Long Time, No Sheen: To What Extent Were the 2020 Black Lives Matter-Affiliated Riots Prophesied by the Venerable and Most Reverend Fulton J. Sheen?

Our nation is too full of those that are crying “down”. Down with schools. Down with the churches. Down with teachers. Down with government. Down with the police. Can you build anything “down”? You cannot![footnoteRef:1] [1:  ‘Quo Vadis, America?’, The Fulton Sheen Program / Life Is Worth Living, Vision Video, YouTube, 12th May 2021 (originally aired from 1961–1968) https://youtu.be/WQA9nxUtIew [accessed 17th January 2022].] 


In a recently resurfaced 1960s telecast – entitled ‘Quo Vadis, America?’ – the Venerable and Most Reverend Fulton J. Sheen preached the virtue of patriotism and condemned the destruction of order, in an episode generally concerned with the philosophical, cultural, and political future of America. Steeped in divine sovereignty, ideological vigilance, and societal foresight, it is arguable that one might regard Sheen’s talk as prophetic – a passionate critique of the same ideological violence that wrought civil unrest, vandalism, arson, looting, and murder throughout the Black Lives Matter-affiliated riots of 2020. To what extent may these riots be equated with the destructive violence and revolutionary rhetoric so heavily criticised by Sheen? What parallels might be drawn between the monologue and the movement? With demonstrations held across all 50 states, with protests taking place within 140 major US cities[footnoteRef:2] – incurring billion-dollar riot damages deemed the ‘most expensive in insurance history’[footnoteRef:3] – one might reasonably ask, once again, the question around which Sheen’s 1960s telecast was first centred: ‘Where Are You Going, America?’ [2:  Derrick Bryson Taylor, The New York Times, George Floyd Protests: A Timeline (2021) https://www.nytimes.com/article/george-floyd-protests-timeline.html [accessed 17th January 2022].]  [3:  Jennifer A. Kingson, Axios, Exclusive: $1 Billion-Plus Riot Damage Is Most Expensive in Insurance History (2020) https://www.axios.com/riots-cost-property-damage-276c9bcc-a455-4067-b06a-66f9db4cea9c.html [accessed 17th January 2022].] 

Observed through the lens of 18th-century revolutionary leaders – Thomas Jefferson and Louis Antoine de Saint-Just – Sheen asserts that there are two kinds of revolution: one of righteous self-governance[footnoteRef:4] – of which he deems Jefferson and the War of Independence as representative – and one of destructive revolt[footnoteRef:5] –  the portrayal of which is sought to be exemplified by Saint-Just and the French Revolution. Paraphrasing 91-year-old Captain Levi Preston – the last survivor of the Battle of Lexington and Concord – Sheen summarises the underlying philosophy of 1776 as fighting “in order that we might govern ourselves”[footnoteRef:6]. Citing the founding principles upon which modern-day American democracy is predicated, Sheen posits God-given rights, liberties, and a respect for the individual; he makes reference to the Declaration of Independence and the belief that certain unalienable rights, endowed by our Creator, cannot – in principle – be taken away by the State.[footnoteRef:7] Allied with the ancient virtue of pietas – a love of God, of one’s neighbour, and of country[footnoteRef:8] – Sheen laments the loss of patriotism within America: “Do you know that one of the most unused words that we have in our vocabulary is the word ‘patriotism’? Hardly ever hear it anymore!”[footnoteRef:9] Sheen condemns “the new violence of our day”[footnoteRef:10] associated with a Saint-Just worldview and implores a “return to Jefferson”[footnoteRef:11]. It is not without reason that one might relate to the cultural conclusions drawn by Sheen’s fiery analysis – that one might sympathise with the warnings heeded, of which the violent riots of 2020 might be considered the modern-day apotheosis.  [4:  ‘Quo Vadis, America?’, Sheen, 1961–1968.]  [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  Ibid.]  [7:  America’s Founding Documents, Declaration of Independence: A Transcription (1776) https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration-transcript [accessed 17th January 2022].]  [8:  Fulton J. Sheen, Your Life Is Worth Living: The Christian Philosophy of Life (Schnecksville: St. Andrew’s Press, 2001), p. 291.]  [9:  ‘Quo Vadis, America?’, Sheen, 1961–1968.]  [10:  Ibid.]  [11:  Ibid.] 
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Fig. 1 – ACLED, Demonstrations Associated with Black Lives Matter (BLM) by Demonstration Type (2020) https://acleddata.com/2020/09/03/demonstrations-political-violence-in-america-new-data-for-summer-2020/ [accessed 17th January 2020].






