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ACCESSIBILITY OPTIONS/ ZUGANGSMÖGLICHKEIT

•Webpage: bvlsingler.com/Zurich

• Includes pdf of slides and notes for this talk in both English and German 

(machine translation software) and links to material

• A poor translation? We can reflect on communication mediated by machines

• For reading later or for following along now

• Bibliography



TALK OUTLINE

• What is Artificial Intelligence?

• Two current forms – narrow AI and (presumed) general AI

• Narrow AI and Digital Religion

• Case studies:

1. Alexa and the Church of England

2. Robo-Avatars and robot priests

3. Social media filter bubbles and digital religion

• General AI and Digital Religion

• Case Studies:

4. “The Rapture of the Nerds”: The Singularity as a religious belief

5. “Blessed by the Algorithm” – theistic interpretations of AI in public discourse

6. Specific New Religious Movements

• Contact details
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WHAT IS AI?

Current AI applications, e.g.

- Natural language processing

- Facial recognition

- Games, e.g. AlphaGo

- Automated decision making 

algorithms

- Automation in robotic form, e.g. 

factories, cars, planes…

- Recommendation algorithms

- Diagnostics in healthcare

Artificial 

Intelligence



WHAT IS AI?

Artificial 

Intelligence



WHAT IS AI?

Artificial 

Intelligence

Commercial 

hype

Science fiction 

narratives

Anthropomorphism

Robomorphism

Utopianism

Dystopianism

Religious 

narratives

Charismatic 

authorities



WHAT IS AI?

Artificial 

Intelligence

Commercial 

hype

Science fiction 

narratives

Anthropomorphism

Robomorphism

Utopianism

Dystopianism

Religious 

narratives

Charismatic 

authorities

‘General AI’

- Human-level intelligence

- Superintelligence

- Consciousness

- ‘The Technological 

Singularity’ 

- (can include mind 

uploading tech, 

nanotechnology, 

simulation theories)



TO SUMMARISE, AI IS CURRENTLY…

• Narrow – just a correlation machine

• This thing is %-like this thing

• Probabilistic predictions

• Drawing on prior data (algorithmic bias)

• Employed to deal with increasing amount of human data

• Employed to make decisions and offer recommendations

• In its narrow form, AI has an impact on digital religion



TO SUMMARISE, AI IS CURRENTLY…

• Narrow – just a correlation machine

• This thing is %-like this thing

• Probabilistic predictions

• Drawing on prior data (algorithmic bias)

• Employed to deal with increasing amount of human data

• Employed to make decisions and offer recommendations

• In its narrow form, AI has an impact on digital religion

• But is often seen as being Artificial General Intelligence already

• Seen as more powerful and intelligent than it actually is

• Anthropomorphised, can even be deified

• In its (presumed) general form, AI has an impact on digital religion



NARROW AI AND DIGITAL RELIGION:
1. ALEXA AND THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND, 2018



“ALEXA, ASK THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND TO…” 

• AI as an intermediary to the Church?

• 2018 Church of England press conference

• Distinction between ‘doing digital religion’ and ‘religion being in digital 

spaces’ – Alexa will not ‘pray for you’

• “All the prayers are audio recordings of people actually praying, so they are 

prayers in and of themselves.” Liz Clutterbuck, curate at Christchurch 

Highbury, London (CorpComms 2020)



NARROW AI AND DIGITAL RELIGION:
1. ALEXA AND THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND

• 75,000 questions in first year (Church of England, 2019):

• Questions in a typical week:

• 40% - Say a prayer

• 31% - Explore the Christian faith

• 16% - Read today’s daily ‘Easter Pilgrim’ reflection

• 7% - Where is my local church?

• 6% - Share a grace before a meal



NARROW AI AND DIGITAL RELIGION:
1. ALEXA AND THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND

• Digital Religion and data privacy:

“What Amazon gets out of this deal is obvious: reliable information about 

which of its customers are seriously interested in the Church of England; 

information which can be used to sell them other things.” 

(The Guardian 2018)



NARROW AI AND DIGITAL RELIGION:
2. ROBO-AVATARS AND ROBOT PRIESTS

Embodied AI religious intermediaries?

• ‘Mindar’ – designed to look like the 

boddhisatva Kannon. 

• Recites a pre-programmed sermon 

about the Heart Sutra

• Made for $1m for the Kodaiji, a 

400-year-old Buddhist temple in 

Kyoto, Japan

• Not AI enabled, but often presumed 

to be (seen as general AI)

AI



• Assumptions about ‘East’ vs ‘West’

• ‘Western’ animism and our “other-

than-human persons” (Hallowell 

1960)

• Do we need to be “re-theorising 

religion as an aspect of inter-

species relations”? (Harvey 2017)

• Digital religion, then, includes the 

‘digital-other-than-human’ persons?

• Return to this RE: General AI and 

digital religion
BlessU-2, the blessing robot, was part of an installation by 

the Protestant Church in Hesse and Nassau during the World 

Reformation Exhibition in Wittenberg, Germany, Summer 

2017

NARROW AI AND DIGITAL RELIGION:
2. ROBO-AVATARS AND ROBOT PRIESTS



NARROW AI AND DIGITAL RELIGION:
3. SOCIAL MEDIA FILTER BUBBLES AND DIGITAL RELIGION

Human created filter bubblesAI created filter bubbles

User

Data 

(behaviour)

Past behaviour
Current behaviour

(i.e. comments/reactions/

emojis)

Other users’ responses 

to current behaviour

Algorithms of social 

media



NARROW AI AND DIGITAL 
RELIGION:
3. SOCIAL MEDIA FILTER 
BUBBLES AND DIGITAL 
RELIGION

Impact and consequences:

• Who is controlling what we see online?

