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I enjoy reading biographies because I always think God writes the best stories – the 

stories of people’s lives.  Today I want to share with you the story of Rose Hawthorne 

who was the daughter of the great American writer Nathaniel Hawthorne.  His most 

famous work was Scarlet letter.   

 

Rose was born in 1851 and shortly after she was born her father became a US diplomat 

and moved the family to England.  Rose grew up in a pretty elite society.  Her father was 

a famous writer and diplomat.  They traveled to London and Paris and Rome – they 

weren’t Catholic but as a young girl she even got to meet Pope Pius IX. 

 

Her idealic childhood came to an end in 1864 when her father died.  Rose was only 13.  

And then tragically, just a few years later her mother died.  She was orphaned as a 

teenager.   

 

At the age of 20 she married a man named John Lathrop.  They had a son whom Rose 

deeply loved, but then tragically her son died at the age of 4.  

 

You can imagine her grief:  losing her parents and then her only son and then her 

husband turned to alcohol and their marriage became very rocky. 

 

In the midst of this brokenness, Rose began to turn to God in a deeper way.  There is an 

old saying:  In the face of the cross, we either grow bitter or we grow better.  Rose grew 

better.  Her deepening faith led her into the Catholic Church. 

 

A turning point occurred in her life when she read a story in the newspaper.  The story 

was about a well-to-do seamstress who was diagnosed with cancer.  The seamstress had 

exhausted all her financial resources trying to find a cure.  The doctors told her there was 

nothing more they could do and so she exiled to this out of the way shelter for cancer 

victims.  Back then, cancer was seen as a highly contagious disease.  And so often people 

with cancer were quarantined and marginalized. 

 

Rose read this story and it broke her heart.  She got down on her knees and begged God 

to show her the way to serve these suffering people.  Help me to help them!   

 

Rose was so taken by the plight of this cancer patient that she decided she would give her 

life to care for them.  She took classes on nursing and rented a flat on the lower side of 

Manhattan and she began taking in all these unwanted cancer victims into her home.   



 

Do you know what happens when you begin doing God’s work?  You attract other 

people.  People came:  nurses, aides, volunteers and her care for cancer victims expanded. 

 

Not long after this Rose’s husband died.  She had been separated from him for a couple 

of years due to his drinking and this freed Rose up to do something that had been on her 

heart:  to become a religious sister.  She became a Dominican nun. 

 

Soon, Rose oversaw the construction of a hospital which she called St. Rose’s.  

Eventually Rose and a member of her community formed their own branch within the 

Dominican order called the Hawthorne Dominicans.  They still exist today.  Their 

mission:  to take care of the sickest of the sick! 

 

Rose died in 1926 at the age of 75.  Here’s an interesting footnote to her story:  after she 

died a young woman living in NY read her biography and was inspired.  The young 

woman was Dorothy Day who began the Catholic Worker movement caring for the poor 

on the streets of NY. 

 

Think of Rose’s life:  at one time in terms of the world she was considered great:  she had 

fame, prestige, and traveled in elite circles.  But she left all that and took the lowest of 

places taking care of those no one wanted, and she became one of the greatest in God’s 

kingdom.  Rose Hawthorne is now being considered for canonization as a saint in the 

Catholic Church.   

 

“If anyone wishes to be first, he must be the last and servant of all.”  Jesus is giving us 

our mission statement:  all of the baptized are called to serve.  In doing so we conform 

our lives to Jesus who washed the feet of his disciples and who came not be served but 

serve and give his life as a ransom for many. 

 

Back when the west was being settled a major means of transportation was the 

stagecoach.  On the stage coach there were three classes of tickets:  first class meant that 

you could remain seated during the entire trip no matter what happened, even if you got 

stuck in the mud or wheel fell off.  If you held a second-class ticket, if a problem arose 

you would have to get off the stagecoach and stand aside until the problem was fixed.  

But, if you had a third-class ticket, if a problem came up you had to not only get off the 

stagecoach you had to help fix the problem. 

 

As Christians we have third class tickets!  It’s easy to want to cruise through life with 

first class ticket, not getting involved or lifting a finger when we hear about problems.  

It’s easy to want even a second-class ticket – to be a spectator, standing on the side-lines.  

But as Christians, we are called to take up the 3rd class tickets, to get our hands dirty and 

serve. 

 

Anthony Esolen is a professor and says it’s easy to have an idealized view of loving our 

neighbor and serving humanity.  The question is, “Can I love the person 10 feet in front 



of me?”  Often it’s that person that may repulse me or annoy me.  Start with you own 

family. 

 

This past week on Christian radio, I heard a person say, “The first thing I ask each day is, 

“Lord, who do you want me to serve today?”  Think if we had that outlook each day – 

Lord, who do you want me to serve each day?  Bishop Barron often says, it’s a moment 

of grace when you realize your life is not about you.  It’s about losing yourself for others.   

 

When we serve we not only help others but we become the people God created us to be.  

Rose Hawthorne was pulled out of her grief when she began serving others.  Her life was 

given meaning and purpose.  She found fulfillment.  And she found Christ in a deeper 

way.   

 

Jesus took a child and placed it in their midst and said whoever receives one such as this 

receives me.  It is in serving others that we find God in a deeper way. 


