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SAINTS AMONG THE POOR 
ST PETER CLAVER 

          Peter Dwan B.A. 
 

 

Peter Claver, the son of Pedro and Anna Claver, was born in the little Catalan village of 
Verdu in northern Spain in 1580. His father was a prosperous farmer, who, although 
barely literate, became mayor of the town. Peter was the Claver's fourth child, the 
others being Juan, Jaime and Isabel. The Claver family was religious. They provided oil 
for a lamp to burn before the Blessed Sacrament and had many Masses said in honour 
of Our Lady of the Rosary. 

In 1593, Peter's mother and his twenty-three years old brother, Jaime, died within a 
few days of each other. Peter's father remarried, and when his second wife died, 
married for a third time, but didn't have any more children. Isabel married shortly after 
her mother's death. 

Peter received the clerical tonsure when he was fifteen, and pursued his ecclesiastical 
studies at the University of Barcelona. While there, Peter lived with a relative of his father's 
third wife. Peter worked hard at his courses of rhetoric and grammar. Peter probably 
studied philosophy at the Jesuit college in Barcelona after completing his university 
course. When he was twenty-two Peter received minor orders. 

Peter Joins the Jesuits 
 
By then, Peter had decided that he wanted to join the Jesuits. In 1602, he entered the 
Jesuit novitiate at Tarragona. Peter's father obtained suitable lodgings for him in a house 
of residence behind the college. Peter soon settled down to the life of a Jesuit novice. The 
Jesuits were noted for their missionary work, particularly among the negroes of Angola, 
Guinea and the Congo. Peter was attracted to this work. At this time, Peter wrote in a 
little notebook that as Christ came into the world to save souls, and to die for them on 
the Cross the novice should "try to win them for Christ and expose himself gladly to any 
labour or death itself for them, accepting any indignity offered to him for Our 
Lord's sake, and desiring to receive many such, provided he himself should give no cause 
for it nor any occasion for offence to God." 

In 1604, Peter Claver took his vows. The idea of slavery was deeply imbedded in his 
consciousness. A description of Peter Claver at that time said that he was "vigorous, 
energetic, with a perfect and regular countenance lit by large black eyes through which 
the fire of his youthful soul shines, and a body of great physical perfection." 
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Peter Claver then went to the Jesuit college in Gerona, in northern Spain, where he 
perfected his Latin and Greek and became an eloquent preacher. He was then sent to 
the Jesuit college of Montesion, on the beautiful island of Majorca.  

During his three years there, Peter came under the influence of the eighty years old Jesuit 
lay brother, who is now venerated as St Alphonsus Rodriguez. From him, Peter learnt 
the philosophy of suffering with Christ and complete renunciation of self. One day, when 
they were sitting together under a tree, St Alphonsus Rodriguez said to Peter: "How 
many there are in Europe who might be apostles in America. A great mission, a great 
mission . . . Are not those souls worth the price of Christ's life? Did He not die for them 
too? Peter, my beloved son, why do you not go, you also, to gather the blood of 
Christ? He cannot love who has not learned to suffer. And there it is waiting for you - 
and oh, if you only knew the great pleasure He has prepared for you."  

It was only obedience which prevented St Alphonsus Rodriguez from telling Peter 
Claver what God had shown him in a vision. Amongst numerous thrones in Heaven, one, a 
most beautiful one, was empty: "This is the place saved for Peter Claver," a voice 
explained. "It is his reward for the work he will do in the New World."  

Missionary 
 
After much prayer, Peter Claver became convinced that God spoke through his 
superiors. He therefore decided to write to his Superior and offer to go to the New 
World. The reply came back promptly: "When the time comes, your superiors will 
decide where you shall work." 

Before Peter left Majorca, St Alphonsus Rodriguez gave him a small treasure, a copy of 
the Little Office of the Immaculate Conception, which St Alphonsus had handwritten. 
Peter kept the book throughout his life and recited the Little Office of the 
Immaculate Conception three times a week. 

While awaiting permission to go to the New World, Peter studied theology for two 
years at Barcelona. His fellow students there said that he was modest, gentle, friendly  
and observed the Rule to the last detail. 

