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Bill Poteat wasamember of Duke University’ s Department of Religion and served a termas Chairman, during
which | served with him as Director of Undergraduate Sudies. | knew himasa brilliant scholar who devoted
his exceptional gifts primarily to his teaching and his students. He was charming, gracious, yet we his Duke
professorial colleagues never really knew him. One of our ranks suggested that the idea of Bill asa colleague
was an oxymoron. Bill did not attend professional meetings and only rarely had conver sation of any sort with
colleagues. He lived in Chapel Hill and not Durham. However, he seemed not to be at home in any of his
academies-UNC Philosophy Department, Duke Divinity School, or finally the Duke Department of Religion.
It was not clear what his commitmentswere. | knew that he had a Christian heritage and perhaps a Christian
“hangover,” and had a Divinity degree from Yale. Nevertheless, his personal faith was not publically
expressed. Perhapsit found expression in his zeal ous effortsto over come the Cartesiani sm of the modern mind
which he contended wasinimical to the Christian under standing of the human person and his/her relationship
to God. Yet, he wasrestless, rarely present to us and perhaps also to himself.

My assignment onthispanel istotalk about William Poteat asacolleague. My colleaguesand | at Duke
University recognized that Bill wasanimpressive and remarkableman, asall of these panel presentationshave
indicated. Hewasan attractive person— brilliant, widely read, very charming, evenwinsome, and ascintillating
intellectual. However, hewasamystery. | don’ t think any of usinthe Department of Religionknew himor began
toknow him. Helived not in Durham, but ten milesaway, in Chapel Hill. He had started histeachingin 1947in
the Philosophy Department at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. In 1957, he relocated to the new
Episcopal Theological Seminary of the Southwest, in Austin, Texas, and threeyearslater, in 1960, he returned
toNorth Carolinatoteachat the DukeDivinity School.! Finally,in 1970, hemovedtothe Department of Religion
at Duke. [ Someone commented that he had received hisPh.D. in Religionfrom Dukeand that this, perhaps, was
relevant to hisreturning to Duke rather thanto UNC.] Anyway, when he switched from UNC to the Episcopal
Seminary, then to Duke, healsomoved from Philosophy to Divinity, fromaprimarily undergraduate humanities
faculty to (at Duke) agraduate professional school, arecognized theol ogical school of the Methodist Church,
and eventually to Duke’ s(primarily undergraduate) Department of Religion, whereheserved atermasitschair.

Duringall thetimehewaswithus — some27 years, until hisretirement from Dukein 1987 — wenever
heardhisstory. | havelearned moreabout Bill Poteat at thismeetingthan| ever learnedwhilehewasmy colleague
inthe Department of Religion. It seems, as| look back, that hedid not share hisself-understanding, hispersonal
or hisprofessional story, with any of his colleagues. He was simply absent in spirit and mind, and — with his
residencein Chapel Hill — generally absent in body. He spent littletimein the Department precinctsexcept for
meetingswith his students and for mandated departmental meetingsthat he chaired with considerabl e success.
Otherwisehewasminimally present. Werarely had coffee, not to mention abeer, together; we shared no extra-
curriculartimethat | recall. Hedid not attend meetingsof the American Academy of Religion, regional or national,
evenwhen hiscolleagueswere performing. In short, hewasnot really acolleaguein the sensethat we normally
think of acolleague. Infact, oneof my colleagueswhowasal so Bill’ sandwhom | asked about Bill asacolleague,
retorted, “ Bill asacolleague? That isan oxymoz&n." Another onevolunteered, “| don’t think you want to hear



frommebecause| would betoo critical.” Asacolleague Bill wasahomo absconditus; present but unrevealing.

