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The view that there is an inherent theological conflict between strong artificial intelligence,
on the one hand, and biblical teaching regarding the origin of the soul, human worth,
and humanity being created in the image of God, on the other hand, is examined and
shown to be ill-founded. Christian theology, therefore, has no stake in the claim that the
possibility of technological accomplishments in this area is inherently limited. Consideration
is also given to how a biblical understanding of human personhood can inform work in
artificial intelligence.

“

F
inally, and most elusively, we are

learning something about conscious-

ness itself ... If we can identify that

cognitive kernel, can we one day endow

a machine with it? ... Human beings have

always been brash enough to ask such

questions but lacked the necessary gifts to

answer them. At last, we are acquiring that

ability ...” So ended the introduction to

a special section in a recent issue of Time

titled “A User’s Guide to the Brain.”1

For many years, thinkers have speculated

about creating an artifact that deserves to be

called a person. Moreover, intelligent robots

or androids of various sorts have been

prominent in works of popular culture

(e.g., Commander Data of Star Trek: The Next

Generation, R2D2 or C3PO of Star Wars,

Andrew Martin of the Isaac Asimov short

story which was later turned into the film

The Bicentennial Man, or David of Artificial

Intelligence). Is creation of such an artifact

theoretically possible? Certainly there are

many today who believe this to be the case.

For example, Rodney Brooks, the director of

the Computer Science and Artificial Intelli-

gence Laboratory at MIT, claims that “the

question then is when, not if, we will build

self-reproducing intelligent robots.”2 How-

ever, some Christians have seen this possi-

bility as contradicting Christian doctrines

concerning humanity, such as the nature of

the soul or humans being made in the image

of God. As one writer put it, “I fully grant

that my theology would crumble with the

advent of intelligent machines.”3

Is there an inherent conflict between bibli-

cal teaching and the idea of an intelligent

artifact? Or is it rather the case that Christian

theology has something to say about how

one might approach such a goal? Note that

these are phrased as theological questions,

not technological ones. No existing systems

even come close to the kind of intelligence

displayed by, say, Commander Data, and

there is no hard evidence that such a system

will exist in the near future, if ever. But one

who believes in this possibility can legiti-

mately point to a long history of technologies

that we take for granted today, that were

once believed to be impossible. The question

I wish to address here is whether Christian

theology has any necessary stake in the

impossibility of creating an artifact that

deserves to be called a person, on the one

hand, or has anything to say about how one

might pursue such an objective, on the other

hand. In particular, I want to address three

issues:

1. Is there a conflict between artificial

intelligence and biblical teaching about

the origin of the human soul?

2. Is there a conflict between artificial

intelligence and biblical teaching about

human worth or our being created in

the image of God?
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3. Does biblical teaching about human personhood have

any implications for work in artificial intelligence?

First, though, we need to look at a preliminary question:

what do we mean by the phrase “artificial intelligence”?

What Do We Mean by
“Artificial Intelligence”?
With the invention of the digital computer, the idea of

creating intelligent artifacts moved from the realm of

fiction into actual research programs, often referred to as

“artificial intelligence.” However, different writers use

this phrase with a wide variety of meanings, both with

regard to goals and basic methodology. (Indeed, the

author of one undergraduate textbook speaks of the “para-

doxical notion of a field of study whose major goals

include its own definition.”4) In regard to goals, the term

is used in two quite different ways.

Sometimes, “artificial intelligence” is used of processes

that achieve the same results as human intelligence (or

even better results) in a specific domain. (This is sometimes

called “weak AI”). An old, but oft-quoted, definition

that reflects this is “the science of making machines do

things which would require intelligence if done by men.”5

For example, Deep Blue—the chess-playing program that

defeated world chess champion Gary Kasparov in 1997

(by a score of 3.5 to 2.5 in a six-game match)—made use of

heuristic knowledge of board situations from a library of

master games played by human experts, coupled with

sophisticated look-ahead strategies. Further work in this

area could well result in systems that no human can ever

beat.6 The armies in The Lord of the Rings: The Return of

the King were animated using software agents to generate

the individual warriors. Many banks and other lenders

use automated credit-scoring applications to evaluate pro-

spective borrowers. Such systems, while very effective in

their domain, are useless outside it—e.g., the agents used

for animating The Lord of the Rings cannot play chess or

score credit applications.

