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Foreword

As a high school senior I had as an assignment through the winter
season from Sister Robertus, our homeroom teacher, a précis (her word)
of Monsignor Fulton Sheen’s Sunday night Catholic Hour sermon.
That was in 1935-36. He was already a nationally known figure via
radio and, at least in the east, for his preaching to a packed St. Patrick’s
Cathedral in New York on Jesus’ “seven last words” from the cross.
This Good Friday devotion came from Italy and was known as the Tre
Ore, the three hours the gospels speak of that Jesus hung on the cross,
from noon to three.

Two years later I had a wordless encounter with Sheen while act-
ing as sacristan (for my board and room) in the campus chapel at
Seton Hall College. He was the guest of a faculty member he had known
as a graduate student at the University of Louvain—now Leuven. My
clear memory was of the length of time he spent in prayer after having
presided at the rite of the Mass. At some point in those radio addresses,
he began to exhort listeners to devote one hour a day to private prayer.
Youthfully idealistic, T was delighted to see that he practiced what he
preached.

While pursuing my Ph.D. at the Catholic University of America
in the mid-1940s, I audited the one graduate course Sheen’s teaching
schedule called for. Every chair in the room was taken well before
class time, although there might have been only six or seven students
following the course for credit. It was a standard two-semester history
of philosophy, from the pre-Socratics to Kant, and on through the
British pragmatists and modern existentialists. The well-planned lec-
tures were delivered flawlessly. He used the blackboard in his flowing
hand to good effect, chiefly for the spellings of names or terms in
Latin and Greek, French and German. He stopped exactly at the stroke
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of the next hour. Each class was a masterful performance of the teacher’s
art.

Fulton Sheen resigned from the Catholic University of America
faculty in 1950, and I joined it that autumn. He had been appointed
national director of the Society for the Propagation of the Faith, an
arm of the U.S. Catholic Bishops, to raise funds supportive of mis-
sion-sending societies. I never knew him as an academic colleague. I
would have known him at second hand, however, had not my younger
sister hied herself to a nunnery. In her four years after college she
served as secretary to his predecessor in the Society post.

Sheen would later be appointed to the bishopric of Rochester, New
York, as this book records in tracing his career. But as a resident of
Manhattan he made the transition from radio preacher to television
teacher more than successfully. This was because he was a consum-
mate pedagogue. He was a bit of a showman, as the new medium
required, but his years in the university classroom had prepared him
for that. In my early years of preparing college and graduate classes I
was not a television watcher. But whenever I caught the Bishop on the
screen in the home of friends, I was reminded of the teacher I knew:
the piercing gaze from deep-set eyes, the trace of a smile, the deep,
well-modulated voice, and above all the clarity of exposition. He made
religion acceptable to a wide audience because, like a second-century
apologist, he spoke of it so intelligently, so reasonably. A better word
might be so winsomely.

He responded perfectly to the country’s mood in the post-war,
Truman-Eisenhower years. Let Christopher Lynch tell you how and
why.

Gerard S. Sloyan
Professor Emeritus of Religion
Temple University



Preface

This book is a close textual analysis of the messages of Bishop Fulton
J. Sheen, drawn from forty-two episodes of his popular television pro-
gram Life Is Worth Living (1952-57). The book examines Sheen’s mes-
sage in light of America’s postwar success, an era that brought much
social change. Many Catholics were climbing the socioeconomic lad-
der and leaving their ghettos for the suburbs and the corporate world.
However, there were tensions between Protestantism and Catholicism
over issues such as the authority of the pope, religious toleration, and
doctrines regarding Mary. As a result, although Catholic teaching was
always embedded in his text, Sheen chose not to speak explicitly about
Catholic doctrine. He idealized the medieval era and held it out as a
model for contemporary society, offering clear-cut boundaries that
would eliminate anxiety in the midst of change. He ritualized the
Catholic coming of age by communicating his message through tele-
vision, the medium of contemporary America. By appealing to the
mythos of American civil religion, he showed his Catholic listeners
how to survive in society and reassured others that Catholics were
truly patriotic. His message blessed the new corporate culture in the
emerging secular society while implicitly stressing the need for the
Catholic Church to mediate between the sacred and the secular. In
doing this he helped pave the road to the ecumenism that would emerge
in the next decade.






Acknowledgments

I am grateful to an Irish Catholic family that helped me appreciate a
rich religious culture as I grew up in the television culture of the 1950s.
To them I dedicate this book. The Passionist community inspired me
with a love of the communication of religion and a critical ability that
always challenges us to go beyond our own cultural boundaries.

This book never would have taken shape without the guidance of
the Department of Rhetoric and Communication at Temple Univer-
sity. I am especially grateful to Gerard Sloyan, Aram Aghazarian, and
Leonard Swidler for their careful reading. Special thanks go to Marsha
Witten, whose enthusiasm and patient support challenged me to probe
more deeply into the texts. She was the role model for me as professor
and researcher. Tom Rosteck and Stewart Hoover helped fuel my in-
terest in this analysis. Passionsists Gerald Laba and John O’Brien pro-
vided encouragement in getting this project started.

Janet Yedes provided moral support as we journeyed through the
introspection of the writing process. I want to thank Janice Fisher,
Mary Conway, and Patricia Brown for their technical assistance. Bishop
Edwin Broderick was very helpful in providing information on the
origins of Sheen’s program; I am grateful to R.D. Heldenfels for help-
ing me locate Bishop Broderick. The Reverend Sebastian Falcone pro-
vided hospitality when I visited the Sheen Archives in Rochester, New
York, in 1992. Duane Pancoast of Sheen Productions was helpful in
making videotapes available. The Reverend William Graf, director of
archives and records for the Diocese of Rochester, played a key role in
finding pictures for this book. I am appreciative of Greg Koep for the
picture of myself on the jacket.

Much thanks to my students and fellow faculty in the Department



xii  Acknowledgments

of Communication and Theatre at Kean University, who never tired
when I elaborated on the rhetoric of Bishop Sheen and his culture.

Finally, I am grateful to John P. Ferré from the University of Lou-
isville and George Cheney of the University of Montana, who gave
valuable insights to strengthen the work.



Introduction
i

The year is 1952. It is eight o’clock on a Tuesday evening. Recently
your family bought its first television set, and you are deciding what
to watch: should it be The Texaco Star Theatre, hosted by Milton Berle?
or perhaps Frank Sinatra’s program? Instead you choose a new pro-
gram that has become a success over the DuMont television network.

The program opens with an image of a leather-bound book denot-
ing the programss title, Life Is Worth Living. In the background is up-
beat music made formal by the sound of church bells. The bookshelves
and the blackboard on the stage suggest the library of a learned per-
son. The library door opens and a voice announces, “Ladies and gentle-
men, his excellency Bishop Fulton J. Sheen.” The bishop, garbed in a
princely cape, sweeps solemnly onto the stage of the Adelphi Theatre
in New York. In front of an enthusiastic but unseen audience, his
program is being broadcast live around the country.

Pausing before the statue of the Madonna and Child, one of the
few explicitly religious symbols in evidence, the bishop bows, nods
toward the TV camera, and moves center stage to address listeners
with the greeting “Friends.” He begins with some icebreakers—usu-
ally anecdotes about young children—and then speaks extemporane-
ously for a half hour on a topic such as the dangers of communism,
the values of family love, the duties of patriotism, or the need to ex-
amine one’s conscience.

Sheen’s persuasive presence and message focus on the distinction
between right and wrong. He never leaves any of his own rhetorical
questions unanswered; his task is to inform the audience of timeless
values. All his statements are in declarative sentences, with little of-
fered in the way of proof. He identifies his authoritative statements as
the source for answers to the questions of day-to-day living.
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Sheen speaks with an intensity emphasized by the many close-
ups of his penetrating eyes, underlit to make them seem like burning
coals. Although he is little more than five feet, eight inches tall, his
expansive gestures with his cape make him appear larger than life.
The TV camera follows his every move, encouraging the viewer to do
the same. Sheen controls his blinking, and even when walking away
from the camera he turns his head to keep his gaze fixed on the view-
ers, inviting them to laugh at his jokes, learn about life from his black-
board diagrams, and change their values after listening to his dra-
matic examination of conscience.

The one interruption in the telecast—an advertisement for Admi-
ral Corporation, the program’s sponsor—comes in the final moments,
after Sheen’s major address. Sheen returns to the screen for a final
comment, reinforcing the program’s theme. With outstretched arms
that appear to embrace each viewer, he concludes, “Bye now, and God
love you!”

Bishop Sheen, one of the first preachers to use the medium of
television, is a significant figure in American popular culture and in
the history of American Catholicism. More than forty years after Life
Is Worth Living first aired, and twenty years after Sheen’s death, he is
still popular among certain audiences. Yet little research has been done
on Sheen as a figure of popular culture or as a TV personality. No one
has studied his program in its social and cultural context.

American Catholicism in the fifties has often been overshadowed
by the events surrounding Vatican II. But the fifties were also a time of
tension between the Catholic subculture and the wider culture of an
America heavily influenced by Protestantism. This book looks at the
phenomenon of Fulton Sheen to examine how he constructed his tele-
vision message to alleviate those tensions.

American Catholicism was under the domination of Rome, and
other American denominations found this offensive. Catholic Canon
Law of 1918, the official policy of the church, forbade Catholic clergy
involvement with Protestants in religious services. In 1947 the Vatican
affirmed that no Catholic priest could participate in a civil ceremony
if non-Catholics were present. Catholicism was not only distancing
itself from Protestants but was also taking an elite posture.

Sheen spoke at a time when Paul Blanshard wanted American bish-
ops to be declared foreign ambassadors because they pledged obedi-
ence to the Roman Pope. In his 1951 book, Communism, Democracy
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and Catholic Power, he equated Catholicism with the oppression of So-
viet Communism. His criticism of Catholic authoritarianism received
much support in the academic and religious community.' Bishop G.
Bromley Oxnam (1891-1963), whose Methodist denomination was
Protestantism’s largest, argued, “We want neither the Vatican political
line nor the Moscow political line in America.”? Oxnam and other Prot-
estants suspicious of Catholicism formed Protestants and Other Ameri-
cans United for Separation of Church and State. Some feared that a
Catholic president would be subordinate to church dogma; they were
therefore leery of the candidacy of Al Smith when he ran for president
as a Democrat in 1928. The issue came up again when Kennedy was a
candidate in 1960. Blanshard was not alone in his memories of the anti-
Semitism of Father Charles Coughlin in the 1930s.

Protestants feared Catholicism’s embracing of fascism. Some Catho-
lics saw the fascism of Franco and Mussolini as the lesser of evils and
were embittered by America’s silence over the persecution of priests
and nuns in the Mexican Revolution. The Catholic press referred to
Franco as the George Washington of Spain, though the laity were less
supportive. A 1953 concordat signed by the Vatican and Spain to pro-
hibit public exercise of non-Catholic worship in Spain aroused addi-
tional suspicions among American Protestants. Vatican support of
Franco and his fascist government in Spain led some to fear that Rome
would destroy the very principle of religious freedom that was a cor-
nerstone of the United States.