Throughout the so-called “Summer of Love”[footnoteRef:12], it has since been reported that at least 220 violent demonstrations took place across America within a 90-day period – averaging 2.4 riots per day, between the months of May and August.[footnoteRef:13] Galvanised by the death of George Floyd – further aggravated by the perception of an established order scaffolded by systemic racism, functioning at an institutional level within the United States – one might reasonably claim that these protests were clearly pervaded by a decrease in patriotism and a rise in anti-American sentiment[footnoteRef:14]. In the rejection of America as an idea – as an attitude, a worldview, and a symbol, imbued by a core set of established values, practices, and beliefs – the modern-day Saint-Just advocates a new type of revolt: one that “involves the destruction of everything that is in the past”.[footnoteRef:15]  [12:  Steven Nelson, The New York Post, Trump Rips Seattle Mayor for Saying Protest Zone Could Allow a ‘Summer of Love’ (2020) https://nypost.com/2020/06/12/trump-rips-seattle-mayor-for-summer-of-love-protest-zone/ [accessed 17th January 2022].]  [13:  The Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED), DEMONSTRATIONS & POLITICAL VIOLENCE IN AMERICA: NEW DATA FOR SUMMER 2020, AN OVERWHELMINGLY PEACEFUL MOVEMENT (2020) https://acleddata.com/2020/09/03/demonstrations-political-violence-in-america-new-data-for-summer-2020/ [accessed 17th January 2022].]  [14:  Gina Cook, NBC4 Washington, DC Protesters Burn American Flag, Chant ‘America Was Never Great' on July 4th (2020) https://www.nbcwashington.com/news/local/dc-protesters-burn-american-flag-chant-america-was-never-great-on-july-4th/2352266/ [accessed 20th January 2022].]  [15:  ‘Quo Vadis, America?’, Sheen, 1961–1968.] 

In critique of the protests in question, it may be argued that all three tenets of pietas – the ancient virtue attributed to Sheen’s interpretation of patriotism – were, at one point or another, demonstrably inverted by the violent acts of iconoclasm carried out by Black Lives Matter-affiliated protesters. Lending credence to this assertion, within the early hours of the morning in Portland, Oregon – on Saturday the 1st of August, 2020 – all three tenets of pietas were inarguably defied, concurrently, by a group of black-bloc protesters carrying ‘Black Lives Matter’ placards. Captured on video tossing Bibles into a raging street fire outside of a federal courthouse[footnoteRef:16], a love of God was demonstrably inverted; clashing with federal agents and launching projectiles at law enforcement – from faeces to bleach and batteries to bricks[footnoteRef:17] – a love of one’s neighbour was seemingly forgone, in the interests of unregulated aggression; and finally, in setting fire to the American flag[footnoteRef:18], a love of one’s country was symbolically destroyed in an act of protest one might reasonably deem emblematic of Sheen’s concern.  [16:  Isabel Vincent, The New York Post, Protesters Burn Bible, American Flag as Tensions Rise in Portland (2020) https://nypost.com/2020/08/01/protestors-burn-bible-american-flag-as-tensions-rise-in-portland/ [accessed 20th January 2022]. ]  [17:  Vincent, Protesters Burn Bible, 2020.]  [18:  Ibid.] 

