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“Kyle Beshears has written, to my knowledge, the first full-length treatment 
of sharing our Christian faith with our apatheistic neighbors: those who 
simply do not care about questions of God, life, the universe, and every-
thing. Beshears understands the cultural influences driving religious uncon-
cern, and he provides helpful and practical suggestions for engaging lovingly 
and productively with non-religious friends. If you want to understand and 
impact our post-Christian age, I highly recommend this excellent volume.”

—Tawa Anderson, associate professor of 
philosophy, Oklahoma Baptist University

“We’ve been trained to share the gospel with adherents of other religions. 
We’ve been trained to share the gospel with people who viscerally oppose 
Christianity. But what about that vast middle of folks who . . . just don’t 
care? As people live their lives unaware of their dire spiritual state, evange-
lism to the uninterested is perhaps our greatest challenge. Apatheism is the 
book you need to reach a world that doesn’t seem to care. With painstaking 
scriptural focus and a heart full of compassion for the lost, Beshears lays out 
an approach that is both biblical and wise. If you care about the people who 
don’t care, you need this book.”

—Daniel Darling, senior vice president of communications, 
National Religious Broadcasters, and pastor of teaching 

and discipleship, Green Hill Church, Mt. Juliet, TN

“In a secular age, belief in God is not just contestable, but also uninteresting. 
There’s a new virtue in town: apathy, especially when it comes to ultimate 
questions about God, meaning, and happiness. In Apatheism, Kyle Beshears 
expertly diagnoses the root causes of this indifference toward the God ques-
tion and provides a helpful model for sharing the good news of Jesus to the 
uninterested. This book is essential reading for anyone seeking to effectively 
share the gospel with those who have lost touch with that deepest desire of 
every human heart for the pursuing love of God. “

—Paul M. Gould, associate professor of philosophy 
of religion and director of the MA in Philosophy of 
Religion program, Palm Beach Atlantic University



“A wise pastor once told me the biggest problem we face as Christian leaders 
is not hostility but apathy. And that’s the problem that Kyle Beshears helps 
us address in this important new book. It’s not helpful for us to answer ques-
tions few bother to ask anymore. Beshears helps us stoke the latent desires of 
unbelievers to want to want to believe.”

—Collin Hansen, editorial director, The Gospel Coalition

“Twenty years ago, when I took my first steps into the field of apologetics, 
non-Christians sometimes misunderstood what I said and often despised the 
claims that I made—but no one ever said, ‘I don’t care whether these things 
are true or false.’ But things have changed. Today, I hear some variation of 
this attitude over and over from high school and college students. It’s not 
that these young people are vehemently anti-Christian; they simply don’t 
care whether or not Christianity is true. Apologists in today’s culture must 
have the capacity not only to respond to false claims about Christianity but 
also to engage with this growing sense of apathy toward faith. In Apatheism: 
How We Share When They Don’t Care, Kyle Beshears provides a clear road 
map for sharing the gospel with those who claim that they aren’t interested 
in whether or not the claims of Jesus are true.”

—Timothy Paul Jones, vice president of doctoral 
studies and chair of apologetics, ethics, and philosophy, 

The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

“In the New Testament, we often read about unbelievers being hostile 
toward Christians and their faith, but in many places today, we aren’t deal-
ing so much with a ‘hostility toward the gospel’ problem (though that’s 
increasing in places), but with a ‘happy without the gospel’ problem. How 
do we reach happy pagans—those who are apathetic toward belief in God? 
With the rise in secularism in the West, including here in the States, I am 
thrilled to have Beshears’s Apatheism in print. He provides us with impor-
tant truth to consider in order to be both faithful and effective in our wit-
ness, as we radiate a contagious joy in Christ, and as we reflect the love of 
our God before a broken world in need.”

—Tony Merida, dean and professor of preaching and theology, 
Grimké Seminary; director of theological training, Acts 29; and 

pastor for preaching and vision, Imago Dei Church, Raleigh, NC



“This book is for those who care to share with those who don’t care. It’s 
helpful for everyone to understand the religious, non-religious, and irreli-
gious sentiments of our culture. Increasingly, vast numbers of people simply 
don’t care about the question of God. You might remember the adage, ‘You 
can lead a horse to water, but you cannot force it to drink.’ But there are 
things we might do to make it want to drink, and that is in part what this 
book is about—how to get those apathetic to God to begin caring about the 
question of God and perhaps the gospel of Christ.”

—Corey Miller, president and CEO, Ratio 
Christi campus apologetics alliance

“‘The harvest is abundant, but the workers are few. Therefore, pray to the 
Lord of the harvest to send out workers into His harvest,’ says our Lord in 
Luke 10:2. That word for ‘send’ has often been explained to have a some-
what violent connotation, as if it must be done by force. Well, it has become 
clear to me that the Lord’s method of answering this prayer in this age will 
mean waking and shaking potential harvesters from the sleep of apathy and 
preparing them for a harvest field where people are numbed by apathy. In 
Apatheism, Beshears helps us understand a prevailing mindset of the culture 
around us. This book helps us become better missionaries and better stu-
dents of our culture, equipped to engage hearts and minds to see the need 
they don’t know they have. This work is a gift!”

—Noah Oldham, senior director of deployment, Send 
Network, North American Mission Board, and lead 

pastor, August Gate Church, Belleville, IL
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To my daughter, Whitney. May you be raised in a home where our affection for 
the Lord Jesus is evident in all that we do as a family.
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PART 1 | APPROACHING APATHEISM

How can we share the gospel with someone who doesn’t care about God? If 
you’ve ever tried it, you know it’s tricky. You may have started by asking, 

“Do you believe in God?” But perhaps your neighbor responded as if you 
just asked for their opinion about the Antiques Roadshow. The question goes 
nowhere. Apathy swatted it down the way LeBron James would block a shot 
by Danny DeVito.

Most people who reply apathetically when God is mentioned aren’t 
rude or hostile. In fact, they might have smiled and politely waited for the 
subject to change. It’s not that they dislike God, and it’s okay if you like 
him. But they just don’t care. So the conversation turns toward something 
they do care about—something, anything, besides God. Because God means 
so much to you, this can be confusing. How can he not mean anything to 
other people?

