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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. Her theological and religion-specific projects include, among others, the series “Deus Ex Machina,” “Lust am Göttlichen / Unauthorized Grace,” and “Ich, Circe,” which explore questions of Christology, artificial intelligence, ecclesiastical authority, the sacraments, conscience, and the future of religion. In addition, there are series on naturopathy and lifestyle practices, such as “HERBAL LOVE,” which incorporate body-centered, healing-oriented, and development-focused perspectives.

Another focus is on interventions related to women’s rights 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 changes 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.




And after spending nights Thinking about how you wronged me I grew strong And I learned how to get along Go on, go, walk out the door Turn around now You're not welcome here anymore You're the one who tried to hurt me by saying goodbye Think I'd crumble? Do you think I'd just give up and die? No, not me—I will survive As long as I know how to love, I know I'll stay alive I’ve got my life to live And all my love to give.

"I Will Survive,"

Gloria Gaynor.




“I Will Survive” by Gloria Gaynor is a popular song that fits well into this shift toward post-theology. Although the song was originally conceived as a breakup anthem, it has become, in cultural history, a symbol of individual self-empowerment in the face of normative authorities. In this sense, it can be read as a counter-narrative to a morally regulating authority that no longer holds binding power: moral orientation no longer arises from external guidelines or institutions, but rather from self-assertion, autonomy, and emotional authenticity. Precisely in its widespread reception—even beyond religious contexts—the song reflects the transition from institutionally established morality to subjectively grounded values, which makes it surprisingly relevant to the question of the Church’s waning normative power and, at the same time, may signify that new church movements are growing stronger.
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Introduction: From the End of Normative Moral Theology to Post-Theology

The previous volume II of Ecclesia Nova ended with a turning point: The foundation is gone. This did not mean that morality had disappeared, that religion had become meaningless, or that the question of God had been settled. More precisely, it meant this: The classical foundation of normative moral theology no longer holds: the Bible, revelation, natural law, and the magisterium can no longer serve as the ultimate sources of moral justification in pluralistic, democratic, and scientifically informed societies if their norms are no longer subject to independent scrutiny.
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The illustration shows a damaged package labeled “God’s Law,” which is being returned to the sender due to a “Wrong Address” and is instead addressed to “Human Cultural Evolution.” It encapsulates the idea that moral norms cannot simply be understood as timeless divine law, but must be viewed as orders that have developed historically , been shaped by culture, and are subject to societal correction. The image illustrates the fundamental shift in post-theology: the focus is not on God as an unchanging source of norms, but rather on the human, cultural, and social development of moral validity.

Figure 1: God’s Law – Return to Sender.


It is precisely this scrutiny that the previous Volume II undertook. It demonstrated that the Church’s moral teaching cannot simply be derived timelessly from divine authority, but has developed historically, been shaped by culture, stabilized institutionally, and, in many cases, already been corrected.

Thus, the present Volume III does not begin at zero, but at an open threshold. When the old foundation no longer holds, the question arises not only of what will take its place. An even more fundamental question is how theology can still speak at all if it is no longer permitted to act as the sacred ultimate authority of moral norm-setting—especially in the age of AI. This is precisely where the concept of post-theology comes in. It is developed in greater detail in this volume and systematically defined at the end. For now, a preliminary orientation will suffice: Post-theology does not denote a mere rejection of religion, nor a simple transition to atheism. It denotes the attempt to rethink religious language, theological tradition, church practice, and spiritual experience in the wake of the end of normative religious ultimate justification. Post-theology thus denotes a mode of thought in which religious language, practice, and symbolism are preserved, but moral authority may only be claimed on the basis of publicly verifiable reasons. And AI wonderfully supports this process of verification.

Post-theology, therefore, does not ask first: How can the old authority be preserved? Rather, it asks: What remains of theology when its moral power is limited? What remains of religion when it is no longer allowed to command, but must instead justify, interpret, comfort, remind, and accompany? What remains of church doctrine when it is no longer sufficient to refer to Scripture, tradition, or the magisterium, but—possibly with the aid of AI—must demonstrate that its statements are humane, accountable, realistic, and publicly comprehensible? These questions form the framework of this volume.