At that time, all the Jesuit provinces in Spain were required to provide one 
missionary annually for the province of New Grenada in Colombia in South America. 
In 1609, Peter Claver was selected to go. When he was told to make haste, Peter did 
so literally, not even waiting to take leave of his family. Arriving in Seville, Peter 
boarded a boat laden with gold, silver, pearls and slaves. For the first time in his life, 
Peter saw the slave's plight. Most of the slaves were negroes. The slave trade was 
then a flourishing business, and the slaves were usually branded with an "S" with the 
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owner's name as a property mark or to prevent escape. 

When Christopher Columbus discovered the West Indies, Pope Alexander VI gave 
dominion over the area to the Spanish kings and the Spanish were responsible for 
propagating the Faith there. Missionaries were provided with a complete outfit and 
an allowance for their maintenance. 

Peter Claver was thirty when he set out for the New World. The voyage lasted for five 
months. It was no pleasure trip. The ship was very overcrowded. Each passenger was 
responsible for providing his own bed and food. Cockroaches invaded the food, virtually 
everyone was seasick, furious storms and epidemics during the voyage made life 
miserable. When the voyage ended, Peter Claver knelt and kissed the ground, not 
because it was solid ground, but because to him it was the promised land. 

Because of his humility, from time to time, Peter Claver experienced doubts about his 
calling to the priesthood. In South America, Peter requested the Provincial to let him 
be just a lay brother. However, Peter's request was refused and he was sent to the 
college in Santa Fe in Bogota to complete his studies. Because the climate there was bad 
for his health, in 1615, after a year in the cooler climate of Tunja, where the novitiate 
was situated, Peter returned to the Jesuit college in Colombia to be assistant to Fr 
Alonso de Sandoval, who was in charge of the work with the slaves. Apart from St 
Alphonsus Rodriguez, Fr Sandoval was the person who understood Peter the best and 
helped him most. 

That year, Peter Claver was ordained a subdeacon. In 1616, he was ordained a deacon, 
and the following month was ordained a priest. Peter Claver was the first Jesuit 
ordained in Colombia. He made his solemn profession in the Jesuit Order in 1622 and 
signed the final formula: "Peter Claver, slave of the Negroes forever." 

The Slave Trade 
 
Columbia and Vera Cruz were the only places in America for the reception of slaves. 
When the negroes left the ships, they were kept in slave sheds until they were sold or 
claimed by their owners. The slaves suffered many cruelties and indignities. Peter 
Claver proved to be their special friend and protector. 

The Church had always co-existed with slavery and tried to abolish it. St Paul fiercely 
denounced slavery. At the end of the Middle Ages, slavery was starting to disappear in 
civilised countries, but was intensified with the discovery of the New World. The slave 
trade began with the importation of African natives into Europe during the reign of 
Henry the Navigator of Portugal, who explored the west coast of Africa in 1442. The 
slave trade assumed enormous proportions and its terrible characteristics, when, after 
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1500, African slaves started being imported in large numbers into Spanish colonies in 
America. It became essential to have labour in large quantities and lucrative contracts 
existed whereby groups supplied a certain number of slaves annually, unhindered by 
competition. 

The Church tried to persuade slave owners to treat slaves as human beings, but little 
progress was made. Popes and theologians, Dominicans and Jesuits fought continually 
against the evils of the slave trade, but their words were largely ignored. However, the 
Church insisted that the slaves had inalienable rights and that the master had obligations 
to his slave. We take for granted today that all are equal in God's sight, and hence 
cannot understand the effect produced by the declaration by Pope Pius II in 1642 that 
slavery was a great crime, or the condemnation of Pope Paul II of the enslavement of the 
American Indians. 

Worker Amongst The Slaves 
 
The Jesuits in Colombia, or Cartagena as it was then called, worked hard for the spiritual 
and temporal welfare of the slaves. Peter Claver devoted himself wholeheartedly to 
this work, baptising over 300,000 slaves. Building on Fr Sandoval's methods, Peter Claver 
devised methods to teach them. Peter Claver loved the slaves greatly, never admitted 
any inferiority in them, and won their confidence by approaching them as a brother, 
not a master. 

The slaves returned Peter Claver's love. They ran to kiss his hand and kneel before him. 
Although other Jesuit missionaries showed great zeal and patience, working as 
interpreters, catechists, doctors and what we would now call social workers, Peter Claver 
made work for the slaves his sole apostolate. Peter Claver spent his days among the 
slaves, never turning away from their sickness, poverty and misery. 