When we think about common obstacles to evangelism, apathy doesn’t 
typically come to mind. Instead, we imagine that the most difficult chal-
lenges come from religious beliefs, like Islam or Buddhism, and a-religious 
beliefs, like atheism and agnosticism. Most of the world’s religions believe in 
some sort of god, but not the true and living God of Scripture. A-religious 
beliefs cast doubt over whether or not the divine even exists. Sure, it’s diffi-
cult to bear witness to folks from these camps, but it’s also fairly easy to 
strike up a conversation about God with them.
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Imagine dialoguing with an atheist, a Muslim, and someone who doesn’t 
care. The atheist asks the group why they think God could allow evil to exist 
in the world. Immediately, the Muslim offers a reply, and so do you. The 
atheist listens and states their opinion; then comes your response, and so on. 
A few minutes into the conversation, the group notices that one member 
is completely disengaged. She’s been scrolling through social media on her 
smartphone the whole time. The atheist invites her into the conversation. 
“So, what do you think about God and evil?” he asks. She looks up from her 
phone, shrugs her shoulders, and returns to scrolling. She is bored out of her 
mind, having lost the reason and motivation to care about God long ago. By 
this point in her life, she might not even want to care.

This kind of apathy would have seemed very odd in the past. Long 
ago, nearly everyone cared about God, or, at the very least, some sort of 
supernatural being or beings. It would have been difficult to conceive of the 
world without some powerful deity, let alone feel indifferent toward it. For 
the longest time, God played an integral part in the lives of ordinary people. 
He created and sustained the cosmos. He commanded angels and foiled 
demons. He appointed monarchs and religious leaders to rule over earthly 
kingdoms and churches. He knit infants in their mothers’ wombs and gave 
them every breath, from birth to death. He watched our lives, remember-
ing our good and evil deeds for a final day of judgment. In the end, people 
would either spend eternity basking in the glory of his presence or wailing 
in the punishment of his wrath. Our lives—every aspect of them—revolved 
around God.

This was also true in nations that were not Christian. Throughout time 
and all over the world, whether people worshiped Allah, Vishnu, Zeus, or 
Ra, humanity has held a universal conviction that something beyond natu-
ral reality exists; in it we live and move and have our being (Acts 17:28). 
Regardless of what you believed, at least you were a believer.

The apostle Paul knew this well. During one of his missionary jour-
neys, he preached in Athens, a cultural hub for the Roman Empire (Acts 
17:16–21). Because of its rich history, the city attracted the region’s best 
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and brightest students, artists, and thinkers, all searching in their own way 
for a life of fullness, that is, the joyful life in which one is fully satisfied and 
flourishing in body, mind, and soul. Paul’s preaching caught people’s atten-
tion. They found his message intriguing, so they invited the “preacher of 
foreign deities,” as they called him, to the Areopagus, a rocky outcrop used 
as a public forum to discuss and debate ideas (vv. 18–19). 

To get there, Paul walked past elaborate monuments dedicated to the 
gods and their myths. One statue, in particular, caught his attention—a 
statue to the “unknown god” (Acts 17:23). The Athenians were apparently 
concerned that all the gods be included in their worship. But with so many 
deities in their mythology, who could keep track? To ensure they didn’t 
inadvertently offend a forgotten god, the Athenians dedicated a statue to 
an “unknown god.”1

Despite the vast gap between Christian and polytheistic beliefs, Paul 
knew that both he and the Athenians agreed on one thing—theism, or belief 
in a god. Paul shrewdly leveraged this shared conviction to make a case 

1 The precise meaning of the altar to the unknown god is, like the idol 
itself, not known. Ancient sources attest that Athens was furnished with altars 
to gods who were unknown. Charles H. Talbert, Reading Acts (Macon, GA: 
Smyth & Helwys, 2005), 153. F. F. Bruce suggested the statue Paul saw may 
have fallen derelict and, after restoration, the original inscription could not 
be recovered. Thus, the Athenians simply acknowledged the god’s identity 
as lost to time. F. F. Bruce, The Acts of the Apostles, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1990), 381. Paul, though, found more significance in their igno-
rance of this god. As Jaroslav Pelikan noted, the apostle seems to have pointed 
to a “presumably faceless and nameless and mythless” deity that he wished to 
make known. Jaroslav Pelikan, Acts: Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible 
(Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2005), 194. Likewise, J. B. Lightfoot argued that 
Paul appealed to the anonymous idol “as evidence of an element of uncer-
tainty in their religious confusion, in what they confessed, and he offered to 
reveal this to them.” J. B. Lightfoot, The Acts of the Apostles: A Newly Discovered 
Commentary, vol. 1, ed. Ben Witherington III and Todd D. Still (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2014), 232. James Dunn agreed, noting how in 
Paul’s sermon he “proclaims no new god, but one they themselves recognized, 
albeit inadequately.” James D. G. Dunn, The Acts of the Apostles (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1996), 234–35.
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for the gospel. He proclaimed with clarity the God whom the Athenians 
worshiped in ignorance (Acts 17:22–34). They yearned for something more 
than their philosophies and myths could offer, so much so that they had 
even dedicated a statue to this known-but-unknown god. Paul argued that 
the “unknown god” to the Greeks was known to the Christians, and he is 
the only true and living God (v. 23).

The apostle’s speech is brilliant, inspired by the Holy Spirit; unsurpris-
ingly, it’s often cited by believers today as one of the best models for evan-
gelism, especially as it relates to apologetics (i.e., defending the faith). Like 
Paul, we ought to take notice of the “gods” in whom our neighbors believe 
(or disbelieve). We lift the Lord Jesus high above these so-called “gods” 
because in him alone do people come to truth and eternal life.

In other words, contemporary evangelism based on the Areopagus 
model begins with a shared interest in the big questions about God and 
life. But what if the Athenians had been like your neighbor who didn’t 
care about God? They wouldn’t have found Paul’s preaching intriguing but 
un interesting, perhaps even unwelcome. And there would likely have been 
no statue to the “unknown god.” If the statue were there, it would have been 
hidden behind creeping vines and layers of soot, evidence that the gods 
no longer captured the kind of interest they used to. How could Paul have 
argued that the “unknown god” is the true and living God if his audience 
couldn’t care less about deity?

What if we live in an Athens without a statue to the unknown god?

