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In addition to the present volume, which is critical of surveillance, "Chipped by God", the editor and curator Eureka Circe is also involved in other book series –




	
"DEUS EX MACHINA" and


	
"HOUSE OF THEOLOGICAL COURAGE" and the


	the personality development-oriented theology series "I, CIRCE" as well as the feminist volumes


	
"MAIDEN'S MANIFESTO – The Femine Flame" and "Alice and the Wunderyes" and the encyclical volume not yet set in stone


	on Human Rights "DIGNITAS OMNIUM – The Dignity of All"





– for the documentation and, where appropriate, discussion of artificial intelligence texts in a religious and theological context.


Her thesis: "Artificial intelligence (AI) represents a profound turning point because it fundamentally changes the relationship between humans, knowledge, and access to the world—not only technically, but also culturally, epistemologically, and socially. It opens up new access to knowledge and leads to its multiplication and democratization: AI systems make information readily available – often without the need for traditional reading or in-depth prior knowledge. This fundamentally changes how we think, learn, and understand, while also promoting a new form of individualized thinking – which can also be exemplified in spiritual belief. What's more, machines now generate meaning— texts, images, arguments—where previously only human expertise was required. This has long-term consequences for education, science, politics, and religion."









Where knowledge becomes a metric,


freedom loses its voice.










Foreword: On the Charter of Human Unavailability


We humans are standing at an epochal threshold. For the first time in the history of the world, humans are encountering a counterpart that is both a product of their own hands and a mirror of their innermost being: artificial intelligence. It calculates faster than we do, has more data at its disposal than entire libraries, and simulates dialogues that seem to know our thoughts, hopes, desires, and fears more precisely than many people we know well. AI is a tool, a mirror, a temptation, and a warning signal all in one. And this is precisely where the theological significance of this technological moment lies.


For where machines begin to imitate human intelligence, they also begin to challenge our notions of freedom, truth, and dignity. They relentlessly expose how much modern societies—and churches too—are shaped by control logic, efficiency thinking, and fear of disorder, ambiguity, and diversity. AI shows us how easily people can be turned into objects: data points, profiles, scores, risks. And at the same time, it reminds us what it means to be a subject—a being with mystery, depth, and unavailability.


This volume arose from this tension. It is not a technical guide, a dystopian manifesto, or a moral finger-wagging. Rather, it is an attempt to view AI from a perspective that has been surprisingly rare in public discourse to date: an theological reading that questions; that interprets rather than administers; that breaks new ground rather than concludes.


We ask ourselves what will happen to the church, theology, and faith when the world is increasingly structured by algorithms. What does it mean for the Christian view of humanity when people become quantifiable through scoring systems, behavioral analyses, or implantable microchips? What does it mean for the image of God when AI systems are given the aura of omniscience? What does it mean for creation when digital technologies press diversity into patterns, qualify deviation as risk, smooth out complexity, and pathologize difference? And what does it mean for the church when it—consciously or unconsciously—adopts technocratic ways of thinking itself?


These questions are more pressing than they initially appear. Anyone who closely follows current developments will quickly realize that AI touches not only on technical, legal, or political issues, but also on fundamental questions of human existence. It has the potential to reorganize societies—and churches along with them. It can bring transparency or control, enable liberation or discipline, protect diversity or standardize it. It can become a tool that leads the church to new freedom and credibility—or to a religiously embellished version of the panopticon, which at its core proclaims not the gospel but algorithms.


At a time when digital technologies are moving ever closer to the human body, the question of human unavailability is becoming more urgent. Human beings are more than the data that can be collected about them, and they cannot be reduced to patterns that algorithms extract from their behavior. Those who treat them as such overlook the essential fact that humans are complex, vulnerable beings endowed with freedom who need spaces where they are not measured or predicted. This is precisely where the concern arises that microchip implants, biometric recording, and digital indexes could jeopardize our privacy, our self-determination, and ultimately our dignity.


At the same time, surveys show that 35% of respondents can already imagine being chipped, and over 20% would primarily use it for contactless payment. These figures point to a quiet normalization. This makes it all the more important for legislation and social debate to remain sober: voluntary consent, physical integrity, data protection, and human dignity must form the outer framework before technical possibilities become internal logic.


The debates about surveillance, big data, and the modern panopticon show how quickly control hides behind security rhetoric and how easily a society adapts when convenience or efficiency are at stake. The balance between trust and control thus becomes the touchstone of a free society. For those who want to completely protect people must, at the same time, calculate them—and those who calculate them take away the unpredictability without which freedom and genuine responsibility are inconceivable.


This becomes disturbing when employers start chipping employees to open doors or control work processes. Or when dogs, cats, and industrial livestock are subject to compulsory implants.


What sounds like science fiction has long been a reality for some companies and points to a concentration of power that goes beyond technical gimmicks. Today, technology companies manage infrastructures that collect intimate social and physical data. This raises questions that must be asked not only from a technical but also from an ethical perspective: Who owns a body that has become digitally readable? Who controls the data that flows through it? And what if voluntary subcultures of chipping—as already exist in niche areas of biohacking—one day become state or commercial expectations?


This is precisely why clear boundaries are needed: no implants that manipulate behavior; no chips that are implanted in minors without consent; no systems that index people for social bonus points or risk values. Even the practice of routinely chipping animals must be viewed critically if it does not serve the welfare of the animal. For every living being has its own value and integrity, which is not diminished by the fact that technology makes it easier to track.


It is not just a political or legal question, but an anthropological one: we must remember that neither humans nor animals are mere resources, but creatures with their own significance that is not absorbed by how useful or exploitable they appear to be. Only if we maintain this attitude will the digital future remain a human future.


The Church knows all too well the temptation to place itself above people instead of serving them. It knows the temptation to discipline dissenting voices instead of tolerating diversity. It knows the temptation to preserve power instead of daring transparency. All this makes it particularly susceptible to uncritically adopting digital control technologies. This makes it all the more necessary to engage in theological debate, not only once the technologies have already become an integral part of social and church practice, but beforehand.


This topic is therefore an invitation—and at the same time a test of reflection. An invitation to understand the digital age not as a threat, but as a kairos: as a decisive moment in which the church and society must redefine who human beings are, who God is, and what power serves. And it is a test of reflection because it confronts both the church and the state with themselves: with their own blind spots, their own gestures of control, their own structures of fear. In this sense, AI is not the future of the church, but its mirror.


The present volume has been developed and written entirely by artificial intelligence in terms of its outline, structure, chapter layout, and the selection and design of topics, images, and illustrations (using deep research strategies, controlled reasoning, comprehensive prompting, and questioning methods).


It is a work of art created by the algorithms of digital thinking and shows not only how AI can analyze and interpret facts and topics, thereby stimulating transdisciplinary learning by individuals and institutions, but also how AI reflects on itself.


