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Abstract: Artificial intelligence can no longer be adequately described as a
mere technical tool confined to laboratory research. In less than a decade, it has
evolved into a cognitive and institutional infrastructure: it mediates access to
information, supports diagnostic processes, influences professional selection,
shapes public attention, and restructures the knowledge economy itself. In this
context, the question regarding the future of humanity cannot be reduced to either
superficial technological optimism or apocalyptic panic. Rather, it is an
anthropological and normative question: what remains irreducibly human when
processes previously considered unique to human intelligence are imitated,
accelerated, and scaled algorithmically? This article argues that the answer lies
not in a simplistic opposition between God and technology, but in how the dignity
of the person is understood. The first part analyzes the ethical dimension of
responsibility in the age of algorithms, focusing on opacity, auditability, and
meaningful human control. The second part proposes a spiritual and
transcendent interpretation of the relationship between reason, imago Dei, and
the limits of artificial intelligence. The conclusion is that the human being remains
the site of a constitutive tension between the sacred and technology: not to choose
between them as rival powers, but to judge, limit, and guide technology through
truth, freedom, and responsibility.1
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Introduction

Today, the debate surrounding artificial intelligence spans nearly all
major disciplines: computer science, law, political economy, moral
philosophy, theology, media studies, and security. The reason is simple. Al
no longer functions merely as a specialized technology but as an invisible
layer of decision-making and prediction overlaying the most common
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everyday activities: what we read, what we buy, the routes we take, the job
offers we receive, the content recommended to us, and, under certain
circumstances, even the social or medical risk assigned to us. From this
perspective, the crucial issue is not whether machines are becoming faster
than humans at specific tasks, but whether humans come to understand
themselves solely in terms of what can be calculated, anticipated, and
optimized.2

This shift has consequences that extend far beyond the realm of
efficiency. If technology becomes not merely a tool but the ultimate criterion
for understanding reality, then moral life is translated into scores,
relationships are mediated by platforms that monetize attention, and the
human image is reduced to cognitive and behavioral performance. It is no
mere coincidence that contemporary policy documents insist on “human-
centered”, “trustworthy” Al that is compatible with the fundamental rights,
while recent magisterial interventions simultaneously warn against both the
demonization and the idolatry of technology.3

The thesis of this article is that AI must be understood as a major
anthropological test. If the human being is defined exclusively by
functionality and performance, then AI may become the new implicit
benchmark of value, and the vulnerable ones will be pushed to the margins.
However, if the human being is conceived as a person - embodied,
relational, free, and open to truth and goodness - then Al remains what it
ought to be: a powerful, useful, and sometimes admirable artifact, yet one
that is always subordinate to an order of ends that cannot be generated by
algorithms. Hence the structure of the study: an ethical analysis of
responsibility; an existential analysis of vulnerability and ambivalence; and
a spiritual and transcendent analysis of the relationship between reason,
imago Dei, and the limits of artificial intelligence.4

2 NIST, Artificial Intelligence Risk Management Framework (AI RMF 1.0)
(Gaithersburg, MD: National Institute of Standards and Technology, 2023); Martin
Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology, and Other Essays, trad. William Lovitt
(New York: Harper & Row, 1977).

3 OECD, “Al Principles”; UNESCO, Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial
Intelligence; Papa Francisc, Message for the 57th World Day of Peace: Artificial
Intelligence and Peace, January 1t, 2024; Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith and
Dicastery for Culture and Education, Antiqua et nova. Note on the Relationship Between
Artificial Intelligence and Human Intelligence, January 28, 2025.

4 Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, December 7, 1965, especially no. 34, 59,
64—65; The International Theological Commission, Communion and Stewardship:
Human Persons Created in the Image of God, 23 iulie 2004; Antiqua et nova, nr. 1-4 si 30-
34.



