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The relationship between religion and democracy is ambivalent, with religion either able to strengthen democracy or significantly threaten it. With the “digital turn” in religion and the growing prevalence of spiritual tech—such as digital religious platforms, apps specialized on spirituality, and religious chatbots powered by Artificial Intelligence—this relationship becomes even more intricate. In this Perspective, I will explore the fundamental relationship between religion and democracy and then outline the different ways in which spiritual tech can influence democratic processes. I will demonstrate that there are currently no legitimate national or international measures in place to limit the democracy-threatening potential of spiritual tech. To address this gap, I propose introducing a structured review process designed to actively promote spiritual tech that supports and strengthens democratic values.

Keywords
 religion; religious tech; theology; ethics; artificial intelligence; politics; chatbots


1 Introduction

Spiritual tech is on the rise: From specialized apps and digital platforms to religious chatbots powered by Artificial Intelligence (AI) to robotic devices designed to participate in religious practices and address the spiritual needs of individuals, there is a growing number of digital tools that facilitate religious communication, support individuals in practicing their faith, and even contribute to religious education. Theologically, there have been repeated calls for some kind of “theological quality test” for spiritual tech, to ensure that such tools do not make statements that are theologically questionable or even problematic, and that they do not convey false notions of religion. A recent example is Father Justin, a GPT-based virtual avatar developed by the media ministry Catholic Answers. Designed to resemble a priest, Father Justin was created to answer users’ questions in the manner of a real Roman Catholic priest. However, when Father Justin responded to some user inquiries by suggesting, for instance, that baptism could be performed with Gatorade in an emergency – along with other questionable statements – it generated animated debate and controversy within the religious community (Tretter and Brand, 2024; Dela Cruz, 2024). This controversy, alongside others involving religious avatars – such as an AI-generated Jesus @ask_jesus livestreaming on Twitch and answering its viewers’ questions (Green, 2023) – led to calls for stricter theological oversight of spiritual tech, or, more radically, a complete ban on so-called “religious AI” or spiritual tech altogether (Rebecca, 2024).

In this contribution, I will build on the existing discussions surrounding spiritual tech, but take the conversation a step further. I will argue that it is not only essential to regulate spiritual tech from a theological perspective, but also from a democratic one.

To develop this argument, I will proceed as follows: First, I will examine the complex relationship between religion and democracy, emphasizing that while religion can bolster democracy, it can also threaten the very foundations on which democracy is built. Second, I will outline some legal and political measures currently in place to mitigate the democracy-threatening potentials of religion. Third, I will demonstrate how spiritual tech contributes to the dissemination of content that might threaten democracy and show that there are currently no effective mechanisms to prevent or mitigate these risks. Finally, I will suggest a possible way to regulate spiritual tech to ensure it has a positive impact on democracy.

The considerations presented here are not based on empirical research into the relationship between spiritual tech and democracy, but rather on philosophical, theological, and political-theoretical reasoning. Their goal, in the sharp and punchy style of a Perspective, is to identify an existing danger and to develop initial suggestions toward a process that could contain it before it becomes (an even more) widespread issue.



2 The ambivalent relationship between religion and democracy

Religion and democracy have an ambivalent relationship with one another. On the one hand, religion can safeguard democracy and encourage citizens to participate in democratic processes. This happens, for instance, when churches commit to democratic values and actively urge their members to engage in democratic participation. One notable example is the so-called “Memorandum on Democracy” published by the Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD) in 1985, in which the church explicitly endorses democracy, calls on its members to take responsible part in democratic processes, and condemns political systems that are authoritarian or that restrict people’s democratic rights and freedoms (EKD, 1990).

From the Roman Catholic perspective, Pope John Paul II’s encyclical Centesimus Annus can be considered. In it, the former pope explicitly advocates for democracy as a form of government, emphasizing that it aligns with Christian principles as it is based on respect for human dignity, human rights, and freedom (Paul, 1991). Another important example is the pastoral constitution Gaudium et Spes, adopted during the Second Vatican Council, which highlights the importance of political participation and emphasizes the responsibility of believers to engage in public life to promote the common good (Pastoral Constitution, 1965).