Anti-Catholicism was intensified when Catholic bishops lobbied
for public support of religious instruction in the parochial school sys-
tem. Cardinal Francis Joseph Spellman (1889-1967) called those who
did not support public busing of parochial school children “unhooded
clansmen.” When Eleanor Roosevelt came out in her newspaper col-
umn, “My Day,” in support of the movement against aid to parochial
school, Spellman accused her of “discrimination that was unworthy
of an American mother.” Bishop Oxnam described Spellman as inept
and ignorant, a “little man with big ideas.” Spellman and Roosevelt
reconciled when Spellman clarified that the church was seeking sup-
port not for religious instruction but for auxiliary services.?

The tension between Protestants and Catholics escalated over con-
troversies of sexual morality and family values. When The Miracle
won the 1951 New York Film Critics award for best foreign film,
Spellman—who had not seen the movie—condemned it as Commu-
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nistic in a letter read from the pulpit of four hundred New York par-
ishes. The fire commissioner, under Spellman’s influence, issued vio-
lations against the theater, and the New York police raided it several
times, claiming bomb scares. Protestants feared that the rights of the
individual were being threatened by the force of Catholic moral teach-
ing. That teaching, and strict regulations on intermarriage, led several
Protestant denominations to warn congregations against marriage to
Catholics.

Father Leonard Feeney, chaplain at Harvard University in the late
forties, wanted to keep Roman Catholicism distinct from other de-
nominations and free from compromise with American ideology and
its tolerance of diverse denominations. The Boston archdiocese had
been building a positive relationship with Protestant society when
Feeney’s militant Catholicism began criticizing Harvard’s agnosticism
and the atheism of the professors. The final straw was Feeney’s decla-
ration that there “was no salvation outside the Church.” Feeney even
called on Eisenhower and all members of Congress to convert to es-
cape damnation. This enraged leaders of other denominations; the
church moved quickly to silence Feeney in 1949 and finally excom-
municated him in 1953.

A Vatican statement helped clarify Catholic teaching that one did
not have to be a Catholic to be saved, though it said nothing about the
possibility of salvation through other churches. But the fires of anti-
Catholicism had been fanned by Feeney’ statements, and the Vatican’s
response did not put them out. The Church of Rome and America’s
value of church and state separation were in opposition. Cardinal
Alfredo Ottavani was the newly named secretary of the Holy Office in
1953. Ottavani’s position was that in a country where the majority of
the population was Catholic, the state should offer exclusive protec-
tion to the church; where Catholics were in a minority, they had the
right to tolerance. Protestant hegemony had been on a decline since
the mid—nineteenth century, and Catholicism was now the nation’s
largest religious body. Protestant ideology still dominated newspaper
and textbook publishing, higher education, and government. How-
ever, Protestants lacked a doctrinal identity that would bond them
together. Opposition to Catholic authoritarianism was the one solidi-
fying force.

Tensions were tempered by the fact that Catholics were being as-
similated into mainstream society. The move to the suburbs took them
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away from the tight control of the ethnic family system that reinforced
Catholic traditions. The G.I. Bill provided opportunities for veterans
to attend secular universities. There were few Catholics to challenge
institutional authority until the late fifties because, although Catho-
lics had the largest number of children compared to other religious
groups, they were the least likely to be college-educated. They lis-
tened to the priest for answers; he was the educated member of their
community.

Catholics began to become self-critical in the late fifties. Father
John Tracy Ellis, a prominent Catholic historian, was one of the first
to admit in a public forum the limitations and mediocrity of Catholic
ideology. He reminded listeners of Cardinal Richard James Cushing’s
statement that every American bishop was the son of the working
class. The solution was to overcome the self-imposed “ghetto mental-
ity.” Catholic scholars tried to improve the quality of Catholic educa-
tion. Other critics within Catholicism challenged the idea in Catholic
teaching that “there is no question which cannot be answered: the
result is the illusion of a neat universe in which nothing eludes the
conceptions of a searching mind.”*

At the same time it must be remembered that this was an age of
anxiety. Americans moving to the suburbs wanted peace of mind as
they escaped the problems of the cities and rapidly changing technol-
ogy. Society was changing too, and people lived in fear of a new war
with nuclear weapons. At home the civil rights movement was form-
ing as blacks moved into Northern cities, and the feminist movement
grew as new possibilities opened for women. Elvis’s gyrating hips
helped create a new youth culture.

In the midst of these major changes, doctrines of a particular
church became less important. Because Americans “liked their reli-
gion diluted,” there was more tolerance of religious pluralism.

Americans turned to religiosity to ease their fears and reinforce an
American identity as a self-righteous nation. Americans ranked reli-
gious leaders as more influential than government or business leaders
in 1947. Over the next decade the proportion of Americans who con-
sidered clergy the “most useful”® leaders increased from about 32 per-
cent to more than 46 percent. Booksellers in 1953 reported that one
out of every ten books vended was religious. In 1954 nine out of ten
Americans said they believed in the divinity of Christ.’

The movement to the churches represented not so much “reli-
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gious belief as belief in the value of religion.”® No European nation
had such piety. America had experienced periods of religious revival
before, but never in such an inclusive wave that captivated all de-
nominations and sects, ethnic groups and social classes, young and
old. This movement set the stage for Bishop Sheen.

Arguments between Protestants and Catholics gave way to coping
with a common enemy: Communism. Americans and especially all
Christians found a rallying cry for unity by fighting against Commu-
nisms’ evils. Affirming the “American way of life,”® as opposed to the
sinful ways of Communism offered a way to new confidence at a time
of great social unrest.

Billy Graham, the prophet of America’s ideology, was concerned
not with an individual’s religious affiliation or religious doctrine, but
with the importance of religiosity. He combined this with his own
evangelical message that a person must turn to Jesus and be converted
from sin, as well as with a message of American patriotism and fierce
anti-Communism. Over a nine-year period he did not fail to touch on
Communism in Sunday sermons or in revival meetings, declaring that
it was “inspired, directed and motivated by the Devil, himself.”*° Chris-
tianity was equated with capitalism and military strength. The ideal
of America’s special destiny was heightened by appealing to the polar-
ity between the Communist and the American ways of life.

Media contributed to this Cold War propaganda. Television pro-
grams pictured the world outside the United States as “wretched and
unsettled.”!! Even programming for children played into this theme.
Fans of the program Captain Video (1949-57) became honorary rang-
ers by taking an oath to uphold the ranger code of freedom, truth, and
justice in the world against the enemy.

Politics was not exempt from the religious fervor sweeping the na-
tion in the fifties. In his 1949 inaugural President Truman noted that all
were equal and created in the image of God and must fight Commu-
nism. Edward Martin, a Republican senator from Pennsylvania, argued
on the Senate floor in 1950 for a peacetime draft, proclaiming, “America
must move forward with the atomic bomb in one hand and the cross in
the other.” A dozen states barred atheists and agnostics from serving as
notary publics; elsewhere, agnostic couples were not allowed to adopt.
An “American atheist” became an oxymoron.'?

President Eisenhower summed up the era’s stress on the value of
religion rather than on a specific doctrine when he described himself
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as “the most intensely religious man I know. Nobody goes through six
years of war without faith. That does not mean that I adhere to any
sect.” At the Republican National Convention Eisenhower was referred
to as “the spiritual leader of our times.” A month later the candidate
asserted, “We are now at a moment in history when, under God, this
nation of ours has become the mightiest temporal power and the
mightiest spiritual force on earth.” When the cabinet convened on
January 12, 1953, Eisenhower asked that the session begin with a
prayer, and the practice of silent prayer persisted throughout his ad-
ministration. He called the nation to cooperation against the common
enemy of “godless” Communism, continuing Truman’s rhetoric.
America was fighting a holy crusade. In a prayer at his inauguration
Eisenhower asked the Almighty to watch over the nation, bonding
citizens together in faith and cooperation.”

Historical studies of Catholicism are often criticized for tending to
focus on the clergy and religious women. This book is about a bishop,
but it is a rhetorical study that places him in the context of the wider
culture. In writing this book I had access to forty-two tapes of Sheen’s
programs that until recently had been lost or inaccessible (stored on
kinescopes). Contrary to Sheen’s own claim in the printed version of
his programs, the video texts were edited when transcribed for book
form. A rhetorical analysis of the tapes also makes it possible to dis-
cuss the nondiscursive elements of Sheen’s presentation that were such
an important part of his persuasiveness.

Bishop Fulton Sheen was a Catholic bishop who used the me-
dium of TV before the age of televangelism. Life Is Worth Living aired
nationally (first on DuMont, then on ABC) from 1952 to 1957. Sheen
was so successful that his picture appeared on the covers of Time and
Cue magazines in the 1950s. Look did a feature article on his life and
gave him an award for excellence in television for three consecutive
years. He received an Emmy in 1952, he is also remembered for his
role in the conversion of such prominent Americans as the editor Clare
Booth Luce and the Communist Louis Budenz.

Life Is Worth Living was the only religious program ever to be com-
mercially sponsored and to compete for ratings.'* Hadden and Swann’s
study of the history of televangelism claims that “Sheen’s success in
television probably was the single most important factor in persuad-
ing evangelicals that television—far more than radio—was the me-
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dium best suited for their purposes.”!> A 1955 survey in New Haven,
Connecticut, showed that Sheen’s program was as popular as the next
six most popular religious television programs combined and as popu-
lar as the top ten religious radio programs combined. Although his
audience was 75.5 percent Catholic, according to the researchers, he
had appeal among Protestants (13.4% of the audience), among those
of mixed backgrounds (7.9%), and even among some Jews (2.2%).'

Milton Berle, whose ratings were declining during the time his
show competed with Sheen’s, said, “If I'm going to be eased off TV by
anyone, it’s better that I lose to the one for Whom Bishop Sheen is
speaking.”'” When Sheen finished his television season in the sum-
mer of 1953, he had a near-perfect Nielsen rating of 19.0, and the
Videodex Report showed his audience pushing the 10 million mark.*®
While achieving this success, he was also writing two nationally syn-
dicated newspaper columns.

Tapes of Sheen’s television lectures are still in demand today among
traditional Catholics. Supplements in Sunday newspapers, such as
Parade and U.S.A. Weekend, run full-page ads for selected videotapes
from the programs. In addition, as of 1993, the program was being
shown in Detroit and in Rochester, New York, and over Catholic net-
work programming in Scranton, Pennsylvania, and Orlando, Florida.

To understand Sheen’s message we must examine the impact of
television on Sheen’s presentation. The personality of the television
celebrity is important in televisions flow. According to Fiske and
Hartley," just as the traditional bard rendered in verse the concerns of
the day, appealing to mainstream society in order to win the approval
of the majority, television—the cultural bard of contemporary soci-
ety—presents the myths and stories that are valued within a particu-
lar community. Television thus serves a ritual purpose as it mirrors
the communal experience of mainstream society, shaping stories and
myths with which the audience can identify. Through the repetition
of particular plot themes and characters, television helps the society
represent itself to itself.