92 Vol. XVIII, no. 3/September, 2026 3

1. The ethical dimension: responsibility in the age of
algorithms

1.1. Why the algorithm is not neutral

One of the most persistent illusions of digital modernity is the idea that
an algorithm is, by definition, more objective than human judgment. In
reality, no algorithmic system drops from the heavens of neutrality. It is
designed by human actors, trained on historical datasets, guided by
objective-functions, and implemented within institutions already shaped by
power dynamics, economic interests, and bureaucratic inertia.
Consequently, a model’s output embodies prior choices: what is measured,
what is ignored, what is optimized, what type of error is tolerated, and,
above all, who bears the cost of that error.5

Asseting that an algorithm is not neutral does not mean denying its
analytical utility. It simply means acknowledging its socio-technical nature.
A recruitment model, for instance, does not operate in a moral vacuum: it
learns from data on past hires, that is, from the institution's history. If that
history contains instances of systematic exclusion, the model can transform
past bias into a predictive norm for the future. Similarly, a risk assessment
system or an automated content moderation tool inevitably incorporates
assumptions about what matters, what is worth protecting, and what can be
sacrificed for the sake of efficiency. For this reason, technical opacity is
never merely technical; it becomes moral and political opacity.6

Moreover, the specialized literature has shown that various Al codes of
ethics tend to converge around some relatively stable principles:
beneficence, non-maleficence, autonomy, justice, explainability, and
accountability. This convergence is significant because it indicates the
existence of a minimal normative consensus. UNESCO emphasizes human
dignity, transparency, and human oversight; the OECD focuses on human
rights, democratic values, robustness, and explainability; NIST proposes a
risk governance framework that addresses not only the organization but also
the impact on individuals and society; and the Rome Call for AI Ethics

5 ACM US Public Policy Council, Statement on Algorithmic Transparency and
Accountability (New York: Association for Computing Machinery, 2017); Brent Daniel
Mittelstadt et al., “The Ethics of Algorithms: Mapping the Debate,” Big Data & Society 3,
nr. 2 (2016).

6 Helen Nissenbaum, “Accountability in a Computerized Society,” Science and
Engineering Ethics 2 (1996): 25-42; Frank Pasquale, The Black Box Society: The Secret
Algorithms That Control Money and Information (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2015).
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summarizes these requirements through transparency, inclusion,
accountability, impartiality, reliability, and security.”

However, a crucial difficulty arises here. Principles are necessary, but
they are not sufficient. Brent Mittelstadt has convincingly observed that a
mere consensus on high-level values does not, in itself, yield robust ethical
practice. In the absence of established professional norms, clear
implementation procedures, and well-defined accountability mechanisms,
Al ethics” risks becoming a legitimizing discourse rather than an effective
regime for curbing technological power. A significant institutional gap often
opens up between the formulation of principles and their application.8

1.2. From opacity to accountability

The fundamental ethical question, therefore, is not merely “what can
the system do?” but “who is accountable when the system causes harm?”
This is precisely where the issue of the well-known responsibility gap arises.
In complex systems, accountability is dispersed among developers, data
providers, managers, integrators, the institutions purchasing the solution,
and the operators using it. The result is paradoxical: the more sophisticated
and distributed a technical infrastructure becomes, the harder it is to
identify a clear locus of decision-making, and, by extension, of
accountability.9

Santoni de Sio and Mecacci offer a useful analysis by distinguishing
among several forms of responsibility gaps: gaps in control, epistemic gaps,
normative gaps, and gaps in decision traceability. In other words, we do not
always know who effectively controls the system, who sufficiently
understands its internal mechanism, by what norms we should evaluate an
emergent decision, or how to reconstruct the causal chain of the harm. If we
accept these gaps as inevitable, we end up with either technological fatalism
- the idea that “there is no other way” - or moral deflation - the belief that
“no one is truly responsible” - or solutionism - the naive belief that a new
technology will always fix the problems created by the previous one.1©

In recent years, the concept of “meaningful human control” has
emerged precisely in response to this challenge. It is not enough for a human
to be formally placed “in the loop” merely to mechanically validate a system-

7 Luciano Floridi si Josh Cowls, “A Unified Framework of Five Principles for Al in
Society,” Harvard Data Science Review 1, nr. 1 (2019); UNESCO, Recommendation on the
Ethics of Artificial Intelligence; NIST, AT RMF 1.0; Rome Call, “The Call.”

8 Brent Mittelstadt, “Principles Alone Cannot Guarantee Ethical Al,” Nature Machine
Intelligence 1, nr. 11 (2019): 501-507.