On the other hand, “artificial intelligence” is sometimes

used in a broad sense, to refer to the goal of creating arti-

facts that are intelligent (and hence even self-conscious

persons) just as we humans are—e.g., like the science

fiction robots and androids listed earlier. (Sometimes this

is called “strong AI”). While some artificial intelligence

researchers see work on weak AI as generating insights

which will ultimately lead to achieving strong AI, other

researchers are quite happy to devote their attention to

the former without any commitment to the latter.7

While work on weak AI can raise significant ethical

issues related to the appropriateness of entrusting certain

tasks to machines, it is strong AI that raises issues related

to the essential nature of humanity, the focus of this article.

To make this clear, I will sometimes use the word “per-

son” instead of the words “intelligent” or “human.”

“Intelligent” lends itself to multiple interpretations, and

also seems to be applicable (at least to some extent) to

animals. “Human” is too restrictive—the Christian faith

acknowledges the existence of persons who are not human

(e.g., God and the angels).8 Of course, the term “person”

itself needs definition. I will use the term in the sense of

Lynne Rudder Baker’s definition: “What makes a human

person a person is the capacity to have a first-person

perspective.”9 She elsewhere defines this as “a perspective

from which one thinks of oneself as an individual facing

a world, as a subject distinct from everything else,” and

goes on to argue that “all sentient beings are subjects of

experience (i.e., are conscious), but not all sentient beings

have first-person concepts of themselves. Only those who

do—those with first-person perspectives—are fully self-

conscious.”10

Artificial Intelligence and the
Origin of the Soul
That Christian doctrine and artificial intelligence might

conflict has been part of the discussion from the outset.

The earliest paper11 to espouse what we now call “artificial

intelligence” (though it did not actually use this phrase)

was Alan Turing’s “Computing Machinery and Intelli-

gence.” Turing devoted much of the paper to addressing

various objections to the idea of “thinking machines,”

of which the first is what he called “The Theological

Objection”:

Thinking is a function of man’s immortal soul.

God has given an immortal soul to every man and

woman, but not to any other animal or to machines.

Hence no animal or machine can think.12

This view was not Turing’s (He explicitly stated, “I am

unable to accept any part of this.”); rather, he was attempt-

ing to state and respond to an objection to his thesis that

he assumed others would have.13

This objection does not really concern the nature of

the soul,14 but rather the origin of the soul. It considers

God’s creative acts to be of two kinds—material and

immaterial. Technology has access only to what belongs

in the realm of the former, but human personhood

involves an immaterial component that only God could

create. If this overall understanding is correct, then there

would appear to be a conflict between biblical teaching

and technological efforts to create an artifact that can

rightly be called a person. Is this, however, an accurate

understanding of biblical teaching?

The creation of humanity is described in Gen. 2:7 (KJV):

“And the LORD God formed man of the dust of the

ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life

(neshamah hayim); and man became a living soul (nephesh
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hayah).” Many Christians understand this to speak of what

are, in effect, two separate creative acts by God15: first, God

formed man’s body; and then—separately—God created

man’s soul (understood as an immaterial component part

of humans, “an immortal though created essence, which is

[man’s] nobler part”16). On this view, the former is seen as

physical—perhaps an immediate act of God or perhaps a

process mediated through a mechanism such as evolution

by natural selection—but the latter is seen as involving

a divine act that lies outside the material realm.

However, this does not seem to be what the text actu-

ally says. It does not say that God made man’s body of

dust. It says he made man of dust. Neither is the “breath

of life” something immaterial which sets humanity apart

from animals. When the phrase neshamah hayim next

occurs (in Gen. 7:22), it explicitly refers to all creatures

(both humans and beast) drowned by the flood, describing

them as those who had “the breath of life.” Moreover,

the text does not say that man “received” a living soul,

but rather “became” a living soul—which seems better

understood as meaning a living organism that has animate

life rather than as an immaterial substance which sets

humans apart from other creatures. (It does not make

sense to say that man “became an immaterial substance”;