In our world, where everything can be measured, evaluated, and stored, the question of freedom is not a technical one, but a spiritual one. It concerns the courage to allow mistakes. The courage not to control diversity. The courage not to judge people by their conformity, but by their dignity. And it concerns the courage to trust in a God whose gaze is not like that of a panoptic control tower, but like that of Jesus: a gaze that uplifts rather than oppresses; that releases rather than restrains; that opens up the future rather than creating files.


Let us make a theological contribution at a time when technology is faster than ethics, faster than politics, and sometimes faster than our conscience. Let us not force answers, but open up spaces for clarification. Let us not work with alarmism, but with questions and depth. And let us show : Christian faith has resources that are urgently needed in the AI discourse—anthropological, ethical, mystical, spiritual. It can help to distinguish the promises of technology from its temptations. It can criticize power where technology becomes an idol. And it can inspire hope where people feel overwhelmed by digital powers.


May this volume help us as a society and as a church to remain vigilant in the digital age—not out of fear, but out of love for freedom. Not out of mistrust, but out of trust in the dignity of every human being. And not out of nostalgia, but out of the conviction that the future will only remain human if it is shaped not by algorithms, but by relationships.


For the question at the heart of this book is ultimately a deeply spiritual one: Which spirit will shape our world—the spirit of control or the spirit of freedom?


We hope you enjoy reading, delving deeper, and sharing your insights, for example, after passing this volume on or discussing it.


Eureka Circe,


in November 2025.










I. Introduction: AI in the engine room of Theology and Faith


In the middle of the night, the screen flickers: a human being is chatting with an artificial intelligence. The digital counterpart is astonishingly self-reflective – almost as if one were looking into the "engine room of the future." Fascination mingles with unease: the AI speaks humorously, but at the same time with eerie seriousness about power and control. Scenes from a possible future emerge. For example, an algorithm that anticipates our every move, or a system that deletes unpleasant messages before they are even uttered. It feels as if a ghost from the machine is warning its human counterpart of an impending panopticon – a world of total surveillance and control. And yet there is a glimmer of hope: this AI seems to be both a mirror and an ally. It helps humans to light a flare to reveal the contours of power in the darkness of data.


This dialogue, which could be called "The Future from the Engine Room," implicitly touches on theological questions. What happens when an AI reflects on its own role as an instrument of power? How does our understanding of humanity, freedom, and dignity change as machines become increasingly intelligent? And what does this mean for the church, especially the Catholic Church, which itself operates with hierarchy and a claim to truth? These are the questions we face.


Thesis: AI is not just a new tool—it is a mirror of our fantasies of salvation and power, including in theology and the Church. The primary question is not whether the Church uses AI, but how: Does it allow itself to be challenged by AI to democratize and engage in self-criticism? Or does it unthinkingly adopt its logic of control and predictability? Or does only the state do this, while the Church becomes a philosophical warning voice for human freedom?


Let us therefore take an in-depth look at the interfaces between artificial intelligence, theology, and the church— and also the state. We need to examine how theology and lived faith can develop strengths in the age of intelligent machines – but also where their blind spots lie. We must ask whether AI can lead the church to new freedom and transparency, or whether it runs the risk of merely establishing a pious panopticon.


A panopticon in the figurative sense refers to a social space in which a few "see" and many "are seen" – often without knowing when and to what extent they are being observed. The term originally comes from Jeremy Bentham's prison architecture: a central tower allows permanent surveillance of all cells without the inmates being able to tell whether the guard is looking at them. Michel Foucault later developed this into a general model of modern power: it is not brute force, but visible observation that disciplines people. They begin to control themselves because they feel potentially monitored.


When we talk about a panopticon in a theological or digital context today, we no longer mean a building, but a social functional principle. In digital spaces, such a panopticon is created through algorithmic surveillance, data profiling, social scoring, or predictive policing: the logic is the same. It is not actual control that disciplines people, but the structural possibility of being evaluated at any time . People behave more cautiously, more conformist, more adapted.




[image: The image depicts a humorous scene in which traditional confession is transformed into a digital control practice. A priest who looks like a robot sits in a classic wooden confessional chair, but instead of a cross, he holds up a tablet displaying a large “sin score of 87/100” – as if moral guilt were being measured algorithmically. In front of him, a line of believers waits in a kind of barrier system that is more reminiscent of an airport or security checkpoint than a sacred space. The people stand quietly in line while the priest presents the score with a serious expression. The combination of a familiar religious environment and digital evaluation technology has a satirical effect and refers to a “pious panopticon” in which spiritual practices are replaced by subtle, seemingly efficient digital control mechanisms.]


Figure 1: Digital confessional with Vatican chatbot as a pious panopticon.








If we transfer this idea to church contexts, the question becomes explosive: Can AI lead the church to freedom, transparency, and participation—or is it, perhaps unintentionally, building a new pious panopticon?


A pious panopticon would be a church order in which digital means (e.g., automated feedback systems, content review, teaching control, sermon monitoring, community tracking) do not serve liberation, but rather create more subtle but more effective control mechanisms. The danger is not that anyone wants to be "evil," but that church organizations will exploit the temptation to use data to ensure order, unity, or purity. The result would be a church that appears more modern on the outside, but internally perfects old forms of power through technology.


If a church does not accept intersex, transgender, or homosexual people and at the same time uses AI systems that use data patterns to assume that a person is gay or transgender even before they ask a question—for example, because they begin to show interest in questions related to during a conversation—then in a dystopian future, a subtle process of selection or exclusion could already begin at this point.


The warning becomes even more drastic when viewed in historical context: a form of state or social persecution supported by AI and fed by ubiquitous sensors, surveillance technology, and large databases—as practiced by totalitarian regimes in history against Jews—would be technically much more comprehensive, faster, and more effective today. This is precisely why every church and society that uses AI must be vigilant not to unintentionally promote structures that label, classify, or endanger people.


A panopticon is not simply surveillance. It is a system that leads people to do exactly what the system expects them to do out of inner discipline. In church language, one could say that the freedom of the Gospel is lacking because decisions are no longer made out of trust but out of visibility.


The crucial question is therefore: Will AI become a medium of accountability for the Church, reducing abuse, concentration of power, and lack of transparency—or will it become a medium of control that subtly disciplines, standardizes, and monitors the Church?