These church positions are reinforced by insights from political theology (Rodríguez, 2020), public theology (Kim and Day, 2017), and theological political ethics (Anselm, 2015), all of which similarly affirm the value of democracy and urge believers, as citizens, to take responsibility by participating in the democratic process and actively shaping the common good.

However, the contribution that religion can make to democracy is not only emphasized by churches or theologians; it is also recognized outside of religious and theological circles. For example, the prominent German constitutional and administrative law scholar Ernst-Wolfgang Böckenförde writes in his widely cited essay The Rise of the State as a Process of Secularization from 1967: “The liberal, secularized state is sustained by conditions it cannot itself guarantee. That is the great gamble it has made for the sake of liberty” (Böckenförde, 2021, p. 167). While there are still ongoing discussions about this statement, that became known as the “Böckenförde dictum”, and how to exactly understand it (Große Kracht and Große Kracht, 2014; Sauer, 2023; Palm, 2013), there is broad consensus that the „conditions it [the liberal, secularized state] cannot itself guarantee” include certain core attitudes among its citizens. These include, as also emphasized by other thinkers, a certain, though never uncritical, level of trust in democratic institutions and elected (Taylor, 2018; Warren, 1999), the awareness that one is not an isolated individual but part of a social entity and dependent on others (Putnam, 2000), the recognition that all people possess equal dignity, as well as a sense of responsibility and willingness to contribute to the shaping of society (Sennett, 2012), work in solidarity toward the common good (Reich, 2018), and care for the well-being of others (Nussbaum, 2011). Religious and theological interpretations further emphasize that religions play a significant role in fostering these attitudes, thereby strengthening several conditions without which democratic states could not exist – making religion important even in secular states (Große Kracht and Große Kracht, 2014).

Even positions that can be categorized as more skeptical of religion’s role within democracies cannot deny its potential to promote democracy. One example is Jürgen Habermas, who, in his writings on democracy and the public sphere, clearly argues that public discussions in democracies should be based on reason–meaning that the best argument should prevail, and positions that cannot be understood universally or are based on assumptions not shared by all should not be valid in democratic debates (Habermas, 2011; Habermas, 1984). Due to these demands, and because he recognizes public discussions as one of the cornerstones of democracy, the early Habermas is highly skeptical when it comes to religion’s role within democracies. However, in his later works – as he notes in his own biographical reflections (Habermas, 2024b)–Habermas increasingly highlights how religions can foster attitudes essential to democracy’s flourishing (Habermas, 2023, 2024a; Müller-Doohm et al., 2024). As an example, he refers to “egalitarian universalism” (Habermas, 2015, 2002, 2023, 2024a), the belief that all people possess equal, inviolable dignity, which was largely shaped by Christianity. A similar, position toward religion is taken by John Rawls. He argues that religion is a private matter and, as such, should initially have no role in public deliberations about societal structures, which ought to rely exclusively on principles acceptable to all (Rawls, 1999; Rawls, 2001). Nevertheless, he also highlights that religious convictions might contribute to reinforcing certain attitudes important for social cohesion. From their particular perspectives, religious beliefs can, for instance, help individuals develop a foundational conviction in the equal worth of all people–a belief that is not only religiously highly significant but also democratically indispensable (Rawls, 2005).

On the other hand, religion can also pose a threat to democracy; there are plenty of examples. In its most extreme and direct form, this happens when religious beliefs are pitted against existing democratic laws or prevailing ideas of coexistence, such as when liberal achievements like gender equality and the non-discrimination of queer people are branded as violations of divine commandments, and efforts are mobilized to abolish them (Machmer and Gogoll, 2024; Lo Mascolo, 2023). While it is unnecessary to delve too deeply into specific examples – and risk granting them more attention than necessary – a notable case might be the Aktion für Ehe and Familie – DemoFürAlle (commonly referred to as Demo für alle, “demo for all”). Since 2014, this movement has organized protests in Germany advocating for what they term the “protection of the traditional family” and opposing initiatives such as gender diversity education, marriage equality, and LGBTQ+ rights in schools. Although not a religious organization per se, the movement regularly frames its opposition with religious references to divine commandments, its protests are frequently associated with the Christian Right (Strube, 2023), and, according to its own statements (Demo für alle, 2024), involve collaboration with conservative religious organizations such as the Forum Deutscher Katholiken (“Forum of German Catholics”) – an association that serves as a more conservative counterpart to the officially Roman Catholic-affiliated Zentralkomitee der deutschen Katholiken (“Central Committee of German Catholics”), and that is often characterized as right-wing (Wirsching, 2019).

