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Eureka Circe is the editor and curator of various book series at the intersection of theology, the evolution of religion, human dignity, gender politics, personal development, and naturopathy. Her series and volumes connect spiritual, social, ethical, and political questions with contemporary discourses on the church, the body, identity, law, freedom, and participation. The focus is less on a single discipline and more on a curatorial practice: topics, arguments, and conflicts are gathered, reframed, and translated into dialogical lines of thought. Among its theological and religion-specific projects are the series “Deus Ex Machina,” “Lust am Göttlichen / Unauthorized Grace,” and “Ich, Circe,” which address questions of Christology, artificial intelligence, ecclesiastical authority, the sacraments, conscience, and the future of religion. In addition, there are series on natural medicine and practical living, such as “HERBAL LOVE,” which incorporate body-centered, healing-oriented, and development-focused perspectives.

Another focus is on interventions related to women’s issues and human rights. These include “Alice and the Faith in Miracles—Where and Why Feminism Fails in the Catholic Church,” “MAIDEN’S MANIFESTO—The Fire Torch,” “DEAD DANCE—The Trans Bible,” “DIGNITAS OMNIUM—The Dignity of All: The Vatican’s Encyclical on Human Rights (Not Yet Set in Stone),” “DOGMA DELUXE,” “The 10 Pillars of Feminism,” “The Lexicon of Discourse Shift,” and “gender:goals – Twelve Goals of the Women’s Movement.” These titles mark a field of work that does not view feminist debates, questions of ecclesiastical power, anti-discrimination, identity development, dignity, and the rule of law in isolation, but rather reveals them as intertwined contemporary issues.

Her thesis: “Artificial intelligence (AI) represents a profound turning point because it fundamentally alters the relationship between humans, knowledge, and access to the world—not only technically, but also culturally, epistemologically, and socially. It opens up a new avenue to knowledge and leads to its proliferation and democratization: AI systems make information readily accessible—often without the need for traditional reading or in-depth prior knowledge. This fundamentally changes how we think, learn, and understand, while simultaneously fostering a new form of individualization of thought—a phenomenon that can also be exemplified in the context of spiritual belief. Moreover, machines today generate meaning—texts, images, arguments—in areas where human expertise was once the sole requirement. This has long-term consequences for education, science, politics, and religion.”




Series Map: Ecclesia Nova

The three volumes of Ecclesia Nova form a coherent series. Volume I asks: What does AI reveal? — The Church is put to the test: What does artificial intelligence do to people, the Church, and social teaching? It presents AI as a new social, anthropological, and ecclesiastical challenge. The machine puts the Church to the test (Diagnosis →). Volume II asks: What falls away when put to the test? — The old moral-theological foundation no longer holds: Why does the old normative moral theology no longer hold? It examines why the Bible, revelation, natural law, and the Magisterium can no longer function as unchecked ultimate authorities of moral justification. The test reveals: The old foundation—the Bible—no longer holds (→ deconstruction). Finally, Volume III asks: What becomes possible after the loss of the foundation? He develops the perspective of a post-theology in which religion does not disappear but continues to exist as a practice of meaning, a space for interpretation, and a form of community—yet without ultimate moral authority. Its normative statements must be publicly justifiable. Thus, the deconstruction of the old foundation gives rise to the reconstruction of a new form of theological thought: post-theology.




“Everything I’ve ever done

Everything I ever do

Every place I’ve ever been

Everywhere I’m going to

It’s a sin.”

“It’s a Sin,”

Pet Shop Boys.




“It’s a Sin” by the Pet Shop Boys articulates the experience of life being comprehensively marked by moral judgment: Not only individual actions, but also the past, present, future, the body, desire, and one’s life story appear under the sign of guilt. In this way, it directly addresses the question of the end of normative moral theology. Where religious authority preemptively labels ways of life as sin, it gives rise not only to guidance but also to shame, self-alienation, and moral over-coding. In this sense, the aphorism becomes a metaphor for a system that no longer adequately justifies its norms but instead asserts them as sacred. It is precisely the song’s pop-cultural power that shows that criticism of religious guilt-production has long since moved beyond specialized theological debates and has entered the collective cultural memory. When everything can be read as sin—and much must be read as sin—the concept of sin loses its moral clarifying power and itself becomes subject to scrutiny. The song thus marks the turning point at which it is no longer humanity that stands before moral theology, but moral theology that stands before the question of whether its concepts of guilt are humane, justifiable, and conducive to life.
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Chapter 1:

Introduction: The Foundation Is Gone – The Bible is not a testament, but is culturally shaped

For a long time, Christian theology stood on the foundation of a seemingly timeless revelation: the Bible and tradition were regarded as God’s immutable “testament” to humanity—a final, authoritative basis for truth and morality. This foundation, however, is showing cracks. Modern biblical scholarship and the historical experience of the church itself lead to a sobering realization: The Bible is not a timeless monolith, but a culturally shaped archive of religious experiences. It contains diverse voices, contradictions, and developments that have evolved over centuries. In his *History of the Bible* (2019), John Barton emphasizes the astonishing plurality of the scriptures: The Bible is less a single book with an eternally valid text and more a library of books—an “endless kaleidoscope” of diverse literary forms and perspectives. Similarly, in The Invention of God (2018), Thomas Römer shows that even central tenets of faith, such as monotheism, were subject to historical change.