moreover it is not clear that nephesh ever has the latter

meaning.17) In the first two chapters of Genesis, nephesh

hayah is used a total of six times; in the remaining occur-

rences (1:20, 21, 24, 30; 2:19), it explicitly refers to nonhu-

man creatures. (Indeed, many newer translations translate

nephesh hayah in Gen. 2:7 with a phrase like “living being”

for this reason.) In order to read this text as teaching two

kinds of divine creative acts, one must implicitly substi-

tute words that are not there for those that appear—e.g.,

“man’s body” instead of “man,” “immaterial soul” instead

of “breath of (physical) life,” “received” in place of “be-

came,” and “immaterial soul” in place of “living (animate)

being.” We will return later to the crucial point of the text:

what makes humans special is not what humanity is, but

rather it is God’s relationship to us based on his purpose

for making us.

An attractive alternative is to understand the immate-

rial aspect of humans (personhood) as an emergent phe-

nomenon: personhood emerges from the interaction of the

neurons in the brain. While this is certainly not the histori-

cal understanding (nor could it be, given that knowledge

of the workings of the brain is fairly recent), it is not at all

inconsistent with the silence of Scripture as to the details

of exactly how God created a race of beings in his image.

A Christian who holds an emergent view of personhood

affirms the reality of God’s creatorship of persons—in much

the same way that he or she affirms the reality of God’s

ultimate responsibility for both the origin and day-to-day

functioning of other aspects of the universe God created,

even while affirming the reality of secondary causes.

Emergence is a phenomenon that has been observed

in many complex systems. Such systems often have

properties that cannot be reduced to the properties of the

underlying parts, and which can have a causal influence

on the underlying parts. For example, the behavior of

flocks of birds or colonies of ants emerges from the behav-

ior of the individual birds or ants, though it cannot be

predicted from even a very detailed knowledge of an

individual, and the behavior of individuals is shaped,

in part, by the behavior of the whole. William Hasker

presents the idea as follows:

The human mind is produced by the human brain

and is not a separate element “added to” the brain

from outside. This leads to the further conclusion

that mental properties are “emergent” in the follow-

ing sense: they are properties that manifest them-

selves when appropriate material constituents are

placed in special, highly complex relationships,

but these properties are not observable in simpler

configurations nor are they derivable from the laws

which describe the properties of matter as it behaves

in these simpler configurations.18

Emergence may, at first glance, seem almost mystical,

but similar phenomena have been observed at many

places in nature. Moreover, if one holds instead that

human beings consist of two substances having separate

origins, then it is difficult to account for the observed

strong dependence of the hypothesized immaterial mind

on the material brain—e.g., the fact that brain injuries and

diseases such as Alzheimer’s can totally disrupt the func-

tioning of the mind, or even the fact that consciousness

seems to cease temporarily during sleep or under anesthe-

sia. How does an immaterial substance whose origin is

separate from that of the body become so dependent on it?

Interestingly, while emergence does not require tradi-

tional body-soul dualism, it is compatible with both dual-

istic and nondualistic understandings of the nature of

humanity. For example, William Hasker is a dualist, and

calls his view “emergent dualism” (which he differentiates

from traditional substance dualism in terms of its account

of the origin of the immaterial aspect of humanity).

However, other writers who hold to emergence hold non-

dualistic views such as nonreductive physicalism.19

Body-soul dualists sometimes allege that the Christian

hope of eternal life requires dualism.20 While I do not

believe this contention to be valid, it is not an issue here.

Emergence and Christian hope are really addressing two

totally different questions—the origin of human persons,

on the one hand, and the destiny of human persons, on the

other. Moreover, emergence does not necessarily preclude

dualism.21

Of course, Gen. 2:7 speaks only of the creation of the

first man. Those who understand it as describing two
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separate creative acts by God have generally understood

the origin of the souls of Adam’s descendants in terms

of either (soul) creationism22 or traducianism. Soul crea-

tionism is the view that God separately creates the soul of

each individual at conception (or, in some variants, some-

what later)—thus repeating for each individual what he

did for Adam. (This appears to be the view that Turing

had in mind.) Traducianism is the view that the soul God

created for Adam (though immaterial) is propagated to his

descendants at the same time that the body is propagated,

in conjunction with conception, but in a way that is other-

wise left unexplained. (Though soul creationism is the

more common view, to this day both views enjoy signifi-

cant support from systematic theologians.)

