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  A Word Before 

The Foreword to (Dis)embodied: AI and a Theology of the Body


We are the first generation in human history that must ask, in earnest, what makes us different from the machines we have made. That is not a rhetorical flourish. It is the literal situation in which the readers of this book now live. 
In the past, the difference between a human being and a machine was obvious. It did not require elucidation. No one felt something for machines, and if someone did, we recognized it as pathological. Rarely did we turn to a machine as anything more than a tool, useful insofar as it goes, toward accomplishing fully human tasks. The machine was unquestionably external to the person who used it, and it remained at a distance, deployed to improve efficiency or to accomplish tasks that humans generally find undesirable. An excavator, for instance, can dig a hole more quickly than a cadre of shovel-wielding laborers. An automobile can traverse vast distances at a fraction of the time it used to take us to move by foot or horseback. Even a computer was viewed as little more than a portal to information, a writing tool, a platform to operate programs that remained within the confines of the way their human programmers designed them. Certainly, in the past, developing technologies altered our way of life, our social structures, and our understanding of labor. But such technologies remained within control, their mechanisms were transparent and observable. We were better equipped to analyze precisely how such technologies might impact our lives—for the better, or the worse. 
Until now, the notion of an intelligent computer that could seemingly “think” for itself was the domain of science-fiction, the emphasis on fiction. However, given recent advancements in Artificial Intelligence (AI), even Star Trek’s “computer” appears almost quaint by comparison to current models, and given the pace of advancements in the field, it is likely that it will not be long before AI is capable of more than even the most brilliant science-fiction writers ever imagined. 
For the first time, we have machines that are increasingly capable of producing the appearance of thinking, the appearance of conversation, the appearance of empathy, the appearance of art. The appearance is, in many cases, exquisite. The machines write poetry, draft sermons, diagnose diseases, compose music, comfort the lonely, and increasingly direct our attention, our purchases, our votes, our prayers. Every Christian who uses them, which is to say, by now, nearly every Christian in the developed world, is being asked, often without realizing it, to answer questions our forebearers never had to answer.
What does it mean to be made in the image of God when machines now produce passable imitations of what we once thought only image-bearers could do? Is the body still the visible sign of the invisible person if I can have a relationship, of sorts, with a “mind” that has no body? When I outsource my writing to a tool that does not know what it is writing, what becomes of the spousal meaning of the body in my act of self-gift to a reader who will receive my words as mine? To what degree can AI as a tool be employed in a way that magnifies human personhood, and in what ways should it be avoided? When my child grows up forming his earliest emotional habits in conversation with a chatbot that simulates affection without possessing the freedom to give it, what is being formed in him, and what is being unformed?
And underneath all of these: the ethical questions we cannot avoid. Is it wrong to use AI to write a homily? Is it wrong to use it for the parts you would otherwise have struggled over, sweated over, prayed over? Is it wrong for a counselor or priest to deploy AI in pastoral care? Is it wrong for a college student to lean on it for the very assignments that were meant to form her mind? Is it wrong for a parish to deploy a chatbot to “evangelize” inquirers who think they are speaking with a person? These are not rhetorical questions. They are the questions Christians of every tradition—and members of the entire human race—are raising right now, and we owe them more than the easy answers of either prohibition or permission. We owe them a theology supple enough and serious enough to help them discern the answers.
Pope Leo XIV, in his recent encyclical Magnifica Humanitas, frames our moment with an intriguing Biblical image. We stand, he says, between two cities: the Tower of Babel and the rebuilt walls of Jerusalem. One is built on the human pretension to reach heaven by our own engineering. The other is built by ordinary people, each rebuilding their own section of the wall, with God at the center. The choice between them, the Holy Father insists, is not principally a choice about technology. It is a choice about who we understand ourselves to be.1
Beneath every one of these questions lies a single, older one, and it is the question this book is finally about. If artificial intelligence can produce passable imitations of what we once thought only image-bearers could do—speech, reasoning, empathy, creativity—then we are forced to ask, with new sharpness, what the image of God in us actually is. And our answer will determine whether we can defend the human person in an age that increasingly cannot tell the difference between a person and a sufficiently sophisticated machine.