The technology of television encourages the style of direct address
because the place of viewing is the home rather than the theater. As
David Marc explains, “Television offers itself to the viewer as a hospi-
table friend: ‘welcome to the wonderful world of Disney,” ‘good evening
folks, ‘we’ll be right back,” ‘see you next week,” ‘Y’all come back now.””*

The introduction of television into American society was post-
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poned by the decades of the Depression and war. But it emerged in the
postwar era as a surprising success. By the mid-1950s America had
more TV sets than bathtubs in its homes.

Funding for early television was limited, and programs were often
filmed in New York theaters before live audiences. Camera angles were
restricted because of portability problems, the difficulty of concealing
microphones, poor lighting, and fear of blocking the performers. The
camera could get only a narrow picture, sometimes went out of focus,
and could not photograph the panoramic settings that were common to
film. As a result, the camera favored the close-up shot that comple-
mented the mode of direct address. The close-up encouraged the viewer
to analyze not the action of the unfolding plot but the reactions and
emotions of the performer’s personality. In mirroring the proxemics of
interpersonal interactions, the close-up enhanced the idea of direct ad-
dress between the television personality and the audience.

The fact that television favored direct address with the viewers
stressed the importance of individual television personalities. The
celebrity personality attempted to engage the listener in an unspoken
dialogue; the listener, it was hoped, would tune in to the program
week after week to continue the dialogue, thereby increasing the
program’s ratings. The audience came to perceive its relationship with
the celebrity as an intimate one, based on (apparent) face-to-face en-
counters involving direct discourse. Whether the viewer liked or dis-
liked the celebrity, the relationship kept the viewer attentive. The tele-
vision celebrity promoted the familiar and the personal as he or she
addressed the viewer in close-up. Naming television characters or pro-
grams after their stars—as in I Love Lucy, Love That Bob, The Jack
Benny Show, The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, and The Gracie Allen
and George Burns Show—complemented this process.

Each television genre was organized around someone who could
become a familiar character: the evening news had the anchor person,
the quiz show had a master of ceremonies, the talk show had a host,
and even dramas were introduced by a host or narrator. These charac-
ters became so familiar that newscasters and actors were frequently
approached by people who felt they had met them before. Actress
Joanne Woodward, asked about the difference between being a movie
star and being a TV actress, replied: “When 1 was in the movies 1
heard people say, ‘There goes Joanne Woodward.” Now they say, ‘There
goes somebody I think I know.””?!
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These factors contributed to a construction of celebrity persona
that was different for the TV star than for the film star. Psychologists
Horton and Wohl described it as a parasocial relationship, because it
developed with the help of direct address and close-up. Thus, the bar-
riers of the proscenium were erased. The television celebrity’s persona
encouraged the viewer to relate as an intimate, and the celebrity made
regular weekly appearances that over time became integrated into the
viewer’s routine. The persona represented values that the viewer could
identity with, and in time the viewer—or fan—came to believe that
he or she knew the celebrity in a personal way. '

The idea of the parasocial relationship between TV celebrity and
viewer ties in well with the historical situation that gave birth to tele-
vision. The postwar era was transforming film stars from gods and
goddesses into realistic characters. As Americans became more so-
phisticated film viewers and as the technology became more realistic,
they were more captivated by realism and the psychology of charac-
ter. Audiences wanted to know about actors’ personal lives; popular
magazines and fan clubs sought to uncover that information.

The fifties was also a time when lines of class distinction were
being erased. Wartime propaganda had stressed patriotism and equal-
ity through images such as G.1. Joe and Rosie the Riveter. The move of
many couples to the suburbs and the upward mobility of many ethnic
groups into the middle class made it natural that “visual representa-
tions of TV stars as ordinary individuals—frustrated butchers and
homely aunts—. . . counteract[ed] the celebrity status as . . . upper
class.”?> The House Un-American Activities Committee hearings,
broadcast live on television in the fifties, may also have contributed to
the decline in the star system and television’s new emphasis on the
ordinary person. That committee focused much energy on debunking
Hollywood celebrities as idols by accusations of false patriotism or
Communist involvement.

Nevertheless, it is important to note that television did have ways
to distance the personality from the audience—Dby creating hierarchies
of discourse. For example, the talk show host, who often was “ordi-
nary,” acted as an intermediary between the exotic personality he or
she interviewed and the viewer. The personality, such as the Holly-
wood celebrity, could maintain a distance from the viewer by talking
to the host. Yet the viewer could feel vicariously present by identifica-
tion with the host, whose dialogue was a hierarchical bridge. Sheen
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dealt with the need for distance by balancing two roles. He could be
the exotic presenter by posing as an aloof aristocrat from a past era, or
he could be the intimate neighbor by telling corny jokes.

Over five years Sheen broadcast approximately 125 episodes of
Life Is Worth Living. Many of the original kinescopes have been de-
stroyed, but about sixty still exist. I analyzed forty-two of these pro-
grams, selecting randomly but including tapes from each year in or-
der to note how Sheen adapted to the medium over time. Only four
out of a possible twenty-six tapes are available for the 1955-56 televi-
sion season; 1 was able to obtain three of these.

1 viewed tapes that I purchased from Sheen Productions, Inc., Vic-
tor, NY 14564. From the 1952-53 television season, 1 analyzed “For
Better or Worse,” “How Mothers Are Made,” “Pain and Suffering,” “Repa-
ration,” “Something Higher,” “The Philosophy of Communism,” “The
Psychology of the Irish,” “The Role of Communism and the Role of
America,” and “War as the Judgment of God”; from the 1953-54 sea-
son, “Children: Burdens or Joy,” “Inferiority Complex,” “How Traitors
Are Made,” “Nurses and Doctors,” “The Liberation of Sex,” “The Phi-
losophy of Communism,” “Three Degrees of Intimacy,” “Three Times
in a Nation’s History,” “Why Some Become Communists,” and “Women
Who Do Not Fail”; from the 1954-55 season, “How to Be Unpopular,”
“Human Passions,” “Juvenile Delinquency,” “Macbeth,” “My Four Writ-
ers,” “The Greatest Trial in History,” “The Glory of the Soldier,” and
“The Psychological Effects of the Hydrogen Bomb”; from the 1955-56
season, “East Meets West,” “Meet a Perfect Stranger: Yourself,” and
“Message to Youth”; and from the 1956-57 season, “Abraham Lincoln,”
“A Dreamer in the Streets of London,” “Fig Leaves and Fashions,”
“Should Parents Obey Children?” “Some Nice People Live in Alleys,”
“Something the Princess Could Never Forget,” “The Best Town in Which
to Be Broke,” “The Desert Calls a Playboy,” “The Life and Character of
Lenin,” “The Man Who Knew Communism Best—Dostoyevsky,” “The
Stones of Notre Dame Cry Out,” and “How to Psychoanalyze Yourself.”

The commercials are missing from the tapes, and, depending on
the editing, some tapes do not show opening or closing credits. On all
tapes, however, Sheen’s presentation is intact and unedited. Quota-
tions in this book from the programs are verbatim, with only punc-
tuation added.

Sheen most commonly used a lecture format, playing the role of a
teacher at the blackboard. During the 1956-57 season he altered the
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format, posing as a storyteller who narrated famous biographies or
tales of international cities.

The analysis is grounded in rhetorical principles that shed light on
how Bishop Sheen shaped and formed his messages—not just what
Sheen said, but also how he said it.

The basic principle that grounds rhetorical research is that the
world we perceive around us is constructed through symbolic inter-
action. We use symbols to create myths, stories, dramas, and fantasy
visions that provide meaning and help maintain our social order; chains
of symbols are reified over time as a natural reality that claims to be
the truth rather than historic constructs of a symbol-using commu-
nity. In this way, according to Burke, rhetoric becomes “equipment
for living” because it helps us to “size up situations” that perpetuate
various attitudes, values, and beliefs.?®

The historical situation is central to any rhetorical study because
the needs, constraints, and particular audiences are what influence
the frame used to construct symbol systems. Audiences, or interpre-
tive communities, are shaped by the differing symbol systems of a
particular era that enable them to perceive the world in a particular
way. Because people have diverse experiences, members of every au-
dience have differing worldviews and symbol systems. Understand-
ing the historical situation provides a key to unlocking the strategies
a rhetor chooses in particular texts. At the same time, how the rhetor
constructs a text and chooses a persuasive strategy provides insights
into the historical situation and how he or she perceives it.

The rhetor who can help the listener identify with him or her can
ease reception of the message. The rhetor may create a charismatic or
heroic identification by embodying the needs and values of a particu-
lar audience at a particular time. A hero, cult, or crusade symbolically
fills a gap, maintaining the social order or transforming the order to
fulfill a need and reach goals. This action sustains communities so
they can “celebrate and participate in a social communion.”**

I use close textual analysis to examine how the structure and con-
tent of Sheen’s message interact to create meaning and invite response.
Textual analysis keeps in mind the theoretical perspective but asks
questions of the text rather than imposing answers. The text, rather
than the method, is the focus.

Historical situations affect the content of the rhetor’s message and
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the form it takes. Each chapter analyzes Sheen’s discourse in light of
the general rhetorical situation and rich tradition of Catholicism.

Repeated viewings of the tapes of Sheen’s programs revealed re-
curring themes, such as how Catholicism is described, tensions within
American society, definitions of patriotism and of the individual, the
role of Mary and women, and the fears of the Cold War. These par-
ticular themes were tracked by looking at the metaphors used to de-
scribe them. Patterns in the text suggested a particular perspective or
root metaphors to give insights into Sheen’s message construction and
underlying motivation. For example, container metaphors describe
what is contained by what while setting clear boundaries between
concepts. Structural metaphors show how these containers are orga-
nized and shaped. By emphasizing a particular metaphoric configura-
tion, the rhetor creates a perspective that excludes other possibilities
while giving value to one perspective.

These metaphors were then clustered into subgroups by consid-
ering what was foregrounded and what placed in the background;
what was opposed to what; what was related to what. Some terms
were made sacred in the text and others portrayed as more negative or
evil. The relationships between the subgroups were examined in light
of ideologies that were sacred in society at large.

A rhetor’s choice of metaphors tells us about the audience he or
she is identifying with. A culturetype metaphor is significant for a
particular culture. For example, in the United States a person who
succeeds “hits a home run”; this baseball metaphor would be under-
stood only in cultures that play the game. Archetypal metaphors, in
contrast, are rooted in the experience of all people; they include con-
cepts such as light and darkness. Archetypal metaphors are especially
potent because they give the message a sense of stability; they usually
have long histories and “are among the most powerful a speaker can
summon, since they not only enhance the emotional impact of the
speech, but identify the audience strongly with the speaker’s purpose
and align them against all that he opposes.”? This analysis looks not
only at the metaphoric clusters but also at significance in a particular
metaphor type.

