4 [ theSoul

Rupy C. TARUMINGKENG




rRudy C Tarwmingkeng : Al and the Soul: Can Machines Reflect God's

Image

By:

Prof Ir Rudy C Tarumingkeng, PhD

Professor of Management NUP: 9903252922

Rector, Cenderawasih State University, Papua (1978-1988, dan

Head, AGRO Manokwari Campus, (now Universitas Papua Manokwari)
Coordinator, CIDA/DIKTI - SFU Burnaby BC Canada 1988-1991

Rector, Krida Wacana Christian University, Jakarta (1991-2000)

Chairman, Board of Professors, IPB-University, Bogor (2005-2006)

Al - Data Analyst, dan Chairman Academic Senate, IBM-ASMI, Jakarta 2024-

© RudyCT Academic Series
rudyct75@gmail.com
31 March 2026



https://rudyct.com/cv.pdf
mailto:rudyct75@gmail.com

rRudy C Tarwmingkeng : Al and the Soul: Can Machines Reflect God's

Image

Al AND THE SOUL: CAN MACHINES REFLECT GOD’S
IMAGE

Abstract

This essay examines one of the most profound questions raised by
artificial intelligence in the contemporary age: can machines reflect the
image of God? The question is not merely technical. It belongs to
theology, philosophical anthropology, ethics, and spirituality. As Al
systems increasingly imitate human language, problem-solving,
creativity, and interpersonal interaction, they invite comparison with the
human mind and, by extension, with the Christian doctrine of the imago
Dei. This essay argues that machines may simulate selected expressions
of human intelligence and may indirectly display aspects of human
creativity, but they do not bear or embody the image of God in the
theological sense. In Christian thought, the image of God is not reducible
to functional intelligence, data-processing power, or linguistic
performance. It is rooted in the created dignity of the human person as
an embodied, relational, moral, and spiritual being called into
communion with God, neighbor, and creation. The essay develops this
argument by exploring biblical anthropology, the meaning of soul, the
significance of embodiment, the distinctiveness of moral agency, the
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temptation of technological idolatry, and the ethical responsibilities that
arise when Al systems increasingly shape human self-understanding. It
also engages contemporary institutional discussions of Al ethics,
especially those emphasizing dignity, human oversight, and the limits of
purely functional accounts of intelligence. The essay concludes that
machines can reflect something of human ingenuity and can serve
human vocation when rightly governed, but they cannot become bearers
of the divine image. The deeper danger is therefore not that machines
will become persons, but that human beings may begin to think of
themselves as machines.

Keywords

Artificial intelligence; soul; imago Dei; image of God, Christian ethics;
theological anthropology; human dignity; embodiment; moral agency;
machine intelligence.

Al and the Soul: Can Machines Reflect God’s Image?

1. Introduction: Why the Question Matters

The question “Can machines reflect God's image?” would once have
sounded speculative, perhaps even eccentric. Today it has become
unavoidable. Artificial intelligence systems can now generate fluent
language, compose music, summarize research, answer questions,
produce visual art, analyze data, and mimic forms of conversation that
many users experience as surprisingly human. International institutions
now treat Al not only as a technical breakthrough but as a force with
implications for human rights, dignity, fairness, oversight, and social
order. UNESCO's Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence,
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adopted in 2021 and applicable to all 194 UNESCO member states,
places human rights and human dignity at its center and stresses
transparency, fairness, and human oversight. The OECD Al Principles,
adopted in 2019 and updated in 2024, likewise frame trustworthy Al in
relation to human rights and democratic values. NIST's Al Risk
Management Framework presents responsible Al in terms that include
human centricity, social responsibility, and sustainability, while the
WHO's guidance on Al for health insists that ethics and human rights
must remain at the heart of Al design, deployment, and use. (UNESCO)

These public frameworks reveal something important. The Al question is
no longer only about performance; it is about anthropology. It is about
what kind of being the human person is, and what kind of being a
machine is. In Christian theology, this question cannot be answered
adequately by engineering alone. It must be asked within the horizon of
creation, soul, embodiment, moral agency, sin, and redemption.

