Magnifica Humanitas — Basic Issues

In the introduction to Magnifica Humanitas (MH), Pope Leo XIV recounts the underlying
reality of our times — new technologies are interwoven into daily life, giving humanity
unprecedented power over itself. They open up unpredictable horizons, complicating
the assessment of their potential impact and long-term effects on individuals and
society. The State’s role of directing innovations is now often handled by private parties
with resources surpassing many Governments. We must address these crucial
guestions: “Where are we going? Toward what goal do we wish to orient ourselves?
What direction should we choose as a people and as a human community?” (MH, #6)

Leo recalls two biblical stories of construction — the Tower of Babel in Genesis and the
rebuilding of Jerusalem in the Book of Nehemiah. The builders hoped that the Babel
project would guarantee them stability and power, making a name for themselves. It
would come from a single people using one technology and with one objective — to
reach to the heavens. But it was conceived without reference to God’s plan for
humanity, supported by a uniformity that eliminated diversity, and depended on their
self-sufficiency. The whole effort broke down and the people dispersed.

Nehemiah went to Jerusalem several decades after the Israelites returned from the
Babylonian Exile. He had heard that the city walls were still in ruins, and found that to
be true. Having prayed for God’s help, he encouraged the people to work together to
rebuild the walls and gates, assigning each a section to work on. Through shared
responsibility, with God at the center of their efforts, the people rediscovered community
as they rebuilt their city.

We are challenged regarding our relationship with technology and ongoing changes.
We can use new technologies to improve our common home or to generate new forms
of injustice. Technology is not good or evil, but can lead to either outcome, depending
on the motivations of those who devise, finance, regulate and use it. The question is not
whether or not to use technology, but how and why to use it. We must choose between
constructing Babel and rebuilding Jerusalem in our time.

We must, then, avoid the “Babel syndrome,” namely the idolatry of profit that
sacrifices the weak, a uniformity that neutralizes differences, and the pretense that a
single language — even a digital one — can translate everything, including the
mystery of the person, into data and performance. ... Instead, let us choose the “‘way
of Nehemiah,” which highlights the importance of working together to make the City
of God a safe place for returning exiles. ... Indeed, this is the possibility of building
together, of transforming diversity into a resource and of making listening and
dialogue the common ground upon which to cultivate justice and fraternity. (#10)



Building a city founded on the common good first implies a firm relationship with God,
with his love calling us to communion with him. Second, it means “accepting the limits
and weakness of humanity without considering them an error to be corrected” (MH,
#12). We must not be misled by promises that technology can free some of us from all
weakness while leaving entire populations behind. True human fulfillment “is found
where freedom and responsibility are intertwined with mutual care and true solidarity,
and where progress is measured by the dignity of each person and the good of all
peoples” (MH, #12). Third, “building a world in which everyone can flourish requires
shared responsibility and courage” (MH, #13). No one is strong enough to do it all, but
no one is so weak that they can’t do anything. We must practice subsidiarity, valuing the
cooperation of diverse people to each contribute to the building of stability, prosperity
and peace in the community. Finally, we must speak in a way that avoids humiliating or
antagonistic words with one another, respecting the dignity of the human person, and
encouraging all to offer productive ideas.

In the era of artificial intelligence, when human dignity is threatened by new forms of
dehumanization, ours is the pressing duty to remain profoundly human. We must
lovingly safeguard the grandeur of humanity bestowed upon us and revealed in its
fullness in Christ, the splendor of which no machine can ever replace. (#15)

Pope Leo concludes the encyclical’s introduction with an appeal to all — Catholics,
Christians, and people of goodwill — to build for the common good of all humanity,
uplifting all through the application of technology.

Let us not be afraid to get our hands dirty on the “construction site” of our time. Like
Nehemiah, let us pray, plan wisely and work perseveringly, placing God at the
forefront of our actions and the human person at the center of our choices. Thus, the
‘rejected stones” — the poor, the sick, the migrants and the least among us — will
become the cornerstone, and a solid, welcoming common home will emerge on the
earth, where love and faithfulness will finally meet, and righteousness and peace will
embrace (cf. Ps 85:10). ... The task that stands before us is that of being builders of
communion, rather than architects of Babel. We are to be servants of the coming
Kingdom, instead of lords of towers destined for ruin. (#16)



