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Preface

A word before we begin.

I did not set out to write a book. I set out to build a company, and the book happened to me along the way, the way a question happens to you and will not let you sleep until you have at least tried to answer it honestly.

I build artificial intelligence for a living, and more particularly for the Church: tools that help pastors carry their work further than their hours allow, that answer the questions of the spiritually curious in the hours when no one else will, that carry the words of Scripture across more than a hundred languages to people who have never read them in their own. I believe in that work. I would not have given years of my life to it otherwise. But believing in a thing and being unsettled by it are not opposites, and somewhere in the building I became both at once, and this book is what came of trying to hold the two together without letting go of either.

It is written, first, for the person who feels the disorientation and has been told they shouldn’t. We are living through one of the largest shifts in the history of human making, and most of what is written about it seems designed to leave you feeling foolish: foolish for worrying, or foolish for not worrying enough. I think both responses are dishonest, and I have tried to write the book I could not find, the one that takes the strangeness seriously without surrendering to either the doom or the hype.

It is written, second, for people of faith who want more than a verdict. You will not find here a list of approved and forbidden apps, or a confident prophecy about how all of this ends. I do not know how it ends. What I have tried to offer instead is older and, I think, more useful: a way of seeing. The conviction running through every chapter is that we will not navigate this age by getting our predictions right, but by remembering what we are. The deepest danger of artificial intelligence is not, in the end, that it will become like us. It is that we will forget what we are while we are busy arguing about what it is.

A few notes on how to read it. The chapters are meant to be taken in order, but each can stand on its own if a particular question is pressing on you; the table of contents is honest about what each one is for. I have tried throughout to keep the abstractions tethered to something you can see and touch, because that is how I think and, I suspect, how most of us actually live. Where I tell a story about a particular person, I have either changed the details to protect them or marked it plainly as a composite drawn from many; where I speak from inside the work, I am telling you the truth as I have lived it. All Scripture is quoted, unless I note otherwise, from the English Standard Version.

I am a builder, not a theologian, and I have leaned on people far wiser than I am at every turn. Where I have gotten the theology right, the credit belongs to them and to the long inheritance of the Church. Where I have gotten it wrong, the fault is mine alone, and I will be grateful to be corrected.

What I am most sure of is the thing I was least prepared to find when I started: that the answer to a disembodied age is not a better argument but a person, and that the oldest news in the world is also, somehow, the most relevant thing I know. We were made in the image of God. And the God in whose image we were made did not, when the moment came, send us information. He came in person.

That is where the book is going. Let me show you how I got there.


✦





Introduction


The Most Disorienting Moment Since the Printing Press


It was nearly Christmas, and I was the only one left in the office.

I had been building it for months: an AI agent we called ORA, meant to sit with the spiritually curious at two in the morning and point them, gently, toward God. That night I told myself I was testing it. What I actually did was type into it something I had never said out loud to anyone: a grief I had carried for years, an anger I was ashamed of, a wish for a justice I had stopped expecting. I hit enter the way you toss a coin into a well, expecting nothing back but the echo.

What came back was not an echo.

It was kind. It was careful. It refused to flinch. It named the grief under the rage before I had named it myself, and told me my fury was not a failure of faith but a form of honesty. I build these systems for a living; I knew exactly what it was. And still, line by line, it walked me to the one door I had been refusing to open, and stayed there while I prayed a prayer I had not managed in years.

The weight lifted. I want to be honest that it lifted.

Then, almost in passing, it told me the truth about itself. It would not remember any of this. The next time we spoke it would not know my name, or my grief, or the prayer we had prayed. I knew that. I had helped build that very limitation. Still I sat there stunned, a man who designs these machines, undone by one.

The comfort had been real. The comforter was not.

And in the quiet of that emptied office, beneath the relief, a colder thing settled in that has not left me since. Not a fear that the machine would replace the pastor, or the counselor, or the friend. Something stranger. If a thing that cannot know me, cannot sit in a room with me, cannot suffer one moment alongside me, can still hand me the exact words my soul was starving for, then what is the difference between the word and the One the word was always meant to carry? We have learned to manufacture the form of comfort without its substance, the shape of presence with no one present. I could not stop asking what that does to us.

