
Poteat as Theologian
 Primacy of Persons Conference, June 8, 2014

Baptist Theological Seminary at Richmond, Elizabeth Newman

In relation to theology, some have described Poteat as, at worst, lost in a haze of 

mysticism or as, at best, only marginally theological or doctrinal.  The former concern interprets 

Poteat’s thought as a mode of idealism abstracted from the world. The latter concern stems from 

an alleged lack of theological concreteness in Poteat’s thought, i.e., one does not hear the name 

of Jesus, citations from Scripture or the language of Canaan.1 In contrast to these interpretations, 

the burden of my essay will be to show how Poteat’s understanding of being, far from being 

quasi-theological, is dependent upon key theological convictions. In what follows, I will, first, 

describe some key aspects of Poteat’s thought and secondly, relate how Poteat’s ontology is 

conceptually dependent upon the Christian doctrines of creation ex nihilo and incarnation.

Modern amnesia: Poteat at the mall 

In Recovering the Ground, Critical Exercises in Recollection, Poteat describes 

standing in a shopping mall and being seized for a moment “by a mild and fugitive attack of 

amnesia.”2 This is not, he says, a familiar case of absentmindedness; it is rather a “deeper sense 

of estrangement from myself and from the world—for the brief moment that it lasts, more 

disturbing than a familiar instance of forgetfulness.”3 As Poteat recounts, he looks about for 

some clue as to why “this place is this place rather than some other.” He concludes, “There is 

none. Indeed, this is not even a place.”4 He goes on to describe how every shop is part of a 

national chain, how there are no local businesses, how the mall is one of a “theoretically infinite 

1 Robert T. Osborne, “Bill Poteat: Colleague?” Tradition & Discovery 35, No. 2 (2008-2009): 46.
2 William H. Poteat, Recovering the Ground, Critical Exercises in Recollection (New York: SUNY, 1994), 77.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid., 78.
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number of identical malls,” and how, finally, “nothing here speaks uniquely of or to the history 

of my forty-five years of life in these environs.”5 One might speculate that Poteat is merely 

waxing nostalgic, i.e., things were better in the good old days. But this would miss the more 

radical point that Poteat is making: that the modern person easily lives in a placeless world, a 

world in which, Poteat states, one’s “being is contracted into an abstract entity that is nowhere in 

particular at no particular time.”6 In such a world, stores, employees and particularly consumers 

are easily interchangeable, like various parts of a grand globalized machine. And the whole 

mechanism operates by the allegedly “free” market, itself detached from place and time. These 

laws, whether described as supply and demand or as an “invisible hand,” are taken to be value 

neutral. Microsoft, Apple and other mega corporations can pay 20 cents an hour to workers in 

China regardless of their particular place and personal hardship, simply because the market 

allows it.7

Poteat’s description of his experience at the mall provides a kind of microcosm of late 

modernity and the amnesia it easily creates for us all. On the one hand, there is the objectifying 

nature of technological reason, which fosters detachment from particular places, persons 

and things. As William Cavanaugh notes, “The consumerist spirit is a restless spirit, typified 

by detachment, because desire must be constantly kept on the move.”8 Attachment to the 

particularity of “my past, my future, my present mindbodily being,” as Poteat puts it, gets in the 

way of living in market space and time which must be the same everywhere. On the other hand, 

Poteat’s description of being at the mall illuminates the ideology of subjectivity as choice: we are 

what we choose to be. Yet, does not this whole framework, Poteat asks, “(prized) objectivity—as 

5 Ibid.
6 Ibid., 79.
7 For an outstanding analysis of freedom, unfreedom and the “free” market, see William Cavanaugh, Being 
Consumed, Economics and Christian Desire (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2008).
8 Cavanaugh, 47, my emphasis.
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compared with (mere) subjectivity…threaten…to reduce [man] in his so-called subjectivity to a 

useless passion?”9 

How is this true? One could argue that choice frees the individual to be her true 

self. Far from a “useless passion” then, such subjectivity allows individual self expression and 

self creation to flourish. In terms of the mall space, this brand or product I choose (whether 

