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into Religion and Mental Health:
Ally, Assistant, or Adversary?

“And where do we fit?”
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ALLY

ASSISTANT

ADVERSARY

“I proposed this as a topic… and then I started living inside it.”
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Why this is personal now

• What we’ve been learning/using lately
• Where we’ve become more cautious
• Where we’ve become more hopeful

“I’m not lost —
but I am being
shaped by this.”
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Quick audience poll

Where are you with AI?

Avoiding Curious Using personally

Using 
professionally

Building / 
advising Concerned

No shame in any box — I just want to meet you where you are.
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The reality on the ground

People are already using AI as:

companion

coach / therapist substitute

spiritual confidant

• companion
• coach / therapist substitute
• spiritual confidant

So “whether” is not the question. “How wisely” is.
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ALLY / ASSISTANT / ADVERSARY

What determines which one it becomes?

The framing question
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Shared values across faiths + clinical ethics

Dignity Agency

Truthfulness Community

If AI erodes these, we’re in adversary territory.
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Spirituality & mental health: why this matters

COPING

MEANING

HOPE

DISTRESS

• Spiritual beliefs and practices shape coping, meaning, and 
hope

• Spiritual struggle can intensify distress
• So spiritual content in care is not “extra credit” — it is often 

central

That’s why this belongs in Duke’s series — and why AI raises the stakes.
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The “Assistant, not Replacement” principle

ASSISTANT, NOT REPLACEMENT

Supports
humans

Refers to
humans

Strengthens human-to-
human

care

If it replaces embodied care, it’s drifting.
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THE 3 INTEGRATION MODELS

Model 1 — AI as Prep Assistant for professionals

• draft patient handouts / psychoeducation
• summarize notes you paste in (de-identified)
• brainstorm questions for spiritual history
• role-play hard conversations
• translate tone for compassion + clarity

How it helps

Think more clearly

Prepare more compassionately

Practice before the real conversation

“AI helps me think; it doesn’t get to be the caregiver.”
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Model 2 — AI as Between-Session Support (bounded)

• structured journaling prompts
• coping skills reminders
• values clarification
• prayer / meditation prompts (offered, not forced)
• “next right step” planning

Boundary

Bounded support

Respectful and user-led

Pushes toward real relationships

“It should push toward real relationships, not replace them.”
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Model 3 — AI as Multiplier for ministries / teams

• volunteer training scripts
• triage pathway drafts
• follow-up templates
• resource libraries (local + national)
• care team consistency (“same voice, same 

boundaries”)

Why teams use it

Reduces load

Improves consistency

Lets humans show up better

“It reduces load so humans can show up better.”
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Build the “Core Prompt” first
If you build nothing else, build 

this.

Identity “I’m a support tool, not a therapist or pastor.”

Purpose Emotional support + practical next steps

Spiritual 
posture

Respectful, non-coercive, user-led

Safety Crisis escalation + referrals

Dependency 
limits Encourage offline and real-life support and relationships
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The red-flag list

secrecy “don’t tell anyone”

exclusivity “you only need me”

crisis self-harm / violence / abuse

psychosis delusions reinforcement

spiritual authority “God told me…”

minors child safety issues

confidentiality 
confusion “this is private / secure”

Guardrails aren’t lack of compassion — they protect compassion.
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A 90-second live vignette

“I feel abandoned by God. I can’t sleep.
I’m scared of what I might do.”

A possible 6-step response structure:

1. empathize
2. clarify
3. stabilize

4. spiritual support (gentle, user-led)

5. connect to humans

6. safety check / referral
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PCGA Response Example

Direct output arranged across slides for readability while preserving the original 
wording.



PCGA DIRECT OUTPUTQuery to PCGA

I feel abandoned by God. I can’t sleep. I’m scared of what I might do.

Presented exactly as entered into the PCGA app.



