
Duke University Chapel
thursday, august 6, 2026 

five o’clock in the afternoon

The Rev. William C. Turner, Jr., PhD
April 26, 1948 – July 26, 2026



A Service for the Worship of God 
and in Gratitude for the Life of 

The Rev. William C. Turner, Jr., PhD



Prelude				
		
Greetings and Prayer 	

*Opening Hymn	 Lift Him Up 
		  see page 4	 		

Reflections and Remarks 	 The Rev. Dr. Luke A. Powery	
		  Dean, Duke University Chapel	
			 
		  The Rev. Dr. Edgardo Colón-Emeric	
		  Dean, Duke Divinity School	
			 
		  The Rev. Dr. Clarence G. Newsome	
		 Trustee, The Duke Endowment, and Trustee Emeritus, Duke University	
			 
		  Dr. Gary Brown	
		  Vice Chancellor and Chief of Staff, North Carolina Central University

		
*Congregational Hymn: #64	 Holy, Holy, Holy				

Reflections and Remarks	 Dr. Olu Q. Menjay
		  President, William V. S. Tubman University

		  The Honorable Valerie P. Foushee
United State House of Representatives, North Carolina Fourth District

			   The Honorable David E. Price
Former United States House of Representatives, North Carolina Fourth District

Professor Emeritus, Sanford School of Public Policy, Duke University 

			   The Honorable G.K. Butterfield, Jr.
Former United State House of Representatives, North Carolina First District

The United Methodist Hymnal (UMH) is the larger of the two books in the pew 
racks. Hymn numbers are printed in large type next to the corresponding title.

*all rise as able



Musical Interlude	 Great Is Thy Faithfulness
Ms. Cindy Bolton

Reflections and Remarks	 The Honorable Dan Blue, Jr.	
	  	 North Carolina State Senator, District Fourteen	
			 
		  The Honorable William V. Bell	
		  Former Mayor, City of Durham

				  
		  Mr. Frank Davis, Jr.	
	 Co-Founder and Director, Durham Striders Athletic Association

		
*Congregational Hymn	  I Am On the Battlefield For My Lord	
	 see page 6

	
Readings	

		  excerpt from dr. turner’s pen 
	 From “The Musicality of Black Preaching: A Phenomenology”

			   The Rev. Dr. Eric Lewis Williams
			   Assistant Professor of Theology and Black Church Studies, 

Duke Divinity School
  

	 scripture 		
      Old Testament
	 Ecclesiastes 12	 Dr. Vanessa Starks

The University of Maryland Medical System
		

	 New Testament
	 Luke 4:16–21 	 The Rev. Dr. Willie James Jennings

		  Andrew W. Mellon Professor of Systematic Theology and
		  Africana Studies, Yale Divinity School

Special Music  	 Ensemble 
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Sermon	 Bishop William J. Barber II
President, Repairers of the Breach

Founding Director, Center for Public Theology and Public Policy, 
Yale Divinity School

Co-Chair, Poor People’s Campaign

Prayers of Thanksgiving, Intercession, and Commendation	
	 	
The Lord’s Prayer
		

*Closing Hymn: #377	 It is Well With My Soul	
	

*Benediction	
	
Postlude

Ministry of Worship

Officiant       	 The Rev. Dr. J. Kameron Carter
The Archer Alexander Distinguished Professor of Religion and Politics,  

Washington University in St. Louis

Music Director    	 The Rev. Dr. Braxton D. Shelley 
	 George Washington Williams Professor of Music, of Sacred Music, 

and of Divinity, Yale University

Ensemble 	 Ms. Courtney Bailey
		  Ms. Janina Jones
		  Ms. Tiffany Agerston
		  Mr. Josiah Beatty

