
24th Sunday in Ordinary Time: Cycle B 

The Letter of James 2: 14-18 

The Poor at the Heart of the Church II 

The Virtue of Solidarity 

Cartagena (located in what is now Columbia South America) was a major port for the arrival of African 

slaves during the 16th and 17th centuries. Over 10,000 arrived each year and over a third more died during the 

journey from the wretched conditions on board. Most of those surviving worked the mines and plantations; 

experiencing inhumane conditions, deplorable even for the standards of those times. 

St. Peter Claver, a Spanish Jesuit, arrived in Cartagena in 1610. He worked tirelessly over a forty-year 

period devoting his time caring for these slaves. Meeting the slave ships upon arrival, he served them and 

treated them all with a dignity that baffled and entertained the slave traders and owners. Both the Cartagena 

Catholic citizenry, and at times his own Jesuit brothers ridiculed him, dismissing his works as a waste of time 

on useless people.  

St. Peter’s own words describe the usual situation. “Numerous blacks brought from the rivers of Africa 

disembarked from a huge ship. Carrying two baskets of oranges, lemons, sweet biscuits and I know not what 

else, we hurried toward them. We had to force our way through the crowd until we reached the sick. Large 

numbers of the sick were lying on the wet ground or rather in puddles of mud… 

“We pulled some live coals together and placed them in the middle of the dying men…they seemed to 

recover their warmth and the breath of life. The joy in their eyes as they looked at us was something to see. 

This is how we spoke to them, not with words, but with our hands and our actions. We made every effort to 

encourage them with friendly gestures and displayed in their presence the emotions which somehow naturally 

tend to hearten the sick.” (Liturgy of the Hours) 

In the periods of time between slave ship arrivals, he toured mines and plantations preaching and 

catechizing the Africans, and advocating improved work and living conditions before the plantation owners 

and mine operators.  

Because of his efforts to treat these slaves as actual people with God given dignity, St. Peter Claver was 

able to baptize over 300,000 Africans in these forty years. These baptisms did not come through clever 

deception or imposing the baptismal ritual on them by force or ignorance. Rather, as St. Peter Claver worked 

providing for their basic physical needs with kindness, he discovered an opening to their heart, and speaking 

God’s words to their hearts, established a foundation of faith. He provided a catechetical component and 

received their assent to baptism before celebrating the actual ritual.  

His acts of kindness and care also slowly undermined the foundation of slavery. As he treated the 

Africans’ human needs, other Catholics were then confronted with their own apathy, ignorance or callousness 

in refusing to see humanity in the Africans. They then had to decide to continue endorsing the system of 

slavery or actively work for its reform and ultimately demise. His commitment to both corporal and spiritual 

works of mercy became a powerful force for conversion and transformation, beginning with himself, the 

African slaves, his fellow Jesuits, and the Cartagena Catholic community.  

“Faith” is not “true faith” until it is lived mercifully and generously in the world. The Letter of St. James 

rejects faith as simply an intellectual assent accompanied by ritual worship. If faith does not also include 

personal commitment to works of mercy and justice, such “faith of itself, if it does not have works is dead”. 

This is repeated constantly throughout The New Testament. 



Throughout his long papacy, Pope St. John Paul II promoted the Church’s social justice teachings as the 

centerpiece of his contribution to the Church’s Magisterium.  He especially promoted the word “solidarity” to 

illustrate how the baptized were to relate to those who were poor, marginalized, exploited, or oppressed.  

In one of his three powerful encyclicals on social justice, he said that solidarity “is a firm and 

persevering determination to commit oneself to the common good; that is to say to the good of all and of 

each individual, because we are all really responsible for all… ‘structures of sin’ are only conquered - 

presupposing the help of divine grace - by a diametrically opposed attitude: a commitment to the good of 

one's neighbor with the readiness, in the gospel sense, to ‘lose oneself’ (words from the gospel for this 

Sunday) for the sake of the other instead of exploiting him, and to ‘serve him’ instead of oppressing him for 

one's own advantage.” (On Social Concerns) (emphasis added) 

Solidarity involves actually entering into the life of those suffering deprivation in our world. Solidarity 

creates a bond among people where compassion for each other’s deprivations creates choices to make 

differences in people’s lives. St. Peter Claver certainly established “solidarity” with the black African slaves. 

They had every right to feel terror regarding their shattered trust, stolen lives, and inhumane conditions. But 

St. Peter through simple actions of kindness and mercy re-established a sense of hope and dignity, and 

brought a redeemed humanity to bear on the situation.  

Only after establishing trust and bonds of human friendship, only then could he finally use words of the 

gospel to explain the motivation of his life and the power of the Risen Christ flowing through him for their 

good. 

Pope St. John Paul II also taught the poor are more the “subject of salvation” rather than the “object of 

salvation”. All too often, we believe when we give to the poor, we are offering them the opportunity to 

experience the love God has for them. Therefore, our charity towards them makes them the “objects” or 

“recipients” of salvation. There is of course much truth in this. 

But Pope St. John Paul II taught that when we are drawn into the suffering people experience, and 

recognize “structures of sin” (from above) keeping them poor; our efforts and time serving the poor open us 

to possibilities of our own salvation. Therefore, the poor become the “subject of our salvation”.  

The cries of those suffering are meant to draw us out from our own self-absorption, apathy or narrow 

categories of viewing life. God uses the cries of those suffering to draw us closer to them, and thus ultimately 

draw closer to God. Our hand of assistance, our voice of advocacy and establishing solidarity with them 

becomes a work of our own salvation. 

Solidarity brings at least these fruits of faithful works: the poor are more closely united to the heart of 

Christ through the heart of the Church; the faithful encounter the wounds of Christ in the poor of our world; 

this brings the faithful ever closer to the heart of Christ and the reality of salvation; compassion and justice 

transform the world into the heart of Christ; The Kingdom of God becomes manifested; God is glorified. 

Our efforts may not be as significant as St. Peter Claver’s. Sometimes it is the story of only one person 

that moves our heart and stings our conscience. That is the beginning of a journey of compassion and justice, 

initiated and guided by the Good Shepherd.  

Peter Maurin was a co-founder, along with Dorothy Day, of The Catholic Worker Movement in the 

Great Depression in the 1930’s. I close with one of his quotes that helps to center my own spiritual life. “What 

we give to the poor for the sake of Christ, is what we carry with us when we die.” 


