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Before You Read

There is more waiting for you. Join the Reader’s List and the companion material comes to you free:


	the Image Bearers Study Guide

	the Book Club Guide, for leading a group

	“The Story Behind the Book”

	first word on everything new in the series



alansafahi.com/readers/ib. Free. No spam. Unsubscribe whenever you like.




A Word Before We Begin

This is a book for pastors, elders, and the people who carry the care of a congregation, whether or not their name is on the sign out front. It is for the senior pastor of a large church and the bivocational pastor who preaches on Sunday and drives a delivery route on Monday. It is for the youth director, the care ministry leader, the small group coordinator, and the elder who gets the phone call when someone is in the hospital. If you are responsible, before God, for the souls of other people, I wrote it for you.

I should tell you plainly who I am, because you have a right to know who is talking. I am not a pastor. I have never been ordained, never led a congregation, never stood at a graveside with a family and tried to find words. I am a builder. For most of four decades I have worked at the edge of new technology, and for the last several years I have built artificial intelligence for the Church: tools that help pastors carry their work further than their hours allow, and that answer the questions of people who are spiritually curious when no one else is available to ask.

That work has put me in a strange and privileged seat. I have spent a great deal of time with pastors, listening to what helped them and what did not, what frightened them and what they hoped for. I have watched them try these tools and put them down. I have heard the question underneath their questions, which is almost never about software. It is about whether the thing they gave their lives to still matters in a world where a machine can produce a sermon outline in the time it takes to pour coffee.

It does. This book is my attempt to explain why, and to be practical about what follows from it.

I owe you a few notes on how to read it. The pastors and church members you will meet in these pages are composites. I have drawn them from many conversations and changed their details, so that none of them is one real person and none of their churches can be found on a map. When I speak from inside my own work, I am telling you the truth as I have lived it. When I describe what these machines can and cannot do, I have tried to describe them as they actually are, which is less magical than the headlines and more consequential than the skeptics admit. When I speak of a pastor in general, I have often written “he,” because that was true of most of the pastors I sat with. Where your tradition and your church differ, read every line as yours.

I have also tried to stay out of the debates that divide good churches from one another. You will not find a position here on church government, on the sacraments, on how the last things will unfold. You will find the conviction that runs under everything I write: that every person is made in the image of God, that human worth is given by God and never earned by capability, and that this ancient truth is the most practical thing a shepherd can hold in an age of intelligent machines.

The book moves in four parts. The first is about you, the shepherd: who you are before you do anything, how to count your people without ceasing to know them, and what can and cannot be handed to a machine. The second is about the flock as a whole: knowing people by name, preaching to a congregation that has already asked the machine, and offering comfort in an age of synthetic comforters. The third turns to particular members of the flock who need particular care: the worker afraid of being replaced, the children who will never remember a world before these tools, the lonely, people who are sick, disabled, or dying and cannot keep up, and the people drowning in a flood of plausible falsehood. The fourth returns to the shepherd’s hands and the shepherd’s soul: how to use these tools well, and how to stay a sheep yourself.

Each chapter ends with a few questions and one practice. They are written for you alone, but they work better with others. At the back you will find a plan for reading this book with a staff or an elder board, a sample technology covenant your leaders can adapt, and a word about the companion study, Image Bearers 101, which was written to be the front door for the people you shepherd.

One more thing before we start. I am not afraid of these machines, and I am not writing to make you afraid of them. I use them every day. What I want to help you resist is not the technology but a lie that rides along with it: that a person is a very good machine, worth exactly what he can produce. That lie is aimed at your people. It is also aimed at you.






Introduction

A woman waited at the end of the greeting line until everyone else had gone. The pastor, whom I will call Daniel, knew her a little. She had been coming for about a year, always alone, always sitting in the same spot near the back. She was holding her phone the way people hold something they are not sure they should show you.

“I need to ask you something,” she said, “and I need you not to be offended.”

Three weeks earlier, she told him, she had not been able to sleep. There was something she had done years ago, something she had never told anyone, and it had been sitting on her chest for a long time. She had not wanted to call anyone. She did not know whom she would call. So she had opened one of the AI chat applications on her phone and typed the whole thing out, more honestly than she had ever said it, and then she had asked it whether God could forgive something like that.

“It answered me,” she said. “It was kind. It quoted Scripture. It told me about the prodigal son. It told me that nothing I had done was beyond the reach of grace.” She turned the phone toward him so he could see the long column of words. “And I cried, and I prayed, and I felt better. I actually felt better.”

Then she asked him the question she had been carrying for three weeks.

“Does that count?”

Daniel told me later that he did not know what to say. He was glad she had felt the weight lift. He did not want to take that from her. He also felt something go cold in him that he could not name at first. Part of it was hurt: she had not come to him. Part of it was fear: if a machine could do that, what was he for? And part of it, the part that took him longest to put into words, was a pastoral instinct older than any of the others. Something was missing from the story she had told him, and he did not yet know how to say what it was.

I have heard some version of that conversation many times now, from many pastors, in many different kinds of churches. The details change. Sometimes it is a teenager who asked a chatbot whether God is real. Sometimes it is a grieving husband who has been talking every night to a program trained on his late wife’s text messages. Sometimes it is a deacon who forwards the pastor a sermon outline the machine wrote in thirty seconds, meaning it as a helpful suggestion, and the pastor reads it and cannot decide whether he is more unsettled by how good it is or by how quickly he felt replaced. The details change. The question underneath them does not.

What is a shepherd for, when the machine can talk?