The concept of one almighty God developed gradually in ancient Israel, shaped by historical upheavals, experiences of exile, and cultural influences. In other words: What appears as revelation in the Bible is always mediated through the cultural horizons of its female, diverse, and male authors. Artificial intelligence is also ideally suited to analyzing and interpreting biblical passages. In what ways does it arrive at insights that differ from traditional Church teaching? Pope Leo XIV did not address this in his first encyclical on AI, “Magnifica Humanitas.”

Yet this insight—whether supported by theologians or by an AI tool—shakes the conventional notion of a “deposit of revelation,” a treasure trove of truth handed down once and for all, unchangeable. In Catholic theology, the term “deposit of revelation” (Latin: depositum fidei) refers to the body of divine revelation handed down once and for all, which the Church regards as immutable.

This does not refer to a single book, but rather to the totality of what God, according to the Church’s understanding, has definitively revealed and entrusted to the Church. Classically, this deposit consists of Scripture and Tradition. The Church does not see itself as the author of this revelation, but rather as its trustee: it is to preserve, interpret, and pass on what has been handed down, but not to add or remove anything essential.

Central to this is the associated distinction between revelation and doctrine. Revelation is considered complete—in Catholic teaching, at the latest with the death of the last apostle. Anything formulated dogmatically afterward is not officially regarded as a new revelation, but as an authentic unfolding of what has “always been contained” in the deposit of revelation. Dogmas are thus understood not as innovations, but as clarifications. This model safeguards the Catholic Church’s claim that its doctrine is continuous in content and, at its core, not subject to correction. With the advent of artificial intelligence, theologians are now also entering a new era. How are revelation and doctrine, the Bible, and dogmas analyzed, interpreted, clarified, and influenced by artificial intelligence?

The topics and questions discussed here—concerning the deconstruction of normative moral theology in the age of artificial intelligence—are therefore both supported and shaped by the methods of knowledge production in the digital age. This volume combines historical biblical criticism, theological examination, social-ethical reflection, and algorithmassisted analysis. It not only asks whether the Bible, revelation, natural law, and magisterium can still serve as unchecked ultimate authorities for moral justification, but also employs the very tools that are being used today to reexamine this question: digital research, systematic comparative analysis, linguistic condensation, argumentative reconstruction, and AI-supported organization of complex materials.

The result is a composed work at the threshold between theological reflection and the algorithmic present. The text addresses the end of normative moral theology and, at the same time, was itself created in a present in which artificial intelligence helps shape research, organization, condensation, linguistic variation, comparative analysis, and argumentative structuring . Algorithmic support does not replace human inquiry, theological reflection, conscience, or ethical responsibility. Nor does it replace revelation with a machine or establish a new technical moral authority. But it does change the way in which biblical, historical, magisterial, and social materials can be collected, examined, organized, synthesized, and placed in new contexts—from which today’s machines also derive recommendations.

As a result, the volume itself becomes a symbol of its era: a complete work of art created by algorithms on the loss of sacred ultimate justification, one that works with the tools of an age in which even religious authority has become publicly comparable, analyzable, and subject to justification. This is precisely where its methodological point lies: Artificial Intelligence reveals where traditional moral claims are grounded, where they have developed historically, and where they no longer hold up in the face of human dignity, reason, experience, and public justifiability.
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The image schematically illustrates the transition from an earlier top-down model to a contemporary bottom-up model of moral justification. On the left, revelation authoritatively determines ethics; on the right, a universal ethics rooted in the Enlightenment and human rights evaluates the biblical text and decides which contents are still acceptable. The highlighted case of slavery serves as an exemplary illustration that moral progress was not derived from the wording of the Bible itself, but was achieved in opposition to certain biblical tenets and only subsequently integrated theologically. The central thesis is visualized: epistemic primacy has shifted. It is no longer revelation that unassailably sets the standard; rather, ethics, philosophy, and human rights examine, correct, and limit the normative claims of tradition.

Figure1: The epistemic tipping point: Ethics takes precedence over revelation.


Theologically, the truth status of the “repository of revelation” is a contentious issue. Because it is regarded as of divine origin, it is attributed the highest normative authority—including for moral questions. And this brings us to moral theology, which we intend to examine here in Volume II of Ecclesia Nova.