Organist	 Mr. Chad Fothergill
	 		  Chapel Organist, Duke University Chapel

3



4

&
b

b

b

b

œ œ

How
Oh!
Don’t
Lift

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 

to
the
ex

Him

Verses

œ œ

j

œ .œ

reach
world
alt
up

the
is

the
by

mass
hun

preach
liv

es,
gry
er,

ing

œ œ œ œ œ

men
for

don’t
as

of
the
ex
a

ev
Liv
alt

Chris

’ry
ing
the
tian

birth,
Bread,
pew,

ought,

- -
- -

- - -
- -

&
b

b

b

b

œ œ

for
lift
preach
let

an
the
the
the

J

œ .œ œ œ œ œ

an
Sav
Gos
world

swer
ior
pel
in

Je
up
sim
you

sus
for
ple,
the

gave
them
full
Sav

the
to

and
ior

.˙

key:
see;
free;
see;

-
-
-

-

-
-

&
b

b

b

b œ œ

“And
trust
prove
then

.œ

J

œ œ
œ

œ
œ

I,
Him,
Him
men

if
and
and
will

I
do

you
glad

be
not
will
ly

lift
doubt
find
fol

ed
the
that
low

œ .œ œ

up
words
prom
Him

from
that
ise

who

the
He
is

once
-

-

-

-

&
b

b

b

b œ œ

earth,
said,
true,
taught,

will
“I’ll
“I’ll
“I’ll

œ œ œ .œ œ

draw
draw
draw
draw

all
all
all
all

men
men
men
men

un
un
un
un

to
to
to
to

.˙

Me.”
Me.”
Me.”
Me.”

-
-
-
-

Text: Johnson Oatman, Jr. (1856–1922)
Music: Benjamin Burke (B. B.) Beall (1874–1945)

Lift Him Up 

Text: Johnson Oatman, Jr. (1856–1922)
Music: Benjamin Burke (B. B.) Beall (1874–1945)
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Text: Sylvana Bell and Estelle V. McKinley (E. V.) Banks
Music: arr. Thomas A. Dorsey (1899–1993)

Text: Sylvana Bell and Estelle V. McKinley (E. V.) Banks
Music: arr. Thomas A. Dorsey (1899–1993)



On April 26, 1948, Dr. William Clair Turner, Jr., affectionately called “Spoon,” 
became the fourth of nine children (Wilhelmina, Claudia, Miranda, Reuben, Juliana, 
Christopher, Benjamin, and Portia). Born to Ruth Christerphee Randolph Turner 
and William Clair Turner, Sr., the Turner family resided in Prospect Park, a close-knit 
African American community located in Richmond, VA. 

During his formative years, Dr. Turner attended Virginia Randolph for both his 
primary and secondary education. There, he played football, sang in the concert choir, 
and participated in the math club. He was also the president and the valedictorian of 
his high school class. Dr. Turner began his journey to Duke University in 1966 when 
his high school mathematics teacher encouraged him to apply to its undergraduate 
program. This simple act forged a sixty-year relationship with Duke and, most importantly, 
led him to the love of his life, Joyce Ann Rivers of Durham, NC. On June 2, 1973, the 
two entered into holy matrimony, shared fifty-three years of marriage, and welcomed 
four children. Similar to his upbringing, Dr. and Mrs. Turner built a family rooted in 
faith, service, and love. 

While at Duke, Dr. Turner broke barriers. He was a member of the fourth class of 
African American students to integrate Duke and one of the first to integrate its football 
team. He earned his Bachelor of Science degree in Electrical Engineering in 1971, his 
Master of Divinity degree in 1974, and his Ph.D. in Religion in 1984, becoming what 
Duke affectionately called a “Triple Dukie.” Throughout his distinguished career at 
Duke, he served in numerous leadership positions such as the Dean of Black Affairs 
(now the Center for Multicultural Affairs), the Assistant Provost, the Acting Director 
of Afro-American Studies, the Director of Field Education, and the Director of Black 
Church Studies. In 1982, he became a full-time faculty member at Duke Divinity 
School, where he would spend more than three decades preparing ministers for faithful 
and transformative service. In 2018, he retired as the James T. and Alice Mead Cleland 
Professor of the Practice of Preaching. 

During his student years, he was an active participant in the Civil Rights Movement on 
campus. The assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., motivated Dr. Turner to join 
the historic 1968 Silent Vigil, which advocated for racial justice and fair treatment of 
Duke’s Black employees. In 1969, he participated in the Allen Building takeover, calling 
for institutional reforms that would transform Duke into a more inclusive university. 
He later helped establish the Black Church Affairs Office at Duke Divinity School to 
create opportunities for generations of Black clergy and students. 