Another line of inquiry is how Sheen positioned himself in his
television text. One way to uncover this is by using a theoretical frame-
work that suggests that the rhetor constructs an implied auditor and
an implied author within the text. This is not necessarily a real per-
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son, but images or personas that are constructed by the author to
represent himself and the ideal audience that he tries to appeal to.
The text was examined with special attention to how Sheen positioned
himself, his peers, and the audience within the anecdotes he told.
Also noted were his use of space to position himself physically in
relation to the television camera, and how he related to his audience’s
laughter and applause.

The interaction between content and structure creates the per-
suasive message to which listeners respond. Structure is what the rhetor
does to shape the message. In this study I look at questions of struc-
ture such as how the message was organized and what elements Sheen
emphasized.

Each chapter examines how Sheen shaped his message for televi-
sion by looking, in historical context, at a theme that emerged from
the text. Chapter 1 provides a biographical overview of Sheen’s life.
Chapter 2 analyzes Bishop Sheen’s response to the changes and ten-
sions that Americans faced in the Cold War society of the fifties. Chap-
ter 3 shows how Sheen implicitly supported a hegemonic place for
Catholicism while explicitly trying to accommodate a plurality of re-
ligious belief on the part of others. Chapter 4 looks at how the role of
Mary emerged in Catholicism and how it tied in with the role of women
in fifties society; this model of womanhood is motivated by a need to
sustain the authority of the church in a secular culture. Chapter 5
examines how Sheen responds to the expectations associated with
the conflicting roles of ministry in American popular culture and in
Catholicism, including expectations for his role as television celeb-
rity. Sheen succeeded by balancing competing ideologies within his
message through his appeals to the past and his reconstruction of a
perfected medieval society as the solution to American tensions in the
fifties. This argument is one that has been revived by traditional Catho-
lics in the 1990s; a return to the theology of the fifties has become
their solution to the problems of contemporary times. Other Catho-
lics want to disown this part of their heritage as an embarrassment to
free thought. The final chapter sums up Sheen’s ideology and stresses
the timeliness of his message as Catholics became assimilated into
mainstream American society. It shows that current tensions within
Catholicism are rooted in this era.



The Shaping of a Medieval
Knight for a Modern World

T

Months before Bishop Fulton Sheen’s death in 1979, Pope John Paul
11, visiting Saint Patrick’s Cathedral in New York, gave him a brotherly
embrace that was broadcast, amid the drama of a papal visit, on na-
tional television. The pope whispered to Sheen, “You have been a loyal
son of the Church.”! These words and this image captured the core of
Sheen’s life. Sheen spent the last sixty of his eighty-four years as a
priest, but his rootedness in the church went back far longer.

Sheen’s life stressed his loyalty as heir to the tradition of Catholi-
cism. His own autobiography, Treasure in Clay, says little about his
family of birth and much about his mentors and superiors within the
family of Catholicism. In this latter family Bishop John Spalding, the
first bishop of Peoria, was an important progenitor. Spalding was de-
scended from the English founders of the Catholic colony that be-
came known as Maryland. He provided a lineage for Sheen, the grand-
son of Irish immigrants, into the tradition of American Catholicism.
Spalding was a leader in the Irish Catholic Colonization Association,
which encouraged Irish Catholics to move into the Midwest; perhaps
this is what brought the Sheen family to El Paso, Illinois.

One day when the eight-year-old Sheen was serving Bishop
Spalding’s mass, he dropped a wine cruet, shattering the silence of
Saint Mary’s Cathedral. The boy was terrified of the possible conse-
quences. However, after mass the bishop put his arm around Sheen
and predicted that one day he would be a student at Louvain Univer-
sity in Belgium. His prediction proved accurate.

The two men’s lives and interests connected in many ways. Spalding
was a significant force in the establishment of a Catholic university in
Washington, D.C.; Sheen became a student and later a professor in its
graduate school of philosophy. Most importantly, both Sheen and
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Spalding were spokespersons for the value of education and for the
importance of Catholic education within the American system.

Spalding advocated separation of church and state to preserve the
quality of American moral life and freedom. He urged the repeal of
the Edwards Law, which advocated the rights of the public school
board to intervene in parochial schools. The law was declared uncon-
stitutional in 1892, three years before Sheen’s birth. Spalding wanted
a Catholic Church that was free of government control yet able to
develop its own, uniquely American characteristics.

Sheen, in contrast, favored prayer in public schools as a way to
instill religious morals in American school children. Asked by a con-
gressional committee in 1964 what the school prayer would be, he
responded, “In God We Trust.” His support of school prayer stirred
criticism from Christian Century, however, and he stopped short of
supporting an amendment to the U.S. Constitution regarding this
matter.

The contrast between Spalding’s and Sheen’s approaches shows
how American Catholics had assimilated over the course of Sheen’s
life. Spalding had to speak out against government policies that sought
to impose rule on the church, whereas Sheen was respected for his
input into the American political process.

Spalding lived and ministered in New York City and came to the
corn belt diocese only as its bishop. Sheen, in contrast, was a farmer’s
son who became a sophisticated New Yorker after being consecrated
auxiliary bishop of New York in 1951. Indeed, Sheen lived the Ameri-
can dream: a little boy from small-town America who strikes it rich
through the electronic media of radio and TV. As he notes in his auto-
biography, “I was born in the electronic age.”*

In 1895 in rural Illinois, Edison’s electric light was defined as
progress. Henry Ford had just produced his first car, and Marconi was
continuing his experiments with wireless radio. The United States
had forty-four states; Grover Cleveland was president. Billy Sunday
gave up his career in baseball to become a revival preacher advocating
the assimilation of the massive wave of immigrants into American
society. Booker T. Washington spoke at the Atlanta Exposition en-
couraging blacks—who had been freed from slavery less than fifty
years earlier by another famous son of Illinois—to enter mainstream
society as tradesmen and craftsmen. America was in a period of progress
in the midst of isolationism.
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Few places were more isolated than El Paso, Illinois, a commu-
nity of 1,800 people that was 180 miles south of Chicago. Main Street,
where this farming community could gather supplies, was filled with
horse-drawn carriages that were only gradually replaced by automo-
biles. Sheen was born here on May 8, 1895, in the apartment above
the hardware store owned by his father and his uncle. El Paso was so
rural that even in the 1950s, when TV was becoming a nationwide
phenomenon, few citizens of El Paso had sets; those who did had to
endure snowy reception as they invited neighbors to join with them
and 10 million other viewers to watch their favorite son on Life Is
Worth Living.

Sheen rarely spoke publicly about El Paso or his early years, but we
do know that when much of the El Paso business district was destroyed
by fire, his family moved to a farm, once owned by his grandfather,
outside Peoria. His father, Newton, prospered by renting land to tenant
farmers. Newton never went beyond third grade in school; Sheen’s
mother, Delia Fulton, stopped at the eighth. Like Sheen, his three
younger brothers all found success away from the farm: Joe as a lawyer
in Chicago, Tom as a doctor in New York, and Al as an executive for
Coca-Cola in New York. Sheen attributes the brothers’ success to an
ethic of hard work and discipline instilled in them by their parents.

The four Sheen children grew up in a devoutly Catholic environ-
ment; Delia led her family in the daily rosary, and parish priests were
frequent visitors. In El Paso itself Catholics were in the minority—
there were six Protestant churches and one Catholic one. Sheen’s ma-
ternal grandparents were born in Ireland, as was his father’ father; his
paternal grandmother was born in Indiana. He was baptized Peter,
after the grandfather whom he never knew, but spent so much time
with his maternal grandparents that he became known as Fulton.

His autobiography suggests that his parents were firm disciplinar-
ians. Sheen tells of being spanked when his father wrongly believed
Sheen had failed to feed the horse that carried the family to church on
Sunday. Once, having stolen a ten-cent geranium from the grocery
store as a gift for his mother, Sheen was given a lecture on honesty
and sent back to the store owner with fifty cents from his piggy bank
as restitution. The generous store owner forgave him and gave him
two plants. When Sheen complained to his mother that his father was
slow to praise him, she explained, “He does not wish to spoil you, but
he is telling all the neighbors.”



18  Selling Catholicism

Sheen is quick to acknowledge that he never enjoyed life on the
family farm; from his youth he was more fond of reading than farm-
ing. The bishop was a natural student, whose education began at Saint
Mary’s School. His high school was the Spalding Institute in Peoria
(named after John Spalding’s uncle, himself a bishop), where he was
class valedictorian at his graduation in 1913. The Spalding Institute
was one of the first central Catholic high schools established in this
country. To make it as contemporary as the public school system, the
innovative Bishop Spalding included athletics in the curriculum.

While in school Sheen stayed with his maternal grandparents and
spent summers on his father’s farm. He was never an athlete but learned
to play handball, paving the way for his love of tennis as an adult.
There is early evidence of his oratorical and dramatic skills. Sheen
starred in the annual school play before he and his seven classmates
graduated. Sheen describes the Brothers of Mary as “excellent teach-
ers, given to discipline, yet much beloved.”

In college at Saint Viators in Bourbonnais, Illinois, he continued
to shine as a student, but he notes that it was not always easy for him.
He became a debater, and one time the day before a debate Sheen’s
coach called him aside and said, “Sheen, you're absolutely the worst
speaker I've ever heard.” The shocked freshman was then ordered to
repeat his prepared speech over and over. After an hour, the coach
asked Sheen, “Have you any idea what's wrong with the way you’re
saying that paragraph?” Sheen thought a bit, then said, “I'm not natu-
ral.” “That’s right,” the coach said, “you’re not natural. Now keep on
repeating that paragraph until you do feel natural.” The next day
Sheen’s team won the debate. Critics would later marvel at how Sheen
could appear so natural on camera and manage a half-hour presenta-
tion without a TelePrompTer.*

After graduation from college in 1917, Sheen acted on the desire
he had had from early childhood and went to Saint Paul’s Seminary in
Minnesota to pursue his studies for the priesthood. He was ordained
on September 20, 1919, at the age of twenty-four. Sheen was not des-
tined for service in a parish but was immediately sent first to Catholic
University in Washington, D.C., and then to Louvain University in
Belgium, where he graduated with a doctorate in philosophy and the
higher honor of Agrégé en Philosophie. He received the Cardinal
Mercier Award, named after Louvain’s founder and given about every
ten years for excellence. While in Europe he was a frequent visitor to
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the shrine of Our Lady at Lourdes; over his lifetime he would make
visits thirty times. In 1926, after receiving his degree, he became a
noted preacher in the London suburb of Soho, where he served as
assistant pastor for a year while teaching at Saint Edmund’s College in
Ware, England.

Although Sheen was offered teaching positions at both Oxford
University and Columbia University, the local bishop ordered him back
to Peoria. There he worked as a parish priest, serving at Saint Patrick’s
Church, which had been modeled after Saint Patrick’s Cathedral in
New York. When he had been at Saint Patrick’s for nearly a year, the
bishop called him in and said, “Three years ago I promised you to the
faculty of Catholic University.” Sheen asked, “Why did you not let me
go there when I returned from Europe?” The bishop replied, “Because
of the success you had on the other side, I just wanted to see if you
would be obedient. So run along now; you have my blessing.”

