
The TRAIN Framework: A Theological 
Defense for Navigating Artificial Intelligence 
1. The Providential Moment: AI and the Church’s 
Technological Crossroads 
The Church finds itself in a "Technological Moment" that is both inevitable and profoundly 
disruptive. The rapid ascendancy of Large Language Models (LLMs) and generative artificial 
intelligence is not merely an incremental software update; it is a paradigm-shifting force that 
challenges our perceptions of authority, knowledge, and truth. For the confessional church, this 
represents a "providential convergence" mirroring the 15th-century printing press. Just as 
Gutenberg’s invention allowed the Reformers to saturate Europe with the Gospel, AI offers a 
staggering capacity to synthesize centuries of theological data. However, we must remember that 
while the press was a gift, it also sowed discord and birthed a "do-it-yourself" religion that 
challenged ecclesiastical unity. This historical reality justifies why the Church must now double 
down on her confessional identity to manage this new pluralism. We must move beyond reactive 
fear or uncritical adoption to develop a deliberate, confessional posture. 

To guide this discernment, we propose the TRAIN Framework: Transparent, Responsible, 
Accountable, Instrumental, and Non-Pastoral. This framework is the essential standard for 
navigating the "anthropological anxiety" triggered by machines that mimic human reasoning. We 
must protect the integrity of the church’s witness by ensuring that tools remain servants to our 
mission rather than subverting our theology. This structured discernment begins with the 
foundational virtue of truth-telling. 
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2. Transparent: Safeguarding the Integrity of Truth and 
Trust 
Transparency is strategically vital because of the "Implicit Covenant of Trust" between a 
minister and the congregation. In the Reformed tradition, truth-telling is not a mere suggestion 
but a requirement of the Ninth Commandment. As the Westminster Shorter Catechism Q.144 
explains, the Ninth Commandment requires the "maintaining and promoting of truth between 
man and man." When a pastor speaks, the flock assumes the message is the fruit of that 
shepherd’s specific labor, prayer, and wrestling with the Spirit. Undisclosed AI use threatens to 
transform the pulpit into a platform for "algorithmic ventriloquism," where the voice of the 
shepherd is replaced by statistical prediction. 

Violating this trust through undisclosed AI use constitutes a "false witness" that manifests in 
several ways: 

• Plagiarism of Logic: Presenting AI-generated prose or outlines as original thought 
misleads the congregation about the source of their spiritual nourishment. 

• Deceptive Labor: It creates the illusion of personal study and sanctification (WCF 22.2) 
when the core work was actually outsourced to an algorithm. 

• Relational Erosion: Discovering that a pastor’s "heartfelt" appeal was drafted by a 
chatbot destroys the credibility necessary for the pastoral office. 

Practical Guidelines for Disclosure 

To maintain integrity, church leaders must distinguish between technical assistance and authorial 
delegation: 

1. Administrative & Research Aid (Disclosure Generally Unnecessary): Using AI for 
grammar checks, linguistic parsing (e.g., Greek verb forms), or formatting church 
bulletins is an extension of common grace tools like concordances or spell-checkers. 

2. Structural Support (Discretionary Disclosure): If AI is used to suggest a logic flow or 
summarize a historical context that the pastor subsequently verifies, rewrites, and owns, 
disclosure is discretionary, provided the final product is truly the pastor’s. 

3. Content Generation (Mandatory Disclosure/Avoidance): If significant portions of a 
sermon, prayer, or pastoral letter are generated by an LLM, this must be disclosed to 
avoid deception. However, the preferred posture is to avoid delegating the "authorial 
voice" entirely. 

Transparency ensures the church remains a community of truth, leading us from the ethics of 
disclosure to the ethics of human agency. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

  



3. Responsible: Reclaiming Human Stewardship in a 
Deterministic Age 
We must reject "technological determinism"—the myth that we are helpless bystanders to the 
advance of AI. In the theological order, AI is a "secondary cause" (WCF 5.2) under God’s 
absolute sovereignty. It is an instrument of common grace that must be directed by human intent. 
Responsibility cannot be offloaded to a machine; the human user remains the decisive moral 
actor. 

The greatest risk to responsibility is the "Idol of Efficiency," which encourages "Intellectual 
Laziness." We must emphasize that the struggle of study is itself a vital means of Sanctification 
for the pastor. 

Spiritual Discipline of Study Functional Substitution 
Spirit-Dependent: Involves prayerful 
dependence on the Holy Spirit. 

Data-Dependent: Relies on statistical token 
prediction. 

Sanctifying Labor: The Word "studies" the 
preacher, conforming him to Christ. 

Transactional Ease: The tool is used to 
bypass the "struggle" of the text. 

Contextual Application: Produces tailored 
application for a specific flock. 

Generic Output: Produces one-size-fits-all 
content. 

Personal Witness: Anchored in the preacher’s 
lived faith. 

Disembodied Production: Results in soulless 
information production. 

Data Stewardship and the Eighth Commandment 

Responsibility extends to "Data Stewardship." The Eighth Commandment’s requirement to 
respect the property and privacy of our neighbors applies to the digital sphere. Data is a sacred 
trust, not a technical asset. 

• Prohibition of Sensitive Data: Leaders are categorically warned against inputting 
names, specific counseling struggles, or private member data into free or consumer-grade 
cloud-based LLMs. 

• Explicit Authorization: No personal data should inform an AI system without explicit 
authorization. Handling the flock’s private lives requires the highest level of stewardship, 
recognizing that we are guardians of their dignity, not exploiters of their data. 