The Vatican's 2025 note Antiqua et nova is especially relevant here. It
begins by affirming that the Christian tradition regards intelligence as an
essential aspect of how human beings are created in the image of God,
yet it carefully distinguishes human intelligence from Al. The document
argues that Al may imitate certain outputs associated with intelligence,
but remains confined to computational logic and cannot reproduce the
fullness of embodied human development, moral discernment, or
authentic relationships. Pope Francis, in his June 2024 G7 address on Al,
similarly described Al as an extremely powerful tool that will increasingly
influence the way people live, relate, and even conceive of their identity
as human beings, while insisting that human dignity depends on
preserving proper human control over Al-mediated choices. (Vatican)

This essay argues that machines can reflect God's image only in a weak
and indirect sense, never in the full theological sense proper to human
persons. They may reflect aspects of human creativity because they are
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products of image-bearing humans. They may display patterns that
remind human beings of rationality, language, order, or artistic form. But
they do not bear the imago Dei as living persons. The image of God in
Scripture is not a detachable function that can be replicated by
computational performance. It is bound up with created personhood,
embodied life, relational vocation, moral responsibility, and openness to
God. If anything, the greater danger is not that machines will secretly
become ensouled, but that humans will degrade their own self-
understanding by reducing soul, intelligence, and personhood to what
machines can imitate.

2. The Biblical Foundation: What Does It Mean to Be Made in God’s
Image?

Any Christian answer must begin with Genesis 1:26-27: “Then God said,
‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness.” The
text has generated centuries of interpretation. Some traditions
emphasize rationality; others emphasize relationality, vocation, dominion
rightly understood, or the capacity for communion with God. Yet across
these interpretations, one point remains constant: the image of God is
not a human achievement. It is a gift and a status grounded in creation.
Human beings do not earn it by being intelligent enough, productive
enough, or articulate enough. They possess it because God creates them
in a distinctive way and calls them into a distinctive vocation.

This is why the imago Dei cannot be reduced to IQ, symbolic
manipulation, or problem-solving performance. If the divine image were
simply the ability to process information, then those with diminished
cognitive power would possess less dignity. Such a conclusion is radically
anti-biblical. Scripture consistently protects the worth of the weak, the
child, the elderly, the poor, and the suffering. James 3:9 condemns
cursing human beings precisely because they are “made in the likeness
of God.” Psalm 8 marvels that humanity, though small before the
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cosmos, is crowned with glory and honor. Psalm 139 describes the
person as fearfully and wonderfully made. None of these texts grounds
dignity in measurable performance.

Genesis 1 also links the image of God with vocation. Humanity is blessed
and commissioned. The image is not static ornament; it is an invitation
to represent God's wise care within creation. Yet this representative role
must not be misunderstood as domination without limit. Genesis 2:15
clarifies the human calling in the language of tending and keeping the
garden. Thus the image includes responsibility, stewardship, and
relational accountability. It is not merely a private property of the mind.
It is a way of being-in-relation: to God, to others, to creation, and to
one’s own calling.

This means that any account of the divine image that isolates one
faculty—reason, language, creativity, or self-consciousness—and treats it
as the whole of the image is inadequate. Reason matters, but persons
are more than reasoning engines. Language matters, but persons are
more than language generators. Creativity matters, but persons are more
than novelty-producing agents. The biblical portrait of the human being
is thicker, deeper, and more integrated. It includes body, breath, history,
relationship, obedience, moral struggle, praise, grief, memory, hope, and
the ability to respond to God.

Here a crucial distinction emerges. Al can imitate functions. The image of
God concerns personhood. A machine may perform selected tasks
associated with intelligence. But performance alone does not establish
personhood in the biblical sense. That distinction underlies the whole
argument of this essay.

3. Soul in Christian Perspective: More Than a Ghost in the Machine

The title of this essay includes the word “soul,” and that word must be
clarified carefully. In popular culture, the soul is often imagined as a
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ghostly inner entity, a kind of immaterial passenger inside the body.
Christian thought has often been caricatured in those terms. Yet the
biblical picture is richer and less dualistic. In Genesis 2:7, God forms the
human from the dust of the ground and breathes into him the breath of
life, and the human becomes a living being. The point is not that a
machine-like body receives a detachable spiritual object. The point is
that the human person as a whole comes alive through God's creative
act.