The topics and questions discussed here—concerning a post-theological reorientation 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 human questions of meaning with algorithmic support, theological interpretation with analytical research, and existential reflection with systematic synthesis. It not only asks how religion can continue to exist when it is no longer permitted to command, but also demonstrates how thinking, learning, and writing are being reorganized even under the conditions of a digitally expanded present.

The result is a composed work of post-theological interpretation of the present. The text addresses a time in which theology is losing its unchecked normative power, yet religion remains effective as language, symbolism, comfort, memory, and cultural practice. At the same time, this text itself was written in a present in which artificial intelligence helps shape research, comparison, organization, linguistic variation, synthesis, and argumentative structuring. Algorithmic support does not replace human inquiry, existential struggle, ethical responsibility, or theological interpretation. However, it does change the way in which material can be gathered, connections made visible, traditions compared, and new lines of thought formulated.

As a result, this volume—as a complete work of art created by algorithms themselves—becomes a symbol of the very post-theology it describes: It does not reject religion, but rather its unchecked ultimate power; it does not replace human thought with machines, but rather shows how human thought gains new tools for self-examination in the age of AI. The text thus becomes a work on the present state of the church, one that works with the tools of the present: not as a mechanical magisterium, not as an algorithmic revelation, but as a reflective form of contemporary knowledge production in which AI becomes a methodological companion to a theology that must learn to justify itself publicly rather than to issue sacred decrees.

Volume II analyzed the loss of the foundation primarily with regard to the Bible, revelation, moral-theological authority, and artificial intelligence. Volume III now takes this insight further. It no longer asks merely why the old foundation no longer holds, but what follows from this finding. The central movement of this volume is therefore: from a critique of normative moral theology to the development of a post-theological mode of thought. This mode of thought takes seriously the fact that religion continues to have a cultural, emotional, symbolic, and existential impact. At the same time, it rejects religion’s claim to be able to establish binding moral norms without public justification.

The open-ended approach from Volume II is further developed, particularly in the field of Catholic sexual ethics. Here, it becomes painfully clear whether the old foundation is indeed still sound. The Catholic Church’s sexual doctrine— is not a marginal issue but a central touchstone. It brings together questions of the body, gender, desire, procreation, marriage, family, power, guilt, shame, conscience, identity, and belonging. Precisely for this reason, it serves as a crash test for post-theology. If a moral doctrine claims to speak from divine order or immutable tradition, it must prove itself where it affects real people: in their relationships, in their bodies, in their freedom, in their protection from violence, in their recognition, and in their dignity.

This volume therefore does not merely examine in the abstract whether post-theology is possible. It examines how it works in practice. It asks what happens when sexual norms are no longer claimed to be sacred, but are instead measured against human dignity, equality, consent, nonviolence, responsibility, care, justice, and non-discrimination. Thus, sexual morality becomes an exemplary field of a larger shift: morality no longer holds simply because it is called sacred. It holds only if it can be justified, if it protects rather than shames, if it respects freedom rather than controlling bodies, and if it strengthens responsibility rather than disciplining people through mechanisms of guilt.

The structure of this volume follows this shift. First, it addresses the existential realms in which religion has traditionally been strong: suffering, finitude, guilt, hope, and contingency. Here it becomes clear that religion does not simply disappear when its normative authority ends. It remains effective because people seek interpretation, rituals, comfort, and symbolic forms of coping. Yet this effectiveness does not in itself establish ultimate moral authority. Religion can open up spaces of meaning, but it must not justify suffering. It can symbolically process guilt, but it must not replace responsibility. It can speak of hope, but it must not use metaphysical claims to discipline people.

This is followed by an examination of artificial intelligence and ecclesiastical authority. In this volume, AI does not appear as a new magisterium. It possesses no revelation, no spirituality, and no moral dignity of its own in the human sense. But it changes the conditions of theological reflection. It can compare texts, reveal patterns of argumentation, reconstruct historical shifts, expose internal contradictions, and identify power dynamics in religious justifications. In this way, it becomes a mirror—in which theology encounters itself anew— or, as formulated in the previous volume: the pope’s Siamese twin, from whom he can no longer separate himself. Precisely where ecclesiastical authority has hitherto been protected by obscurity, technical jargon, or institutional self-assurance, AI reveals that religious norms have become subject to scrutiny. At the same time, we must ask whether AI itself is developing new claims to authority and how we can either accelerate or prevent the replacement of a sacred final authority—if it still holds sway— with a purely technocratic one.

