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1. Argument and research objectives

Many decades have been debated in the theological and sociological literature about
secularization and its effects in the social field. Thousands of studies and books have been
written on this topic, which has confirmed that through secularization, between religion and
society, there is a dynamic competitive relationship. At the beginning of the 2000s, this hyper-
debated topic was considered no longer topical, as the invalidation of the sociological theories
of secularization and religious desecularization was announced. A springtime spirit of reviving
the presence of religion in the public domain. From this observation and research, the
consequences of secularization and the competition between society and the Church on the
psychology of people, especially Europeans, have too often been omitted. Moreover, the issue
has not been considered in its complex interrelationship with the psychological state of anxiety
of people after the two world wars. Attention has been focused on the changing optics of secular
authority with reference to the status and actuality of Christianity in the European space, but
the repercussions of this supposed antagonism on the post-1945 generations have been omitted.

The Christian Church, in its confessional variations, has shifted its attention to other
religions, to the mission outside the European space, and has been preoccupied with
contextualizing Christianity in other cultures. Somehow, the problem of Europeans who have
experienced the anxiety of religious conflicts and the aggressiveness of secularist ideologies
has not retained missionary attention. And today, unfortunately, the European countries are
living the drama of an accentuated de-Christianization in its most subtle expressions. The tragic
reality is this: the Church of England closes about 20 churches a year. Some 200 Danish
churches have been deemed unviable or under-utilized. The Roman Catholic Church in
Germany has closed some 515 churches in the last decade. In Europe, the Netherlands appears
to be the hardest hit, with Roman Catholic leaders estimating that two-thirds of the country's
1,600 churches will be decommissioned within a decade, while about 700 of the country's
Protestant churches are expected to close within a few years.

A wave of church closures and alterations is sweeping across Europe in a startling
indication of changing cultural dynamics, reflecting the waning dominance of Christianity on
the continent. Many of these impressive buildings, which once served as important places of
worship, are now used as various entertainment venues: concert halls, theaters, hotels,
restaurants, restaurants, clubs, cafes, shops, etc.[1].

The doctoral thesis brings to the forefront the analysis of the phenomenon of religious
indifferentism, which is not only challenging to the mission of the Church, but also one that
problematizes a reality increasingly present in the religious morphology of the world: nones,
those who do not identify with any one religion, who do not have a hostile attitude towards
religion and who make what we might call nonreligion a way of life. From the perspective of
missionary theology, on the basis of the preceding statement, we are obliged to relate the nones
phenomenon to secularization and its derivatives (secularity, secularism). The idea of a research
devoted to answering the question what defines religious indifferentism, what are its causes
and what are its prospects for the future is quite new in acdemic research. While philosophical,



theological, and historical considerations of atheism and related topics have a long history, it
was only the attempt to focus research attention on "cultures of unbelief" or a "sociology of
irreligion" in the late twentieth century that led to serious or systematic consideration of the
notion as a field of social scientific study. [2] In the early 1970s, Colin Campbell began his
ground-breaking contribution, Toward a Sociology of Irreligion, with the observation that
"there is as yet no tradition for the sociological study of irreligion, and this book was written
in the hope that it will help to stimulate the development of such a tradition." It was not until
more than forty years later that this really began to happen. As Campbell has suggested, it is
difficult to pursue such an "important and viable sphere of study" until "the subject of
investigation has been shaped", at least in a preliminary way[3].

The particular kinds of meaning-systems of interest in our research have been called by
many names: atheism and atheist(ic); non-theism and non-theist(ic); agnostic(ism); skeptic and
skepticism; irreligion and irreligious; non-religion and non-religious; areligious; unbelief;
infidel and infidelity; freethought; philosophical naturalism; non-spiritual or non-
supernaturalism; secularity, secularist and secularism; humanism (secular) and humanist(ic).
Much or most of the scholarly work cited in this dissertation has focused on why religious
belief, identity or affiliation is 'lost' or weakened in certain circumstances. Much of this work
has approached the question of non-religious or non-religious people 'from a secondary
perspective' - as a residual or subordinate aspect of the study of religiosity - rather than focusing
directly on learning what it means to be non-religious people, institutions and societies. This
has influenced the kinds of questions that have been asked, the terms and concepts used to
formulate them, the research methods used to pursue them, and the way in which results are
interpreted. As a result, the relevance and validity of much of the existing data varies widely.
The results of previous research need to be carefully evaluated to find out what they do and do
not tell us about 'truly' non-religious people. Many of these are undoubtedly relevant to our
topic. But the question remains: what is the subject? What do we call it and how do we define
it? By answering these questions, even if only tentatively, we should better understand what is
and what is not relevant.

