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Afterwards, in the milling crowd, I found myself standing near a clump of graduate
students. “What was that all about?” said one of them, with a nasty chuckle. “All that
glasses twirling— why is he such a big deal—I had no idea what he was trying to say.”

I was, as you can imagine, dumbstruck. The clump of students moved on. How
could those students not be spellbound? How could that eloquence fall on deaf ears?
But it can, and it did, in spite of Carey’s deep desire to express and engage. Not
everyone “got” Carey, then or now. Nonetheless, he never gave up trying to connect
with everyone he met, and everyone he talked with. He was profligate, almost driven,
in his energies. He seemed to believe he always owed us his best self.

So I wanted to punch out that grad student who was ridiculing something he
refused to understand. 1 knew-—or presumed—the desire to connect that fueled
Carey’s talk. I knew that Carey was never, ever, purposely obscure or elusive. He really
wanted the responsive miracle that comes from face-to-face communication—and
poured his eventually diminishing energies into every teaching occasion, in the hope
that such connections would be made.

This is, 1 realize, an inescapable element of a ritual view of communication. Not
everyone gets it. The reality we create and sustain, and offer as a gift with such good
will, may be refused by those who want to be merely receivers, not engaged
participants. Our efforts to connect can be spurned. So to offer such a gift is to open
ourselves up to misunderstanding and to ridicule, because we are trying to share
meanings, rather than simply transmitting messages.

And with Carey’s death, we have lost all future chances of having those enveloping,
jazz-riff moments. I am inexpressibly grateful for each of his essays, but as he himself
taught, print is only partially eloquent, and says almost the same thing, every time. It
is painful to accept how much we have lost—not just the verbal brilliance, and the
personal warmth, but also the possibility of being taken by surprise. We have lost the
way, with every encounter, Carey could make things new.

The academic conversation goes on, of course, and we his students keep his
memory alive, and his ideas circulating. But whenever I teach his work, [ am painfully
aware of my own limitations, as well as the Faustian bargain we strike when we
simplify and prepare readings for our students. I am still not someone who thinks we
should keep art sacred and separate from the masses, but if I am to honor him, 1 can
also vow to fight against the seductive simplicities of academic taxidermy.

If [ am to truly honor Carey, then, I will always ask the hard, good questions, no
matter who I am talking with— kindergartener, freshman, graduate student, or
colleague. I will assume that I owe each teaching situation my best self. I will avoid, as
much as possible, turning the gold of original sources into the dross of power points
and outlines and summaries. And— painful as it is— will accept that the very best 1
can give will sometimes be dismissed by people who cannot understand or who
simply do not want what is being offered.

Jim was indefatigable in his desires to connect, which is why, of course, he was a
magnificent teacher. I learned more than I can ever express from being under his

spell.
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