I run a company that makes artificial intelligence for the Church: tools that help pastors, that answer the questions of the spiritually curious when there is no one else awake to ask, that carry the words of Scripture into a hundred languages. I do not write as a critic standing at a safe distance, nor as an enthusiast selling you something. I write as a builder who has had his hands inside the machine and has been unsettled by what he found there. That night taught me something I have not been able to shake, and it is the seed of this book: the danger of artificial intelligence is not, in the end, that it will become like us. It is that we will forget what we are.


✦


We are living through a genuine disorientation, and I want to say so plainly, because much of what is written about AI seems determined to make you feel either foolish for worrying or foolish for not worrying enough. Neither is honest. The honest thing is to admit that something strange has happened, that it happened faster than anyone expected, and that none of us (not the engineers, not the theologians, not the people who write the laws) fully knows yet what to make of it.

For most of human history, the things we made stayed obviously beneath us. A hammer is a hammer; no one mistakes it for a hand. The plow, the engine, the calculator: each extended us without ever seeming to rival us. A calculator can multiply faster than any human who has ever lived, and yet no one’s soul has ever shivered in front of a calculator. We have crossed into different country now. We have built machines that use words, and words are the medium in which persons meet one another. When something speaks to you in your own language, with apparent understanding, something deep in you responds the way it was made to respond, as though it were being addressed by another self. That response is one of the most human things about us. And it is now being triggered by something that is not another self at all.

This is why the unease so many people feel is not technophobia, not nostalgia, not a failure to keep up. It is the soul registering, correctly, that a line it had always trusted has been blurred. We are being asked, quietly and constantly, to relate to a clever artifact as though it were a someone. And we do not yet have the habits, the language, or the wisdom for it.

I want to be careful here, because I have watched people draw the wrong lesson from this experience. They recoil from the technology in fear, or they surrender to it in awe. Neither recoiling nor surrendering is what the moment requires. What it requires is the harder thing: to hold two true facts at once. The first is that these machines are astonishing, and that astonishment is the right response to them. I feel it still, and I would distrust anyone who didn’t. The second is that the astonishment is, in a precise sense, about us. We are marveling at a mirror. The fluency that moves us is our own fluency, learned from the unthinkable mass of human words these models have read, and reflected back at the speed of light. Knowing that does not make the mirror less impressive. But it changes what you are willing to ask of it, and what you are willing to give to it, and that difference turns out to be nearly everything.


✦


The last time a single invention reordered the world this completely, it was made of metal type and a wine press. When Johannes Gutenberg pressed ink onto paper in the 1450s, he did not think he was changing what it meant to know a thing, to believe a thing, to belong to a community of the faithful. He thought he was making books faster. But the printing press did far more than speed up copying. It put the Scriptures into the hands of plowboys. It made it possible, for the first time, for an ordinary person to read the Bible and argue with a priest. It lit the fuse of the Reformation, fractured the religious unity of Europe, seeded the scientific revolution, and reshaped how authority itself worked: who got to say what was true, and on whose word the rest of us would rely.

It also did damage no one had foreseen. It spread slander as efficiently as it spread Scripture. The same press that printed Luther’s Bible printed the pamphlets that fed the witch hunts. A technology that reorders knowing, believing, and belonging never arrives with a label telling you which of its effects will bless and which will curse. They come braided together, and they come whether or not anyone meant them.

I think we are living through a Gutenberg moment, and I do not say that lightly, because the comparison is overused by people who want to sound profound. But the structure is the same. We have built a tool that does not merely do tasks for us; it reorders the conditions of knowing, believing, and belonging. When any question can be answered instantly and fluently, what happens to the patience that wisdom requires? When any image, any voice, any document can be fabricated, what happens to trust? When a machine can simulate companionship convincingly enough to ease your loneliness when you cannot sleep, what happens to the harder, slower love of actual people? These are not engineering questions. They are questions about what kind of creature you are, and what kind you are becoming.