We might say that we are interested in non-religious phenomena or systems of meaning,
but this begs the question, "What is religious?" This is a more difficult question than it might
seem. Religion is a well-established subject or field of study in many disciplines, from
anthropology to theology. That said, there is no universally accepted definition - even within
the social sciences. In fact, the question of whether 'religion' can be clearly and consistently
defined and whether it should be used has long been debated.

Part of the problem is that although everyone has a pretty good idea of what religion is,
these ideas - and our definitions of the term - are not all the same. The range of phenomena
covered by 'religion' is incredibly wide and diverse. One person may have certain examples in
mind (such as orthodox Christianity), while another may think of something quite different
(such as tribal shamanism). Moreover, the concept of 'religion' does not have the same meaning
or relevance from place to place or even over time. It is arguably more meaningfully applied
to various forms of Christianity than Buddhism, Hinduism or Scientology, but it is used to
describe all of them.

One way of dealing with the multiple meanings of 'religion’, at least in the social sciences,
is to distinguish between three general approaches that have been adopted: 'functional' or
'inclusive', 'substantive' or 'exclusive', and 'constructionist' or 'relational'. Arthur Greil and
David Bromley usefully summarize the first two of these: "The academic debate over the



proper definition of religion has traditionally pitted exclusivists against inclusivists.
Exclusivists wish to limit the subject of the social scientific study of religion to the beliefs,
institutions, and practices traditionally regarded as religious. Exclusivists frequently adopt
substantive definitions that consider that the defining characteristic of religion is its relation to
the supernatural or supraimperial realm. Inclusivists advocate expanding definitions of religion
to encompass activities, ideologies, and structures that appear to share characteristics with
religion, although they are not always designated as such. Inclusivists often advocate functional
definitions of religion, which argue that the essential feature of religion is, not its reference to
the supernatural, but its capacity to provide an overarching structure of meaning or basis for
the self[4].

Functional or inclusive definitions aim for "religion" to be universally applicable. It is an
aspect of human experience that focuses on the "ultimate" concerns, the "enduring problems"
of existence, or what is "most valuable" among human beings[5] From this perspective,
"religion" is "intrinsically human". As such, however, "if we refer to religion in its broadest
sense then, indeed, every human being is religious". This is clearly not sufficient for our
purposes, since it "overlooks the phenomenon of irreligion [or irreligiousness or secularity]
altogether, either by claiming that it does not exist or by defining it as non-existent".

Of course, significant distinctions can be drawn between religious and non-religious
approaches in grappling with the permanent or ultimate concerns or values of human existence.
Substantive or exclusive definitions of religion allow for this by suggesting that religious
phenomena contain elements that non-religious ones do not, such as 'supernatural',
'transcendent', 'super-empyrical' or 'spiritual' ideas, experiences, entities and realms. While this
'makes room' for systems of meaning that can reasonably be called non-religious, this approach
brings with it a challenge of a different nature: it is difficult to define consistently what is (and
what is not) 'supernatural’. In many cultures or intellectual traditions, the distinctions between
"natural" and "supernatural" realms or phenomena are blurred or non-existent. Who, then, is to
be the arbiter of what is natural or supernatural, physical or metaphysical, of this world or
transcendent "otherworldly"? Usually, in practice, the arbiter is the intellectual perspective or
tradition (or bias) of the investigator. Most research in such areas has been conducted within
the Western intellectual tradition.

The third general approach to understanding 'religion' attempts to avoid the limitations
of functional or substantive approaches. It does this by not defining 'religion' at all - at least
from the investigator's perspective. The definition is left to 'social actors'. In social
constructivist or relational approaches, we simply observe and report how people in various
social, cultural or institutional contexts use or construct terms and concepts such as 'religious'
or 'non-religious', 'believer' or 'non-believer', 'sacred' or 'secular’, 'theist' or 'atheist' and so on.

One advantage of the constructivist approach is that there is no need to predefine terms
such as "religious" or "non-religious". However, a problem with this approach is that the
markers or labels for "religious" or "non-religious" are no more universal than the distinctions
between the natural and the supernatural. In fact, the term or concept of 'religion' has no precise
equivalents in many cultural contexts.

