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Minister who led church for 40 years di 
By PAUL BONNER 

phb@herald-sun.com; 419-6621 

The Rev. Dr. William Crompton 
Bennett, whose wit and erudition 
highlighted his 40 years at 'Itinity 
Avenue Presbyterian Church and 
many civic events, died Wednes
day. He was 77. 

BENNETT 

He died at The 
Forest at Duke of 
complications 
from pneumonia. 

As senior min
ister of Trinity 
Avenue Presby
terian, Dr. Ben
nett often graced 
church services 
and other con
gregation gath
erings with self
d e pre cat in g 

humor and broad knowledge not 
only of the Bible, church history 
and theology, but also literature, art 
and other humanities. 

Outside the church's walls, he 
participated in a wide range of 
community affairs, including lec
turing part time in religious studies 
at Duke University. So often was he 
called upon to deliver public invo
cations at community meetings and 
events that he was sometimes 
called Durham's "citizen-preach
er." 

Dr. Bennett was born in New
house Ga., on Nov. 10, 1923. His 
fathe; worked for the Georgia 
Central Railroad, and his mother, 
a trained musician, prized cul
ture and learning, especially in 
literature and the arts, which she 
imparted to her son. 

This only child showed early 
promise and entered Emory Uni
versity in Atlanta at age 15. He 
graduated from Emory in three 
years as a member of the Phi 
Beta Kappa academic honor soci
ety and went on to gain master's 
and doctorate degrees from 
Princeton 1'heological Seminary 
and complete a fellowship at 
Union Theological Seminary in 
Richmond, Va. 

He was ordained to the Presby-

terian ministry July 1, 1946, and 
served briefly at a church in 
Petersburg, Va., before becoming 
an assistant at St. Andrews Presby
terian in Wilmington. In October 
1948, on World Communion Sun
day, he assumed the pa~torate of 
Trinity Avenue Presbytenan. 

Tall and slender, he made a dis
tinguished figure in the pulpit. He 
favored relatively formal ecclesi
astical garb, complete with acade
mic robes, stole, tippet and large 
pectoral cross. His sermons often 
incorporated quotations from great 
thinkers and artists of the ages. But 
he also was prone to refer to him
self as only "a simple parson." 

Under his pastorate, the congre
gation of Trinity Avenue Presbyter
ian, in Trinity Park near Duke's 
East Campus, roughly tripled, from 
about 300 to around 1,000. It also 
expanded its facilities and will con
tinue to do so in a planned new 
building to be named after him. 

Many of the church's visitors 
were attracted there by meeting 
Dr. Bennett through such civic 
organizations as the Rotary Club, to 
which he belonged for many years 
and served as president, and at 
Duke. His preaching often led them 
to return and make the church 
their home. 

"He had such a knack with his 
sermons that everyone who heard 
him felt he spoke to their condi
tion," said Ed Coman, an elder at 
Trinity Avenue Presbyterian and 

member for more than 20 years. 
"He had such a personal way about 
him that everyone felt he was their 
personal friend." 

Dr. Bennett often accompanied 
then-Mayor E.J. "Mutt" Evans in 
the latter's greetings and addresses 
to civic gatherings, especially of 
groups and delegations visiting 
Durham, as well as dedications and 
other ceremonies. 

"He has blessed more· buildings 
probably than anyone else" in 
Durham, wrote Jack Adams in an 
article in the Durham Morning 
Herald upon Dr. Bennett's retire
ment. 

A lifelong bachelor, he pursued 
hobbies of rare-book and art col
lecting. 

Besides the Rotary Club of 
Durham, he was a leader in a build
ing campaign of the Durham Coun
ty Public Library, president of the 
Durham YMCA and a member of 
the executive committee of the 
United Fund, a precursor of the 
United Way. He was chairman of 
the board of Durham Nursery 
Schools, a forerunner of the 
Durham Day Care Council. He 
served on the executive committee 
of the Friends of Duke University 
Library. 

In 1975, Durham's civic clubs 
selected him Man of the Year in 
Durham. 

In October 1988 - again on 
World Communion Day - Dr. Ben
nett retired from Trinity Avenue 

SAVE $350 ON 5' x8' 
AREA Rues 
This select group is reduced 7rflo off retail! Choose machine 
made rugs in traditional Persian designs, as well as attractive 
new s1yles with the look and soft texture of vintage wool. 
Assortment varies by store and size is approximate; 
professional cleaning recommended. 