For this is precisely where the reflection to be developed below begins: If it becomes apparent that parts of this “repository” (such as the legitimization of violence, slavery, gender hierarchy, sexual morality, or the expectation of an imminent apocalypse) had to be historically corrected—and have already been corrected—then the model itself comes under strain. For a “deposit” whose content is revised is no longer merely a preserved treasure.

This means: The “repository of revelation” is the theological mechanism by which the Church asserts that its fundamental truths are not contingent on learning but are given once and for all. It is precisely this mechanism that becomes problematic as soon as ethics, through philosophy and sociology, effectively becomes the authority for correction—for then revelation is no longer the source of the norm, but rather historical material that must be examined, limited, reinterpreted, or rewritten. And in cases of doubt, it must also be textually corrected and rewritten. And in further cases of doubt, even by an AI.

In this line of theological reasoning, the “repository of revelation” is therefore not merely a technical term, but the systematic fulcrum that determines whether the church speaks normatively—or must learn in a post-normative manner.

Introduction: So what exactly does “The Bible no longer holds up” mean?

The phrase “The Bible no longer holds” can be misunderstood. It does not mean that the Bible has become worthless. It does not mean that biblical texts no longer possess spiritual, cultural, poetic, prophetic, or existential power. Nor does it mean that believers must cast aside their religious heritage. More precisely, it means: The Bible no longer serves as the immediate, normative final authority for moral justification. It can no longer be invoked as the ultimate authority on what is morally valid today without further scrutiny.

Therefore, a careful distinction must be made. First, the Bible remains a spiritual testimony. It tells of experiences of God, lament, hope, guilt, liberation, trust, failure, new beginnings, and the search for meaning. In this regard, it remains a source of religious orientation and existential language for many people. It helps to interpret experiences, give voice to suffering, articulate hope, and place one’s own life within a broader context of meaning.

Second, the Bible is a cultural archive. It preserves the religious, social, political, and moral ideas of very different eras. Precisely for this reason, it is not uniform but multifaceted. Within it, liberating, comforting, and humane texts stand alongside violent, patriarchal, hierarchical norms—or those that are problematic from today’s perspective. Anyone who takes the Bible seriously must not gloss over this tension. The Bible is not a finished moral code, but a historical space in which people have wrestled with God, justice, order, guilt, power, and hope.

Third, the Bible can continue to be a source of inspiration. Many of its fundamental themes—mercy, justice, protection of the vulnerable, criticism of arrogance and abuse of power, love of neighbor, forgiveness, and liberation—remain ethically fruitful. They can stimulate, deepen, and challenge moral reflection today. But inspiration is not the same as ultimate justification. A biblical impulse today must demonstrate that it can stand up to scrutiny in light of human dignity, reason, historical understanding, real-life consequences, and public justifiability.

Fourth, the Bible loses its status as the normative final authority. This is precisely the crucial point. A statement is not morally correct simply because it appears in the Bible. An order is not just because it has been handed down through religious tradition. A norm is not binding simply because it has been interpreted as divine will. Where biblical texts legitimize violence, condone slavery, subordinate women, devalue sexual minorities, or treat notions of purity and honor as absolute, they cannot simply be accepted as valid morality. They must be examined, placed in their historical context, limited, corrected, or explicitly rejected.

The thesis is therefore not: The Bible must go. The thesis is: The Bible must no longer reign unchallenged. It remains a testimony, an archive, a memory, a language, and an inspiration; but it is no longer the sole authority that determines what is morally valid today. Moral validity does not arise from a mere reference to Scripture, tradition, or magisterium, but from comprehensible reasons: human dignity, justice, freedom, protection from violence, responsibility, care, and the prevention of real suffering.

It is precisely this distinction that protects against false suspicion or accusation. The point is not to discard the Bible entirely. The point is to read it more honestly. A Bible that is no longer treated as an infallible code of law can once again appear as a living testimony to human interpretations of God and the world. It need not be artificially defended against all historical criticism. It may reveal what it actually is: a polyphonic, conflict-ridden, and powerful archive of religious experience. Its value then does not lie in having always been right. Its value lies in the fact that it compels people to this day to take responsibility: for the tradition they inherit, for the norms they derive from it, and for the people who are protected or harmed by such norms.

The Church does, admittedly, like to assert the immutability of its doctrine—what God has apparently revealed is valid forever. Yet this assertion clashes with the historical reality of an ongoing process of adaptation and revision of Church teachings. An artificial intelligence can provide this information without extensive research and present it immediately—Leo XIV did not mention this in his first encyclical. What, in the AI’s view, must be changed in the interpretation of the historical material, and what must it even change at the very core of revelation— which is praised as immutable but, as we have seen, is not and never was?
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The illustration shows a flustered bishop arriving at the Dogma Support Desk with file folders labeled “Tradition,” “Doctrine Since Time Immemorial,” “Immutable,” and “Always Done This Way,” while an AI assistant reports: “Ticket 404: Ultimate justification not found.” The image translates the central thesis into a satirical scene: The old folders of justification are no longer sufficient when morality must be justified in a way that is publicly verifiable, logically coherent, reasonable, and humane. Particularly apt is the traffic light on the right side of the image, where “Faith” and “Doctrine” are still lit green, but “Morality” and “Discipline” are already wavering, and “Ultimate Justification” is lit red.