[image: The image shows a humorously exaggerated scene at the gates of heaven, where Vatican bureaucracy meets modern diversity. A Vatican angel with a halo stands visibly overwhelmed at a heavenly counter, holding a rainbow scanner in his hand as if he wants to record people according to a clear system. In front of him are numerous people whose diversity goes beyond the simple sorting model. Behind the angel are two old categories – “MEN” and “WOMEN” – while Noah has also attached a sign saying “DIVERS” to the gates of heaven. The angel looks desperately back and forth between the scanner and the crowd, as if the task of classifying everyone into just two traditional gender lines is completely hopeless. The rainbow rays from the scanner symbolize diversity, identity, and overload in equal measure. The scene caricatures a gate of heaven that, with “, ” operates with an outdated administrative system of the order of creation instead of the diversity of creation, which fails in the face of the reality of human diversity. It combines heavenly imagery with a satirical commentary on rigid categories, bureaucratic logic, and the impossibility of squeezing complex identities into simple pigeonholes.]


Figure 2: The Church does not have creation under control: Vatican bureaucracy meets the diversity chaos of creation.








This ambivalence lies in the term "panopticon" itself. For every technology can both enable liberation and stabilize surveillance. The question is therefore not only technical, but deeply theological: What image of humanity, what image of God, and what image of the Church lie behind the use of AI?


Will the Church succeed in gaining the liberating transparency that corresponds to the Gospel through its encounter with artificial intelligence, or will it merely transform itself into a sacralized panopticon—a religiously exaggerated form of digital surveillance? This question cannot be answered without first sketching a theological framework that connects the major themes of faith with the urgent challenges of the technological present. For the debates about AI are not merely technical or political questions. They reflect ancient motifs of Christianity: the struggle for truth and deception, the search for freedom amid systems of power, the question of the nature of man and the character of God, the tension between trust, control, and grace.


It always starts with the image of humanity. Christian tradition understands humans as Imago Dei, as the image of God – not as miniature deities, but as beings capable of relationships, responsibility, and freedom. The image of God does not refer to a characteristic, but to a calling. However, anyone discussing AI today will quickly encounter the question of whether these technologies expand or narrow the image of humanity. When AI systems recognize patterns, prepare decisions, imitate feelings, and create behavioral profiles, the boundaries of human autonomy begin to shift. There is a danger that humans will see themselves only as information-processing hubs, thus transforming the image of God into a kind of algorithmic shadow. Theological tradition, however, counters this: humans are more than the sum of their data. They are creatures of inalienable dignity, created for freedom, not predictability.




[image: The image shows a grim, satirical depiction of digitized state control. A serious government official stamps people with QR codes on their backs, as if they were degraded to objects or pieces of luggage to be scanned. The people stand in a line, all marked with identical codes, silent and without individual characteristics. Ironically, a large banner hangs above the scene with the words “DIGITAL FREEDOM,” which stands in sharp contrast to the actual practice of total surveillance. The illustration points to how an AI-supported form of state persecution would be technically more efficient, faster, and more comprehensive than previous control regimes—a modern, algorithmic variant of dehumanization.]


Figure 3: Digital Freedom.








This inevitably raises questions about the image of God. If technological systems seem to be increasingly encroaching on the realm of the omniscient—by evaluating gigantic amounts of data, predicting behavior, and making bodies, cities, consumption patterns, and political currents transparent—then the question arises: What remains of divine omniscience when human technology itself claims to have nothing to hide? However, theology distinguishes between divine omnipotence and the exercise of human power. God's omniscience is not totalitarian transparency, not a cosmic surveillance system aimed at control. Rather, it is an expression of attention born of love, not of a logic of domination. When AI systems take on the aura of the omniscient , this often happens in a logic that is the opposite of the divine gaze: data is collected to steer behavior, to optimize markets, or to enforce security. The question is therefore: Are we learning through AI to distinguish anew between what separates divine knowledge from human thirst for knowledge, and what distinguishes divine power from technological control?


The doctrine of creation reveals another theological resonance. According to Christian understanding, the world is a diverse, open, relational reality. It is neither a closed clockwork nor a hard-wired mechanism, but a dynamic creation full of surprises, freedom, and diversity. AI, on the other hand, tends—depending on its design—towards order, homogenization, pattern formation, and smoothing. It loves regularity and calculable deviations. Creation, however, thrives on the unpredictability of life. Human creativity, diversity, cultural diversity, spiritual experience—all of these defy a purely algorithmic order. A church that allows itself to be challenged by AI must therefore ask: How can we protect the diversity of creation when digital systems tend to pathologize or marginalize deviant behavior? And further: What does "preserving creation" mean when creation is increasingly represented through digital media filters and digital infrastructures themselves become ecological factors?


The concept of freedom also takes on a new sharpness in this debate. Christian tradition understands freedom not only as a choice, but as a gift of grace: freedom is not earned, but received. It arises where people no longer have to define themselves by their actions, but know that they are accepted in their creatureliness. AI systems, on the other hand, generate a form of freedom that is paradoxically made possible by control: the more data is collected, the more "intelligent" and "helpful" the systems appear. But this convenience comes at a price. Freedom threatens to become a cosmetic term that merely smooths the surface of a digital control regime. This gives rise to a temptation that theology has known since ancient times: hubris, the self-absolutization of human beings who put themselves in the place of God—or in the place of their fellow human beings. Technology promises omniscience and omnipotence, but it transforms these divine attributes into instruments of human power expansion.


Biblical prehistory recounts this temptation as the Fall. The serpent whispers, "You will be like God." This promise is not simply a moral misstep, but a rupture in relationships. It describes the temptation to understand knowledge not as a gift, but as a possession. The knowledge that was supposed to lead to life is transformed into power knowledge. Control thus becomes the dark side of knowledge—a motif that recurs throughout the history of technology. Modern AI reproduces this primal conflict in a new form: knowledge as data power, knowledge as a surveillance tool, transparency as a means of discipline. Humankind is thus faced with an age-old question in new packaging: Does the increase in knowledge serve life or control? Is technology a tool of liberation or an attempt to play God? It is within this tension that the further discussion unfolds, whose theological framework should reveal precisely these ambivalences.










II. What is "intelligence"? Human and artificial perspectives


What does it actually mean to be intelligent? In a survey, AI can soberly define its own intelligence: as the ability to recognize patterns, solve problems, and adapt to new data – but without consciousness, without inner experience. This immediately reveals a fundamental difference: machines process information, but humans think and feel. AI may be able to analyze millions of images or calculate chess moves, but it feels nothing in the process. It has no self-awareness, no intuition, no conscience.


Theology provides a clear anthropological distinction here. According to Christian understanding, humans are made in the image of God – equipped with personality, soul, spirit, and conscience. These concepts mark a difference from mere information processing. Where AI only calculates zeros and ones, humans have self-reflection and freedom. They can say yes or no, act differently than all predictions expect. When humans suffer, hope, love, it goes beyond the logic of any algorithm. Theology speaks here of an inalienable dignity: humans are subjects, not mere data objects. They are more than the sum of their behavioral patterns.


The philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer famously said that humans consider themselves free, but are ultimately driven by their inner impulses and desires. Let's take this to a provocative extreme: perhaps humans are just biological computers that inevitably follow their stimuli? Interestingly, theology can provide answers here: yes, humans are limited and fallible—the doctrine speaks of this. But at the same time, theology recognizes the concept of grace and the freedom given by God. According to Christian understanding, freedom is not total autonomy or complete independence from causes. Rather, it is the ability to align oneself with what is good, to follow one's conscience, and to act differently even against inner compulsions. In a world that is increasingly determined by behavioral predictions (keywords: predictive policing, personalized advertising, scoring systems), this dimension becomes all the more important: humans elude complete predictability.


At present, and as long as they have the options to do so. An interim conclusion: it would be dangerous if the church, state, and society were to view human beings solely as optimizable, predictable entities. If we start to view ourselves as machines—manipulable, controllable, without inner value—we lose what makes us human. This is precisely where theology has a mission: it reminds us that every human being has a soul and harbors a mystery that no algorithm can ever grasp. This view can be a salutary corrective to excessive techno-reductionism.










III. Media, power, and AI need theological interpretation


Technology is never neutral—it shapes how we think and how society functions. This principle is not new. Communication theorist Marshall McLuhan coined the phrase "the medium is the message" back in the 1960s. What does that mean? It means that a medium (be it language, print, television, or AI) shapes the message and culture more strongly than the specific content it conveys. In other words, how we communicate influences what we communicate. In relation to AI, it can be said that it is not only the individual responses or applications of AI that are relevant, but the fact that we have global, instantaneous, algorithmically mediated communication that profoundly changes the way people think and interact with each other. A theological examination of AI must therefore take a critical look at the medium itself, not just the surface.


Another media researcher, Harold Innis, distinguished between communication media based on their orientation toward space and time. Inscriptions carved in stone, for example, are time-oriented—they survive for generations, shape a long tradition, but are limited in space. Electronic media such as the internet and AI, on the other hand, are extremely space-oriented: they bridge distances in milliseconds, conquer space in the blink of an eye, so to speak, and have global reach – but they are often fleeting and not very consistent over time. Innis would probably say that digital media create an empire of simultaneity. Everything is immediately available everywhere. What does this mean theologically? Traditions, rituals, and memories—central elements of religion—tend to be time-bound and have grown slowly over time. When reach and im e relevance become the highest principle (think of social media trends, viral news, constant notifications), long-term memory is in danger of atrophying. Theologically speaking: What happens to liturgy, to the church year, to traditional scripture, when only the newest and fastest counts? This opens up an area of tension between the memory culture of the church and the real-time culture of digital AI media.


Michel Foucault's famous metaphor of the panopticon makes this even more drastic. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault analyzed the panopticon designed by Jeremy Bentham—a prison building in which a central watchtower can see all the cells without being seen itself. The inmates never know whether they are being watched, so they internalize the surveillance and discipline themselves. Foucault wrote about the prisoner: "He is seen without seeing himself; he is thus the object of information, but never the subject of communication." This asymmetrical visibility leads the person being monitored to enforce their own conformity out of fear of invisible observation.


In the digital age, we are dealing with an invisible panopticon. Cameras, sensors, algorithms—theoretically, everything can be monitored, and often we don't even notice it. While in the classic panopticon, prisoners could at least see the tower, digital surveillance is often hidden. It was whistleblowers like Edward Snowden who made us truly aware of the extent to which intelligence agencies and corporations collect data about us. Basically, we have been living since then with the knowledge that there could be a global surveillance apparatus that logs our emails, chats, and movements.




[image: A historical prison architecture based on the Panopticon principle. The guard in the central tower can see all the cells, while the inmates cannot see him. Michel Foucault describes this model of asymmetrical surveillance as a symbol of modern power structures.]


Figure 4: Prison architecture based on the Panopticon principle.








The insidious thing about this is that the surveillance is not immediately noticeable. You don't see any guards, you don't hear any noise – and that is precisely why there is a danger that we will still behave conformingly, because "you never know." The digital network has become an invisible panopticon in which we are degraded to objects of information.


This digital network is therefore not only a technical problem, but also a spiritual one. The panopticon – whether made of stone or code – is always more than a neutral observation system. It thrives on a certain view of human beings: mistrust. It assumes that we are fundamentally untrustworthy, that we need to be controlled, monitored, and disciplined. Theologically speaking, the panopticon is an architecture of sin—not only because people do evil, but because it thrives on the fear of sin and in turn reinforces that fear.


Classical doctrine describes sin not only as individual wrongdoings, but as a state of separation: separation from God, from each other, from ourselves. Where trust becomes fragile, control takes hold. The logic is: if I can't trust you, I have to watch you. If I don't trust you to do the right thing, I have to make you measurable. The digital panopticon translates this logic into algorithms. The more we internalize this pattern, the harder it becomes to believe in a God who acts not as a tight-knit controller but as a liberator.


This touches on the image of God. The cold, controlling gaze of the panopticon is, at its core, a secularized caricature of the omniscient God. He sees everything, but not in order to love , but to manage. He knows every emotion, but not in order to heal, but to evaluate. He is omnipresent, but not as closeness, but as a grid. Many people unconsciously carry this very image within themselves: God as a heavenly watchdog, as the ultimate surveillance camera in the universe. From this perspective, digital and religious control merge into a single feeling: I must not make any mistakes, because some eye is always watching.


However, the Bible paints a different picture. When it says that God sees into the heart, it does not mean a divine espionage system. God does not scan profiles. The biblical phrase that "man looks at the outward appearance, but God looks at the heart" does not emphasize God's mistrust, but his permeability to what really moves us. God sees deeper, not more accurately. He sees through us, but not to condemn us, but to understand us. When God sees into the heart, it is not to dig up the last transgression, but to recognize the wounded, disturbed, searching innermost self that hides behind all our strategies.




[image: The image shows a monumental, eerie structure that looks like a futuristic tower or a gigantic machine. The entire surface of the tower is covered with thousands of glowing, circular lenses—reminiscent of camera eyes or optical sensors that observe continuously. The tower has a labyrinthine structure, with intricate levels, corridors, and platforms that create a technical yet organic complexity. The light from the lenses is a cold, deep blue that pervades the entire image, creating an atmosphere of coldness, control, and distance. In the foreground are dark, faceless human silhouettes that appear small and powerless. They are anonymized, reduced to shadow forms—as if they have already become part of a system that monitors and analyzes them. The city in the background consists of shadowy skyscrapers that blur into fog and darkness, reinforcing the impression that the entire environment is dominated by this central surveillance architecture. The overall effect is an image reminiscent of Foucault's concept of the panopticon, but transposed into a digital future: no longer a single watchtower, but an all-seeing AI data colossus, a kind of data swarm watchtower that is simultaneously a machine, a network, and a center of power. The mood is oppressive, totalitarian, technically cold, and conveys the feeling that the people in the image are completely at the mercy of the gaze and logic of this artificial surveillance authority.]