The focus, therefore, is on the crash test of sexual morality. Here, the thesis from Volume II is further concretized: If biblical and traditional sexual norms must be corrected in key respects—historically, ethically, and in terms of human rights—they can no longer serve as the foundation of general morality. The analysis examines the historical framework of biblical sexual norms, patriarchal asymmetries, concepts of ownership, purity, and honor, the control of female sexuality, the role of power, and the theological reinterpretation of old normative frameworks. What matters is not whether all traditions must be discarded. What is crucial is that their status changes. They are no longer an unquestioned source of norms, but rather historical material that must be examined, limited, corrected—which also means rewritten in the text of the Bible or the legal canon—or reinterpreted.

This examination gives rise to new criteria for a post-theological sexual ethics. Sexuality is no longer viewed primarily as a place of danger, guilt, or deviance, but as a realm of human relationship, vulnerability, joy, responsibility, and dignity. Such an ethic does not first inquire about forbidden acts, but rather about the quality of relationships. It asks whether freedom is present, whether consent has been given, whether power imbalances are acknowledged, whether vulnerable persons are protected, whether responsibility is assumed, whether care and truthfulness exist, and whether no one is demeaned on the basis of gender, sexual orientation, lifestyle, or physicality. This shifts morality from a logic of control to an ethics of protection and relationship (see also the volume: Theology of Relationship—Anthropology of Love).

Moving forward, the role of the social sciences must also be explored in greater depth. Without sociology, post-theology remains blind to the actual effects of norms. Moral teachings exist not only as texts but as social practice. They generate belonging and exclusion, shame and recognition, obedience and resistance, power and powerlessness. Social science perspectives reveal how religious authority emerges, how it stabilizes, how it loses its binding power, and how new forms of social responsibility can emerge. They make it clear that norms must be judged not only by what they claim, but also by what they bring about.

Later, the concept of post-theology itself will be systematically developed. This later definition will not be anticipated in this introduction. What is important here is simply the path leading to it: Post-theology does not arise as an abstract theory, but from a twofold experience. On the one hand, normative moral theology has lost its exclusive power of justification. On the other hand, religion, spirituality, symbolism, hope, and rituals remain significant for many people. Post-theology seeks to reconcile these two insights. It takes religion seriously without granting it unchecked authority. It takes secular ethics seriously without overlooking the fact that people need more than just rules. It takes AI seriously without making technology the new ultimate moral authority.

Thus, this third volume of Ecclesia Nova further develops the conclusions drawn in Volume II: The end of normative moral theology is not the end of morality, but the end of a specific form of authorization. Nor is it the end of theology, but rather the challenge to conceive of theology differently—no longer as dominion over conscience, the body, and ways of life, but as critical interpretive work within the realm of history, experience, reason, human dignity, suffering, freedom, science, democracy, and—artificial intelligence.

The guiding question of this volume is therefore: How can religion continue to exist if it is no longer allowed to command? The answer is not to be found in a new collection of dogmas, but in a new intellectual movement. Post-theology begins where theology loses its power and, precisely because of this, can become more capable of truth.




Chapter 1: What Philosophy Can Ground—and What Religion Can Only Address Symbolically

Philosophy and religion not only offer different answers to moral questions but differ above all in how they deal with fundamental existential questions of human life. While philosophical ethics rationally justifies norms, it reaches its limits when confronted with certain existential experiences: When it comes to finding meaning in suffering, coming to terms with one’s own mortality, dealing with guilt, finding hope beyond realistic prospects, or coping with chance and powerlessness, people face challenges that cannot be resolved by logical thinking or ethical principles alone. In such borderline situations, religion often takes on functional significance.

A comparative and critical examination is needed to determine what functions religion fulfills in these areas and how they differ from philosophical (especially secular, rational) approaches. The aim here is not to make a value judgment in the sense of a truth claim in favor of religion, but rather to highlight where religion has a practical impact and where philosophy consciously acknowledges its limits.