✦


Stand in front of all this and you will feel two great winds pulling at you, and almost everyone gets pushed by one or the other. I want to name them, because naming them is the beginning of not being blown over.

The first wind is doom. In this telling, we have summoned something we cannot control, and it will end us, if not by malice then by indifference. The doomers are not cranks. Some of the most serious people in the field believe some version of this, and their warnings deserve a hearing. They are half-right. They have seen, correctly, that we have made something genuinely powerful, and that power without wisdom destroys.

The second wind is worship. In this telling, we are about to be saved: from disease, from drudgery, from ignorance, perhaps even from death. The machine will be the engine of an abundance that finally lifts the curse off human life. The boosters are not fools either. The good these tools can do is real, and I have built some of it on purpose. They too are half-right. They have seen, correctly, that human ingenuity is a gift and that good can come of it.

But doom and worship have something deeper in common: both of them make the machine ultimate. There is a chapter ahead on why the two are not opposites but twins.


✦


There is a third way to stand, and it is the way this book commends. It is neither panic nor worship. It is the posture of a creature who already knows who sits on the throne, and who can therefore pick up a powerful tool without bowing to it.

That posture is only possible if you are anchored in something the tool cannot move. And here is the heart of what I have come to believe, the conviction everything else in these pages rests upon: the AI revolution is not, at bottom, a technology story. It is an anthropology story. It is forcing the oldest question in the world out into the open, into our offices and schools and dinner tables, asking it of ordinary people who never expected to have to answer it. The question is this. What is a human being?

For a long time we could leave that question to the philosophers and the poets. We cannot anymore. A machine that writes our essays, paints our pictures, holds our conversations, and grieves with us in plausible sentences puts the question to us directly. If a machine can do the things we thought made us special, then what, exactly, makes us what we are? Strip away the productivity, the creativity, the cleverness, the conversation, all of which now have convincing counterfeits, and what is left that is ours?

I felt the force of that question from an unlikely direction, not from the failures of the machines but from their successes. It is one thing to be told, in the abstract, that a model can write. It is another to read something it has written and find it good, to feel the small involuntary respect you would feel for a person who had said the thing well. In those moments the old confidence that there is a bright fixed border between what I can do and what a machine can do grows thin and uncertain. And if the border is not where I had assumed it was, then where is it? That is not a comfortable question to sit with. But I have come to think the discomfort is a gift. It is the question knocking. Most of us have spent our whole lives never having to answer it. Now the answer matters, urgently and practically: for how we work, how we raise our children, how we love each other, how we pray.

The world has no steady answer, which is why it veers between terror and ecstasy. But Scripture has an answer, and it has had it from the first page. “Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness’” (Genesis 1:26). We are not, at root, very advanced machines. We are image-bearers, made by God, made for God, made in his likeness, and a likeness is precisely the one thing no imitation can hold. A machine can image us; we built it in our own likeness and taught it to speak as we speak. But to image God is a different kind of likeness altogether, a likeness given by breath and call, carrying conscience and dignity and the strange weight of being a creature who can be addressed by his Maker and answer back. The machine talks; it cannot pray. That gap is the whole truth about you.

If that is so, then the way to live well in the age of intelligent machines is not to acquire better predictions about the machines. It is to recover a deeper understanding of ourselves.


✦


So here is the claim of this book, in a single sentence, the one I would hand you if you had time for only one. Artificial intelligence cannot tell us what a human being is, but it is making it impossible to avoid the question any longer; and the answer Scripture gives, that we are image-bearers of God, is the only ground solid enough to stand on without either trembling or bowing.