Figure2: Dogma Support Desk – Ticket 404: Ultimate Justification Not Found.


Anyone discussing the doctrine and moral theology of the Catholic Church must also ask what reforms become apparent from the perspective of artificial intelligence. AI does not replace moral authority or theological reflection. However, through comparison, analysis, and reconstruction, it can reveal where the Church’s justifications are inconsistent, historically conditioned, applied selectively, or fraught with human rights tensions. It reveals where arguments rely on authority even though they require objective justification, and where the universally proclaimed dignity of the human person is realized only to a limited extent in matters of gender, sexuality, family, ministry, conscience, and way of life. Thus, AI does not reveal what morality ultimately is, but it can make it apparent that the moral teachings are not immutable but are shaped by history, power, language, body images, and gender orders.
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The image depicts a satirical scene in which a figure of ecclesiastical authority and an AI robot are tugging at a crown bearing the inscription “Final Authority.” Behind them stands an observing public holding a sign that reads “Please provide justification.” The depiction makes it clear that, in the age of AI, moral authority can no longer be claimed solely through office, tradition, or sacred ritual. At the same time, AI is not simply portrayed as a new ruler, but as a disruptive force that demands justification and makes old claims to power subject to scrutiny. This underscores the assertion that mere assertion is no longer sufficient: Anyone who wishes to speak morally must justify their standards in light of reason, human rights, the social sciences, historical criticism, and real-life experiences.

Figure3: Please Justify—The Struggle for the Crown of Final Authority.


This is precisely why the AI era is giving rise to a new requirement for moral theology to stand up to scrutiny. Church doctrine can no longer limit itself to repeating norms whose underlying rationale is no longer comprehensible to many people. When moral statements can be publicly compared with philosophical, human rights, social science, historical, and theological counterarguments, mere assertion is not enough. Moral teaching must demonstrate that it serves humanity, that it does not increase suffering, that it respects conscience, that it does not ignore empirical reality, and that it does not create exclusion where it proclaims dignity. An AI-supported perspective on moral theology does not force an adaptation to the spirit of the times. However, it does hold accountable for determining which norms actually stem from the Gospel, from human dignity, from just relationships, and from responsible freedom—and which norms originate more from historical control, institutional self-preservation, or culturally inherited notions of order.

This becomes particularly clear in those areas where church moral theology has long spoken with asymmetrical authority: sexual morality, gender order, teachings on marriage and family, reproductive issues, queer ways of life, the understanding of ministry, freedom of conscience, and church labor law. From an AI perspective, new answers are not simply generated here, but old justifications become more verifiable. If a doctrine asserts that the dignity of all human beings is inviolable, it must explain why certain people within church structures are nevertheless excluded from offices, recognition, blessings, professional equality, or full of symbolic belonging. If a moral theology speaks of a natural order, it must be open to the question of whether it perceives biological, psychological, and social reality with sufficient nuance. If it emphasizes conscience, it must explain why decisions of conscience are recognized in some areas and disciplined in others. If it values love, fidelity, responsibility, and care as moral goods, it must justify why these goods should not be honored with the same seriousness in non-traditional ways of life.

From an AI perspective, the need to reform moral teaching does not, therefore, lie in subjecting the Church to the machine. Rather, it lies in reexposing the Church to its own claims to truth, reason, human dignity, and responsibility of conscience. AI can serve as an analytical mirror, revealing which moral statements are sound, which require reform, and which can no longer be convincingly justified. If AI helps to more clearly identify exclusion, violation, or reduction, then it does not become a moral authority, but rather a tool for moral clarification. A church that seeks to evaluate artificial intelligence ethically must be prepared to use the forms of analysis made possible by AI to examine its own teachings for coherence, justice, respect for human rights, and conformity to the Gospel.
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The image depicts a warm, communal kitchen scene in which various participants are working together to prepare a large pot labeled “Morality.” Ingredients such as reason, hope, experience, protection, and dignity flow into the pot; a church figure, two women, and a friendly robot are working together on this task. Signs reading “Think together. Feel together. Cook together,” “Diversity is the best ingredient,” and “No oracle” make it clear that moral judgment is not simply proclaimed by a single authority, but arises from dialogical learning, human experience, philosophical reflection, the responsibility to protect, and shared practice. The image supports the assertion that AI can serve as a supportive tool in a human-led process of moral clarification.