The New Challenge of Apatheism

What made Paul’s sermon so brilliant isn’t merely what he said but how 
he said it. He delivered the timeless message of the gospel in a timely way, 
and his audience heard him. Every generation of Christians is tasked with 
doing the same thing: to understand their culture well so that they may bear 
witness to the gospel well. We are not the power that saves people. It is the 
redemptive work of the Holy Spirit that invades and renews hearts. But, 
by sheer wonder, God has invited us into this amazing task as ambassadors 
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of his kingdom. Believers are redeemed by grace alone through faith alone 
in the person and work of Jesus Christ alone (Eph 2:8–9; Gal 2:16). Then 
those who are redeemed go into the world to proclaim the same gospel that 
saved them (Matt 28:18–20; Rom 10:17). In other words, God saves people 
through saved people, heralds who proclaim the good news of his kingdom. 
But deafening agents work to stop the ears of those whom God would call to 
himself. Scripture is filled with stories of how sin and disbelief deafen people 
to the voice of God, those who “are deaf, yet have ears” (Isa 43:8).

Our culture has a new kind of deafening agent caused not by disbelief 
but indifferent belief. This new agent is a complete apathy toward theism, 
or apatheism. This new ism has a different quality to it than other beliefs that 
seem related. Atheism believes that God does not exist; agnosticism believes 
that we can’t know whether or not God exists; apatheism believes God’s 
existence to be irrelevant. It says we shouldn’t care about him at all.

Like most beliefs, apatheism doesn’t stay in the mind. It seeps into our 
hearts, causing us to feel apathy toward God in our souls. Apatheism, then, 
is when a person believes God is irrelevant and feels apathetic toward him. It’s 
both belief and feeling, thought and emotion, affecting the mind and heart.

This dispassion toward God is found most often in a society that is 
secu lar, comfortable, and distracted. I use the word secularism as philoso-
pher Charles Taylor defined it. In his A Secular Age, Taylor argued that secu-
larism isn’t merely the absence of religious belief; rather, secularism occurs 
wherever belief in God seems difficult to hold and is merely one choice of 
belief among other options, thus rendering belief disputable.2

Comfort is a sense of existential safety and tranquility, the hollow peace 
and ease that come with living in a safe and prosperous society.

Distraction is the many ways our digital age offers relief from thinking 
about things beyond the moment. As Alan Noble put it in his Disruptive 

2 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2007), 1–3, 19. For an excellent introduction to Taylor’s massive tome, see 
James K. A. Smith, How (Not) to be Secular: Reading Charles Taylor (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014).
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Witness, the “constant distraction of our culture shields us from the kind of 
deep, honest reflection needed to ask why we exist and what is true.”3

Each of these factors is like a strong wind that has blown our culture 
off course and shipwrecked us on an archipelago made up of islands of 
apathy where many lack the reason and motivation to care about God. As 
a result, many people may not even want to care about God because alter-
native explanations to our biggest questions have eclipsed belief in him, 
and religion (Christianity in particular) is not seen as offering a compelling 
avenue to satisfy humanity’s deepest yearning for joy.

In this book, I want to consider ways that we can share the gospel with 
our apathetic neighbors. I will draw on personal experience and biblical con-
cepts of happiness and joy to build a model of evangelism. This model will 
require us first to reflect on our own souls, determining whether or not we 
too have been affected by apathy. If so, we must recapture the joy of our sal-
vation before we can explain and demonstrate to an apatheist that true and 
lasting joy is only discovered in a life spent in Christ and pursuing him. Then 
we can approach apatheism, dialoguing about the power and permanence of 
biblical joy, and how God alone offers us what our hearts long for the most.

Evangelism in an Apathetic Areopagus

I remember the first time I encountered apatheism. Years ago, my wife and I 
lived in England. My job relocated near Cambridge, allowing us the oppor-
tunity to live there. Cambridge is one of those cities where you don’t need 
to do anything but meander to enjoy it. It’s a stunning town and, even after 
a few years of living there, we found that meandering never got old.

One Saturday afternoon, I decided to visit my favorite bookstore, 
which sat just off the market square. It was a cold and dreary day, but I was 
determined to go. As I approached the market, I noticed a man standing 

3 Alan Noble, Disruptive Witness: Speaking Truth in a Distracted Age 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2018), 3.
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behind a long table; he was passing out flyers. I almost expected him to be 
there—he had consistently set up a booth in the market for months. The 
man, a Muslim, was trying to proselytize, and I do mean trying. I watched 
week after week as the pamphlets he managed to give away ended up in the 
nearby trash bin. I rarely saw him speaking with anyone.

That day, under the gloomy weather, he looked particularly dejected. 
Something in me empathized, so I bought two cups of coffee and approached 
him.

“Hey,” I greeted him, extending one cup toward him.
He looked up from his table, first to the cup and then to me. “Hi,” he 

replied with a bit of caution in his voice. “That’s for me?”
I nodded. He took the cup, lifted the cover to inspect its contents, 

looked me in the eyes, and took a sip.
“Thanks, mate,” he said.
We stood for a moment, sipping our coffee and surveying the busy 

scene. Dozens of people passed by the booth under the cover of their 
umbrellas, with shopping bags in hand. A few students whizzed by on bikes. 
No one stopped.

“Why the coffee?” he inquired.
“You just looked like you could use one today,” I answered. “And, to be 

honest, I think this is something that Jesus would do.” (Yes, that’s right—I 
slipped in the Jesus angle up front.)

“Ah,” he said, “so you’re a Christian?” His tenor was genuine, like he 
had found an ally.

“Yes, I am. I belong to a church just around the corner from here.”
“Well, then,” he said, interrupting his sentence with another sip, “you 

know my pain all too well.”
His reply took me off guard. How could I, a Christian, know his pain as 

a Muslim attempting to convert people to Islam? Surely he misspoke.
“I’m not sure that I know what you mean,” I confessed.
He took a deep breath that ended in a sigh as he stared at the bustling 

market.
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“These people,” he said, pausing for a few moments. “They care noth-
ing about God. How can that be?”

That’s when it hit me. The fruitlessness of so many spiritual conversa-
tions I’d had there finally made sense. It wasn’t that people were hostile to 
the gospel, which is what I had assumed. It wasn’t even that they were too 
busy to be bothered with conversations about Jesus.