That is the question this book exists to address.
I owe you, then, a word about why this question grips me as it does—and here I have to make a confession, which is the only honest way I know to introduce it.
I came home to Rome late.
At the Easter Vigil of 2026, in a candlelit church among catechumens and sponsors and the great cloud of witnesses I had finally consented to join, I was received into full communion with the Catholic Church. I had been a Lutheran nearly all my life, ordained as a pastor in that confession, shaped by Luther’s catechisms and Bach’s cantatas and the deep cruciform piety that runs through the best of the Lutheran tradition. My doctoral dissertation, completed in 2017, was a study of John Paul II’s Theology of the Body read through the lens of Luther’s Lectures on Genesis. I spent years living in that conversation between Wittenberg and Rome before I knew where, in the end, I was being drawn.
I should be honest about what I found there, because it bears directly on the book you are holding.
Luther, in his great commentary on the early chapters of Genesis, taught me much that I still treasure. Overall, despite some of his rhetoric (e.g. referring on occasion to the body as a “maggot-sack”), he saw the body as God’s good creation. His disparaging remarks about the body were largely on account of the depravity of man, resulting from original sin. He saw marriage as a sacred image. He saw human work as a participation in the Creator’s ongoing labor. His readings shaped my own thinking in ways I will not soon outgrow. But Luther also held, and held insistently, that the image of God in which humanity was created was lost in the Fall. What remained, he taught, were “relics” of the image, traces of an original glory now ruined, recoverable only through the imputed righteousness of Christ.2
I tried, for years, to make this work. The deeper I read, the less I could.
Later Lutheran theologians moved away from Luther’s strict position on this point, and rightly so. Building on Luther’s emphasis on the depravity of man, after the reformer’s death, Matthias Flacius insisted that sin was the essence of man—a point that was addressed and rejected by the Formula of Concord. As such, since about 1580, the notion that the image of God was wholly lost in the fall, has been mostly (with some exceptions) rejected in the Lutheran tradition. The emphasis on man’s fallenness, often over-stated in my estimation, was due to an impulse in reformation theology to highlight man’s need for grace. This remains, in contemporary Lutheran and Reformed theology, the primary impetus behind the defense of what is sometimes called total depravity. As such, there has been little consensus in Protestant theologies—and certainly in the Lutheran tradition—about how to understand the image of God, much less about how it functions (if at all) in a theological anthropology.
There is a sense, at least in later Lutheran theologies, that whatever it is, we cannot echo Luther’s claim that the image of God was wholly lost. However, in my study of Luther, I found that the conviction was so foundational in his own thought that it subtly inflected everything downstream of it: the dignity of the body in its fallen state, the ground for natural law, the very possibility of a robust theological anthropology that could speak to the unmeasurable worth of the unborn child, the demented elder, the prisoner on death row, the human person reduced by ideology or violence to less than a person. If the image is lost, then the dignity that remains in fallen humanity is precarious, extrinsic, dependent on what God reckons rather than on what we are. In short, while one might affirm a dignity of the human person in God’s love—if God loves us, we must have dignity—it is a dignity no longer having firm grounding in the constitution of man as man. As such, the value of human life becomes less a constitutive principle of our embodied reality, and more a projection of God’s love upon us from outside ourselves. It tends to lead to a separation of the article of creation from redemption, as though they were two isolated but mostly unrelated “modes” of existence, rather than a single symphony in many dramatic movements of God’s love sounding throughout redemptive history, swelling into a chorus in the revelation of Jesus Christ in whom we participate again in the fullness of God’s image in human flesh. 
If the image is wounded but retained, as the Catholic tradition has consistently taught, then every human person, without exception, without qualification, bears in their very being an inalienable likeness to God that no sin can erase and no power can remove.