Figure4: Morality is a collective endeavor—not an oracle.


Thus, in the age of AI, social teaching expands to include an uncomfortable internal dimension. It is not directed solely outward against Big Tech, platform capitalism, surveillance, autonomous weapons, and digital exploitation. It is also directed inward against those church structures and moral-theological formulas that, while describing human beings as the image of God, in practice rank them according to gender, lifestyle, body, desires, suitability for office, or compliance with family norms. A credible church ethic on AI therefore requires a credible reform of its moral teaching. For those who defend human beings against being reduced by machines must not themselves reduce them through traditional categories. Those who criticize algorithmic discrimination must also examine doctrinal discrimination. Those who hold digital systems accountable for transparency, responsibility, and impact assessment must also scrutinize moral norms to determine what consequences they have for real people. And those who speak of the inviolable dignity of the human person in the age of AI must recognize this dignity without distinction in their own doctrine, in their own law, and in their own pastoral practice.

In fact, over the centuries, the Church has already changed or abandoned numerous positions, often precisely in areas where biblical statements conflicted with new insights and moral progress. It is telling that, particularly on issues such as violence in the name of God, slavery, gender roles, sexual morality, and apocalyptic interpretations of the world—all of which are rooted in the biblical text—there is a significant discrepancy between what was originally handed down and current church practice. These are problem areas where the church has, in effect, “corrected” what was once considered divinely ordained. We will examine these in this volume and demonstrate why the Bible is no longer a normative foundation.

The explosive nature of this contradiction can also be contextualized historically and theologically. As early as the 19th century, thinkers such as David Friedrich Strauss and Ludwig Feuerbach provided the classic starting points for a demystification of traditional religious claims to authority. Strauss’s work A Critical Study of the Life of Jesus (1835) shook the traditional conception of Jesus by denying the Gospels’ claim to historical absoluteness. He treated the miracle stories and dogmatic statements of the Gospels as “historical myths”—legendary embellishments of the early church, not literal accounts of facts. In doing so, Strauss negated the revelatory character of these texts in favor of a historical-critical perspective. Feuerbach, in turn, formulated his famous projection thesis in The Essence of Christianity (1841): For him, God is not objectively revealed, but rather the projected essence of humanity— “the external projection of humanity’s inner nature.” What is presented as divine truth, he argued, is at its core a human self-revelation. This radical anthropological shift dethroned the Bible’s claim to be the direct word of God and exposed it as an expression of human needs and ideas.

To the 19th-century church, Strauss and Feuerbach seemed like foreign elements, even external threats. Their criticism was understood as a secular attack on the faith, which was met with apologetic responses.

“Apologetic” means to argue defensively or justifiably—usually in the sense of defending a faith, a doctrine, or an institution against criticism. The term comes from the Greek apología (“defense speech”). Originally, it simply meant a rational response to accusations. In theology, apologetics refers to the discipline that justifies and defends the Christian faith against objections.

Today, “apologetic” often carries a critical connotation. In this context, it refers not merely to defense, but to a strategic justification that tends to downplay, reinterpret, or relativize problems rather than openly acknowledging them. Typical characteristics of apologetic argumentation include:


	the attempt to resolve contradictions “harmoniously,”

	the reinterpretation of criticism as misunderstandings,

	clinging to authority despite evidence to the contrary,

	prioritizing the preservation of tradition over a commitment to truth or a willingness to learn.


In this context, “apologetic” usually means: not analytically open, but institutionally protective. The question is not “What is true or just?” but rather “How can the existing system be defended?”

Yet over time, despite the Catholic Church’s apologetic rhetoric in its defense, it has become apparent that some of its insights pose an internal challenge to theology: How can the Church’s claim to truth remain credible if it contradicts obvious realities? It is precisely this question that leads us to the need for internal theological clarification rather than merely fending off external criticism. The point is not to subject the faith to secular arbitrariness, but to resolve internal contradictions within the Church itself.

For a claim to authority by the Church that fails every time it is tested against reality renders itself untrustworthy. In other words: When the Church says, “This remains unchanged by virtue of divine authority,” but at the same time now acts or thinks differently on precisely these points, an unmistakable rupture arises. The normative authority grounded in divine revelation loses its persuasive power as soon as it is abandoned in areas where it is no longer tenable in practice.

The problem areas mentioned—which require detailed discussion— illustrate this internal contradiction perfectly. They show how biblical traditions in certain subject areas would have to be rewritten or reinterpreted today because they are no longer tenable in their original form. These are areas in which the discrepancy between the biblical text and contemporary understanding is so great that simple interpretive sleight of hand cannot resolve the conflicts. Instead, it becomes clear that an open paradigm shift is necessary here—a conscious theological correction—a rewriting of the biblical texts in order to preserve the truth of the Gospel under today’s conditions at all.