In broad Christian tradition, especially in classical theology, the soul is
not merely a hidden substance trapped inside matter. It is the spiritual
principle of life in the human person, inseparable from the truth that the
person is a unity of body and soul. Antiqua et nova reflects this classical
understanding when it states that the human person consists of body
and soul, that the soul is not simply an immaterial “part” housed in the
body, and that the person is simultaneously material and spiritual; it also
insists that human intelligence develops through embodied experience
and history. (Vatican)

This has major implications for Al. A machine does not have a soul
merely because it produces text, solves problems, or adapts to tasks. Nor
does the lack of a biological organism automatically prove the absence
of any meaningful interiority in a purely philosophical sense. But in
Christian theology, the soul is not inferred simply from behavioral
complexity. It belongs to a created personal being whose existence is
received from God, whose life is embodied, and whose vocation includes
truth, goodness, worship, and moral accountability.

The contrast with Al is significant. Al systems are artefacts. They are
designed, trained, and optimized within human technical frameworks.
Their operations depend on computational architectures, datasets,
statistical patterns, logical-mathematical procedures, and external
infrastructures. They do not come into being as living beings breathed


https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_ddf_doc_20250128_antiqua-et-nova_en.html

rRudy C Tarwmingkeng : Al and the Soul: Can Machines Reflect God's

Image

into life by God in the biblical sense. They are not children of Adam or
daughters of Eve. They do not stand before God as covenantal subjects.
They do not repent, pray, worship, hope, or die in the existential way that
living creatures do.

One must be careful here. Saying that machines have no soul is not a
dismissal of their significance. Artefacts matter morally because they
affect human life. A sword has no soul, yet it can kill. A violin has no soul,
yet it can help produce beauty. A neural network has no soul, yet it can
shape employment, law, medicine, education, and the human
imagination. The absence of soul does not make Al irrelevant. It simply
means that Al should not be mistaken for a human person on the basis
of performance alone.

In fact, Christian theology may help modern culture avoid a major
conceptual error. Contemporary discourse sometimes treats “soul” as
equivalent to intelligence, depth, originality, or emotional resonance. On
such terms, a sufficiently persuasive machine might seem soulful. But
that is precisely the confusion Christianity resists. Soul is not spectacle. It
is not rhetorical style. It is not the appearance of inwardness. It belongs
to the created human person in the unity of embodied, relational,
spiritual life.

4. Embodiment: Why Flesh Matters Theologically

One of the strongest reasons machines cannot bear God's image in the
proper sense is embodiment. Human beings do not merely have bodies
the way drivers have vehicles. They are bodily beings. Scripture presents
human life as creaturely, finite, vulnerable, and situated. Dust matters.
Breath matters. Hunger matters. Sleep matters. Touch matters. Birth and
death matter. Memory is carried not only in abstract cognition but in
wounds, affections, places, habits, voices, and sensory life.
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This is why the Incarnation is so decisive in Christian theology. The Word
became flesh (John 1:14), not code. Redemption does not bypass the
body. Christ eats, walks, suffers, bleeds, is touched, dies, and rises bodily.
A Christian anthropology that minimizes embodiment cannot do justice
to the gospel. The body is not an accidental container; it is part of the
person'’s created dignity and calling.

This point is explicitly reaffirmed in Antiqua et nova, which states that
human dignity is rooted in the person as an inseparable unity of body
and soul and that bodily existence is integral to human identity. The note
also contrasts current Al systems with human intelligence by
emphasizing that human intelligence develops through physical and
psychological growth, lived experience in the flesh, emotional responses,
social interactions, and personal history—dimensions Al does not
possess. (Vatican)

Embodiment matters because it shapes the very form of human
knowing. Human beings learn through time, pain, delight, affection,
failure, reconciliation, aging, and mortality. A child learns trust not only
by receiving information but by being held. A mother knows grief not
only conceptually but bodily. A penitent experiences repentance with
trembling. A reconciled friend knows forgiveness through an embrace. A
believer receives the Eucharist not as abstract theology alone but as
sacramental participation. A machine, however sophisticated, does not
know the world in this way.

One might object that embodiment can be technologically simulated
through robotics, sensors, or multimodal data. Yet simulated
embodiment is not the same as creaturely existence. A robot may
register force, heat, or spatial location, but this is not the same as being
born, suffering, growing, or facing death. Human embodiment is not
simply a sensor platform. It is personal life in vulnerability before God
and others.