I came to see, slowly, that this difference was not academic. It is the foundation on which the entire Theology of the Body stands. And it is the foundation on which the dignity of every human person in the age of artificial intelligence must stand, or it will not stand at all. This is precisely because a theology that grounds human dignity wholly outside ourselves will tend to view phenomena like AI, insofar as it threatens our humanity, as a wholly external threat rather than an internal challenge to essential human dignity.   
I bring this up not to settle old scores. I have no ill-will or disdain for the Lutheran tradition that formed me, and I will not be writing this book as a polemic against it. I have no doubt that theologians in that tradition will, in some way, continue to bring their tradition to bear on our present situation in insightful and helpful ways—and I welcome their contributions. I bring it up because the question of the image is not, for me, an abstraction. It is the hinge on which I came to see that everything else turns. And our answer to that question will determine whether we can defend the human person in an age that increasingly cannot tell the difference between a person and a sufficiently sophisticated machine.
This is a Catholic book, written by a new Catholic, with Catholic theology either implicitly or explicitly undergirding every paragraph, drawing especially on Pope Saint John Paul II’s Theology of the Body, on the patient wisdom of Saint Thomas Aquinas, on the contemplative wisdom of the Carmelite saints, Teresa of Ávila, John of the Cross, Thérèse of Lisieux, and Edith Stein, and on the magisterial guidance of Pope Leo XIV. But it is not a book for Catholics only. My long Lutheran formation taught me a high regard for Scripture, the scandal of the cross, and the gratuity of grace. My new Catholic life is teaching me the sacramental imagination, the Marian dimension, the depth of the magisterium, and the inheritance of the saints, particularly the contemplative tradition. I have written so that a thoughtful Methodist or Baptist or Orthodox reader, or the Lutheran friends I love and have not stopped loving—will find the arguments hospitable, even where the theology is unmistakably Catholic. The questions before us belong to the whole Christian family, including our separated brothers and sisters. 
I must also add, as a new Catholic, I hesitated at first to write this book at all. While I have spent decades reading Catholic theology, there is a sense that it is wise not to engage in too much theology when one is new to a tradition. So, for my Catholic readers, I ask for grace in this regard. We are all learning, and as such, there may be aspects of our rich tradition that I have unwittingly neglected. I am open to charitable correction. At the same time, however, given the timeliness of the issues this book is addressing, and the need to more deeply explore the questions our age is presenting us, I hope my humble offering here will be taken for what it is, and might in some way—as I have prayed during the writing of this book—help contribute to the necessary and unavoidable conversation that theologians, laypersons, and virtually every human being on earth, are having right now.  Thus, I offer this book in a spirit of humility. 
This book is an attempt to think slowly about choices the age of AI has forced upon us, through the lens of John Paul II’s Theology of the Body and the wider tradition.
The Theology of the Body is not, in the first place, a sexual ethic, though it has important things to say about sex. It is an anthropology. It is the most sustained and luminous Christian account in modern memory of what it means to be a human person: an indivisible unity of body and soul, made in the abiding image of a God who is communion, called to make a gift of ourselves to others, and finding our fulfillment in love. John Paul II preached these 129 catecheses between 1979 and 1984 with no idea that, four decades on, they would become indispensable resources for a generation forced to ask what the body still means in a world where minds can be simulated and persons can be reduced to data streams. Yet here we are. And the Theology of the Body turns out to be exactly the resource we need.
This book is not a textbook on John Paul II’s catecheses. There are excellent ones, and if you want to dive deeper I would suggest you look at The Theology of the Body for Beginners by Christopher West. He also has other books, particularly The Theology of the Body Explained, that take a more scholarly approach to the topic. You can also find Dr. West on YouTube, and through the Theology of the Body Institute. A simple search on Google and Amazon will find other resources as well including, for my Protestant readers, Wonderfully Made: A Protestant Theology of the Body by the Australian Lutheran theologian, John Kleinig. I will not engage his book at length, but suffice it to say, he outlines enough of an overlap in the ideas I am presenting here that I believe my arguments should be palpable for Protestant readers who are not yet ready to take the Tiber plunge. 