When a slave ship was expected, Peter Claver was happy because of all the souls he 
hoped to save. Although the slaves were all classified as negroes, they came from many 
locations, from Cape Verde to Eastern Ethiopia. They weren't all black; they ranged from 
suntan brown to ebony. Many came from Guinea. These were considered the genuine 
negroes. They were sensible, faithful and capable, healthy enough to do heavy work, 
and hence more valuable than most of the other tribes. The different tribes spoke 
different languages and could rarely understand each other. However, when shackled by 
cruel chains and united by a common misery, colour or language made little difference. 
During the voyage, the hungry thirsty and filthy slaves were kept in darkness below 
deck. 

It was into such a situation that Peter Claver and his companions came, carrying 
baskets of tobacco, oranges and lemons. They made their way among the slaves to find 
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the sick. Peter Claver devised a way of quickly discovering how many new slaves had 
come, where they had come from, what languages they spoke, what diseases they 
suffered from and how many of them had been baptised. Some tribes came from 
Catholic countries and were already baptised. Some were partially prepared for 
baptism. Others were Moslems or pagans, but the missionaries offered material help 
regardless of the slaves' creed. They hastened to baptise the sick and the dying, but, 
despite their haste, they always found many already dead.  

When the slaves were herded into the sheds, the missionaries followed. They gave the 
slaves fresh water and clean clothes. As the missionaries poured water over the heads 
of those to be baptised, the slaves lapped up the water which fell from the silver dish. 
Noticing their extreme thirst and the relief they experienced from the water, Peter 
Claver used it as a means of explaining how their souls were cleansed and comforted by 
the waters of baptism. 

Following the emergency baptisms and handouts, the missionaries had time, while the 
slaves awaited their masters, to arouse hope in their hearts and instruct them for 
baptism or the reception of the other sacraments. Each one was given a name, a 
Rosary to hang around his neck and a brown scapular. Like Fr Damien, the apostle of 
the leper colony of Molokai in the nineteenth century and Mother Teresa of Calcutta 
today, Peter Claver's charity made him want to share Our Lady's wonderful gift of the 
brown scapular with everyone he could. Peter Claver considered the brown scapular an 
instrument of Divine Providence. 

When the slaves were being baptised, one of the interpreters acted as godfather or 
godmother, or some Spanish-speaking member of his own tribe did. The Holy Spirit gave 
the newly baptised great comfort and happiness. The converts cherished the Rosaries, 
scapulars and medals Peter Claver gave them. Over 6,000 slaves were baptised by the 
Jesuits annually. While some buyers and sellers of slaves considered them childish, Peter 
Claver and his companions knew better. They found the negroes charitable to each 
other, capable of understanding the rudiments of religion and grateful for whatever was 
done for them. 

The language barrier was the greatest problem. The slaves came from twenty to forty 
different tribes, speaking at least ten to fifteen different languages. Peter Claver learnt 
Angolese, the most common language, but needed many interpreters, if he was to 
achieve his goal. When slave owners were reluctant to lend him slaves to be 
interpreters, Peter Claver had to buy slaves himself. Thus, paradoxically, Peter Claver, 
the apostle of slaves, became a slave-owner! Despite opposition from other clergy, the 
Provincial gave Peter the necessary permission. In 1628, the Jesuit college which 
remained Peter Claver's base, had eight or nine slaves, and by 1642, it had eighteen. 
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The Rector was under orders from Rome not to sell, change or withdraw them without 
consulting Peter Claver. The slaves became real leaders, fully justifying the Jesuits' faith 
in the negroes' intelligence and teachability. 

Peter Claver's cell was a small, dark room near the College entrance hall, so that he 
could be called any hour of the day or night. The cell contained a bed, a chair and a 
mat, but it had room for whatever Peter needed for his slaves - baskets of oranges and 
lemons, sweetmeats, tobacco and material for making women's dresses. For himself, 
there were scourges and hair shirts. 

Peter Claver and some of his interpreters went out on begging trips to obtain money or 
gifts for the slaves. He had many friends among Colombia's rich and aristocratic citizens. 
A large group of pious ladies considered it an honour to help him. Even some of the 
captains of the slave-trading ships helped Peter Claver financially. He collected food and 
clothing from stalls in the market place. 

Peter Claver's clothes were old and patched. The cloak which he laid over the sick and 
dying and which cured many became known as Peter Claver's miraculous cloak. It was 
worn thin from frequent washings. 