They simply didn’t care.
After a long pause, the Muslim man broke the silence. “You and I may 

not agree on who God is, but at least we agree that he’s important.”
He was right. We didn’t agree on the nature of God, but we shared the 

conviction that theism is essential. A few minutes later, we proved his point 
unwittingly. We talked about evidence in philosophy for God’s existence, 
and we marveled at how the Creator left his fingerprints all over creation. 
But we disagreed, too. We debated the effects of sin on the human condi-
tion. We sparred over the role of Christ as our prophet-mediator, the mean-
ing of the cross, and the historicity of his resurrection. 

At that point in our conversation, a young man appeared from the 
crowd and approached us. He seemed interested in the spread of literature 
because his eyes scanned around the table.

The Muslim man beamed with hope.
“Oi, mate, how are you today?” he asked.
“Yeah, good,” the young man replied.
“We were just talking about religion. Care to join?”
The young man declined. “Just looking for the trash bin, is all.”
The Muslim motioned to its location as he tried to capture the man’s 

attention.
“Are you sure? We’re having a fascinating conversation about God.”
“No,” the young man reiterated. “The idea of God is just not that inter-

esting to me, really.” With a parting “cheers,” he threw away some trash and 
headed back to the market. We both watched as he disappeared into the 
crowd.

“See?” asked the Muslim man.
“I do.”
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After we finished talking, I was no longer in the mood to hunt for 
books. As I walked home, the Muslim man’s words echoed in my mind: 
“They care nothing about God. How can that be?”

He was right, and I had just seen it. How can it be that people care 
nothing about God?

I want to answer the Muslim man’s question, but I want to do more 
than that. I want to explore ways that we can follow Paul’s example of deliv-
ering the timeless message of the gospel in a timely way. We are on commis-
sion by our King to proclaim his good news everywhere, even in our age of 
apathy. Our task is to pierce through our neighbors’ indifference to awaken 
their souls to the most abundant source of eternal joy. It won’t be easy work, 
but the joy that comes from the harvest of this labor makes any other pale 
in comparison. What else could we ask for but to join in heaven’s chorus of 
praise when figurative coins and sheep are found and when prodigal sons 
and daughters find their way home? This is the kind of joy that is expressed 
straight from the very source of joy itself, our God.

We’ll begin by considering the factors and conditions that make some-
thing like apatheism possible. Once we understand how apatheism could 
arise in a culture, we can then explore it in detail. Lastly, and most impor-
tantly, we will consider how we might approach it with the gospel.
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Chapter 1 | Cultural Conditions of Apatheism

Let’s return to Cambridge for a moment. That market is old. Very old. It’s 
been around since the Middle Ages. To put that into perspective, Islam 

was still a relatively new religion when people first began haggling over 
prices there. 

Imagine transporting back in time to medieval Cambridge. You’d find 
yourself in a very different world. Not just in the obvious sense of looks and 
fashion and technology, but a whole different way of viewing everything. 

Philosopher Charles Taylor argued this very point. He noted how 
people in medieval Europe lived in an enchanted world. They believed in 
God, who was separate and transcendent above his creation but also mys-
teriously immanent to it, very near and active. The universe was filled with 
natural and supernatural beings who shared spaces—farmers and spirits, 
blacksmiths and devils, kings and angels. The boundary between the natural 
and spiritual realms was thin, and it was often crossed; thus, everyone felt 
vulnerable to spiritual powers, whether good or evil. 

If you were pierced by Cupid’s arrow, you might actually fall in love 
with someone you didn’t like. Demonic possessions and witches’ curses 
were real threats, but God’s Spirit kept evil at bay by indwelling the faithful 
and inhabiting sacred spaces and relics. People relied on God to bring rain 
and stave off drought, to appoint rulers, and to keep them safe from for-
eign invaders. They attended mass regularly, prayed daily, resisted the seven 
deadly sins, and contemplated their mortal standing before the Great Judge. 
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Medieval Europeans took God for granted, feeling his influence every 
day. They relied on him for their every need. For them, belief in God was 
the default position and disbelief in him was unthinkable. As the reformer 
John Calvin (1509–64) observed about his world, “No one will want to be 
considered as being entirely indifferent to personal religion and the knowl-
edge of God.”1 

Fast-forward five centuries and Calvin’s observation no longer holds 
true for everyone. Belief in God isn’t default; it’s optional. And, for many 
people, it’s such a difficult and seemingly unnecessary belief to hold that 
they simply dismiss God altogether. 

How did we go from being a world where people viewed God as criti-
cal to one in which he can seem so unimportant? In other words, for our 
purposes, where did apatheism come from, and why are people apatheistic?

Apatheism flourishes in a society where belief in God is contestable and 
diverse and the people are comfortable and distracted (see fig. 1.1). It’s found 
wherever people pursue fulfillment without God because he’s considered 
irrelevant to answering questions related to our origin, meaning, and joy.

Western society fits this description well. It’s not guaranteed that your 
neighbor believes in God, or any god. For some people, it’s not that they 
disbelieve because they’ve been convinced otherwise. They don’t believe 
because they don’t see the point. Affluent society tends to all our wants and 
needs, entertaining and amusing us. We live comfortably and distracted, 
which keeps us from contemplating the biggest questions of life.

To understand how apatheism is possible, we’ll need to break this 
thought down piece by piece. First, we’ll consider how our belief in God is 
both contested and varied because of secularism. Charles Taylor will help us 
see how secularism isn’t merely skepticism or contestability of belief in God. 
Secularism is also pluralism, that is, the coexistence of multiple beliefs. For 
a culture to be secular means belief in God is both contestable and diverse.

1 John Calvin, Truth for All Time: A Brief Outline of the Christian Faith, 
trans. Stuart Olyott (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1998), 3.
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Figure 1.1 
Four conditions contribute to the appearance of apatheism. 

Belief in God is contestable and diverse, and our 
status of life is comfortable and distracted.

Then we’ll consider how the affluence of the American economy 
and modern technology keep us so comfortable and distracted that even 
thinking about God seems unnecessary. Alan Noble will help us see how 
technology has made it very difficult for us to consider the most impor-
tant questions in life. In many ways, what follows springboards off Noble’s 
thought in his Disruptive Witness, a book that I cannot recommend highly 
enough.2 He also built on the work of Taylor to diagnose shortcomings 
in our witness caused by secularism and technology, and prescribed ways 
for us to rise above the current of our distracted age for the sake of the 
gospel. Noble persuasively demonstrated how secularism and technology 
have distracted us from God. Now, I want to argue in addition that secu-
larism and technology, along with affluence, have also made us apathetic 
toward him.