While he was not a professor with colleagues, he was a teacher with students, as these papers have
strikingly demonstrated. Oneof my colleagues, Tom M cCollough, did havemoreof arel ationshipwith Bill than
did therest of us. Hewaswriting abook at one point during Bill’ s tenure as chairman and was having a bit of
difficulty. Tommentioned hisproblemstoBill, who graciously agreed to meet withhimonaregular basistoread
and discusshismanuscript. Heprovedtobequitehel pful , avery goodteacher. | shouldal so mention hereanother
exceptional moment of collegiality, namely Poteat’ s collaboration with Professor Tom Langford in the 1968
publication of Intellect and Hope: Essays in the Thought of Michael Polanyi.? It issignificant, however, that
Langford wasfirst of all atheologian. (After serving as chair of the Department of Religion, he was appointed
Dean of the Divinity School in 1971.) But he was also a productive student of philosophy who could and did
engage Poteat and support Poteat’ s interest in Polanyi. On the other hand, Poteat, to my knowledge, had no
interest in Langford the theologian or in his theology, and there was no further collaboration. As| have said,
Bill wasfirst and finally ateacher. And his community was essentially a community of his students. Not too
surprisingly, he married a student, one of his more promising graduate students.

Thefocusof histeaching wasnot the history or tradition of philosophy but rather hisown philosophy,
which appears to have been developing in and through histeaching. | remember aretreat we once had as a
department. Weread together ashort play that Bill had copiedfor us. (I think it was* TheTeacher,” or something
similar.) Inany case, theplay wasabout aprofessor who talked much and expected hisstudentstogiveit all back.
His calling wasto fill those empty vessels with his wisdom. But there was one student that the professor just
could not reach; the student had atoothache. After all, he was embodied, and that body was getting in the way
of his(the professor’ s) teaching. Thiswasthe onetimethat Bill shared with us, asadepartment, something that
revealed abit of histhinking. Nevertheless, we had a sense of what Bill was teaching because we knew some
of his students, but not because of his having had a direct conversation with any of us. We did know that he
was very troubled by the subject-object dichotomy and the disembodied ego-centrism of Cartesianism. | must
admit here that | am unqualified to say much at all about his post-Cartesianism. | am, after al, an inveterate
theol ogian— hardly aphilosopher. My theol ogianisK arl Barth, andinthisconnection| amreminded of apassage
in Barth where he speaksof the*all too triumphal overcoming of the subject and object dichotomy.” [Audience
laughter.] But Poteat did overcome the subject-object dichotomy . . . asall of you [fellow panelists] havetold
me oneway or another. Thiswas our impression of Bill.

Attheend of hislife, | had afeeling, asense, of Bill’ sloneliness. Sadly, his dying dayswere scarcely
notedintheDepartment of Religion. | visited him duringthosedays, not often| fear, and| left for our Shaw Island
residence in Washington before he died. | think Tom McCollough also visited him, but to my knowledge not
many others [among hisformer faculty colleagues].® | wasthinking, as you were discussing the possibility of
establishing aPoteat archive at Duke, that | would not be ableto suggest to whom you might go today, at Duke,
to pursuetheproject. Thereareprobably very few whowould recognizehisname. | think hislegacy isthelegacy
that you all [panelists], as his students, have preserved and might passon. But | don’t suspect that, otherwise,
thereismuchof hislegacy at DukeUniversity today. Itissad and di sappointing becausehewassucharemarkable
man. But he was not really our colleague or a part of the Duke community.

| must tell you about my last visit with him. He was virtually bedridden. We had an interesting
conversation, onethat may say something about him, or at least my perception of him. | mentioned to him that,
sometimeswhen| amwriting, | get stumped by what | amtryingtosay. | can’twork throughthepuzzlethat | have
taken upon myself; sol haveto pick up apencil and scrattTSmy way through. | can’t doit onthecomputer. | have



to get more of my body intoit. When | told Bill about this, heimmediately resonated and lit up. He knew what
| wastalking about.

But onequestion | had, after | had finished my last visit with him, was (without wishingtobetoocritical
of him): How good alistener wasBill ?I know Bill wasawonderful teacher whentherewere, inhisstudents, open
vessels. Thiswashiscommunity. Oneof thequestionsDale Cannonrai sed hereis: Why wasBill not morewidely,
or better, received by the larger community of scholars? In response, my question is: What was there for him
tolearn fromthat community?