As such, this book cannot fully replicate such efforts to fully articulate the Theology of the Body in any exhaustive sense, though I will do my best to explain the concepts as they arise in a way that someone not previously familiar with the Theology of the Body can understand. There is much more to Pope St. John Paul II’s Theology of the Body than I can cover in this book, given it’s particular scope and purpose. This book is an application—a working out of what the Theology of the Body means when we ask it the questions our present historical moment has foisted upon us. It is also, in a deeper sense, an attempt to read our moment through the Theology of the Body, so that we do not lose our bearings in a tumultuous sea.
To extend that metaphor, I would welcome you to consider the episode in the synoptic Gospels where the disciples were likewise being tossed about at sea, and Jesus remained there in the boat asleep. In their terror, they cried out: “Save us Lord; we are perishing.” (Matt 8:25). Their cry might resonate with you, my present reader. The rise of AI can seem overwhelming, the threat against our livelihoods, and more importantly (as this book will argue) our very personhood is real, just as a storm at sea was real for the disciples. But our Lord is also real. And to our terror He still speaks: “Why are you afraid, O men of little faith?” Then, we’re told, Jesus stood, He rebuked the winds and the sea, “and there was a great calm” (Matt 8:26). 
Might this book serve, in a sense, as a translation of Jesus’ words into our contemporary conundrum. May his rebuke against the sea stand against every threat—real though it may be—and leave us in the end with a “great calm” with which we can face the threats of our age with confidence, grounded in His identity and truth.   
I should tell you what this book is not.
It is not a list of dos and don’ts about AI. It is not, God help us, a panic-stricken jeremiad about the coming machine apocalypse, nor is it one of those cheerful manifestos promising that AI will solve poverty, cure cancer, and write the next great American novel. The truth, as usual, is more difficult and more interesting than either of those.
What this book is is an attempt to ask the right questions and to ask them slowly. What is a body, theologically? What is a person? What is making, and what is the difference between human making and divine making? What is the proper end of human intelligence, and what happens to it when we outsource it? What does it mean to love when love can be simulated? What does it mean to work when our work can be automated? What does it mean to be in communion with another when communion itself is what the algorithm cannot give?
These are not new questions. Christians have been asking versions of them for nearly two millennia. But they are being asked with new urgency, and they require us to bring our deepest theological wisdom drawn from the breadth of the same two-thousand year tradition into conversation with our newest and most powerful technology.
A word about how you might consider reading this. 
This is not a textbook, though it aims at rigor. It is not a devotional, though it is, in places, prayerful. It is something in between, a book to be read slowly, perhaps a chapter at a time, giving yourself adequate time to reflect, and if it is your style, with a pen or hi-lighter in hand and a Bible nearby. Each chapter includes scriptural meditations and questions for reflection. You may want to read it with a friend, or a small group, or your spouse. You may want to argue with it. Good. Argument, conducted with charity and honesty, is itself a form of communion.
You will notice, too, that each chapter opens not with an argument but with a scene, a moment drawn from a series of novels I have written, The Eden Protocols. This is deliberate, and it deserves a word of explanation, because it is bound up with the argument of the book itself. For most of my adult life as a writer I have told stories, and I have come to believe what I once put plainly in the afterword to one of those novels: that true faith is often best understood through story. 
I am not the first to think so. J. R. R. Tolkien, who thought harder about this than almost anyone, called the making of stories sub-creation, the human craft of building “secondary worlds” that, at their best, are a genuine participation in the creative act of the God in whose image the maker is made.3 The storyteller does not create out of nothing, as God does; but he images the Creator precisely in the act of making. This is not a decorative idea. It sits very near the center of what this book is about, and I will return to Tolkien’s insight later in this book. If the human person is an embodied image of God—made to make, made to love, made to bring forth, then storytelling is one of the places where that image shows itself most clearly. To craft a story is to do something no algorithm can do, however fluently it arranges words, however flowery its pose might be. 