In a less extreme and more indirect form, religions threaten democracy when, instead of strengthening the conditions that Böckenförde referred to, they preach, for example, an exaggerated individualism, where everyone is focused solely on their personal salvation, and, at best, the well-being of those who share the same faith but ignores every other person as well as the common good as a whole. Religious communities that encourage this kind of “social egoism” (Kobyliński, 2021) or foster individualistic or tribalistic attitudes can pose significant challenges to democracy. As Bowler (2013) has shown in the American context, this is particularly likely to occur in settings where a so-called “prosperity gospel” (Coleman, 2016) is preached; as well as where religion reinforces a mindset of “I am my own neighbor” or “us against the rest.” These tendencies undermine the democratic values of social cohesion and mutual responsibility, weakening individuals’ sense of responsibility in shaping society (Calhoun et al., 2022).1

To summarize the argument of this section: religion is highly ambivalent: it has the potential to both support and threaten democracy. It is crucial to stress that any religion can adopt forms that either support or endanger democracy. That is why sweeping prejudices such as “Islam is anti-democratic” or “Christianity is pro-democracy” must be urgently avoided. Rather than depending on the religion itself, the question of whether it supports democracy hinges on which attitudes are conveyed in the name of that religion. An illustration of the ambivalent relationship between religion and democracy, as well as the possibilities for legal and political intervention in this relationship can be found in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
 Illustration of the ambivalent relationship between religion and democracy depicting the ways in which religion can either strengthen or threaten democracy, including the opportunities for legal and political intervention (created by the author).




3 Measures to contain the democracy-threatening potential of religion

In light of the insights into the relationship between democracy and religion, it proves to be extremely important from a democratic perspective to “guide” religions in ways that are not anti-democratic, but ideally convey attitudes that promote democracy. For the sake of democracy, therefore, some level of control over religion seems necessary. This control can theoretically be exercised on a micro level by individuals who work to promote democratic-friendly expressions of religion and speak out against anti-democratic ones. In practice, however, the actual influence of individuals—unless they are influential pastors or people with a large following—is quite limited. That is why this control can more effectively be exercised on a macro level through political and legal measures, which can take one of two forms: restrictive or supportive.

Many countries have constitutional provisions that guarantee their citizens the right to religious freedom—meaning the fundamental right to practice their faith freely, gather with fellow believers, celebrate religious services and festivities, and engage in religious education, without interference from the state or others (Ahdar and Leigh, 2013; Eisgruber and Sager, 2007). This “right to freedom of religion” is even recognized in Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations, 2024). Still, many democratic nations reserve the right to limit religious freedom and restrict certain religious practices when they infringe on individuals’ fundamental rights, or to ban entire religious groups if they exhibit traits that are clearly inhumane, unconstitutional, or linked to terrorism (Ahdar and Leigh, 2013).

A recent example is the Islamic Center Hamburg (“Islamisches Zentrum Hamburg”), which was banned in July 2024 by Germany’s Federal Ministry of the Interior, citing that it had “acted against the constitutional order and the principles of international understanding” (Bundesministerium der Justiz, 2024, translated by the author). However, due to the high legal threshold for such actions, in liberal democratic nations, such measures are only to be used as a last resort in extreme cases; which is why such bans are relatively rare. In less severe instances, where religions “only” erode the conditions sustaining democracy by, for instance, promoting individualistic or tribalistic attitudes, such bans cannot be imposed.

