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			In 1957 Bishop Fulton Sheen, then the best-known Catholic in America, with an unmatched television following, began the great trial of his life. He would lose much more than the public ever realized, all over his refusal to give Cardinal Francis Spellman of New York milk money.

			In the late 1950s the government donated millions of dollars worth of powdered milk to the New York Archdiocese. In turn, Cardinal Spellman handed that milk over to the Society for the Propagation of the Faith to distribute to the poor of the world. On at least one occasion he demanded that the director of the Society, Bishop Sheen, pay the Archdiocese for the donated milk. He wanted millions of dollars. Despite Cardinal Spellman's considerable powers of persuasion and influence in Rome, Sheen refused.

			These were funds donated by the public to the missions, funds Sheen himself had personally contributed to and raised over the airwaves. He felt an obligation to protect them, even from the itchy fingers of his own Cardinal. Undeterred, Spellman appealed the case to Pope Pius XII personally, in Sheens presence. After examining the facts, Pope Pius sided with Sheen. His biographer, Thomas Reese, reports that Sheen was later confronted by Spellman, who said, “I will get even with you. It may take six months or ten years, but everyone will know what you are like.” It took Spellman less than ten years.

			By the fall of 1957, Bishop Sheen, a Catholic media fixture for nearly thirty years, “retired” from the airwaves, ending his “Life is Worth Living” program at the height of its popularity. It is widely believed that Cardinal Spellman drove Sheen off the air. (At the time the show was shuttered an estimated 30 million viewers and listeners tuned in each week.) Suddenly the illustrious preacher found himself unwelcome in the churches of New York. Spellman cancelled Sheens annual Good Friday sermons at St. Patricks Cathedral and discouraged clergy from befriending the Bishop. By 1966, Spellman would get Sheen reassigned to Rochester, New York, terminating his leadership at the Society for the Propagation of the Faith.

			As compelling as all of this is (and it is), none of the details related to the Spellman affair nor Sheens personal feelings about the Cardinal's actions are mentioned in this autobiography. These omissions raise an interesting point.

			Somewhere in these pages Sheen writes: “The curious would like me to open healed wounds; the media in particular would relish a chapter which would pass judgment on others… ‘We live in days of assassins’—where evil is sought in lives more than good to justify a world with a bad conscience.” In the pages that follow, no scores are settled, no names named. Oh, there are the fleeting references to “trials both inside and outside the Church” (p. 360) and asides like, “I am certain that it is God who made certain people throw stones at me…” (p. 332). But those looking for literary payback need to look elsewhere. (Spellman is even praised!) Instead, what follows is a singular autobiography, one that is more an internal portrait of a man than an external one. And what a man Bishop Fulton Sheen was.

			Pope Pius XII once referred to Sheen as “a prophet of the times.” He engaged all facets of the culture in a dazzling way. An author of more than sixty books and a columnist, he used his well-trained mind to touch the common man. Explaining the Gospel with true innovation, he often appealed to poetry, philosophy, history, architecture, song, and art to drive home his message. For sixteen years as the National Director of the Society for the Propagation of the Faith he raised hundreds of millions of dollars for the worlds poor, donating about 10 million dollars of his personal earnings to the missions. Sheen built churches and hospitals for poor blacks in Alabama, tirelessly preached retreats, visited the imprisoned and sick, taught convert classes, and offered Mass in parishes around the world.

			But he is perhaps best known for his broadcast work. Before Mother Angelica, Pat Robertson, and Joel Osteen, there was Bishop Fulton Sheen. In his magenta cape and zucchetto he was a media trailblazer who often beat Milton Berle and Frank Sinatra in the ratings. For more than fifty years he transformed rarified theology into the idiom of the masses, using radio and then television to bring a message of hope to people of all faiths and those of none at all.

			I remember being in need of a spiritual favor about sixteen years ago. Knowing that I was in television, a priest friend suggested that I “go make a deal with Archbishop Sheen.” Following his advice, I knelt before the crypt at St. Patricks in New York one afternoon and promised the Archbishop that if he interceded with God on my behalf, I would do all I could to get his program back on television. Sheen answered my prayer. It would take me several years to fulfill my part of the bargain. At this writing, Sheens “Life is Worth Living” follows the broadcast of my program on EWTN each Friday night.

			Watching the reruns today can be a jarring experience. The stylized nineteenth-century gestures, the dramatic vocal escalations, and that unfurled cape lack the naturalism we have come to expect from television personalities. But if you can get past the visuals and focus on the message, there are rich treasures there.

			This autobiography would be Bishop Sheens last treasure. It is at once an exploration of an apostles journey and a history of the Catholic Church in the twentieth century. A participant at the Second Vatican Council, Sheen offers a stinging critique of the failure to properly interpret the Council documents. He also presents one of the most cogent and reasonable explanations of celibacy one is likely to ever read (turning to Gandhi and Dag Hammarskjöld to make his case).