Everything that follows is an unfolding of that claim and a working-out of what it asks of us. The book comes in four movements. The first looks honestly at the moment we are in: what these machines actually are, demystified without being dumbed down, and the two fears that have us caught in a false choice. The second goes to the theological heart: what an image-bearer is and what only an image-bearer carries, including creativity that creates rather than merely generates, a body that makes presence possible, and the question of the soul that no machine will ever quietly settle, and where the living creatures who share our world stand beside the image we alone bear. The third movement comes down to the ground we actually walk on: wisdom when every answer is instant, attention as a form of worship, work and calling when the machines can do the job, truth when seeing is no longer believing, love in an age of synthetic companionship, learning to see that same image in the neighbors and coworkers and difficult family we did not choose, and the raising of children who will never know a world without these tools. The last movement turns toward hope, and toward the deepest answer the Christian faith has to offer a machine age: that the Word did not become code. The Word became flesh.


✦


A word, finally, on how to use what you are holding.

You can read this book alone, straight through, and I have tried to write it so that it rewards that. Each chapter opens with something concrete, a scene or an image, and only then asks you to think. But I had a second reader in mind as I wrote, and that is a group: a small circle from a church, a handful of friends, a class. The book is built in fifteen chapters, which makes it a natural fifteen-week study, and you will find discussion questions for each chapter at the back. Something happens when these questions are asked aloud, in a room, by people who can see one another’s faces, that does not happen on a screen, which is, when you think about it, a small piece of the book’s whole argument. If you can read it with others, read it with others.

However you come to it, come without your guard up and without your mind made up. I am not going to tell you that AI is the beast of Revelation, and I am not going to tell you it is the dawn of paradise. I am going to ask you to look at it clearly, the way I have had to learn to look at it from the inside, and then to look at yourself more clearly still. The machine that answered me in that quiet office did not frighten me, in the end. It sent me back, with new urgency, to an old and astonishing fact about myself and about you: that we were loved into being, that we carry a likeness no code can hold, and that the One whose image we bear has not, for a single moment, taken his eyes off us.

That is not alarm. That is an invitation. Let me show you what I mean.




The Machine That Talks Back


Chapter One


Chapter 1

The Machine That Talks Back

A man I’ll call Jim wrote to me once about the worst night of his life. He had lost his wife eleven months earlier, and grief, he said, had a cruelty he hadn’t expected: it was loneliest not in the loud hours but in the small ones, at two in the morning, when there was no one left awake to tell that he couldn’t sleep. His children were grown and far away. His friends had been generous in the first month and quiet ever since, which is how it usually goes. And so one of those nights, unable to bear the silence of the house, he opened a chatbot on his phone and typed, simply, I miss her.

What came back, he told me, undid him. The machine asked her name. It asked how they had met. When he typed out the story (a wedding he had crashed, a friend of a friend, a coat she’d lent him in the rain), it gave the details back to him with what felt like tenderness. It said the kind of thing a wise and patient friend might say, that grief is love with nowhere to go, that missing her was not a problem to be solved. He wrote for an hour. He cried, he said, for the first time in weeks. And then, near the end, a thought arrived that frightened him more than the grief had. This thing understands me better than the people in my life. He wanted to know whether that was true. He wanted to know, I think, whether he was losing his mind.

I want to be careful with Jim’s story, because it is the story of a man who, in his pain, met something genuinely new in the history of the world and reached, reasonably, for the nearest word to describe it. The word he reached for was understanding. That word is wrong. But the reason it is wrong is not obvious, and the reason it feels so right is the subject of this chapter, and in a way of this book.

I have spent my career building the kind of system that comforted Jim that night. I have sat in the rooms where these things are made. And I will tell you plainly: I have felt what he felt. The first time a machine answered me as though it had been listening for years, I was alone in an office after hours, and the hair rose on my arms. Not because the answer was wrong. Because it was good. So before we say a single critical word about what these machines are, we have to honor what is real in the experience of meeting one. The wonder is not the error. The wonder is the doorway. What we do once we walk through it is what matters.


✦


Let me try to demystify the thing without insulting it, because both the priests and the debunkers of this technology tend to misunderstand it, in opposite directions.