Doyou [fellow panelists] remember that timewhenyou got Bill to cometothe AAR / Polanyi Society
annual meeting (November 19- 20, 1993, in Washington, D.C.), whichwastofocuson Bill and hisphilosophic
vision? That was one of the most memorablemomentsin my academiclife. Y ouwill remember itif for no other
reasonthanthat Bill waspresent, at an AAR meeting. Hewas, of course, theoccasionfor the[ section] gathering.
Anddo you not still hear hisremarkable claim? (Thiswas not astudent’ s evaluation): He had accomplished a
“Copernicanrevolution” inphilosophy. Now, that beingthecase, what of significancewashetolearnfromother,
pre-revolutionary philosophers? He had, after all, created a radically new world of philosophy. And this
revolution evidently laid upon Bill a huge revolutionary responsibility - namely, as Dale reported in his
presentation, thetask of curing “thecrisisof modernculture, .. . itsintellectual, culture-wideinsanity,” the* task
of curing ourselves and returning usto ourselves as persons, to who we are as persons before God.” Now, that
isan overwhelming responsibility, and even if he had achieved a Copernican revolution in philosophy, could
he seriously have imagined that he could fulfill such aresponsibility?

Hearingthesewords, | havetosay, tomyself, “ Heisaskingfor Jesus,” whodidtakeon theresponsibility
to cureour soulsandto restore ourselvesbefore God. And with this, | am brought to thefinal, and perhapsfirst,
guestion that Bill confronted me with, a question he never answered: Was he a Christian? Much suggests that
he was, but not much isfinally convincing. He did seem to have a Christian “hangover,” atheological legacy
of sorts. Hewasraised, | understand, inadevout, prominent, Baptist family and graduated fromadivinity school,
althoughhenever wasordained. Heleft afine Department of Philosophy for [aseminary, then] aDivinity School,
and then aReligion Department.

[Panelist: Where did his Christian legacy play into hislife?] That isagood question. Not in hislanguage, not
inhisspeech, notinhispracticethat any of uscouldrecognize. Andyet, | think it did play, asasecularized, [Dale
Cannoninterrupts: not entirely secularized, | think] .. . but uprooted vision of hisresponsibility. Alongwiththis
isan absence of concreteness— particularity in histhinking and “religious’ discourse. It wasonly marginally
theological or doctrinal. It wasnot “biblical” in any explicit, concreteway. The name* Jesus’ isnot heard, nor
isScripturecited. Onedoesnot hear echoes of thelanguage of Canaan— an essential for authentic theol ogical
talk, according to Karl Barth. The'Y ahwist perspectivethat Poteat occasionally claimed for himself isabstract.
And | havetothink of Bill’ sinability to be settled in Chapel Hill, in Austin, in Duke’ sDivinity School, or inits
Department of Religion. Hewas not happy in the Department; hewas not happy in the Divinity School; hewas
not happy in Chapel Hill. Perhapsit wasbecause hewasjudged by amemory, by aninherited “religious’ vision
of himself, by ahopethat seemed well beyond him, whosefulfillment hecouldfindinno place- not Chapel Hill,
not Austin, not Duke, not Durham, no where.

Thisismy takeonBill. When| had my last timewith him, | havetosay | lovedtheman, but | felt hewas
inhis Savior’ shands, not hisown, not in mine, and not in ours. What hewaslonging for, hewasnot to get here.
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Endnotes

:The Episcopal Theological Seminary of the Southwest ceased to exist after afew years.

3Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press.

[Editor:] It should be noted that some of Bill Poteat’ sformer studentsvisited himin hisfinal days.
Ron Hall, inan e-mail dated 6-6-2008, recallshisand the late Taylor Scott’ svisit with Bill on hisdeath bed:
“He asked Taylor to preach the homily at hisfuneral at Duke Chapel and he asked meto say a prayer from
Soren Kierkegaard. | read the prayer aloud to him on that last visit and he looked up at me and said: ‘ That
guy could really pray!"” A large number of Poteat’ s former students, some traveling considerable distances,
attended his funeral service.
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