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“I Am Not Convinced”- Sermon give on Oct 14th to The First Parish in Wayland by 
Daryl Bridges 

I want to tell you a story that is both a personal story about me and a projection 
onto some anonymous person. 

I lived in Waterbury, CT for several years after college while my partner was in law 
school. Waterbury is a small, rather poor city that once held a booming brass 
industry, when I lived there it was struggling as there was a severe lack of good jobs 
after the collapse of American manufacturing. Waterbury’s once booming brass 
industry had supplied brass goods through the world and a flourishing watch 
business had grown alongside the brass-works. However after World War 2 the call 
for brass declined rapidly and without a need for brass Waterbury became just 
another Rust Belt town. 

 
Waterbury is only a few miles end to end and dotted with light industry, a number of 
strip malls, double and triple-decker houses, and a disproportionately large shopping 
mall dominating its real estate. The downtown had faded into a ramshackle collection 
of shops that rapidly changed hands, a few old stone churches with declining 
populations, and a collection of store front Pentecostal churches that were booming. 
The city always felt on the verge of collapse with everything from the roads to the 
house to the stores seeming timeworn and tired. Waterbury’s story could be any 
number of cities stories and I can’t say it was an exciting place to live but it was at 
least quiet, the sort of town you might drive past on the interstate and never really 
remember. In fact, many of your probably have done just that; I-84 runs through 
the heart of Waterbury leading towards New York City taking you through and over 
the quiet desperation that colors the city and you may have never even noticed. 

However there was one feature that made Waterbury unique on a cliff overlooking 
downtown was a ruined, religious theme park. The park was called Holy Lands USA 
and was built in the 1950s as a Catholic, family attraction, sort of the Branson, 
Missouri of New England, and featured a walkthrough of Biblical history in scale 
model with special emphasis on the tale of the Crucifixion of Jesus. The park was a 
success throughout the 1950s, 60s, and 70s only to close in 1984 with the death of 
its creator, a local lawyer. The property was given over to a small Catholic convent 
and largely abandoned; the nuns who lived on site lacked the talents and resources 
to maintain it. So the exhibits and decorations remained but became wildly 
overgrown and decayed creating an eerie scene which was a popular place for urban 
explorers to explore and for teenagers to go do the things teenagers do in remote, 
abandoned places. 

 
While technically the park was private property the nuns who oversaw it were 
accepting of tourism, admittedly a bit begrudgingly. So long as you didn’t steal or 
vandalize anything they never really minded if you explored and examined the place. 
Though I am told they would call the police if someone trespassed after dusk, I was 
never willing to test that theory. The place was eerie enough in the day light. 



The first thing one came upon on entering the park was a white, stone statue of 
Jesus, his arms outstretched in invitation but his hands had been broken off perhaps 
by vandals, perhaps by time. Despite the damage done at his feet rest a number of 
votives, flowers, and tokens left by visitors who came to honor him, de-limbed or 
not. I would note that this was a common theme, for every broken statue throughout 
the park tributes sat at their feet. Their brokenness never stopped their adoration. 
Past the statue was a ruined scale model of Bethlehem, a few of the States of the 
Cross, and the martyrdoms of the Apostles were scattered about and all soundly 
destroyed. Also scattered about were broken bottles, cigarette butts, graffiti, and 
other signs of previous visitors who had come to visit but instead of looking for 
something holy decided to revel in the isolation. And among all the ruins and 
desolation stood the centerpiece of the park, a cross that stood on the cliff 
overlooking the city of Waterbury. 