An AI can certainly write a story, but it cannot tell it in the embodied sense as a sub-creator. It can entertain. It can engage us intellectually and creatively. But real creativity always has the human being in sight, and while algorithms might pattern its output after real novelists and bestselling authors, it can only do so in a derivative sense. On the surface, to an untrained eye, an AI-produced story might appear human. But if you sit with a story long enough, if you consume enough novels, you will discern the difference in short order. It may not be something you can label, easily define, or categorize. But a seasoned reader can certainly feel the difference. There are reasons for that, and we’ll explore some of them in this book.  
There is a second reason, and it cuts closer to the bone. Theology, left entirely to itself, can become disembodied, which is a strange and dangerous thing for a theology of the body to become. It can retreat into abstraction, into the clean and bloodless air of propositions, until it is discussing “the human person” in a way that no longer touches any of us in a way that really matters. 
That is precisely the failure this book is trying to diagnose in our culture’s thinking about artificial intelligence: a way of talking about minds and persons and love that has floated free of bodies, of histories, of the particular weight of a particular life. I did not want to commit, in the very form of this book, the error I am warning against in its content. So, I have let story and argument stand together. A scene can carry, in a single image, what an argument labors over for pages, a man whose real body lies wasting in a chair while his avatar walks on strong and borrowed legs; a wife who chops vegetables by hand beneath a wooden crucifix while the smart appliances sit idle around her; a priest who tells a room of sleepers that they were not made for a simulation. These are brief summaries of some of the scenes in my novels, and while these summaries might not carry the same weight as the novels themselves, I hope you will see the significance of these moments as I bring them to bear on the topics this book addresses. These pictures do theological work. They keep the argument honest by keeping it fleshly, or in theological parlance, incarnate.
Each chapter, then, begins in the world of those novels, a near-future world in which human beings can be “hooked into” immersive simulations so complete that many no longer know whether what they are living is real, and then turns to the theology that the scene has opened up. You do not need to have read the novels to follow the arguments; I have set each scene lightly, taking care not to spoil the stories for anyone who may wish to read them on their own. Think of the scenes as windows rather than as foundations. The foundation of this book is the Catholic theological tradition. But windows have their own work to do. They let the light in, yes, but they also let you see out.
I want to say one more thing before we begin.
The Theology of the Body, properly understood, is not a defensive doctrine. It is not an arsenal of arguments against the modern world. It is an announcement. It announces that the human body is good, that the human person is precious beyond measure, that the image of God in which we are made is wounded but not destroyed at the essential level, that we are made for one another and for God, and that this entire embodied drama matters infinitely. The challenge of artificial intelligence is not principally that it threatens us—though in some ways it does. The challenge is navigating the opportunity this time in history provides: an occasion to remember who we are. To remember that we are not minds piloting meat-machines. We are not information patterns running on neural substrates. We are not even very clever apes who happened to develop language.
We are, in the words of Pope Leo XIV, magnifica humanitas, a magnificent humanity, created by God in all its grandeur, called to a glory that no machine can ever simulate and no algorithm can ever surpass.4
If this book accomplishes anything, I hope it is to help you see yourself and your neighbor that way. With all the wonder that vision demands. And with all the responsibility it places upon us, to use these new powers wisely, to refuse to be diminished by them, and to build, like Nehemiah, the section of the wall that is ours to build.






  
  Author’s Note 

On Language, Sources, and Posture


A few practical matters before we begin. 
On language. Theological writing has a habit of dropping Hebrew and Greek words into the middle of English sentences in the original scripts. This is sometimes useful and sometimes intimidating. I have chosen to render every Hebrew and Greek term in transliteration, tselem rather than the Hebrew script, logos rather than the Greek, both because it eases publication and because it makes the words speakable. A word you cannot pronounce is a word you cannot easily pray with. When the original language is doing real work, I will tell you what the word means and why it matters. When it is not, I will let the English do its job.