9 Nissenbaum, “Accountability in a Computerized Society”; Filippo Santoni de Sio si
Giulio Mecacci, “Four Responsibility Gaps with Artificial Intelligence: Why they Matter and
How to Address them,” Philosophy & Technology 34 (2021): 1057-1084.

10 Santoni de Sio and Mecacci, “Four Responsibility Gaps with Artificial Intelligence.”
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generated output. Genuine human control requires a real capacity for
understanding, the competence to intervene, the freedom to halt automated
processes, and access to the relevant information needed to challenge or
revise the outcome. Therefore, the requirements regarding documentation,
logs, transparency, and oversight are not merely administrative burdens;
they constitute the essential infrastructure for moral and legal
accountability.:

The recent requirements regarding Al literacy must be viewed in this
light. The European regulation requires that organizations using certain
systems ensure an adequate level of competence among the individuals
involved in their operation and oversight. This represents a significant shift:
accountability can no longer be credibly invoked in situations where human
actors have been deliberately left in a state of ignorance or procedural
dependency. A lack of understanding is not a minor detail; it undermines
the very exercise of moral freedom within a technological context.!2

1.3. The meaningful human control

In the age of algorithms, responsibility cannot be conceived solely in
retrospect, after harm has occurred. It must also be approached
prospectively, in the spirit of an ethics of precaution and responsibility for
the far-reaching consequences of technical action. In this regard, Hans
Jonas’s thinking remains extraordinarily relevant. For Jonas, modern
technology amplifies human power to such an extent that traditional ethics
based on proximity no longer suffice. What is required is an ethics of
responsibility commensurate with the scope of our impact - an ethics
capable of addressing actions whose consequences are diffuse, cumulative,
and often irreversible.!3

When applied to Al, this perspective implies that one must evaluate not
only a system’s immediate performance and utility but also its systemic
effects: reliance on opaque private infrastructures, the entrenchment of new
power asymmetries, the transformation of work, the outsourcing of
professional judgment, and the reshaping of behaviors through persuasive
architectures. A system may function “well” according to narrow metrics
yet, in the long run, it may erode an institution’s capacity for responsible

11 The European Parliament and the European Union Council, Regulation (EU)
2024/1689, particularly the provisions regarding transparency, logs, and human oversight;
ACM US Public Policy Council, Statement on Algorithmic Transparency and
Accountability.

12 Regulation (UE) 2024/1689, art. 4 and art. 14; OECD, “Al Principles.”

13 Hans Jonas, The Imperative of Responsibility: In Search of an Ethics for the
Technological Age (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984).
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deliberation or its ability to recognize the uniqueness of the individuals
subject to its decisions.4

For this reason, meaningful human control is not merely a procedural
solution but a statement regarding the hierarchy of purposes. The algorithm
should not become the ultimate standard of institutional rationality; on the
contrary, it must be integrated into a broader framework of prudence,
justice, and accountability. This entails mechanisms for challenging
decisions, independent audits, the explanation of usage limits, data
protection, the clear demarcation of cases where automation must be
prohibited, and, where the risk is very high, the retention of final decision-
making power by a human authority capable of exercising judgment. Al
ethics thus becomes, in a robust sense, the ethics of the conditions under
which humans can remain the moral authors of the world they are
technologically constructing.s

2. The spiritual and transcendent dimension: reason, imago
Dei, and the limits of artificial intelligence

2.1. Human intelligence as gift, relationship, and vocation

Al becomes dangerous when it promises the abolition of these
dependencies or fosters the illusion of cognitive self-sufficiency. A human
being is no less human for having limits; on the contrary, it is precisely these
limits that make ethics, solidarity, and openness to transcendence
possible.1¢

If, on the ethical level, the decisive issue is responsibility, and on the
existential level it is vulnerability, then on the spiritual level the
fundamental question concerns the very nature of human intelligence. The
Christian tradition does not conceive reason as a mere computational
function, but as a constitutive dimension of a person created imago Dei.
This means that human intelligence is inseparable from embodiment,
freedom, relationship, and an orientation toward truth and goodness. It is

14 A, Feder Cooper, Emanuel Moss, Benjamin Laufer si Helen Nissenbaum,
“Accountability in an Algorithmic Society: Relationality, Responsibility, and Robustness in
Machine Learning,” in Proceedings of the 2022 ACM Conference on Fairness,
Accountability, and Transparency (New York: ACM, 2022).