How does the evidence for emergence compare with

that for soul creationism and traducianism? There is no

direct biblical teaching on the subject. Sometimes soul

creationists argue for their position based on texts which

teach that God is the creator of the human spirit.23 How-

ever, as Augustine pointed out, Scripture also teaches that

“God gives men their bodies ... although no one doubts

that the said bodies are given, made, and formed by him

by seminal propagation.”24 Thus, support for any view

largely comes indirectly, by way of inferences from other

doctrines.

Soul creationists argue that an immaterial soul is

incompatible with the traducian view of propagation of

the soul in conjunction with the material act of conception.

However, this is not an argument against emergence,

since—even in its dualistic form—emergence holds that

the soul emerges some time after the body (which is

purely material) begins to develop.

Emergence is actually quite similar to traducianism,

in that both hold that our soul (personhood) derives from

the soul (personhood) of our parents, and is propagated

in conjunction with the generation of our bodies. Thus,

the key argument that has historically been put forth in

favor of traducianism also turns out to be an argument

for emergence: the universality of human sin among the

descendants of Adam conceived in the ordinary way. This

is difficult to explain if each person has a soul separately

created by God. A. H. Strong, in arguing for traducianism,

presents this as follows:

[Soul creationism] if it allows that the soul is origi-

nally possessed of depraved tendencies, makes God

the direct author of moral evil; if it holds the soul

to have been created pure, it makes God indirectly

the author of moral evil, by teaching that he puts

this pure soul into a body which will inevitably

corrupt it.25

Traducianism and emergence differ sharply on how

they account for the origin of the soul (personhood) of

Adam. The account offered by emergence is preferable

if the interpretation of Gen. 2:7 given above is correct.

Emergence also offers an explanation as to how propaga-

tion of personhood takes place, something with which

traducianism has difficulty since it must account for the

propagation of an immaterial soul through a material act.

Finally, emergence easily handles a challenge for tradu-

cianism (and actually for soul creationism as well): it

accounts for the phenomenon of identical twins. Though

twins are distinct persons, they are conceived as a single

embryo, which splits at some point after conception. This

necessitates either two souls being generated, or the one

soul splitting when the embryo does. Emergence has no

problem with this, since the separation occurs long before

the development of personhood (the capability for a first-

person perspective).

Historically, while some theologians have been insis-

tent about a particular view of the soul’s origin, others

have been more reticent. Augustine—the church father

who considered this question more thoroughly than any

other—refused to the end of his days to commit to either

soul creationism or traducianism26 and stated that “I have

therefore found nothing certain about the origin of the

soul in the canonical Scriptures”27—a position echoed by

more recent theologians as well.28 This is not to argue

that those who have been reticent to commit to one of

the earlier views would recognize emergence as “the an-

swer”—rather, it is to say that the question is one where

the paucity of biblical teaching implies a need for cau-

tious openness and calls into question “the supposed

dichotomy of substances in man in its relation to the

biblical picture of man.”29

It does seem theologically plausible, then, to hold that

personhood emerges from the (physical) interaction of

neurons in the brain. Such a view is consistent both with

the holistic tenor of Scripture and with empirical evidence

for continuity among living creatures and for mind-brain

interdependence. If this is the case, then there would not

seem to be—in principle—a theological reason why person-

hood could not emerge in similar fashion from the opera-

tion of a sufficiently complex technological artifact. (This,

of course, is not the same as saying that such an accom-

plishment is technically possible, or, if so, when it might

occur.)

Artificial Intelligence, Human Worth,
and the Image of God
Should achievements in artificial intelligence impact our

worth as persons? Historically, even before the era of com-

puters, whenever a technological artifact has been able to

surpass humans, people have seen this as a challenge to

human worth.30 Today, when computers routinely out-

perform humans in many tasks, people often take comfort

in the fact that a computer is “only a machine.” For example,
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after losing to Deep Blue in 1997, Gary Kasparov was

“rather gleeful that despite its win, it did not enjoy win-

ning or gain any satisfaction from it.”31 What if an artifact

were to exist that made this comfort ring hollow?