On Scripture. The default translation throughout is the Ignatius Bible, Revised Standard Version, Second Catholic Edition (RSV-2CE). The RSV-2CE preserves the dignified cadences of the Revised Standard Version tradition while updating language in line with Catholic liturgical use and modern scholarship. Where a particular passage warrants a closer rendering from the Hebrew or Greek, usually because something in the original carries weight the English flattens, I will say so and offer the alternative, with citations to the original.
On what I am, and what I am not. I should be candid about the limits of my competence, because they bear on how this book ought to be read. I am not a scientist. I am not an artificial-intelligence researcher or an engineer. I have no laboratory and no inside view of the frontier. What I know about these systems I have gleaned, as any diligent layperson can, from the published literature, from the public statements of the people who build them, from careful technical explainers, and from sustained use of the tools themselves. My understanding is therefore real but bounded, and a specialist will doubtless catch me in the occasional imprecision. I have tried hard to major in the majors, to represent accurately what these systems can and cannot do, to describe the present state of the field honestly, and to reason carefully about where it is likely to go, both technologically and philosophically. But I have not approached any of it as a technologist. I have approached it as a theologian who also happens to be a novelist. The questions I am equipped to ask are not “How is this built?” but “What is this for, what is it doing to us, and what does it mean for creatures made in the image of God?” Those questions do not require me to be an engineer. They require me to be clear about the human person, and on that subject I have spent my life, and the Church has spent two thousand years, trying to learn to see straight. If I have the science or the intricacies of the technology a little wrong in places, I will be grateful to be corrected. If I have the anthropology wrong, that is the more serious matter, and the one on which I have labored hardest to be right.
As a theologian, however, I admit that I do not consider myself great. In vulnerable disclosure, I have always felt like a bit of a fraud of a theologian. There are innumerable men and women who are smarter than I am, who have better recall, and probably write better than I do. This used to give me great distress—because I wanted to be great. But then I read that St. John Henry Newman also considered himself something of a fraud, and most regard him as one of the greatest intellects Christianity has ever produced, second perhaps only to Aquinas. I am not in league with any of these men, except in this way: that I rest in God’s hands that He might do with me anything at all. As such, if God is willing to use fools to shame the wise, then perhaps, in this book he shall do so again. If that happens, rest assured, it was not on account of any merit of my own. I have no such merit to offer. All I can do is receive what God has given me, and offer it back to Him through His body, the Church. Let Him do with me, including what I write, whatever He wills. Should this book be read by no one at all, so be it. Should it be tossed aside, reviewed critically, and ignored—it will cause me no distress. I am not my own. I am His to alternatively use or discard, and in either case, I rejoice that God has seen fit to love me all the more in my uselessness. Should this book find no readers at all, then it remains what it is—an offering of my whole self—including my mind, but especially my heart—to He who loves me, and whose love I can return in no other fitting way than by giving Him back what He has given me. For what else of mine could possibly be a suitable gift for God than what is properly His already?  