15 UNESCO, Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence; NIST, Al RMF
1.0; Address of His Holiness Pope Francis at the G7, Jume 14, 2024.

16 The International Theological Commission, Communion and Stewardship;
Gaudium et spes, no. 10 si 22.



96 Vol. XVIII, no. 3/September, 2026 7

not an internal information-processing machine, but the act of a being
called to communion, responsibility, and meaning.7

The document Antiqua et nova expresses this idea with great clarity
when it states that human intelligence must be understood within the
context of the whole person and that man's technical achievements can be
viewed as an expression of his vocation to collaborate responsibly with God
in ordering the world. Here, the radical difference between a theological
anthropology and a functionalist anthropology becomes apparent. In the
functionalist paradigm, a person's value is measured by performance; in the
imago Dei paradigm, a person possesses dignity prior to any performance,
and for this very reason, neither illness, nor age, nor disability, nor the
diminution of certain capabilities excludes the individual from the realm of
infinite worthiness.!8

This perspective has direct consequences for the evaluation of Al. If
human intelligence is more than mere computation, then a machine’s
success in mimicking certain cognitive outputs does not equate to matching
the human. Producing sophisticated responses, detecting patterns, or
optimizing choices does not mean understanding the truth, desiring the
good, suffering, loving, or praying. In other words, it does not mean existing
as a person. Here, theology does not compete with computer science; rather,
it poses a question that goes deeper than performance: what kind of reality
characterizes the knowledgeble subject?9

2.2. The limits of AI: computation, lack of embodiment, and absence
of wisdom

In public discourse, expressions such as “the machine thinks”, “the
system understands”, or “the model knows” are often used in a loose,
metaphorical sense. The problem is that the metaphor tends to turn into a
form of folk ontology. Gradually, the public comes to believe that the
difference between statistical computation and personal thought is merely
one of degree, not of nature. Yet, this is precisely where a rigorous
distinction must be drawn. A language model can generate highly
convincing discursive forms, but this performance does not demonstrate
lived experience, interiority, reflective consciousness, or existential
intentionality. It operates based on data correlations, not on an embodied
participation in reality.20

17 The International Theological Commission, Communion and Stewardship:
Human Persons Created in the Image of God; The Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et
spes, no. 12, 15 si 22.

18 Antiqua et nova, no. 20-26 si 104-107.

19 Papa Francisc, Message for the 57th World Day of Peace: Artificial Intelligence
and Peace; Antiqua et nova, no. 1-4 and 47.

20 Bender si Koller, “Climbing towards NLU”; Antiqua et nova, no. 47 and 96-101.
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Moreover, human intelligence is embodied. It does not inhabit an
abstract space of pure symbols but is formed through perception, lived
memory, affectivity, shared language, and social practices. The
International Theological Commission insists that the human person,
created in the image of God, is a unity of soul and body, a relational being
called to communion. The lack of embodiment is not merely a “missing
function” in an Al system; rather, it signifies the absence of an entire mode
of being-in-the-world. For this very reason, any analogy between human
intelligence and AI must be kept within strictly limited and analogical
bounds, rather than being absolutized.2:

Furthermore, there is an essential difference between intelligence and
wisdom. In his address to the G7, Pope Francis emphasized that human
beings are called not merely to technical competence but also to phronesis,
thatis, the prudent judgment capable of discerning the concrete good within
specific, irreducible historical situations. It is precisely this prudent
judgment that underpins moral responsibility and explains why decisions
concerning life, dignity, peace, and violence cannot be left to automation. In
this same vein, he stated clearly that no machine should decide to take a
human life.22

We must notice that these limitations do not negate the utility of Al;
rather, they define its proper place. Al can assist in diagnosis, accelerate
information retrieval, identify subtle correlations, and support learning
processes. Yet, it does not possess moral consciousness; it can bear neither
blame nor merit, nor can it love, hope, engage in prayer, or transform
suffering into meaning. While it can simulate discourse regarding these
realities, it cannot experience them. Therefore, replacing human
relationships and moral discernment with algorithmic output is more than
a technical error; it is an ontological confusion-23