			The professor in Sheen can't help but use this autobiography to instruct; so as you learn about the man, you will also receive insights on the nature of the Eucharist, the papacy, and the Blessed Mother. Included here are hilarious and touching remembrances from his long life. But it is the reflective personal revelations—the spiritual lessons learned in pain—that distinguish what is here.

			This book was written during a period of intense physical suffering for Sheen. Starting in 1977, he underwent a series of surgeries that sapped his strength and even made preaching difficult. He must have known that this would be his final work because one senses an urgency on these pages, an eagerness to impart these lessons, particularly those dealing with the spiritual bounty found in pain. The last chapters crackle with the same zeal and determination of his final homilies from the late 70s: they are prophetic and impassioned, free from the gilded edges of the past.

			“The Three Stages of My Life,” the final chapter here, is worth the sticker price. In it, the Bishop honestly admits his vanity, his fondness for “creature comforts” and says, “I had to be brought through trials, both inside and outside the Church before I could understand the full meaning of my life. It was not enough to be a priest; one also had to be a victim.” In the end, Fulton Sheen became a victim. Parts of what you will read were recited from his sickbed as he clutched a crucifix. His final meditation on the cross, which concludes the book, is particularly moving.

			Like all great biographies, this one furnishes us with a chance to reflect on our own lives in the afterglow of one who has gone before us. In Sheens case, his life and example shine brighter now than when he passed away, nearly thirty years ago.

			In the middle of this book, Sheen ponders some questions we should all consider: “Have I really served the Church as well as I should? Have I used the many talents the Lord has given me? Have I cast fire upon the earth as the Lord asked me to do?” I think, in Sheens case, one must answer these questions in the affirmative. Few bishops, or laymen for that matter, have done it so well for so long, and with such panache. And the story goes on.

			Sheens cause for sainthood is now under consideration at the Vatican, which seems entirely appropriate. The media is in desperate need of a patron (particularly reality show creators and news departments), and this culture needs reminders that sanctity, not sensationalism, endures. Unlike so many of the illustrious names mentioned herein who have faded in history's advance (Clare Boothe Luce, Heywood Broun, and George Gobel, for instance), Sheens memory remains vibrant not due to his television renown, but for the timeliness of the truth he expounded and the passion with which he did so. There is indeed a treasure in this clay: the treasure of lasting truth imparted by a true apostle.

			Raymond Arroyo
Ash Wednesday,
2008 Northern Virginia
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IT ALL DEPENDS ON HOW YOU LOOK AT IT
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		When the record of any human life is set down, there are three pairs of eyes who see it in a different light. There is the life:

		
				
				As I see it.

				

				
				As others see it.

				

				
				As God sees it.

				

		

		Let it be said here at the beginning that this is not my real autobiography. That was written twenty-one centuries ago, published and placarded in three languages, and made available to everyone in Western civilization.

		Carlyle was wrong in saying that “there is no life of a man faithfully recorded.” Mine was! The ink used was blood, the parchment was skin, the pen was a spear. Over eighty chapters make up the book, each for a year of my life. Though I pick it up every day, it never reads the same. The more I lift my eyes from its pages, the more I feel the need of doing my own autobiography that all might see what I want them to see. But the more I fasten my gaze on it, the more I see that everything worthwhile in it was received as a gift from Heaven. Why then should I glory in it?

		That old autobiographical volume was like the sun. The farther I walked from it, the deeper and the longer were the shadows that stretched before my eyes: regrets, remorse and fears. But as I walked toward it, the shadows fell behind me, less awesome but still reminders of what I had left undone. But when I took the book into my hands, there were no shadows either fore or aft, but the supernal joy of being bathed in light. It was like walking directly under the sun, no mirages to solicit, no phantoms to follow.

		That autobiography is the crucifix —the inside story of my life not in the way it walks the stage of time, but how it was recorded, taped and written in the Book of Life. It is not the autobiography that I tell you, but the autobiography I read to myself. In the crown of thorns, I see my pride, my grasping for earthly toys in the pierced Hands, my flight from shepherding care in the pierced Feet, my wasted love in the wounded Heart, and my prurient desires in the flesh hanging from Him like purple rags. Almost every time I turn a page of that book, my heart weeps at what eros has done to agape, what the “I” has done to the “Thou,” what the professed friend has done to the Beloved.

		But there have been moments in that autobiography when my heart leaped with joy at being invited to His Last Supper; when I grieved when one of my own left His side to blister His lips with a kiss; when I tried falteringly to help carry His gibbet to the Hill of the Skull; when I moved a few steps closer to Mary to help draw the thrust sword from her heart; when I hoped to be now and then in life a disciple like the disciple called “Beloved”; when I rejoiced at bringing other Magdalenes to the Cross to become the love we fall just short of in all love; when I tried to emulate the centurion and press cold water to thirsty lips; when, like Peter, I ran to an empty tomb and then, at a seashore, had my heart broken a thousand times as He kept asking over and over again in my life: “Do you love Me?” These are the more edifying moments of the autobiography which can be written as a kind of second and less authentic edition than the real autobiography written two thousand years ago.