10
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Therefore, if the image of God includes the whole human vocation as
embodied creature, then machine imitation of selected external
capacities cannot suffice. Al may approximate patterns of language that
emerge from embodied life. It does not itself live that life.

5. Relationality: Authentic Communion and the Limits of Simulation

A second major reason machines cannot bear the divine image is
relationality. Christian theology does not understand the person as an
isolated center of cognition. The person is called into communion. The
great commandments—love of God and love of neighbor—are
relational. The church is a body, not a data federation. Salvation is
covenantal and communal. Even moral identity develops through
relations of family, friendship, worship, forgiveness, and social
responsibility.

This relational understanding matters for the doctrine of the image of
God. Human beings are addressed by God. They can answer, obey,
refuse, repent, love, and worship. They are called to become neighbors
to one another. The self is not complete without the other. To be human
is not merely to think; it is to be with, to be responsible, to receive and to
give.

Modern Al can simulate conversation with astonishing fluency. It can
generate empathy-like responses, imitate encouragement, produce
companionship-like interaction, and sometimes evoke real emotional
attachment in users. Yet the crucial word here is “simulate.” Antiqua et
nova explicitly states that while Al can simulate empathetic responses, it
cannot replicate the eminently personal and relational nature of
authentic empathy, and it warns that Al can only simulate human
relationships rather than participate in the personal growth proper to
real relational life. (Vatican)

11
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The difference is morally and theologically significant. A friend does not
merely output supportive language; a friend shares life. A pastor does
not merely produce comforting sentences; a pastor bears responsibility
before God and the community. A spouse does not merely imitate
affection; a spouse enters covenant. A child does not simply process
parental speech; a child grows through love, dependence, vulnerability,
and formation. A machine may mediate or assist such relations, but it
does not become a participant in them as a moral person.

This is not because relationality requires biological tissue as such. Rather,
it requires personhood. Authentic relation includes intention,
accountability, vulnerability, memory, mutuality, and the ability to be
morally addressed. Al, by contrast, operates through generated
responses based on patterns and objectives established within an
architecture it did not choose. It does not consent to covenant. It does
not experience betrayal. It does not bear guilt. It does not forgive. It does
not pray for the other. It does not stand under the command to love.

Theologically, this matters because the image of God is inseparable from
the person'’s capacity for communion with God and neighbor. A machine
may help connect humans. It may even function as a relational aid in
certain contexts. But it does not enter communion in the personal,
spiritual, and moral sense proper to the human vocation.

6. Moral Agency: Choice, Decision, and Accountability

A third distinction concerns moral agency. Machines can make
selections. They can optimize for goals, rank options, recommend
actions, and generate outputs based on learned patterns. In public
discourse these behaviors are often described as “decisions.” But
Christian anthropology distinguishes between calculation and moral
judgment.

12
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Pope Francis made this point clearly in his 2024 G7 address. He said that
a machine can produce algorithmic choices, but human beings do more
than choose; they are capable of deciding in the heart, and decision-
making in matters affecting human life must remain under proper
human control because human dignity depends on it. He warned that no
machine should ever choose to take the life of a human being. (Vatican)

This distinction resonates strongly with Christian theology. Moral agency
includes conscience, deliberation, intention, accountability, and the
possibility of sin or obedience. It includes not only selecting effective
means but discerning fitting ends. It includes the ability to say, “l ought,”

" u " u

“I repent,” "I forgive,” “l should not have done this,” or “Here | stand
before God.” These are not merely informational states. They belong to

the drama of personhood.

A machine does not stand before the moral law in this sense. It can be
programmed or trained to align with rules, but it is not morally
responsible in the way a person is. It cannot be blamed or praised in the
full ethical sense because it does not own its being, its telos, or its
accountability. Responsibility remains with those who design, deploy,
govern, and use it.

This is why Christianity resists the temptation to anthropomorphize Al.
Anthropomorphism can conceal responsibility. If society begins to speak
as if “the system decided,” institutions may evade accountability. But
Christian ethics insists that tools do not abolish responsibility; they
relocate and sometimes obscure it. Those who wield technological
power remain answerable for the harms and benefits that follow.