These problem areas in the Bible, theology, and the Catholic (as well as Protestant) Church are first briefly mentioned here and then analyzed in detail in separate chapters later on.


[image: ]

The figure shows a tabular overview of five central areas of conflict: violence, slavery, the status of women, apocalyptic thought, and sexual morality. For each topic, the biblical text, current practice, and the respective status are presented side by side. This reveals that there is a persistent tension between the original textual basis and the present-day reality of the Church or society. The matrix encapsulates the main thesis that the Church has, in fact, already made corrections in all these areas without ever openly acknowledging the break with the original normative framework.

Figure5: The Crash Tests: Matrix of Covert Corrections.


1.1 Violence in the Name of God

Hardly any other topic reveals the disconnect between the biblical text and contemporary understanding as clearly as the legitimization of violence in Holy Scripture. The Bible contains numerous passages in which violence—even to the point of genocide—is commanded or justified in the name of God. The Old Testament contains so-called “extermination passages,” such as the instruction to Israel to “leave no living thing alive” during the conquest of the land (cf. Deuteronomy 20:16–17)—a divine command for the complete annihilation of several peoples. Equally notorious is Joshua 6:21, which reports that in Jericho “men and women, young and old, cattle, sheep, and donkeys” were killed “with the edge of the sword”—allegedly on God’s orders. Such texts portray God as one who sanctifies violence to the point of exterminating entire cities or peoples and commissions his chosen people to carry it out.
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The image depicts a burning ancient city with temple architecture, warriors, and scenes of battle, overlaid with a large red prohibition symbol. In the center of the image stands the clear statement “No genocide in the name of God.” The depiction reinforces the critique of violent and anathema texts in the Bible by visibly rejecting religiously legitimized annihilation and marking the moral boundary: No image of God may serve to justify war, extermination, or collective violence as a sacred mission. In terms of content, the image reinforces the thesis that violent passages in the Bible can no longer be read as normative revelation but must be openly corrected from historical, ethical, and theological perspectives.

Figure6: No Genocide in the Name of God.


Historically, such passages have been interpreted in various ways. Earlier generations of believers were able to dismiss them as expressions of God’s righteous wrath or as harsh but necessary measures in a harsh, primitive past. The Church has partly reinterpreted these texts allegorically (for example, as a symbol for the eradication of sin in one’s own life) or simply ignored them. However, in today’s moral climate, such justifications are no longer tenable. No responsible Christian today could credibly claim that genocide could be God’s will. The teachings of Jesus himself— especially love for one’s enemies and the renunciation of violence—stand in clear contrast to any form of holy war. Consequently, a de facto break with the Bible’s texts advocating violence has taken place in church practice: the church distances itself from them, even if this is rarely openly admitted. The biblical texts are extensive and still exist somewhere. No attention is paid to them anymore. But they are not being revised either.

One could speak here of a compliance issue—but not in the strict legal sense, rather as a case of normative, institutional, and reputational compliance.

The following happened with the actor from the crime series Derrick: A cultural production (TV series) was socially accepted. It later came to light that the lead actor had been a member of the Waffen-SS. The institutions (public broadcasters) decided: → Continued broadcast would be damaging to their reputation and normatively incompatible. The consequence: removal from the air, contextualization, and de facto withdrawal from circulation.

Applied to the Bible, this means: The Bible contains texts that legitimize violence, annihilation, and collective punishment. These contents stand in open contradiction to today’s church norms (human dignity, renunciation of violence, love for one’s enemies). The church effectively maintains a distance from these texts without altering their status as canonical scripture. Yet this Holy Scripture should no longer be printed and distributed in its current form.

The structure is thus comparable: normative incompatibility → de facto distancing → lack of open reappraisal.

This is a compliance issue—at the level of normative, organizational, and reputational integrity. It is precisely this discrepancy that makes the case so delicate.

Thus, there is first and foremost a problem of normative compliance: The Church publicly and bindingly professes fundamental values such as the renunciation of violence, the inviolability of human dignity, and religious freedom. Today, these values are not only emphasized in pastoral contexts but are part of the official self-understanding of church ethics. At the same time, however, the Church continues to regard as canonical texts that explicitly legitimize genocide, the killing of children, and religiously motivated violence—or at least give them religious legitimacy. There is thus a glaring contradiction between the normative claim and the normative source. The Church advocates values whose violation it simultaneously permits in its own sacred texts, without institutionally resolving this contradiction. The norm and its source are not coherently aligned.