L. Lee defines "nonreligion" as "anything that is primarily defined by a relation of
difference from religion" or "any position, perspective, or practice that is primarily defined by
or in relation to religion, but is nevertheless not considered to be anything other than religious."
Nonreligion "takes 'religion' as its point of reference."[6] As such, it is defined "only as a
general form of response" or as a "characteristic set of responses" to religion, as Colin



Campbell has said of "irreligion."[7] As Paul Pruyser has observed, "irreligion is not just the
absence of something, and it is certainly not just the absence of something good, desirable or
pleasant. It is much closer to the adoption of an active position or attitude, involving the act of
excluding another position which, despite its popularity or naturalness, is considered to be
inappropriate."[7] Nonreligion, however, tends to convey hostility or neglect of religion. Lee
seeks a slightly broader and more neutral concept that implies a "less oppositional notion of
difference" rather than rejection. According to Lee, "irreligion is the rejection of religion, and
nonreligion is a related, more inclusive concept that denotes anything that is identified by how
it differs from religion, whether that sense of difference involves hostility, contempt, curiosity,
or even awe."[8]

In more concrete terms, as Lee defines it, non-religion encompasses atheism,
agnosticism, (secular) humanism, anti-religious actions, irreligious experiences, anti-
supernaturalism, anti-clericalism, blasphemy, and "indifference to religion - a position that
requires at least some awareness of religion and, therefore, taking a certain stand." It does not,
however, include "rationalism", which Lee considers "ontologically autonomous from religion"
rather than defined or differentiated in relation to "religion."[9]

Lee also considers, but rejects, variants of "atheism" and "secular" as possible labels for
the field of study he is considering. While "atheism" and, to a lesser extent, "non-theism"
appear with some regularity in current scholarship, Lee emphasizes that - at least semantically,
if not always as used - they refer only to the absence or rejection of belief in God or gods. As
such, it represents "only one aspect of non-religious studies". It positions 'nonreligion' between
'atheism' and 'secularism' in terms of the breadth of their meaning or the range of phenomena
they encompass. The former is too narrow, while the latter (along with its many cognates) is
too broad and ambiguous.

Lee sees in "secular" (as well as in "secularity," "secularism," and "secularization") a
sense of "otherness" or separateness, rather than overt differentiation, from religiosity. For Lee,
"the secular is something for which religion is not the main point of reference."[10] In later
work, Lee argued that "secularization implies the marginalization of religion" and that
"secularity is when religion is relatively, though not necessarily absolutely, marginal."[11]
"Therefore," she explains, "marginalization and marginality are the best and most useful ways
to understand secularization and secularity."[11]

Thus, nonreligion is defined as worldviews and lifestyles that actors perceive or overtly
designate as different from religion. Irreligion is included in nonreligion, but denotes an active
(or hostile) criticism, rejection of religion, while nonreligion is a more neutral designation.
Secularity denotes conditions or circumstances in which religion is marginalized or supplanted
by sources of authority or "points of reference" completely separate from religion or other than
religion.

The field of research we are considering is concerned with both differentiation from
religion and marginalization of religion. It is interested in the professed antipathy towards
religion as well as the indifference or total ignorance of it.
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2. Relevance and topicality of the topic

Religious indifferentism is a contemporary reality which calls for urgent missionary and
pastoral responses. Responses that cannot be developed individually, by local churches, but by
the whole of Christendom in its ecumenical intention. Nones is a global reality, and the response
must be thought out and formulated in ecumenical and unitary consensus by the whole of



Christendom. Otherwise, it is futile, for the impact of religious indifference is backed by the
force of secularist trends globally. The statistical data are not encouraging, but reflect truly
worrying situations.

The following data are provided by the World Religion Database and taken from ARDA
- The Association of Religion Data Archives[12].
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YEAR Christians Nonreligious muslims

1900 96.786 0.253 2.753
1950 93.853 3.189 2.895
1970 87.375 9.414 3.144
2000 82.776 10.094 6.616
2020 80.602 11.353 7477
2050 72.07 15.78 11.042

Basically, there are two situations of analysis and relevance to the study of religious
indifferentism, in the US and in Europe. The pulse of the state of belonging to and assumption
of the Christian faith is varying more and more accelerated.