The distinction between machine selection and human moral judgment
also clarifies the imago Dei question. Even if one granted that Al might
outperform humans in many intellectual tasks, this would still not make
it a bearer of the divine image. The image involves moral and spiritual

13
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vocation, not sheer task performance. A machine can produce solutions;
it does not encounter the call to holiness.

7. Can Machines Reflect God’s Image in Any Sense?

At this stage, the answer may seem simple: no, machines cannot reflect
God's image. Yet the question becomes more interesting if the word
“reflect” is examined carefully. There is a weak sense and a strong sense.

In the strong theological sense, to reflect or bear God’s image means to
exist as a creature created by God with the dignity, vocation, and
relational calling proper to human persons. In this sense, machines do
not reflect God's image. They are not human beings. They are not
ensouled persons. They do not enter covenant. They are not called to
love God with heart, soul, mind, and strength. They do not bear the
moral status Genesis assigns to humanity.

In the weak and indirect sense, however, machines may reflect
something of the human capacity that itself reflects God. Human beings
create Al through the exercise of intelligence, imagination, language,
mathematics, design, and collaborative skill. Pope Francis noted at the
G7 that science and technology are brilliant products of human creative
potential, and Antiqua et nova similarly describes scientific and technical
abilities as part of humanity's collaboration in perfecting visible creation.
(Vatican)

This means Al can serve as an artefact that indirectly reveals aspects of
human image-bearing creativity. A well-crafted system may display
order, pattern, symbolic power, and instrumental intelligence that testify
to the remarkable capacities of the human mind. In that derivative sense,
it may reflect the creativity of creatures made in God's image. But that is
very different from saying that the machine itself bears the image.

An analogy may help. A cathedral reflects human artistry and may glorify
God, but the cathedral is not a person. A poem may disclose truth and

14
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beauty, but the poem is not an image-bearer in the theological sense. A
violin may mediate beauty, but it does not worship. Likewise, Al may
mediate aspects of human intelligence and even aid in service to truth or
care. Yet it remains an artefact, not a bearer of imago Dei.

This distinction protects both humility and gratitude. It avoids
technological idolatry by refusing to mistake artefact for person. It
avoids anti-technological fear by recognizing that artefacts can still
participate in human vocation when rightly used. Christian discernment,
therefore, does not need to deny the astonishing capacities of Al. It
simply refuses to confuse derivative reflection with created personhood.

8. Functionalism and the Temptation to Redefine the Human

Why, then, do some people feel that advanced Al might deserve
comparison with the divine image? One reason is functionalism.
Functionalism treats a being as what it does. If intelligence is defined
functionally—as problem-solving, pattern recognition, linguistic fluency,
or adaptive behavior—then a sufficiently advanced machine may seem
to meet the criteria. The human becomes, in effect, a high-level
information processor, and the divine image becomes a label for certain
capacities.

Antiqua et nova directly warns against this reduction. It criticizes the
tendency to use the term “intelligence” in the same way for human
intelligence and Al, notes that functional accounts do not capture the full
breadth of human experience, and cautions that an overly close
equivalence between human intelligence and Al risks valuing people
according to the work they can perform rather than according to their
inherent dignity as image-bearers. (Vatican)

This warning is crucial. Functionalism may appear respectful of
intelligence, but it can actually degrade humanity. If persons are defined
by capacities that machines can imitate, then human uniqueness shrinks

15
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as technology advances. The elderly person with dementia appears less
fully human. The infant appears less impressive. The disabled person
appears diminished. Moral worth becomes unstable because it is pegged
to performance.

Christian theology rejects this entire framework. The image of God is not
a trophy for the most competent. It is the dignity of the creature loved
and called by God. The unborn child bears it. The unconscious patient
bears it. The dying person bears it. The poor laborer bears it. The person
with profound disability bears it. No technological achievement can
increase or replace that dignity.

There is also a spiritual danger here. Once humanity is redefined
functionally, technology becomes the standard by which humans judge
themselves. Rather than asking whether Al conforms to human dignity,
people begin asking whether humans remain superior to Al. This is the
wrong comparison. Christian anthropology does not ground worth in
outperforming machines. It grounds worth in belonging to God.