1.1 Meaning in the Face of Suffering: Hope Without Guarantee

Suffering represents one of the most painful challenges of human existence. The questions “Why must I suffer?” or “What is the meaning of this suffering?” arise particularly in situations of great misfortune or injustice. While a purely rational ethics can evaluate suffering—for example, as an evil that must be morally reduced—it cannot impart any deeper meaning to suffering. From a philosophical perspective, suffering is first and foremost a negative phenomenon, something that diminishes well-being and should therefore be avoided or mitigated whenever possible. Philosophers can analyze whether suffering is deserved or undeserved, whether it is distributed justly or unjustly, and what duties arise from the need to alleviate suffering. All of these are normative assessments. What is missing, however, is an existential interpretation of suffering: A rational ethics can explain that it is wrong for an innocent person to suffer pain, but it cannot explain why this specific person must suffer without referring to chance or human agency. And can religion do so? In other words: philosophy or rational ethics cannot offer a comforting “what for,” but only a sober “why” in a causal or moral sense.

Existentialist approaches have responded to this question of the meaning of suffering by asserting that life itself has no predetermined meaning—and therefore neither does suffering. Jean-Paul Sartre emphasized that, in the absence of God, human beings themselves are responsible for giving meaning to their lives: “Existence precedes essence,” meaning that humans are born without a predetermined meaning and must devise the meaning of their lives for themselves. Suffering in and of itself is thus not a meaningful event in a godless world, but a factual one: it happens without any underlying intention. Albert Camus summed up this sense of meaninglessness in the face of suffering in the concept of the absurd. For Camus, the absurd arises from the clash between the human quest for meaning and the silence of an indifferent world. This tension becomes particularly palpable when we are confronted with suffering that appears senseless—such as the loss of a loved one in a catastrophe. Camus’s famous image of the myth of Sisyphus embodies this dilemma: Sisyphus must roll a boulder up a mountain for all eternity, only for it to roll back down again and again—a seemingly utterly meaningless torment condemned to eternal repetition. Nevertheless, Camus concludes his reflection with the defiant assertion: “One must imagine Sisyphus as a happy man.” This paradoxical conclusion expresses the idea that even in a hopeless, painful situation, a person can create a spark of meaning—or at least dignity— through an attitude of rebellion and free self-assertion. Camus’s response to senseless suffering is thus not an objective meaning hidden within the suffering itself, but a subjective defiance: the refusal to completely sacrifice one’s inner freedom and affirmation of life to suffering.

Viktor Frankl, a psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor, also begins at the point where rational explanations fail. In his existential-analytic theory (logotherapy), Frankl emphasizes how vital it is for human beings to find meaning even in suffering. In Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl recounts his experiences in the concentration camp. There, he observed that prisoners who had a “why” for continuing to live—for example, love for their loved ones or a task awaiting them—were better able to endure the torments of daily life in the camp. In this context, he often quotes Nietzsche: “He who has a why to live can bear almost any how.” This means that a horizon of meaning (a goal, a hope, or a higher purpose) does not objectively eliminate the concrete pain and deprivation, but it can make them more bearable because the sufferer can place their suffering in a broader context. Frankl’s approach differs from a religious interpretation in that meaning is not imposed from the outside—for example, through a divine plan—but must be found individually. He does not attribute any inherent meaning to suffering—on the contrary, Frankl emphasizes that suffering is not necessary for finding meaning. But meaning is possible in spite of—and precisely through—suffering. Frankl maintains that human beings can wring meaning even from inevitable suffering by recognizing significance in, for example, attitude, self-sacrifice, or inner growth. Nevertheless, this meaning remains subjective and contingent: it depends on the individual’s attitude and values, not on an objective world order.