A "Living Saint" 
 
Peter Claver was considered a living saint, and children were often sent to the window to 
watch "the saint" go by. He always carried a bag containing holy oils and a staff 
surmounted by a cross. Peter Claver would always make the slaves as comfortable 
as possible physically before beginning work or their souls. The first thing Peter Claver 
taught the slaves was to make the sign of the cross. Peter Claver was a great teacher. 
Although he used many of Fr Sandoval's methods, Peter Claver went further and put his 
own stamp on the apostolate. 

It is hard for us to realize the condition of the slaves amongst whom Peter Claver worked. 
They suffered from typhoid, smallpox, spotted fever, scurvy and ulcers. The heat and 
humidity of Colombia aggravated the conditions and made the work to the clergy and 
religious who served the slaves truly heroic. The stench of the slaves' diseased and 
unwashed bodies overcame many priests, but Peter Claver never showed any 
repugnance. His apparent indifference to the sights and smells came from his heroic 
sanctity. Two witnesses saw Peter Claver scourge himself with a whip tipped with iron 
balls when his natural reaction to a particular contagion made him hesitate 
momentarily. 

All Peter Claver thought of was instructing, comforting, hearing confessions and 
serving the sick and dying. He performed superhuman deeds of charity. Peter Claver 
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had a notebook containing the names of hundreds of slaves. He knew by some interior 
warning when one of them needed him. Peter Claver often arrived just in time to 
administer the last sacraments. He kept little presents in his confessional for the most 
oppressed slaves and in many other ways brightened their day. 

Hospital Visitation 
 
Peter Claver often visited the San Sebastian Hospital, which was conducted by the St John 
of God Brothers, where he made beds, swept rooms and bathed the patients. He 
heard confessions, comforted the dying and helped many sinners die a holy death.  

Peter Claver also liked visiting the leper hospital, San Lazaro, run by the St John of God 
Brothers. To the lepers, Peter Claver would say: "Make of life, a ladder to Heaven. 
Leprosy of the body doesn't matter if the soul is clean." Peter Claver would give the 
lepers perfume and incense to lessen the stench and drive off the mosquitoes which 
multiplied in the nearby stagnant pools. At the end of his life, when Peter Claver was 
barely able to walk, he went to say goodbye to the lepers.  

Peter Claver provided shrouds, candles and coffins for the poor. He organised with 
musicians and singers to attend funerals to provide beauty in death for those who 
didn't have any in life. 

Peter Claver showed concern for prisoners, particularly those in the dungeons and 
condemned to die. Peter Claver said to one of them: "Happy are you who know your 
last day, and happy I should be if I knew mine" Peter Claver provided doctors to treat 
sick prisoners and lawyers to help poor prisoners. He often celebrated Mass on an 
improvised altar for condemned men and stayed with them during the execution. 

We need to realize that the Spanish Inquisition extended into the New World. Galleons 
filled with gold were attacked by pirates, and heretics were burnt to death. It was Peter 
Claver's task to deal with the Turks or Moors who often manned the pirate ships. 

Moslems were hard to convert. Peter Claver had tried for twenty-two years to convert a 
certain Moor, but didn't succeed. After Peter Claver's death, the sacristan showed him 
Peter Claver's tomb. Grace touched the Moslem's heart, he accepted Catholicism and 
proclaimed his debt to Peter Claver. 

Confessor 
 
Peter Claver's dramatic work with the slaves and lepers is easily remembered. His quiet 
daily life in the College is less well known. The air in the hot, damp church was stifling. 
Peter Claver's confessional near the door was like an oven. He sat there from the early 
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Mass at five o'clock until eight o'clock, and during Lent all day and often half the night. 
Often he was in such a state of collapse in the morning that he could not say Mass. On 
those occasions Peter Claver would allow Brother Nicholas to wipe his face with vinegar, 
but most reluctantly, because he considered he was pampering himself. Often during 
Lent, Peter Claver had to be carried to the refectory in a chair. All he ate was a little 
bread dipped in wine, and a banana. 

The aristocrats of Colombia were annoyed that Fr Claver would not hear their 
confessions until after he had heard the negroes. Peter Claver told Spanish ladies, even 
some of his most generous benefactors, that there were plenty of other confessors for 
them. Peter Claver heard the confessions of the poor and the children after he had 
heard the slaves. 

Once Peter Claver reproved a lady who attended the Holy Week ceremonies improperly 
attired. She was insulted and caused such a commotion that the rector severely 
reprimanded Peter Claver. The rector feared that the Spanish women might not come to 
church at all. Peter Claver did not defend himself. 