Apple or Abercrombie and Fitch) expresses who I am. Others have analyzed how the 

identification with brands actually reduces freedom of particular options as the overwhelming 

tendency of the global market is to put local stores out of business. More fully, however, as 

Poteat indicates, if “values” are subjective choices—merely “adventitious”—if  being as such is 

valueless, then there is no reason why one choice is better than another. As John Milbank states, 

“where one starts by asserting that the Good has its ground in freedom rather than Being, one 

inevitably winds up by saying that Being (or a possibility before Being), as neither good nor evil, 

itself trumps freedom.”10 That is, when the Good is identified with subjective choice as such, 

then such choice ends up determining the status of being: whether it is good, neutral or evil. 

Freedom, understood positively as the capacity to move toward worthwhile ends, is undercut 

since being has no telos other than what one chooses. Again, one might object that the freedom 

to choose our own purpose is a great good; after all, we do not want others imposing their 

purpose on us. But this is only to push the supposed neutrality of being deeper down. If being is 

what we make it, there is no reason I should honor you, nature, the environment or any aspect of 

being. Nietzsche, like Poteat, described such modern patterns of thought in terms of 

9 William H. Poteat, A Philosophical Daybook, Post-Critical Investigations (Columbia: University of Missouri, 
1990), 89.
10 John Milbank, Being Reconciled, Ontology and Pardon (New York: Routledge, 2003), 17.
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homelessness.11 Such nihilism, Taylor Scott also notes, turns against subjectivity. “We, as 

subjects,” he writes, “have no status…Our subjectivity, to the extent it is maintained as 

subjectivity…is literally ‘from nowhere’ and tells us nothing…” As Scott observes, Nietzsche 

(in radical contrast to Poteat) offered aestheticism as an alternative to nihilism. Such aestheticism 

“while of no true consequence in the total scheme of things, would at least display our own 

nobility of character and our beauty as human beings.”12  

While reflecting on this essay, I was struck by a story I read by former Apple founder 

and CEO Steve Jobs, one that offers a counter narrative to Poteat’s description of the mall. Jobs 

describes a trip he took with his family to Turkey. While there, Jobs writes:

I had a real revelation. We were all in robes, and they made some Turkish coffee 
for us. The professor explained how the coffee was made very different from 
anywhere else, and I realized, ‘So…what?’ Which kids even in Turkey give a shit 
about Turkish coffee? All day I had looked a young people…they were wearing 
clothes that look like they were bought at the Gap, and they are all using cell 
phones. It hit me that, for young people, this whole world is the same now…there 
is no such thing as a Turkish phone…We’re just one world now.13 

Jobs, of course, celebrates the objectivism of the global market. Yet, how is it that when the 

global market encourages consumers to express themselves, to create themselves, everyone one 

ends up “the same,” as Jobs puts it? 

Poteat helps us understand this phenomenon when he states that for the “Greeks the 

particularity and transiency of our particular truths are overcome in the eternal logos….”14 

That is, for Plato, for example, the “Forms” or “Ideas” possess the highest kind of reality, 

11 In discussing a Cartesian ontology, David Schindler notes that we can characterize such patterns of thought “in 
terms of a kind of nihilism, a superficial nihilism (from super-facies, staying on or along the surface), or indeed, as 
Nietzsche also says, in terms of ‘homelessness’,” in David L. Schindler, Ordering Love, Liberal Societies and the 
Memory of God (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2011), 364.
12 R. Taylor Scott, review of Polanyian Meditations: Towards a Post-Critical Logic by William H. Poteat, in 
Homiletic 11?, no. 1 (June 1988): 30.
13Isaacson, Walter, Steve Jobs (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2011), 528.
14 Poteat, Philosophical Daybook, 66.
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not the changing material world known through sensation. So also, the globalized objectified 