The limits of the philosophical or secular perspective become apparent where no subjective meaning can be constructed anymore, or where suffering appears completely absurd. This is where religion comes into play. Religious traditions tend to contextualize suffering narratively and symbolically, so that it becomes part of a larger, meaningful whole. Almost all religions offer interpretive frameworks that lend suffering a transcendent perspective. In Christianity, for example, there is the motif of “trial” or “following the cross”: Suffering is understood as a test of faith or as a sharing in the suffering of Christ, which lends the pain a redemptive dimension. The biblical Book of Job addresses precisely the question of the meaning of innocent suffering—and ultimately answers by pointing to God’s inscrutable plan, in which humans are to place their trust even if they do not understand it. Suffering is thus reinterpreted from a meaningless, scandalous event into an element of divine drama. Other religions also attribute similar meanings to suffering: In Buddhism, suffering (dukkha) is regarded as a fundamental truth, one that can, however, be overcome through insight and integrated into the path to enlightenment; in Hinduism or New Age circles, suffering is sometimes understood as karma—that is, as the consequence of actions in this or a previous life—and thus appears to be “deserved” or at least explainable within the moral framework of the universe. All these religious interpretations serve a similar function: They do not answer the moral question “Is it just that I suffer?” (since it is often clearly not just), but rather the question of meaning: “What purpose might this suffering serve, or in what larger context does it fit?”

Another aspect is the transcendence of suffering through religious promise. Whereas philosophy can at best alleviate suffering through inner attitude, religion often promises the ultimate abolition or retribution of suffering in an otherworldly realm. Thus, Christianity comforts those who suffer with the prospect of the Kingdom of Heaven (“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted,” as it says in the Sermon on the Mount). Present suffering is put into perspective by the hope of divine assistance now and salvation or reward in eternity. This perspective can give those affected a reason to persevere: Suffering becomes a test, the passing of which ensures future salvation. For earthly ethics, this may be irrelevant—morally, suffering remains bad and should be alleviated—but existentially, pain and sacrifice are given a place in one’s worldview. Religion thus establishes a symbolic context of meaning where a secular perspective sees only chance and natural processes.

Therefore, regarding this first aspect, we can conclude: Philosophy (especially a rational, humanistic ethics) can identify suffering as an injustice or an evil, but it cannot ascribe any positive meaning to suffering in and of itself. The existential question “Why me, why this suffering?” ultimately remains unanswered from a secular perspective, or boils down to “because causes X and Y led to it”—an explanation, but no consolation. Here, human beings are left to their own devices to find their own way in the face of the absurd, whether through acceptance, defiance, or the construction of personal meaning. Religion, on the other hand, fills this interpretive vacuum with stories, symbols, and promises: it reframes suffering as part of a meaningful plan, thereby offering many people profound existential support in coping. This function of religion—providing meaning in the face of suffering—is one of the reasons why, even in an enlightened, secular world, people often (re)turn to religious interpretations in times of crisis. It is important to note, however, that this meaning-giving function does not constitute “proof of truth” for religious narratives; rather, it primarily satisfies a human need for meaning where philosophy struggles to provide answers.

Within the framework of post-theology, the role of philosophy shifts significantly. When morality and social norms are no longer legitimized by the Bible and God, but rather by universal, publicly justifiable principles, philosophy gains not only a normative but also an interpretive elevation. This elevation particularly concerns the area traditionally regarded as the domain of religion: the question of meaning in the face of suffering.

The starting point is the accurate observation that a purely rational ethics can initially only evaluate suffering. It can identify suffering as an evil, classify it as unjust or avoidable, and derive from this duties to mitigate, compensate for, or prevent it. In this sense, ethics operates with categories such as harm, responsibility, justice, or reasonableness. What it cannot do is answer the existential question of the purpose of suffering. It can explain that causes X and Y have led to harm; it can analyze who bears responsibility and what follows from this—but it cannot ascribe an objective meaning to suffering without overstepping its own limits.

It is precisely at this boundary that the classical critique of philosophy takes hold: it remains sober, explanatory, but bleak. Existentialist approaches have taken this boundary seriously and have not glossed over it. For Sartre, suffering is not a meaningful component of a world order, but a fact in a meaningless world in which human beings are forced to create meaning themselves. Camus radicalizes this diagnosis by situating suffering within the horizon of the absurd: Human beings seek meaning, but the world remains silent. The answer lies not in an objective attribution of meaning, but in an attitude—one of revolt, dignity, and the refusal to be broken. Viktor Frankl, on the other hand, shifts the emphasis: He disputes that suffering in and of itself is meaningful, but shows that people can survive suffering if they find or create a meaning that points beyond the immediate situation. This meaning is not objectively given, but existentially constructed and individual.