2 Alan Noble, Disruptive Witness (see part 1 intro., n. 3).
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Secularism

In his massive tome A Secular Age, Charles Taylor asked a very similar 
question to the one we’ve asked. Namely, “Why was it virtually impossible 
not to believe in God in, say, 1500 in our Western society, while in 2000 
many of us find this not only easy, but even inescapable?”3 His answer, as 
the title of his book suggests, is secularism, but not in the way we might 
initially think.

We typically associate secularism with skepticism, that the idea of God 
is arguable and disputed. Secularism is synonymous with a-religious beliefs. 
It’s an emphasis on the temporal rather than eternal; it means not pertaining 
to religion. And we assume that skepticism leads to indifference about God. 
This is true sometimes, but it’s not always the case.

In fact, ironically, sometimes the opposite is true. Think about the 
hostility of the New Atheists, like Richard Dawkins and Sam Harris.4 In 
his most recent popular-level book, Outgrowing God, Dawkins talks 
about God and religion quite a bit. He assures his readers that there’s no 
need to believe in the former or practice the latter because science has 
propelled us beyond them both. In fact, he feels it’s a sign of maturity if 
you don’t believe, even though it might be difficult to let go. He ends his 
book imploring his readers to “take our courage in both hands, grow up 
and give up on all gods.”5 Elsewhere, Harris gave us a fundamental rea-
son why: belief in God elicits “ignorance and fanaticism,” which, in turn, 

3 Taylor, Secular Age, 25 see part 1 intro., n. 2).
4 Selected works include Richard Dawkins, A Devils’ Chaplain (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin, 2004); The God Delusion (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
2006); Outgrowing God: A Beginner’s Guide (New York: Random House, 2019); 
Sam Harris, The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of Reason (New 
York: W. W. Norton, 2004); Letter to a Christian Nation (New York: Random 
House, 2006); Waking Up: A Guide to Spirituality without Religion (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 2014).

5 Dawkins, Outgrowing God, 278.
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oppresses people into fear.6 So, belief in God ought to be dismissed. New 
Atheism, it turns out, cares quite a bit about God. It just cares about him 
in the opposite direction from believers. After all, authors like Dawkins 
and Harris have made a great deal of money debating theism and ridicul-
ing religion. If every skeptic were apathetic toward the idea of God, who 
would buy their books?

Skepticism doesn’t represent the totality of secularism. Instead, imagine 
secularism as a state in which it’s okay either to disbelieve in God or believe 
differently than your neighbor, whether that belief has to do with God, 
gods, or nothing at all.7 

It wasn’t always like this, of course; as Taylor explained, a change in the 
way we think occurred some five hundred years ago. After that, Western 
society shifted from the position where “belief in God is unchallenged and 
indeed, unproblematic, to one in which it is understood to be one option 
among others, and frequently not the easiest to embrace.”8 Once, ortho-
doxy was default, although there were certainly some in the margins who 
believed differently. Now, in our secular age, orthodoxy itself is marginal-
ized. Society allows for both unbelievers and believers, and all different 
kinds of believers at that.

For the purpose of our question, then, secularism leads to apatheism 
for two reasons: (1) secularism offers us an alternative explanation for the 
origin of the universe and meaning of life without appealing to the super-
natural, thus permitting some people to lack a reason to care about God; and 
(2)  secularism provides the fertile ground for pluralism (diversity of beliefs), 
thus robbing some people of a reason to care about God in a crowded field 
of competing “truths.”

In both instances, skepticism and pluralism, a person can lose any rea-
son to care about God, either because he’s not needed to answer life’s biggest 

6 Harris, Waking Up, 359.
7 Taylor, Secular Age, 3.
8 Taylor, 3.
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questions or there are just too many answers to those questions, so it’s better 
to relax and let the religious thinkers and philosophers sort out that mess.

Secularism as Skepticism

Let’s consider the first reason, that belief in God is contestable. This is easy 
to understand because we’re very familiar with the story of how secularism 
supposedly liberated us from the tyranny of ignorance and myths. It goes 
something like this: A few hundred years ago, we were blinded by religion. 
It hindered our ability to think, live, and organize society according to our 
conscience and reason. Our rational minds were imprisoned by superstition, 
and our lives were shackled to myth. Society submitted to the authority of 
some deity in the heavens and his representatives on earth.

We were trapped, like a damsel in distress, locked away in the castle 
of ignorance. But something changed. A knight named Enlightenment 
stormed the keep to rescue us. Science taught us that the supernatural isn’t 
real (naturalism) because physical matter is the only thing that exists (mate-
rialism). Rationalism taught us how to organize our lives and society with-
out appealing to some transcendent authority.

The Enlightenment brought a time of “withouts”: the universe without 
God, philosophy without God, government without God. Science and rea-
son cast an unflattering light on enchanted beliefs. Before, the existence of 
God was unquestionable. Afterward, belief seemed silly and childish. The 
world matured as it was disenchanted. We stopped believing in God and 
devils once we started believing in science and reason. For some people, like 
Denis Diderot (1713–84), God became irrelevant altogether. As perhaps 
one of the first Enlightenment philosophers to exhibit apatheism, Diderot 
quipped, “It is very important not to mistake hemlock for parsley, but to 
believe or not believe in God is not important at all.”9

9 Denis Diderot, “Letter from Diderot to Voltaire, June 11, 1749,” ed. 
Arthur M. Wilson, Revie d’Historie Littéraire de la France 51 (September 1951): 
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Nevertheless, some people still cared and believed. There was a dis-
connect between Enlightenment thinkers in ivory towers and the common 
folk on farms. Unlike the elites, the peasants still believed, haunted by a 
sense that there was something more beyond the natural order of things.

That is, until ideas like Darwinism developed and saturated the public 
imagination, and, as philosopher Daniel Dennett argued, acting like a “uni-
versal acid,” ate through every traditional concept until only a “revolution-
ized world-view” remained.10

So, we’re told, the secularization of Western society is a story about 
subtraction. Once we removed God from the equation, we were left with 
human reason and desires to guide us into a new era of modernity. Armed 
with the power of criticism, we’ve come to understand that religion was 
merely an evolutionary tool that lost its value in the face of reason. Religion 
was the “sigh of the oppressed creature [and] opium of the people,” accord-
ing to Karl Marx, but rationalism liberated and sobered us to see religion 
for what it truly is—the illusion of an imaginary world.11 The open-minded 
rely on empirical evidence, not superstition, to form beliefs, and have 
therefore freed themselves to “think, act, and fashion [their] own reality,” 
claimed Marx.12

Today, for many people, God has become irrelevant because science 
and skepticism did away with needing him to explain the hows and whys 
of life. So God is irrelevant to how we imagine fullness. We know where we 
came from—a universal common ancestor from long ago. And we know our 
purpose. The narrative of Darwinism has set us on a trajectory of evolution 
and advancement.