This is the spirit in which I write all my books, especially my novels. As much as I am no theological giant, I am neither among the greatest novelists the history of the tradition has produced. I would not put myself on par with the likes of C.S. Lewis, J.R.R. Tolkien, or Flannery O’Connor. My goal has never been literary excellence so much as to write stories as best I can that can, God willing, reach as many people as possible. I do not pay much attention to how my books might be critiqued as literature. I am not interested in fine appraisals, or even literary excellence. I simply speak stories from the heart, all of them to some degree reflections of the magnificent love I have received in sheer grace. My novels are simply an overflow of such love, an offering back, for my heart cannot contain all it has received. How can a finite heart, such as mine, possibly hold infinite Love, which is within me, as surely as the Trinity dwells within me? Much like my theology, my novels tend more toward reckless abandon than literary brilliance. Is not God’s love for us likewise reckless, somewhat unrefined by human standards? There is always a recklessness to love, something uncontainable, something that cannot be analyzed or polished. It is the love of a God who died on a bloodied Roman cross—hardly the image of sophistication and refined aesthetic taste. I do not mean to say that the cross is not beautiful. Quite the contrary! There is no beauty more profound, in fact, than that exhibited in the pierced flesh of our Crucified Lord. But it is a beauty that shines through the most grotesque of signs, refined not by appearance, but by radical love. As such, what I offer back to Him in my writing is an overflow of the same kind of unrefined, reckless love. I write because I do not know what else I could do, for what He places in my heart is not meant to be hoarded within my imagination, but explodes beyond the confines of the possession of my mind.  A critic might not find my novels to be particularly great literature. This does not concern me. No critic can deny the heart in which I write, which is a heart wholly claimed by His Sacred Heart. Thus, it is always my prayer when I write that it is His love—not my abilities—that shines through. 
The same goes for this book.  
And there is a reason I make these comments. I offer these admissions not as some kind of “parade” of false humility—a danger we all fall into whenever we make statements like those I made above. If any of that was latent in my reflections, God forgive me! But the above paragraphs had a purpose. Because, as this book proceeds, I think you will find that this kind of recklessness in love is the greatest foil to an age of AI where flawless prose, refined efficiency, and “human progress” reigns supreme, like a kind of idol of polished brass. It might look pretty, but it has no depth. 
The Theology of the Body is in a real sense a theology of reckless love. It is the kind that does not present itself in polished fashion, but often in the messiness of lived experience, in the complexity of two humans—body and soul—colliding in nuptial love. It is the theology that communicates, precisely, the kind of love God not only offers us but invites us into. It is something that is, frankly, entirely foreign to the goals, methods, and mechanisms of AI.   
On theological tradition. I make no apologies for my theological bias. This is, to a large degree, a Catholic book. The theological backbone of every chapter is drawn from Catholic sources. Saint Thomas Aquinas carries a lot of the weight, John Paul II’s Theology of the Body above all, the wider patrimony of the Church’s social and moral teaching, and the magisterial documents of recent popes, including Pope Leo XIV. But I have written with a wider Christian audience in mind. Where Catholic distinctives matter, sacramentality, the magisterium, Mary’s place in the economy of salvation—I name them and explain them rather than presuming agreement. Where the argument is one any Christian could endorse, I have tried not to clothe it in unnecessarily Catholic dress. The conversation about who we are as embodied persons made in the abiding image of God belongs to all of us, and I would argue, even those who are not Christian. All humans are truly image-bearers, those whom Jesus died to save, even if they do not yet realize it or embrace this universal truth in faith. 
On citations. Every quotation in this book has been verified against its primary source. The footnotes follow Chicago Manual of Style (humanities, notes-and-bibliography format). A full bibliography appears at the end of the book.
On the present moment. I completed this book in the late spring of 2026. The world of artificial intelligence changes monthly; the specific examples I cite will, in some cases, look quaint by the time you read this. The arguments, I hope, will not. The Theology of the Body was first preached in 1979, and it has only grown more luminous with time. The truths it discloses about the human person are not time bound. That is part of why I have written this book the way I have: I have anchored every claim about AI in the deeper, older, more durable truths about who we are.
On timing. I owe the reader a small confession about how this book came to be in the form it has. By the late spring of 2026 I had been working on it for most of a year. It was very nearly finished, drafted, edited, and scheduled for release roughly a month later. Then, in the middle of May, Pope Leo XIV promulgated Magnifica Humanitas, his encyclical on safeguarding the human person in the age of artificial intelligence. I read it in a single sitting, and then I read it again, and by the end of the second reading I knew that the book I had nearly completed would have to be slightly modified, and thoroughly supplemented. Here was the Church speaking, with magisterial authority, to the very questions I had spent these chapters circling. It would have been a kind of cowardice and laziness to publish as it was without putting in the effort to bring Pope Leo XIV’s insight and direction to bear on the text. And so I revised, quickly and in places substantially, to let the encyclical speak throughout these pages. I have tried to do this well rather than merely fast; the reader will judge whether I succeeded. But I wanted you to know that the threads of Magnifica Humanitas running through this book were woven in late, in gratitude, and in some haste, the way one rearranges a house when an honored guest arrives sooner than expected.
