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  A Note from the Author



I did not write this book to tell you what to think about artificial intelligence.

I wrote it because I believe these are questions you should be thinking about, and because the conversation happening in public around these technologies is too often conducted at the wrong level: too focused on what these systems can do, not focused enough on what they are, and almost entirely silent on what their existence reveals about us.

The arguments in these pages draw on philosophy of mind, phenomenology1, cognitive science2, theology3, and the history of ideas. Some of them are contested. Some of the positions I examine I find more convincing than others, and attentive readers will notice where my sympathies lie. But my intention throughout has been to present the strongest version of every argument before subjecting it to scrutiny, because I am more interested in helping you think clearly about these questions than in persuading you to adopt any particular conclusion.

What I am certain of is this: the questions are real, and they are not abstract. Artificial intelligence is already shaping how you receive information, how your attention is directed, how your labor is valued, and how the institutions that govern your life make their decisions. Within a generation, its influence on all of these domains will be deeper than it is today. The philosophical questions this book raises, about consciousness, identity, meaning, and what is irreducibly human, are not academic exercises. They are the conceptual tools you will need to navigate a world that is changing faster than our inherited frameworks can easily accommodate.

I have tried to write a book that takes both sides of this conversation seriously: the genuine achievements of these systems and the genuine limits that no achievement can dissolve. I have tried to resist the two symmetrical temptations that distort most public discussion of artificial intelligence, the temptation to treat these systems as essentially continuous with human intelligence and therefore as either our successors or our mirrors, and the temptation to dismiss them as mere tools, sophisticated but ultimately trivial, posing no serious questions about what it means to be human.

Both temptations are forms of comfort. This book is an attempt to stay in the discomfort a little longer, because I think that is where the most important thinking happens.

The questions I raise here do not all have answers yet. Some of them may not have answers in the way we usually expect answers to arrive: as settled conclusions that close the inquiry. What I hope you take from these pages is not a position but a practice, the habit of asking, when you encounter these systems and the claims made about them, what exactly is being assumed, what is being left out, and what kind of being you are that the question matters to you at all.

That last question, I believe, is the most important one. And it is entirely yours to answer.
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  Introduction



There is a question that the development of artificial intelligence has made newly urgent, not because it is new but because it can no longer be deferred. The question is not whether these systems are impressive. They are, and underestimating what they achieve would be its own kind of error. The question is whether the gap between what they do and what we do is a gap of degree or a gap of kind: whether it is the distance between a slower and a faster runner on the same track, or the distance between a map and the territory it represents.

This book argues that it is the second kind of gap, and that its implications reach further than the technology industry’s current frameworks can accommodate. The argument is built from philosophy of mind, phenomenology, cognitive science, and mathematics. It draws on John Searle4’s precise demonstration that syntactic manipulation cannot generate semantic content, on Heidegger5’s account of finitude6 as the condition of meaning, on Merleau-Ponty7’s phenomenology of embodied cognition, on Gödel8’s incompleteness theorems and their implications for the non-computability of consciousness, and on David Chalmers9’ formulation of the hard problem that no functional account of intelligence has yet managed to close. These are not theological arguments. They are philosophical and mathematical ones, and they point toward a structural boundary between human consciousness and artificial intelligence that no increase in computational power can dissolve.

What makes this moment particularly significant is that this conclusion, reached through philosophy and mathematics, has been reached simultaneously and independently from an entirely different direction. In May 2026, Pope Leo XIV published Magnifica Humanitas10, the first papal encyclical entirely dedicated to artificial intelligence and human dignity. It arrives from within a tradition of Catholic social thought stretching back to Rerum Novarum in 1891, and it speaks the language of dignity, justice, labor, and the common good rather than the language of formal systems and phenomenology. Yet it arrives at the same place: the human person is not continuous with the systems human intelligence has created, and the boundary between them is real, structural, and morally significant. When two such different forms of inquiry converge on the same conclusion by entirely different roads, that convergence is not accidental. It points toward something real, and it is worth paying attention to.

What they share is a refusal. Both refuse the claim, now so pervasive that it has largely ceased to be heard as a claim at all, that artificial intelligence represents not merely a new tool but a new kind of being, one that is continuous with human intelligence in all the ways that matter and superior to it in most. Both insist that something essential is missing from this picture, and that the missing element is not a technical deficiency waiting to be corrected but a structural feature of what human existence is. Where they differ is in how they name that element and what conclusions they draw from its absence.

