MAGNIFICA HUMANITAS - A PARISH REFLECTION

The Church of the Most Precious Blood in Sidmouth recently hosted a discussion on Pope
Leo’s first Encyclical — Magnifica Humanitas. The invitation to the parish asked them what
connected Pope Leo, Erin Brockovich, the girls’ school in Iran where 170 children and
teachers were killed and Professor Anna Rowlands of Durham University. The answer is
‘Artificial intelligence’.

Over twenty-five people came to listen, discuss and learn including people of all ages. It is
important to hear the voices on younger people who will have to deal far more with the
consequences of these developments. A number of people have signed up to further study
the encyclical in September. This report reflects the views shared at that meeting and we
hope it encourages other parishes to come together to reflect on this important encyclical.
Thank you to Dr Olive O’Brien and Eleanor Selby for sharing their reflections.

The facilitators thought that while most would be familiar with the story of the Tower of
Babel, not many might know about Nehemiah rebuilding the walls and city of Jerusalem.
These two passages are cited by Pope Leo at the very beginning of his encyclical, and the
evening began with the reading of (very abridged) versions of the two Scriptural stories.

The meeting began with sharing reflections on two simple questions:

i) What you know about Al (Artificial Intelligence)?
ii) What one word would describe what you think is magnificent about
humanity?

This second question proved a little more difficult. A moment of, almost
shocked, silence was followed by an outpouring of words covering humanity
— curiosity, love, friendship, compassion ...

A brief introduction then offered some background explanations of

e  What an encyclical is;

e How they have changed over the centuries — earlier ones were sent to Archbishops,
Bishops, Ordinaries ... but lay people were not included; in 1963, there was a
fundamental change when Pope John XXIIl addressed an encyclical (Pacem in Terris —
Peace on earth) to all the usual list but then added the clergy, lay faithful and all
people of goodwill;

e  Why Pope Leo took the papal name Leo;

e |n a sentence what does this encyclical say? It is 245 paragraphs long; has about
42,000 words; with 224 footnotes and is over |50 pages. In one sentence?

The issue identified is that of powerful technology controlled by individuals who do not necessarily
subscribe to the concept of the common good.

The Vatican has produced many resources to help us get to grips with this document
including an infographic on a single A4 sheet for each chapter of the encyclical. There are
five chapters and we set the participants into five table groups — one table for each chapter.
Each table was given a copy of the infographic for their chapter and invited to discuss what
they gleaned from it. Then starting with chapter |, the members of table offered what they
had learnt. The leader then presented a more detailed view of the chapter. Five brief
conversations and presentations about each of the chapters in turn left us all thinking: ‘This is
a very deep document’.



Eleanor (Age 16) noted “In groups, we were asked to summarise the magnificence of
humanity in one word, and answers such as “community”, “love”, and “compassion”
highlighted how it is our human ability to empathise and care for others which sets us apart
from computer programs. Though Al can produce images and essays, without human
emotion and connection at the centre, it is simply generating rather than creating.

After looking at these passages, we explored the difference between unity and uniformity,
concluding that we should not desire for everybody to be the same, but that — as seen in the
rebuilding of Jerusalem — we can all work together in different capacities to achieve a
common goal that benefits everyone. We agreed that the core principle of community is
that people with vastly different skill sets can all be valued and respected; with Al, anyone
can claim to be an artist, but a true community embraces differences rather than expecting
everyone to be able to do the same things on the same level. The more we strive for
perfection, the less we value the imperfect, and we are called to value people simply for the
virtue of being human, rather than based on what they can do for us.”

Eleanor reflected on concerns raised about the impact of Al on the environment, how it can
be used for negative outcomes including war and exploitation, arguing that “even if it makes
someone’s day a little bit easier, the benefits do not even come close to outweighing the
costs.”

In the final part of the meeting, the group looked at Pope Leo’s outline of how each of us—
individually and as a community—have a part to play to try to make Al work for the benefit
of our society today. It cannot all be left to the powerful! Pope Leo is very clear that Al is
now part of our present culture. Can we use it to build a Civilisation of Love, rooted in the
Social Doctrine of the Church?

The meeting closed with singing a version of the Magnificat (referred to at the end of the
document).

The Vatican has produced many resources for Catholics to get to know this document.

Caritas Diocese of Plymouth can help support parishes to explore this encyclical and the
parish of Sidmouth would also be happy to help.
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