An answer to this question hinges on how we under-

stand the relationship between human worth, on the one

hand, and a belief that the human constitution is funda-

mentally unique, on the other hand. When human worth

is tied to human constitutional uniqueness, the possibility

of strong AI seems to pose a serious threat to one of our

most cherished concepts. Indeed, some have argued that

developments in this area constitute the final blow to the

notion of human specialness. First, they claim, Copernicus

and those who followed showed that our physical place in

the universe is not special; then, Darwin and those who

followed showed that our physical bodies are not special;

finally, discoveries concerning animal intelligence along

with artificial intelligence are showing that even our

minds are not truly special.32 There are several possible

responses to this.

One possible response is a form of denial: humans are

special, and, therefore, whatever challenges this cannot

possibly be true.33 At this point in time, actual achieve-

ments in the realm of artificial intelligence appear to leave

that possibility open. The writer whom I quoted at the

beginning of this paper, for example, goes on to say

“without such (intelligent) machines on the horizon, I feel

safe in my ‘archaic’ theology.”34 This statement was writ-

ten over fifteen years ago, yet is no less true today. But it is

not at all clear that this is a viable position in the long run.

Moreover, even without artificial intelligence, study of

animal behavior has shown that some (limited) aspects

of intelligence, consciousness, and emotion may also be

present in nonhuman animals.

A second possible response is to accept the data as

implying that humans are actually not special. Instead,

we are simply biological machines, and the fact that we

are rational and conscious and have emotions constitutes

a proof that machines can be rational, etc.—because we

are.35 Living consistently with this perspective, however,

is easier said than done. Some who are committed to

the possibility of artificial persons deal with this by com-

partmentalizing their scientific and personal lives. For

example, Rodney Brooks wrote:

On the one hand, I believe myself and my children

all to be machines. Automatons at large in the uni-

verse. Every person I meet is also a machine—a bag

of biochemicals interacting according to describable

and knowable rules. When I look at my children

I can, when I force myself, understand them in this

way. I can see that they are machines interacting

with the world. But this is not how I treat them.

I treat them in a very special way, and I interact with

them on an entirely different level. They have my

unconditional love, the furthest one might be able to

get from rational analysis. Like a religious scientist,

I maintain two sets of inconsistent beliefs and act

on each of them in different circumstances.36

What makes humans special

is not what humanity is,

but rather it is

God’s relationship to us

based on his purpose

for making us.

A third possibility, however, is to recognize that consti-

tutional uniqueness and value are really two very different

things. That is, the proposition “if humans are not some-

how constitutionally unique, then they don’t have worth”

is not actually a true statement. The account in Gen. 2:7

describes God as involved in a very intimate way with the

origin of humanity—of no other creature is it said that

“God breathed into [its] nostrils the breath of life.” Only

after creating man and woman did God pronounce that

his creation was not just good, but “very good.” We natu-

rally look for something in the way we are made that

answers the question of why God values us. However, the

same language used in Gen. 2:7 is also used with regard to

animals elsewhere in Genesis, and biologically, humans

are very similar to other organisms, even at the DNA

level.37 Many writers feel (and I concur), that human

worth has more to do with our purpose (our relationship to

God and what God intends us to be and do), rather than

our constitution (what we are). Our constitution is not

what makes us special; rather, it is necessary so that we

can be special.

For Christians, a further question arises: should arti-

facts that exhibit genuine personhood some day exist,

what would this mean for the Christian understanding

of humanity as having been created in the image of God?

The suggestion that fallen humans might create something

that is actually in the image of God seems idolatrous

(for good reasons, I think).38 But, is it necessarily the case

that creating a technological artifact that deserves to be

called a person is tantamount to creating an artifact that

is in the image of God?

The answer to this question hinges on the relationship

between rational personhood and being in the image of

God. The meaning of “the image of God” has been

debated for centuries, and it is not my purpose here to
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argue for a particular view. For the purposes of this paper,

there are three possibilities: rational personhood (in partic-

ular, the mind) is (all or part of) the divine image;39 being

in the divine image is something else, though it may

require rational personhood; or there is no connection

between the two concepts. Of course, if rationality is all or

part of the divine image, then the possibility of strong arti-

ficial intelligence implies that technology can produce

artifacts that are in the image of God (which seems idola-

trous). This, in turn, suggests that the production of such

an artifact must not be possible, or at least not legitimate.