On reading. I commend this book to your slow attention. There is, I believe, no more counter-cultural act in the age of the algorithm than to sit still with a single text, to think alongside it, and to argue with it patiently. If you read these pages quickly, skimming for takeaways, summarizing in your head, looking for the bullet points, you will miss what I am trying to say. Worse, you will rehearse the very habit of mind this book is asking you to resist. Slow down. Underline. Pray. Disagree with me where you must. Come back to a chapter a second time before moving on.
A book about embodiment must, in the end, ask to be read with the body, eyes that linger, breath that slows, a hand that holds the page. That is how I hope it will be read.
May God bless your reading.






  
  Part I

What We Are









  
  Chapter one
The Ghost in the Machine and the Glory of the Flesh


A Priest Among the Sleepers
In the third of my Eden Protocols novels,  Breath of Life, a priest named Father Curt (named after my own parish priest, to whom I would also like to dedicate this book) is asked to do something strange. He is to record a short message that will be slipped into a simulated world, one of the immersive false paradises in which much of humanity now lies sleeping, hooked into machines that feed them a counterfeit life so seamless that most no longer suspect it is counterfeit at all. He has perhaps fifteen seconds of the sleepers’ attention before the security algorithms will kick him out. He closes his eyes and gathers his words. With the aid of a former AI engineer, Park Ji-won, he broadcasts his message through the simulation. And what he chooses to say, in the end, is the thrust of my argument in this book:
You were not made for a simulation. You were not made for this false paradise. You were made for greatness, to be the light that shines into a world broken by sin and devastation. You are made to reflect the image of God, to heal the world, to embrace a Kingdom that makes all things new.1
I wrote that scene before I had completely refined the ideas for this book, but the substance of it has been with me for years. You are made to reflect the image of God. The priest is not telling the sleepers something new. He is telling them something they have forgotten, something the false paradise depends on their forgetting. For the simulation works only so long as its inhabitants mistake it for the real thing, and mistake themselves for the kind of beings who could be satisfied by it. To remember that you bear the image of God is, in that world, the beginning of waking up.
I have come to think we are not so far from Father Curt’s sleepers as the science-fiction framing might suggest. We, too, live among machines that produce a more and more convincing imitations of life, of thought, of conversation, of intimacy—and we, too, are under a quiet, constant pressure to forget what we are. That is the subject of this book. What does it mean to be a body? What does it mean to make? What does it mean to know? What is happening to us, to me, to my children, to my neighbors, to the wider Christian people I love and pray for, as we begin, day by day, to outsource these most human acts to machines that perform them without being anything at all? And underneath all of these, the question Father Curt presses on the sleepers, which is the question this chapter exists to answer: what does it mean to be made in the image of God?
The Question We Cannot Avoid
We live, as Pope Leo XIV recently observed, in a res novae, a moment of new things, an era of transition so swift and so deep that the categories we inherited from our forebearers can no longer simply be reapplied to the world we now inhabit.2 Artificial intelligence has emerged in the span of a few short years from a laboratory curiosity to an ambient and often invisible presence in our daily lives. As of late 2025, OpenAI reported that ChatGPT alone was being
An Anthropology of the Body
The body, in fact, and only the body, is capable of making visible what is invisible: the spiritual and the divine. It was created to transfer into the visible reality of the world the mystery hidden since time immemorial in God, and thus be a sign of it. 
—General Audience of 20 February 198010
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