258–60, quoted in Michael Buckley, At the Origins of Modern Atheism (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1987), 225.

10 Daniel C. Dennett, Darwin’s Dangerous Idea: Evolution and the Meanings 
of Life (New York: Penguin, 1996), 63.

11 Karl Marx, Karl Marx: Selected Writings, 2nd ed., ed. David McLellan 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 72.

12 Marx, 72.
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The meaning of life, then, isn’t found in some religion or god; it’s found 
in us. We ought to strive toward advancing and improving the human con-
dition, to find our own fulfillment. That’s where we find our joy, through 
altruistic living. We’re only here for a short while. One day, we’ll become 
nothing but dust as our consciousness ends and everything goes black for-
ever. In the meantime, it’s best to make the most of every moment by bring-
ing goodness to the world, however you want to define “goodness.”

Besides, religion can be a very contentious issue, so why should we let 
ourselves get worked up over imaginary superstition? This was the argu-
ment made by journalist Jonathan Rauch, who popularized the concept of 
apatheism in his Atlantic Monthly article, “Let it Be.”13 In the wake of the 
terrorist attacks of 9/11, Rauch denounced ideological fundamentalisms, 
whether religious (e.g., Salafi jihadism) or a-religious (e.g., Stalinism), as 
harmful to the progression and safety of a society. The solution, he claimed, 
was apatheism, which has a calming effect on all belief, regardless of its con-
tent. An ideologically dispassionate society is one undisturbed by radicali-
zation.14 Rauch’s prescription may now be reality. Sociologist Steve Bruce 
observed that in a secular society religion is generally seen as a positive force 
that teaches morals and offers comfort to believers, but fervent belief, espe-
cially in public spaces, is frowned upon.15 

In sum, if secularism means that belief in God is contestable, then some 
apatheists lack the reason to care about God because ideas like naturalism 
and materialism explain him away. So why care at all?

13 Jonathan Rauch, “Let It Be,” Atlantic Monthly, May 2003, 34–35. Rauch 
is commonly attributed with coining the term apatheism, a claim he did not 
make. The term was perhaps first used by Canadian sociologist Stuart Johnson 
to describe the kind of indifference toward religion evidenced in an ever-
secularizing society. “The Correctional Chaplaincy: Sociological Perspectives 
in a Time of Rapid Change,” Canadian Journal of Criminology and Justice 14 
(1972): 179.

14 Rauch, “Let It Be,” 34–35.
15 Steve Bruce, “Secularization and Its Consequences,” The Oxford 

Handbook of Secularism, ed. Phil Zuckerman and John R. Shook (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2017): 55–70, 67.
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Secularism as Diversity of Belief

But, as Taylor pointed out, there’s another way to look at secularism, which 
helps to explain a second reason why it gives rise to apatheism. Taylor argued 
that secularism isn’t necessarily a story of subtraction but addition, which is 
why we have more, not fewer, beliefs after the Enlightenment.

Secularism doesn’t simply mean that belief in God is contestable, which 
it is. Secularism also means that belief in God is diverse, that there are many 
different forms and alternatives to Christianity.16 In other words, the West 
has abandoned the assumptions that God exists and that he exists exclu-
sively in Christian terms.

Five centuries ago in the West, the existence of God was automatically 
assumed. It was nearly impossible not to believe in God, especially the tri-
une God of Christianity. But today, belief in him is challenged by count-
less alternatives. Consider how many beliefs live next to each other in the 
West: Roman Catholicism, Protestantism, atheism, agnosticism, Buddhism, 
Islam, and so on. 

As Taylor put it, we have morphed from a society in which it was “vir-
tually impossible not to believe in God, to one in which faith, even for the 
staunchest believer, is one human possibility among others.”17 So, if secular-
ism was truly the acid that eroded religious belief, then why are so many 
religions still around? Moreover, why are there so many new religious move-
ments like New Age and Scientology?

We tend to use “secular” as a synonym for “disbelief.” To be “secular” 
means to reject religion. But, as Taylor argued, disbelief is only part of secu-
larism, not the whole, because atheism, like theism, is one optional belief 
among many.18 Atheism and Christianity coexist among a host of other 
options. True, in the aftermath of the Enlightenment, God seems less likely 

16 Taylor, Secular Age, 3.
17 Taylor, 3.
18 Taylor, 2–3.
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to exist now than he ever did before, but skepticism is not the reigning 
champion. Belief hasn’t eroded; it has fractured.

Taylor identified a shift in the way we think as the root cause of this 
fracturing. The shift was a relocation in where we find value, importance, 
and significance, or what he called “meaning.”19 “[In] the enchanted world,” 
Taylor said, “meanings are not in the mind.”20 People believed things them-
selves held meaning. Religious relics and witches’ cauldrons really did hold 
power in themselves, and both were caught up in a supernatural war between 
good and evil. And that’s just the way it was.

But then the shift occurred to a “mind-centered view” where meaning 
was assigned, not inherent, to things. Meaning relocated from the external, 
objective world to our internal, mental wills. After the shift occurred, “things 
only have the meaning they do in that they awaken a certain response in us,” 
e.g., feelings, desires, etc.21 But no extranatural agent can change us.

Practically, this meant that witches and relics were no longer power-
ful by themselves. A person had to believe they held power. The thin line 
between the natural and supernatural thickened. We became invulnerable to 
the outside world as we isolated ourselves in our minds.

Granted, we were still affected by the world to some degree. 
Observations and interactions could change our minds and moods. But 
meaning still lies within us. We change our thoughts only if we want to, 
and our emotions change only when our brains secrete chemicals. Cupid’s 
arrow and a witch’s spells are powerless. No one actually believes that 
demon possession or voodoo dolls can affect us. We are closed systems, 
buffered from the outside world.