		What is contained in this edition is not the whole truth—the Scars are the whole truth. My life, as I see it, is crossed up with the crucifix. Only the two of us—my Lord and I—read it, and as the years go on we spend more and more time reading it together. What it contains will be telecast to the world on the Day of Judgment.

		What you read is truth nevertheless, but on a lower level: the narrative of a jewel and its setting, the treasure and its wrapping, the lily and its pond.

		How, then, do I see my life? I see it as a priest. That means I am no longer my own but at every moment of existence acting in the person of Christ. As a United States ambassador in a foreign country whether at recreation or in council chambers is always being judged as a representative of our country, so too a priest is always an ambassador of Christ. But that is only one side of the coin. The priest is still a man.

		That is why the title of this autobiography is Treasure in Clay. It is taken from a letter St. Paul wrote to the Corinthians about himself and other apostles of the Lord as being no better than “pots” of earthenware to contain the treasure. The example may have been the clay lamps in which oil was put to hold light. I have chosen this text to indicate the contrast between the nobility of the vocation to the priesthood and the frailty of the human nature which houses it. We have the awesome power to act in Persona Christi, that is, to forgive the grossest of sins, to transplant the Cross of Calvary to the altar, to give divine birth to thousands of children at the baptismal font, and to usher souls on deathbeds to the Kingdom of Heaven.

		But, on the other hand, we look like anyone else. We have the same weaknesses as other men, some to the bottle, or a woman, or a dollar, or a desire to be a little higher in the hierarchy of power. Each priest is a man with a body of soft clay. To keep that treasure pure, he has to be stretched out on a cross of fire. Our fall can be greater than the fall of anyone else because of the height from which we tumble. Of all the bad men, bad religious men are the worst, because they were called to be closer to Christ.

		That is why it is hard for one with this calling to write an autobiography, because there is enacted the frightening tension between the dignity of his calling and the corruptibility of his clay. As Cardinal Newman wrote: “I could not even bear the scrutiny of an angel; how then can I see Thee and live? I should be seared as grass, should I be exposed to the glow of Thy Countenance.” But at the very white-hot center of this tension between the divinity of the mission and the poor weak human instrumentality there is always the outpouring of the love of Christ. He never permits any of us to be tempted beyond our strength; and even in our weaknesses He loves us, for the Good Shepherd loves lost shepherds, as much as lost sheep. The tension is greatest, perhaps, for those who try to love Him with total surrender.

		But the way I see my life in conformity with my vocation is different from how others might see it. That is why there are biographies as well as autobiographies. Even biographies can differ one from the other: the life of Christ that John left in his Gospel is quite different from the life that Judas would have written had he used a pen instead of a halter. Biographies generally are not written until one becomes a celebrity—or until one who is not known well enough to talk to is known well enough to talk about.

		Shakespeare surmised that, in biography,

		
			The evil that men do lives after them,
The good is oft interred with their bones.

		

		But when it comes to writing about a bishop who is given the throne a few feet above the people, there is danger of seeing him in pomp and dignity. Again, appealing to Shakespeare:

		
			Man, proud man
Dressed in a little brief authority, Most ignorant of what he's most assur'd,
His glossy essence, like an angry ape,
Plays such fantastic tricks before high heaven
As make the angels weep.

		

		When one enjoys some popularity in the world, such as the Lord has given to me in great measure, one is praised and respected even beyond desserts. As a little boy wrote to me on my eighty-fourth birthday: “I hop you have a happy birthday. I hop you will live long and I hop that one day you will be Pop.”

		At the end of a long life, one generally finds that there are two things said: things that are too good to be true and things that are too bad to be true. The excess is on the side of credit, which is indeed a tribute to the laity who see the priest as he is really supposed to be—“another Christ.”

		The Lord does not choose the best. I was not given a vocation because God, in His divine wisdom, saw that I would be better than other men. Even God's love is blind. I know thousands of men who are far more deserving of being a priest than I am. He often chooses weak instruments in order that His power might be manifested; otherwise it would seem that the good was done by the clay, rather than by the Spirit. The Lord came into Jerusalem on an ass. He can ride into New York and London and down the middle aisle of any cathedral in a human nature that is not much better. The Lord does not hold in great esteem those who are high in popularity polls: “Woe to you when all men speak well of you.”

		This might seem to put the Gospel in a repulsive light, but what our Lord meant was that we may begin to believe our newspaper clippings and to be carried away by what the world thinks of us. Generally, the more we accept popular estimates, the less time we spend on our knees examining conscience. The outer world becomes so full of limelight as to make us forget the light within. Praise often creates in us a false impression that we deserve it. Our reaction to it changes with the years: in the beginning one is embarrassed and flustered; then we love it while claiming that it runs off us like water off a duck's back—but the duck likes water! The latter stage is apt to end in cynicism as we wonder what the one who praises really wants.

