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Red Spiral  Notebook

We stood around Matthew’s bedside. Five of us, all workers at St. 
Catherine’s Catholic Worker, kept watch as Matthew struggled 
through his last hours. Matthew had been a much-loved member 
of our community for many years. He had large brown eyes and a 
soft, gentle spirit. Dave had agreed to walk with Matthew through 
his end stages, and a beautiful bond had formed between them. 
But at this moment, when Matthew was so close to death, Dave 
was somewhere out in the city, yet hopefully heading home. I 
touched the side of Matthew’s bed, and looked at him, his eyes 
closed, resting against a white pillow case.

I remembered a visit to the hospital several months before. 
I arrived on his hospital floor feeling deeply agitated. I had just 
spent several minutes fighting traffic, and I was frustrated and 
angry. Now, I arrived at Cook County hospital and made my 
way through the AIDS ward. The ward was partitioned off by 
white curtains. I found Matthew in a small seven-by-five-foot 
area, bordered by the white curtains. When he saw me, he pulled 
himself up and sat on the edge of the bed. He was wearing a blue 
and white hospital gown. I sat in a stray orange vinyl chair in his 
“room.” That week, Matthew had been at the edge of death, but he 
had made an incredible recovery. He was feeling deeply grateful, 
“God is good,” he said.

I thought about the traffic jam and my deep anger. Matthew’s 
peacefulness and gratitude embraced my being. “God is good,” 
he said again. I slowly nodded in agreement. We continued to 
talk, and he said that the doctors were predicting that he would 
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be in the hospital for at least a couple more weeks.
“It can be so boring,” he said.
I asked him if he ever journaled. He said that he hadn’t, but 

he was interested in writing. “I’ll get you a journal; maybe that 
would help.”

The next week, another one of the workers went to see Mat-
thew. I gave her a simple red spiral notebook to give to him.

And now, five months later, we stood around Matthew’s bed. 
His breath grew shallower and shallower. Finally, Dave returned. 
His thin frame created a shadow in the doorway. He pushed up 
his glasses and entered the room. He glanced at our worried 
faces. We stepped back to allow him to come to Matthew’s side. 
He approached slowly, drew in a deep breath, and then climbed 
onto the bed next to Matthew. He lay with him for a moment. 
He kissed his cheek, and said, “It’s okay, Matthew. It’s time to 
go to Jesus now.”

Within moments, Matthew slipped away. We cried, held each 
other, and prayed the Lord’s Prayer around his bed.

After an hour of holding vigil, I sorrowfully left the house and 
drove to the north side of Chicago for a meeting. That evening, 
I returned home. The undertakers had come for Matthew, and 
Dave was cleaning his room. I went to check on him. When I 
walked in the room, Dave said, “I know I don’t have to do this 
right now, but I have to do something.”

He looked at me steadily, paused, and reached into an open 
drawer, “Actually, I have something for you.”

He brought out the red spiral notebook I had given to Matthew. 
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He opened it to the first page. “I thought you might like to have 
this.” He tore out the page and handed it to me. It was a letter.

“Dear Lisa, Thank you for your love and true concern. I was 
looking for something to do while I recovered from sickness, 
and you suggested the ideal thing. For this, your love for people, 
especially with this illness, deserves deep appreciation and love 
in return. Sincerely, your friend, Matthew Lewis.”

Holy One, guide us as we walk along with each other, and all of 
creation. Offer us a salve for our anger and grief and a safe place for 
our liberating love.
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