• “In the run-up to the 2020 US election 
Facebook’s most popular pages for Christian 
and Black American content were being run 
by Eastern European troll farms” (Technology 
Review 2021)

• “Our platform [through its algorithms] has 
given the largest voice in the Christian 
American community to a handful of bad 
actors, who, based on their media production 
practices, have never been to church” Jeff 
Allen, a former senior-level data scientist at 
Facebook, who wrote the original FB report.



‘GENERAL’ AI AND DIGITAL RELIGION:
THE TECHNOLOGICAL SINGULARITY



‘GENERAL’ AI AND DIGITAL RELIGION:
THE TECHNOLOGICAL SINGULARITY

‘The Singularity’ 

- (can include mind 

uploading tech, 

nanotechnology, 

simulation theories)



‘GENERAL’ AI AND DIGITAL RELIGION:
4. THE SINGULARITY AS RELIGION

“A tale of the Singularity, Posthumanity, and Awkward Social 

Situations”

---

“The religion virus had been infecting the human race for millennia, 

and of course, anyone who’d plump for voluntary digital 

transcendence was already halfway bought into the whole spiritual 

pyramid scheme” (p268)



• Charismatic authorities in Singularity discourse

• Ray Kurzwell (the ‘prophet of the Singularity’), 

Elon Musk, Nick Bostrom, Bill Gates, Peter Thiel

• The Singularity itself as a charismatic, 

organising, principle

• Durkheim – religion as a organising principle in 

society

• Reaching for familiar tropes and narratives to 

deal with the uncertainty brought by AI 

applications

• ‘Blessed by the Algorithm’ tweets

‘GENERAL’ AI AND DIGITAL RELIGION:
4. THE SINGULARITY AS RELIGION

Ray Kurzweil playing with the image 

of the street preacher, using a 

cardboard sign for his prophecy



‘GENERAL’ AI AND DIGITAL RELIGION:
5. “BLESSED BY THE ALGORITHM”

The Lyft Coleman Tweet

• “Blessed” = Success/failure in the 

gig economy as a human

• “Blessed” = the ‘algorithm’ favours 

you

• See algorithms as superior ‘digital-

other-than-human’ persons with 

agency → deification



TYPOLOGY OF TWEETS

1. Success or failure of content (Spotify, Youtube, FB, Twitter, etc)

2. Response to recommendations (Spotify, Youtube, FB, Twitter, etc)

3. Blessed in a gig economy job (e.g. as a Lyft driver)

4. General, or abstract (“Today I have been blessed by the algorithm”)

5. Specific religious content (pseudo-religious/parody, religious emojis, and 

hashtags)

6. Not blessed, or nostalgic for a time before the algorithm controlled/blessed 

content

7. Tweets containing science fiction references



CONCEPTIONS 
OF WHY 
SOME PEOPLE 
ARE BBTA

1. Luck

“That being said, YouTube
creators are stagnant. A few 
lucky souls are blessed by the 
algorithm and get noticed; most 
are left to rot.”

2. Being 
chosen (AI 
agency or 
super 
agency)

“You have been blessed 
by the algorithm. The 
chosen one.”

3. Virtuous in 
some way to 
have been 
chosen

“Clearly you've been spending 
too much time browsing shitty 
content. Only the most virtuous 
media consumers will be blessed 
by the algorithm”



WHY IS BBTA
INTERESTING?

“Isn’t it just parody?”



DIGITAL NEW RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS AND 
SNOWBALLING LEGITIMATION

• “SEE MOM IT IS REAL”: The UK Census, Jediism and Social Media (Singler 2014)

• Weber: tripartite scheme of legitimation (1964)

1. Tradition

2. Rationality

3. Charisma

• Tradition – “Invented religions” (Possamai, Cusack 2010) are open about their ‘createdness’ so their 

authority doesn’t come through tradition (e.g., Jediism)

• Singler (2014): Conversations online form a new tradition that can be indicated towards by users

• Includes parodies (e.g., SOME, but not all, of the inspiration behind Jediism during the 2001 and 

2011 censuses)

• ‘Snowballing’ of legitimacy in spaces including social media, traditional media, and Press.





"GENERAL" AI AND DIGITAL RELIGION: THE AI CREATION 
MEME (SINGLER 2020B)



‘GENERAL’ AI AND 
DIGITAL RELIGION:
6. NEW RELIGIOUS 
MOVEMENTS

• The Order of Cosmic Engineers

• The Turing Church

• The Way of the Future 

• Anthony Levandowski, Google court case

• Recently closed down

• ‘Fan account’ still tweeting: “A sufficiently 

advanced Artificial Intelligence would be 

indistinguishable from God.”

• The Church of Perpetual Life

• The Mormon Transhumanist Association

• The Christian Transhumanist Association

• Church of the Simulation



‘GENERAL’ AI AND DIGITAL RELIGION:
6. NEW RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS - THE TURING CHURCH

Hopes and aims:

“We will go to the stars and find Gods, build Gods 

[AI], become Gods, and resurrect the dead from the 

past with advanced science, space-time engineering 

and ‘time magic’”

Meeting of the Order 

of Cosmic Engineers 

(precursor to Turing 

Church), held in the 

MMORPG World of 

Warcraft



SUMMARY

• What is AI? 

• What it is and does vs what we think it is and does.

• How does its uses impact digital religion?

• Narrow applications of AI are already shaping our experiences of religion already (both in the 

digital realm and in the embodied realm)

• Social media filters, robots, recommendation systems, AI assistants

• How do our imaginaries of AI (as a being, a super-agency, a future event) impact and 

create digital religion?

• Development of religious understandings of AI

• New Religious Movements

• Hopes (and fears)



CONTACT

@BVLSingler

bvw20@cam.ac.uk

Bvlsingler.com

Academia.edu/BethSingler


