Week of December 19, 2020

Match of the Week:
Kyle O'Reilly vs. Pete Dunne (NXT, December 16)
Kyle O'Reilly and Pete Dunne had a hell of a Ladder match together several weeks ago on NXT, which was won by Dunne. That was for an advantage in WarGames. When they went to war this week, it was in a standard singles matchup with something much greater up for grabs: an NXT Championship opportunity against Finn Balor at New Year's Evil on January 6th. Dunne was my pick to win just because he and Balor have never gone one-on-one before, but I had no problem with O'Reilly scoring the victory instead, especially since it makes for a better story with O'Reilly wanting to avenge his loss to Balor from TakeOver 31. This was a fantastic bout from start to finish. 

Superstar of the Week:
AJ Styles
Although AJ Styles ended Monday's Raw holding the WWE Championship high above his head, he isn't the champ, at least not yet. He'll get that chance when he takes on Drew McIntyre at Sunday's TLC pay-per-view. Raw was all about building up Styles as a threat to McIntyre's title, and although the effort came a little late, he came away from the show looking great. The Phenomenal One first beat Sheamus in a very well-wrestled match at the start of the show to keep his undefeated streak on Raw intact. He then ended the evening standing tall over McIntyre, getting the final momentum boost ahead of TLC.
Show of the Week:
WWE NXT, December 16
NXT has been producing solid shows for the better part of 2020 with some episodes being better than others. However, I feel like this week's edition was one of the strongest all year from top to bottom. As noted, I loved Kyle O'Reily vs. Pete Dunne, but the rest of the show was damn near perfect. Toni Storm and Rhea Ripley rekindled their rivalry in an entertaining main event, Karrion Kross returned to action in destructive fashion, Tyler Rust took Tommaso Ciampa to the limit in a hard-hitting affair, and the opening tag team match was also enjoyable. I say I'm very much looking forward to New Year's Evil on January 6th would be a massive understatement.
Other Notable Highlights and Low Points
This Week's Highlights
· AJ Styles vs. Sheamus: I appreciated that this wasn't a match that's been done to death over the years. The only other time they've faced off, to my knowledge, was back in spring 2016. This was a very good match and one of the few things I actually enjoyed from Monday's Raw. Sheamus isn't a full-fledged face, but it will definitely be a moment when Sheamus inevitably betrays McIntyre to set the stage for their WWE Championship in early 2021.
· The Hurt Business vs. Jeff Hardy and The New Day: I've seen plenty of people complain about the constant matches on Raw from week to week between Hurt Business, Hardy and New Day, but I haven't been as bothered by it as much as most. It was a solid six-man tag team affair and Hurt Business' win put them in the driver's seat before they vie for the Raw Tag Team Championship at TLC. Hardy taking the losing fall made sense because he doesn't lose anything in defeat.
· Roman Reigns, Jey Uso and Kevin Owens: I had my issues with the last segment on SmackDown this week, but there's no doubt that everything involving these three have been the best parts of the show since the feud started. Owens and Reigns cut quality promos throughout the night and the multiple attacks on Owens were well done. That said, if Owens isn't winning at TLC, then I'm not sure why he'd be beat up so often before the event.
· Bayley vs. Bianca Belair: I would have saved this for Sunday's TLC event personally, but it did make for a nice attraction on SmackDown. As expected, they worked well together and had a very good match. Bayley desperately needed a win after losing almost every match she's had since SummerSlam, but it's weird Belair would get beat before she could bring back her "un--de-feat-ed" catchphrase from NXT. That said, I'm sure she'll avenge that loss sooner rather than later.
· Johnny Gargano and Austin Theory vs. Kushida and Leon Ruff: I realize Theory was already involved in two stables on Raw earlier this year, but I really feel like The Way is the right fit for him. He's bound to benefit from being associated with the Garganos and it gives the Garganos a faction for the first time. This was a fun opening tag match on NXT and Theory pinning Ruff was what needed to happen. It also wisely protected Kushida in defeat.
· Tommaso Ciampa vs. Tyler Rust: I honestly had no clue who Rust was before he debuted on NXT recently, and already he feels like one to watch following the performance he had on Wednesday night against Ciampa. That was a pleasant surprise considering how I figured this would be a standard squash for Ciampa, who has been killing it in the ring these past few weeks. I continue to hope we'll see Ciampa and Timothy Thatcher blow off their feud inside the Fight Pit.
· Rhea Ripley vs. Toni Storm: Ripley and Storm have never cease to have terrific chemistry together and this was another entertaining encounter from them. The roles being reversed this time around gave it a fresh dynamic and it was a worthy main event for NXT this week. My guess is that Storm is being groomed for an NXT Women's Championship opportunity against Io Shirai at New Year's Evil while Ripley and Raquel Gonzalez will face off in a rematch eventually.
This Week's Low Points
· Final TLC hype: I feel like I'm one of the few people looking forward to TLC on Sunday because I believe the card has potential and can close out the year for WWE on a high note. That said, I don't blame fans for not being hyped for it because the build has been so up and down for the last month, especially on Raw. SmackDown was once again objectively better than Raw this week, but neither show made me more excited for TLC than I was before they aired.
· Keith Lee vs. The Miz and John Morrison: This was a well-worked Handicap match albeit completely random. What bad blood did with Lee have with Miz and Morrison? Wasn't he just teasing tension with The Hurt Business a few weeks ago? And why the hell did Lee lose? Losing in a two-on-one situation isn't the worst thing, but it is when you consider that it was to Miz and Morrison, who haven't been positioned as credible players all year. It just made him look weak.
· Nia Jax vs. Lana: What a mess this Lana storyline has been. She and Asuka were scheduled to challenge for the WWE Women's Tag Team Championship at TLC, but an injury to Lana from Jax and Shayna Baszler will prevent that from happening. Before then, though, she faced Jax in an incredibly brief bout and defeated her. I guess that was supposed to be giving the heels their comeuppance, even though it didn't pack much of a punch.
· Shayna Baszler vs. Dana Brooke: This ties back to what I said in the prior paragraph about Lana getting put on the shelf by the heels and rendering the entire angle pointless. This should have been an easy win for Baszler, but instead, it ended in a disqualification after Jax interfered. Baszler losing to Brooke, even if it was by disqualification, doesn't sit well with me. Yes, Mandy Rose returned afterward to save Brooke, but the match that preceded it wasn't worth it.
· Mace vs. Ricochet: Here we are once again in the "Low Points" column with another match pitting Ricochet against a member of RETRIBUTION. I almost wish Ricochet was still being relegated to Main Event because at least he was winning matches there. I'm glad he's a regular on Raw, but he's now lost to Mustafa Ali, Slapjack and Mace. In other words, he lacks credibility and can't be taken seriously by the audience. This was such a waste of time.
· Otis vs. Shinsuke Nakamura: It's so sad to see what's become of Nakamura in the last three years. His story has been well-documented, of course, but he went from having so much momentum his first year on the main roster to now losing to Otis in a matter of minutes. Don't get me wrong, I like Otis, but there's no reason for him to be beating Nakamura, especially so quickly. I don't have much faith he'll ever get back to where he was just a few years ago.
· The Riott Squad vs. Billie Kay and Tamina: I'm all for SmackDown having more women's storylines outside of the title picture (and Bayley vs. Bianca Belair is an example of that), but Kay begging for more matches against The Riott Squad with a different partner each week does nothing for me. Tamina was a worse partner for her than Natalya, and I didn't think that was possible. The match was fine yet totally forgettable. Kay would be better in a different role on the show.