In the furtherance of this assertion, numerous other Black Lives Matter-affiliated incidents from the year 2020 may be drawn upon, in isolation, with reference to each specific tenet. The Cathedral Basilica of the Immaculate Conception in Denver, for example, sustained permanent damage over the last weekend of May, 2020. Alongside a number of shattered windows within the grounds – related to which three bags of rocks were found, with further damage inflicted upon the doors and surrounding gates – the church building and rectory were spray painted with the slogans "God is dead” and “There is no God”[footnoteRef:19]. Could one ask for a more demonstrative repudiation of the first tenet of pietas – a love of God – than the violent vandalisation of a cathedral, tagged with profane statements of atheistic nihilism? Detailed within The New York Times in September 2020, an article entitled ‘Some Protests Against Police Brutality Take a More Confrontational Approach’ reported that Black Lives Matter-affiliated protesters had advanced into ‘white residential neighbourhoods’[footnoteRef:20]; in one particular incident, a ‘few hundred’[footnoteRef:21] ideological adherents had allegedly threatened to ‘come back and burn the house down’[footnoteRef:22] because one of the properties ‘had an American flag on display’[footnoteRef:23]. One surely must concede: these tactics of fear and intimidation demonstrate a clear violation of the second tenet of pietas – a love of one’s neighbour. In relation to the third and final tenet of pietas – a love of one’s country – one might struggle to find a more blatant demonstration of domestic anti-American sentiment than a protest that took place in Richmond, Virginia, during the month of June 2020: a statue of Christopher Columbus – widely credited and venerated as the man who discovered America – was torn down by Black Lives Matter-affiliated protesters and draped in a burning United States flag before being triumphantly dumped into a lake.[footnoteRef:24] [19:  Christine Rousselle, Catholic News Agency, Churches in 6 States Damaged by Violent Protests (2020) https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/44709/churches-in-6-states-damaged-by-violent-protests [accessed 17th January 2022].]  [20:  Nellie Bowles, The New York Times, Some Protests Against Police Brutality Take a More Confrontational Approach (2020) https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/21/us/black-lives-matter-protests-tactics.html [accessed 17th January 2022].]  [21:  Ibid.]  [22:  Ibid.]  [23:  Ibid.]  [24:  Reuters Staff, Reuters, U.S. Protesters Topple Columbus Statue and Throw It in a Lake (2020) https://www.reuters.com/article/us-minneapolis-police-protests-virginia/u-s-protesters-topple-columbus-statue-and-throw-it-in-a-lake-idUSKBN23H26X [accessed 17th January 2022].] 

An interrelation between patriotism and pietas is clearly asserted throughout Sheen’s telecast; so too is an interdependence between the three tenets therein: “When one goes out, all go out.”[footnoteRef:25] Personified by Saint-Just – an ideologue of the French Revolution and a progenitor of the Reign of Terror – Sheen reminds his audience what becomes of a country without patriotism – without pietas. [25:  ‘Quo Vadis, America?’, Sheen, 1961–1968.] 


Within ‘Quo Vadis, America?’, Biblical parallels are drawn between modern-day America – boldly declared by Sheen “a fever graph that points to a decay in our civilisation”[footnoteRef:26] – and the violence upon Earth that precedes the flood in Genesis.[footnoteRef:27] In vehement disavowal, Sheen lays out the mechanisms through which this ideological destruction may be implemented. Reference is made to a “dominant minority that makes a lot of noise”[footnoteRef:28] and “uses violence to force its will upon others”[footnoteRef:29], using terror to get results through the “confiscation of property”[footnoteRef:30] and “destruction of rights and liberties”[footnoteRef:31]. To what degree might one reasonably attribute this “political mysticism”[footnoteRef:32], condemned by Sheen, to the Black Lives Matter-affiliated violence of 2020?  [26:  Ibid.]  [27:  The Holy Bible Containing the Old and New Testaments, Douay-Rheims Version: the Old Testament first published by the English College at Douay, A.D. 1609, and the New Testament first published by the English College at Rheims, A.D. 1582 (London: Baronius Press, 2008), Genesis 6:5.]  [28:  ‘Quo Vadis, America?’, Sheen, 1961–1968.]  [29:  Ibid.]  [30:  Ibid.]  [31:  Ibid.]  [32:  Ibid.] 