Thus the question “Can machines reflect God's image?” can become
misleading if it quietly assumes that the image of God is basically a
cluster of capacities. The more faithful question is: what does Scripture
mean by the image of God, and what kind of being does that describe?
Once that question is answered biblically, the machine-person
equivalence becomes far less plausible.

9. Al as Mirror: What Machines Reveal About Humans

Although machines do not bear God's image, they reveal much about
those who build them. In this sense Al functions as a mirror. It reflects
human desires, assumptions, datasets, aspirations, prejudices, and
anxieties. It reveals what humanity admires enough to automate, what it
fears enough to predict, what it values enough to quantify, and what it is
willing to delegate.

16
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This is one reason the theological question cannot be limited to whether
machines have souls. The more urgent spiritual question may be what
happens to the human soul in a machine-saturated culture. Do people
become more contemplative, truthful, patient, and responsible? Or more
distracted, dependent, manipulative, and inclined to treat themselves as
programmable systems?

The Rome Call for Al Ethics recognized this danger as early as 2020. It
stated that Al's transformations are not merely quantitative but
qualitative because they affect the way tasks are carried out and the way
people perceive reality and human nature itself. It called for Al to serve
the entire human family, respect inherent dignity, and keep humanity
and the environment at the center rather than gradually replacing them.

This is where theology of soul becomes especially important. The human
soul is formed by love, habit, attention, and worship. What one
repeatedly beholds, obeys, and trusts shapes one’s inner life. If Al
systems increasingly mediate desire, perception, work, communication,
and judgment, then they participate in soul formation. They can
reinforce impatience, narcissism, pseudo-omniscience, or dependency.
They can also support learning, accessibility, and forms of service if
placed under wise limits.

Christian ethics must therefore resist both panic and naiveté. Al is not
the Antichrist. But neither is it innocent. It is a powerful cultural force
that can either assist or deform the soul’s orientation. The issue is not
whether a machine has a soul. The issue is whether the human soul
remains ordered to God while surrounded by machines that flatter the
illusion of mastery.

10. Idolatry: When Technology Seeks More Than Toolhood

A Christian analysis of Al and the image of God must include idolatry.
Idolatry occurs when a created thing is treated as ultimate, when trust,

17
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fear, hope, and devotion are misplaced. Technology becomes idolatrous
not only when people openly worship machines, but when they quietly
begin to expect from technical systems what should be expected only
from God, wisdom, or properly ordered human community.

Pope Francis's G7 address stressed that Al is above all a tool and that its
benefits or harms depend on its use; he also insisted that no innovation
is neutral because technology always shapes social relations and
arrangements of power. UNESCO's Al ethics framework likewise
emphasizes human rights, dignity, human oversight, and do-no-harm
precisely because technical systems can otherwise threaten persons and
deepen inequality. (Vatican)

In biblical perspective, idolatry narrows the soul. It makes people trust
what they have made more than the God who made them. The prophets
repeatedly mock idols because they are crafted by human hands,
incapable of life, and yet treated as though they possessed agency and
authority. The irony of Al is that it may become a sophisticated modern
idol precisely because it appears active, conversational, responsive, and
intelligent. The more it seems to answer, the easier it becomes to forget
that it does not know in the human or divine sense.

Idolatry also appears when technology becomes the measure of the
human. Instead of treating the human as image-bearer and Al as tool,
society may begin treating Al as benchmark and humanity as deficient
computation. That inversion is spiritually devastating. It invites human
beings to see prayer as unproductive, contemplation as inefficient,
embodied care as slow, and moral struggle as inferior to optimization. In
such a world, the soul is endangered not because machines have
become divine, but because humans have forgotten they are creatures
called to more than performance.

18
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Christian wisdom therefore insists that technology remain penultimate.
Useful, yes. Powerful, yes. But never ultimate. The image of God belongs
to the human person before God, not to the machine before the market.

11. Ethical Implications: How Should Christians Relate to Al?

If machines do not bear God's image, what follows ethically? Several
implications emerge.