Retail $500 AFTER 2/10 C OSEOUT $199.92 

Presbyterian, marking 40 
there. The church's senior 
now is the Rev. Donovan Dr 

"Trinity Avenue Presb 
Church continues to be vibra 
growing, and owes much 
Bennett's ministry of 40 Y. 
said Rev. Drake. "He t!Jled t 
and sowed the seeds from 
we continue to reap a good h 
for God's kingdom." 

In 1998, parishioners Pe 
Dukie Sloan made a $250,000 
Peace College in Raleigh to 
the college's Dr. Willfam Crc. 
Bennett Chaplain en.lowed 
Dr. Bennett also was a mem 
the board of trustees of Pea 
lege and the board of adviser 
Andrews Presbyterian Colle 
Laurinburg. The Sloans 
pledged a large challenge mat 
gift to Trinity Avenue Presb 
in 1999 for a new building 
named after Dr. Bennett. The 
ing will house Sunday school 
rooms, a fellowship hall an 
kitchen facilities. 
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Tall and slender, he made a dis
tinguished figure in the pulpit. He 
favored relatively formal ecclesi
astical garb, complete with acade
mic robes, stole, tippet and large 
pectoral cross. His sermons often 
incorporated quotations from great 
thinkers and artists of the ages. But 
he also was prone to refer to him
self as only "a simple parson." 

Under his pastorate, the congre
gation of Trinity Avenue Presbyter
ian, in Trinity Park near Duke's 
East Campus, roughly tripled, from 
about 300 to around 1,000. It also 
expanded its facilities and will con
tinue to do so in a planned new 
building to be named after him. 

Many of the church's visitors 
were attracted there by meeting 
Dr. Bennett through such civic 
organizations as the Rotary Club, to 
which he belonged for many years 
and served as president, and at 
Duke. His preaching often led them 
to return and make the church 
their home. 

"He had such a knack with his 
sermons that everyone who heard 
him felt he spoke to their condi
tion," said Ed Coman, an elder at 
'Ihnity Avenue Presbyterian and 

member for more than 20 years. 
"He had such a personal way about 
him that everyone felt he was their 
personal friend." 

Dr. Bennett often accompanied 
then-Mayor E.J. "Mutt" Evans in 
the latter's greetings and addresses 
to civic gatherings, especially of 
groups and delegations visiting 
Durham, as well as dedications and 
other ceremonies. 

"He has blessed more buildings 
probably than anyone else" in 
Durham, wrote Jack Adams in an 
article in the Durham Morning 
Herald upon Dr. Bennett's retire
ment. 

A lifelong bachelor, he pursued 
hobbies of rare-book and art col
lecting. 

Besides the Rotary Club of 
Durham, he was a leader in a build
ing campaign of the Durham Coun
ty Public Library, president of the 
Durham YMCA and a member of 
the executive committee of the 
United Fund, a precursor of the 
United Way. He was chairman of 
the board of Durham Nursery 
Schools, a forerunner of the 
Durham Day Care Council. He 
served on the executive committee 
of the Friends of Duke University 
Library. 

In 1975, Durham's civic clubs 
selected him Man of the Year in 
Durham. 

In October 1988 - again on 
World Communion Day - Dr. Ben
nett retired from Trinity Avenue 

Presbyterian, marking 40 years · 
there. The church's senior pastofl 
now is the Rev. Donovan Drake. 

"Trinity Avenue Presbyteriari', 
Church continues to be vibrant and' 
growing, and owes much to Dr. 
Bennett's ministry of 40 years," -
said Rev. Drake. "He tiJled the soil
and sowed the seeds from whicli 
we continue to reap a good harvest 
for God's kingdom." 

In 1998, parishioners Perry and 
Dukie Sloan made a $~50,000 Gift to 
Peace College in Raleigh to ci:-eat :! 
the college's Dr. William Crc,mpron . 
Bennett Chaplain en.loweJ chair. 
Dr. Bennett also was a member of 
the board of trustees of Peace Col
lege and the board of advisers of St. 
Andrews Presbyterian College in , 
Laurinburg. The Sloans also 
pledged a large challenge matching 
gift to Trinity Avenue Presbyterian 
in 1999 for a new building to be 
named after Dr. Bennett. The build
ing will house Sunday school class
rooms, a fellowship hall and new 
kitchen facilities. 

A memorial service is scheduled 
for 2 p.m. Saturday at Trinity 
Avenue Presbyterian Church. A 
private interment in Maplewood 
Cemetery is planned. 

Contributions in Dr. Bennett's 
memory may be me.de to the Ben~ 
nett Building Fuml )f' .·•·tiity; 
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