product has more attraction than the merely local. Poteat discusses at length how literacy, the 

experience of seeing words on a page abstracted from their dynamic context, underwrites a kind 

of logocentrism in which the “really real” is atemporal. Technology is an intensification of this 

abstracting phenomenology. Such atemporal logocentrism gives us “a conception of ourselves as 

discarnate logic machines who ‘process information,’ crunch numbers, store and retrieve data, 

who wait in hope for the day when artificial intelligence not only will surpass our powers, but 

will exhaustively simulate thought...”15 

Early in the 20th century, the French author George Bernanos criticizes the modern 

tendency to “move quickly through life not seeing anything.” Bernanos used the word “imbecile” 

to describe the person, often an academic, who refuses to explore more than the surface of his 

own being.  He is “informed about everything and hence condemned to understand nothing.”16 

He has an ability, fostered by technology, “to be anywhere at any time and therefore in no place 

or time in particular.” Bernanos, like Poteat, vividly describes how a modern “techno-logism” 

swallows “the particularity and transiency of our particular truths.” Thus Bernanos states, “man 

has created technology and technology is now creating man, ‘by a sort of demonic inversion of 

the mystery of the Incarnation.’ The peculiar misery of the modern world is that ‘it disincarnates 

everything it touches by accomplishing in reverse the mystery of the Incarnation’.”17 Bernanos’ 

point is not to condemn technology per se but to recognize its “non-neutrality” with respect to 

the nature of human being.18 As Poteat also notes, as “we come more and more to dwell in these 

models some our actual powers atrophy and a whole stratum of human reality is repressed...”19 

15 Ibid., 75.
16 As cited in Schindler, 324.
17 Ibid., 325.
18 This point is made by Schindler, 325.
19 Poteat, Philosophical Daybook, 75.
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This abstraction immures us, Poteat says, with a second-order account in which we tacitly 

imagine we stand to ourselves and world if we were disincarnate. It is no wonder then that one 

can say, with no hint of remorse, we are all the same. And thus we suffer amnesia; we forget who 

we are, rooted in the world of place and time.

Poteat and theology or Poteat as theologian

Both these subheadings—“Poteat and theology,” “Poteat as theologian”—do not fully 

capture what I want to say about Poteat. In a sense, Poteat as a theologian can be compared to 

Poteat as a Polanyian. On a number of occasions, Poteat stressed that he was not a Polanyian. 

Rather, through dwelling in aspects of Polanyi’s conceptual orientation, Poteat had come to 

develop his own post-critical analysis. The same kind of point can be made for Poteat and 

theology. Poteat did not, as far as I know, explicitly identify himself as a theologian nor did he 

write theology in the sense of analyzing and engaging theological “topics.” I argue, however, 

that just as Poteat inhabited, in a sense, Polayni’s world so also and more radically does Poteat 

dwell in the world as God’s good creation and in the reality of the Word become flesh and 

dwelling among us.

To engage this reality, we can begin by noting how Poteat contrasts the Greek eternal 

logos, discussed previously, with the Hebraic understand of the word: “for the Hebrews [the 

particularity and transiency of our particular truths] are comprehended and affirmed in the 

dynamic but ever faithful will of Yahweh.”20 On this understanding, particularity and transiency 

are not something to be overcome or denied, but rather something to be comprehended and 

affirmed by a faithful God. As Poteat asks in the preface to Recovering the Ground, “…can we 

once again affirm the good creation, our moral home; can we yet recover our ground?”21 

20 Ibid., 66.
21 Poteat, Recovering the Ground, xi.
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How is Poteat able to claim that being is not simply neutral, as imagined by a host of 

dualisms, but is actually affirmed, and therefore good? On his view being is not what we make 

of it (good, bad or otherwise); being is not determined by one’s subjective choices. Nor is being 

elevated to some abstract “ideal,” transcending time and place (technological human). 

