Algorithm over Altar?

How AI Might Be Rewriting Administrative,
Communicative and Spiritual Practice
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Al has arrived in churches and demands strategic and ethical responses
— empirical data can help to get a better understanding of the current situation

Artificial intelligence is becoming increasingly important in all areas of society, including the
church. This keynote presents new and exclusive findings from a survey of more than 7,000
church members and church staff in Germany.

The study explored, among others, how Al is currently being used, for which specific
purposes it is applied, and what role it plays within church organisations. Participants were
also asked about barriers to AI adoption and implementation.

In addition, the survey examined ethical attitudes towards AI, both in general and within the
church context. Special attention was given to the question of whether AI could be used in areas
such as psychological counselling and pastoral care.

Based on these findings, this keynote will discuss key implications for churches and outline
broader challenges and opportunities for society as a whole, also referring to the recent
encyclical ,,Magnifa Humanitas™ of Pope Leo XIV.
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Let us briefly recall what

Leo XIV said recently about Al
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Key Messages of Pope Leo XIV on Artificial Intelligence (2026) ECIC conference

Human dignity must remain at the centre of all AI development and
deployment. Artificial intelligence should support humanity and
strengthen human capabilities rather than replace human moral
responsibility. Accountability for decisions must remain with people.

Particular caution is required when Al is used in areas involving human life
and safety. Decisions concerning life and death must never be
delegated to autonomous Al systems. Strong ethical standards and clear
legal regulations are essential to ensure responsible use.

Greater transparency and stronger public oversight of powerful
technology companies are also needed. Many social media algorithms
prioritise engagement over truth and constructive dialogue. As a result, Al-
driven systems can contribute to misinformation and social polarisation.

Technological innovation should serve the common good rather than
concentrate economic power. The impact of new technologies should always
be assessed in relation to human welfare, social justice, and the broader
interests of society.
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But what do empirical findings show

on the subject of Al and the Church?
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Answers are partly provided by the study “Digitalisation in the Church Sector” ol (el
(DIRK 2026), which has received considerable media attention in Germany

@ evangelisch.de ‘
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DiRK-Studie 2026 - Holger Sievert: Kirche nutzt Kl oft &
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The study behin this presentation is essentially divided into five sections e
and only a very small part can be presented today
+ AL + Social
questio media * = Two approaches were taken for the overall sample: on the one hand, ** = four questions each
Digitalisat]on in s addictio links to the survey were actively disseminated in cooperation with various **+* = one question each
eneral ** ® regional churches, dioceses and other church institutions via their mailing **0k = five questions each
9 lists, as well as through the project partners VRK and Macromedia *k% = nine questions each
University's own press and media work. On the other hand, around 40,000
No VRK customers were contacted in writing.
Church staff member? ***
Yes + AL
questio
Digitalisation in ns
the workplace ****
Church member? *** B —
ves + AL
No
A= Pl i =
Digitalisation of \gRaraE
religion *x***
Demographics Digital
«—
ok Yes pastoral care %+
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A total of 7,178 people took part in the study, comprising CIC Conference
spanning a wide range of professions and demographics ,,

Adminigra e staff (incliding parish 1119%
seretary) 270
48,1% Cthe professionsin the field of
eduation (e.g. youth work, religous 5,7%

48 . 1 0/0 5 1 ) 3 0/0 O ] 60/0 eduation teache, scid worker)

Q@ he : Communi@tion-elated
! o
RS — pofesiors(pubi claors press 56%
= Yes, within the established church through concrete work on the ground (e.g., in a church or parish)
Yes, within the Caritas, Diakonie, o related organizations (e.g., non-church-affliated
hospitals, nursing homes, daycare centers, etc.) Nurery teacter 51%
Yes, but n a context other than those mentioned above
= Yes, within the established church t the higher administrative fevel (e.g., regional church,
diocese)