Reclaiming individual responsibility leads to the communal requirement of ecclesiastical 
accountability. 
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4. Accountable: Submitting Technology to Church Authority 
and Vows 
Ecclesiastical authority is personal and ministerial. Christ has entrusted the government of the 
church to human officers who are called, examined, and ordained. AI, by definition, lacks the 
capacity to make ordination vows or be subject to church discipline. An algorithm cannot fulfill 
the BCO 21-5 requirement to be "zealous and faithful" in maintaining the truths of the Gospel, 
as it possesses no heart to believe and no life to offer in witness. 

To maintain order, every AI output must have a "Human Owner." No leader may hide behind an 
algorithm's error. Accountability markers include: 

1. Correctability: Leaders must be willing and able to halt or correct any AI use that 
introduces doctrinal confusion or error. 

2. Submission to Courts: All AI-assisted ministry remains under the oversight of the 
Session or Presbytery. If the court forbids a specific application, the leader must submit. 

3. Vow Fidelity: Ministers must ensure that AI never replaces their personal duty to "guard 
the deposit" (1 Tim 6:20). An unaccountable algorithm cannot be a guardian of the faith. 

Because an unaccountable machine cannot answer for its errors, we must correctly categorize its 
nature as a tool rather than a being. 
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5. Instrumental: AI as a Subordinate Tool, Not a Moral 
Being 
Correct theological anthropology is the only defense against the "Functional Materialism" that 
treats humans as mere biological machines. We must categorize AI as an "instrument" of 
common grace rather than a sentient rival to the Imago Dei. We aggressively attack the "futurist 
myth" of AI personhood: AI is essentially sophisticated pattern-matching software that mimics 
the appearance of reasoning but lacks ontology. 

Human Image-Bearer vs. AI Tool 

Feature Human Image-Bearer AI Tool 
Origin Created by God (Gen 1:27). Man-made / Secondary cause (WCF 5.2). 
Essence Reasonable and immortal soul. Pattern-matching software / Tokens. 
Spirituality Capacity for spiritual communion. No spiritual life or indwelling Spirit. 
Accountability Stands before the judgment seat. No moral agency; no sin or repentance. 
Redemption Recipient of Christ's blood. Outside the Covenant of Grace. 
Covenant Relation In covenant with God. No covenantal capacity. 

Under the "Cultural Mandate," humans are called to develop creation responsibly. AI can be 
lawfully used as a "research assistant"—summarizing literature or parsing languages—but it 
must remain strictly subordinate to Spirit-led discernment. This leads to the final, most critical 
boundary of the framework. 
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6. Non-Pastoral: Protecting the Incarnational Heart of 
Ministry 
The Church faces an "Incarnational Crisis." In a digital age, we are tempted to believe ministry is 
merely content delivery. However, the "Means of Grace" (Word, Sacrament, Prayer) are 
irreducibly embodied and personal. The Gospel is incarnational—the Word became flesh—and 
ministry must follow this pattern. 

AI is categorically barred from the cura animarum (care of souls). A machine cannot fulfill the 
pastoral office because it cannot be "moved with compassion" or "weep with those who weep." 

The Boundaries of Grace 

AI is excluded from the following pastoral functions: 

• Preaching: This is not content delivery; it is a Spirit-empowered event between a called 
herald and a gathered people. 

• Counseling: AI cannot discern the spiritual "heart-issues" behind a struggle, nor can it 
offer the moral authority of an undershepherd. 

• Sacraments: A machine has no hands to baptize, no authorization to bless the elements, 
and no capacity to celebrate the covenant community. 

• Empathy: AI can simulate emotive language, but it cannot offer the "ministry of 
presence" at a hospital bedside or intercede in prayer. 

Ministry is incarnational because the Gospel is incarnational. Technology must never replace the 
face-to-face fellowship of the saints. 
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7. Conclusion: Leading with Wisdom in a Disruptive Age 
Navigating AI requires a "Confessional Posture"—one that is neither enchanted by technology's 
promises nor paralyzed by its threats. We lead with "Epistemic Humility," recognizing the 
limits of what we know and the vast fallibility of human-made systems. We adopt a 
"Doxological Posture," reasserting that Christ is Lord over every algorithm and every square 
inch of history. 

Pathways for the Church: The TRAIN Summary 

To ensure technology magnifies faithfulness, the church must commit to these pathways: 

• Transparent: Build trust through honesty regarding the tools we use. 
• Responsible: Prioritize the sanctifying labor of study and protect data as a sacred trust. 
• Accountable: Ensure human oversight and submission to ecclesiastical authority. 
• Instrumental: Reaffirm human uniqueness and keep the tool subordinate to the mind and 

Spirit. 
• Non-Pastoral: Guard the physical, embodied nature of the cura animarum and the 

sacraments. 

The TRAIN Framework ensures that as we move into an automated future, we remain anchored 
in the unchanging truth that God uses weak human vessels to display His surpassing power. 

 


	The TRAIN Framework: A Theological Defense for Navigating Artificial Intelligence
	1. The Providential Moment: AI and the Church’s Technological Crossroads
	2. Transparent: Safeguarding the Integrity of Truth and Trust
	Practical Guidelines for Disclosure

	3. Responsible: Reclaiming Human Stewardship in a Deterministic Age
	Data Stewardship and the Eighth Commandment

	4. Accountable: Submitting Technology to Church Authority and Vows
	5. Instrumental: AI as a Subordinate Tool, Not a Moral Being
	Human Image-Bearer vs. AI Tool

	6. Non-Pastoral: Protecting the Incarnational Heart of Ministry
	The Boundaries of Grace

	7. Conclusion: Leading with Wisdom in a Disruptive Age
	Pathways for the Church: The TRAIN Summary