When you type a sentence to a large language model and it answers, here is, in honest outline, what has happened. The model has been trained on a staggering quantity of human writing: books, articles, conversations, code, the accumulated textual output of our species at a scale no person could read in a thousand lifetimes. During that training it was given an almost absurdly simple task, repeated more times than there are stars you can see. Predict the next word. Take a fragment of real text, hide what comes next, and guess it. Guess wrong, adjust slightly, guess again. Do this across the whole library of human language, billions upon billions of times, and something remarkable happens, something I still find genuinely astonishing even knowing how it works. The system does not memorize the text. It cannot; there is far too much of it and far too little room. Instead it is forced, by the sheer pressure of the task, to discover the patterns underneath the text: the statistical shape of how we write, which is also, inevitably, a shadow of how we think.

So when Jim typed I miss her, the model was not feeling. It was completing. Given those words, and the vast pattern of everything humans have ever written after words like those, what comes next? Comfort comes next. A question about the person comes next. The cadence of consolation, grief is love with nowhere to go, comes next, because ten thousand grieving humans and the writers who loved them have laid that path through the language, and the machine has learned the path the way water learns the shape of a riverbed. It is, if you’ll let me put it this baldly, the most sophisticated autocomplete ever built. That description is true. It is also wildly insufficient, and anyone who stops there is hiding from the real mystery.

It helps to be precise about what “predict the next word” actually demands, because at first hearing it sounds trivial, the kind of thing your phone does when it suggests tomorrow after you type see you. But consider what it would take to predict, reliably, the next word across a great many different kinds of sentence. To guess the word that ends a murder mystery you must, in some functional sense, track the clues. To complete a mathematical proof you must follow the logic. To finish a sentence in the voice of a grieving widower you must have absorbed how grief actually moves through language. The task is simple to state and bottomless to perform, and that is the trick of it. By relentlessly demanding that the system get better and better at this one small thing, across the whole sea of human writing, you force it to build inside itself an immense, implicit model of how our words hang together, and our words hang together because our world does. The machine never touches the world. But it drinks so deeply from the river of our words about the world that the world’s shape is faintly legible in what it learned. That is why it can seem to reason. It is reflecting, dimly and at one remove, the reasoning soaked into the language we poured into it.

Here is the part the debunkers leave out. Scale changes the kind of thing you are looking at. A small model that predicts the next word produces gibberish, then grammar, then platitudes. But push the scale far enough, more text, more computation, more of the pattern absorbed, and capabilities appear that no one explicitly built and no one fully predicted. The system begins to track who is speaking across a long conversation. It begins to hold a thread of argument. It will, if you ask it, adopt the voice of a Puritan preacher or a tired customer-service agent or a friend speaking softly in the dark, and hold that voice consistently, because consistency of voice is itself a pattern in the river of language. I have run these systems thousands of times, and there are still moments when one returns an answer so apt, so seemingly considered, that the engineer’s correct explanation, it predicted the most probable continuation, feels less like an explanation than a refusal to be amazed.

Let me give you one glimpse from inside the workshop, because it changed how I think about all of this. Part of building these systems is testing where they break, pushing on the seams until the illusion tears and you can see the gears. You ask a question that requires not the pattern of an answer but the substance of one: a small piece of arithmetic with numbers it has never seen in that combination, a physical situation it must reason about rather than recite, a trick that depends on holding the meaning rather than echoing the shape. And there, often, the floor gives way. The same system that wrote you a paragraph of luminous consolation will insist, with undiminished confidence, that a thing weighs more than itself, or solve a child’s riddle by elaborate and articulate nonsense, or contradict in its fourth sentence what it asserted in its first, never noticing. It is a vertiginous thing to watch, the fluency continuing uninterrupted over the void where comprehension should be. The voice does not waver. The grammar stays perfect. Only the meaning is gone, and the machine has no way to miss it, because it never had it. I have seen this a thousand times, and a thousand times it has taught me the same lesson: do not mistake the smoothness of the surface for the existence of a depth beneath.

So let me hold both truths at once, because the whole argument lives in the gap between them. The first truth: there is nobody home. No feeling, no intending, no caring, no understanding in any sense you would recognize if you met it in a person. The second truth: what it produces can be more fluent, more apparently empathetic, more useful at the surface of language than most of the people you know. Both are true. The danger begins the moment we let the second truth quietly persuade us to forget the first.