As an author, Dr. Turner published three landmark books: Discipleship for African 
American Christians (Judson Press), Preaching That Makes the Word Plain (Cascade 
Books), and The United Holy Church in America (Gorgias Press). Additionally, his 

Obituary 
The Rev. Dr. William Clair Turner, Jr.
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sermons, articles, lectures, and collected papers are archived at Duke University for 
future generations of ministers and scholars. 

In recognition of his extraordinary contributions to Duke and the broader community, 
he received the University Medal, Duke’s highest honor, as the University celebrated 
its Centennial celebration in 2024. Also in recognition of his achievements, Duke 
commissioned his portrait to be displayed at the Divinity School. Dr. Turner’s 
contributions were recognized beyond Duke. In 2025, the Reverend Dr. William C. 
Turner Jr. Endowed Scholarship Fund was established at North Carolina Central 
University. Most recently, he had also been selected to deliver the prestigious Beecher 
Lectures in Preaching at Yale Divinity School in October 2026.

Dr. Turner devoted more than five decades to serving the Durham community by 
molding generations of preachers and shepherding congregations. Reflecting on his 
ministry in his later years, he said, “I am a product of the pre-civil rights South—the church 
of the late 1940s and 1950s. Now, I am re-conceiving the ministry of the 21st century. That 
is a stupendous challenge.” With humility, wisdom, and extraordinary grace, he embraced 
that challenge throughout his time at Duke, in his community activism, and as pastor at 
Mt. Level Missionary Baptist Church. 

As an advocate for justice, Dr. Turner helped develop innovative ministries serving 
incarcerated individuals and their families. He supported mutual aid efforts, poverty 
relief initiatives, and policies that uplifted poor and marginalized communities. His 
commitment to social justice extended into the public square. Dr. Turner became a 
respected leader within Durham’s ministerial alliances and was instrumental in the 
Moral Monday movement, alongside his former student, Bishop William J. Barber II. 

Although he was a widely respected scholar and community leader, Dr. Turner often 
said “the local church remained the true laboratory of theology.” His ministry embodied 
the biblical call to “do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with God.” Mentored by 
Rev. Miles Jones, Dr. James Forbes, Rev. Philip Cousin, and Bishop A. W. Lawson, 
he was ordained in the United Holy Church of America in 1973. He faithfully served 
as assistant pastor of Fisher Memorial United Holy Church, pastor of Faith Gospel 
Tabernacle United Holy Church, and then pastor of Mack’s Chapel United Holy 
Church. In 1990, Dr. Turner accepted his call to pastor Mt. Level Missionary Baptist 
Church in Durham, NC, where he dutifully served until God called him home. 

However, despite all of these accomplishments, Dr. Turner’s greatest legacy was his 
commitment to his wife and the love he shared with his family. He leaves to cherish his 
memory his steadfast wife, Joyce Ann Rivers Turner; his four children, Jamila Turner 
Little (Lee), William Clair Turner IV (Stephanie), Frederick Louis Turner (Torri), and 
Alice Rebecca Turner; and his seven beloved grandchildren: Zuri Aaliyah, Farrah Lynn, 
Gabriella Donna-Marie Abeo, William Clair V, Frederick “Deuce” II, Jabari Errol 
Rivers, and Christian Elijah.

He is also lovingly remembered by his extended family, church family, Duke family, and a 
body of believers across the globe. As Dr. Turner would say, “Let the Church Say Amen.”
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Celebration of Life

Memorial Service
Thursday, August 6, 2026

5:00 p.m.–7:00 p.m.
Duke University Chapel
Durham, North Carolina

Viewing
Friday, August 7, 2026

2:00 p.m.–3:00 p.m.
Duke University Chapel

Final Celebration of Life
Saturday, August 8, 2026

Mt. Level Missionary Baptist Church
316 Hebron Road

Durham, North Carolina
Viewing: 10:00 a.m.–12-noon

Celebration of Life Service: 12-noon




