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      To my friend, The Reverend Dr. R. J. Gore, who modeled wise teaching and biblical faithfulness in theological higher education.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        We are rational beings, endowed with practical as well as theoretical reasoning. And our practical reasoning develops through the confrontation with risk and uncertainty.

      

      

      
        
        — Roger Scruton, Confessions of a Heretic
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      The D. James Kennedy Institute of Reformed Leadership White Paper series was established to identify, research, write, and publish papers addressing the challenges Christians, clergy, and lay leaders face in the secular age of Western Civilization. Our goal is not just to highlight a problem and propose a solution but to investigate the underlying issue, pinpoint its harmful roots if any exist, and treat it with steadfast biblical wisdom. We hope this will inspire the Church to live faithfully for Jesus Christ in these times, fulfilling the charge of the Apostle Paul:

      
        
        “We destroy arguments and every lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God, and take every thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:5 ESV).

      

      

      
        
        Michael A. Milton, PhD

        President and Senior Fellow

        The D. James Kennedy Institute of Reformed Leadership.

        The Seventh Sunday after the Epiphany 2025.

        Tryon, North Carolina
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      We wondered if the advent of this new technology would ruin the ancient practice of training ministers of the Gospel for the next generation. That was over thirty years ago as I was present at a board meeting of a seminary. There were the usual proponents and dissenters, each advocating their positions with Holy Scripture. And a few of us were concerned about both sides of the debate. There were also wiser ones among us (I was not one) who said there was no new thing under the sun. Let’s slow down, examine the latest means of teaching, and consider the merits and inherent problems. All that was over “distance education,” a somewhat archaic terminology. Like almost all higher education and graduate schools (including law and medical schools), the seminary eventually incorporated remote teaching and learning into its program. In a sense, such adaptations bring us closer to the remote ministry of St. Paul: teaching Timothy by letter carried by messengers. No one denies the power of face-to-face contact, but no one can ignore the human, familial, and ministry costs of such arrangements.  Then came learning management systems, synchronous vs. asynchronous, and other remote teaching and learning factors. Is it surprising that we now face new challenges in teaching and learning? We would all do well to recall W. H. Auden’s line in The Age of Anxiety: “We would rather be ruined than changed.”⁠i

      Artificial Intelligence (AI) promises terrific possibilities. It also (by its developers’ own assessments) has hazardous liabilities. In higher education, the initial concern was having an AI application write a research paper. While that concern remains valid, it is no longer the top concern in higher education or theological higher education. We hold that the most pressing issue in AI and theological education is in response to a question: How can we (should we) harness the incredible power of machine learning to educate and train Christian shepherds, evangelists, and local church leaders? Thus, we offer this paper as one humble attempt at an answer.
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      The Presenting Issue

      Artificial intelligence is rapidly becoming integral to higher education, offering new opportunities for learning, research, and efficiency. Theological institutions are not exempt from this technological shift. However, theological education differs from other academic disciplines in that it is not merely about acquiring knowledge but about spiritual formation, character development, and pastoral presence.

      This paper asks a fundamental question: Should AI be viewed as a tool to support theological education, or does it risk transforming ministerial training into a mechanized exercise? Suppose AI is to be used in theological education. How can it be harnessed responsibly, ensuring it serves rather than supplants the work of the Holy Spirit in shaping future ministers?

      The Response

      This white paper explores the impact of generative artificial intelligence (AI) on theological education, assessing both its potential benefits and risks. Drawing from theological, ethical, and technological perspectives, it examines whether AI is a helpful tool or risks mechanizing the formation of ministers. Using insights from scholars such as Neil Postman and Jacques Ellul, this paper discusses how AI should be integrated into seminary training while safeguarding the core elements of pastoral preparation: spiritual formation, discernment, and relational ministry.
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            AI in Theological Education

          

        

      

    

    
      “All teaching and all intellectual learning come about from already existing knowledge.” —	Aristotle⁠i
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      Defining AI and Its Classifications

      Although often viewed as a recent innovation, AI has been developing for decades. We have utilized AI in word processing software, websites, social media, voice control mechanisms, and more. However, starting with the launch of ChatGPT, the insights and advancements, both technologically and ergonomically, reached a point that led to the creation and release of a new product. Artificial Intelligence is, of course, a machine-learning tool, which means it is fundamentally a machine—a machine that is built, programmed, and operated by humans. Our track record for deploying new technologies solely for good is murky at best. Yet, who can deny that technological innovation has benefited us in many ways, including enhancing life and quality of life? However, for every automobile that has transported an evangelist to preach the Gospel, there has been one used by a drunk driver to accidentally but negligently take the life of a child. For every Martin Luther who harnessed the printing press to promote salvation by grace through faith, others have utilized the printing press to profit from licentiousness. You get the idea. There is both a good and evil side to every new technology. But let’s not rush ahead. Let’s start by examining AI.

      Today, AI can be classified in two ways:

      1. Capability-based AI

      
        
          	
        Narrow AI (Weak AI): Designed for specific tasks (e.g., ChatGPT, Siri).
      

      	
        General AI (Strong AI): Theoretical AI that mimics human cognition.
      

      	
        Superintelligent AI: A hypothetical AI surpassing human intelligence.
      

      

      

      2. Functionality-based AI

      
        
          	
        Reactive Machines: AI that makes decisions based on pre-programmed responses (e.g., IBM’s Deep Blue).
      

      	
        Limited Memory AI: AI that learns from past data (e.g., recommendation algorithms).
      

      	
        Theory of Mind AI: Theoretical AI that understands emotions and intentions.
      

      	
        Self-Aware AI: A futuristic concept where AI possesses human-like consciousness.
      

      

      

      Given the complexity of these classifications, this paper focuses on the application of Narrow AI and Reactive AI in theological education.

      Current Applications in Higher Education

      
        
          	
        AI is already being integrated into university settings in various ways:
      

      	
        Research assistance and summarization of complex texts.
      

      	
        Automated grading and feedback on assignments.
      

      	
        AI-powered language translation and tutoring.
      

      	
        Virtual learning environments.
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