Fulton J. Sheen

Born Peter John Sheen (May 8, 1895, El Paso, Illinois, U.S[footnoteRef:1].), Fulton J. Sheen – often referenced as the Venerable and Most Reverend Fulton J. Sheen – was an American archbishop, a Catholic priest, a theologian, a writer, and an award-winning radio and television presenter, noted for his charismatic, evangelical Catholicism. Within his debut year on television, Sheen was featured on the cover of Time magazine; just one year later, in 1953, he was awarded the Emmy for Most Outstanding Television Personality. Sheen authored 66 books throughout his career; he published 62 booklets, pamphlets, and printed radio talks.[footnoteRef:2] In 1979, he was hailed by national Jesuit magazine America as being ‘the greatest evangeliser in the history of the Catholic Church in the United States.’[footnoteRef:3] [1:  The Catholic University of America, Biography of Fulton J. Sheen (n.d.) https://fulton-sheen.catholic.edu/bio/index.html/ [accessed 13th October 2021]. ]  [2:  Thomas C. Reeves, America’s Bishop: The Life and Times of Fulton J. Sheen (California: Encounter Books, 2002), p. 2.]  [3:  Editorial, ‘A Life Worth Living’, America, 22nd December 1979, p. 401.] 


One of four boys – all of whom gifted with high levels of intelligence – Sheen was brought up in a solid, Catholic household, raised by Irish parents who instilled in him an inner desire for self-discipline and industriousness. Described as working ‘nineteen-hour days, seven days a week’, his admirable work ethic was amusingly ascribed to “a Sheen thing”.[footnoteRef:4] Around the age of eight, he began serving as an altar boy at St. Mary’s – the cathedral in which Sheen’s family regularly worshipped.[footnoteRef:5] From the all-male Spalding Institute high school of Peoria, to the Catholic-inhabited St. Viator College of Illinois, Sheen was an exceptional student; he was declared by his fellow Viatorians a ‘golden-tongued, fiery, young Demosthenes’ with ‘quick wit, versatility, and power of mind’.[footnoteRef:6] Sheen was later sent to St. Paul Seminary by the diocese of Peoria[footnoteRef:7], followed by enrolment at the Catholic University of America, where he made his first convert.[footnoteRef:8] Attending Europe’s most prestigious Catholic University, Sheen achieved a doctorate of philosophy from Louvain, Belgium, with greatest distinction[footnoteRef:9]. From there, Sheen was invited to study for a postdoctoral degree that – if successful – would make him the first American to achieve this rare “super-doctorate”.[footnoteRef:10] Sure enough, with ‘Very Highest Distinction’, Sheen successfully obtained the Agrege en Philosophic degree, later noting “The champagne tasted so good that night!”[footnoteRef:11] His dissertation was next published as a book – the introduction of which was written by the great G. K. Chesterton. In response to this, just one year after its publication, Sheen was awarded the Cardinal Mercier International Philosophy Award – marking himself the first American to win the decadal prize.[footnoteRef:12] The Catholic University of America employed Sheen as an instructor, before being offered a promotion, and later a tenured position as associate professor – at which point, he had already built a growing reputation as a public speaker, filling 150 dates a year.[footnoteRef:13]  [4:  Reeves, America’s Bishop, p. 16. ]  [5:  Fulton J. Sheen, Treasure in Clay: The Autobiography of Fulton J. Sheen (New York: Doubleday, 1980), p. 10. ]  [6:  Students of St. Viator College, The Viatorian, 34 (1917), pp. 289–291.]  [7:  Reeves, America’s Bishop, p. 27.]  [8:  Sheen, Treasure in Clay, p. 256.]  [9:  Reeves, America’s Bishop, p. 50.]  [10:  Sheen, Treasure in Clay, p. 27.]  [11:  Ibid., pp. 27–28.]  [12:  Reeves, America’s Bishop, p. 53.]  [13:  Ibid., p. 75.] 

