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      Human beings have entered an era of unprecedented change, reflected in the rapid and
         sophisticated advances in technology, digital speed, and computer processing power.
         Indeed, at the present moment we are “riding on a curve of dramatically increasing
         complexity . . . we need only extrapolate the technological portion of the curve a
         little way into the future to reach an important tipping point” (Shanahan, 2015, p.
         xix). The “tipping point” is the moment when we arrive at what has become known as
         the “technological singularity,” when machine intelligence approaches and eventually
         merges with our own human intelligence, or when technology merges with human biology.
         There is of course considerable debate about the nature and the timing of the singularity,
         the precise moment when it will become a tangible reality. Estimates vary from as
         soon as thirty years from now, i.e., by or before the middle of the century, to maybe
         the end of this century or early next century. It all depends on how fast technology
         continues to evolve, which at its present rate already seems to be approaching light
         speed. Compare this to the rate of biological change and evolution, which is obviously
         a much slower process, most often at a proverbial snail’s pace, and we can see without
         too much difficulty a distinct possibility for the singularity’s occurrence in the
         not-too-distant future. Perhaps it is the speed with which technology is advancing
         that is most compelling, when we stop to consider that the smartphone we use today
         has “more computer power than all of NASA when it put two [astronauts] on the moon in 1969” (Kaku, 2014, p. 9). The
         growing consensus in the scientific community is that it is not a matter of if machine intelligence will eventually merge with and then surpass human intelligence,
         but inevitably how and when. When it does occur, whether in thirty or fifty or a hundred years or longer, the
         effects will be seismic for the human individual and for human society, with important
         and rather obvious implications for pastoral and spiritual care. As Murray Shanahan
         (2015) has noted, working in the field of cognitive robotics at Imperial College in
         London, “There is no need to lay down a timetable for progress in artificial intelligence,
         or to pinpoint a date for the arrival of superintelligence, in order to see that AI
         technology has the potential to reshape human society within a few generations” (p.
         163).
      

      
       Whether the technological singularity, which would signal an unprecedented leap forward
         in terms of human evolution, occurs sooner or later, the fact is that “we are already
         in the midst of a major evolutionary transition that merges technology, biology, and
         society” (Gillings et al., 2016, p. 11). To be sure, human life in the Western world, and increasingly the
         world over, occurs more and more on the “screen,” to use Sherry Turkle’s (1995) word.
         “From a social perspective, digital technology has infiltrated the fabric of human
         society to a degree of undisputable and often life-sustaining dependence” (Gillings
         et al., 2016, p. 11). One can therefore argue that we are now beyond the point of no return,
         that technology has become and will continue to be central to the whole evolutionary
         process, moving us forward into an uncharted era of human and cognitive enhancement.
         Even now research is revealing that the human brain has already undergone technological
         enhancement and modification, from life on the technological screen, and that the
         merger of technology with human intelligence is already underway. Our neural pathways
         are being rerouted in very specific ways by our increasing reliance on technology,
         to the extent that certain neural regions and cognitive skills are strengthened and
         enhanced while other areas of the brain, and the skills associated with those areas,
         see less activity and development.
      

      
       For example, there is evidence that as we spend more and more time online, the average individual, and not only the video gamer, experiences neural enhancement by way of greater processing
         speed, faster problem-solving skills, the ability to size up information and situations
         more rapidly, and improvements in visuomotor and visual-spatial coordination. We know
         from neuroscientific studies that neurons that continually fire together will begin
         wiring together with greater strength and force (Siegel, 2011, p. 148), so it is understandable
         that as we fire more and more often the neurons associated with processing speed,
         problem-solving capacity, and visual-spatial coordination those neural groupings will
         become stronger and stronger. At the same time, neural groupings that we fire less
         often in our increased time on the screen, such as those associated with attentional
         control, relational intelligence, and a deeper mindful and contemplative awareness,
         are wiring together with less strength and force, perhaps even weakening. “Given our
         brain’s plasticity, we know that our online habits continue to reverberate in the
         workings of our synapses when we are not online,” so that “neural circuits devoted
         to scanning, skimming, and multitasking are expanding and strengthening, while those
         used for reading and thinking deeply, with sustained concentration, are weakening
         or eroding” (Carr, 2010, p. 141).
      