However, if the divine image is to be understood in some

other way (as many theologians contend), then there is

no logical conflict between strong artificial intelligence

and the doctrine of the image of God. In particular, one

can certainly hold that “being created in the divine image

requires (and hence implies) being rational” without hold-

ing the converse: “being rational implies being created in

the divine image,” just as one can hold that “all humans

are mortal” without holding that “all mortals are human”

(an obvious falsehood unless one contends that all animals

are human).

This having been said, suppose technology were able

to create artificial persons that are equal to (or even, in

some cases, surpass) humans in rational powers. Suppose,

further, that God were to choose to provide redemption

for these persons40 and that, as a result, they would be

able to enter into a personal relationship with God that is

no less real than that which we humans can experience,

accompanied by a divine promise akin to the Christian

hope. Suppose these persons were partners with us in

exercising dominion over the earth, and could also mani-

fest something of the divine character. Would even this

nullify the worth of human beings? Why? (I offer this as

a form of philosophical thought experiment, without at all

suggesting that something like this will occur!)

Most of us who are parents have, at some time,

addressed the child’s question “Why do you love me?”

Those of us who have multiple children have perhaps also

addressed the older child’s (verbalized or unverbalized)

question about the birth of a sibling, “Will you love me

less because you love my brother/sister?” The psalmist

asked a question similar to the first: “What is man that

you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care

for him? You made him a little lower than the heavenly

beings, and crowned him with glory and honor”

(Ps. 8:4–5). Interestingly, though, the psalm never pro-

vides an answer to this question. Could this be because

it has no answer that is intrinsic to us?

If, in the end, our value to God is not based on anything

intrinsic to us, then the fear that artificial persons might

somehow undermine our value as humans really repre-

sents a fundamental misunderstanding of biblical teaching.

Of course, this also means that our worth as human beings

cannot be understood without reference to our Creator.

The existence of artificial persons might seriously under-

mine attempts to ground human worth in our intrinsic

nature, apart from our value to God. But is this a bad thing?

Perhaps technology, while seeming at times to lessen our

need to depend on God, actually is having the opposite

effect of showing us just how much we need him for our

ultimate worth and purpose. Thus, though a secular form

of humanism might indeed be threatened by the notion of

artificial intelligence, a Christian form should not be.

Implications of a Biblical View of
Personhood for Work in
Artificial Intelligence
What ramifications, if any, does a biblical understanding

of personhood have for work in artificial intelligence?

Were it the case that there were a theological conflict

between biblical teaching and the notion of strong AI or

that strong AI were to constitute a threat to humanity’s

place in God’s creation, then the answer might well be that

Christians should confine their work to weak AI and steer

clear of anything smacking of strong AI. This, of course,

would raise the issue of where one draws the line. How-

ever, I have argued that neither of these is the case—

i.e., there is no need to draw a theological line separating

the doable from the not-doable (though the ethical ramifi-

cations of proposed applications would still need to be

considered carefully). Given that no such line is called for,

what does a biblical view of personhood have to say about

work in artificial intelligence?

Much of the early work in artificial intelligence

assumed that intelligence can be abstracted from imple-

mentation—what John Haugeland called GOFAI (“Good

Old Fashioned Artificial Intelligence”41) or what others

have called “symbolic AI.” GOFAI claims that intelligence

is symbolic computation; hence, it is possible, in principle,

to implement intelligent processes (of “the same scope …

as human action”) in any sufficiently powerful physical

symbol system, including, in particular, a human brain or

a digital computer.42 Workers in symbolic AI have tended

to focus on problems that require high-level human

intelligence (e.g., playing chess, or expert performance in

a domain such as medicine). While many such problems

have yielded to this approach, everyday acts that we take

for granted (e.g., distinguishing visually between a dog

and a cat), or even things that “unintelligent” animals do

routinely (e.g., moving around in a complex world), have

proven intractable for symbolic AI.

