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INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOKLET  

The recollections published in this booklet, told with such devo-

tion and candidness, radiantly show the truth and beauty of human 

love, and how it bows down before the majesty and preeminence of 

divine love, of a firm conviction of a call to the monastic life even at 

the sacrifice of what might otherwise have been possibly a vocation to 

marriage. 

These cherished memories about our former Prior
1
 Dom Raphael 

Diamond (RIP) were written by our dear friend and benefactor, phi-

losopher, Dr. Alice von Hildebrand, one of 

the great Catholic women academics of our 

time, widow of the distinguished Catholic 

philosopher Dietrich von Hildebrand. It is the 

story of a manôs journey and unremitting 

search for God that finally attained its goal 

and flowered in the seclusion of a Carthusian 

monastery. 

Neil [Diamond], eldest of 3, was born to 

Mr. Edward Diamond and Mrs. Lucille 

Greenberg [Diamond] of Brooklyn on April 

22, 1923. They were Jewish. All Dom Raph-

aelôs grandparents were immigrants to this 

country, three of them Rumanian Jews, the fourth a Russian Jew.  

Gifted for music from his early childhood, Neil went to the High 

School of Music and Art in New York and on 

graduating got a scholarship for Oberlin Col-

lege, Ohioða college strong on musicðby 

playing for them on the piano Chopinôs 

Grande Valse Brillante, and submitting the 

score of a quartet he had himself composed. 

While Neil was a college student at Oberlin, 

World War II came, and he was called upon 

to fight for his country, in the U.S. Navy. So, 

he went from college to Midshipman School 

                                                      
1
 For this term and other Carthusian terms, see the Carthusian Vocabulary at the end 

of this booklet. 

BROOKLYN IN THE FORTI ES 

MUSIC MAJOR AT THE H IGH 

SCHOOL OF MUSIC AND ART 
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in Chicago, but when his craft eventually 

headed out to the Pacific to join the fight, it 

came just too late: Japan had capitulated. 

d 

In November 1946 Neil began taking 

courses in philosophy at Fordham University 

where he was to become lecturer and accom-

plish his journey toward Baptism in the 

Catholic Church. 

Two men were instrumental in this jour-

ney. Both were German-speakers and refu-

gees from Hitler. They chose to remain in 

this country when peace returned to Europe in 1945. Both were re-

markable converts: Dietrich von Hildebrand, Catholic philosopher at 

Fordham, and Monsignor John Oesterreicher, Austrian priest. Some 

information on Dietrich von Hildebrand and Monsignor John Oester-

reicher is due here.
2
 

 

  
DR. DIETRICH VON H ILDEBRAND AND  

DR. ALICE VON H ILDEBRAND IN THE SIX TIES 
MONSIGNOR JOHN M.  OESTERREICHER 

                                                      
2
 Both of them have entries in the New Catholic Encyclopedia, and as for von Hilde-

brand, we have his life (up to his arrival in this country) written by Dr. Alice von 

Hildebrand: The Soul of a Lion: Dietrich von Hildebrand, San Francisco, Ignatius 

Press, 2000. 

THE SAILOR BOY 
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Dietrich von Hildebrand was born in Florence in 1889, the 

youngest child of Adolph von Hildebrand, a famous sculptor. He had 

several older sisters and grew up in an entirely non-Christian envi-

ronment. He did his studies in Germany and became a doctor of phi-

losophy at 23. He converted in 1914. A professor in Munich after 

World War I, he was from the earliest days an outspoken critic of Na-

zism. So, when Hitler came to power in 1933 he had to flee to Vien-

na, Austria, where he joined the faculty of the University. In 1938, 

when Austria fell, he escaped and joined the faculty of the Catholic 

University of Toulouse, France. With the fall of France he went to 

Spain and then to the U.S., where he joined the Fordham University 

faculty in 1942. He was professor of philosophy there until his retire-

ment in 1960. 

In 1959 Dietrich von Hildebrand married Alice Jourdain, who 

was born and raised in Belgium and came to the U.S. with her older 

sister Marie Hélène as refugees at the outbreak of World War II in 

1940. She met Dietrich von Hildebrand for the first time in November 

1942 when she attended one of his lec-

tures. In 1943 she began taking courses 

with him at Fordham where she re-

ceived her MA in philosophy in 1946 

and her PhD in 1949. She taught phi-

losophy at Hunter College, New York 

City University, from 1947 until her 

retirement in 1984.
3
  

Dietrich von Hildebrand was an 

outstanding member of the faculty at 

Fordham through the exceptional quali-

ty of his Catholic commitment. Philo-

sophically von Hildebrand stayed his 

entire life in the German philosophical 

tradition of Husserlôs phenomenology 

and Schelerôs ethical approach. By the 

time Dietrich von Hildebrand had become a professor emeritus he had 

written 30 books and more than 100 articles on philosophy, ethics and 

spirituality. His Transformation in Christ, originally published in 

                                                      
3
 See Alice von Hildebrand (with John Henry Crosby), Memoirs of a Happy Failure, 

Charlotte, NC, Saint Benedict Press, 2014. 
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Germany in 1940, belongs to the spiritual classics of the 20
th
 century.