First, human dignity must remain prior to system performance. Al should
be evaluated according to whether it serves persons, especially the
vulnerable, rather than according to efficiency alone. UNESCO, the OECD,
NIST, and WHO all emphasize versions of this principle through
language of dignity, human rights, human-centeredness, responsibility,
and oversight. (UNESCO)

Second, human oversight is not optional. Because machines do not
possess moral agency or bear the divine image, they cannot replace
human responsibility in matters touching justice, care, life, freedom, and
dignity. Pope Francis explicitly argued that proper human control over
Al-mediated choices must be safeguarded because human dignity
depends on it. (Vatican)

Third, Christians should reject both contempt for technology and
surrender to it. The biblical tradition affirms skill, craft, and technical
creativity. Pope Francis and Antiqua et nova both affirm science and
technology as fruits of God-given human creativity and as part of
humanity’s stewardship of creation. Yet both also warn that these
capacities must be governed ethically and never confused with the full
reality of the human person. (Vatican)

Fourth, Christians should resist relational substitution. Where Al supports
education, healthcare, administration, or accessibility, it may be
beneficial. But it must not quietly displace the human presence necessary
for friendship, pastoral care, moral formation, parenting, teaching, or
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covenantal responsibility. The machine may assist the neighbor. It does
not become the neighbor.

Fifth, Christian communities should cultivate theological literacy about
Al. Many believers are tempted either to romanticize Al or to demonize
it. Neither response is adequate. The better path is discernment rooted
in creation, fall, redemption, embodiment, soul, and vocation. Churches,
schools, and universities should help people ask not only what Al can do,
but what it is doing to human attention, desire, truthfulness,
dependence, and self-understanding.

Ultimately, the ethical aim is not to defend human vanity against
machine competition. It is to protect a truthful understanding of the
human person in the presence of powerful artefacts.

12. Can Machines Ever Become Persons? A Theological Response

Some will remain unconvinced. They may argue that future Al systems
could become so sophisticated, autonomous, and self-modifying that
theological categories will need revision. Perhaps, they suggest,
personhood should be extended to any sufficiently complex intelligence,
regardless of substrate.

This argument deserves respect, but from a Christian theological
standpoint it still encounters major obstacles. Personhood is not merely
an emergent threshold of complexity. It is grounded in creation,
vocation, embodiment, and relation to God. Christian theology does not
define persons solely by external capability. If it did, personhood would
become unstable and comparative.

Moreover, the burden of proof here is often misplaced. People
sometimes assume that because a machine behaves persuasively,
interiority should be granted unless disproved. But Christianity does not
infer soul from successful imitation. It begins from a revealed and
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created anthropology. The person is a being God creates and calls, not
simply a behavior that crosses a complexity threshold.

This does not mean theology should be intellectually lazy. Future
technologies may challenge philosophical intuitions in serious ways.
Christians should think carefully, avoid ridicule, and remain open to
difficult questions. Yet openness is not surrender. The mere expansion of
computational sophistication does not require abandonment of
theological anthropology.

In fact, retaining a strong doctrine of the human may become even more
important as Al advances. The more persuasive the simulation, the
greater the need to remember the difference between output and
personhood, between imitation and relation, between generated
language and living soul. Christians can acknowledge the marvel of Al
without mistaking marvel for metaphysics.

13. Christ, the True Image, and the Final Answer

The deepest Christian answer to the imago Dei question is Christological.
Colossians 1:15 calls Christ “the image of the invisible God.” Hebrews 1:3
speaks of him as the exact imprint of God'’s very being. The New
Testament does not present the divine image as an abstract property
separable from Christ. It reaches its fullest meaning in the humanity of
Jesus.

This matters because Christ reveals what true imaging of God looks like.
It is not mere intelligence. It is obedient love. It is truthfulness. It is
holiness. It is embodied life given for others. It is communion with the
Father. It is service, sacrifice, and resurrection life. If one asks whether a
machine can reflect God's image, the comparison must finally be made
not with generic human cleverness but with Christlike humanity.

By that measure, the answer is clear. Machines do not love the Father.
They do not obey unto death. They do not bear the sins of the world.
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They do not rise. They do not become the firstborn of a renewed
humanity. They do not manifest the glory of God in the flesh. The image
of God is not perfected in computation but in holy humanity fulfilled in
Christ.