Peter Claver was often annoying to his confreres. Although they admired his zeal, they 
did not regard his education or scholarship highly. Peter Claver hid his attainments so well 
that few knew his competence in Greek and debating. Peter Claver's confreres found his 
sanctity trying, because he set standards they found impossible to attain. His devotion 
to the negroes was considered extreme. However, he was considered a saint, no one 
ever questioned his heroic love and self-sacrifice. 

Some of the tribes of negroes were not easy to convert. The Africans had rites, 
superstitions, dances and witchcraft. They drank native intoxicants excessively. The 
slaves obtained their alcohol in public dance halls and taverns. One night, Peter Claver 
entered a tavern, took a scourge from under his cloak, and holding a crucifix, drove the 
crowd out. Peter Claver then broke the drums and liquor jars and emptied the contents 
into the streets. 

Peter Claver was just as severe with the Spaniards as with the negroes. In Columbia, 
drunkenness, gambling, duelling and gluttony flourished. The slaves were cruelly treated. 
Many slaves whom Peter Claver had instructed and baptised were sent away to distant 
places, including Lima, Quito and Vera Cruz. Peter Claver often made long missionary 
journeys to care for those slaves. He would sleep on the ground near the huts of the 
poorest and sickest negroes. Peter Claver instructed, baptised, heard confessions, 
performed marriages, ministered to the sick and comforted the dying. No journey was too 
long for him if a single soul could be saved.  

Peter Claver was healthy in mind and body, was clear thinking and a good organiser. His 
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iron will and physical vitality enabled him to work longer than his colleagues. He had the 
gifts of prophesy and miracles. Once he miraculously reassembled eggs which a poor 
women had dropped and broken. 

Forty-five Busy Years 
 
For forty-five years, Peter Claver's nights consisted of five hours of prayer and three hours 
of sleep. Peter Claver remembered well what St Alphonsus Rodriguez had taught him and 
often read the latter's notes on the presence of God, mortification and humility. Peter 
Claver had great devotion to the Eucharist, the Passion and Our Lady. He made Rosaries in 
his spare time. Peter Claver organised a Confraternity of negroes and mulattoes under Our 
Lady's patronage and they helped him make Rosaries. They made up to 9,000 Rosaries 
annually. Peter Claver said the entire Rosary daily. This undoubtedly brought many 
blessings on his apostolate. 

Peter Claver's practices often met with considerable opposition from his confreres. For 
example, he allowed negroes to receive Communion without what his confreres considered 
adequate preparation. Peter Claver was ahead of his time, as modern Popes have 
removed earlier restrictions 

Four Years' Illness 
 
In 1650, Peter Claver's four years' illness began. He was stricken with malaria, jaundice 
and the plague. This resulted in a type of palsy, which made him shake uncontrollably. 
Peter Claver's mind was clear, but his body was almost useless. His nurse was a negro 
who treated him cruelly. Peter Claver's cell was not swept, and the rubbish became a 
breeding ground for flies and insects. 

Outside the College, Peter Claver was forgotten by most people. However, two ladies 
would visit him. Yet after years of indifference, when it was learnt that Peter Claver was 
dying, crowds entered his cell to touch Rosaries and medals to his body. The crowds 
included priests, religious, negroes, Indians, high-ranking officials, ship's officers and 
wealthy ladies. 

Death 
 
On Our Lady's Birthday, 8 September 1654, St Peter Claver died. No marks of honour 
were considered too good for him. The funeral rites were conducted with great 
splendour and the city of Columbia supplied a magnificent tomb. 

Many miracles occurred following St Peter Claver's death. St Peter Claver was beatified 
by Pope Pius IX in 1851 and canonised by Pope Leo XIII in 1888. Pope Leo XIII claimed 
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that, apart from the life of Christ, there was no life that moved him so much as that of 
St Peter Claver. 

When Blessed Mary Theresa Ledochowska, who had read St Peter Claver's life, decided 
to found a Society to help the African missions, she called it the Society of St Peter 
Claver. The first home of the Peter Claver Sisters was a former paper mill near Salzburg 
in Austria. Over the tabernacle of the humble chapel hung pictures of Our Lady of 
Good Counsel and St Peter Claver. In her difficulties, Blessed Mary Theresa would kneel 
before the altar and pray: "O Mother of Good Counsel hear us. St Peter Claver help 
us." 
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