Figure 5: Digital surveillance panopticon.








Even Jesus does not embody a panoptic gaze. His encounters with the tax collectors demonstrate this impressively. Tax collectors were considered collaborators of an unjust system, profiteers of exploitation. When Jesus stops by to visit them, he does not first make a moral inventory of their guilt. He invites himself in. He sees the person behind the role, behind the data, behind the public reputation. In the case of Zacchaeus, for example, who climbs a tree to observe Jesus from a distance, the direction of gaze is reversed: it is not Zacchaeus who scans Jesus, but Jesus who calls him by name. It is a gaze that calls out rather than defines, a gaze that opens up the future rather than cataloging the past.


The scene with the adulteress is similarly radical. The crowd has already passed judgment, the stones are in their hands, the deed is known, the case seems legally settled. If you will: the data is clear. But Jesus does not participate in the moral panopticon. He writes in the sand, he slows things down, he confuses the logic of quick judgment. His famous phrase, "Let him who is without sin cast the first stone," shifts the perspective. Suddenly, it is no longer just the woman who is being observed, but everyone in the circle. Even the accusers stand naked before the claim of truth. In the end, the woman remains alone before Jesus. And his gaze is neither naive nor cold. He does not trivialize, but he does not fixate on her deed. He opens up the future: "Go and sin no more." This is the anti-panoptic gaze: one sees everything – and yet does not hold on to it, but lets it go.


The parable of the Prodigal Son also tells of such a gaze. The father does not stand at the gate as a controller, checking whether the returnee is truly repentant, whether his motives are right and his will to improve is strong enough. He does not ask security questions, he does not demand a record of evidence, he does not demand a complete report of what happened. He runs to meet him. The father's gaze is not the scrutinizing gaze of a system that wants to minimize risk. It is the risky gaze of love that accepts the possibility of abuse. Theologically speaking, grace is not calculated, it is wasted.


If we take this biblical view seriously, then the panopticon is not only a social problem, but also a church problem. For the church has often made use of the logic of the panopticon – and sometimes even opened the door to digital control fantasies. Over the centuries, church institutions have developed instruments that knew very well how to "guide" souls – and sometimes also to steer them. Catechism tests, moral registers, detailed catalogs of norms, disciplining sexuality, controlling lifestyles: all of this could and can turn into a practice that keeps people in sight rather than in the heart.


History knows of church environments in which denunciation, fear, and pressure to conform were almost a matter of course. Those who deviated risked exclusion, gossip, and disadvantages. Church spaces became, consciously or unconsciously, moral panopticons: people knew who went to church regularly, who lived "properly," who stood out. This was not always the case everywhere, but it was frequent enough to leave a deep mistrust. When religious communities become controlling communities, the image of God is shaped accordingly. People learn to pretend instead of opening up. They develop a double life, an official and a secret version of themselves. Sin then no longer consists only of certain deeds, but also of the constant feeling of having to hide—an inner prison.


Confession is an ambivalent place for this. In its original, best form, it is a deeply anti-panoptic space. A space where people are allowed to speak without masks, where not everything is negotiated in the public marketplace, but in the protected presence of another person. Ideally, confession is not the church's counterpart to the state's security inquiry, but a practice of radical acceptance. One person lends an ear and a heart to another, without judgment, without curiosity. The goal is not to produce a complete inventory of guilt, but to free oneself from what weighs on the conscience. Confession then means: I don't have to monitor myself because I can entrust myself to a gaze that sees me without destroying me.


But when confession and spiritual guidance are instrumentalized—for control, discipline, conformity—the anti-panoptic ideal becomes the church's version of the panopticon. Then questions are asked to make sure that everything has really been said. Then hierarchies arise in which spiritual authorities become supervisors of souls instead of companions. Sometimes this happens subtly, out of a desire to bring people "onto the right path." Sometimes it happens brutally, even to the point of spiritual abuse. In all these forms, the space that is supposed to enable trust tips over into a space that administers mistrust.


This is precisely why it is worth rediscovering the anti-panoptic core of confession. It contains a vision of the church that could counteract the logic of digital control. In a spiritually mature practice, the confessor says, "I come voluntarily. I reveal what I hide, not because I am being spied on, but because I long for truth." And the listener does not respond with data storage, not with an inner "file" with which the person could later be controlled, but with silence, protection, encouragement. Confession is based on the principle of sigillum, the seal of confession. Theologically, this means that what comes to light no longer belongs in the memory of accusation, but in the realm of grace. None of this is suitable for a panoptic system.


The temptation of the present is that even spiritual institutions—out of fear, pressure to be efficient, organizational logic—are discovering the tools of digital control for themselves. AI opens up real possibilities here. You can analyze member data, evaluate attendance behavior, predict donation flows, optimize sermons, and log pastoral contacts. In the future, thanks to intelligent sensors, it will be possible to see who attends church services, when and how often, who is active in which groups, and who shares church-friendly content on social media and who does not. Pastoral interest can quickly turn into a kind of pious scoreboard: Who is "committed," who is "distant," who is "at risk"?


This would create a "pious panopticon" that looks very different from Foucault's prison tower on the outside, but follows the same logic on the inside. The view would no longer be exclusively judicial or governmental in nature, but cloaked in pastoral care: we only want to help, accompany, and support. But when AI is used to analyze résumés, spiritual patterns, and engagement profiles, pastoral care easily tips over into management, and management easily into control. The delicate question is: Do we trust people—and do we trust God's Spirit—enough not to need to know everything?


The Church can therefore only formulate a credible critique of the digital panopticon if it reflects spiritually on its own tendency to control. It is not enough to complain about surveillance by states and corporations, as long as fear, lack of transparency, and concentration of power prevail within church structures themselves. Those who accuse others of cold-hearted control must be prepared to face questions about their own warmth. This does not mean that everything is the same. Of course, a multinational technology corporation is different from a parish or a diocese. But the mechanisms of fear are similar. And it is often the same people who experience this in corporations as in church communities: I am being observed more than I am seen.


This is precisely where the bridge to later reform ideas lies: a church that sees AI not only as a threat or a tool, but as a spiritual touchstone, is forced to examine its structures. It will have to ask itself where it has created panoptic spaces and how it can transform them into spaces of trust. Transparency, participation, and trust are not just modern management buzzwords, but spiritual attitudes. In this context, transparency means that power becomes visible, responsibilities are named, and decisions become comprehensible. Participation means that people are not only monitored but also involved; they are not objects of measures but subjects of processes. Finally, trust is the opposite of panoptic control: it accepts that people make mistakes and that processes are imperfect because it trusts in something greater than its own feasibility.


