo was appointed superior of Subiaco’s foundation in Port 

Harcourt, Nigeria, which would become St. Mukasa Priory. When eastern Nigeria seceded from the 

rest of the nation, taking the name Biafra, Fr. Raphael and the five other monks were forced to 

escape as war escalated.  The Priory was closed in the spring of 1968, 

On his return to Subiaco, Father Raphael was assigned briefly as administrator of St. Joseph 

Church in Paris, Arkansas, until he was appointed Prior of Subiaco Abbey on August 20, 1968. 

When Abbot Michael Lensing resigned as Abbot due to failing health, Father Raphael was elected 

the fifth Abbot of Subiaco Abbey on October 30, 1974. On December 11, he received the abbatial 

blessing from Bishop Andrew J. McDonald, and for the next 15 years he served the community as 

monastic superior. 

Shortly after his election, plans were finalized for the centennial observance of the founding of 

the abbey in 1878. Under his leadership, Subiaco was blessed with two time-honored monuments, 

one in stone and one in words. Centenary Hall was built as a center for the performing arts, and 

Father Hugh Assenmacher was freed from other assignments to write the centennial history, A Place 

Called Subiaco: A History of the Benedictine Monks in Arkansas. 

Abbot Raphael worked toward the development of Santa Familia Monastery in Belize, which had 

been founded by the abbey in 1971 to replace the Nigerian mission.  He served two terms as a board 

member of the Paris Chamber of Commerce, and for 15 years was a member of the Board of 

Directors of the Western Arkansas Planning and Development Cooperation. He served as President 

of the Swiss-American Congregation of monasteries from 1978 to 1984.   



As Abbot, he said that he maintained his equilibrium by “striving to be faithful to the ordinary 

religious duties of a monk, especially the Divine Office and daily Mass.”  But his ministry of service 

slowly took its toll, and in 1987 Abbot Raphael suffered a heart attack. Unable to regain full strength 

over the following months, in the fall of 1989 he offered his resignation from the office of Abbot. 

Like his predecessor, Abbot Michael, he chose at the time of resignation to set aside the title and 

insignia of abbot and resume his original rank in the community as Father Raphael.   

A sabbatical helped to stabilize his health, so that from 1990 to 1999 he was able to serve as pastor 

of St. Ignatius Church, Scranton, and the mission parish of St. Meinrad in Prairie View. Famous for 

his love of hot peppers and pepper sauce, he was featured in an article in the Fort Smith Times 

Record entitled: “The Pepperhead Priest of Scranton.” In the early 1990s, Father Raphael represented 

the Abbey at the 100th anniversary of the City of Subiaco in Western Australia.  

In 1999 he was appointed pastor of St. Scholastica Church, Shoal Creek, which would be his last 

assignment.  Because of failing health, he relinquished his pastorate in early 2007 and returned to the 

Abbey, where he resided in the Health Center until he died on June 23, 2007.  

At the time of his death, Abbot Raphael was 87 years old. He had been a professed monk for 66 

years and a priest for 62 years. He had been Abbot for 15 years, from 1974 to 1989. He is buried in 

our cemetery. 