36,5%

2,3%
22,9% Evameli@l Church in Germany 60,8%
18,4% i
Roman Catholt Church 32%
12%
Qthe (pleaz speify) || 2,3%
7,2%
26% Fedaratio of Eangelcal Free Churctes || 4 go,
0,4% ' (Eaptst)
= Member ofa (Christian) chu rch
14-19years ~ 20-29years  30-39 years 4049 50-59 60-69 70 years and « Nota mem ber ofa (Chiistian )church Fede ation of e Evangelcal Churcles | 1,6%
over
Source: VRK/Macromedia study, 2026; church staff and members in Germany. Gender n=5,168; age n=5,178; church staff n=6,729; field of activity n=2,724; church member n=5,870; denomination n=>5,130.
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Let us now consider some general study

findings on AI and the Church
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Artificial intelligence (AI) has also caught on among church members and
staff, and institutions are slowly catching up
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Just over half of the church members 21C Coternace
and staff use generative Al at least occasionally

Do you use generative AI?

3,3%

Yes, often = Yes, arely No, but I've tried it once = No, but I can imagne doing so =No, and I can't imagine it either Don't know

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DiRK 2026); church staff and members in Germany. n=7,136; question based on Bitkom, 2024, p.17.
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Just under 60 per cent of the employees surveyed now regard artificial of [l
intelligence (AI) as a significant issue within their church organisation

Are artificial intelligence (AI) technologies in use in your organisation?

The use of Al techndogies isnot (yet) anissue for our organisation _ 42,1%

Yes, initid Al technd agies are in wse. 24,0%
The first Al techndogiesare currently being introduced. 9,9%
Plars for the iritial ulse of Al techmologies are currently being d-awn up. 7,7%
The use of Al techndogies wil | take place in the next two to three years. 7,2%
Yes, a whde range of Altechnologies are aeady in use. 6,4%
Al techndogies wil | be deployed within the next twelve months. 2,7%

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DiRK 2026); church employees in Germany. n=2,583; question based on IDG Research Services, 2021.
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In the church sector, Al technologies “IC Conterence
rarely an explicit topic

Are artificial intelligence (AI) technologies in use in your organisation?

Yes, initid Al technd agies are already in use. - 5,1%
Al techndogies wil I be introduced over the next two to three years. - 4,4%
The first Al techndogiesare currently being introduced. . 2,4%
Plars for the initial lse of Al techrologies are currently being dawn up. . 2,0%
Al techndogies will be im pemented within the next twelve morths. I 1,4%
Yes, a whde range of Altechnologies are dready inuse. I 1,3%

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DiRK 2023); church staff in Germany. n=1,419; question based on IDG study, 2021.
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Church members place high ethical demands on Al, whilst some church staff (el (i
take a very relaxed view of its practical application
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Almost all respondents consider human ultimate responsibility in relation to Al e
to be important; Al is viewed with greater scepticism in the context of
counselling and chatbots
Please indicate to what extent you agree with the following statements:
(1 means: strongly disagree; 5 means: strongly agree)

Ultimate responsibility for sensitive decisions should remain with humans, not 1 2 5

with AI systems.

Decisions made by AI systems should be transparent.

The use of Al poses risks to the protection of sensitive personal data.

Al systems can unintentionally produce discriminatory or biased results.

Al has clear limitations when it comes to emotional understanding and

empathy.

The use of Al in counselling situations is acceptable provided it remains clearly

apparent that the communication does not originate from a human being.

Binding ethical guidelines are required for the use of Al in church institutions.

Al-based chatbots on church websites would be desirable to enable quick

answers to simple questions.

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DIRK 2026); church staff and members in Germany. n=5,083; question based on Albrecht, 2025 and Schuch, 2025.
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Almost one in five people use unofficial tools and would continue to do so of [l o g
even if their own organisation prohibited it

To what extent do the following statements regarding the use of AI apply to you?

(applies)
45,7%
38,3%
25,6%

18,3% 18,7% 19,5%
Iwould continwe o use the AL Tuse Altools provided Tuse wnofficidly autharised AL Iuse generally available Al tools I use generally available Al tools I don't think I'm missing out on
tools Icurently use even if my |spedfically for my organisation tools on my computers. This  onmy computer. Indoing so, I on my computer. We don't have anything by not working with KI.
organisation were to ban their on my com puter. simpy makes my work much take into account quidelines any specific rules on this, nor

use. easier. drawn up spedifically for us, any bans

whichwere, for example,
coveredina training session.
Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DiRK 2026); church staff and members in Germany. n=2,658; question based on Software AG, 2024.
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Four out of five church staff members surveyed ECIC Conterence

have not yet undertaken any further training in Al

Have you already undertaken further training in AI?