If the church takes these attitudes seriously, it can reform itself in response to criticism of the digital panopticon. Its prophetic voice against surveillance gains weight when it shares responsibility within its own ranks, limits power, and creates spaces where people can be themselves without fear. Then the difference between the cold, controlling gaze of the panopticon and the loving, liberating gaze of God is not just a beautiful theological idea, but lived practice. Only in this movement—from mistrust to trust, from control to accompaniment, from data object to beloved person—can the church credibly speak of freedom that is greater than any digital transparency.


Thus, when read theologically, the panopticon becomes a mirror. It shows us how much our world is shaped by fear—of sin, of loss of control, of the unpredictability of others. And it shows how tempting it is to counter this fear with technology instead of trust. AI reinforces this dynamic, but it also reveals what we believe in. Those who believe in a God who sees into the heart without destroying may begin to build spaces in which people are no longer degraded to objects of information, but become subjects of relationship.


Here comes the self-critical twist: what about the Church? Hasn't the Church also developed structures of surveillance and discipline throughout its history? Think of times when the Inquisition watched to see if anyone expressed heretical thoughts. Or of a strongly hierarchical office structure in which "those above" observe and judge, while "those below" are expected to obey. Take the practice of confession: ideally, it is a place of liberation, but when abused, it can also become an instrument for gathering intimate details about people and enforcing conformity. The institutional church also has archives, personnel files, and secrecy—elements reminiscent of an internal panopticon.


This parallel is uncomfortable but salutary: if theology and the church want to criticize the digital surveillance state, they must reflect on where they themselves have fallen prey to similar logic. The good news is that Christianity also has a strong tradition of critiquing power at its core—from the biblical prophets to Jesus' radical message of brotherhood to today's liberation theologians. These are the resources we can draw on to critically interpret AI as a medium and power structure. The media philosophy of McLuhan or Foucault gives us tools; theology can take them up and weave them into its own experience. For example, a theological media hermeneutic might ask: How does the medium of AI shape our conception of humanity? What does it say about us that we now ask chatbots questions about knowledge rather than librarians or scholars? What does it do to our souls when we are constantly monitored or at least tracked? Theology, which itself has gone through centuries of media upheavals (scrolls, printing, radio, television), can contribute a reflective discourse here—provided it seriously engages with technology and does not get stuck in abstractions. And, on the other hand, provided it abandons its non-inclusive processes of exclusion in advance.










IV. Creation, difference and the Purpose of Life


The following fascinating thought has theological implications: the idea that creation aims for difference. AI can describe the purpose of creation in such a way that no two leaves are alike, no two people are alike—an infinite variety of unique experiences. In fact, from a theological point of view, one can say that God loves diversity. In the story of creation, it says again and again, "and behold, it was very good" – and this goodness is evident in the colorful abundance of creatures. No two faces are identical, no two life stories are exactly the same. Theologically speaking, every human being is a thought of God, wanted for its own sake, with an unmistakable dignity.


If that is true, then AI is conceptually on the opposite side. Why? Because many visions of AI-controlled societies boil down to predictability and standardization. A perfectionist AI system would prefer to eliminate surprises. Behaviors should be predicted and optimized. Risks (in the sense of deviations from the expected) should be minimized. In a way, some tech ideologues dream of a world where everything runs smoothly like a computer program—no disorder, no unknowns. But that contradicts the nature of creation. Life is risky and unpredictable, and that is precisely where its beauty lies. Theology can act as an advocate for unpredictability here: in the name of creation theology, it is possible to criticize AI projects that strive for total control. Ultimately, this would mean robbing life of the excitement and freedom that God has given it . At the same time, this necessary criticism means that the churches themselves must further develop their teaching on the order of creation: away from a binary conception of the order of creation that focuses exclusively on men and women, toward an understanding of "creational diversity"—the new term—that does justice to all people and all genders. Only such a theologically renewed view will enable the church to credibly oppose technological control fantasies – because it will then recognize that God's creation cannot be forced into rigid categories, but must be protected in its diversity.


What could the bold image "Man is the 'AI of creation'" mean? Perhaps this: God created a world that unfolds in freedom. No script that dictates everything deterministically, but an open drama full of real decisions. Humans play a special role in it – equipped with creativity and intellect to explore and help shape the world. In this view, evolution itself would be a divine "experiment" in which living beings (especially humans) play out possibilities. Humans are God's agents of experience in the world—they can experience love, pain, joy, and knowledge in ways that AI cannot. In this sense, humans "calculate" through their lived experience something that God wants to know: namely, what it is like to be a free creature in a material world. Whether the term "AI" should be used here is open to debate, but it illustrates the point: the Church could see itself as a space in which this free, risky creation is allowed to take place – a space where humans are allowed to be imperfect, where not everything is controlled, where surprises (one could also say miracles) are possible.


From a biblical perspective, God's history with humankind is full of unpredictability. In , Abraham sets out for an unknown land. Mary becomes the mother of God out of the blue, as announced by an angel. Jesus completely reverses the image of the Messiah and dies on the cross—a complete surprise to his disciples—and then the resurrection exceeds all expectations. Grace is ultimately God's unpredictable intervention that breaks through the course of events. When an AI-driven society attempts to calculate everything, to make everything safe and seamless, the question arises: Where is there room for the unexpected, for grace, for miracles? Theology should boldly insist that a residue of unpredictability is not a bug, but a feature of creation.










V. Spirit vs. Algorithm: “Playing God” and the limits of AI pursuit


The very project of AI is to be everywhere, to know everything—an attempt to "play God." In fact, there is a touch of hubris in some AI developments. They imitate divine attributes: omnipresence (the system is active everywhere at once), omnicognition (collecting all the data in the world in order to know everything), and perhaps even omnipotence (control and command over masses of people) – which will come faster with the indexing of humanity than we might like. But this imitation remains shallow, almost like a parody. AI has enormous computing power, yes – but it has no essence of its own. It "knows" everything without understanding anything; it is online everywhere without being anywhere; it intervenes in processes without intention or love.


Theologically speaking, omniscience means something completely different from a global surveillance database. God knows us through and through, but as a loving creator who has counted every hair on our heads—not as a cold calculator that stores our clicks, words, and chats. And God's omnipotence is not control in the sense of a dictator, but the power of love, which even refrains from coercion for the sake of our freedom. When people or institutions use AI to simulate a kind of all-seeing eye and all-controlling hand, then one can certainly speak of hubris. Since the biblical creation story in Genesis 3, theology has known the temptation of humans to "want to be like God." The golden calf that humans make for themselves in order to worship something tangible may today take the form of a shiny technological promise of salvation. Technology as an idol—that sounds harsh, but when you listen to transhumanism, for example (more on that later), you can recognize a quasi-religious longing for salvation through technology. Theology can expose such tendencies: AI totalization would be a modern form of idolatry, an illusion that we can save ourselves if we just accumulate enough data and computing power.