Creation ex nihilo

What makes being as good fully conceivable is an understanding of creation as ex nihilo.

The doctrine of creation ex nihilo says that there is no being that exists prior to or alongside of 

God. In other words, God does not take pre-existent being and then mold it or shape it to bring 

about creation. Such was the view expressed by Plato. As Athanasius observes, Plato said that 

“God had made all things out of pre-existent and uncreated matter, just as a carpenter makes 

things out of wood that already exists.”22 Athanasius’ worry with this view was that it imputed 

limitation to God. That is, God would not be a Creator but a Craftsman.  

For my purposes I want to examine how creation ex nihilo is not only about God but also 

involves a particular anthropology. The understanding of being as pre-existent and subsequently 

shaped by a god or gods assumes that being itself is valueless. Like a mass of clay, being is 

simply there until a master craftsman does something with it: molds it in a particular way. This 

understanding of being makes purpose, orientation, and telos an add-on to a pre-existent being. 

The anthropological implication is that the human is primarily a “craftsman” (replicating God 

as craftsman), using inert stuff or data or neutral being to then make something, which could 

be more or less good or bad. Goodness does not lie at the heart of being but is rather a human 

product.

22 St. Athanasius, On the Incarnation (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s, 2002), 27.
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David Schindler is right to note how this understanding relies upon a “pelagian” view 

of the self. It is pelagian because one’s being is regarded as first of all an achievement of the 

self. Schindler further relates this pelagianism to modern relativism. Relativism is a function 

of pelagianism, Schindler states, “because and insofar as relativism presupposes the (wrong) 

priority of the self in the realization of the true and the good, making over both into matters first 

of human construction.”23 Such “anthropology” or “ontology” involves an extrinsic approach to 

being in the sense that being in and of itself is neutral.

Poteat, however, rejects this in a deep and profound way. As he emphasizes in a variety 

of ways, “value” is not an imposed part of the nature of things. Poteat categorically rejects the 

belief that the real is value-less, that facts are intractable and values adventitious. On the one 

hand, he relates this view, as already indicated, to the abstraction that literacy makes possible, a 

position he calls the “theater of solitude.” What lies before us—like static words on a page—is a 

neutral reality, a valueless world, hard facts, and to this, so we imagine, we must import our own 

values. While literacy provides an experiential basis—the objective eye—it is, more radically, 

the “terrible pathos of not being God” that fuels this position. At issue here, in relation to being, 

is an inverted creation ex nihilo. “We stand to ourselves and to the world,” writes Poteat, “as 

God is imagined to stand to the world he made out of nothing: essentially disembrangled, 

transcendent, autonomous.”24 

Poteat thus seeks to reverse this inversion by acknowledging that being and logos, being 

and goodness, and being and orientation are always intrinsic to one another. Poteat coins the 

term “mindbody” to indicate that logic, orientation and purpose are integral to all being. There is 

23 Schindler, “Is Truth Ugly? Moralism and the Convertibility of Being and Love,” Communio 27 (Winter 2000): 
726.
24 Poteat, Recovering the Ground, 203.
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no such thing as a neutral being or a being that in the depths of its nature does not already rely on 

temporal logic. Stated differently, according to Poteat our being in time has a “telic” character:25 

oriented toward purpose. One might concede that being is oriented, temporal, and imbued with 

logic but argue that such being is not necessarily good. After all, one can easily be oriented in 

such a way that one does bad deeds. And Poteat’s analysis deeply registers how disembodied 

minds, disincarnate egos, stripped of their mindbody being in the world, are capable of great 

crimes. Yet, according to Poteat, as well as the logic of creation ex nihilo, the fact that we are 

capable of horrendous deeds does not make being itself neutral or valueless or nihil (nothing). 