26,9%

—

Yes = No, but it's planned for this year No, but I'd like to = Don't know / no information = No, and I'm not interested either

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DiRK 2026); church staff and members in Germany. n=2,684; question based on Bitkom Research, 2024, p.12.
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Respondents generally consider digital pastoral care to be (very) important; ECIC conference
however, there is a great deal of reluctance when it comes to specific Al tools

Page 18
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Awareness of digital pastoral care services has been limited so far of et

Are you familiar with digital pastoral care services?

1,9%

60,3%

= Yes, I'm familiar with it and have used it many times Yes, I'm familiar with it and have used it once

Yes, I'm familiar with it, but haven't used it yet = No, I don't know it

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DiRK 2026); church staff and members in Germany. n=3,277; question based on Dietz et al., 2024, p.14.
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Many respondents consider digital pastoral care to be important of el s

How important do you think it is that spiritual or pastoral support is also available digitally (e.g. video calls, chat, online
platforms)?

40,2%

24,1%
22,7%

8,0%
5,0%

mNotimportantatall = Notvery important I'm undecided Somewhat importart m\Very impartant

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DiRK 2026); church staff and members in Germany. n=3,273; question based on Winger et al., 2025, p. 11.
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However, when it comes to the practical use of Al in pastoral care, for example of [
in the form of a chatbot, respondents express considerable reservations

What is your view on the use of Al in pastoral care?
(1 means: I completely reject it; 10 means: I strongly support it)

Al should be used directly in pastoral care’s electronic communications (e.g. a 1 2 3
dedicated, always-available automated chatbot developed in collaboration with
pastoral carers).

Pastoral care: Al can provide meaningful support to pastoral carers in their
conversations.

Al should never replace personal pastoral care

In pastoral care, Al should always be clearly identified as A, regardless of its
specific application.

The use of Al in pastoral care should be clearly regulated within the church,
e.g. through guidelines

The use of Al in the treatment of mental health issues should generally be
regulated by law.

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DiRK 2026); church staff and members in Germany. n=3,228; partly based on Allensbach & Telekom, 2024.
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Let us now go one level deeper and look
— in line with my Geneva ECIC keynote —

at subgroups in more detail
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in around 60 per cent of church

Altechndogies wil Ibe depoyed within the next two to three years
Al techndogies willbe depoyed within the next twelve months.

Plars are currently being made for the first use of Altechnologies

Yes, a whde range of Altechnologies are dready inuse

11June 2026 Prof. Dr Holger Sievert: Algorithm over Altar?
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As we saw above, Al is meanwhile already an issue in some form

institutions in Germany

Are artificial intelligence (AI) technologies in use within your organisation?

I
-

The first Al techndogiesare currently being introdwced. | NEREEEEEN o o
Yes, the first AL tecmologies are in use. |, - 0%

. I s

m Churches in Germany

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DiRK 2026); church staff in Germany. n=2,583; question based on IDG Research Services, 2021.
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The us of Al techndogies ot (ye) an ssue fr urorganisaion. | < 1%

Page 23

and who are those that do not?

Al techndogies wil |lbe depoyed within the next two to three years

Plars are currently being made for the first use of Al technologies
The first Al techndogiesare currently being introduced
Yes, the first Al technologes are in use

Yes, a whde range of Altechnologies are aready in use

11 June 2026 Prof. Dr Holger Sievert: Algorithm over Altar?
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Al techndogies wil|be depoyed within the next twelve months.

But who exactly are those whose organisations use Al,

Are artificial intelligence (AI) technologies in use within your organisation?