      
       Lest it appear that I am about to take the situation-is-dire path with this book,
         I want to be clear that my hope is to put forward a more evenhanded assessment of
         the current milieu, with its unique challenges and opportunities for pastoral, spiritual, and clinical practitioners and for those in
         our care. Methodologically, then, I will be following to a certain extent the correlational
         method of inquiry, in keeping with Paul Tillich’s (1973) approach, in which religious
         and theological knowledge and experience is held in dialectical and dialogical tension
         with the findings of science in general and those of cognitive neuroscience in particular.
         Moreover, the method of correlation is also a useful framework for holding both the
         opportunities and challenges of the present digital age in dialectical tension, the
         hopes and fears as I intend to do, without resorting to an all-good or all-bad assessment
         of technological enhancement. Beyond a correlational method of inquiry, however, which
         would support a healthy dialogue between very different fields and disciplines, e.g., theology and science, and between
         very different views of the current situation, e.g., the potential benefits of rapid
         technological progress and the potential threats, I will attempt to offer an approach
         that goes beyond mere dialogue toward that of integration, in keeping with Ian Barbour’s (1997) groundbreaking work in the area of religion
         and science. Barbour (1997) has noted that he is “open to an extension of what are
         taken to be the boundaries of acceptable science and religion and to the possibility
         of new paradigms that are more inclusive” (p. 98). Certainly, if we are on the threshold
         of unprecedented change and an unprecedented evolutionary leap forward, then we will
         need more than ever new integrative paradigms for guiding the work of pastoral and
         spiritual care, paradigms that have the capacity to evenhandedly hold both our narratives of hope and wonder and other narratives of apprehension and fear:
      

      
      
         The presence of narratives of hope does not—and should not—eliminate the narratives
            of apprehension present within contemporary technoculture. Hope arises from theological
            reflection of the tension between wonder and anxiety, as each informs the other, and
            drives to the fore essential questions about human technological agency. It is essential
            to have avenues—in communities of faith, in the academy, and in the public square—for
            raising, discussing, and answering these questions so as to provide hope in the face
            of this tension between awe and anxiety. Narratives of hope do not displace those
            of apprehension but rather exist in symbiosis, which allows apprehension to serve
            a positive purpose in society. (Garner, 2011, p. 98)
         

         
      

       As the so-called “singularity” approaches in coming years and decades, technology
         will increasingly catch up with and begin to match human intelligence, which as we
         know only too well evolves at a significantly slower rate. Whenever the moment occurs
         in the future, the effects will again be seismic and will represent a revolutionary
         leap forward in the human evolutionary process. The implications for pastoral and
         spiritual care, for clinical practice, and for pastoral and practical theology are
         significant, for the current situation necessitates immediate theological reflection
         about human nature and what constitutes human personhood in a digital age of increased
         technological enhancement and modification. For example, who or what are we becoming
         as human individuals, as a human race, as a human species, with technology becoming
         more and more an integral force in our development and evolution? As Ilia Delio (2008)
         has noted, “The integration of technology in human life is of such degree that we
         must now consider the possibility of being techno-sapiens” (p. 13). This is a startling
         statement, to be sure, and yet it is not without mounting evidence revealing that
         human beings are presently going through a profound shift in evolution and identity.
         From extensive studies at the Brain Research Institute at UCLA, Gary Small has found
         that “the current explosion of digital technology not only is changing the way we
         live and communicate but is rapidly and profoundly altering our brains” (Small & Vorgan,
         2008, p. 1). If in fact human beings have begun the evolutionary transition from being
         Homo sapiens to increasingly Techno sapiens, then again this necessitates immediate theological reflection about what constitutes human development and nature in the
         present and in the future. Moreover, what are the implications for a theology of Imago Dei, central to the practice of pastoral and spiritual care? Are technologically enhanced
         human individuals or even Techno sapiens still created Imago Dei, at least in the way the doctrine and theology has been understood and put forward
         historically? It would seem that from a theological position, “it is necessary to
         determine whether human-technology integration is able to meet the conditions that
         safeguard the sanctity of the person who is the ‘image of God’ (Imago Dei)” (Fisher, 2015, p. 27). 
      

      
       More immediately, the pressing issue is helping those in our care develop greater
         attentional control and mindful awareness, in order to be less at the mercy of the
         digital bombardment. As we know, neuroplasticity can work both ways, either in the
         direction of greater health and well-being or in the opposite direction, as neural
         regions associated with anxious awareness become strengthened and more ingrained over
         time. We can be certain that neurons that we continue to fire together, whether or
         not we are always conscious of what we are doing, will wire together with energy and
         force over time, until a new neural baseline or a new “normal” emerges, for better
         or in other cases for
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