		Finally, there is my life as God sees it. Here the judgment is completely different. Man reads the face but God reads the heart. David was not chosen for his good looks, nor Elijah rejected because of his. Our Lord has a double view of us: the way He intended us to be and the way we corresponded to His grace. God took a great risk in giving us free will as parents do when they grant freedom to their children. The prophet Jeremiah offers a very beautiful story of the difference between the ideal that God has for each of us and the way we make ourselves. God writes the final epitaph—not on monuments but on hearts. I only know that those who received more talents from God will be more strictly judged. When a man has been given much, much will be expected of him; and the more a man might have had entrusted to him, the more he could be required to repay. God has given me not only a vocation, but He enriched it with opportunities and gifts, which means that He will expect me to pay a high income tax on the Final Day.

		How God will judge I know not, but I trust that He will see me with mercy and compassion. I am only certain that there will be three surprises in Heaven. First of all, I will see some people there whom I never expected to see. Second, there will be a number whom I expect to be there who will not be there. And, even relying on His mercy, the biggest surprise of all may be that I will be there.

	
		Two
THE MOLDING OF THE CLAY
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		Clay has to be molded, and that is done primarily in the family which is more sacred than the state. The determining mold of my early life was the decision of my parents that each of their children should be well educated. This resolve was born not out of their own education, but their lack of it. My father never went beyond the third grade because his father felt he was needed on the farm. My mother had no more than an eighth-grade education at a time when there was one teacher for all the grades.

		On my mother's side both my grandparents came from Croghan, a little village in County Roscommon, Ireland, near the town of Boyle. My father's father (whom I never knew because he died when I was quite small) was born in Ireland also. My fathers mother, however, was born in Indiana. Unfortunately, she, too, died before I was old enough to know her.

		My father, Newton Sheen, and my mother, Delia Fulton, owned a hardware store in El Paso, Illinois, about thirty miles east of Peoria. One day, my father sent the stores errand boy down to the basement for some merchandise. The boy—who later on became a banker in the town—saw his father enter the front door as he was coming back up the stairs. The boy was smoking a cigarette, which was almost anathema for a young boy in those days. Fearful of his father, he threw it under the stairs. It fell in a fifty-gallon can of gasoline and the whole business section of El Paso burned down! Perhaps to recoup the losses, and in order to earn his living, my father then moved to a farm which he had inherited from his father.

		From earliest age I showed a distaste for anything associated with farm life, and my father often said that, as a young boy, I took a saw and destroyed one of the endgates of his best wagon. By this time, there were two sons in the family, I being the oldest and Joe next in line, following me by two years. I suppose that being poor creates in some a desire to be rich; but in any case, my parents’ want of education begot in them a resolve that their children should be educated. So they moved to Peoria in order that I might be enrolled in St. Mary's, the parochial school there, and begin a Christian education.
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		The Archbishop's birthplace—the hardware store and apartment at 25 Front Street, El Paso, Illinois, where the Sheen family lived. Archbishop Sheen was born here, and his father ran the hardware store. (Courtesy, Fulton J. Sheen Archives)

		It was at this point in my life that I was given the name of Fulton. It seems that I cried for almost the first two years of my mortal life. Later, as a boy I was so embarrassed when visiting relatives and a family doctor would always begin the conversation to my mother: “Oh, this is the boy who never stopped crying.” I became such a burden to my mother that her own mother and father would often relieve her tears. Jokingly, relatives and friends would say to my mother: “Oh, he's Fulton's baby.” When I was enrolled in the parochial school my grandfather Fulton was asked my name and he answered: “It's Fulton.” Though I had been baptized Peter in St. Mary's Church in El Paso, Illinois, I now was called Fulton. In the course of time, my brother Joe became a lawyer in Chicago, and the one next to him, Tom, became a doctor in New York, and the fourth, Al, entered industry—so the children of Newton and Delia Sheen did receive an education. Thirty or forty years later, when I was taken to a hospital in New York after collapsing in a radio studio, my brother the doctor discovered that as a child I had had tuberculosis, which produced the profuse tears, and they in turn produced calcium, which helped cure the affliction and give me a strong set of lungs. In any case, after taking the name John at Confirmation, I became Fulton John Sheen.

		My first-grade teacher was Sister Alexine. I stayed in contact with Sister Alexine not only through high school, but even after Ordination and until her death. She never seemed to age a single day. By teaching the young, she remained young. Virtue does more to preserve youthfulness than all the pomades in Elizabeth Arden's. She could never recall locking me one day in the classroom closet for a few minutes because of disobedience. I suspect she did not want to remember it! But I remembered it very well—and the imprisonment seemed to be years. It did me no harm.