I 7.2%
B 2
- I 7.7%
. R
- [, 2 0%
- I

m Churches in Germany

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DiRK 2026); church staff in Germany. n=2,583; question based on IDG Research Services, 2021
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Non-AI users

The use of Al techndogies isnot (yet) an issue for cur organisation 42,1%

Page 24
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tend to be male, middle-aged, Protestant and

have a higher education qualification than those who do not use AI

Q T @

51.4% 47.8% 0.7%

68,8%
60,3%
15,3%
16,4% 16%
3,6% 10,9%
8,7%
0,5%!1,3% -
Primary or bwer  Primary or bwer  Secondary <hool  A-levels, un e rsity Completed
secondary school  secondary school wth —withoutAdevels entrance qualification (9 edalised)
witho utcompleted  comp leted vocational witho uta completed  university de gree

vocatio nal training training (3 edalist) university

deg ree

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DIRK 2026); church staff and members in Germany. Gender n=1,351 & 953; Age n=1,354 & 954; Education n=1,353 & 950; Church
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39,9%
33,3%
30,1%
25,8%
17%
8,1% o o
9.7% 12,6% 11,3%
019 2,8% 6,4%
1% o
0,2% / 2,2%
_—
14-19years  20-29years  30-39 years 40-49 50-59 60-69 70 years and
over
95,0% 95,2%

Evan gelical Churchin Germa ny (all
member churdes and
den ominations)

Roman Gath olic Chu rch

Fede ration of Evange Ical F ree
Churches n Germa ny (Baptigs)

Fede ration of Free Evange Ical
Churches n Germa ny

Evan gelical Meth odist Chur d

n=1,471 & 1,051; D« n=1,292 & 911.

33,0%

59,2%
57,4%

37%
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There are a particularly high number of

compared to non-users

are found in administrative, communication and many educational professions

In which church and/or social sector do you work?

Pastor

Administrative staff (induding parish secretary)
Other prdfessionsin the field of education (e.g. youth work, rdig cus education teacher, sccid
Other: Communi cation-related professions (public relations, pressrelatons, marketing etc.)

8,4%

Nursery teacher

Sodal education worker

Other prdfessionsin the parish sector (e.g. pastoral coordinator/pastoral assistant)
Nurse

Church musician

Other: Technicd professions (IT, facility management, etc.)

Other prafessionsin the care sector (e.g. elderly care, nusing sewice)
Regstered nuse

Teacher at church schods

Parish educatar

Remedal therapist

Other prafessionsin the medicd fidd (e.g. medica technicd assistant)
Doctor

Sodial care assistant

Paramed ¢

Other (please specify)

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DIRK 2026); church staff in Germany. n= 1,488 & 1,080.
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are significantly more interested in central church o (ol
media of a country than non-AI users

Which of these online services do you use, and how often? (Top box for the top 10)

66,4%

W ebsite of my T o e N 6, />

Waebsite(s) of my regional church or diocese (bath officid institutionaland thematic sites) I <5 6/

Websitesof church asscociations, charities, academies, educational irstitutions, religious arders, 38,5%
monas teries, etc.

55,2%

I 32,0%

W 40,0%
Website evangelis ch.de or ket holisch. o | 2,0
Sodial media accounts (e.g. Instagram ) of my Church o [Brish T 00.3%6 40,2%
Website of the Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD) or the German Bishops’ ConferenCe | 73 70 33,1%

Appsin a church context (e.g. die-bibel.de app, Evermore app, Halow app, katholis ch.de app) [ ZSZSL‘/ZUO/O

Social media platforms (e.g Instagam) of my regioral church or dioce e | o/ (0, 36,7%
Sodal media channds (e.g. Instagram ) of church assodatiors, ad d organisations, academies, 26,9%
educatioral institutionsand rel igicus orders I 13,50

Website of the Geman Protestant Church Congress o the German Catholic Congress I 5,50 20,8%

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DiRK 2026); church members in Germany. n=1,286 & 907.
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Those who do not use Al are also more likely to avoid further training et

and have no interest in it

No, and I'm not interested either

Have you already undertaken further training in AI?