Sheen retold this story often in his writing and speaking. It illus-
trates his obedient attitude toward the church and his belief that the
church knew and could interpret the will of God. A second example
illustrates this as well. Early in life Sheen learned a theology that taught
him to deny himself in order to receive a greater reward. After college
Sheen was offered a scholarship to go on for his doctorate, but on the
advice of Father Bergen, his spiritual director at Saint Viators, he tore
up the offer so that he could pursue his seminary training first. When
he spoke of his graduate studies, he always suggested that God had
provided him the greater opportunity to go to Louvain because of his
obedience.

Sheen matured in both his biological and spiritual families as a
gifted child who was not frequently praised but was encouraged to
work harder to achieve success. This was consistent with the Scholas-
tic ideology (sometimes called neoscholasticism) in which he became
proficient at Louvain. That Scholasticism, originally espoused by fol-
lowers of Saint Thomas Aquinas, promised that perfection was attain-
able through hard work and obedience to the greater will of desig-
nated authority, the church. This system was grounded in a belief in a
natural, ahistorical order. Fixed forms in the universe were mirrored
in nature, which reflected the truth. The church, in the spirit of Scho-
lastic thought, believed itself to be the primary interpreter of God’s
laws as seen in nature. The papal encyclical of 1879, Aeterni patris,
stressed the need to revive the teaching of Aquinas. Future popes en-
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couraged that emphasis until Vatican II, after which the church fo-
cused less on Scholastic thought. The fact that Scholasticism claimed
that the church was the ultimate interpreter of the truth worked well
to legitimate papal authority. This was an age of upheaval within the
universal church because of its changing political position in Europe
at the end of the eighteenth century. The upheaval continued into the
twentieth century, when the pope condemned modernism, which
threatened church authority. The stress on Scholasticism provided a
way of increasing centralization for the church, which was facing dis-
sension in a changing society, while bonding American Catholicism
to a European ideology from the Middle Ages. Louvain University
became a center for the teaching of Scholasticism. Sheen’s upbringing
and personality thus made him the perfect candidate to popularize
neoscholasticism, and he always grounded his ideals in that ideol-
ogy—even when speaking against Marxism.

Sheen taught a graduate course in philosophy at Catholic Univer-
sity each semester (although his popularity as a preacher often took
him away from the university during his career). Ironically, at the
founding of Catholic University a generation earlier, Bishop Spalding
had encouraged Catholic academics to embrace philosophies other
than Scholasticism. This points to another key difference between
Spalding and Sheen. The Church of Rome advocated neoscholasticism
as a way to preserve its authority at the turn of the century; Spalding
was thus demonstrating his independence from Rome. But Sheen
would show his subservience to and respect for Rome by embracing
the recommended philosophical system.

Early on his preaching got him involved in the medium of radio.
Sheen was the first priest to preach on The Catholic Hour when it
began on the National Broadcasting Company in 1930. But radio was
not new to him. In 1928 the Paulist Fathers had invited him to give a
series of talks on WLWL in New York. He also appeared on the first
religious telecast in 1940 and was narrator of the March of Time film
The Story of the Vatican.

Sheen was not the first Catholic priest to gain mass media celeb-
rity. The experience of Father Charles Coughlin, the radio priest of
the 1930s and 1940s, provides a context for understanding Sheen’s
celebrity on TV and his restraint in discussion of certain topics.
Coughlin began his radio career in 1926 as he built his Church of the
Little Flower in Royal Oak, Michigan; he found the medium a lucra-
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tive way to raise funds for his new suburban parish. Coughlin’s lilting
voice became a source of consolation and a confidence builder during
the Depression, reaching a national audience that sometimes ap-
proached 40 million. As Coughlin became more popular, however,
his messages became more controversial. He condemned Roosevelt
and his New Deal programs, supported fascism against Communism,
and upheld Mussolini, Franco, and Hitler as heroes. He became more
and more vocal in his anti-Semitic condemnations of Jewish bankers.
Coughlin became powerful enough to organize his own political party,
and when the major radio networks dropped his broadcasts, he orga-
nized his own independent network of radio stations. He publicly
criticized Cardinal William Henry O’Connell of Boston but could not
be silenced by the church because Bishop Michael Gallagher of De-
troit, his own superior, protected him. Only when the bishop died
was the church able to intervene. When it was discovered that Coughlin
had invested listeners’ contributions in his secretary’s name, Coughlin
was finally silenced.

Perhaps because of Coughlin, Sheen was always hesitant to make
any public political statements. Sheen grounded his television mes-
sages in what he described as ethical thought and steered away from
controversy.® Unlike Cardinal Spellman, who was a key relative of
Sheen’s in the family of Catholicism, Sheen avoided explicitly dis-
cussing the tactics of Senator Joseph McCarthy and his House Un-
American Activities Committee. Spellman openly supported McCarthy;
Sheen chose to demonstrate his anti-Communism by addressing philo-
sophical issues that kept him securely in the mind-set of mainstream
America during the Cold War.”

On June 11, 1951, Sheen was ordained a bishop at the Church of
Saints John and Paul in Rome. He confesses in his autobiography that
he prayed throughout his seminary years to become a bishop. The
Catholic historian Monsignor John Tracy Ellis had been living in
Sheen’s Washington home when word came in 1938 that Spellman
had been appointed a bishop. Ellis writes that Sheen was so depressed
he took to bed for several days; he had hoped for the position for
himself.®

In 1950, the year before his ordination as bishop, Sheen had been
appointed national director of the organization Propagation of the
Faith, founded in the seventeenth century to spread Catholicism. Its
offices were in New York under the authority of Cardinal Spellman.
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Sheen was responsible for the support of church missionaries abroad.
He was a very successful fund-raiser, raising over $200 million in his
sixteen years in office—more than double the sum raised throughout
the rest of the world.? Sheen contributed to the missions his stipend
of twenty-six thousand dollars per season from his television program,
making him a great American philanthropist at a time when the Ameri-
can Dream portrayed America as the world’s savior. Through his orga-
nization, Sheen’s fund-raising helped bolster this part of the Ameri-
can ideology and gave evidence to the claim that America was a
benevolent nation.

It was during this time that Sheen had his falling out with Spellman,
his one-time promoter. Sheen never spoke publicly about it, but he
hints in his autobiography about problems with other clerics, saying,
“I had to be brought through trials both inside and outside the Church
before I could understand the full meaning of my life. It is not enough
to be a priest; one had to become a victim.” Sheen goes on to say that
he does not want to pass judgment on others and that doing so would
only divide the church.

Writer John Cooney, however, maintains that Spellman would of-
ten dip into Propagation funds to help his own pet charities and those of
his friends. This irritated Sheen, who thought that money sent to Propa-
gation should be spent solely by Propagation. The conflict exploded
when Sheen appealed to the Vatican in 1957 over what came to be
called the “Milk Fund Scandal.” Spellman had entrusted Propogation
to distribute surplus milk acquired from the government; Spellman
wanted money from Propagation in turn. Sheen refused to pay for the
milk, claiming Spellman had received it for free. In the end Pope Pius
XII settled the matter in Sheen’s favor.*°

Sheen’s silence in this matter is consistent with his loyalty to the
church. He was very sensitive to issues of scandal, especially among
clergy, whom he held to higher standards. He did not except himself;
he was a workaholic who spent long hours reading his mail and pre-
paring his talks. Ellis praises Sheen for his hard work and his generos-
ity of character, noting that he was with Sheen one day when Sheen
received a check for sixty-five thousand dollars from the estate of
Genevieve Brady. Sheen immediately contributed the sum to the ma-
ternity hospital he had built for black women in Mobile, Alabama.!

At the same time Ellis notes that Sheen was not on a pedestal but
struggled with his vanity. One can see this in his own writings. Sheen
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says he never counted his many converts because they did not belong
to him but to God—but he does drop the names of his more famous
converts, who included Henry Ford 11, heir to the auto industry; Fritz
Kreisler, noted musician; Heywood Broun, distinguished journalist;
Louis Budenz, editor of the Communist paper The Daily Worker;
Horace Mann, director of President Hoover’s anti-Catholic 1928 cam-
paign against Al Smith; Jo Mielziner, who designed Sheen’s television
production set; Virginia Mayo, screen star; and Clare Booth Luce,
member of Congress, later ambassador to Italy, and wife of Time edi-
tor in chief Henry Luce. Sheen became so popular for his convert
instructions that he taped them, allowing potential converts to listen
to seven at a time and then join him for a session to raise questions.
This method freed up Sheen for other tasks.

Sheen’s name was not unfamiliar to Edwin Broderick, who, as a
seminarian, remembered sitting in Studio 8H at Rockefeller Center
watching Sheen broadcast on the radio. As a young priest Broderick,
later the bishop of Albany, would help create and become the pro-
ducer of Sheen’s television’s program.'?

Broderick had been appointed the church’s first director of radio
and television by Cardinal Spellman. With the assignment in the early
fifties to be a liaison between the church and public media, he sought to
promote the positive dimensions of television as a teaching and enter-
tainment tool. Many Catholics worked in early television and were so
receptive to the input of the church that they formed a group called
CARTA, the Catholic Association of Radio, Television and Advertising.

This was an age when television was experimenting with different
genres of presentation. The Federal Communications Commission,
fearing that television would erode public morality, insisted that the
networks offer public service programming. That requirement ben-
efited mainstream Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish groups because
local networks gave them free access by producing their programs as
a public service. Broderick had produced many programs that were
broadcast locally in New York, including Lamp Unto My Feet, a pro-
gram of questions and answers about the faith, as well as a Catholic
news program.

Broderick recalls being approached by James Caddigan, program
director for the DuMont network. They were looking for someone to
fill a “graveyard” spot, a television spot that no sponsor would pay for
because of the unbeatable competition—in this case, Milton Berle,
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who in the early fifties was nicknamed “Mr. Television.” Thinking of
Sheen, Broderick said, “I've got just the man for you.” Caddigan volun-
teered that Sheen could do whatever he wanted during the half hour;
DuMont would air the program as a public service to fulfill FCC re-
quirements. Sheen thus made his way onto television in the same way
as Smokey the Bear and public service health announcements.?

Bishop Sheen was enthusiastic about the idea of a television pro-
gram. He was experienced in radio and was already a celebrity speaker.
Sheen’s idea was to broadcast his convert instructions in a different
church each week and allow ten minutes for questions and answers
from the future converts, who would be seated in the body of the
church. DuMont had no problem with the idea of convert instruction
but cautioned against questions and answers from the listeners be-
cause the bishop risked being put in an awkward situation on live
television. DuMont also rejected the idea of using different churches
because no Catholic church in New York was wired for television, and
it would be a great expense to do a remote broadcast. DuMont wanted
to spend as little as possible; after all, they thought nothing would
come of the program. Much of early television was broadcast live from
New York’s theater district, and DuMont offered to construct a set of a
bishop’s study in a Broadway theater.

That was how Sheen came to speak from the stage of the Adelphi
Theatre on West Fifty-Fourth Street off Broadway on Tuesday eve-
nings. He started with three stations in New York, Washington, and
Chicago on February 12, 1952. When NBC and CBS Trendex ratings
dropped five points each, it was attributed to Sheen’s success. DuMont
was swamped with 250 letters of congratulations; within a week the
network had received 3,000 fan letters.'