Research by the Statista Research Department - "Religion in Europe - Statistics and
Facts"[13] provides a panoramic view of the situation in Europe. At a rough level, Europe is
divided along three religious lines: Protestant in the north and west, Catholic in the south and
Orthodox in the east. Each of these churches is further subdivided liturgically and nationally.
There are state churches in countries such as England, Malta, Denmark and Iceland. In other
countries, state religion has declined in importance since the 19th century. For example,
although the Netherlands was officially a Protestant country until 1848, Catholics now form
the largest group of believers, with 18% of Dutch people identifying themselves as Catholics
in 2021. Various Protestant churches are attended by around 14% of Dutch people.

In England and Wales, Christianity had an estimated 27.52 million adherents in 2021. Of
Finland's 5.6 million inhabitants, 3.74 million identified themselves as Christians in 2022. In
terms of denominations of Christianity, in Sweden, almost 7.6 million people were members
of Sweden's main church, the New Church. In the Netherlands, although declining,
membership of the Catholic Church amounted to over 3.66 million in 2021. The decline of
Catholicism is also taking place in Germany. In 1950, 46% of that country's residents identified
as Catholic, while by 2022, that percentage had fallen to just under 25%.

With the arrival of migrant workers, people from former colonies and refugees, the
number of Muslims in Europe has increased. In 2022, around 22,300 Muslims lived in Finland.
In England and Wales, from 2011 to 2021, the Muslim population grew by more than a million
people. However, in the Netherlands, the population professing Islam has remained at five
percent since 2010.

The geographical proximity between the Vatican and Italy's capital, Rome, contributes to
Catholicism being the most prominent faith in this southern European nation. In 2022, only 2.5
million of the roughly 59 million Italians were not part of the Roman Catholic Church, the
majority of whom were Protestant. In Spain, almost 33 million people said they were Catholic,
even though the share of people identifying as Catholic has been declining since 2013. In
Portugal, more than 80% of the population declared themselves Catholic in 2021. However,
this proportion falls to 49% when only people aged between 18 and 34 are taken into account
from 2023.

By 2030, more than six million Muslims are expected to live in France. In Italy, foreign
nationals who identified themselves as Muslims numbered around 1.6 million in 2020, with
around 450,000 of these being Moroccans and a further 205,000 from Albania. In 2022, Spain



recorded 2.3 million believers of Islam. In Portugal, on the other hand, evangelical Christians
have become the country's largest minority religious group.

A growing number of Europeans practise no religion. In the Netherlands, the number of
people who don't identify with any religious faith rose from 45% to 57% between 2010 and
2021, making the non-religious group larger than any of the Christian churches. In Finland, the
number of people who belong to no religion has risen from around 1.14 million to 1.78 million
in the last ten years. The proportion of the Swedish population who were church members has
fallen over the same period from 69% to 54%, while in France the proportion of people who
do not believe in God has risen from 44% to 56% over the last 19 years.

In the USA the same changing situation, from which we can draw some conclusions
about the religiosity of Americans. Most Americans identify with a religion. According to an
average of all Gallup polls in 2023[14], about 3 out of 4 Americans said they identify with a
particular religious faith. By far the largest proportion, 68%, identify with a Christian religion,
including 33% who are Protestant, 22% Catholic, and 13% who identify with another Christian
religion or simply as "Christian." 7% identify with a non-Christian religion, including 2% who
are Jewish, 1% Muslim and 1% Buddhist, among others. 22% of Americans said they have no
religious preference, and 3% did not answer the question.

Americans' religious preference
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Fifty years ago, in 1973, 87% of American adults identified with a Christian religion, 6%
were non-Christian or other, and 5% had no religious preference. Therefore, much of the
change in the US has been a shift from Christian religions to no religion. 45% of Americans
say religion is "very important" in their lives, another 26% say it is "somewhat important" and
28% say it is "not very important."

When Gallup first asked this question in 1965, 70% of respondents said religion is very
important. The percentage dropped to 52% in a 1978 poll, but rose to nearly 60% between 1990
and 2005. Over the past 20 years, a shrinking percentage of Americans say religion is
important, falling below 50% for the first time in 2019.

Church attendance is falling. Even though most Americans have a religious preference
and say religion is at least somewhat important to them, much smaller proportions regularly
attend religious services. Asked whether they have personally attended church, synagogue,
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mosque, or temple in the past seven days, an average of 32% of U.S. adults in 2023 reported
doing so, either in person or virtually. In 2000, 44% went to church in the past seven days, and
in 1958, 49%.