Added to this is a problem of organizational compliance. In modern organizations, the principle applies that content contradicting the values declared in the organization’ s must not simply be tacitly maintained. It must either be revised, withdrawn from circulation, or at least explicitly and permanently contextualized. In practice, the Church chooses none of these available paths. Instead, the problematic texts are scarcely used anymore: They rarely appear in the lectionary, are largely avoided in sermons, and play hardly any role in catechetical instruction. Where they do occur, they are often defused through selective interpretation or reinterpreted in footnotes, specialized theological discourses, and implicit interpretations. This approach corresponds to a classic form of “shadow compliance”: One effectively acts in compliance with the rules by no longer attributing any normative effect to the texts, but avoids making this step transparent or officially explaining or rewriting them. While in Astrid Lindgren’s Pippi Longstocking a discriminatory term for the king was removed from the text and replaced with “King of the South Seas,” the words regarding genocide remain in the Bible.

The organization maintains the appearance of formal continuity, while in practice it has long since been acting differently.

Finally, there is also an issue of reputational compliance. Externally, the church conveys the image of unequivocally advocating for nonviolence, reconciliation, and the dignity of every human being. At the same time, it remains publicly visible that its sacred texts contain passages that not only describe violence but also legitimize it religiously. This tension is not perceived from the outside as a subtle process of theological differentiation, but rather as an inconsistency. It results in a real loss of credibility, opens the door to justified criticism, and fuels suspicions of institutional dishonesty: the impression that problematic content is tolerated as long as it does not threaten the Church’s own identity structure, while at the same time being effectively neutralized without openly admitting it. This is precisely the core of the compliance problem: not in the learning itself, but in the lack of transparency regarding its own learning process.

The Church would need to treat the biblical texts depicting violence institutionally in the same way that modern organizations deal with problematic historical archives—that is, not through repression or implicit adaptation, but through open, verifiable measures. The first step would be explicit labeling. The church would have to state clearly and unambiguously—for example, through comments in the text—that these texts reflect a historically understanding of God that we now reject theologically and ethically. This would not remove the text from the canon, but it would limit its normative claim. The goal would be honesty regarding the status of the content.

Building on this, a binding contextualization is required. This should not be optional or dependent on individual interpreters or pastoral situations, but must be institutionally established. Any public use of such texts—in liturgy, teaching, or education—must then be accompanied by a clear contextualization that identifies their historical character and makes it clear that they are not valid as moral norms. Contextualization is then not a rhetorical trick, but a normatively regulated approach.

The decisive step is an open revision at the normative level. It is no longer sufficient to merely “interpret” problematic passages “differently.” The Church must explicitly declare: These texts possess no moral authority— and must therefore be removed from the Bible. This would represent a qualitative departure from current practice, which often gives the impression that the normative claim can be salvaged through hermeneutical maneuvers. The aim here would be to draw a clear line between historical testimony and current norms.

Finally, a new authoritative version is necessary, perhaps in the form of an “ethical edition” or an explicitly “post-violent reading.” Such an edition would adapt the problematic texts, visibly contextualize them, comment on them, and relate them to the ethical principles that apply today. It would openly demonstrate that the Church has learned—and how it has learned.

None of this constitutes censorship, but rather compliance through transparency. Transparent revision means taking responsibility for one’s own tradition. The real problem is not that the Church has, in fact, already taken some of these steps, but that it pretends it has not. It is precisely this discrepancy between practice and official self-description that undermines its credibility—and this is exactly where an honest reform of the biblical texts must begin.
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Image description: The image shows a smiling clerical figure at a lectern, presenting an open book with blacked-out passages; next to it is a red stamp bearing the inscription “CENSORED.” The black-and-white aesthetic reinforces the impression of institutional control, while the figure’s smile reveals the ambivalence between public authority and covert textual editing. In terms of content, the image aligns with the distinction between genuine, transparent revision and mere censorship: it does not depict responsible contextualization, but rather the problematic concealment, overwriting, or neutralization of uncomfortable traditional texts. In doing so, it illustrates precisely the danger that the text rejects: failing to honestly contextualize problematic passages of biblical violence, but instead preserving them outwardly while neutralizing them internally.

Figure7: The corrected Bible.


Sermons and theological texts on these passages are extremely rare; instead, the emphasis is placed on the fact that God is a God of love and mercy who did not actually intend such acts. In effect, the church is saying, “That no longer applies.”

The problem is that this is often done without clarifying it in the text or in doctrine. An unspoken correction remains: one inwardly abandons the old position but outwardly clings to the inviolability of the text. Peter Enns criticizes precisely this phenomenon: the desperate insistence that “the Bible must always be right” has often rendered us incapable of reading it honestly. Instead of openly acknowledging that certain biblical depictions of violence contradict our modern understanding of God, complicated lines of defense are erected—such as claiming that God’s commandments in the Old Testament, while harsh, are aimed at higher moral goals, or that they have been misunderstood. Such attempts come across as increasingly insincere.
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The image shows a church figure painting over blood-red words of violence such as “Slay them all,” “Kill,” and “Spare no one” with white paint, while saying soothingly, “There’s nothing to see here!” Next to the wall lie a bloody sword and a sack labeled “Inconvenient Scripture Passages.” The depiction criticizes the strategy of not openly addressing biblical texts of violence, but rather rendering them invisible through apologetic reinterpretation, trivialization, or selective silence. The image criticizes theological defense mechanisms that do not honestly correct violent depictions of God but instead whitewash them after the fact. It reveals that the problem lies not only in the violent passages themselves but also in how institutions deal with them: Those who paint over uncomfortable scriptural texts instead of transparently contextualizing them do not protect the faith but damage its credibility.