		In one of the very early grades, probably the first, I was kept after school because I had not learned to spell which. I tried spelling it a half-dozen or more ways, but to no avail. One little girl in back of me whispered “w-h-i-c-h” in my ear. I met her again when she was eighty-three in an old folks’ home and thanked her for furthering my education, which would have been much hampered without her whisper.
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		Fulton J. Sheen as a schoolboy, astride his pony, Bob, which he rode like a veteran. (Courtesy, Fulton J. Sheen Archives)

		While still in the early grades, I recall telling my mother that I had lost first place in a spelling contest to Margaret Kennedy I did not know how to spell thralldom. (Webster now gives the alternative spelling with one l —the way I had spelled it.) I struggled to be a leader in the class, and I would come home with holy pictures and medals, but I would never receive one word of praise from my parents. Occasionally my mother would say a word about having done well, but my father never did. I spoke once to my mother about it and asked why my father never praised me. Her answer was: “He does not wish to spoil you, but he is telling all the neighbors.”

		I became an altar boy when I was about eight, serving Mass in St. Mary's Cathedral, Peoria, Illinois. Early one morning, I was serving the great Bishop John L. Spalding. This particular morning, I dropped the wine cruet on the marble floor. There is no atomic explosion that can equal in intensity of decibels the noise and explosive force of a wine cruet falling on the marble floor of a cathedral in the presence of a bishop. I was frightened to death. What would the Bishop say? When Mass was over, Bishop Spalding called me and put his arms around me saying: “Young man, where are you going to school when you get big?” To an eight-year-old boy, “big” was high school. I said: “Spalding Institute,” which was the high school named after him. (One has to admit it was a rather diplomatic answer, but I was not so conscious then of its diplomacy.) He tried again: “I said ‘when you get big.’ Did you ever hear of Louvain?” I answered: “No, Your Grace.” “Very well, you go home and tell your mother that I said when you get big you are to go to Louvain, and someday you will be just as I am.” I told my mother what the Bishop had said, and she explained that Louvain was one of the great universities of the world, located in Belgium.

		I never thought again of the Bishop's statement until two years after Ordination when I set my foot in Louvain to attend the university. I thought, “Oh, this is the place where Bishop Spalding told me to go.” Nor did I ever recall again his prophecy about being a bishop, since it was merely the priesthood I was pursuing.

		The fifth grade was divided into big boys and big girls. I was among the little boys and little girls. A contest in arithmetic was arranged between the Davids and the Goliaths. One boy named Ed was chosen to represent the Goliaths while I was chosen to represent the Davids. We were put in a classroom with both classes attending as cheering groups. The blackboards were at right angles to one another so we could not copy. A Sister from the Goliath group would read a problem, and then a Sister from the David group would do likewise. The contest went on for about thirty minutes, and became highly tense while the students kept on applauding as we both finished at the same time. Then the Sister from the Goliath group read a problem which I remembered and I began working it out at once. Ed was waiting for the problem to be read. I had finished the problem before he had even begun it. The Sister in the upper classroom became so angry at one of the Davids beating her Goliath that she threw the arithmetic book at me, but her aim was poor and it missed.
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		Graduation from St. Mary's parochial school in Peoria, Illinois, c. 1909. Young Fulton in middle, front row. (Courtesy, Fulton J. Sheen Archives)

		After parochial school, I enrolled in Spalding Institute, conducted by the Brothers of Mary. They were excellent teachers, given to discipline, yet much beloved. One of my classmates was Jimmy Jordan, who later on became known on radio as Fibber McGee. Just across the street in the girls’ Academy of Our Lady was a young girl who later became Fibbers wife Molly on radio. One block away at Peoria High School was a boy whom neither of us knew but who later became Andy of the famous Amos and Andy team. Thus Peoria produced three famous radio personalities of those times and even a fourth, if the reader is charitable.

		Every year in order to raise money for Spalding, the students presented a theatrical play. I had no theatrical ability as the tests proved, but the Brothers felt that somehow or other I had to be in the play because my father paid for the program. I still remember the only line I had, which was a line of intercession. Someone was about to kill my father in a forest and my line was: “Have pity on him for your little Angelo's sake.”

		In the fourth year of high school I was the valedictorian of the class, but the Brothers were never very well pleased with me as a valedictorian speaker. A trigonometry medal was given at the end of the year for the highest mark in that subject. Ralph Buechel and I were tied, each with 100 per cent for the year. To work off the tie, three problems in trigonometry were given to us in a special examination. The third problem I recalled from the trigonometry book; as soon as the Brother started reading it, I worked it out from memory. When the papers were examined, I received 66⅔ per cent and Ralph received 100 per cent and the medal. I said to the Brother afterward: “I think that third problem of mine was right because I remember it from the manual.” “Oh,” he said, “yes, it was right according to the book, but you were not listening to me; so I changed the angle of the flagpole and that is the reason you lost the medal.”
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		When Fulton was graduated from Spalding Institute in 1913 at Peoria, Illinois. (Courtesy, Fulton J. Sheen Archives)

		After high school, I enrolled at St. Viator College (now defunct, though I remember it well). Conducted by the Viatorian Fathers, it had among notable professors Professor Kenyon of Harvard, who gave us excellent training in Shakespeare… Father Bergan, one of the greatest inspirations of my life, who was Professor of Philosophy… Father McGuire, who came to Roman Catholicism from the Anglican ministry and was a graduate of Oxford… and Dr. Potter, a graduate of Wharton School of Economics.