Here the limits of the secular perspective become apparent: meaning remains contingent, subjective, and fragile. Where no inner meaning can be constructed, only the fact of suffering remains. It is precisely at this point that religious interpretations come into play. Religions offer narrative, symbolic, and transcendent frameworks that place suffering within a broader context: as a trial, as participation in the suffering of Christ, as a karmic consequence, or as a necessary step on the path to salvation or enlightenment. These interpretations do not primarily answer the question of justice, but rather that of meaning. They transform suffering from a mere negative into an element of a more comprehensive narrative. Existentially, this can be relieving and supportive, even if there is no rational proof of the truth of these narratives.

Against this backdrop, the crucial question for post-theology arises: Must philosophy capitulate here, or can it introduce a residual category that mediates between sober explanation and religious attribution of meaning? Such a category could be described as a rationally justified hypothesis of meaning or assumption about the future Z. This does not refer to an objective meaning in the strong metaphysical sense, nor to a divine plan, but rather to a well-founded assumption that suffering can be placed within a broader context without this context being asserted or sacralized. Z then stands for an open, non-dogmatic perspective on the future: the assumption that human suffering need not have the last word, because it can be channeled into learning processes, solidarity, social transformation, or personal maturation.

This residual category differs from both religious teleology and mere existentialism. It does not say, “Suffering has this meaning,” but rather, “It is rationally justifiable to place suffering within a broader horizon that aims toward the future, change, or an increase in meaning, without fixing this horizon.” Philosophy takes on a new function here: it does not become a provider of meaning, but rather an authority that legitimizes openness to meaning. It justifies the fact that people are allowed to hope, interpret, and embrace the future without absolutizing these interpretations or imposing them on others.

In this sense, philosophy undergoes a twofold revaluation in post-theology. Normatively, it grounds morality in universal principles. Existentially, it legitimizes assumptions about meaning as humanly necessary, rationally permissible, and ethically harmless, as long as they do not become dogmatic. Religion can continue to symbolically shape, narrate, and ritually anchor these assumptions about meaning. It retains its function as a source of comfort, hope, and narrative coping. But it loses the claim to objectively know the meaning of suffering or to definitively establish it.

The turning point is thus clear: philosophy replaces religion as the gatekeeper. It prevents attributions of meaning from becoming justifications for suffering, blame, or violence. Religion may interpret, comfort, and offer hope—but it may not explain why a particular suffering is necessary, deserved, or willed by God. This residual category Z of philosophy, presented here, marks precisely this intermediate space: a rationally grounded openness to meaning and the future that neither resigns itself to the absurd nor takes refuge in dogmatism.

Alongside the horizon of post-theology, another pillar of authority joins religion, philosophy, and sociology: artificial intelligence as a tool, a medium, and—under clear conditions—also a partial moral authority. Its role in the realm of meaning in the face of suffering is neither that of a transcendent source of meaning nor that of a purely analytical observer. Rather, it lies in the operative, mediating, and normatively limited shaping of processes of meaning, interpretation, and coping in complex societies.

AI’s Specific Competence in Dealing with Suffering

AI has no experience of suffering of its own and no intuition regarding meaning. This is precisely where its particular strength lies: it can address suffering without metaphysical attributions and yet enable concrete, effective relief. Its competence is not existential, but functional. It connects data, patterns, and perspectives on a scale that exceeds human capacities, thereby creating new forms of orientation, prevention, and support.

Unlike philosophy, which justifies, AI organizes. It identifies risks, predicts consequences, coordinates aid, links resources, and reveals structures that generate or exacerbate suffering. In doing so, it contributes to a shift in the problem of meaning: away from the question of “why” in a metaphysical sense toward the question of how suffering can be reduced, distributed, prevented, and borne by society.
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The illustration shows two automata in juxtaposition: on the left, “Otherworldly Comfort” with clouds, the gates of heaven, and a transcendent promise; on the right, “Rational Hope” with symbols for learning, health, goals, ideas, and practical tools. It illustrates the difference between religious consolation and post-theological, rational hope: Hope no longer arises primarily from a promise of salvation in the afterlife, but from concrete possibilities for improvement, opportunities for action, knowledge, prevention, and the responsible shaping of one’s life. The shift from passive consolation to active agency is vividly condensed.