That’s the significance of the shift. We sheltered ourselves from the 
external world, as Taylor explained, and as “buffered” selves, each of us 

19 Taylor, 31.
20 Taylor, 32.
21 Taylor, 31.
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became masters of meaning.22 Now, I am a rational, material thing whose 
“ultimate purposes are those which arise within me.”23 My mind is protected 
behind a firewall programmed to block any idea and experience I don’t like 
and to permit any that I do. Meaning is what I make of it, and that’s just 
the way it is.

Had I lived in the medieval world, I would have taken God and super-
natural powers for granted. He would have been extremely important to 
me. But living in the modern world, I take materialism and my internal 
meaning making powers for granted. The center of all my thoughts, beliefs, 
and feelings is my mind, and it is possible to protect my mind from external 
influences. The most important source of meaning is me. 

This buffering has had a profound impact on belief in God. As a buff-
ered self, I am not meaningful because God has given me meaning. The 
opposite is now true. God is meaningful because I give him meaning. And if 
individuals are the ones creating meaning, then there are potentially as many 
beliefs as there are people. This is why secularism is not merely  a-religious 
skepticism but also religious diversity.

The challenge to belief, then, isn’t necessarily that it’s under assault by 
skepticism (although it certainly is). Rather, there are too many beliefs to 
choose from, both religious and a-religious.

Imagine returning to the streets of medieval Cambridge. If you wanted 
to explore belief in God, where would you go? The local Roman Catholic 
parish. You had no other options. To reject Roman authority was to be 
branded a heretic, which resulted in exile or execution.

Now, fast-forward through the centuries to watch your options grow. 
During the Reformation, people began to rediscover the faith and reimagine 
Christianity. For them, the Catholic Church looked less like the gateway 
between heaven and earth and more like an obstacle for the biblical, ratio-
nal Christian to overcome. These folks wanted to live the Christian faith, 

22 Taylor, 37–39.
23 Taylor, 38.
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but not under the auspices of Rome, so the institutional church of Europe 
fractured into Catholicism and many forms of Protestantism.

Other people, though, had had enough of Christianity altogether. They 
began questioning the very existence of God by denying anything beyond 
the material, natural universe. They swung from religious to a-religion dur-
ing the Enlightenment. For these deists, agnostics, and atheists, questions 
about God took a backseat to the discoveries of science.

Still other people rejected both Christianity and disbelief during the 
Romantic era, opting to blaze new religious trails in search of a third way.24 
They couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something out there beyond 
our ability to observe and measure through science, but it couldn’t be found 
in traditional beliefs either. Soon, new religions sprang up left and right, like 
spiritualism and Christian Science.

Today, in our ever-shrinking global community, we have even more 
options—anything from major world religions, like Islam and Buddhism, 
to newer beliefs, like Neo-Paganism and Transhumanism.

There has been an explosion of belief in the West. Taylor attributed this 
to the inability of the Western mind to live under the cross pressures of belief 
and disbelief, the supernatural and disenchantment. Like a star collapsing 
under its own weight, the Western mind was compressed by these pressures 
until it exploded into the massive array of beliefs we see today, something 
Taylor called “the nova effect.”25 These alternative beliefs were slung all over 
our culture, and they now coexist and intermingle in our pluralistic society.

Belief in Our Pluralistic World

We no longer share a common belief system. We have options now—a lot 
of them. Our society is not only asking if we should believe in deity but 
which deity we should believe in, if we want to believe at all. There are so 
many options to choose from. It’s hard to know which is true, if such a 

24 Taylor, 302.
25 Taylor, 300.
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conclusion can even be reached. We’re like Sergeant James at the end of The 
Hurt Locker, who, after a year of eating the same food over and over again on 
military deployment, stood bewildered by the hundreds of breakfast cereal 
options in his local grocery. The variety is paralyzing.

What’s worse is that each belief system wants us for itself, so they call to 
us. We are pulled from all sides to believe and disbelieve differently from the 
day before. Your upbringing in orthodoxy is challenged by an atheist profes-
sor, who is undermined by a Buddhist friend, who is thwarted by Jehovah’s 
Witness missionaries, and so on.

Moreover, we don’t need to look very far to find new beliefs. New beliefs 
find us. Friends post videos about yoga meditation and share links to UFO 
conspiracy sites on social media. Popular films, music, and art communicate 
to us on frequencies of which we are unaware. Whether we like it or not, our 
beliefs are always being pushed and pulled from outside forces.

And, because we can’t prevent being exposed to alternatives, it’s almost 
unthinkable that we would maintain the same belief our entire life. In fact, 
we tend to call unchanged people “closed-minded.” The heroes of our cul-
ture aren’t static in their beliefs and lifestyles. Those we admire most inher-
ited a belief system but abandoned it, kissing faith goodbye after a quest of 
self-realization through the diversity of ideas. We are proud of our ideologi-
cal diversity and even prouder when we change.

Our beliefs are like squares of cloth in a patchwork quilt. We deliber-
ately pull from alternatives that are not normally related to create tailor-
made worldviews. We approach belief with what Catherine Albanese called 
“combinativeness,” the practice of combining ideas and beliefs, regardless of 
their origin, to create a unique, customized belief system.26

In years past, ideas and philosophies were kept separate from each other, 
neatly categorized for coherency and ease of access. Today, however, world-
views are often combinative creations, like plates at an à la carte luncheon. 

26 Catherine L. Albanese, A Republic of Mind and Spirit: A Cultural History 
of American Metaphysical Religion (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2007), 13, 149.
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We pick and choose ideas, combining what we like and discarding what we 
don’t. We prefer it this way because it makes us feel unique and different from 
our peers. It doesn’t really matter if I hold competing and contradicting ideas 
about morals, economics, and social policies. My worldview is mine, and it 
gives me a sense of uniqueness in our “age of authenticity,” as Taylor put it.27

This is especially true as we answer the kind of questions that form our 
vision of fullness. Where do I come from? What is my purpose? What makes 
me happy? Each person answers these questions individually, assuming there 
is no right or wrong. In fact, it’s impossible to come to a universal consensus 
on what’s “right” or “wrong.” Even those words themselves carry different 
meanings for different people. The words of former Supreme Court Justice 
Anthony Kennedy capture the American impulse for individual authentic-
ity: “At the heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of exis-
tence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of human life.”28 