		During the scholastic year, the students would recite the Rosary every day. In fair weather, this was done on the football field; in foul weather, in the gymnasium. I was chosen by the students to lead the Rosary. This particular afternoon it was in the gymnasium, at the far end of which was a stage prepared for a debate with a college in Iowa. I was on the debating team. The thought of being on that stage that night distracted me so much that I could not finish the Rosary. I believe that all the nervousness of my whole existence must have been concentrated in those few moments, for I was never seriously nervous again in my life before an audience.

		The molding of the clay was done by great sacrifices on the part of my father and my mother, who would deny themselves every personal comfort and luxury in order that their sons might be well clothed and well cared for. Our family life was simple and the atmosphere of our home Christian. Grace was said before and after each meal; when we had visitors none of us was permitted to sit at table without wearing a coat and tie; the Rosary was said every evening; the priests of the cathedral visited the home once every week; and visits of old-country cousins were very frequent.

		I remember once receiving a spanking from my father. We had a horse which we kept in a barn behind the residence. He would be used for family driving during the week and on Sunday. This particular day it was my duty to feed Morgan, the horse, which I did at the appointed hour. That evening when my father came in, he asked me if I had fed the horse and I told him I had done so. Morgan must have been particularly hungry that day for apparently there was no hay left in the manger. My father thought I was lying so he gave me a spanking. He applied the palm of his hand to the seat of my pants with some dexterity. There is nothing that develops character in a young boy like a pat on the back, provided it is given often enough, hard enough and low enough. I complained later to my mother that I had fed the horse and she testified to the truth of my statement. My father said: “I'm sorry, but that will do for the next time.” I never remembered the next time, for I went through the rest of my life without spankings but not without reprimands.

		Looking back on those early days, I recall great differences in the economic order. My father would sell corn from his farm for fifty cents a bushel and wheat for a dollar a bushel, which was considered extreme in those days before Russia started buying our wheat. But a better indication of the difference in price index was the fact that almost every day except Friday I would be sent to the grocery store to buy thirty cents’ worth of sirloin steak. The butcher would always throw in a wiener—what today is called a hot dog— with every purchase. That thirty cents fed my father, mother, grandmother and four boys, and without any skimping. Milk was five cents a gallon.

		We kept a charge account at one of the grocery stores. When I was about nine, on the way to school I put on the charge account a box of Nabisco biscuits, in those days worth about ten cents. My father later on discovered this deceit and I received a short but firm lecture on honesty.

		Another lesson on the same subject was learned after I stole a geranium which was exhibited in front of a grocery store. I saw these geraniums advertised for ten cents a plant. I knew that my mother kept geraniums in tomato cans outside on the windowsill, and assuming that I would do her a favor, I picked up one of the flowers, brought it home to my mother at noon and said: “Here, Mother, is a geranium for you.” Then began the inquisition: “Did you buy it?” “No, Mother.” “Did you steal it?” “Yes, Mother.” She then sent me to my piggy bank and made me shake out of it fifty cents. I objected that the plant cost only ten cents and one single flower was not worth fifty cents. But she insisted that I make that kind of restitution. My act of dishonesty thus punished by restitution taught me for life that honesty is the best policy. In any case, when I took the money to Mr. Madden, he gave me two pots of geraniums.

		All the time that we were in school my mother and father, both of whom believed in hard work, sent us out to one of the two farms they owned by this time, east and west of the city of Peoria. The tenant farmer would accept the Sheen boys as hired hands on weekends and during the summer months. In the early days during a lull in some heavy farm work, my father and some of his friends were seated together, and a jolly, fat neighbor, by the name of Billy Ryan, said to my father: “Newt, that oldest boy of yours, Fulton, will never be worth a damn. He's always got his nose in a book.” My brothers rather enjoyed farm work; I suffered it. When I see thousands of young men running around in dungarees today, I remember how ashamed I used to be at having to wear overalls, which were the dungarees of those days. From the point of view of fashion, it was about as low as you could get.

		Those who know me now find it hard to realize that there was once a time in my life when I plowed corn, made hay while the sun shone, broke colts to harness, curried horses, cleaned their dirty stalls, milked cows morning and night and in cold, damp weather, shucked corn, fed the pigs, dug postholes, applied salve to horses cut by barbed wire, fought potato bugs on the day that a circus came to town, argued with my father every day that farming was not a good life and that you could make a fortune on it only if you struck oil.