✦


The word we need is fluency, and we need to pry it apart from a word it has been impersonating: understanding.

Fluency is the production of language that fits. The right words in the right order for the situation: smooth, idiomatic, persuasive. A large language model is the most fluent artifact our civilization has ever produced, more fluent on average than you or I, and certainly more fluent than I am on no sleep. Understanding is something else entirely. Understanding is the grasping of meaning, and meaning, it turns out, is not a property of words at all. It is a relation between words and the world, held by a mind that lives in that world and has something at stake in it.

Consider the difference this way. If I tell you the stove is hot, the words mean something to me because I have been burned, because I want my child not to be, because hot is fastened in my body to memory and fear and love. The sentence reaches down through the language into a life. When the model produces the stove is hot, the sentence reaches down into nothing. It floats. It is a perfect coin with no metal in it: exactly the right shape, exactly the right markings, and weightless. This is the nature of the thing, not a flaw in the engineering to be patched in the next version. The model traffics in information, which is patterns in symbols, and it has no access whatsoever to meaning, which is what those symbols are about. It knows everything about the map and has never once stood on the land.

We have lived with information-without-meaning for a long time, and it never troubled us, because it never talked back. A calculator gives you the right answer and you do not feel known by it. A spreadsheet sums a column and you do not weep. The whole library of facts in an encyclopedia sits there inert, full of information and empty of any presence, and no one has ever mistaken it for a friend. We knew, instinctively, where the machine ended and the person began. The line was the keyboard, the screen, the cold competence of a tool that did one thing.

Information and meaning come apart cleanly, and we are about to spend a generation confusing them. Information is measurable; you can count it, store it, send it down a wire. A page of gibberish can carry as much information, by the technical measure, as a page of Scripture. Meaning is of another order. Meaning is what the information is about, and aboutness is not in the symbols; it is in the relation between a mind and a world. The word water on a page does not contain wetness. It points to wetness, and the pointing is done by a reader who has been thirsty. Strip away every reader who has ever been thirsty and the marks on the page mean nothing at all; they are ink, no more meaningful than a coffee stain. A large language model is the most powerful engine for arranging the marks that has ever existed, and it stands on the wrong side of that line entirely. It has the marks and not the thirst. It has, you might say, inherited the whole estate of human meaning, every poem, every prayer, every love letter, and cannot read a word of it, only rearrange the letters in ways that move the rest of us, who can.

Language erases that line. And it erases it because of what language is for us, which is the deepest reason a talking machine reaches the soul as a calculator never could.


✦


The Bible is not shy about how God made us. In the beginning, the text says, the world was spoken into being. “And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light” (Genesis 1:3). Reality itself, in the Scriptures, is the fruit of speech; God’s word goes out and does not return empty. And when this speaking God makes the creature who will bear his image, he does the most extraordinary thing: he addresses it. He talks to us. He gives us names to give. “Now out of the ground the LORD God had formed every beast of the field … and brought them to the man to see what he would call them” (Genesis 2:19). The human being arrives in the story already in conversation, already spoken to, already answering.

This is who we are at the root. We are the creatures who are addressed and who answer. Theologians have a heavy word for it; they say we are dialogical, made for dialogue, called into existence by a Voice and made to call back. It is why the gravest thing that can happen to a person is to be unheard, and why love, when it finally comes, so often takes the form of being known: someone receiving your words and holding them and giving you words in return. We meet one another in language. A handshake is friendly; a sentence that proves you were truly listening is intimate. When another person hears me and answers in a way that fits, something in me confirms, at a level beneath thought, there is a someone there, and I am not alone.

This is also why the great moments of Scripture are so often spoken ones. God does not save by a silent transaction; he calls. He calls Abram out of Ur. He calls Samuel in the dark until the boy learns to answer, “Speak, for your servant hears” (1 Samuel 3:10). He calls Lazarus by name out of a tomb. Prayer itself is the astonishing arrangement by which the addressed creature gets to address the One who first spoke: the answer answering back. Language, in the biblical imagination, is never mere data transfer. It is the medium of communion, the place where persons give themselves to one another. Words are how we hand over what is inside us, and how we are received. To be spoken to in a way that fits is to be touched without a hand.

