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Though concerns about AI have long been in the minds of leaders in Silicon Valley, they have only recently come to public attention.   Artificial intelligence is amazing technology. On the one hand, it represents a revolutionary and evolutionary moment that has the potential to raise humanity to a whole new level of being.  On the other hand, it has what some estimate to be a 10% chance of destroying humanity altogether in the relatively near future. The Chinese character for crisis is made up of the characters of both danger and opportunity. That is certainly true in this case. Our elected leaders seem reticent to do anything and the genie has definitely left the bottle. What are we, as people of faith to do about this? We can respond out of our faith, remembering our baptismal promises to love our neighbor, strive for justice and respect the dignity of every human being.  We can offer a vision of hope, reminding the world that Christians have been responding to and surviving existential crises for a long, long time. 

Judaism and Christianity begin with the premise that humans are created in the image of God. Genesis says that after the eating of the apple, Adam and Eve became like gods, knowing both good and evil. Relatively quickly our Jewish ancestors put up guardrails of commandments and covenants to encourage the good and restrain bad behavior. They empowered prophets to speak out against injustice and maintain alignment with God’s vision and values. Jesus did the same thing, using care for the poor, healing of the sick and loving our neighbors as signs of the kingdom of God and ways he wanted his followers to live. He called us temples of the Holy Spirit, reminding us that our physical bodies are just a small part of who and what we are called to become.  Jesus said that if we just had the faith of a mustard seed we would be able to do the most amazing of things. He told his disciples that they would do even greater works than him.  Our own Anglican tradition has always believed in reason and the power and potential of science, the idea that using our God-given gifts and God-given brains anything is possible.  This is why I remain excited and even enthusiastic about the future this technology will bring.
I am very aware, however, of the darker side of this.  My son had a moment of fame last year when he was attacked by a malicious AI bot.  Now AI swarms have escaped and are able to learn and adapt on their own, raising the potential for destruction and manipulation on a much larger scale than what he experienced.   Again, it needs to be said that Christians have been here before… and persevered. Jesus continually confronted swarms of demons. He transformed his own death into life.  The early Christian church survived persecution and attempts to wipe it out.  From its very beginning, Christianity faced existential threats and predictions of the end of the world and kept going and growing anyway.  Even us less emotional Episcopalians celebrate the season of Advent, an annual reflection on the end times focused as much on the second coming of Christ as the first.  The fears of today are terrifying.  They, however, are nothing new. The 10 Commandments, the Great Commandment and the Golden Rule provide guidance.  The Resurrection still promises reconciliation, forgiveness, and new life. 

We may not be programmers or familiar with large language learning models.  We are, however, familiar with the language of faith.  We might not know how to respond to the potential and problems of AI but we can give people a lens to look at it, letting them know we have been through this before, and - with God's help - remain a people of hope.  

As Episcopalians and people from East Hampton, we have connections and voices that are respected and heard. Say your prayers, and if your heart is filled with concerns or fears or ideas, speak out, write a letter, make a phone call. Use the language of faith and people will listen and you will make a difference in what is and what is to come.
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