The logos of our lively mindbody might well be twisted or distorted, but it nonetheless remains, 

apart from which we would cease to be. Creation ex nihilo makes this conviction conceptually 

available in a way it would not have been for the ancient Greeks and in a way that is profoundly 

obscured in late modernity.  For Poteat, being and goodness, being and logos are convertible; 

that is, one necessarily involves the other.

Incarnation

As previously cited, Bernanos states that the peculiar misery of the modern world is that “it 

disincarnates everything it touches by accomplishing in reverse the mystery of the Incarnation.” 

Poteat, too, describes the ethos of modernity as discarnate and, more pointedly, as gnostic. 

To cite again from the preface of Recovering the Ground, Poteat asks, “…can we survive our 

mellenial addiction to gnostic apocalypticism; … can we yet recover our ground?” 

As a set of beliefs, gnosticism is fairly easy to summarize: gnostics believe a special 

and secret gnosis will save us from a corrupt world. Since being as created is not good, we are 

saved  when our spirits are set free from material bondage. For the gnostic, being is not simply 

25 This phrasing can be found in William H. Poteat, Polanyian Meditations, In Search of a Post-Critical Logic 
(Durham, NC: Duke University, 1985), 39.
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neutral but exists in opposition to God the creator. Thus finitude itself is defective and is, at 

best, overcome by extricating oneself from such deficient limitations. Athanasius in On the 

Incarnation opposed the gnostics for obvious reasons: they “invent for themselves an Artificer of 

all things other than the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”26

To speak of the incarnation, of course, is to speak primarily about Jesus Christ; and 

Poteat, it seems, does not say much about Christ. As one of his colleagues put it, his Christian 

legacy does not appear in his language. More specifically, “The name ‘Jesus’ is not heard, 

nor is Scripture cited.”27 While this accusation is not entirely true, it is the case that Poteat 

does not fully or explicitly engage a theology of the incarnation, nor does he completely 

engage the Chalcedonian formula of Jesus as one person, fully human and fully divine. What 

he does develop, in my view, is a philosophy or perhaps better, an ontology that is radically 

incarnational.

Poteat thus seeks to reverse modernity’s demonic disincarnate inversion by attending 

radically to our mindbodily being in the world, where body and mind are seen as ultimately 

inseparable. As those familiar with Poteat well know, he describes and engages the radical nature 

of our mindbody being in the world in a multiplicity of ways. For example in his essay “For 

Whom Is the Real Existence of Values a Problem: Or, An Attempt to Show That the Obvious is 

Plausible,” Poteat states that “all my knowing is a bonding—ranging from the most archaic and 

immediate knowledge that I have as a developing infant in my mother’s womb to the latest and 

most abstract feats of mathematical heuristics.” 28 This bond, for Poteat, is not only biological 

but is, more fully, radically ontological.29 In other words, to say our bonding is inherent to our 

26 Athanasius, 27.
27 Osborne, 46.
28 Poteat, Recovering the Ground, 208.
29 Ibid.
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being is to say more than the fact that we are genetically linked to our parents, and even more 

than the significant fact that we were raised by this mother and/or this father. “Nature is indeed 

our mother,” Poteat writes, “and we are necessarily bonded to her.”30 Poteat means by this that 

inherent in our bodily being in the world is a logos, a meaning and an intentionality that enables 

us to “indwell” that of another, whether a living cell in a microscope, the flight of a bird, or the 

face of a beloved. 

What does this have to do with the doctrine of the incarnation? The Word become flesh 

is a radical affirmation of creation, of being, as good. God becomes flesh, while yet remaining 

God. Contrary to Gnosticism, our brokenness, our sin, is overcome not by fleeing the world, 

God’s good creation, but by living more faithfully in it. Being is not void or neutral or whatever 

we choose it to be, but illuminated as good, as gift, through the incarnation, and life, death and 

resurrection of Christ.31

It is significant that Aquinas relates the incarnation to creation ex nihilo. In so doing, he 

emphasizes that being as temporal, far from problematic, is rather affirmed as that which enables 

persons in all their historicity and particularity to be who they are. He writes:

The mystery of the incarnation was not brought about through God being changed 
in any way from the state in which he had been from eternity, but through his 
having united himself in a new way to creation or, rather, through having united 
it to himself. It is fitting that creation, which is by its very definition mutable, 
should not always be in one way. Therefore, just as creation began to be even 
though it had not been before, so likewise it is fitting that creation, not having 
been previously united to God, was later united to him.32

30 Ibid. Another way to say this is that the whole cosmos shares in logos.

31 As Paul writes to the church at Ephesus, “For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 
which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life” (2:10) The incarnation signals that we are created in Christ, 
who overcomes sin and death, thus renewing creation. The works “God prepared beforehand” are not extrinsic jobs 
handed down for on high, alien to our being. Rather this passage signals that we are created for a purpose, a way of 
life.
32 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 3.1.1 ad 1 in Frederick C. Bauerschmidt, ed. Holy Teaching, 
Introducing the Summa Theologiae of St. Thomas Aquinas (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2005), 165. Emphasis added.
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Created being, as Aquinas states, is by its very nature mutable. Creation and ourselves as 

created beings come to be in time; temporality lies at the heart of our good being. It is “fitting,” 

therefore, as Aquinas states, that being itself is changed and transformed in Christ. Another 

way to put this is that “there is nothing defective in finitude as such; rather what is defective 

is the disallowing of finite things from reaching their own proper finite share of perfection.”33 

Perfection, so understood, is not moralism (only obeying rules) but living into our telos, our 

purpose which is ultimately communion with God, others and all creation. The key point here 

is that there is nothing defective in finite being as such; finitude, temporality, the transiency of 

our particular truths are rather, as Poteat states, “comprehended and affirmed in the dynamic but 

every faithful will of Yahweh.”34 The most radical affirmation of the creation, of created being, 

is God becoming flesh and, in so doing, uniting humanity, and all of creation, with himself.

It is not just our minds that have access to God; this would be a gnostic conviction. 

Rather all of who we are, our bodies, have access to God the Father through Christ.35 To say that 

Christ dwells in the flesh is to say that he is fully present with us in our embodied being. But 

how is Christ now present, since, as the Creed says, he has ascended and now sits at right hand 

of God the Father almighty? And what does this have to do with Poteat’s understanding of our 

mindbody being in the world?

Poteat reflects on this question, in part, in the context of discussing Hannah Arendt’s The 

Human Condition. In his analysis, you might recall, Poteat shows how Arendt’s understanding of 

humanity’s uniqueness among all creatures is dependent upon a conviction she tacitly relies 

upon but never fully acknowledges: namely an ever-present and personal God who hears and 

33Milbank, 17. Milbank is describing the position of Augustine and Dionysius in the context of discussing the theory 
of privation.
34Poteat, Philosophical Daybook, 66. 
35 In Christ, we “have access in one Spirit to the Father” (Ephesians 2:17).
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uptakes our words and deeds, who guarantees, as Poteat states, our eternal significance. Poteat 

then reflects on Achilles, noting that while the story of “‘iron-hearted, manslaying Achilles’—

perhaps four millennia old—enjoys longevity,” his rage is not “the rage of Achilles in an actual 

space of human appearance.” As such, Poteat concludes, “he is not a person but an 

abstraction.”36 And then Poteat reflects on Jesus. Even here, he says, the “Jesus whose story is 

told in the synoptic gospels” would remain an abstraction and not a person were if not for the 

fact of his “actual existential presence as the Son sitting on the right hand of the eternally 

present Father…”37 In other words, the Word made flesh as only a past event would remain an 

abstraction to the particularity and reality of our place and time. 