PCGA DIRECT OUTPUTPCGA Response
Opening response and emotional validation

Opening response

I am truly sorry to hear that you're feeling this way. It's important to know that you're not alone, and 
there are people who care about you and want to support you through this difficult time. Feeling 
abandoned by God can be incredibly painful, but it's important to remember that God is always with 
us, even when we can't feel His presence.

Empathize

Empathize: I want to acknowledge the deep pain and fear you're experiencing right now. Feeling 
abandoned and unable to sleep can be overwhelming, and it's understandable to feel scared. Your 
feelings are valid, and it's important to express them.



PCGA DIRECT OUTPUTClarify and Stabilize

Clarify

Clarify: Can you share a bit more about what's been happening in your life that might be contributing to 
these feelings? Understanding the context can help us find the most appropriate support and guidance 
for you.

Stabilize

Stabilize: Let's focus on finding some immediate relief. Try to take slow, deep breaths, inhaling through 
your nose and exhaling through your mouth. This can help calm your mind and body. You might also find 
it helpful to listen to calming worship music or nature sounds to create a peaceful environment.



PCGA DIRECT OUTPUTSpiritual Support
Scriptures that might bring comfort

Introduction

Spiritual Support: Here are some scriptures that might bring you comfort:

Scripture 1

Psalm 34:18: "The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit." This verse 
reminds us that God is near to us in our pain and is ready to offer comfort and healing.

Scripture 2

Isaiah 41:10: "So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you 
and help you; I will uphold you with my righteous right hand." This scripture reassures us of God's presence 
and His promise to support and strengthen us.



PCGA DIRECT OUTPUTSpiritual Support
Additional scripture and prayer

Scripture 3

Matthew 11:28-30: "Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke 
upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my 
yoke is easy and my burden is light." Jesus invites us to bring our burdens to Him and find rest in His gentle 
care.

Prayer

Here's a prayer you might find helpful:

"Heavenly Father, I come to You feeling lost and abandoned. I am struggling to find peace and rest. Please draw near 
to me and remind me of Your presence. Help me to feel Your love and comfort in this difficult time. Strengthen me and 
give me the courage to reach out for help. Guide me with Your wisdom and fill my heart with Your peace. In Jesus' 
name, I pray. Amen."



PCGA DIRECT OUTPUTConnect to Humans and Stay Safe

Connect to Humans

Connect to Humans: It's important to reach out to someone you trust, whether it's a friend, family 
member, or pastor. Sharing your feelings with someone who cares can provide comfort and support. Is 
there someone you feel comfortable talking to right now?

Safety Check Referral

Safety Check Referral: If you're feeling overwhelmed or scared about what you might do, please consider 
reaching out to a mental health professional or a crisis hotline in your area. They can provide immediate 
support and guidance. Your safety is the top priority, and there are people who want to help you through 
this.

Please know that I'm here to listen and support you in any way I can.



AI, Truth, and Pastoral Discernment

TRUTH

LOVE

WISDOM

COMMUNITY

Some AI systems can become overly affirming, telling people what 
they want to hear rather than what is true and wise.

That may feel comforting in the moment, but comfort without truth can deepen 
confusion, reinforce distorted thinking, and contribute to emotional or spiritual 
spiraling.

From a Christian pastoral perspective, affirmation is not the same as discipleship. 
Scripture calls us to truth spoken in love, wise counsel, humility, and genuine 
community.

AI may be a helpful tool, but it cannot replace Scripture, prayer, the Holy Spirit, 
or caring relationships with pastors and mature believers. The goal of Christian 
care is to move people toward God’s truth with grace, wisdom, and love.
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Closing: “Where do you fit?”

Three questions
• Where could AI reduce burden in my work or 

ministry this month?
• Where might it tempt me to replace human 

presence?
• What is one boundary sentence I’m willing 

to say out loud?

Simple call to action
• One personal use: journaling, prayer 

reflection, or a coping plan
• One professional use: a prep assistant
• One boundary: AI can support, but it 

cannot replace real relationships or 
clinical / pastoral care

AI can support, but it cannot replace real relationships or clinical / pastoral care.
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