		Without ever expressing it in so many words, I was brought up on the ethic of work. In Scripture work is described as a penalty for sin—the “primal eldest curse.” It was not the work I disliked; it was the farming. Both my father and mother were hard workers. I can remember whenever we visited relatives, I could hear them say in the kitchen, “Ask Aunt Dee to leave the work to us,” Dee being a nickname for Delia. My father, whenever he would go out to visit the tenant farmers, would help them build barns, reap the harvest and do anything to keep himself busy. Not only because it was parental training but perhaps because it was already ingrained in me, the habit of work was one I never got over, and I thank God I never did.

		One day when I was ten, I was playing baseball in an open lot near our home in Peoria. My mother called me to go to the grocery store to buy something she urgently needed for dinner. I complained: “Why can't I finish the game? There are only two more innings to play.” Her answer was: “You are out there for exercise. What difference does it make whether you are running the bases or running to the grocery store?” Years later when I fell into the wisdom of Thomas Aquinas I received the answer to her question. This learned philosopher asks: “What is the difference between work and play?” and he answers: “Work has a purpose, play has none, but there must be time in life for purposeless things, even foolishness.” But when I learned that distinction it was too late for a clever answer to my mother. By this time she would hardly ever call me from a book.
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		Graduation from St. Viator's College in Bourbonnais, Illinois, c. 1917. (Courtesy, Fulton J. Sheen Archives)

		Returning to the subject of education, St. Viators College was also a seminary for the training of priests. When I graduated, Bishop Edmund Dunne of Peoria sent me to St. Paul's Seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota, to finish my studies for the priesthood. These were the days of World War I; food was meager and I developed an ulcer which required an operation. The courses were extremely good, especially in Sacred Scripture, history and moral theology. The music teacher of Gregorian chant had to train all of us, whether we had singing voices or not. I was among those who could hardly carry a key on a ring. Grace Moore later on confirmed this. About twenty years later, however, when I returned to give a lecture in an auditorium in St. Paul, I was introduced by my music teacher, who praised me for my singing. I am sure the good man did not purposely lie; he just had a bad memory. They say singing is every man's birthright but it certainly never was mine. I didn't sound good even in a shower.

		On Saturday, September 20, 1919, I was ordained a priest, by the grace of God, in the cathedral at Peoria. The stirrings which the Holy Spirit put in my soul in the early days were now fulfilled—or were they? I was now a priest. Yes. But is not that just half the story? I never asked myself that question the day I was ordained. In due time, and not in an easy way, I was to learn that a priest is also a victim. But more about that later.

		Immediately after Ordination, I was sent to the Catholic University in Washington to work for a doctorate in philosophy, which required three years of residence and study. Some of the teachers were excellent—such as Dr. Edward Pace and the famous Dr. John A. Ryan, who was a leader in this country in the field of social ethics. On weekends I would make myself available for work in different parishes in Washington, a practice frowned upon by the university authorities. I was invited to give a Lenten course in St. Paul's Church by the venerable Monsignor Mackay. I was only twenty-four years old at the time and when I knocked at the front door of the rectory, the good Monsignor took a look at me and said: “Get back to the sacristy immediately with the rest of the altar boys.” In the rain, and with a coat collar over my own Roman collar, he did not recognize me to be a priest.

		[image: ]

		As Fulton J. Sheen looked when he was ordained in 1919. (Courtesy, Fulton J. Sheen Archives)

		The same year I was to offer Holy Week Eucharist in St. Patricks Church in Washington. The liturgy of that week is slightly different from that of other days of the year and I was a bit concerned as to whether I could do it properly. One of the directions given in Latin during the course of the Holy Saturday liturgy was to sing Alleluia three times. There are about forty-nine notes in that Alleluia, which would test even the skills of a Caruso. I did my best to give utterance to all those black notes in the missal. I gave a sigh of relief at the end of the Alleluia, but old Monsignor Thomas, the pastor, who wore purple socks, shouted out from the sacristy in the hearing range of the entire congregation: “Sing it again!” I sang it again, simply because he ordered me to do it. When I finished the second effort, again in still louder tones, he cried: “Sing it again!” which I did in reluctant obedience and feeling very stupid for having to do so. But then I noticed at the end of the Latin directive about singing Alleluia the little word ter, which means three times. That incident always reminded me of the story of the man who had a choice of marrying either a beautiful servant girl who was unknown or an ugly opera singer who was quite famous. He opted for the opera singer. The morning after the honeymoon, he took a look at her and said: “For heavens sake, sing.”

		After two years of graduate studies at the university, I felt that I did not have a sufficiently good education to merit the degree of Doctor of Philosophy. I confided my worries to one of the professors, who said: “What would you like to have in education?” I said: “I should like to know two things— first, what the modern world is thinking about; second, how to answer the errors of modern philosophy in the light of the philosophy of St. Thomas.” He said: “You will never get it here, but you will get it at the University of Louvain in Belgium.”

