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St. Peter Claver 

Feast Day: September 9th 

Peter (Pedro) Claver was born on June 26, 1581 to Spanish farmers. After studying at the University 

of Barcelona and completing his Jesuit novitiate, Peter followed God’s call to be a missionary in the 

Caribbean. When he landed in Cartagena, Colombia in 1610, his heart broke on seeing the plight and 

abuse of the thousands of African slaves arriving and working there, releasing him from his natural 

diffidence, emboldening him to work to improve their living conditions. 

During the early 17th century, Cartagena was a prime port for selling slaves because of its location in 

the Caribbean. In order to take advantage of the newfound gold mines and rich soil, slave traders 

transported thousands of slaves per year. The slaves were shipped in such tight, cruel, disgusting 

spaces and sent across the Atlantic Ocean from West Africa that many of them died from infection 

and disease before they even reached their destination.  

Climbing onto the arriving, disease-ridden slave ships, Peter cared for the surviving slaves, brought 

them food and medicine, and “assured his brothers and sisters of their human dignity and God’s 

love,” according to Franciscan Media. He encouraged them amid their fears and despair and fought 

for those on plantations to be treated properly, which often incurred public enemies and 

ostracization of the humble saint. Peter also lived in solidarity with the slaves, choosing to sleep in 

their quarters rather than in the luxury offered to him by their owners. Through his efforts, about 

300,000 slaves were baptized; in addition, he managed to minister to criminals in prison, sailors, 

traders, and many others who lived in Cartagena.  



Father Claver eventually became ill and died four years later on September 8, 1654, suffering and 

alone. He was canonized by Pope Leo XIII on January 15, 1888, and later dedicated as the patron of 

all Catholic missions to African peoples. 

St. Peter Claver continues to make an impact today. In November of 2018, the US Conference of 

Catholic Bishops published a pastoral letter on racism, encouraging parishes to “use the National 

Day of Prayer for Peace in Our Communities, which falls on the feast of St. Peter Claver 

(September 9), to organize activities that foster community, dialogue, and reconciliation.” 

 

St. Peter Claver, pray for us! 

 

Questions for Reflection:  

What can we learn from the life, work, and mission of St. Peter Claver that can be applied to our 
lives today? 

 

 

What stops us from addressing the injustices we observe in our local and global community? 

 

 

What does our missional call to care for others look like in the midst of our daily jobs and busy 
schedules? 

 

 

 

 