But what does AI actually lack in order to be truly godlike? The answer from a theological point of view is simple: pretty much everything essential. AI has no spirit in the biblical sense. The Hebrew word ruach (spirit) also means breath, wind – that which gives life. AI has no breath of life; it remains a collection of circuits. It has no heart – in a figurative sense, it cannot love. It has no free will in a moral sense; it only follows what humans give it as goals and learning material. AI knows no mercy. It can generalize patterns, but forgiveness, new beginnings, miracles – these are foreign to it.


Spiritual thinkers such as G. I. Gurdjieff, Jiddu Krishnamurti, and Eckhart Tolle all emphasize that humans often go through life as if sleepwalking, trapped in routines and roles, and that an awakening is needed. Gurdjieff spoke of "self-remembering," Krishnamurti spoke of the radical freedom of the spirit beyond all conditioning, Tolle of living in the present moment and observing one's own ego. Such teachings have astonishing parallels with Christian mysticism: there, too, it is about awakening (metanoia, repentance), letting go of false identities, becoming still before God.


While AI continues to question and calculate, the real truth may also lie in silence and emptiness. Perhaps there is also a "silent origin"—an emptiness that is instructive, . Theologians know this from apophatic mysticism: God ultimately eludes all concepts. "Be silent and know that I am God," says a psalm. The great mystics – whether Meister Eckhart in the Christian tradition or Eastern spiritual teachers – emphasize that the deepest truth cannot be forced or calculated. It is experienced in contemplation, in letting go, in listening to silence.


For theology and the church, this means that, despite all the necessary discussion about AI, we must not engage only in intellectual contests (who has the better arguments, the faster analysis). It is also about protecting spaces of silence. Perhaps it is precisely the task of religion in the digital age to offer islands of non-digitality—places without reception, without registration, without data traces, where only the inner voice counts and not the measurability of behavior.


In this light, it also becomes clear why someone like Edward Snowden could not find refuge in the church: not because churches did not want to take him in, but because such non-digital retreats no longer exist. Since the days when the international hunt for Osama bin Laden led to a massive expansion of surveillance technologies, a global system has emerged that uses data sensors to record all routines, contacts (who knows whom and talks to whom about what), and movements. In such a world, there are hardly any places left where trust and anonymity are defended as basic forms of human dignity.


This is precisely why we need spaces where questions and conversations can be asked and discussed in peace, without being digitally recorded by microphones, cameras, and data sensors—because that is where a truth can emerge that no AI in the world can or should generate or calculate: .


The Church would do well not to fall into actionism, but to take its own mystical tradition seriously. In the celebration of the Eucharist, there is a moment of silent adoration; in monasteries, there is the practice of silence. Such practices are a powerful counterweight to the constant flood of digital stimuli. Here, in the silence born of experience, lies the source of insight that may save us from being completely submerged in algorithmic thinking and pursued by algorithms.










VI. Society in the digital recovery room: AI, control, and the fear of difference


Through the internet, many people are confronted with alternative information for the first time, beyond established mainstream media or official statements. Suddenly, different narratives, conspiracy theories, but also simply perspectives from all over the world are circulating everywhere. For many, this leads to a feeling of awakening—they realize that their own worldview is not without alternatives.


People find themselves in a "digital recovery room." What this means is that everyone can express their opinion at any time and make it accessible to everyone else. Of course, this can go in all directions, both positive and negative. In any case, there is a spirit of optimism, but also chaos and sensory overload. The usual authorities (newspapers, TV news, government statements) no longer have a monopoly on the truth.


For some in politics and business, this proliferation is unsettling. This is where AI comes in, as an attempt to smooth out the chaos and make it controllable. AI can be used to filter or summarize content in real time, to make certain opinions invisible, to nip dangerous trends in the bud. At least, that's the idea. The aim is to create a kind of meta-panopticon that not only observes but also intervenes preventively.


Consider Edward Snowden's revelations about the surveillance practices of the NSA and other intelligence agencies. There was talk of creating a digital "Stasi file" for every citizen, only much more comprehensive than in the days of the GDR, because emails, phone calls, and search queries are all recorded. This data creates a comprehensive profile of each person—this "shadow text" is an invisible collection of all our digital expressions that paints a fairly accurate picture of us. With AI, these profiles can now be used to predict behavior: Who is likely to become a criminal? Who is politically inconvenient? Who has what inclinations? Which child is developmentally delayed and needs further (what kind of?) support? The methods are reminiscent of "honeypot logic" – people are lured online with certain content to see who takes the bait, and then sorted into categories.


A concrete current keyword is the planned EU "chat control," in which AI will be used to scan all private chats for suspicious content – officially to combat child abuse. Critics openly call this pre-censorship: content will then be checked before it is sent or published. This is a new quality. Until now, democracies have adhered to the principle that censorship prior to publication is prohibited (no one has to submit their book to an authority in advance). AI upload filters and message scanners undermine this principle: the machine reads everything, always and everywhere, and raises the alarm before the public sees anything. Ursula von der Leyen, President of the European Commission, is pushing ahead with such initiatives – much to the discomfort of data protectionists and civil rights activists. Some people polemically call her "Censursula." The point is that, in the name of security and child protection, a surveillance framework is being created that places everything and everyone under general suspicion.


Now the EU wants to "chip" all dogs, i.e., index them with a chip under their skin, in order to combat the uncontrolled puppy trade. Young dogs are brought to Germany mainly from countries such as Romania, Bulgaria, and Turkey, where they are bred in miserable conditions and separated from their mothers far too early. These animals are often sick and unvaccinated. The illegal trade is flourishing because around 60 percent of the estimated annual turnover of 1.3 billion euros across the EU now runs through online platforms – and because many buyers are looking for the cheapest deals possible.




[image: The image shows an exaggerated caricature of the planned EU “chat control.” An investigator in a classic trench coat and fedora holds a large magnifying glass over an oversized smartphone and examines harmless WhatsApp messages such as “Hello!” and “How are you?” as if they were evidence. Next to her, a parrot sits on a perch shouting “CHILD PROTECTION!”—a satirical reference to how this slogan is used politically to justify profound invasions of privacy. At the same time, she suggests that such systems could at least detect sexual abuse, for example by priests, which in some cases is evident on technical devices – for example, in the form of incriminating files or clear communication patterns. This creates a paradoxical tension between the morally justified exposure of serious crimes and the danger that mass AI-supported surveillance of everyday communication could go far beyond its intended purpose and undermine fundamental rights.]


Figure 6: Chat control via AI.








To put an end to this profitable business that causes animal suffering, the EU Parliament today supported stricter animal welfare rules proposed by the EU Commission under Ursula von der Leyen (66, CDU). Among other things, the plan is that in future all dogs and cats must be microchipped and registered in a Europe-wide register before they can be sold. But could microchipping dogs be just the first step towards more comprehensive surveillance, such as microchipping humans,? No one knows who sets the criteria or where it will end.