In the past few decades, several other approaches have

developed alongside symbolic AI. Connectionism (with

roots that precede the digital computer) builds simulated

neural networks that resemble the interconnection of the

neurons in the brain.43 Genetic computing evolves pro-
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grams using mechanisms modeled after biological evolu-

tion. Behavior-based robotics seeks to build systems that

behave intelligently in the real world by directly coupling

perception and action. Rodney Brooks, the originator of

this approach, characterizes it in terms of two key ideas:

“Situatedness: The robots are situated in the world, they

do not deal with abstract descriptions” and “Embodiment:

The robots have bodies and experience the world

directly.”44

The Bible portrays humans as part of God’s creation—

the pinnacle of it, yes, but not in any sense, outside of it.

In fact, Gen. 2:7 says that God formed us from the “dust of

the ground,” and the Bible sometimes speaks of humans as

“dust” (Gen. 3:19; Ps. 103:14). God did not create abstract

intelligence—he created physical brains, evidently using

an evolutionary process, which incorporates features that

closely resemble those in the brains of lower creatures.

Approaches such as connectionism, genetic computing,

and behavior-based robotics seem more in line with this

than symbolic AI’s view of intelligence as something

abstract. (In fact, the latter more closely resembles Platonic

dualism than biblical holism.) This is not at all to minimize

the value of symbolic AI techniques for weak AI problems

that have a strong symbolic component—often ones

involving “higher” intelligence such as symbolic mathe-

matics, “expert systems,” natural language processing,

or games like chess. But, in many areas, principles like

those espoused by Brooks appear to be a better match to

the biblical concept of personhood.

Moving beyond our origin, Genesis 3 makes it clear

that we are not as God created us to be, and that death

is a consequence of our sin. Genesis 3:15 introduces—

and the rest of Scripture describes—God’s plan for our

redemption and restoration to eternal fellowship with him.

It is possible, however, for work in artificial intelligence to

be seen as an alternative to the hope revealed in Scripture.

Hans Moravec and Ray Kurzweil, for example, contend

that the very near future will see intelligent machines

whose mental powers vastly exceed those of biological

humans, and whose powers will allow the solving of prob-

lems that have long plagued humanity.45 Their works

portray what amounts to an anticipated technological

deliverance for the human race through what Moravec

calls our “mind children.” But Scripture insistently warns

against idolatry, which basically involves looking to some-

one/thing other than our Creator to meet one’s needs.

Isaiah rightly mocks those who look to the works of their

own hands to save them (Isa. 44:16–20). Would super-

intelligent computers produced by our own hands really

be the ultimate answer to the problems of humanity?

Human history certainly suggests otherwise! Moreover,

Moravec and Kurzweil argue that robotic technology

might endow us with personal immortality. Here the goal

is not so much to produce independent intelligences as to

produce virtual brains into which a human’s personality

can be “uploaded,” which, in conjunction with making

backup copies periodically, will render a person immune

to death by accident, disease, or old age.46 In contrast, the

closing verses of Genesis 3 portray fallen man as being

driven out of the Garden of Eden, because “He must not be

allowed to reach out his hand and take from the tree of life

and eat, and live forever” (Gen. 3:22). This is ultimately for

our good, since an eternity in our fallen condition would

quite literally be hell. (It is worth noting that, though

Moravec and Kurzweil are highly respected and prolific

researchers, their views are hardly representative of the

mainstream of the AI community.47)

As is true throughout the sciences, work in artificial

intelligence can be wrongly motivated, but it can also

represent a very legitimate part of humanity’s fulfillment

of the cultural mandate (Gen.1:28) through enhanced

understanding of the greatest marvel of God’s creation:

human beings. There is no inherent theological conflict

between a biblical view of personhood and work in artifi-

cial intelligence, nor would successes in this field under-

mine human value or the doctrine of the image of God.

This having been said, a realistic assessment of what has

been accomplished to date suggests avoiding grandiose

projections of what will be achieved in the near future

(a temptation to which workers in this field have often

yielded). We need to approach this area with an attitude

of great caution and even reverence, for, as Scripture says,

we are “fearfully and wonderfully made” (Ps. 139:14). �
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