Sheen never did give convert instructions; on his own he decided
to speak about topics of moral living that related to all religious groups.
When criticized by fellow clergy for not being more explicit in his
propagation of the Catholic faith, he said, “If the seed falls they have
52,000 branch offices of the Catholic Church where they can get in-
structions.”” On the radio, in contrast, Sheen was sponsored by a
religious group, so his message was firmly grounded in Catholic doc-
trine. Originally the TV program was to be called Is Life Worth Living?
but Sheen decided to be more positive with the title Life Is Worth Liv-
ing.

Broderick recalls that it was always difficult to get program titles



Shaping of a Medieval Knight for a Modern World 25

from Sheen more than a week in advance, because Sheen planned the
program week by week, meditating on his ideas during his daily holy
hour in his private chapel. Throughout the week he would often test
his ideas on office staff and friends. He made only a few written notes,
scribbling them on scrap paper. By the day before the program he
would be ready to practice his delivery, pacing in his office. Some-
times he would practice by giving his talk in Italian for the Convent of
Franciscan Sisters on Forty-Fifth Street; often he would presentittoa
friend in French.

Broderick recalls that once Sheen was called to Rome for a meet-
ing of the directors of Propagation of the Faith, as a result missing two
broadcasts. Sheen came up with the idea of preparing three programs
back to back with only minutes in between to bring in new audiences.
One program would be broadcast live and the other two taped.
Broderick was amazed at how Sheen could work so intensely and not
even repeat a joke.

Sheen required few instructions from his stage director. He was
keenly interested in the program’s production and spent time each
week watching other shows, “partly for relaxation, partly to learn.”
He believed that a television speaker should never sit down. He ad-
mired the good timing of Rochester, on The Jack Benny Show; some
ideas, he recognized, required rapid speech and some long pauses.®
Sheen skillfully employed these tactics. Jackie Gleason, who became
Sheen’s friend, would often sit in the production booth with Broderick
and talk about Sheen’s impressively natural timing. Sheen was proud
of the fact that he could speak for twenty-eight minutes—without
any cue cards—and end on cue. Edward Bunetta, the program direc-
tor, wanted to give Sheen signals warning him that he had five min-
utes to speak. Sheen said, “No, just give me a thirty-second signal.”
His colleagues were amazed at his ability to end on the mark."”

Broderick feared that Sheen’s religious garb of cape and cassock
would distract viewers, who might “count the number of buttons on
his cassock rather than listen to his message.” He and other New York
priests thought it would be better if Sheen appeared in a black suit.
When Broderick gently broached this topic with the bishop, Sheen
was firm that he would wear the cassock and cape.

Sheen even found his own theme music. Sometime after convert-
ing the noted musician Fritz Kreisler, Sheen asked him to write a theme
for his program. Kreisler gave him several pieces to choose from. He
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to provide commercial profit for its sponsors. However, even Chris-
tian Century noted somewhat cynically that Sheen was “Catholicism’s
most gifted performer.”'® Sheen was an innovator in bringing religion
into prime-time television. (Billy Graham had had a short-lived tele-
vision program in 1951 called Hour of Decision, but he soon decided
to use his crusade format instead, buying blocks of time during cer-
tain periods.) Sheen was the first religious communicator to have a
sponsor for a program in prime time.

Sheen’s autobiography devotes only one chapter to his television
career, perhaps because he wanted to highlight his role as a preacher
rather than as a television celebrity. In fact Sheen titles the chapter
“The Electronic Gospel.” Perhaps downplaying his television celeb-
rity status was a way to express the humility and self-deprecation that
fills the pages of his book and was part of the spirituality of Catholi-
cism in the tradition of Scholasticism. Nonetheless, Sheen’s program
became a national phenomenon. Jackie Gleason, who also started on
DuMont, compared his show with Sheen’s and remarked, “But I don’t
have your writers!” A young actor wrote to Sheen and asked if he
could take his name as his stage name; he became Martin Sheen. Sheen
does not mention in his autobiography that he received an Emmy as
Most Outstanding Personality in 1952 (defeating Jimmy Durante,
Arthur Godfrey, Lucille Ball, and Edward Murrow, and thanking his
four writers, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John).?® Nor does he spend
much time on his relationships with various celebrities, focusing in-
stead on the popes he had met.

In 1955 the DuMont network was in financial trouble and fell
apart. Sheen moved to ABC on Thursdays opposite The Bob Cummings
Show and Groucho Marx’s You Bet Your Life. (When asked why he
changed, he replied, “I wanted to be able to watch Milton Berle,” his
competition in earlier seasons.)*! In the 1956-57 season his program
aired opposite I Love Lucy, the top-rated show, and NBC’s Medic. By
1956 he was appearing on 123 television stations, and 300 radio sta-
tions carried the audio portion of his programs. The program termi-
nated in 1957.

Sheen was back on TV in 1959 in a syndicated program called The
Bishop Sheen Program. He did three short series in the 1960s: The Life
of Christ in 1962, Quo Vadis America? in 1964, and The Bishop Sheen
Program in 1966, which aired in color. He narrated the visit of Pope
Paul VI to the United Nations in New York in the midst of Vatican II.
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In the 1970s he did a series called What Now, America? In this series
he spoke of a moral conflict within America itself.

At the conclusion of Vatican II, in 1966, Pope Paul VI appointed
Sheen, then seventy-one years old, bishop of Rochester, New York.
Sheen arrived in his new diocese with enthusiasm and new ideas raised
by Vatican II, even though it was rumored by some that this was a
demotion. Rochester was a small diocese in the shadow of Cardinal
Spellman, who was telling New Yorkers that there would be no changes
in his diocese after Vatican II.

Sheen’s years in Rochester were the darkest in the life of a man
accustomed to the limelight. The church was in a period of turmoil
with the changes in Catholic liturgy from Latin to English and the
transition to a more egalitarian, people-centered structure. The chang-
ing times brought an exodus of priests and nuns from their communi-
ties and a questioning of the order that had seemed so rock-solid. At
the same time American society endured its own darkness with riots
turning city streets into bloodbaths over civil rights and American
involvement in Vietnam.

Sheen’s first move as bishop was to rename the chancery office the
Pastoral Center. He set up councils of priests and laity so they could
have a voice in diocesan governance. He appointed an urban vicar to
deal with the problems of poverty and homelessness in the inner city.
He taxed parish communities that built new buildings and contrib-
uted the tax to funds for the poor. He radically reformed seminary
education, requiring psychological testing for candidates. He set up a
board of laity to have input into the acceptance of candidates to the
priesthood. He affiliated his Saint Bernard’s Seminary with the Protes-
tant Colgate-Rochester Divinity School. He inaugurated courses in
social work and ecumenism for the seminarians. He brought in pro-
fessors from Europe and from other religious denominations to teach.
He opened dialogue by speaking in Protestant and Jewish places of
worship. For a Catholic to enter such spaces would have been un-
heard of a few years earlier.

Within his own diocese he was one of the first bishops to raise the
age for reception of the sacrament of confirmation from sixth grade to
high school. It was hoped that this would create a generation of Catho-
lics more mature and educated in their faith. Sheen also got national
press when, in a sermon at Sacred Heart Cathedral in 1967 on Presi-
dent Johnson’s National Day of Prayer for Racial Peace in America, he
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called for the unilateral withdrawal of American troops from Viet-
nam. He used the principle of Saint Augustine, claiming that the mon-
eys spent on munitions and the lives lost could better be used in
American cities for the poor and racially outcast. This must have stirred
the hawkish Spellman in New York, who had proclaimed his support
of the troops with the words, “My country right or wrong.” Sheen, the
once ardent anti-Communist, could not now be easily labeled a con-
servative. He was the first American Catholic bishop to speak out as
he did. Two years later, however, he withdrew his claim, stating that
the situation in Vietnam had changed.

Sheen again made headlines that earned him many enemies in
Rochester when he spoke out against hiring practices that discrimi-
nated against minorities at the Kodak Company and other leading
Rochester businesses. But the darkest moment for Sheen came when
he announced a secret deal to give Saint Brigid's school and inner-city
parish to the government so it could build housing for the poor. The
offer of the property, worth an estimated seven hundred thousand
dollars, was commended by Commonweal and Christian Century, but
Ave Maria noted that although Sheen’s intentions were good, it had
been “a public relations bruise.” Sheen had not consulted advisers in
the diocese, saying later that the government had asked him to keep
negotiations secret. Nor had he consulted with the pastor and parish-
ioners of Saint Brigid’s, who were outraged by the failure of the great
communicator to communicate. A petition against the action was
signed by 130 priests, who argued that the parish was already serving
the poor, and Sheen was forced to retract his offer. In a rare public
discussion of the issue, on The Dick Cavett Show on January 30, 1970,
Sheen described his failure in Rochester by saying, “I was intellectu-
ally too young for the old and psychologically too old for the young.”

The incident at Saint Brigid’s encapsulated Sheen’s problems in
Rochester. He had had little experience as a parish priest and in carry-
ing out his ideas forgot the need for consultation, often choosing the
dramatic over the practical. He did apologize for his mistakes on his
premature departure from the diocese shortly after.

The incident left Sheen disillusioned, and he retired in 1969, just
short of the mandatory retirement age of seventy-five. He returned to
New York City, where he continued to speak and write until his death.
In July 1977 he underwent open-heart surgery. The tireless worker
notes in his autobiography: “The second year after the open-heart
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Even in his later years Sheen was known for his corny jokes, piercing eyes,
and paternal warmth. Courtesy of the Sheen Archives, Diocese of Rochester.

surgery, because of overwork, I was confined to my bed again for many
months. During that time I instructed four converts and validated
two marriages. The horizontal apostolates may sometimes be just as
effective as the vertical.”
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He died on December 9, 1979, the day after the feast of the Im-
maculate Conception, honoring the lady whose troubadour he had
been. It had been his wish to die on or near a feast of the Madonna. He
was buried beside his onetime friend and rival, Cardinal Spellman, in
a crypt under the pulpit where he had so often preached.

Fulton Sheen had come along way from El Paso, Illinois. During
his eighty-four years he wrote more than sixty books. He wrote a syn-
dicated column in the Catholic press entitled “God Love You” and
another in the secular press, “Bishop Sheen Writes.” While at Propa-
gation of Faith, supervising more than 130 local offices, he edited
Mission magazine and World Mission. His Life Is Worth Living series is
the edited compilation of his television talks. He was named titular
archbishop to the See of Newport (Wales) on his retirement. A collec-
tion of his writings was republished, in From the Angel’s Blackboard,
on the centenary of his birth.
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Quest for Stability
in the Midst of Change

T

The Castle of Perseverance, a morality play dating from the early fif-
teenth century, enacts the struggle between the virtues and the vices
for the soul of an individual journeying from birth toward death, en
route to heaven or hell. The virtues are supported by a good angel; the
vices—representing the seven deadly sins—by a bad angel.! The good
angel advises, “Man, think of thine ending day when thou shalt be
closed under clay! And if thou think of that array, certain, thou shalt
not sin. Man consider the end! And in eternity you will not fail.” But
the bad angel urges the individual to enjoy the flesh and the world:
“Thy flesh thou shalt foster and feed with lovely life’s food. With the
world thou mayest be bold till thou be sixty winters old. When thy
nose waxes cold, then mayest thou draw to the good.”?