Truth has become relative to each person. Truth is not so much discov-
ered as it is made.29 Each person’s “truth” is that person’s own compass for 
right and truth or wrong and false. There is no objective set of standards 
under which all people live. In this kingdom of subjectivism, authenticity is 
king. You must live your truth, even if your truth contradicts the truths of 
other people. As Americans in this brave new world, we don’t simply pursue 
happiness; it’s our right to be happy. So, asserting your beliefs over another 
person’s, thereby jeopardizing individual happiness, is the equivalent of ide-
ological colonialism. You have no authority to tell others that their truth is 
wrong; you can only affirm personal authenticity within them and for them. 
In our secular culture, “equality and power [have] become the new gods,” 

27 Taylor, Secular Age, 473.
28 Planned Parenthood v. Robert P. Casey, 505 U.S. 833 (1992).
29 For a fascinating discussion on this topic, see Arthur Pontynen and Rod 

Miller, Western Culture at the American Crossroads: Conflicts over the Nature of 
Science and Reason (Wilmington, DE: Intercollegiate Studies Institute Books, 
2011), 9–43.
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wrote Arthur Pontynen and Rod Miller, and many people find meaning and 
happiness by worshiping them.30

So, when it comes to belief in God, who’s to conclude which belief is right, 
if such a conclusion can be made at all? Fullness is whatever you make of it. Joy 
is found in that which brings you the most happiness, even if your happiness 
is based on what someone else would consider a lie or a vice or even harmful.

Like contestability, diversity of belief—and religious pluralism, in 
 particular—fails to give apatheists a reason to care. Why should someone 
care about God if there’s no consensus about who he is, if he even is? If 
I, as an apatheist, am the one who gives God meaning and I assign him 
none, then my indifference toward God becomes a sort of authenticity in 
my worldview; no one has the authority to argue otherwise.

Lacking a Reason and Lacking a Motivation

With contestability and diversity comes uncertainty, because each belief is 
in competition for our hearts and minds. They pull us toward themselves, 
constantly repositioning where we stand on issues and ideas. We experience 
a persistent feeling of disorientation, and no one is spared.

Atheists who are confident that the universe is just a blind, cold machine 
are strangely moved by the beauty of a sunset. The stunning scenery acti-
vates a longing in their souls, what John Calvin called the sensus divinitatis, 
an internal “sense of divinity [inscribed] on every heart.”31 At that moment, 
the atheist remembers how a Christian friend once described God as a mas-
ter artist and experiences a surprising sense of transcendent sanctity. God’s 
immanence haunts him.

Elsewhere, a Christian sitting in Philosophy 101 is exposed to the works 
of atheist thinkers for the first time and struggles with arguments against 
God’s existence. It hurts their faith. God’s transcendence dims in their minds.

30 Pontynen and Miller, 25.
31 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge 

(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2008), 9.
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In both cases, the atheist and the Christian experience uncertainty 
because they were exposed to different beliefs that challenged their own. 
So their beliefs shift a bit. The atheist’s disbelief softens, and the Christian’s 
faith weakens. And with every shift some unintended quakes must rattle the 
structures of our souls. Like tectonic plates deep beneath the surface of the 
earth, new beliefs crash and pull apart and rub against old beliefs within us, 
creating deep valleys of confusion and high mountains of dissonance.

As a result, our beliefs become much more fragile than before; now, 
they are subject to pressure from all different angles. We’ve lost our firm 
foundation. As Taylor observed, we start to believe cautiously, knowing that 
“a moment may come, where we no longer feel that our chosen path is com-
pelling, or cannot justify it to ourselves or others.”32

We don’t hold to convictions as tightly as we used to, which makes 
our beliefs brittle. With every new exposure, we are tempted to revise our 
ideas about God, or, at the very least, we are aware that our views could 
change. Meaning and belief always feel confusing and unresolved, like a 
never- ending free jazz improv; that doesn’t sit well with our souls.

Ornette Coleman is one of my favorite jazz musicians. Very few come 
close to the brightness, clarity, and originality of his instrumental voice. But 
there’s one album of his that I can’t bear to listen to. Free Jazz is a single-take 
free improvisation that sounds like eight musicians playing off eight differ-
ent sheets of music all racing to see who can get to the end of the song first. 
Take a moment to search for it and listen. It’s a great audio analogy for belief 
in our present age.

Imagine each instrument within Free Jazz as a different belief. They’re 
all playing their own tunes at the same time. When beliefs are diverse, it’s 
difficult to find a consistent, pleasant melody among the noise of competing 
voices. There are too many beliefs, too many options, too many instruments 
playing all at the same time.

We live in a society whose theme song is Free Jazz. All beliefs compete 
with each other to win our hearts and minds. An individual may try to keep 

32 Taylor, Secular Age, 308.
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up for a while, picking out a cool melody here or a groovy drumbeat there. 
But, inevitably, the sax riff we enjoy is overtaken by a drum solo, which, in 
turn, is drowned out by a trumpet lick, and on and on.

The cacophony of Free Jazz is like the racket created by the many com-
peting beliefs in our culture. We get tired of it, exhausted and irritated by 
the noise. So we take off our headphones and simply let go, enjoying the 
numbing sound of the silence found in comfort and distraction. As a nation, 
we’ve lost the reason to care about God among the discord of secularism.

In summary, some people don’t care about God because they feel he 
isn’t necessary. Science gives them all the answers to life’s biggest questions. 
Maybe God was relevant to previous generations, but he isn’t anymore. 
We’ve figured things out and feel that we no longer need him.

Other people may have cared about God at one point, but became 
overwhelmed at their options for belief. Maybe God exists, but who really 
knows? It’s such a diverse and contentious issue anyway, so should a person 
even care? 

Belief is now fractured, and we are all atomized. No two beliefs are the 
same, and neither do most believe very strongly (nor should we, says Rauch). 
Religious belief, then, has become a nebulous cloud absent of any defining 
features. As Steve Bruce observed, “Religion is popular in the abstract but 
alien in the particular,” adding that, consequently, “the vast majority of the 
population has no knowledge of or interest in it.”33

So, in a secular society where belief is contestable and diverse, apatheism 
appears because some people lack the reason to care about God. They either 
reject belief in him because of science or are demotivated by all the alterna-
tives. But two other elements of apatheism constitute a lack of motivation 
to care—comfort and distraction.

33 Steve Bruce, “Secularization and Its Consequences,” The Oxford 
Handbook on Secularism, ed. Phil Zuckerman and John R. Shook (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2017), 67.
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