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Setting the stage for conversations
about human enhancement,
artificial intelligence, and spirituality






1.
Engaging issues at the intersection of
human enhancement, artificial

intelligence, and spirituality

Christopher Hrynkow

University of Saskatchewan

The majority of the papers in this volume have their origins in the inaugural
conference of the Saskatchewan Center for Science and Religion, held in
Vancouver BC in November 2017. This gathering was generously supported by
the center’s founding benefactor Wei Lei. The goal of the conference was to
initiate and deepen interdisciplinary conversations about human
enhancement, artificial intelligence, and spirituality. Those able to attend
were treated to papers, given by academics working from diverse perspectives
including scientists and scholars of religion, who considered the spiritual
implications of issues surrounding human enhancement and artificial
intelligence. A wide-ranging dialogue ensued concerning topics like how
artificial intelligence may augment spirituality or make it obsolete, the
challenge of transhumanism for world religions, the religious-ethical
implications of artificial intelligence, faith traditions’ reactions to efforts to
engineer human enhancement, and the opportunities and significant
tensions emerging for religious traditions in light of recent developments in
artificial intelligence research.

The conference opened with a memorable keynote address from Ray
Kurzweil, a transcribed and edited excerpt of which performs the same
function for this volume. Herein, Kurzweil situates his contribution in the area
commonly named as transhumanism with references to religiosity and
spirituality that will be of great interest to scholars in the field of religion and
science. The interweaving of elements of his life story and family history with
his views on the transformative potential of various information and
intelligence technologies is fascinating. The keynote elicited some interesting
questions for the audience and poignant responses from Kurzweil, a selection
of which are also presented in edited form for the readers’ consideration.
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The subsequent chapters engage and contribute to the academic discourse
surrounding human enhancement, artificial intelligence, and spirituality with
foci on the authors’ respective areas of expertise. These body chapters begin
with a sharp contrast to the perspective represented in Kurzweil’s contribution.
Irene Dabrowski and Anthony Haynor compare their articulation of a Catholic
worldview with what they illustrate, building upon the work of the Jesuit thinker
Henri de Lubac, as atheist humanism’s foothold within transhumanism. Their
chapter is helpful in setting the stage for the reader to ponder ethical
undercurrents circulating among transhumanists. It also names an alternative
bound together with their articulation of a Catholic worldview. Next, in this
section, Mark Graves calls our attention to some of the ethical issues that come
into play when Als interact with models of human morality and spirituality.
Graves shares a particular concern with how these models offer a space for Als
to undertake tasks in support of human flourishing, while navigating the thorny
area of suffering. He also poignantly identifies some of the tensions that
accompany efforts to construct models of shared human values that could be
employed by Als who will have a different embodiment than Homo Sapiens.
These models can, in turn, allow them to interact morally with humans. Graves
raises the possibilities of a modeling or morality that can integrate shared
memories and hope along with social, religious, and shifting interpretative
elements building upon the contributions of an already existing community of
interpretation concerned with Al spirituality. Employing cutting edge
methodologies for analyzing moral content, he draws our attention to the
possibilities of Als ability to process texts quickly as a potentially fruitful path to
establishing such models, a path he frames as analogous to formal human study
of morality and religiously significant texts.