The long-term decline in church attendance is linked to a decline in religious
identification in general - especially for Protestant religions - but also to a decline in weekly
attendance among U.S. Catholics. When describing their behavior more generally, 21% of
Americans say they attend religious services "every week," another 9% say they do so "almost
every week," and 11% say they attend about once a month. Most say they attend religious
services "rarely" (26%) or "never" (31%).

Gallup trends on this measure of church attendance go back as far as 1992, when 34% of
American adults said they attend church every week. In addition, less than half of Americans,
45%, belong to a formal house of worship. In each of the past four years, church membership
has been below the majority. In 1937, when Gallup first asked this question, 73% of
respondents were members of a church; in 1999, 70% were. The decline in formal church
membership has been driven largely by younger generations of Americans. Just over one-third
of young adults in the US have no religious affiliation. Moreover, many young adults who
identify with a religion do not belong to a church. But even older adults who have a religious
preference are less likely to belong to a church now than in the past.

In the same line of analysis, Gallup research indicates that nearly half of Americans
(47%) describe themselves as religious, another 33% say they are spiritual but not religious,
and 2% say they are "both." [15] Although the vast majority of U.S. adults have one of these
orientations toward the non-physical world, the 18 percent who say they are neither religious
nor spiritual is twice the percentage Gallup measured when it first asked this question in 1999.
Over the same period, the percentage who identify themselves as religious has dropped by
seven percentage points.
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These results are based on a July 2023 Gallup poll, which updated a question that had
previously been asked in 1999 and 2002. Overall, 82% of Americans have some type of
spiritual belief system. This proportion is down from 90% in 1999 and 87% in 2002.

The decline in the number of Americans who identify themselves as religious is
consistent with trends in other Gallup measures of religiosity and religious practice, particularly
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over the past two decades. However, Gallup has documented steeper declines in formal
religious practice (church attendance and church membership) than in belief in God and prayer.

This double religious reality of two historically Christian spaces, in which the
intensification of religious indifferentism is evident, confirms the relevance of the theme
investigated.

3. Methodology used

The research is carried out on a twofold approach: sociological and theological. Given
that the theme under discussion opens up many levels of analysis of data provided by numerical
measurement tools (census, demographic projections, statistics, etc.), the methodology used is
of the same kind: interpretation of statistical data provided by specialized literature and various
research projects. This analysis is coupled with a systematic theological discussion of how
religious indifferentism impacts the mission of the Church, and in fact, how the Church
responds missionally to this very topical challenge. Last but not least, we have appealed to the
comparative method of data and historical method, but referring to some historical
developments of the phenomenon of religious indifferentism.

A deeper commitment to the clarification of the analyzed theme pushes us to clarify the
difference and the relationship between two distinct faces of secularity: secularity as a relative
disengagement from religious culture and authority and secularity as a potentially powerful but
dissident form of engagement with religion. These two forms are discussed by focusing on
terminology, presenting a method of making this distinction in the language we use.

This discussion is situated in relation to the broader conceptual challenges facing any
researcher or student in the field, which extend beyond this single, albeit crucial, problem of
distinguishing between substantive and non-substantive forms of 'secularity'. Terms used in the
field frequently require qualification: 'and now I am talking about secularity in the sense of x,
rather than in the sense of y or z'; indeed, Taylor!'! refers to secularities 1, 2 and 3'. There is
also a close disparity between the existence of several concepts related to secularity - atheism,
non-theism, freethought, non-religious humanism, skepticism, religion, non-religion,
irreligion,'” irreligion,''® non-religion, and so on - and a lack of sustained, theoretically and
empirically grounded accounts of these concepts. It is reasonable to assume that these two
situations are closely related to each other - that the lack of systematic and detailed conceptual
work has facilitated the generation of more and more new terms as a quick-fix solution to the
problems and shortcomings that users inevitably encounter. Such a piecemeal approach may
solve immediate difficulties, but it is also likely to introduce new overlaps and slippages
between terms, thus replacing old problems with new ones. Indeed, scholarship on secularity
and/or non-religiousness is replete with terms that are either imprecise or too narrow, and that
are conflated and conflated without coherence and often without reason. Some scholars!® have
gone so far as to argue that such terminological problems are at least partly responsible for the
inhibition of secular scholarship to date!'*..
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