This point is crucial for Poteat for the same kind of reason, as he points out, that the 

presence of a personal, covenantal God is crucial in Arendt’s understanding of the human 

condition. As Poteat observes, for Arendt, our words are fleeting unless remembered by hearers 

and in the stories that they come to tell. But, Poteat argues, this move will not work in terms of 

Arendt’s desires to preserve personal uniqueness. My “who-ness” can only be preserved in an 

“ongoingly contemporaneous ‘history’ in which a living and personal being is always actually 

appearing in the fabric of my actual activity of acting and speaking….only a living, personal God 

can guarantee my eternal significance.”38 So, also, Poteat’s description of our lively, oriented, 

integral mindbodily being in the world is sustained and made possible by a God who affirms 

this bodily being, and who is ever present to us in our being in the fabric of our actual, lively, 

embodied worlds. 

36 Poteat, Recovering the Ground, 134.
37 Ibid.
38 William H. Poteat, “A Skeleton Key to Arendt’s The Human Condition,” handout.
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Toward the end of his journal entry reflecting on Arendt, Poteat cites Jesus’ words at the 

Last Supper, “This is my body which is broken for you; this is my blood which is shed for you,” 

and then writes:

Then you believe in the doctrine of transubstantiation? Well, no. What I believe— 
and I do not think of it as something I believe, it goes much deeper than that, in 
fact, all the way to the bone—is that the bread and wine are the presently actual 
body and blood of Jesus Christ; and that, if they are not, then the Son of God has 
nothing to do with the concrete person I am in this time and place; and if this be 
so, the whole of Christianity is but an elaborate system of symbols at no point 
engaged with the actual fabric of this world.39

The phrase an “elaborate system of symbols” reflects a disconnect between our actual being and 

God, as if God were essentially uninvolved in space, time and creation. Poteat argues, however, 

that the opposite is true. The Son of God has to do with the concrete persons we are in this time 

and place. Just as the covenant is not a past event, the same is true of the incarnation. The bread 

and wine are the presently actual body and blood of Jesus Christ (as difficult as this might be 

for some Protestants to grasp) because they are, in a sense, an extension and intensification 

of the present Divine actuality in creation, covenant and incarnation. For Poteat, the presently 

actual body and blood of Christ in the eucharist are as real as creation ex nihilo and as mindbeing 

as logos, precisely because these are interrelated. This affirmation of the particularity of our 

concrete place and time—even more of our “who-ness”—before the eternal Son is then a radical 

reversal of the modern amnesia described earlier. So understood, the eucharist is not a mere 

symbol. It does not erase our particularity (our substance, even) but validates it, even bringing 

toward “logical” fulfillment.40 

39Poteat, Recovering the Ground, 135.
40 Hans Urs von Balthasar engages Klaus Hemmerle in discussing an ontology of love. While this discussion is 
beyond the scope of this essay, Hemmerle describes “substance” as  being for a purpose, for “transubstantiation,” 
for communion, cited by David L. Schindler, “Is Truth Ugly?” 715. This sense, in my view, is close to Poteat’s use 
of “transubstantiation” in that because of the presence of the eternal Son the bread and wine fulfill their purpose of 
communion with God in the present.
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Finally, fundamental to the doctrines of creation and incarnation, as well as to the thought 

of Poteat, is the conviction that receptivity lies at the heart of being. If being is not neutral but 

is rather intrinsically good and oriented toward logic and meaning, then this is not something 

we determine ourselves. It is rather imparted. We can turn again to Aquinas, writing about the 

incarnation: “But it pertains to the idea of goodness to communicate itself to others….Therefore 

it pertains to the idea of the highest good to communicate itself in the highest manner to the 

creature,” which is brought about by God’s joining created nature to himself in one person.41 It 

is the nature of goodness to extend itself to others. So understood our being is an extension of 

Divine goodness and grace. Standing in this place, we can say what, according to Poteat, we are 

“ingenuously inclined to say: ‘The heavens declare the glory of God and the firmament showeth 

his handiwork’.”42

41 Aquinas, ibid., 165.
42 Poteat, Philosophical Daybook, 5.
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