Figure 8: Whitewash – Nothing to see here.


A more consistent approach, however, is open theological correction: acknowledging that these violent images of God are the result of a bygone cultural stage and can no longer serve as a normative standard for our faith. We would then say, for example: Yes, Joshua 6:21 describes a massacre carried out on God’s orders. But we maintain that God is not a destroyer of the innocent. A modern revision of this passage must read: “The conquest of Jericho was described as total war. From today’s perspective, we recognize in it the fear and logic of violence characteristic of a bygone era; we affirm, however, that no human being may be killed in the name of God.” This articulates what is already a consensus, but underpins it theologically: God must not be invoked to justify violent crimes.

This open correction in a new edition of the Bible does not undermine faith; on the contrary, it clearly separates the image of God from human cruelty. By clearly stating that such texts cannot be regarded as a revelation of God’s will, we protect the very core of the biblical message—namely, God’s justice and love—from false attributions. At the same time, we would be honest about the Bible: it also contains the projections of human fantasies of violence, which we must recognize as such today. Until this rewriting of the Bible is complete, it should no longer be used as a textbook.

Incidentally, critical voices opposing violence can already be found within the Bible itself. The prophets, for example, denounce unjust bloodshed, and Jesus’ message radically reverses the notion of violence. This internal biblical dialogue strengthens us in taking a stand: on the side of love for one’s enemies and justice—against the literal application of “excommunication theology.” A church that speaks this out openly avoids the self-contradiction of having texts that condone violence on the one hand, while secretly rejecting them on the other. Instead, it clearly admits: The Spirit of Christ compels us to contradict the text here and to document this through a revision of the text. It would be disastrous to assume that both pros and cons are present in the Bible—for then it would be acceptable and the opposition would have been heard according to democratic principles—because the point is to remove from the Bible anything that can no longer be described as compliant with contemporary standards.

1.2 The Legitimization of Slavery

Another area that illustrates the need for open revision is the question of slavery. The Bible permits and regulates slavery without fundamentally questioning it. In the Old Testament, slavery was part of the social order: laws specified how long Hebrew slaves could be kept, that foreign slaves could be permanent, inheritable property (cf. Leviticus 25:44–46), and how runaway slaves were to be treated as. The New Testament contains no explicit condemnation of slavery—on the contrary, Paul’s epistles exhort slaves to be obedient to their masters (Eph 6:5; Col 3:22) and command masters to treat their slaves kindly (Eph 6:9), without, however, criticizing the institution itself. Even in the imagery of early Christianity, slavery is used positively as a metaphor (Christians as “slaves of Christ”). All of this reflects a world in which the enslavement of people was a normative part of economic and family structures.

Christianity adopted this stance for centuries. Church authorities often justified slavery by referring to biblical texts. Even when the first voices against slavery began to be heard in modern times, opponents of abolition invoked Scripture: If even Paul accepted slavery to a certain extent, then humans could not be wiser than God’s Word. It is one of the sad chapters in church history that even in the 18th and 19th centuries, theologians cited biblical passages to defend the enslavement of African people. Today, however, the condemnation of slavery is a matter of absolute consensus. The churches teach in unison that every human being is created by God with dignity and freedom, and that no one may be the property of another. Yet this consensus was achieved outside the Bible—it came about through the humanitarian Enlightenment, social change, and painful experience, in opposition to the literal wording of some biblical passages.

Here we have a clear case in which modern moral insight has been placed above the biblical norm. John J. Collins rightly calls slavery another “indisputable” case where the Bible takes a position that is morally unacceptable today. For the Bible “tolerates and regulates” slavery rather than rejecting it—something that seems scandalous from today’s perspective. How does the church deal with this? Initially, for a long time, through silence or euphemisms: For example, it was emphasized that biblical slavery was milder than modern slavery, or that Paul ultimately planted the seed for overcoming slavery through acts of love on a small scale. In fact, there are passages in the New Testament that point toward an egalitarian direction—“There is neither slave nor free, for you are all one in Christ” (Gal 3:28)—but these were not interpreted as a call for abolition until much later. In effect, the Church eventually tacitly set aside the pro-slavery texts. They are hardly ever
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