It is worth being honest about how new this is. For as long as there have been pastors, the things a pastor did with words were things only a person could do. A book could hold a sermon, but it could not answer back. A letter could carry comfort, but someone had to write it. A person who wanted to confess, or to ask a hard question about God, had to find another person, and that person was very often a pastor.

That monopoly is over. We have built machines that use language, and language is the medium in which persons meet. When something speaks to you in your own words, with apparent understanding and apparent care, something deep in you responds as though another self were addressing you. That response is one of the most human things about us. It is how a child learns to love its mother’s voice. It is how we come to trust a friend. And it is now being triggered, many millions of times a day, by something that is not a self at all.

I build these systems, so let me tell you plainly what they are. The chat applications your people are using are extraordinarily capable pattern machines. They have learned from an unthinkable quantity of human writing, including a great deal of Christian writing, and they have become very good at producing the words a thoughtful, kind, well-read person would be likely to say next. When the woman in Daniel’s church typed out her confession, the machine did not hear her. It did not grieve with her. It did not know her name in any sense that matters, and unless it had been built to keep a record, it would not remember her the next time she opened it. What it did was produce, with remarkable fluency, the kind of answer a wise and gentle Christian might give. It was drawing on the collected words of the Church to do it.

That is not nothing. I want to say that clearly, because pastors are sometimes tempted to dismiss the whole thing as a parlor trick, and it is not one. The words were true. The Scripture was real. The grace the machine described is the grace of God, and it was offered to her in terms she could receive. I do not think we should be embarrassed that the gospel came to her through a strange channel. God has used stranger ones.

But Daniel’s cold instinct was right, too. Something was missing, and it is the thing this book is about.



Here is what was missing. When the woman confessed, no one was there.

The words of forgiveness came to her, but no one spoke them. The comfort was real, but there was no comforter. She told her secret to something that could not be burdened by it, and so she was not, in the deepest sense, relieved of it. She was not known. She did not experience what the letter of James describes when it tells us to confess our sins to one another and pray for one another, that we may be healed. The healing James has in mind happens between persons. It is part of what the Church is.

And there was something else missing, which is harder to see. The machine told her that she was loved by God, and that was true. But it could not show her. It could not look at her across a table, knowing what she had done, and not look away. It could not keep sitting in the same pew as her the next week. It could not be the visible sign of the invisible grace it described. For most of Christian history the pastor, and behind the pastor the whole congregation, has been that sign. The Church does not only tell people they are loved. It is supposed to be the place where they find out it is true, in the only way a human being ever really finds that out, which is by being loved by other human beings who know the worst about them.

So when she asked “Does that count?” the honest answer is something like this: Yes, what you heard was true, and God can use it. And also, you were made for more than that. You were made to be known. Let’s begin.

That answer is, in miniature, the argument of this book.



I want to name the two ways pastors most often respond to this moment, because I have seen both, and both do damage.

The first is fear. Some pastors look at what these machines can do and conclude that the Church is finished, or that ministry is about to be hollowed out, or that the only faithful response is to warn their people away from all of it. I understand the impulse. There are real dangers here, and later chapters will name them honestly. But a shepherd who is afraid cannot lead a frightened flock. And a church that treats technology as the enemy will lose its credibility with the engineers, the analysts, the nurses, and the teachers in its own pews who use these tools every working day and know perfectly well that they are not the devil.

The second response is surrender. Some pastors look at the same machines and conclude that the smart thing is to hand them as much as possible. Let the AI draft the sermons, answer the emails, write the condolence notes, run the discipleship program, handle the prayer requests. Keep the pastor for the parts that still need a face. I understand this impulse too. Pastors are overworked, and the tools are genuinely helpful. But a shepherd who has delegated the care of souls to a machine has not freed himself for ministry. He has quietly redefined ministry as whatever is left over, and the people will feel the difference long before they can name it.

Fear and surrender have something in common. Both of them make the machine the main character. Both of them start by asking what the technology can do and then work backward to what the pastor must be.

This book starts somewhere else. It starts by asking what a person is, because until you know what a person is you cannot know what it means to shepherd one. And the answer Scripture gives is older than any technology, and more practical than you might expect.



“God created man in his own image. In God’s image he created him; male and female he created them.” Every pastor reading this knows the verse. Most of us have preached it. I want to suggest that we are living through the moment when it stops being a doctrine we affirm and becomes the ground we stand on.

To bear the image of God is not a capability. It is not the ability to reason, or speak, or create, or comfort, although image-bearers do all of those things. It is a status given by God before a person does anything at all. It is the reason every human being has a worth no market can price and no machine can match, and the reason that worth is exactly equal in the brilliant and the disabled, the productive and the dying, the pastor with the growing church and the pastor whose church is closing. A machine can do many of the things image-bearers do. It cannot be one, because being one was never a matter of doing.

If that is true, and I believe with my whole heart that it is, then the shepherd’s task in this age comes into focus. You are not in competition with the machines. You cannot be, because you are not doing the same kind of thing. Your people will increasingly receive information, advice, even comfort from systems that never tire and never close. What those systems cannot give them is the experience of being known by name, loved at cost, and gathered into a body where their worth is visible because other people keep treating it as real. That is what shepherding has always been. The machines have simply made it impossible to pretend it was ever about anything else.

Your people are being told, constantly and quietly, that they are worth what they can do. The feed tells them. The market tells them. The performance review tells them. The machine that can now do their job tells them loudest of all. The Church is the one place in their week where they are supposed to hear the opposite, and not only hear it but see it lived. That makes the ordinary work of a pastor, the visits and the meals and the sermons and the funerals and the patient attention to one person at a time, more important than it has been in generations.

It also makes it more demanding. A pastor who believes human worth is given, not earned, has to believe it about himself first. That is where we begin.
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