4
 

Dietrich von Hildebrand passed away in 1977. 

Then there is Monsignor John Oesterreicher, a prolific writer 

who in 1953 established an Institute of Judeao-Christian studies at 

Seton Hall University. He was born in the Austro-Hungarian Empire 

in 1904 and at the age of 20 converted from Judaism. The priest who 

baptized him was himself a Jewish convert. This priest was gassed by 

Hitler, as were Oesterreicherôs parents. 

Oesterreicher became a priest and professor of religion at the 

University of Vienna in 1935. He also edited a periodical which de-

nounced the anti-Semitism of the Nazis. When the Nazis took over in 

Austria in 1938 he fled first to France. After the German victory over 

France in 1940 he barely escaped from France to Spain. In November 

of that year he arrived in New York. Here he worked as a priest for 

the archdiocese of New York and taught at Manhattanville College 

from 1944 to 1953. 

When Neil was baptized in 1948 and got the name John, it was 

Oesterreicher who performed the rite and Dietrich von Hildebrand 

who acted as godfather. 

 c 

In 1950 the Carthusian Order had started a foundation in Whit-

ingham, Vermont. Neil felt a calling for monastic life and made a re-

treat there in the early fifties. He was accepted, and as the foundation 

could not yet form new members, it was decided that he should enter 

at La Grande Chartreuse in France, the Motherhouse of the Carthusian 

Order. In 1952 he left for La Grande Chartreuse, where he received 

the name of Dom Raphael (after the archangelôs). After his Solemn 

Profession in 1957 and Ordination to the priesthood the following 

year, he was sent to the foundation in Whitingham, where we find 

him holding the office of Procurator in 1960. 

On the 29
th
 of August of 1960, the foundation was transferred to 

a property on Mount Equinox, Vermont, after the owners, Dr. Joseph 

G. Davidson and his wife Madeleine, had offered it to the Carthusians 

for the purpose of building a permanent monastery at a site on the 

mountain to be selected by the Order. The community then counted 

                                                      
4
 Transformation in Christ: Your Path to Salvation, reprint, Manchester NH, Sophia 

Institute Press, 1990. 
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two fathers and five brothers, who took up residence in a building on 

the Davidson property called the ñWagonshed.ò Dom Raphael, who 

was foreseen as the first Superior, was sent to the Charterhouse of 

Parkminster (U.K.) as Vicar for some years to give him the experi-

ence of being an officer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: 

MR. DAVIDSON, DOM STEPHEN BOYLAN (SUPERIOR AT THE ñWAGONSHEDò), 
MRS. DAVIDSON, DOM RAPHAEL 

PHOTO TAKEN IN THE DAVIDSON RESIDENCE 
1965 
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After the completion of the monastery in August of 1970, Dom 

Raphael became the new Superior. Initially appointed as Rector in 

1970, he became the first Prior of the Charterhouse of the Transfig-

uration in May of 1971. 

 

 
 

A FATHERôS CELL AT WHITINGHAM  THE WAGONSHED 
CELL WINDOWS (1ST FLOOR) 

AND BELL TOWER 

  

 

 

AT LA GRANDE CHARTREUSE 

His priorate lasted 24 years. Moreover, he was a much appreciat-

ed Visitor of the European Houses of our Order. At the General Chap-

ter of 1995 he ñreceived mercy,ò and in June 1996 he passed away. 

It is not enough to say that Dom Raphael was our first Prior. He 

was the one who gave our House its orientation, all carefully thought 
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out before God. He was a very ascetic monk, gifted with a fine sense 

of humor and a sharp intelligence. He was accessible and a spiritual 

shepherd to us all. Our ñfounding fatherò was a true man of God, with 

a keen awareness that the quest for God here and now, the mystical 

life, is what matters most. 

 

THE CHARTERHOUSE OF 

PARKMINSTER  

 

 

DOM RAPHAEL IN A CELL DURING 
THE CONSTRUCTION OF 

THE MONASTERY 

THE CHARTERHOUSE OF 
THE TRANSFIGURATION  

TODAY 

 

c 
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We feel extremely honored to present Dr. Alice von Hilde-

brandôs recollection in our Carthusian Booklet Series. Thanks to the 

charming portrait she gives of Dom Raphael he becomes even dearer 

to us. What she reveals to us of Dom Raphael leads us also deeper 

into the mystery of our Carthusian calling: a calling to love, to a great 

love, a great love for God, and in Him, for all human beings, as Dom 

Raphael heard Dietrich von Hildebrand once say in the classroom: 

ñWhen a person truly lives in conspectu Dei (ñunder Godôs 

gazeò), and deeply loves his Creator, this expands his heart 

to such an extent that he has a deeper bond with those he 

loves, even though he lives in total silence and isolation, than 

if he saw a beloved friend every day while not having the 

same degree of love for his Creator.ò 

N 

 

 

 

Under 
Godôs Gaze 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 