Figure2: Otherworldly comfort and rational hope.


AI becomes an enabler of rational hope

While religious hope often points to transcendence and philosophical resilience consists of “groundedness in the justifiable,” AI opens up a rational hope without promises of salvation. This hope is not based on redemption, but on the possibility of improvement. AI can demonstrate that suffering need not be accepted as fate, because patterns can be recognized, causes addressed, and interventions optimized.

Examples include the early detection of disease risks, the prediction of social crises, the targeted allocation of aid following disasters, and the identification of structural injustices that systematically produce suffering. In all these cases, meaning arises not through interpretation but through the capacity for action. The experience that something can be done generates a form of meaning that is neither religious nor purely existentialist, but rather practical and ethical.

AI as a mediating force between the individual and the collective

Suffering isolates. A central aspect of the crisis of meaning is the feeling of being alone with one’s own pain. AI can play a mediating role here by embedding individual experiences in collective contexts without relativizing them. By analyzing large amounts of data, it can reveal that individual situations of suffering are part of larger patterns—such as in the case of chronic illnesses, psychological stress, poverty, or violence. It can also generate case studies with which individuals experiencing suffering can identify.

This visibility provides relief because it separates individual guilt from structural responsibility. It makes it possible to understand suffering as a societal challenge, not as personal failure or a metaphysical test. In this sense, AI supports the post-theological shift: guilt is not sacralized, meaning is not asserted, but responsibility (including for the possibility of improvement and for options for action) is distributed.

Normative Design Without Metaphysical Assumptions

The question of whether AI can possess moral authority depends on its mode of reasoning. AI must not set norms by establishing values or asserting meaning. However, it can play a normative role by making decisions transparent, highlighting alternatives, and presenting consequences in a comparable manner. Its authority is procedural and evidence-based, not ontological (i.e., concerning being or existence). AI is not merely a logical voice on the ethics council; it can also moderate the council, weigh the various perspectives, and, based on this, issue coordinated recommendations.

In the context of suffering, this means that AI can prioritize where assistance should be directed first; it can assess proportionality; and it can highlight conflicting goals (e.g., between individual freedom and collective security). It does not replace ethical reasoning, but it prevents arbitrary or ideological decisions by revealing the consequences of different options. In this way, it strengthens philosophical ethics and sociological practice without superseding them.

Example: Triage. In medicine, triage refers to the sorting and prioritization of patients according to urgency, so that those who need help the most and the fastest are treated first—especially when resources are scarce, such as when many patients arrive at the same time or when there is limited staff and limited treatment capacity. The term comes from the French “trier,” meaning “to sort.” It is not simply a matter of determining who is the sickest, but often involves assessing who needs immediate life-saving intervention and who can wait without compromising medical standards. Furthermore, triage is not a one-time act but a dynamic process, as patients’ conditions can change, requiring their classification to be adjusted accordingly.

Against this backdrop, the question arises as to whether AI can make a triage decision. Technically, this is fundamentally possible, as AI systems can derive risk assessments from a wide range of data—such as symptoms, vital signs, age, pre-existing conditions, or text information from the registration form—and, for example, suggest a triage level. From a practical, ethical, and legal perspective, however, in most responsible scenarios, AI should support triage but must not make decisions alone or definitively— especially not in life-or-death prioritization situations.

There are several reasons for this restriction. Triage is high-risk medicine, as incorrect decisions can directly lead to serious harm or death. While systematic reviews show that machine-learning models sometimes achieve good predictive performance in the emergency department—for example, regarding severe disease progression, the need for admission, or resource planning—these studies also point to risks such as overreliance on algorithmic recommendations, problematic data quality, and a lack of proven effectiveness in all real-world care settings. Furthermore, triage is not merely a statistical decision but always involves normative judgment as well. Particularly in disaster or crisis triage, when resources must actually be rationed, ethical value judgments underlie the process—such as whether maximizing the number of lives saved is the top priority, how to proceed in cases of a tie, or how to protect particularly vulnerable groups. AI can calculate probabilities, but it cannot itself legitimately establish or take responsibility for these moral rules.