A less invasive approach to proactively discouraging religions that pose a threat to democracy from gaining influence is to support expressions of religion that foster democracy-friendly attitudes and contribute to the common good. This support can take different forms. Beyond tax benefits for religious communities, which is a highly complex and contested issue itself (Zelinsky, 2017), religious events can receive state subsidies. For example, the 102nd German Catholic Convention in Stuttgart in 2022 and the 38th German Protestant Church Assembly in Nuremberg in 2023 both featured religious and cultural activities alongside political forums and discussions that promoted democratic attitudes and civic engagement. Thanks to this democratic and public-interest focus, both events received millions of euros in funding from federal, state, and municipal governments (Bundestag, 2023; dpa, 2023). Additionally, religious communities that promote democracy and foster pro-democratic attitudes may be permitted to offer religious education in public schools (Eisgruber and Sager, 2007). To ensure the democratic orientation of this education, the curriculum is usually subject to state oversight, and teachers are often trained in theological faculties at state universities. If training occurs at private or church institutions, states ultimately decide whether graduates can teach in public schools or not.

Providing such financial support for events can help amplify the social influence of religions with democracy-friendly perspectives. Additionally, by offering religious education in schools, it can be made sure that the religion taught at an early age fosters democratic attitudes. In this way, supportive measures can be used to cultivate the conditions that democracies rely on.



4 Spiritual tech, threats to democracy, and the failure of established control mechanisms

As the previous section demonstrates, there are established ways in the analog world to exert control over religions at a macro level, helping to ensure that they promote attitudes beneficial to democracy. However, with the “digital turn” in religion—where religious exchange, education, and practice increasingly shift from the physical to the digital sphere (Campbell and Bellar, 2023)—a wide array of spiritual tech has emerged, enabling individuals to engage with their faith in new ways. This includes apps featuring sacred texts like the Quran, the Bible, or Buddhist Sutras in multiple translations, as well as apps that assist users in formulating prayers, planning pilgrimages, meditating, or even confessing sins (Campbell et al., 2014). It also extends to online forums and digital platforms for discussing religious topics (Hutchings, 2015) and virtual environments within video games (Campbell and Grieve, 2014; Bosman, 2019) or custom-designed VR worlds, where people can gather to practice religious rituals or attend services (Jun, 2020). Additionally, there are AI-driven chatbots designed to assist individuals with religious questions or accompany them on their spiritual journey (Trothen, 2022), often explicitly trained on religious datasets, capable of answering users’ questions based on the Quran2, the Bible3, or the Torah and Midrash4. Finally, there are even robotic applications intended to support religious practices and address spiritual needs (Simmerlein and Tretter, 2024a, 2024b).

One key challenge with spiritual tech lies in its potential to disseminate content that is either highly problematic and directly threatens democracy or that subtly undermines pro-democratic attitudes, posing an indirect threat to democracy. As the remainder of this section will demonstrate, no effective mechanisms currently exist to prevent or mitigate these risks.

While there are legal regulations at both national and international levels that try to counter the dissemination of inhumane, inflammatory, or discriminatory content online (Gorwa, 2024), the sheer number of (religious) hate posts on major social media platforms highlights how inconsistently these rules are enforced at the moment (Di Fátima, 2023). Among the more extreme examples of religious posts of this kind are, as highlighted by Duile (2018), the social media activities of the Front Pembela Islam in Indonesia, where, in the name of religion, mobilization, intimidation, and threats are directed against specific targets, such as leftist political organizations, nightclubs, and events or venues associated with LGBT+ communities. While inflammatory and discriminatory content like this, threatening basic democratic principles, is, thankfully, often swiftly removed, other content that subtly undermines democratic attitudes and values, and poses an indirect threat to democracy often goes unchecked. Examples include content, sometimes in the form of memes (Campbell and Sheldon, 2021), oftentimes rooted in right-wing evangelical or white Christian ideologies, that mocks political leaders, thus gradually undermining trust in democratically elected representatives (Jones, 2020), or posts that use the Bible or Christian symbols (McSwiney et al., 2021), to spread discord or conspiracy narratives (Diaz Ruiz and Nilsson 2022), or to propagate toxic masculinity and anti-feminist views, particularly within “incel culture” (Ging, 2017).