The struggle concludes on judgment day when, despite having
followed the bad angel, the individual is saved by the plea of Mercy to
God. Mercy reminds God of the saving blood of Jesus’ cross for sin-
ners: “Lord, though that man hath done more wrong than good, if he
die in very contrition, Lord, the least drop of thy blood for his sins
maketh satisfaction. As you died, Lord, on the cross, grant me my
petition! Let me, Mercy, be his food. And grant him thy salvation.”

In sharp contrast to the world depicted in Waiting for Godot, which
was being staged on Broadway a few blocks away from Sheen’s tele-
cast, the medieval morality play mapped out life with clear-cut bound-
aries that labeled the distance between good and evil by keeping in
mind the end of life. It was a didactic play illustrating how the devil
traps the individual and how one can attain divine grace by living a
virtuous life. The morality play’s emergence was heavily influenced
by church doctrine. Unlike the miracle or mystery plays of the time,
however, it was performed in the secular milieu, not connected to
church liturgy or to a particular season.
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The form of the medieval morality play is representative of the
message of Bishop Sheen because he speaks on a Broadway stage us-
ing the secular medium of popular culture—television. But because
he is a bishop, he speaks with the approval of the church. He uses
television and popular vernacular, rather than Latin or the formal lan-
guage of church ritual, to shape a message for the purposes of the
church, even if not explicitly for conversion. This chapter explores
Sheen’s morality play and examines how he constructed clearly de-
fined boundaries between good and evil by building on two archetypal
root metaphors common to classical literature: drama and journey.® The
structure of his message complemented his vision of an ordered hier-
archical world where unity was an alternative to the tensions of the
fifties.

Those tensions were created by shifting economic, social, and de-
mographic patterns. In the postwar years two-thirds of the population
moved into metropolitan areas; during the same period the structure of
the family changed from extended to nuclear. Because of the emerging
youth subculture that resulted, the Beatniks and rock 'n’ roll were able
to come of age. It was an age of mechanization in agriculture and new
consumer appliances in the home. The civil rights movement was in-
troduced: Rosa Parks’s 1955 arrest for refusing to sit in the back of the
bus in Montgomery, Alabama, led to a year-long bus boycott by Mont-
gomery blacks. It was also the time when Catholics and Jews in record
numbers left behind their immigrant roots.*

The Korean War complicated the picture. According to a Gallup
poll, two out of three Americans felt that World War III had already
begun. The Cold War between Communist nations and the United
States, with its attendant propaganda, added fuel to the fears and anxi-
ety. For example, McCarthy’s claim in 1953 that he had a list of 205
Communists working in the State Department created a witch hunt.
Books by Henry David Thoreau were burned: progressive education
was questioned. Paranoia and fear became common. Americans turned
to corporate conformity, the new consumer culture, or religiosity, the
stress on religious practice, for relief.

In the corporate workplace an ethic of conformity to the structure
and respect for authority emerged. By 1952 one-third of American
corporations were using personality tests to determine whether a po-
tential employee would fit.

America’s new prosperity and technology filtered down to the in-
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dividual in the new consumer culture. New household gadgets, from
dishwashers to food blenders, promised to make life more efficient and
leisurely, calling into question the Calvinist work ethic. In this era of
the credit card, anything could be bought on an installment plan. By
the middle of the decade, 60 percent of all new automobiles were bought
with as little as one hundred dollars down. The new consumerism that
flowed from America’s heightened status created new tensions for indi-
vidual Americans, pressing them to conform to marketers’ standards
and to pay off the resulting monthly bills. Keeping up with the Joneses
became the norm as “the nation of shoppers” came under the rule of
slogans and advertising promises of a better future for the new “crowd
culture.”®

Television advertising was the voice of consumerism, dictating
what each family should buy. Even children were targeted as potential
customers.” Each program had a corporate sponsor selling its prod-
ucts. At the same time television was helping to shape a national con-
sumer culture with cohesive symbols that modified the definitions of
family, gender roles, and patriotism. Many Americans chose to con-
form to these new meanings.

Calvinist principles were being challenged as society changed.
Protestantism itself was split over the question of involvement in
the contemporary world. The fundamentalist groups wanted to main-
tain literal interpretations of the Bible, while the liberal branches
wanted to adapt to changing times. The latter group preached a so-
cial consciousness rather than individual salvation. Only in their ef-
fort to battle the perceived threat of Catholicism, whose numbers and
organizational structures were growing, did the denominations unite.

America’s religious identity had always been closely tied to
America’s belief in itself. Thus, when mainstream Protestantism was
suffering an identity crisis, it threatened the ideology of what America
was all about. In this tense milieu, participation in religion became an
act of patriotism, as well as of individual sanctity. Revivalists like Billy
Graham offered one way for Protestants to preserve a religious iden-
tity. Graham stressed the power of individual conversion from sin and
encouraged his listeners to attend the church of their choice. By label-
ing Communism the enemy of American piety, he created a clear dis-
tinction between good and evil. Graham emphasized that the Bible
was the answer to all problems of alienation in an industrial age. He
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preached in mass rallies where individuals, no matter what their reli-
gious affiliation, could step forward and make a decision for Christ.

If this didn’t work to reduce tension, psychology would step in
(as we will see later in this chapter) to help resolve the crisis of chang-
ing times.? Sheen embraced religiosity, the new consumerism, the
corporate conformity as solutions to social tensions, but found psy-
chology a threat to his ideology. His own message shared Graham’s
distinction between good and evil, but it took a different form.

Sheen presents a root metaphor that describes human life as a
drama between good and evil, in the spirit of the morality play. It
provides an outlet to reduce tension. Good and evil are clearly de-
fined. By playing out the drama, persons can know where they stand
amid the social tensions of the fifties and the fears of a nuclear age.
Sheen extends the drama metaphor to describe a rehearsal whose char-
acters—all of us who act—wear masks. “In a crisis,” he says, “masks
are torn off and people begin to assess themselves as they really are.”
He concludes, “Every crisis in history is a rehearsal for the last judg-
ment. . . . So it is when our characters are put face to face with such a
crisis as this; we begin to reveal everything that has gone into our
lives. We will not be any different—we just merely unmask ourselves
and show the depth of our character. We rehearse, actually rehearse
for putting ourselves on the side of the sheep or of the goats. If it ever
comes, we do not know yet precisely how we will act, but one thing is
certain: goodness will not lose.” In the biblical narrative of the final
judgment, God divides humanity into two groups, the sheep (the good)
and the goats (the bad)—the protagonists and antagonists in the drama.
By characterizing the fifties crisis as a rehearsal and placing it in the
context of the greater drama, the last judgment, he gives meaning to
the situation. Sheen’s last sentence reminds listeners of the Scholastic
ideal that good can never be eliminated because God constitutes per-
fect goodness. This gives reason for optimism in a changing world.
Each individual is naturally drawn to this good but because of imper-
fect human knowledge can be misled to choose evil. Billy Graham,
raised in the Calvinist tradition, would emphasize the sinful nature of
the person, but like Sheen he would take a positive tone in that by
choosing God there was hope that individuals could play a more ac-
tive role in their salvation.

Sheen speaks of the drama in terms of “the great tragedy of our
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world . . . that most people have no one to love and forget the love of
God.” One reason for the tragedy is that “we surround ourselves with
a good many masks. . . . we do not know ourselves.” He expands on
the tragedy, saying, “Our tragedy today is due basically to human will
opposing Divine Will.”!° This polarity between good and evil, promi-
nent in the medieval morality play, is also central to Sheen’s text. God
is forgotten and the individual is led away from good but (and here
we see evidence of Scholastic theology) could look within to discover
the natural law and, ultimately, God. The tragedy is that people are
misled by the imperfection of sense perception; reality is masked, and
the human becomes opposed to the divine.

The consequence is a drama that is dull because people are not
orators, suited to the genre of drama, but are more passive: they are
readers. Sheen’s preference for orators indicates the traditional value
of Roman Catholicism that the individual must play an active role in
his or her salvation, speaking out in the drama of good and evil. Sheen
says, “Our Western world lacks fire. . . . we are cold, dull and apa-
thetic. That is one of the reasons why in our Western world there are
no longer any orators. We have only readers in the world. Why read-
ers? Simply because they don't have enough in their own hearts to
speak out. . . . If we love God we ought to be able to talk about him.”**

There is hope in this drama, because the actors have talent (which
comes, as we will see, from God), giving them choice in overcoming
tragedy. Whereas a mask disguises real character, talent is an internal
or more spiritual quality. The masks and colorful staging of the mo-
rality play attracted listeners to the deeper message, but the church
always valued most the more genuine message. Similarly, for Sheen
talent was valued more highly because it came from within. In the
same way, Scholasticism taught that virtue was learned by habit but in
time became part of the person rather than remaining exterior. Sheen
sums it up, saying, “Whatever talent we have we will use to the best of
our ability. There are other talents we do not have, we will not be able
to use.” Referring to his own talent for being on television, Sheen
notes, “I have a certain talent for it. . . . The good Lord has blessed me
... but I'll also recognize my limitations. I'll never come out here and
dance.”'?

Sheen extends the drama metaphor when he refers to the actor
and the stage to illustrate the person who merely uses the exterior
and has not internalized and used genuine talent in moral living: “The.
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state of man is something like an actor. There are some people who
never forget they were on stage.” He continues by discussing an actor
who played the role of Lincoln until he was retired; then “the glory of
the theater was gone and he had to cover up the shame of the loss of
that glory by parading in the costume of Abraham Lincoln.” Sheen
draws an analogy to the actor who needed the costume: “Those who
go in for an excess of luxury in clothing are generally those who are
poverty-stricken on the inside.”’? Something on the inside is closest
to virtue in Sheen’s ideology.

America’s role in the drama, described in more detail later in this
book, is a supporting one, like that of a stagehand or an assistant.
Sheen says that America’s “role is to roll up the curtain of the Eastern
world”'*—the Iron Curtain of the Cold War. Here Sheen’s message
parallels Grahams’, although Sheen is less likely to embrace an un-
questioning attitude of American righteousness.

God participates in this drama as provider of the light. This places
God above the drama; Sheen notes that “under the glaring light of the
perfect model, the Son of God, then we see our imperfections.” But
God is more than stage lighting for the drama. Sheen asks, “Should
there not be audience contact with humanity?” and then answers his
question: “If He is ever to convince man that He loves, He must tell
man that He loves and God has spoken. He has spoken in many in-
stances. All you need to do is turn over the pages of the Old Testament
and you will find written there the speech of God. The Old Testament
is something like radio, a speech without vision. . . . He must also be
seen, and the New Testament is something like television, adding vi-
sion to speech. And God was seen. Seen in the form of a babe first.”*
Sheen baptizes television and radio here by considering them as the
media God has used to communicate. That is not surprising, since
Scholastic theology recognized that the material was a container for
the spiritual.