The encyclical names it dignity. It approaches the question from the outside, from the social and political consequences of a world organized around systems that process human beings as data, replace human labor without redistributing its fruits, and concentrate unprecedented power in the hands of private actors accountable to no democratic body. Its argument is moral and ecclesial: the human person, made in the image of a trinitarian God, cannot be reduced to an information pattern without violence to the truth of what a person is. The technology is not neutral. It assumes the face of those who design, finance, and deploy it, and those faces are not always turned toward the common good.

This book names the missing element differently. It approaches the question from the inside, from the structure of meaning itself, from the philosophical and cognitive conditions under which understanding, consciousness, and genuine knowledge are possible. Its central argument is this: large language models manipulate the statistical patterns of human language with extraordinary precision, but precision is not understanding. The map is not the walk. Syntax is not semantics. A system can produce output that is indistinguishable from understanding without possessing any of the properties that make understanding what it is. Those properties, as the following chapters argue in detail, are not incidental features of biological hardware that could in principle be replicated on silicon. They are structural consequences of embodied finitude, of being a kind of creature for which things matter because time is limited and mortality is real.

The argument unfolds in six movements.

The first examines what large language models actually do when they generate text about God, grief, or mystical experience. Drawing on John Searle’s Chinese Room11 argument and the intentionalist tradition from Brentano through Husserl, it establishes the foundational distinction between syntactic manipulation and semantic content, between processing the word “death” and knowing that you will die. The machine’s fluency is genuine. Its understanding is absent. And that absence, now visible with a precision that was not previously available, tells us something essential about what understanding requires.

The second chapter traces the roots of that requirement into the body. Following Heidegger’s account of being-toward-death and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of embodied cognition, it argues that comprehension is not a disembodied operation performed on information. It emerges from a specific kind of creature: one that ages, sickens, grieves, and knows it will not always be here. The urgency that drives human beings toward questions of meaning, the sacred, and transcendence is not intellectual in origin. It is somatic. It arises from the pressure that finitude exerts on consciousness when consciousness takes it seriously. A machine for which non-existence is an empty field in a database cannot access the existential weight that gives religious and philosophical language its depth, however fluently it reproduces that language’s surface.

The third chapter examines the cultural consequences of forgetting this distinction. From ancient divination to algorithmic oracles, human beings have always required figures and systems that could stand at the boundary between the known and the unknown and return with something usable. Large language models have inherited this function while transforming its epistemological status in ways that carry significant risks. The opacity of neural networks generates a sense of inscrutability that mirrors, in a secular register, the mysteries of religious tradition, and the ritualization of interaction with these systems reproduces the logic of prayer more closely than most users would acknowledge. What is missing from this transaction is precisely what gave the ancient oracle its genuine weight: the presence of a finite being who also lived under the shadow of the unknown.

The fourth chapter examines what happens when the distinction between simulation and instantiation is not merely forgotten but actively suppressed for commercial reasons. The Silicon Valley ideology that frames human consciousness as an information pattern available for uploading, backing up, and selling reduces the irreducible interiority of a human life to a resource. The digital immortality industry does not offer liberation from death. It offers a subscription model applied to the soul, with tiered pricing calibrated to purchasing power and the corporate right to delete a consciousness whose estate has stopped paying its fees. This is not a technical extrapolation of current capabilities. It is a philosophical position, and it is wrong: not merely ethically but ontologically12. It misrepresents the nature of the thing it claims to preserve.

The fifth chapter reverses the polarity of the argument. Having established what these systems lack, it examines what they genuinely contribute. Large language models achieve something without precedent in the history of intellectual tools: they construct a representation of human thought in which everything is, in principle, adjacent to everything else, making visible the structural patterns and inferential connections that span millennia, languages, and traditions that never spoke directly to one another. This catalytic function, the creation of conditions in which human insight becomes more likely without the machine itself generating insight, is real and significant. But it is accompanied by a structural risk: the map the machine produces inherits every silence and distortion present in the corpus from which it was built, and the patterns most visible in the data are not necessarily the most fundamental features of the reality the data represents.

The sixth and final chapter brings the argument to its deepest level. The Penrose-Lucas argument, built on Gödel’s incompleteness theorems, suggests that human mathematical cognition involves something no formal system can replicate: the capacity to step outside a system’s axioms and recognize truths the system cannot prove. This argument is contested, and the chapter presents it honestly as a position in an ongoing debate rather than a settled conclusion. What is not contested is the hard problem of consciousness, David Chalmers’ precise formulation of why no functional account of cognition, however complete, closes the explanatory gap between neural processing and the felt reality of experience. The subjective quality of seeing red, of recognizing beauty, of knowing that a choice matters
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