Pope Leo XIV frames artificial intelligence as the Catholic Church’s new social justice frontier
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Pope Leo XIV is stepping into a pivotal role within the Catholic Church as he identifies artificial intelligence (AI) as one of the most pressing challenges facing humanity today. This identification echoes the historical context of his namesake, Pope Leo XIII, who advocated for workers' rights during the tumultuous era of the industrial revolution. The symbolism of his name choice is not lost on observers; it serves as a clarion call for the Church to navigate the ethical implications of technological advancements, as the current pontiff aims to protect the social fabric from the perils of unchecked innovation.
In his inaugural address to the College of Cardinals, Leo XIV emphasized the Church's commitment to addressing the ethical concerns surrounding AI. The Vatican’s advisor on AI ethics, Paolo Benanti, stated that the institution’s engagement with the complexities of AI is both appropriate and imperative. "The church asks us to look to the heavens but also to walk on earth according to the times," Benanti noted, highlighting the Church's role in ensuring that advancements in technology serve the common good rather than exacerbate social inequalities. 
As discussions surrounding AI grow increasingly urgent, experts have begun to caution against the sweeping ramifications of unregulated AI development. Significant concerns have been raised regarding the potential for AI to contribute to misinformation, social unrest, and political polarization. A recent Vatican document titled "Antica et nova" warned that AI carries a "shadow of evil" and called for comprehensive oversight to mitigate these risks. This marks a clear progression from earlier initiatives, such as the Rome Call for AI Ethics, established by Pope Francis in 2020, aiming to foster responsible AI development. 
Leo XIV's unique background as the first American pope—a nation synonymous with technology and innovation—positions him distinctly to tackle these challenges. His academic grounding in mathematics is likely to inform a more nuanced understanding of the intersection between faith and technology. In his first formal audience, he reiterated a message of inclusivity, stating that the Church must respond proactively to a new industrial revolution and advocate for those who may be adversely affected by technological advancements. 
As the Vatican seeks to establish its authority in the realm of AI ethics, it continues to invite dialogues that bridge the gap between technology and morality. This initiative could redefine the Church's role in contemporary society, aiming not just to guide faith but also to ensure that the tools of modernity are wielded responsibly, protecting human dignity and rights in an increasingly complex world. 
In these evolving discussions, the legacy of Leo XIII as a champion for social justice remains a powerful reminder of the Church's responsibility to advocate for the vulnerable amidst rapid technological change. As Leo XIV embarks on this essential journey, his approach may redefine how the Church engages with the perils and promise of our digital age.
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