Sheen’s drama has writers who benefit from the light as they write
for the audiences. He jokingly refers to the biblical writers in much the
same way a television personality would refer to the writers of the stage
script: “Here are the names of my four writers . . . Matthew . . . Mark . . .
Luke . . . John. . . . They wrote to different audiences and received
different light.”®

Sheen goes on to state that the message of his presentation is not
fiction: “This year we thought maybe you’d be much more interested
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in hearing narratives and biographies. There’s so many fictional and
imaginative tales in the world, we thought possibly you'd like to hear
some real stories of people who really and truly lived, and each week
we will give you a different story.” Elsewhere he says, “All the stories
I tell on this program are true.”*” Once again we see a parallel with
medieval drama and art, both heavily influenced by Scholasticism,
which believed that the world around us mirrored God’s kingdom
and truth. Art and drama forms, in Sheen’s case stories, mirrored for
the laity the deeper truths of the spiritual realm. Sheen’s program be-
comes a drama that can serve as a visible catechism in much the same
way as medieval art and drama in the cathedral provided a visible
outline of the truth.

Sheen uses the metaphor of a drama to describe the scenes of
the salvation story as being replayed in modern society. When he
discusses the trial of Christ, he says, “Remember the actors in this
drama, as we told you in the beginning, are eternal. The scene could
be the Chicago Loop, Times Square on Broadway, Peking, now in
Moscow, now in Warsaw. It could be anywhere, and the people are
you and me.” Sheen talks about “the scene which the Roman soldier
saw on Calvary.”!® Judas’s betrayal in the biblical story of Christ’s
crucifixion and the current activity of American traitors are com-
pared as stages of “the mask of patriotism.” “When a citizen betrays
his country and allies himself with . . . Communists, he wears a
mask on the outside that he’s patriotic, but on the inside he belongs
to Russia. . . . If this mask is the characteristic note of traitors, well
then, they are but sons of the man who used their mask; that was
Judas.”?®

In another program he refers the strategies of Pilate, who sen-
tenced Jesus to death, to describe contemporary Communist lead-
ers, who are on the side of evil throughout the drama. Jesus came
“before a Roman judge whose name was Pontius Pilate . . . who
came into that particular land very much like the Soviets are in Po-
land today.”* For Sheen, both the Roman invasion of Israel in bibli-
cal times and the Soviet invasion of Poland subverted the authority
of local leaders and took power from the people.

He goes on to describe Pilate in terms of contemporary pragma-
tists who deny natural law, which is the basis of Scholasticism’s belief
in a clearly defined truth. In narrating Pilate’s interrogation of Jesus,
Sheen says, “Pilate, who had been reading James, Schiller, and Dewey
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and all the pragmatists . . . Pilate, who had been taught in the school
of philosophy that there is no such thing as truth, there is only expe-
diency and utility, sneered ‘What is truth?’ And he turned his back on
it.”?! Pilate misses the fact that Jesus is the truth.

The fact that the characters are prefigured from generation to
generation down to contemporary times ties in with Scholasticism’s
claim that certain forms are universal. In this view, nothing is uncer-
tain—a very different perspective from the modern art and absurdist
drama, such as Waiting for Godot, of the fifties. All the listener had
to do was turn to the past, discern the formula, and follow it; suc-
cess was guaranteed.

Indeed, Sheen always refers to the past as a solution, because the
present has elements that are a replaying of the past. (Graham refers to
the past, but not the medieval past. He refers to the Bible as having the
answer.) With regard to the societal crisis of the nuclear bomb, Sheen
says: “Read the history of the great calamities of the world, in plagues,
in famines, in wars and revolutions and you will understand what we
can expect of certain characters in the explosion of a hydrogen bomb.
Just to explain that human nature has not changed, I will read two
accounts taken from 430 B.c. and the other from our own time, 1917.”
Once again the characters are both good and evil individuals. “In a
crisis the good become very good, and the evil become almost diaboli-
cal. Masks are torn off and people begin to assess themselves.”?* The
characters of good and evil take the same form through history; what
changes is the linear timeline of human existence that progresses from
situation to situation. In other words, for Sheen history is a drama in
which people play out recurring roles. The only thing that changes is
the stage (situation) on which the drama is replayed.

Connected to the ideology that good and evil are fixed, unchang-
ing forms throughout history is the place of the teacher in relation to
the truth. Teachers have a significant role in the medieval drama be-
cause “teachers have one of the noblest vocations God has given to
mankind. They are the carriers of the word.” Although the drama
could not take place without the word, or the script, already present
and awaiting discovery, Sheen says that “those who instruct shall shine
as stars for all eternity.”*

Sheen exalts the profession yet subordinates it to the word of truth
as found in tradition. He is critical of educators who step beyond the
role of “custodians of the truth”: “It is all too common in our Western
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world, particularly in the United States, for educators to go down to
Communists masses not to give them the truth of which they are cus-
todians but in order to enjoy the shock and thrill of mass revolution-
ary movements without intelligent and true direction.”?* The words
shock and thrill—more suited as a response to an amusement or more
risque entertainment—disassociate revolutionary movements from a
positive role in the medieval drama.

Sheen’s emphasis on tradition, as opposed to revolution, breaks
with the fifties’ emphasis on modernity. He quotes Horace, stating,
“That which is past is best.” His negative view of the modern world
is strikingly contrasted with the glorification of tradition. For ex-
ample, his objection to Communism is that “Communism is strong
only when it borrows some of the moral indignation that has been
inherited from the Hebraic-Christian traditions; Communism is weak
when it departs from that tradition. Communism has bootlegged
and smuggled into its system the decency and morality that have
come from the great Hebraic-Christian tradition of the Western world
and then uses it to pass judgment on the world.”*

Sheen is critical of parents and educators who do not preserve tra-
dition: “Youth today is protesting against the older generation. It is be-
cause the older generation has not given him that culture and those
principles that youth needs and believes that it should have.”?® He re-
peats the theme, comparing contemporary times and their lack of the
“wisdom of elders” to

the ages where there was a great respect for maturity, for age, for
the sagacity and wisdom of the elders. The fashions of the young
imitated the fashions of the elders. The fashions of the young
imitated the fashions of the old. Just like little girls, for example,
want to put up their hair like their mother, put on long skirts and
high heels. They have reverence for their mothers. In other ages
where there is not that respect for the wisdom of elders, as for
example, our own age, it is the aged who imitate the young. They
all dress alike.”

Consistent with the medieval revival within fifties’ Catholicism,
Sheen singled out the thirteenth century as an exemplar for virtuous
living.”® There was a great movement of people in the late medieval
era from the rural areas to the newly emerging and increasingly pros-
perous cultural centers of the cities. And like the Roman Catholic
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Church and American corporate society in the fifties, the medieval
era valued tradition and the authority of hierarchy. The two periods
also were characterized by an alliance between state and religion. The
paradigm was appealing to both common people and elites because
Catholicism had been the dominant force in that era. The medieval
paradigm drew on its own intellectual tradition and culture of popular
devotions. The Catholic, “haunted by the notion that in being older,
Europe is somehow truer to the Catholic tradition than the [individual
Catholic] is,” turned to European kings and saints as role models. As
one observer put it, “The medieval pull operated in a number of ways.
For the great majority, simple nostalgia was the key. While some were
anxious to fossilize Catholic expression in Gothic stone, others were
more concerned with defending the medieval heritage as one compo-
nent of a general defense of western values. Underneath much of this
medievalism, however, was the feeling that somehow the medieval
knight and the optimistic American pioneer were cousins.”?

In the early part of the twentieth century, Catholics were eager to
dress up in something other than immigrant rags. The Middle Ages
provided a memory of a golden age of Catholic influence and power
and a source of pride that mitigated the ambivalence of their transi-
tion from poverty to cultural influence and wealth. Sheen was fond of
sharing stories about nobility and European kings and queens.

Americans were captivated by images of nobility of ancient times,
but with a contemporary twist. Disney succeeded in combining his
Cinderella’s castle with Main Street USA when his theme park opened
in 1955. Many Americans tuned into the 1953 coronation of Elizabeth
I1 of England, fascinated by the royal pageantry. The program Queen for
a Day offered American housewives a release from the drudgery of ev-
eryday routine. Elvis would become the “king of rock 'm’ roll.” Gothic
architecture and learning had been quite popular among sophisticated
Protestants in the Victorian era, making the Catholic medieval revival
all the more exciting. It gave Catholics, moving into the middle class, a
sense of being part of something greater than themselves.

Sheen’s emphasis on learning and the medieval professor as a model
of truth helped promote the value of Catholic education. The late medi-
eval period was often equated with great universities and learning. It
also was a time of great prosperity for the Roman Church because of the
reverence and awe of its authority. This reconstructed past was glorified
because it suggested a source of truth, but at a price: it sentimentalized
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truth in a system of easy answers. Locating truth in this reconstruction
of the past helped Sheen promote an idealized spirituality that prom-
ised security and direction in life. In the process it encouraged confor-
mity to the status quo of social institutions, forcing individuals to look
within themselves to solve their problems. Ultimately this opened the
way for religion, more specifically the church, to be the authoritative
guide in Sheen’s moral drama. Sheen’ idealized view of the medieval
world became a way to live in turbulent times by looking to a past
golden age of the church.

Sheen explains that the massive building projects in the late Middle
Ages came about because of people’s faith in God during that era:

There was a kind of fever of building. There were fifty cathedrals,
many of them almost about the size of Notre Dame in Rheims,
Chartres, and Lyons that were built in France. . . . What was it that
inspired people in those days to throw up great piles of stone in the
air? Faith, certainly. As Ralph Adams Cram said, “We could not
build cathedrals like that today simply because we do not have the
faith.” But in the natural order there was something else; men were
always fond of building towers. Hence the Tower of Babel was a
dedication to a humanism that was anti-God. The Greeks used to
build their towers and monuments to honor philosophers and
dramatists. The Greeks honor their generals, the Americans . . .
honor their enterprise, but these towers and these great piles of
stone were erected only for one purpose, namely to glorify God. . . .
As one architect of the twentieth century said, “In those days they
never made a mistake in their works of art.” And then in addition to
this inspiration there was the fact that many of them were coming
back from the Crusades. They had seen the great architecture. . . .
At any rate this became one of the great showplaces of the world,
where 12,500 people could worship at one time.*

The cathedral is a showplace, a theater for the drama of good and
evil. The exaltation of individuals—such as Greek dramatists—was
contrary to the spirit of Scholasticism. Even the medieval drama, in
the thirteenth and later centuries, was designed to glorify God and
provide inspiration for audiences to do the same. The actor or the
artist was not encouraged to seek glory, because to do so would be
seen as an act of pride.

Sheen is careful to acknowledge the role of evil in medieval times—
even good had potential for evil—but he clearly prefers the past to con-
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temporary times. In differentiating these two opposites he claims: “In
those days there were good men