The present volume then turns to consider the implications of human
enhancements within contemporary societies. It begins with Una Stroda
employing Apple’s well-known Siri aid as an entry point to consider the place
of humor in a transhumanist future. The body of her chapter considers how
laughter is treated in diverse faith and cultural traditions through a
comparative lens. Stroda then intriguingly considers how select aspirations of
transhumanists will shift laughter and its manifestations as we know them.
This section of the book ends with Tracy Trothen’s fine piece addressing the
intersections amongst spirituality, religion, sport, and human enhancements.
She presents several moral dilemmas in order to bring some of the latest
developments and issues in human enhancement into dialogue with the
theological concept of hope. Moreover, she relates both areas to the
experiential elements of sport, from (1) performances that appear ‘perfect’ to
external viewers to (2) the emic achievement of ‘flow’. Trothen leaves her
reader contemplating the importance of hope for framing and shifting
debates concerning the ethics of human enhancements in sport.
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Michael Caligiuri opens the section on technology and the moral human
body with his impressive survey of Roman Catholic perspectives on the
philosophical and ethical consequences of cyborg technology as they extend
outwards from both lay and clerical bodies. In the process, he skillfully weaves
together both secular and religious antecedents to such discussions in a
manner that is sure to peak reader interest. Caligiuri concludes by articulating
six principles for guiding human enhancement, which he positions as
congruent with Roman Catholic moral teaching and thought. Next, Jacob Boss
turns to look at the situation of what he informatively names as the ‘petite
cyborg, who is distinguished by a fusing of the human with cybernetics that
remains dependent on the global energy and capitalist systems. With
reference to the diverse discourses drawn from sources including science
fiction and the thought of Bruno Latour, he considers some possible futures
that can arise from the horrors and possibilities of cybernetics. This section
closes with a chapter typed by myself that employs the thought of Pope
Francis on integral ecology and articulates its relationship to scientific
endeavor. The results of that conversation are applied as a lens through which
to consider both the promises and perils of radical life extension. A particular
concern of this chapter is to place these promises and perils in relation to
socio-ecological flourishing understood as flowing from humanity’s status as
embodied creatures existing in intertwined social and ecological contexts
within an Earth community.

The section on worldviews and artificial intelligence begins with Braden
Molhoek’s exploration of the application of Al ethics to transhumanism with
reference to Michael Waltzer’s reflections on citizenship. Molhoek asks a
number of poignant questions that set the stage for the insights presented in
subsequent chapters. Molhoek’s contribution concludes with a compelling
treatment of some ways that religious engagement will be shifted by plausible
developments in Al and transhumanism. Christopher Benek continues the
focus on Al looking at its effects on both technologists being drawn towards
considering religiosity and theologians being drawn to reconsider humanity’s
role in the cosmos. Benek undertakes this exploration through his own three-
part theological lens, leading to an argument in support of his participatory
model. In this manner, he presents a theological hermeneutic aimed at
allowing people to better themselves and their anthropological location in
light of exponential developments in Al. This section ends with Peter
Robinson unfolding his innovative research and some of its spiritual
implications. Particularly noteworthy here is how Robinson challenges some
of the misperceptions that people have about the ability and potential of
computers to empathize. Further, he makes some intriguing connections to
the concept of imago dei in his chapter.
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In the penultimate chapter, Philip Butler explores concepts of spiritual
enhancement in an intriguing way that focuses upon the ethical implications of
spiritually augmenting brain-computer interface’s ability to mimic the
biochemical processes stimulated by psychedelics. The reader is sure be
impressed by his in-depth knowledge of these areas and his ability to think
through a fascinating set of ethical implications of this emergent transhumanist
technology. This volume’s final chapter examines the potential for harm,
collateral risks, and some of the unintended negative consequences of intrusions
into people’s mental domains associated with the emerging field of neuro-
technology. Alan Weissenbacher shows that these relatively unproblematized
interventions hold coercive properties. In response, he argues for the importance
of his criterion of ‘acceptability across ideologies’ to avoid undue manipulation
of neuro-technology in the service of ideologies in their religious, consumerist,
and political forms.

This introduction has given a flavor of what is on offer in this volume.
Careful attention to each chapter will repay the reader with interest in the
complex and pressing issues that come into play when considering the
spiritual and religious implications of human enhancement and artificial
intelligence. I sincerely hope that each reader’s learning and reflection will be
enriched in a comparable way to be my own experience in editing this
volume. In this light, I invite you to enjoy the diverse, innovative, and
intriguing voices that are brought to the fore in the pages that follow.

-Christopher Hrynkow, Toronto, June 2019
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