13,3%

8,8%

Don't know / no information

37,1%

No, but I'd like to

No, but it's planned for this year

Yes

9,4%

32,4%

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DiRK 2026); church staff and members in Germany. n=1,484 & 1,076; question based on Bitkom Research, 2024, p.12.
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Church staff use generative Al primarily for research and text creation

If so: What have you used Al for so far?
(Multiple answers allowed)

15,9%
15,2%
7 9% 8,4%
7,7% 7,6% faad 73% 7,6%
7,0% 270
4,6%
1%
2,7% 31%
1,7%
9 ,
0,9% 1,4% 1,1%
Create texts Create images reate videos fite are  Create must Condud reearch Askf oradice Ansverfatual Generate ideas Summarie texts Produce Seeksupport or Analyse data  Recéve the lated Try th
onatopic  sekguidae  quesions ransld ons help nevs (.g. o e

evaitsin poltcs,
business sport)

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DiRK 2026); church staff in Germany. n=3,002
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There are significant differences between the occupational groups (1)

Other parish-related Other medical
professions (e.g., Emergency medical | professions (e.g.,
pastoral coordinator technician / medical technical Special needs care
Pastor Parish educator Church musician / pastoral officer) Nurse physician paramedi assistant) Nursing professional | worker
Create text 62,3% 66,7% 45,8% 77,0% 51,9% 46,7% 55,6% 22,2% 52,5% 50,0%
(Create images 33,0% 40,0% 31,9% 38,0% 17,3% 20,0% 333% 18,5% 22,5% 19,2%
Create videos 4,1% 4,4% 2,8% 5,0% 3,7% 6,7% 0,0% 0,0% 2,5% 0,0%
4,1% 2,2% 9,7% 7,0% 1,2% 0,0% 22,2% 0,0% 0,0% 3,8%
(Create software code
Create music 6,1% 6,7% 6,9% 9,0% 1,2% 6,7% 0,0% 0,0% 2,5% 0,0%
60,9% 53,3% 58,3% 67,0% 45,7% 40,0% 66,7% 51,9% 55,0% 50,0%
(Conduct research on
a topic
Ask for advice / seek 25,7% 31,1% 25,0% 28,0% 27,2% 40,0% 33,3% 22,2% 30,0% 19,2%
quidance
Answer factual 33,4% 222% 31,9% 32,0% 9,9% 26,7% 22,2% 18,5% 30,0% 19,2%
lquestions
Generate ideas 30,0% 33,3% 19,4% 52,0% 9,9% 0,0% 11,1% 7,4% 15,0% 26,9%
Get 15,9% 20,0% 18,1% 17,0% 9,9% 20,0% 11,1% 11,1% 22,5% 7,7%
recommendations
(e.g., for products or
ervices)
31,6% 35,6% 20,8% 31,0% 7,4% 0,0% 333% 7,4% 15,0% 30,8%
Summarize texts
35,2% 222% 23,6% 30,0% 16,0% 333% 333% 18,5% 15,0% 19,2%
(Create translations
9,3% 6,7% 11,1% 10,0% 9,9% 0,0% 222% 37% 22,5% 3,8%
ISeek support or help
11,8% 4,4% 9,7% 15,0% 4,9% 6,7% 11,1% 3,7% 5,0% 15,4%
Analyze data
4,5% 8,9% 12,5% 5,0% 6,2% 0,0% 11,1% 11,1% 10,0% 3,8%
(Get current news
(e.g., politics,
busing port:
33,2% 40,0% 19,4% 42,0% 14,8% 6,7% 333% 18,5% 27,5% 34,6%
[Try things out or
lexperiment

Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DIRK 2026); church staff in Germany. n= 2,350