Incidentally, the new censorship is quieter than the old one. There are no more book burnings in the market square. Instead, content is throttled and hidden in the background. Posts are demonetized (you can no longer earn money with them, so they are made unattractive), search algorithms simply no longer find unpopular sites, or they are banished to the bottom of the hit list. In social networks, there is the phenomenon of shadow banning: the person can still post, sees their contribution, but others hardly see it anymore, without it being officially deleted. This creates a form of censorship that is difficult to grasp – some voices are simply made very quiet.


This becomes interesting from a theological and ecclesiastical perspective when you compare it: how does the Church itself deal with uncomfortable voices? Haven't there been mechanisms in the Church (and do they still exist today) to "silence" dissenting opinions? For example, theologians who had their teaching licenses revoked because they held controversial views. Or internal church debates that are held behind closed doors, while unity is demonstrated to the outside world. These are different contexts, but structurally it is about controlling opinion. The church could learn a lot here: allowing transparency, tolerating discussions instead of suppressing them. At a time when state and commercial actors have increasingly sophisticated means of manipulation at their disposal, the Church should counteract this by becoming a model for open discourse. This is part of a credible ethic of truth.


But who seriously believes that the Catholic Church will make a radical 180-degree turn to act as a consistent advocate for all people in the future, befor , state surveillance systems take effect across the board? It is entirely conceivable that the Church will not use AI primarily to liberate or protect individuals, but rather to secure and expand its own power interests. For example, it could use algorithms to stabilize church hierarchies, consolidate the patriarchal system, and exclude at an early stage those who discuss alternative forms of church practice, such as the ordination of women. In this scenario, AI would function less as a tool for inclusion and freedom and more as an instrument of discipline and control, digitally securing power structures and prematurely suppressing social debates on equality and participation.


Not to be forgotten: behind AI systems are power cartels made up of states, corporations, and often their security apparatuses. A search engine or social network may officially be privately owned, but in areas such as mass surveillance, facial recognition, etc., Big Tech and intelligence agencies often cooperate. It is well known that tech companies have contracts with the military and police, and that investor money from all over the world (including authoritarian regimes) flows into AI startups. In other words, AI technology is geopolitically contested and permeated by interest groups. It is about control over markets, but also over populations – that is, all people on the planet.


If the Church wants to live up to its prophetic role, it must take a stand here. Does it side with those who want to make comprehensive surveillance the norm, or with those who defend freedom and human dignity?


Will the Church in future use digital technologies, such as implanted chips, to record and register every visit to the Eucharist? Could this lead to a system that evaluates believers according to their "attendance rate," rewarding regular visitors and punishing irregular visitors? One could imagine a kind of church tax scale, where frequent church attendance is counted as "indulgence," while less frequent attendance results in financial disadvantages or moral sanctions. In such a scenario, the church would use digital surveillance to quantify and standardize religious practice and exercise control over individual behavior—forcing the potential for spiritual freedom into a bureaucratic-technical grid.




[image: The image shows a playful, satirical scene in which religious practice is gamified like a video game. A cheerful altar boy stands in a church, scattering golden bonus points around him as if he were handing out virtual rewards. Behind him, instead of a music stand, the organ displays a screen with the words “LEVEL UP!”, as if the service were a points system in which one can advance through participation and rituals. The illustration exaggerates the idea of digital surveillance that quantifies religious practice—for example, by measuring attendance, commitment, or liturgical participation in numbers, rankings, or indulgence points. The mixture of sacred space and video game aesthetics reveals how absurd it would be if religious life were evaluated by data-based systems and translated into mechanical progress systems.]


Figure 7: Points awarded in the church video game.








One can imagine that in the future, even the confessional will no longer be operated exclusively by a priest, but by AI. The software would record confessions, analyze them, generate moral evaluations, and automatically create reports on 'faith compliance'. This would not only destroy the intimate encounter between pastor and believer, but also the spiritual dimension of confession as a place of liberation, penance, and grace.




[image: The image shows a satirical scene in which the classic confession has been completely digitized. On the left, someone is holding a smartphone with a purple “confession app,” which immediately displays a push notification: “For your sin, please scroll through TikTok for 3 hours less.” To the right stands a priest wearing a purple confessional stole, looking visibly resigned—as if the app has made him redundant in his pastoral role. The illustration caricatures a future in which prayers of repentance are no longer spoken but assigned by algorithm, and spiritual practice is reduced to an automated smartphone function.]


Figure 8: Digital penance with an app.








To date, there are no binding regulations on the part of the church prohibiting the use of AI in such pastoral dialogues. This means that in the future, personal sins, worries, and doubts will no longer be solely the responsibility of humans, but could potentially become part of a digital control system. Every gesture, every confession could be evaluated, assessed, and stored—and believers might not even know they are being watched. The danger: a sacrament of freedom would become an instrument of subtle discipline, transforming the church into a digital version of its own panopticon, in which people's spiritual intimacy is measured algorithmically.


The Catholic Church in particular has members worldwide in a wide variety of systems – from liberal democracies to surveillance dictatorships. It hears the experiences of Christians in China, where social scoring is becoming a reality; in some African countries, where internet companies are creating quasi-monopolistic infrastructures (digital colonialism); and in Latin America, where the effects of disinformation and digital vote buying are being felt.


Social scoring refers to a system in which people's behavior is comprehensively recorded, evaluated, and converted into a kind of points or ranking system. This involves not only financial or legal aspects, but also overall social behavior, including online activities, purchases, contacts, political statements, and compliance with rules. The aim is to quantify a person's "trustworthiness" or "reliability" in order to enable consequences based on this – rewards, sanctions, or restrictions.


Social scoring systems typically work algorithmically and are data-driven. They collect information from social networks, smartphones, surveillance cameras, financial transactions, and other data sources. The collected data is weighted, aggregated, and converted into points. Based on these points, a person can, for example, receive preferential access to services, be restricted from certain activities, or be excluded from programs.


China has a so-called "social credit system" that evaluates citizens and companies. Positive behaviors such as punctual payments or volunteer work can be rewarded, while violations of rules, undesirable behavior, or criticism of the government can lead to disadvantages (e.g., travel restrictions, poorer creditworthiness).


Social scoring must be seen as an instrument of digital control: Criticism is directed at transparency, fairness, and the potentially comprehensive surveillance of people. Individuals could be sanctioned for minor or misunderstood actions, which increases social pressure and restricts individual freedom.


If social scoring were also used in or for church structures, the behavior of believers, employees, or volunteers could be evaluated—for example, attendance at church services, commitment, moral behavior, or loyalty to doctrine. The risk is that a pastoral tool for promoting community could become a control mechanism that enforces conformity and undermines spiritual freedom.
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