 
The cross stood 56 feet tall and was made from steel and fiberglass, the metal 
painted red and at one point had been internally lit. When the park was open, and 
even a few years after it closed, the cross could be seen at night for miles glowing 
red for Christmas and purple for Easter however by the time I visited in the 2000s 
the cross had succumb to ruin. It still stood but the paint had peeled, the fiberglass 
panels had been broken, the lights burned out, and graffiti had overtaken the bottom 
several feet. Yet, there was something compelling about that cross, broken as it was, 
for mixed into the graffiti were little, written messages, imprecations, and prayers. 
Small things were written like “Help mother get better”, “I love Jesus,” “Sally loves 
Bob” or just “Thank you” were buried among an endless barrage of unintelligible 
graffiti, anarchy symbols, and Such and Such was here. Somehow or another, this 
ruined cross had become or perhaps better said had remained, a shrine that drew 
people to it. 

 
I read over a lot of the little messages because I found it fascinating. Who would 
have thought that a ruined cross at the top of a hill, overlooking a depressed little 
city would inspire such a complicated mix of the profane and the holy. This cross, 
abandoned to the elements had become a blank slate on which people cast their 
thoughts, hopes, and dreams and there buried among all the notes was one that 
struck me more intensely than anything else. Someone had written simply on the 
side of the cross “I am not convinced.” 

I am not convinced. What potent words and here someone had come all this way and 
stood face to face with this monument; a monument that at that moment in time 
must have represented something powerful or maybe the absence of something 
powerful, but in that moment it highlighted something that no longer resonated with 
a deep belief in that anonymous author. 

 
Now, I do not know what the author was thinking or feeling when they wrote that 
message, nor do I know what they thought or felt when they walked away. But in my 
mind’s eye I pictured a young person, looking for answers and struggling with some 
sort of question of faith. I pictured a person who no longer felt welcome in a church 
or temple or other holy place and who came to this ruined cross because its ruin 
spoke to their experience and their pain and who hoped that something there would 



speak to their heart. Something there would speak to their deepest values. I pictured 
a young person who, if I am honest, looked a lot like me. 

Like many Unitarian Universalists I did not grow up in this faith; I was baptized in 
the Episcopal Church, raised and confirmed in the Methodist Church, all while seeing 
a little bit of my Father’s Southern Baptist upbringing. I was well-red, Biblically-
speaking, and as a child and I took some pride in being able to find verses quickly in 
the Bible or explain difficult passages. I knew the big stories and characters and 
when the time came for me, as a young teenager, to be confirmed in the Methodist 
Church I shrugged my shoulders and said sure. After all what else is a thirteen year 
old to do? 

 
But something changed as I grew older and I began to think about those stories I 
was raised on. I was troubled by the fact that I was raised to believe in an All-
Loving, All-Powerful, and All-Knowing god and yet the world seemed so wicked and 
that god seemed so distant and so idle. I was troubled that god had made a world 
where the majority would never know the message of Jesus and thus never be saved 
from eternal damnation; they were made with love and care only to suffer eternally 
because they were born in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

 
As a teenager I spoke to several ministers about my concerns and I got a lot of 
different advice. Some of the advice was okay, such as to keep reading and thinking 
but I also keenly recall one minister telling me not to worry about these questions. 
God had it under control, he said, I just needed to have faith. 
It is my habit to retreat to the woods when I need time to think and I became 
intimately familiar over the years with a path along the Wolf River in Memphis, TN 
where I grew up. One day I walked and I thought and I reflected on the answers I 
had been given. I recall the day quite clearly; I was walking along the trail all alone 
with just the sound of nature and the nearby river when I realized that I too was 
unconvinced. Like the anonymous author I would later meet I found that my core 
ideals and beliefs no longer matched the religion I was raised in. I realized that the 
religion of my childhood could never be the religion of my adulthood, it did not mesh 
with what I knew to be true: that all life had inherit value that could be denied by no 
one, not even god, and that no one deserved to suffer infinitely for a mistake made 
in a finite life. 
On the day I climbed to the top of that cliff in Waterbury, CT and stood beneath that 
ruined cross many years had lapsed since I had left my childhood religion and yet I 
could not help but be moved. Here before me was a sign that someone else had 
found themselves seeking and not finding, someone else had gone searching for 
something that spoke to their core convictions and they did not find it. 