11 June 2026
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Th ignificant diff bet th tional 2 s
ere are significant differences between the occupational groups (2) Conference
Other education Other:
Other care communications
professions (e.g., ith work, religious | Administrative staff | roles (PR, press Other: technical
elder care, nursing ator / childcare | Teacher at church education, social (incl. parish relations, marketing, | role: facility Other (please
Social care assistant_| services) ; yorker schools Social educator work) secretary) etc.) management, etc) | specify)
(Create text 36,4% 31,1% 57,3% 53,7% 68,0% 73,0% 62,9% 84,0% 59,1% 52,8%
ICreate images 36,4% 15,6% 28,2% 34,1% 26,0% 37,6% 34,5% 56,0% 36,4%
(Create videos 0,0% 2,2% 1,8% 0,0% 1,0% 3,5% 3,7% 8,0% 13,6%
9,1% 4,4% 1,8% 4,9% 2,0% 5,0% 52% 9,3% 27,3%
ICreate software code
(Create music 0,0% 2,2% 1,8% 7,3% 1,0% 6,4% 3,7% 8,7% 6,8% 4,4%
36,4% 46,7% 57,3% 85,4% 58,0% 62,4% 63,3% 81,3% 76,1% 62,2%
IConduct research on
a topic
IAsk for advice / seek 27,3% 22,2% 33,6% 31,7% 29,0% 37,6% 32,6% 45,3% 33,0% 28,8%
18,2% 13,3% 11,8% 29,3% 20,0% 26,2% 27,0% 42,7% 26,1% 26,9%
Generate ideas 18,2% 15,6% 22,7% 31,7% 21,0% 46,8% 31,5% 72,0% 35,2% 27,9%
Get 9,1% 15,6% 15,5% 17,1% 13,0% 22,7% 20,2% 31,3% 28,4%
recommendations
(e.g., for products o
services)
9,1% 20,0% 19,1% 31,7% 28,0% 42,6% 28,5% 62,0% 36,4%
Summarize texts
54,5% 13,3% 18,2% 31,7% 30,0% 36,9% 27,3% 46,0% 31,8%
(Create translations
0,0% 13,3% 17,3% 2,4% 6,0% 12,8% 12,7% 17,3% 23,9% 8,9%
ISeek support or help
A 9,1% 8,9% 4,5% 7,3% 9,0% 14,2% 13,9% 27,3% 22,7% 1,8%
Analyze data
9,1% 8,9% 6,4% 4,9% 6,0% 5,0% 7.1% 5,3% 9,1% 6,8%
Get current news
(e.g., politics,
business, sports)
9,1% 11,1% 22,7% 26,8% 26,0% 39,0% 37,5% 57,3% 48,9% 36,2%
Try things out or
lexperiment
Source: VRK/Macromedia study (DIRK 2026); church staff in Germany. n= 2,350
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Let's summarise the findings once again...
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. European
) Christian
We had initially looked at | findi ding the Church and Al of el
e had initially looked at general findings regarding the Church an EClch. =
Artificial intelligence (AT) has also made its way into the lives of church Church members hold AI to high ethical standards, while some church staff
members and staff, and institutions are slowly catching up take a very relaxed view of its practical application
Respondents generally consider digital pastoral care to be (very) important;
however, there is a great deal of hesitation when it comes to specific Al tools
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We then took a closer look at some sub-groups of Al usage IC Conforence
within the church

11 June 2026

Prof. Dr Holger Sievert: Algorithm over Altar?

Church tend to be male, middle-aged, Protestant and hold a
higher university degree than non-users

There are a particularly high number of compared to non-users
in communications professions and in the education sector

are significantly more interested in central church media than
non-users

Non-users of Al are also more likely to avoid further training and have
no interest in it

Church staff use generative Al primarily for research and text creation

There are significant differences between the professional groups

Page 34
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These findings can also be usefully contextualised
against the new papal encyclical

In his new encyclical, Leo XIV sees ‘great humanity’ facing an important decision: either to
create ‘a new Tower of Babel’ or a ‘city in which God and humanity dwell together’. These two
aspects are also reflected in our survey results:
on the one hand, ethical demands for human oversight of Al receive very high levels of support
among church members;
on the other hand, members and staff alike make quite extensive use of Al themselves, particularly for
ecclesiastical and religious purposes.

Conversely, however, the Church must also take care not to contribute to the construction of this
new ‘Tower of Babel’ itself: the study results show, for example, that one in five church
workers would use specific individual AI tools even if these were potentially banned within
their organisation. It is, however, not credible to preach ethics with a raised index finger whilst
oneself operating quite heavily in grey areas.

The Pope’s guiding principle that AI must ‘serve humanity, not power’ should therefore apply
equally to the Church itself: Al can help empower church members — and hold church
leaders more accountable through dialogue. This represents a major opportunity, particularly
in view of the decline of the mainstream church in the Western world, for example in Germany.
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Thank you very much for your attention!

Contact: h.sievert@macromedia.de

Prof. Dr. Holger Sievert
Head of Media Faculty at
Macromedia University & Experie
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