		In September of 1921, I left for Louvain, Belgium, and entered the School of Philosophy. My brother Tom left with me to study medicine at the same university. Regardless of how long I live, I will never be able to express the depth of my gratitude to this great university for the brilliance of its teaching, the inspiration of its leadership and the development it gave to the human mind. There were no optional or elective courses—every course was required. So we had to learn metaphysics, experimental psychology rational psychology cosmology Aristotle, modern space and time; these courses were part of the curriculum for all doctoral candidates. Everything contemporary was stressed in every area of knowledge. Even the professors of the Medical School gave us advanced courses in science. But along with being up-to-date, we were drenched in Aristotle, Plato and the ancients and immersed in the philosophy of Thomas Aquinas. The way the professors handled Aquinas he did not belong to the Middle Ages; he was our contemporary. No assigned reading was ever given, but it was always assumed that any book which a professor suggested to be read could be brought up in the final oral examination.

		[image: ]

		Sheen at the University of Louvain in Belgium, early 1920s. (Courtesy, Fulton J. Sheen Archives)

		The most brilliant professor I had was Dr. Leon Noel, whose last name was the same as his first, if spelled backward. One course he taught was on the philosophy of Bergson, who was then the dominant French thinker. Another course was on American pragmatism. On one occasion he called me into his office and said: “Have you read the Gifford Lectures of Dr. Alexander?” I told him that I had not. He said: “Well, they have already been published for at least thirty days. I advise you to read both of those volumes, and then go to the University of Manchester in England and consult with Dr. Alexander.” Dr. Alexander had won a medal from King George for his philosophical treatise on Space, Time and Deity, his thesis being that Deity is evolving.

		I asked Dr. Alexander if I might be permitted to follow one of his classes. I do not remember if he said: “It is on Kant” or “It is just cant,” but in any case, he refused. He did invite me back to tea that afternoon. When I went to the building at the appointed time, I found a sign outside: “This afternoon at tea time, Dr. Alexander will debate Dr. Sheen of the University of Louvain.” I did not yet have my doctorate from the University of Louvain, nor was I qualified to represent the university. But a tea table was prepared in the middle of the room for Dr. Alexander and myself. Hundreds of students sat around at various tea tables to listen to the discussion. Dr. Alexander began: “Well, what would you like to know?” I realized, for the first time, what it must be like to sit at the feet of Divine Omniscience. I said: “You do not believe that God is Infinitely Perfect, do you?” He said: “Have you read my books?” I said: “Yes, I have read them twice.” “Well,” he said, “if you ever read them with any degree of intelligence, you would know that I believe that God is perfect.” I said: “May I explain to you your view as I understand it?” I then explained that Dr. Alexanders position seemed to me to be that God was an urge, or nisus, always one level above the present level of evolution. “When there was only Space-Time, God was a chemical; when chemicals came into being God was the ideal of plant; when plants came into the universe, God was the ideal state of an animal; when there were animals God was the ideal state of man; now that there is man, God is an angel. Someday we will reach that state. God will keep moving ahead as the Urge of the universe.” And he said: “Yes, that is my theory; you understand it perfectly.” I said: “Well, Dr. Alexander, your God is not yet perfect; He is on the way to perfection. A Perfect God would be One Who has at each and every moment of His Being the fullness of perfection.” “I've never had that put to me that way before,” he said. I asked him if he would be interested in reading the philosophy of Thomas Aquinas. “No, I would not be interested because you become known in this world not through Truth, but through novelty, and my doctrine is novel.”

		The examinations for the doctorate at the University of Louvain were oral. About twenty students or candidates at a time would be admitted into a large hall, where there were twenty professors seated at twenty desks. A student would choose any desk that he pleased, each student making for the desk of the professor he thought would be the easiest. The professor would ask questions until you could not answer; then he would tell you to go to another desk. The examination lasted the entire day, at the end of which each professor would give his own mark and then all the professors would unite and give a general mark.

		When I visited the desk of Dr. Noel, he asked: “Tell me how an angel makes a syllogism.” I said: “An angel does not have to go through the reasoning process, but rather has intuitive intelligence and, therefore, sees conclusions as clearly as we see that the part is never greater than the whole. Hence an angel cannot make a syllogism.” Later on when I got to know him very well, I asked him if he recalled that question and why he asked it. He said: “You remember when I was lecturing on the philosophy of Bergson I said to the class ‘I want you to read every single line St. Thomas has ever written on the subject of angels in order that you may understand angelic intelligence.’ I just wanted to find out whether or not you had done the reading.” A little later on while in Rome working at the Angelicum, I read through every single line that St. Thomas wrote at least once.

		The university had a higher degree, which was called the agrégé. Agrégé meant one became aggregated to the faculty. There were several conditions to receiving
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