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 “When a Door Closes Does a Window Open?” 

Rev. Nathan Detering 

October 27, 2019 

 

“Here is the world; beautiful and terrible things will happen. 

Keep our hearts tender. 

Keep our eyes soft. 

Keep our words true. 

Because this is what we are about: 

We know there is no answer but to love one another. 

We bear witness against unnecessary destruction. 

We gather in community to practice being the person 

We say we want to be. 

We cannot do everything,  

But we can do something, and that something is not nothing. 

So forget your perfect offering. 

There is a crack in everything 

That is how the light gets in. 

 

In college one of the most wonderful professors I had was Dr. Ginny Powell, 

Who after taking her Introduction to Sociology class, and encouraging 

Me to sign up for not one but two women’s studies classes, 

And introducing me to Peter Berger’s Sacred Canopy: A Sociological 

Analysis of Religion…(better than it sounds!)  

Suggested, in my advisor meetings with her, that perhaps I should consider 

Going on to get a post-graduate degree in Sociology and one day teach 

college. 
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Dr. Detering had good alliteration, and I loved to try to understand people 

Because we’re pretty un-understandable most of the time,  

So off I went to take the GRE, which I bombed, 

And off I went to interview at the Univ. of Michigan’s PhD program for 

Sociology, 

Which I didn’t quite charm my way through… 

All leading to that moment in early December of my senior year 

When the thin letter arrived in the mail with University of Michigan 

In the top right-hand corner – is thin good or is it bad? –  

Telling me  

Dear Mr. Detering, thank you for application to the Department of 

Sociology’s graduate school.  We regret to inform you that your application 

cannot be accepted at this time.  We wish you well in your future endeavors. 

Blah, blah, blah… 

Sincerely, 

Dr. fancy so and so…Director of Admissions (and Rejections, I thought) 

 

It says more about my privilege and much less about me that aside from 

Not making the basketball team in high school, and the time Molly told me 

No thank you to that second date, all in one brutal autumn of 1986, 

That I was not accustomed to rejection. 

“Well, you know what they say,” said a relative at family Christmas that 

year, 

“When God closes a door, somewhere he (notice the gender pronoun please)  

Opens a window.” 

It wasn’t until much later in life that I learned this line 
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Actually became popularized by the Sound of Music, when Maria is asked 

To lead to the convent to spend a year as the governess of Captain Von 

Trapp’s seven children, she uttering these words as she gets ready to knock 

On his door. 

Some window.   

Until then I had always thought that line was somewhere in the Bible. 

 

Still, worth wondering: what have you done when life has closed a door on 

you?   

What did you do with the discouragement, the what now feeling, 

The trying to look around the room for the window, but only, maybe, 

Seeing four walls? 

Maybe you feel like the times we’re living in now feel like closed door times 

–  politics, polarization, or health scares in your family, or aging parents, 

Or worry about those college apps –  

Like what’s getting closed open is our hope, 

Or our at least our energy to do anything about it all. 

Do you see any windows opening?  Is there a crack?   

Is that how the light gets in?  Yeah, whatever Nathan. 

I get it.  This is the way we’re all arriving here – looking up, out, 

But also looking down, worried, rejected, dejected.   

 

After I got that letter, and after I graduated,  

I employed the underrated strategy that has served humanity in response to 

rejection forever, that is if we’re privileged or lucky  

Enough to have someone at the door back home, keeping it ajar:  

I put my worry about my future on hold and I fled. 
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Anyone else ever try this?   

 

Where I went is a place I think I’ve told us a little bit about before –  

To the Burt Children’s Center in San Francisco, CA,  

Long-since lost to IPO’s and money, money,  

But home then to children who had suffered unimaginable abuse, 

And who under the care of teachers, therapists, and residential counselors 

Were nurtured toward something like safety, security, health. 

Life had slammed doors on these children, repeatedly, 

And you might say what this place was trying to be was a window, 

Or even just a new frame outside the hurting, jagged frame they had been 

given. 

 

My job, three nights a week and one long 12hr shift on Saturdays, 

Was to basically be a room parent for four boys – serving up dinner, 

Cleaning teeth, playing games on the playground. 

But that’s not how I first met Manny.  I first met Manny, 

One of the boys assigned to my room,  

When I first heard Manny screaming at the top of his lungs 

A stream of the most creative curse words you’ve ever heard, 

interspersed with what sounded like 

Crashes and kicks and full-on body blows. 

What, I remember thinking, have I gotten myself into? 

What window is this? 

 

“Come on this way,’ says Francis, the grizzled supervisor… 

As I follow him down the residential hall, rooms on one side, 
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And clear plexiglass windows on the other looking out on the playground, 

And, in the distance below, because were high on a hill, the skyline of 

beautiful San Francisco. 