 
The difference between us is that I know how my story goes after the day I lost my 
belief and I do not know how this anonymous writer’s ends. For me, I went on to 
read and study other religions, looking for something satisfying and convincing. I 
spent time thinking of myself as an atheist, a pagan, a Buddhist, and a probably a 
few other things. I even tried to be a Christian again for a short time, hoping that I 
could take that one minister’s advice and just have faith. Ultimately one of us was 
wrong because faith alone was not enough and I ran into the same problems. For 
some reason I just couldn’t get over the idea of eternal torment. 



Now you can likely guess a large part of what came after this, after all had I not 
found my way to Unitarian Universalism we would not be here sharing this morning 
together. One day I walked into a Unitarian Universalist church after doing some 
internet searching thinking that here my core problem, eternal damnation, might be 
resolved. After all, Universalists disavowed such a hell, right? 

 
Well, I was sort of right. What I found was not what I expected but was something 
greater. Not only did people accept and even embrace my rejection of hell but they 
also validated the sanctity that I found in nature. They agreed with me that life is 
meaningful and part of a great shared experience and story. I found people and a 
place that spoke not just to my past experience of pain but also to my deepest 
convictions and values. 

 
But getting here was hard and there was always the temptation to turn up my nose, 
say “I am not convinced” and be done with the whole mess of it. There were periods 
in time when I refused to think about the subject and wanted nothing to do with the 
whole idea. As Fredrick Nietzsche famously said “[humans] would rather have the 
void for their purpose than be void of purpose” and that is the temptation that lies in 
saying “I am not convinced” and just walking away. 

 
We have all encountered the person who can articulate clearly what they do not 
believe. They can provide a laundry list of failed convictions and ideas, why this, 
that, and the other is wrong. They can explain in great detail why everything you 
hold dear is flawed and why there is no reason to believe in anything other than the 
fact that there is nothing worth believing. Their lives are built on negation and they 
define themselves only but what they are not, never what they are. 

 
This is a temptation that faces us all. We can push away convictions and beliefs and 
hide behind a wall of denial, skepticism, and disgust. We can reject politics, 
relationships, faith, and community all on the grounds that they too will crumble to 
dust and blow away. We can look to the ruined monuments of the world like the one 
that stood over Waterbury, CT and say “this is what becomes of everything! I am not 
convinced!” 

 
Michelangelo is quoted to have said “Every block of marble contains a statue and it is 
the task of the sculptor to discover it.” There is nothing wrong with being angry or 
disappointed in a bad idea. The world is filled with unconvincing arguments and I 
would never encourage someone to accept something that goes against their 
deepest values. However, in those moments of refusal remember that little saying by 
Michelangelo. There is something great deep inside us all, something that has to be 
freed by careful work and careful chipping away. If ever we forget our goal of freeing 
that statue, of living out our deepest values fully and beautifully, then we run the 
risk of becoming stuck. Of become skeptics and naysayers who have lost sight of the 
statue inside. 

 
 



Life cannot be found in denial. Love cannot be found in negation. Faith cannot be 
built of rejection. At some point we must risk ourselves so we can hold fast to what 
speaks to our deepest values. We must risk being wrong, sometimes again and again 
and again, so that we can chip away the stone that is confining our inner selves. And 
we must be willing to accept that being unconvinced is an invitation, not to rejection 
but new exploration. 

 
Somewhere in this world is a person who one day climbed a cliff and wrote on the 
side of a ruined cross. They wrote the words “I am not convinced” and then they 
walked away. I hope and I pray that as they walked down that cliff, past the little, 
ruined Bethlehem and past the handless Jesus that they were able to say to 
themselves: “I am not convinced. Now I will go find what is convincing.” I hope and I 
pray that every time we face such a challenge we think to ourselves, “I am not 
convinced. Now I will go find what is convincing”. 
Blessed be and Amen. 

	  