In a seemingly accurate embodiment of Sheen’s analysis, further attention must be granted to the aforementioned article from The New York Times, where it was reported that Black Lives Matter-affiliated protesters in Portland, Oregon, had advanced upon residential areas – threatening to burn down properties, with chants of “You’ll never sleep tight, we do this every night!”[footnoteRef:33] One might reasonably consider this violent behaviour to be indicative of the destructive and domineering attitude characterised by Sheen – it’s “my will or nothing”[footnoteRef:34], with “no alternative”[footnoteRef:35] and “no compromise”[footnoteRef:36]. For example, within another article – this time published by The Washington Post – an incident was reported in which a ‘crowd of protesters’[footnoteRef:37] had confronted an innocent woman, seated at a table outside of a restaurant. The crowd, ‘many with fists in the air’[footnoteRef:38], had chanted racialised slogans – such as “White silence is violence!” – and ‘demanded she raise her fist in a show of solidarity’[footnoteRef:39] while ‘yelling into her face’[footnoteRef:40]. To exemplify but one more instance of a “dominant minority”[footnoteRef:41] attempting to “force its will upon others”[footnoteRef:42], an interview was published by Fox News in June 2020, within which a Black Lives Matter-affiliated leader stated the following: “If this country doesn't give us what we want, then we will burn down this system and replace it”[footnoteRef:43]. Respectively, one must surely concede the plausibility in drawing parallels between the innumerable incidents of violent intimidation and the past warnings issued by Sheen. The legitimacy of this comparison is further demonstrated with reference to Sheen’s denunciation of those who seek to “destroy the system with amnesty and immunity”[footnoteRef:44]; to illustrate this point, it has since been reported that, by June 2020, $90 million had been donated to bail funds alone.[footnoteRef:45] Having presented further crimes associated with Black Lives Matter-affiliated demonstrations, one must surely attribute a reasonable degree of accuracy to Sheen’s aforementioned fever graph.  [33:  Ibid.]  [34:  ‘Quo Vadis, America?’, Sheen, 1961–1968.]  [35:  Ibid.]  [36:  Ibid.]  [37:  Fredrick Kunkle, The Washington Post, Protesters Target D.C. Diners, Triggering Backlash After Heckling Woman (2020) https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2020/08/25/dc-protesters-blm-diner-confrontation/ [accessed 20th January 2022]. ]  [38:  Ibid.]  [39:  Ibid.]  [40:  Ibid.]  [41:  ‘Quo Vadis, America?’, Sheen, 1961–1968.]  [42:  Ibid.]  [43:  Victor Garcia, Fox News, Black Lives Matter Leader States If U.S. 'Doesn't Give us What We Want, Then We Will Burn Down This System' (2020) https://www.foxnews.com/media/black-lives-matter-leader-burn-down-system [accessed 20th January 2022].]  [44:  Ibid.]  [45:  Shane Goldmacher, The New York Times, Racial Justice Groups Flooded With Millions in Donations in Wake of Floyd Death (2020) https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/14/us/politics/black-lives-matter-racism-donations.html [accessed 20th January 2022].] 


In the final analysis, whether or not one considers themselves to be allied with the organisation – Black Lives Matter – or to solely agree with the lowercase sentiment inherent within its name – “black lives matter” – it is demonstrably pertinent that parallels may be drawn between the riots enacted by Black Lives Matter-affiliated protesters and the “destruction of order”[footnoteRef:46] so vehemently challenged within ‘Quo Vadis, America?’ It seems fair to conclude that the echo of Sheen’s warning was scarcely heard amidst the racket of violent rhetoric, the shattering glass of damaged property, and the wailing sirens of emergency services. Decades later, the philosophical, cultural, and political analysis of Fulton J. Sheen seems more relevant than ever. Long time, no Sheen. [46:  ‘Quo Vadis, America?’, Sheen, 1961–1968.] 


It’s certainly time in our nation to change our words; let’s begin now to use the word ‘up’ – up from all of this filth, up from this violence, up from this indifference of court. Up! Up to the battlements of eternity. Up! Up to God.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Ibid.] 
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