The same challenges arise in virtual spaces. While most online forums, video games, and VR environments have implemented content policies or codes of conduct, these suffer from two significant flaws: enforcement is often inconsistent, and efforts primarily focus on the most extreme and directly harmful content, leaving content that “only” undermines democratic attitudes largely unaddressed. A notable example of the limitations of such regulations – even in curbing overtly problematic content—is the so-called “Vatican Minecraft Server,” hosted by a Catholic priest with the aim of fostering an open online community based on Christian values (Walters, 2019). To ensure this vision, the server established rules and employed moderators to enforce them, prohibiting insults, toxicity, discrimination, and similar behavior. However, soon after its launch, the server faced massive DDoS attacks (Meisenzahl, 2019), and became a target for “trolls” (Galitski, 2019), i.e., players who intentionally violated the rules by posting slurs, toxic or hate-inciting messages in the server’s chat, and even constructing swastikas in the game environment. Videos of these acts were often shared on platforms like YouTube.

Religious apps, like all other apps, are—at least theoretically—subject to strict content reviews before being made available in app stores. These reviews aim to ensure compliance with guidelines and can, where necessary, result in age restrictions or outright rejection. However, as numerous negative cases demonstrate, these checks are often not thorough enough, sometimes even allowing religious apps in app stores that contain severe security flaws and malware (Hodge, 2019) or highly problematic content (Pellot, 2014). A notable example of an app disseminating content incompatible with democratic attitudes and values is the app Living Hope Ministries, as it depicted being gay as an “addiction,” “sickness,” and “sin” and disseminated much more discriminatory content against queer and trans individuals, even to the point of suggesting conversion therapies to some people (Griffith, 2018). Despite these clear guideline violations, the app remained available in app stores for a significant period before being removed—first by Apple and later by Google—after multiple complaints (Wood, 2019). The fact that (religious) apps with such overtly problematic content, directly contradicting fundamental democratic principles, can pass these quality checks and remain available for extended periods suggests that apps which “only” disseminate content undermining pro-democratic attitudes and posing an indirect threat to democracy are even less likely to be identified or removed during these checks.

Last but not least, regulating AI-driven religious chatbots and applications presents unique challenges. Their reliance on statistical models and learning capabilities makes oversight even more difficult than regulating the content spread via apps, social media, or virtual spaces, and heightens the risk of statements being generated that are not only deeply problematic but may also exhibit democracy-threatening tendencies. A notable example is a group of Indian religious chatbots, including Gita-AI, GitaGPT, Gita Chat, and Ask Gita. Based on an earlier version of ChatGPT and the Bhagavad Gita—a text depicting Krishna’ s teachings to Arjuna—there have been cases when these systems presented unfiltered interpretations of controversial passages. For example, Krishna’s urging of Arjuna to wage war against his family is presented without critique or contextualization. Unlike human preachers who historically-critically interpret and critique such violent messages thoughtfully, these chatbots reproduced the content straightforward, sometimes endorsing violence by advising users that “it’s OK to kill someone if it’s your dharma, or duty” (Shivji, 2023). It’s just this kind of uncritical and overly literal reproduction of historical religious texts that, as Iblher (2023) notes, can quickly become problematic. Although modern (religious) AI chatbots and applications are typically equipped with content filters to prevent such violence-promoting or explicitly anti-democratic statements, these safeguards can often be bypassed—sometimes easily, sometimes with more effort—through methods like GPT-hacking or jailbreaking (French, 2024; Milpetz, 2025). Furthermore, these content filters—for good reason, as such restrictions could quickly violate the right to free speech—do not address subtler forms of problematic content that, for instance, promotes attitudes such as exaggerated individualism and materialism, that might eventually undermine social cohesion and indirectly endanger democracy. An example of exactly this type of overly individualistic and materialistic religious content is promoted by @beliverdaily on TikTok5, an AI-generated influencer modeled after a stereotypical white Jesus, that promises “divine blessings and many worldly comforts” (Dean, 2023), and whose clips have garnered over 50 million views and more than 9 million likes (as of January 3, 2025). Similar content tendencies can be observed in other AI-generated religious influencers such as @ask_jesus6, which streams live on Twitch 24/7, responding to user inquiries (Green, 2023). Unlike religious AI influencers such as @believerdaily, whose contents are pre-produced and shared on social media platforms, @ask_jesus’ content is generated in real-time using chatbots, visualized with AI-powered video generation, and streamed live without consistent human oversight. This lack of review significantly heightens the risk of problematic content or anti-democratic material being disseminated.