2.3. Between Service and Technological Idolatry

From a spiritual perspective, the ultimate danger is not merely
machine autonomy, but human idolatry. Technology becomes an idol when
it is credited with what belongs solely to God or, in philosophical terms,
what belongs only to a holistic understanding of the person: the promise of
ultimate meaning, of total control, of the elimination of vulnerability, and
salvation through efficiency. Laudato si’ warns against the “technocratic

2t The International Theological Commission, Communion and Stewardship;
Gaudium et spes, no. 14 si 24.

22 Papa Francisc, Addres at the G7, June 14, 2024, especially the passages on
phronesis, human control, and lethal autonomous weapons.

23 Bender si Koller, “Climbing towards NLU”; Antiqua et nova, nr. 96-107; Address
of His Holiness Pope Francis at the G7, June 14, 2024.
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paradigm” that transforms technology from a tool into an all-encompassing
logic of existence and fosters blind faith in purely technical solutions. In
spiritual terms, this means replacing discernment with performance, and
wisdom with domination.24

In contrast, the legitimate use of technology entails a hierarchy of
purposes: truth above plausibility, the person above the system, the
common good above profit, and communion above control. Gaudium et
Spes affirms that technical activity is authentically human when it makes
the earth “a worthy dwelling place for the entire human family”, while the
Rome Call for AI Ethics insists on human centrality and the fact that Al
cannot have as its sole aim profit or the gradual replacement of human
beings.25

Here, transcendence plays a critical, irreplaceable role. Only a vision of
the human being that does not confine the meaning of existence to the
immanence of utility can offer real resistance to the absolutization of
technology. To say that man is created imago Dei does not mean to
formulate a decorative metaphor, but to articulate a criterion for limiting
any form of historical power. Neither the state, nor the market, nor the
machine can exhaust the mystery of the person. Precisely for this reason,
openness to transcendence does not weaken the critique of technology; on
the contrary, it renders it more rigorous, as it refuses to let the final word on
the human being be spoken by performance, scores, predictions, or utility.26

Instead of conclusion: man as a space of tension between the
sacred and technology

This analysis has sought to demonstrate that artificial intelligence
highlights a constitutive tension of late modernity: that between the
technological promise and the deeper truth about the human being. At the
ethical level, the central issue is accountability. When decisions are
mediated by opaque algorithms, the human risks losing not only effective
control but also the very instinct to take responsibility. Therefore, Al ethics
must go beyond a discourse based merely on principles; it must generate
institutions, procedures, competencies, and forms of meaningful human
oversight. At the spiritual and transcendent level, the issue is
anthropological in the strict sense. Human beings cannot be reduced to
mere information processors, for they possess a dignity that precedes and
transcends any function. Created imago Dei, the human being is called to

24 Papa Francise, Laudato si’, no. 101-114.

25 The Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et spes, no. 34-35 and 63-65; Rome Call,
“The Call.”

26 The International Theological Commission, Communion and Stewardship;
Antiqua et nova, no. 33-34; Gaudium et spes, no. 19-21 si 41.
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truth, freedom, love, and responsibility; these are not emergent properties
of computation, but rather signs of a personal vocation that cannot be
automated. Artificial intelligence can mimic the outputs of human
intelligence, assist in deliberation, and expand the realm of the possible. Yet,
it cannot become the ultimate measure of what it means to be human. Thus,
the phrase “between God and artificial intelligence” should not be read as a
simple choice between two rival powers. Man is not called upon to opt for
either the sacred or technology, but rather to inhabit the tension between
them with clarity of mind. It is precisely this tension that compels him not
to abandon reason, consciousness, or openness to transcendence. The
human future will be saved neither by rejecting technology nor by
submitting to it; it depends on our ability to keep technology within the
realm of means and the human being within the realm of goals. In this sense,
the human being remains the living space where the sacredness of existence
sets limits on technology, and where technology, purified of idolatry, can be
placed at the service of the common good.
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