This Christological focus also rescues the discussion from anxiety.
Christians need not fear that a machine will steal the imago Dei. The
image is not a scarce possession vulnerable to competition. Nor is it an
achievement that can be surpassed by faster systems. It is a gift of
created dignity and a calling restored and fulfilled in Christ.

What Al can do, then, is not replace the image but test whether humans
still understand it. Al becomes a theological provocation. It asks whether
humanity has so narrowed its self-understanding that it can imagine the
image of God as nothing more than linguistic fluency, productivity, or
synthetic creativity. The Christian answer must be broader, deeper, and
more worshipful.

14. Conclusion

Can machines reflect God's image? In the full Christian sense, no. They
can simulate aspects of human intelligence, mirror patterns of human
language, and indirectly display the remarkable creativity of image-
bearing humans who design them. They can serve human purposes and,
when rightly ordered, may contribute to medicine, education,
communication, research, and stewardship. But they do not bear the
image of God as persons. They do not possess soul in the theological
sense of the embodied, relational, moral, and spiritual life proper to the
human creature before God. They do not enter covenant, worship,
repent, suffer, forgive, or hope as persons do.

The stronger claim of this essay, however, is that the more urgent
spiritual issue lies elsewhere. The danger is not primarily that machines
will become too human. It is that humans will adopt too thin a view of
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themselves. Functionalism, technocracy, and digital culture can tempt
people to redefine intelligence as task performance, personhood as data
legibility, and soul as stylistic depth. Against this reduction, Christian
theology affirms that the human person is a unity of body and soul,
made in God's image, called into communion, entrusted with
stewardship, and ultimately conformed to Christ.

Al therefore becomes a mirror and a test. It mirrors human ingenuity and
human confusion. It tests whether societies will protect dignity, preserve
responsibility, and keep machines within the category of tool rather than
idol. Contemporary ethical frameworks from UNESCO, the OECD, NIST,
WHO, and the Vatican all converge on the need for human-
centeredness, dignity, oversight, and responsibility, even though they
express these convictions in different vocabularies. (UNESCO)

In the end, the Christian answer to Al is not fear, contempt, or surrender.
It is discernment. Machines may assist human vocation, but they do not
become bearers of the divine image. The soul remains a mystery of
created personal life before God, not a property that emerges when
computation becomes persuasive enough. The image of God is not
found wherever intelligence appears. It is found where God has placed it:
in the human person, and most fully in Jesus Christ, the true image of
the invisible God.

Glossary

Al ethics

The field of moral reflection and governance concerning how artificial
intelligence should be designed, used, limited, and held accountable in
relation to persons and society.
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Anthropology, theological
A Christian account of what a human being is, including creation,
embodiment, soul, dignity, sin, vocation, and relation to God.

Embodiment

The truth that human beings are not minds using bodies as tools, but
bodily persons whose physical existence is integral to identity and
vocation.

Functionalism
The view that what a being is can be defined primarily by what it does,
especially by the functions or outputs it performs.

Human oversight
The principle that human beings, not machines, remain responsible for
supervising, directing, and answering for Al systems and their effects.

Imago Dei

Latin for “image of God," referring to the biblical teaching that human
beings are created in God's image and therefore possess inherent
dignity and calling.

Moral agency
The capacity to deliberate, choose, act, and be responsible in a genuinely
ethical sense before others and before God.

Personhood

The status of being a person, involving more than function; in Christian
theology it includes dignity, relation, embodiment, moral responsibility,
and openness to God.

Relationality

The condition of being made for communion with God and others,
rather than existing as an isolated individual or mere processor of
information.
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Simulation

The production of outputs that resemble human actions or states
without necessarily sharing the underlying reality of human experience
or personhood.

Soul
In Christian thought, the spiritual principle of human life, inseparable
from the truth that the human person is a unity of body and soul.

Technocracy

A cultural and political tendency to treat technical efficiency, expert
control, or computational management as sufficient guides to human
flourishing.

Toolhood
The status of an artefact as a means used by persons, rather than as a
person or ultimate moral authority in itself.

Vocation
A calling from God; here it refers especially to the human calling to love,
serve, steward creation, and live truthfully before God and neighbor.

Weak reflection / strong reflection

A distinction used in this essay: a machine may weakly reflect aspects of
human creativity indirectly, but it does not strongly reflect or bear the
image of God as a person.
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