5 Discussion

The previous section demonstrated how spiritual tech can contribute to the dissemination of content that poses a threat to democracy—either by being explicitly inhumane or unconstitutional, or by promoting attitudes such as extreme individualism and materialism that erode the values and attitude crucial to sustaining democracy. While there are national and international regulations, as well as content policies and codes of conduct, that prohibit the dissemination of explicitly inhumane or unconstitutional content, which, to be honest, could and should be more effectively enforced to counter its spread, including through spiritual tech, there are no mechanisms in place to address content that undermines pro-democratic attitudes or poses indirect threats to democracy. However, this situation is not much different from the “analog” world. As previously outlined, only religious groups posing a direct threat to democracy through unconstitutional or inhumane positions can be banned; religious communities that indirectly undermine democracy by eroding the conditional attitudes necessary for its “survival” cannot—rightfully—be banned.

In the analog world, subsidies can be employed to ensure that pro-democratic expressions of religion gain more influence than those that indirectly undermine democracy. A similar approach might be applied to the digital realm with respect to spiritual tech. For instance, spiritual tech that actively contributes to promoting democratic values and fostering pro-democratic attitudes could receive targeted support. While a detailed plan for implementing this cannot be provided here, a general framework could follow a three-step process:

1. Developers of spiritual tech could voluntarily submit their plans or completed projects through a dedicated online application system. This system would request key details and allow for the submission of an early version of the spiritual tech to a specifically designated governmental institution. While this institution would need to be established, it could be housed within existing organizations.

2. These submissions would then undergo a rigorous review by official, potentially state-appointed evaluators from fields such as theology or religious studies, law, social sciences, and other relevant disciplines. The review would evaluate the contents promoted by the tech, its anticipated impact on democracy, and the robustness of its safeguards against manipulation, based on established criteria and specifications.

3. If the evaluation is positive, developers would receive financial support, be reimbursed retroactively, or have their applications endorsed and potentially promoted by government bodies.

Admittedly, while comparable funding processes already exist in some countries, such as Germany, in the realm of political education (bpb, 2024), introducing a similar review process for spiritual tech still seems, at least for now, somewhat utopian. Such an initiative would require both institutional resources to establish the necessary structures and significant effort to design a review process that is consistent and transparent. These efforts would involve considerable costs–even if existing funding programs were expanded to include spiritual tech. Moreover, it is uncertain whether the initiative would yield the desired outcomes or, conversely, produce unintended consequences. For example, persons might deliberately avoid officially-reviewed and state-sponsored spiritual tech, much like some groups of people shun state-supported media. However, what remains clear is that, from both a theological and democratic theory perspective, it’s crucial to keep a close eye on spiritual tech and discuss how to ensure it does not just avoid theologically problematic statements but also steers clear of undermining the conditions that are essential for a healthy democracy.
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Footnotes

1   At first glance, the indirect form of democracy being threatened by religion may seem much less harmful, as it does not directly incite opposition against groups of people or democracy itself. However, it is precisely in this subtlety that a danger lies, because its democracy-threatening nature is not always immediately recognized, which may allow this form to spread more easily.

2   https://www.qurangpt.com

3   https://biblegpt-la.com

4   https://midrash.ai

5   https://www.tiktok.com/@believerdaily

6   https://www.twitch.tv/ask_jesus
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