And it was beautiful, but it was also a jarring: the city of lights spread out 

Through the window below, and the inside this hall, behind the doors, 

This kid screaming with fury. 

Did I mention?  I didn’t.  He is 9.  

 

But where the heck was Manny, actually?  Because everyone can hear him, 

But I can’t see him. 

“Ok,” says Francis, pointing to a closed metal door, 

‘this is the Pad Room.  This is where we need to bring the kids 

When they are danger of hurting themselves or someone else.” 

 

“______ you Francis! yells the little voice.  “Let me out!” 

After which the door that is magnetized shut bounces  

With the force of one kick, then two, then a shoulder check. 

And then stillness,  

and then, in the window that is high up in the top center of the door, 

I see fingers grip the ledge, and then brown hair matted with sweat, 

And eyebrows, and then big, wild, angry, scared at his own anger, eyes. 

 

“Who’s that?” Manny asks, in a full yell. 

“We’ll talk after you get calm,” says Francis.  “We’re not going 

Anywhere.  We’ll be right here, right outside the door.’ 

 

Later that night, as part of my first shift, I would spend a couple 
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Hours reading the case files of Manny and the other boys in my room, 

Manny’s past in particular so terrible that I can still feel  

It slam like a heavy door against my then innocent face.   

 

But Manny didn’t want my sympathy.   

What he wanted was to see how far he could push me,  

test me, close the door against me to 

See if, like every other adult before Burt Center, 

I would rage against him or give up on him, reject him. 

Believe me, both were tempting. 

What Manny was really trying to figure out is if he could trust me, 

If I was someone who cared about him, and the possibility of him, 

Enough to sit outside his closed door, 

And stay there long enough until he was calm, and still, and  

Not hurting himself, and not hurting others, 

He checking on me, peering through the window,  

To see if I was still there…was I worthy of his trust? 

And me saying, as I learned to do over the year I was there, 

“I’m not going anywhere.  We’ll talk when you’re calm.  Breath. 

I’m right here, I’m right outside the door.’ 

 

Now, I pray that none of us have known the kind of hurt that Manny did, 

But I also know not to trust the windows we have out upon these bucolic  

Surroundings. 

Because, yes, there is privilege in this room, AND there are secrets and 

doors with locks and windows that are cracked but not enough for the light 

To get in. 
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And there is worry - about the kid, the job, the country, 

The parents, the homework, the next move, the marriage, 

the next election, 

The upcoming doctor visit, the deadline, the climate, 

The oddly shaped mole on the shoulder blade. 

 

And there is apathy, because what the hell can I do anyway? 

How many marches I have been to?  How many sermons do I have to hear? 

See that window?  That window is fogged!  It’s duct-taped shut! 

Aren’t you paying attention Maria from Sound of Music? 

 

All of which, is to say: I get it.  I hear it.  I feel it.   

Permission to pound on the church pew doors, though gently 

Because they are old,  

If you ever hear anything that sounds like: 

It’s ok – when God closes a door somewhere he opens a window! 

Because I don’t believe God is some doorman or doorwoman 

Ushering some of us through and closing others of us down. 

I don’t believe everything happens for a reason or that good things 

Always come from bad. 

Are these hills are alive with music?  Not always! 

 

Instead, I want us to know this and feel this: 

That in uncertain times, which these are, 

And in times when trust of everything from our president, 

To our democracy, to our capacity to keep doing what we’re doing, 

Even if its just the evening commute and the job and the life and house… 
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Is low…. 

What I want us to know is that we’re here, the church is here, 

Your ministers are here, the God of presence and love I believe in is here… 

Outside the door of our life, saying “I’m not going anywhere.   

We’re right here outside the door.  Breathe.” 

 

Manny is around 35 now, wherever he is. 

The best moment of our time together came 6 months in, 

When he knew he couldn’t curse me away, or shout me down, 

When he had calmed enough, and dug deep into his therapy, 

And demonstrated healthy rather than violent expressions of his anger… 

That he was able to earn his first day pass outside the Burt Center 

On a trip to the zoo.   

These passes were like golden tickets, you can imagine, 

And Manny knew what it meant 

it meant the adults caring for him trusted him 

Enough to be safe with himself and others.   

It meant that maybe he could trust some adults again.  

And that he could trust himself. 

But the best moment was this –  

Standing next to him at the door that led outside,  

And turning the key, and unlocking it, and opening it 

And watching him see for the first time in months in the  

Saturday morning skyline of San Francisco opening up  

Below him, his eyes wide, his mouth 

Open in excitement and not with fear. 
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Wherever you in today – behind the door, on the other side, 

Peering through the window, searching for the window, 

Asking who to trust, asking how to trust, looking for possibility, 

Raging, counseling, Doubting what’s next –  

We, this, thou, God…is with you. 

 