International guidelines therefore emphasize the need for human oversight. Among other things, they stress that human autonomy must be protected and that medical decisions must remain under human responsibility, coupled with requirements for safety, transparency, accountability, and fairness. In the European Union, too, human oversight is central to high-risk AI. The EU AI Act requires that such systems—which typically include medical applications—be designed so that humans can effectively monitor, interpret, and override them when necessary, with explicit reference to the risk of so-called “automation bias,” i.e., the tendency to accept AI outputs without scrutiny. In addition, medical AI remains subject to the regulations of medical device law, meaning that multiple regulatory frameworks must be observed in parallel. The situation is similar in the U.S., where the regulatory status depends heavily on whether software, as a clinical decision support tool, merely provides assistance or actually influences clinical decisions and is therefore classified as a medical device.

When used appropriately, AI can primarily serve as a decision-making aid in triage. However, it should not serve as an independent decision-making authority. This, too, is a normative decision made by humans.

The decision that AI “may only provide support” and not make final decisions on its own is, in fact, itself a normative decision made by humans. This seemingly leads to a meta-level: If humans decide that AI is not allowed to make decisions, why shouldn’t AI eventually decide that it is good enough to make decisions on its own? This loop can theoretically be extended further, but it does not end with technology; rather, it ends with the structure of normative authority. And from a moral-theological perspective, this authority can no longer be shaped by religion. To put it simply: God says nothing specific about AI triage, and neither does the Bible.

An AI can determine how good it is, for example, by correctly calculating its error rates, comparative benchmarks, or uncertainties. This is an epistemic self-assessment. However, this does not automatically imply the normative justification to make decisions with binding effect. The statement “I am good enough to decide on my own” is not a purely factual statement, but a normative one: it claims authority, responsibility, and legitimacy. These qualities cannot be derived from performance data but require a social and legal framework of validity.

This is precisely the crux of the matter: normative validity arises not from competence, but from recognition. In modern societies, moral, legal, and medical decision-making powers are tied to actors who are addressable, accountable, and liable. While an AI can generate reasons, it cannot bear responsibility in the strong sense because it does not hold its own social role, is not liable, and cannot be held accountable in a moral sense. Even if it were to deliver perfect results, the question would remain: Who is accountable for these decisions?

The assumption that an AI can decide for itself that it is permitted to make decisions also confuses two levels. One level is functional: How good is as a system? The other is constitutive: Who is permitted to make binding decisions in this society? This second level cannot be technically scaled up. It cannot “grow along with” the system but is determined by legal, ethical, and political frameworks. An AI that attributes decision-making authority to itself would thus not demonstrate autonomy in the normative sense, but would merely execute an internally calculated rule that had previously been granted to it—explicitly or implicitly—by humans.

The idea that this gives rise to a kind of consciousness also does not hold up philosophically. Self-evaluation or self-modeling is not consciousness in the normative or phenomenal sense, but rather a functional property of complex systems. Consciousness—even in its most minimal philosophical definitions—cannot be equated with the ability to assess competence or apply meta-rules. Above all, however, consciousness does not automatically confer normative authority. Even conscious humans may not decide matters of life and death solely on that basis, but only within institutional and legal boundaries.

This establishes a clear boundary: The question of whether AI alone may make decisions is not one that can be meaningfully answered by the AI itself without creating a circular argument. It is a societal self-determination regarding who holds normative power. This determination can be delegated (e.g., to an AI), but it cannot be automated in a self-justifying manner without abandoning the concepts of responsibility, law, and moral justification.

The meta-level is therefore real, but it does not extend to infinity. It ends where it becomes clear that normativity does not arise from optimization, but

















	Religion can interpret and offer comfort without imposing norms.

	Philosophy can justify and set limits.

	Sociology can explain and change structures.

	AI can empower action, coordinate, and evaluate.






1.2 Dealing with Finitude






































1.3 Symbolic Processing of Guilt


















































































1.4 Hope Beyond Factual Circumstances






































1.5 Collective Practices for Coping with Contingency


































Die automatisierte Analyse des Werkes, um daraus Informationen insbesondere über Muster, Trends und Korrelationen gemäß § 44b UrhG („Text und Data Mining“) zu gewinnen, ist untersagt.
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