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As digitalization processes become increasingly prevalent in
people’s daily lives, there is a growing urgency within the field
of religion to clarify the role that these processes—and arti-
ficial intelligence (AI) in particular—play in shaping people’s
scope for action and their agency. The actions of humans and
machines, or the datafied processes associated with them, can
no longer be meaningfully understood as separate entities (cf.
Hepp&Gérland 2024). This article provides an introduction to
the current state of interdisciplinary research on this ques-
tion. Religious practice is understood as not solely attributable
to human entities, yet as being bound to them in a specific way.
The findings are significant for further religious and in a broad-
er sense also cultural studies because they aim to contribute
to basic research on the concept of agency, which has thus far
received little conceptual attention.

To address this research project, an interdisciplinary and
international research network funded by the German Research
Foundation (Conceptualizing Agency, Religion and Digitaliza-
tion (CARD)) was established. This network facilitates an inten-
sive exchange on the state of the art among the participating
disciplines of science of religion, theology, philosophy, sociol-
ogy, communication and media studies, computer science, and
human-computer interaction.

Outside the field of religion, research has long been con-
ducted on processes of transformation, particularly as they re-
late to artificial intelligence (cf. e.g., Ess 2014). In the context of
religion(s), a field of discussion on Digital Religions and Digital
Theologies has emerged over the past thirty years, though it has
received little attention in public debates beyond this sphere.
Here, the initial thesis is that religions, as part of cultures and as
ethically practicing and reflective communities, possess specific
resources for reflecting on agency and possibilities for action.
Traditionally, they reflect on the motivations, objectives, risks,
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and opportunities of specific religious practices in relation to in-
dividuals, groups, and also in cooperation and relationship with
non-human entities that concern transcendent perspectives on
action, including the action of God. Non-human entities are thus
not unknown factors for religious practices; rather, they have es-
tablished specific frameworks for engagement and reflection for
such entities, which are first identified and named in this article.
The scholarly contributions of this article are therefore initially
focused on an interdisciplinary and internationally oriented lit-
erature review and analysis.

Initial research findings within the conceptual triangle de-
fining the relationship between agency, religion, and digitaliza-
tion reveal that distinct horizons of reflection exist for each of
these three areas; however, these horizons generally show little
interdependence with one another. At times, it becomes appar-
ent that at least two of these horizons are, at least initially, re-
lated to one another. The concept of agency is certainly found
in theology and in relation to religious practice, but it is rarely
connected to processes of digitalization or to artificial intelli-
gence. The concept of digitalization is, in turn, reflected upon
in relation to the concept of agency, yet the discussion of reli-
gions or theology is largely absent here. Finally, regarding the
concept of religion and its reflection within theology, it is only in
exceptional cases that it is related to digitalization or artificial
intelligence in terms of action. Thus, all three concepts are dis-
cussed largely independently of one another in the disciplines
dedicated to the study of religion. Based on this finding, it be-
comes clear that a conceptual development toward understand-
ing the concept of agency in digitalization processes or in worlds
where artificial intelligence is part of everyday life is needed in
the humanities and social sciences, as well as in the sciences that
view themselves as more technologically oriented.

In this context, the cultural aspects of religious practic-
es are considered particularly sensitive when it comes to their
transformation. In particular, the Abrahamic religions dis-
cussed here are rarely perceived by the public as being associated
with technological innovation. Religions seem to be phenomena
steeped in tradition that should not relinquish their rich diver-
sity of forms to contemporary transformation processes with-
out careful reflection. This naturally raises many questions: Is
it sensible and appropriate, for example, for pastoral care to in-
corporate technological communication tools into its practice?
With these concrete considerations in mind, it becomes clear
that developing an understanding of action in the context of
digitalization first requires an expansion and deepening of the
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concepts of lived religion to encompass the material, technical,
and digitalized world. In this process, an important horizon of
reflection will also be that of embodiment (cf. Radde-Antweiler
2022).

It is already apparent that the collection of interdiscipli-
nary findings and case studies on religion-related resources also
holds promise for conceptualizing human and non-human agen-
cy. Such studies address, for example, the question of non-hu-
man structural features of communicative agency, as seen in
the field of chatbots. These studies will be conducted in a second
phase of the project. They are not yet the focus of this article.
However, it is already clear here that, when describing religious
practice, a reference to human agency falls short because, as ex-
plained in Latour’s ANT theory, the agency of, for example, a
ritual can be understood as a religious practice that is not limit-
ed to individual human actors. It already extends the concept of
the actor “—or actant—to non-human, non-individual entities”
(Latour 1996, 369).

Finally, a key insight that emerges from the literature re-
view underpinning this article is that research on agency, reli-
gion, and digitalization seeks, on the one hand, to better un-
derstand technological change in the realm of religion-related
communication; on the other hand, it also yields a wealth of
new insights into religions and their understandings of reli-
gious agency. The research processes outlined here are therefore
not solely aimed at developing a conception of agency in the age
of digitalization and AI; rather, they also seek to re-enter the
discussion regarding the self-understanding of religious culture
and its practices through an examination of agency, digitaliza-
tion, and Al
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