Having been on the faculty at CUA for a short time – cultivating his skills as a public speaker, both in- and outside of the classroom – it soon became apparent that the medium of radio would serve as a viable outlet for Sheen’s talents. Chosen to appear on national radio by the bishops of the United States, Sheen was soon to become proof that a religious person could be sponsored commercially.[footnoteRef:14] Immediately well-received, within just five years as a regular speaker on the Catholic Hour, almost half a million printed versions of Sheen’s talks had been distributed.[footnoteRef:15] Throughout the 1930s, Sheen continued to preach to millions of listeners; he would receive thousands of letters each day with hundreds of replies dictated accordingly. By 1940, Sheen was gaining considerable notoriety; the Catholic Hour was then broadcast over 106 radio stations. In connection with the deeply powerful Cardinal Spellman, Sheen resigned from his tenured position at CUA to assume a new Vatican-linked position as Director of the Society for the Propagation of the Faith, residing in New York.[footnoteRef:16] Appointed bishop of Rochester in 1951, Sheen continued to broadcast popular talks on the Catholic Hour and was subsequently nominated to establish an on-screen presence for the Catholic Church – this time seeking to capitalise on the new medium of television. Sheen successfully weaved theology, philosophy, politics, and humour into his show, reaching millions of viewers each week. Life is Worth Living – now believed to have been the most widely viewed religious series in the history of television – was then broadcast over 169 stations, making Fulton J. Sheen a household name across America.[footnoteRef:17] Never before had a Catholic Bishop, dressed in full regalia, occupied such a position on U.S. primetime television. Sheen would spend 35 hours on each programme: he would first deliver the talk in Italian to a trusted professor, then in French to an employee, and finally in English – without notes or cue cards – on live television. After 24 years, the Catholic Hour talks were discontinued,[footnoteRef:18] turning focus to Life is Worth Living, which ran until 1957, before its successor – The Fulton Sheen Program – which aired from 1961 to -68. Having raised almost $200 million in his sixteen years as director,[footnoteRef:19] Sheen left his position at The Society for the Propagation of the Faith and was appointed bishop of Rochester in 1966. At the age of 74, the Vatican announced Sheen’s ‘retirement’ – a statement he would later dispute. From there, Sheen was appointed archbishop of Newport on the Isle of Wight. Between 1974 and -75, Sheen – almost 80 years old – recorded 13 half-hour programmes under the new title What Now America?  [14:  Sheen, Treasure in Clay, pp. 66–67.]  [15:  Reeves, America’s Bishop, p. 79.]  [16:  Ibid., p. 211. ]  [17:  The Catholic University of America, New Evangelization Pioneer (n.d.) https://fulton-sheen.catholic.edu/evangelization/index.html/ [accessed 23rd October 2021]. ]  [18:  Reeves, America’s Bishop, p. 238.]  [19:  Ibid., p. 286.] 


Sheen possessed undeniable charisma throughout his career – even into old age. Every talk was punctuated with a joke; he once introduced his show with the opening line “Long time, no Sheen!” When asked about his health in relation to the Vatican’s retirement announcement, Sheen reassured the reporter with a pithy retort – “I just cancelled my tennis in order to see you.”[footnoteRef:20] During an interview in 1973, Sheen spoke about hamburgers – “I cook a lot of hamburger because the pleasure of eating it is never exceeded by the pain of washing the dishes.”[footnoteRef:21] Throughout his eighties, Fulton J. Sheen was still driven by that inner desire for discipline and industriousness. Besides working on his autobiography – Treasure in Clay – Sheen delivered talks to crowds of thousands; he continued to travel the world giving sermons, interviews, and news conferences. Embraced by Pope John Paul II in 1979, Sheen was told “You have written and spoken well of the Lord Jesus. You are a loyal son of the church.”[footnoteRef:22] Just two months later, on December 9th of the same year – found in his chapel, before the Blessed Sacrament –[footnoteRef:23] Fulton J. Sheen passed into eternal life. [20:  Ibid., p. 326.]  [21:  Ibid., p. 340.]  [22:  The Catholic University of America, Cause for Canonization (n.d.) https://fulton-sheen.catholic.edu/cause/index.html/ [accessed 25th October 2021]. ]  [23:  Reeves, America’s Bishop, p. 360.] 
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