DIVINE SAVIOR
SEMINARY
LANHAM, MARYLAND
(1935 - 1969)
The story of Divine Savior Seminary, which officially began in 1935, is deeply rooted in the
history of the USA Province, but to understand its history, we need to walk back a bit further
in time. In the earliest days of the province, all seminary education was set to take place in
St. Nazianz, Wisconsin. In 1909, when Salvatorian
Seminary opened its doors, all six years of “Minor
Seminary” and all six years of “Major Seminary”
education would be held on that campus. In a few
short years, the Society’s Novitiate also began its
year-long program in St. Nazianz.
By the time the first seminary students made it into
the Major Seminary years, the “Scholastics” (as they
were known) occupied one of the original buildings
that belonged to the Brothers in the Oschwald
Association, the earliest settlers of the village of St. Nazianz who came from Germany in 1854.
This particular building was constructed in 1864 for
the Association’s own seminary. By the time the
Salvatorians came to St. Nazianz in 1896, that first
seminary was no longer operating. Part of the
agreement between the Association and Fr. Francis
Jordan (Salvatorian founder, who personally came to
the USA that year) was that the Society would be able
to establish its own seminary on the property, in
exchange for taking care of the aging members of the
Association and the parish in the village.
In 1920, it was noted that most of the Salvatorians in the USA were in one of two places; they
were either in the first SDS mission parishes in the Pacific Northwest (Washington, Oregon,
Idaho, and Northern California) or in St. Nazianz. If the Society truly wished to gain new
vocations and to be known more and more throughout the country, it was going to have
to expand to other places.

The Provincial himself began that expansion in 1921 by moving the Provincial Offices to
Milwaukee, and soon the province began to look for a place in the eastern part of the country
to establish a Salvatorian Mission House. It was also hoped that the Major Seminary for the
Society might be able to move its program out of St. Nazianz and to an eastern home as well.
Also in 1921, the Publishing Department of the Society
built a new building to house its operations. Known as
“St. Thomas Hall” the building hummed and vibrated to
the sounds of printing presses and bookbinding machines.
An addition to the original part of the building was added
in 1925 and the Scholastics moved their living quarters to
the second floor of that structure. Only their classrooms
remained in the old seminary building.
The Salvatorians had managed to purchase an old set of
buildings and farmland in Elkton, Maryland, in 1923, to serve as the Salvatorian Mission
House. This operation was in charge of fund-raising for the Society’s missions around the
world as well as in this country. Using the Mission
House as a base, the Director of Scholastics at that
time (Fr. Prosper Parente SDS) went around to various
seminaries in the area, trying to find a more suitable
place for the Society’s Scholastics to do their Major
Seminary studies. As it turned out, during that first
year of occupying the Publishing Department building
back in St. Nazianz, the “hummings and vibrations”
caused by the printers and other machines were not
very conducive to studying! Fr. Prosper’s attempts to
find a good seminary program weren’t going as well
as he had hoped. The available programs he looked
into had been structured for diocesan seminarians, and
they didn’t fit the needs of community-life and religious-formation that would be required of
seminarians for the Society. In 1926, the Scholastics moved to the Salvatorian Mission House
in Elkton and spent the year doing their studies and formation as well as they could in that
place. At least the house didn’t “hum and sway!” During
that year, Fr. Prosper was able to look into the program of
studies offered at Catholic University of America in
Washington, DC. Several other religious communities sent
their men for courses there, while living close-by in houses
of their own. Community-life and formation took place in
the religious houses, and classes were taken on campus – it
seemed like an ideal solution. Fr. Pancratius Pfeiffer SDS,
General Superior of the Society at the time, approved such a
plan for the Society’s students when he visited Elkton.

A two-story duplex building on Monroe Street,
which had been used as a boarding house, was
purchased by the Society. It was just two blocks
from the campus of Catholic University. Father
Prosper and the group of Scholastics moved into
the building and set up their community space.
The students began taking classes at Catholic U.
in the Fall of 1927, and Fr. Prosper also began
teaching in the university. This arrangement
worked well for the Society until the mid-1930's,
when the Monroe Street house was getting far too
crowded for the Society’s many new seminarians.

In 1935, the Society purchased land in Lanham, Maryland, about eight miles northwest of the
Catholic University campus. The house on the property was adequate for some of the students
to live there, but it would take a year to get it prepared more properly to serve as a functioning
religious community house. The Philosophy
students (the first two-years of Major Seminary
studies) were sent back to St. Nazianz for one
year while the house was being worked on.
This alleviated some of the over-crowded
conditions at the Monroe Street house. The
completely renovated property was ready for
students in 1936. The two separate houses –
the Monroe Street house and the Lanham
house – were treated as a single community
under the supervision of a single Superior.

For the next five years, the Monroe Street / Lanham community functioned well. Both houses
were small and it would have been impossible to hold any indoor gatherings at either place for
everyone at the same time, but when it was nice outdoors, the entire community would get
together for picnics on the Lanham property.
Plans were made to construct a new and much
larger seminary building so that they would no
longer need to be separated into two houses.
In the Fall of 1940, ground was broken for
the new building, and the school would be
named Divine Savior Seminary.

On the Feast of St. Joseph, March 19, 1941,
the cornerstone was set in place. The
construction continued with the goal of
opening the school for classes in the Fall.

The building was finished in time, and classes
were indeed held in the new building that Fall.
The Monroe Street house was closed, all the
students moved into the new building, and the
Brothers occupied the older Lanham house. It was
decided, however, to delay the formal dedication
of the new seminary until December 8th – the
60th Anniversary of the Founding of the Society.

December 8, 1941
The dedication of the building and the
formal opening of Divine Savior Major
Seminary went on as scheduled. The
ceremony was beautiful. But the mood
of the day was a somber one – made so
by of the events of the day before –
the bombing of Pearl Harbor and the
country’s entrance into World War II.
No one could have predicted prior to
that day that the happy events they had
planned would be marred by tragedy.

A new chapel, dining hall, recreation
room, and an outdoor swimming pool
were later added to the campus. But
as vocations to priestly ministry and
religious life dwindled in the mid-1960's,
and despite efforts by local supporters of
the school to keep it open, the seminary
closed in 1969. Some of the Society’s
seminarians chose to take courses at
Catholic University until the late 1970's,
and they lived in smaller community
houses around the DC area.
The photographs below are from the Salvatorian Archives collection of the school through the years.