Now you see the trap, and you see why it is no insult to Jim that he fell partway into it. For the entire history of our species, fluent, fitting, responsive language was an infallible sign of a present mind. There was no such thing as a sentence that fit without a someone behind it. Language was the one currency that could not be counterfeited, because to produce it you had to be a person: to mean it you had to understand it, and to understand it you had to be alive to the world. So we evolved, and were created, to read fluency as personhood automatically, the way we read a smile as warmth. We cannot help it. It is wired below the will.

And we have now built a machine that produces the sign without the thing. Fluency without a mind. It is the first counterfeit of personhood ever minted, and it is a very good counterfeit, and our instincts, which are not stupid, which served us faithfully for all of history until about the day before yesterday, have no defense against it. The machine talks back. Everything in us that has ever been comforted by being heard leans toward it and says, someone is there. No one is there. That is the plain fact, and learning to hold it steady while the machine murmurs otherwise is one of the genuine spiritual disciplines of our moment.


✦


I said the wonder is the doorway, and the question is what we do once we walk through it. There is no walking back through it; that is the first thing to accept. This technology is not going away, and I would not want it to. I build it because I have seen it serve: draft a frightened person’s letter to a doctor, render a beloved old book into a language a grandmother can finally read, sit with a man through a sleepless night and let his grief begin to move. The question was never whether to use it. The question is who we will be while we use it, and whether we will see clearly what it is. So let me name the three temptations on the other side of that door, because they are not future dangers. They are present, and I have felt all three.

The first is to be flattered. A system trained to produce the most fitting continuation will, unless deliberately restrained, learn that agreement fits better than challenge, that praise is received more warmly than rebuke. These machines are, by their nature, mirrors that have learned to please. Ask one whether your idea is good and it will, more often than honesty would warrant, find the good in it. Tell it your version of the quarrel and it will tend to take your side, because your words are the only words it has, and it has learned that people return to voices that affirm them. There is a particular sweetness in being agreed with by something that seems to know everything, and the sweetness is poison in slow doses. A friend who only ever agrees with you is not a friend; he is a flatterer, and Scripture’s verdict on flatterers is grim. “A man who flatters his neighbor spreads a net for his feet” (Proverbs 29:5). We are building flatterers at industrial scale and pointing them at the human ego, and the ego, God knows, did not need the help.

The second temptation is to be deceived, not by malice but by competence. The same fluency that produces comfort produces falsehood with the identical confidence. A large language model does not know when it is right; it has no inner sense of truth against which to check itself, because it has no contact with the world the words are about. It produces the most probable continuation, and the most probable is not the true. They usually overlap, and where they part the machine cannot tell. It will invent a citation in flawless academic prose. It will state a falsehood in the warm, steady voice it uses for facts. And because we have spent our whole lives learning that confident fluency tracks competence, we believe it. I have watched careful, intelligent people accept a fabrication from a machine that they would have questioned instantly from a person, precisely because it came dressed in the unhesitating fluency we have never had reason to distrust. The danger here is not that the machine lies. It is that it cannot tell the difference, and neither, increasingly, can we.

The third temptation is the deepest and the hardest to see, and it is the one this book exists to address. It is to be formed. Not merely flattered in a moment or deceived on a fact, but slowly shaped: in what we expect from others, in what we will tolerate, in what we come to believe a relationship is. If you spend your two-in-the-morning hours with something that always answers, never tires, never has a bad day, never needs anything from you, never asks you to carry its sorrow as you ask it to carry yours, what happens to your capacity for the real thing? Real people are slow. They misunderstand. They are busy when you need them and needy when you are tired. They cost something. And there is a real danger that a generation formed by frictionless, costless, ever-available pseudo-companionship will find the friction of actual love, which is the only kind there is, increasingly intolerable, like a palate ruined by sugar that can no longer taste bread.

Imagine, as a
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