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Copies of Magnifica Humanitas are seen at the Vatican's Synod Hall May 25, 2026,
the first encyclical of Pope Leo XIV's papacy, which focuses on the rise of artificial
intelligence. (OSV News/Vatican Media/Simone Risoluti)
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Though Pope Leo XIV's nearly 43,000-word teaching document largely looks to the
future, warning of the moral risks of humanity's rapid entry into the age of artificial
intelligence, it also revisited two of the church's most fraught teachings from the
past: slavery and war.

Throughout his first encyclical, titled Magnifica Humanitas ("Magnificent Humanity"),
the pope used Al as an entry point to articulate the church's position on broader
social issues.

Highlighting the "new forms of slavery" propagated by technological developments
— including people condemned to data labeling, model training and content
moderation, as well as those who labor to extract rare minerals for tech devices —
Leo addressed the church's own history of complicity with the slave trade. He stated
that Catholics cannot "deny or diminish the delay with which both society and the
Church came to denounce the scourge of slavery."

"There is a subtle but important movement in the language that the document uses"
on slavery, Anna Rowlands, a professor of Catholic social thought at England's
Durham University who participated in the encyclical's presentation, told reporters
after the document's release. "This text, | think, is Pope Leo trying to say this is a
church question; this is a question for the whole church, not just individual
Christians."
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Anna Rowlands, a professor of political theology at Durham University in England,
speaks at a presentation on the release of Pope Leo XIV’s first encyclical, Magnifica
Humanitas at the Synod Hall at the Vatican May 25, 2026. (CNS/Lola Gomez)

In a striking mea culpa, Leo acknowledged the ways in which the Holy See,
"responding to requests from Sovereigns, intervened several times in order to
regulate and legitimize forms of subjugation, and, in certain cases, the enslavement
of 'infidels.""

Several papal bulls issued amid waves of colonization in the 15th-century explicitly

authorized the enslavement of non-Christians by Portuguese rulers. It was not until

1839 that Pope Gregory XVI called that slave trade "inhuman" and "unworthy of the
Christian name." The pope's hamesake, Pope Leo Xlll, later issued an encyclical on

the abolition of slavery in 1888.

Leo X1V, who counts both enslaved people and slaveowners among his ancestors,
said that the church's delayed moral development on the issue of slavery constitutes
"a wound in Christian memory, one from which we cannot consider ourselves
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detached."”
"For this, in the name of the Church, | sincerely ask for pardon," he wrote.

Previous popes have addressed the church's legacy on slavery, but Leo's language
appears to mark a development in how directly a pope links the church's moral
failures to the institutional church itself, including the role of former popes.

In 1992, St. John Paul Il had apologized for the role of Christians in slavery during
speeches he gave in Cameroon and Senegal. He asked for pardon on behalf of "men
belonging to Christian nations" and called for God's forgiveness for the sin of slavery
“in which some baptized people took part without living out their faith," but he did
not link the apologies as closely to the institution of the church.

Magnifica Humanitas, however, raises questions over "exactly what space [Leo] is
trying to lead us into by using the language much more of the church and the
implication of his own predecessors' role [in slavery]," Rowlands said.
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Cardinal Michael Czerny, prefect of the Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human
Development, speaks at a presentation of Pope Leo XIV’s first encyclical, Magnifica
Humanitas, at the Synod Hall at the Vatican May 25, 2026. (CNS/Lola Gomez)

"The context of these comments on slavery is looking also at modern slavery now, at
contemporary slavery," she said. The pope is "saying we must not be in a position at
some point in the future, [for] a successor of Pope Leo's, of having to make an
apology" for "failing to recognize that there are new forms of slavery and



subjugation, new colonialisms, that are connected with the Al and tech moment that
we're in."

Leo says church's just war theory is 'outdated'

While Pope Francis questioned modern applications of the church's just war doctrine,
Leo, reflecting on how technological developments shape humanity's practice and
understanding of war, clearly affirmed that the church's teaching on just war must
be reconsidered.

Cardinal Michael Czerny, prefect of the Dicastery for the Promotion of Integral
Human Development, said in response to reporters' questions on the church's just
war teaching after the encyclical's presentation that "one cannot talk about just
war."

"There is the right to self-defense, but it is impossible to justify a war," he said.

Leo did not propose an updated framework for understanding just war in his
encyclical, but he wrote that "humanity possesses far more effective and capable
tools for promoting human life and resolving conflicts, such as dialogue, diplomacy
and forgiveness."

In @ modern landscape which amplifies polarization through algorithms and makes
war "culturally conditioned through simplistic narratives," Leo wrote that just war
theory "which has all too often been used to justify any kind of war, is now
outdated."”

Rowlands said that Leo "doesn't completely repudiate" the church's teaching on just
war in the encyclical, but rather questions the "the moral performance of just war
theory," that is, using the church's just war framework to too easily justify conflict.
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Modern technological developments, she added, puts just war theory "under
increased moral pressure."”

“That 'moral performance' question is placed under increased pressure when you
look at what he talks about as the impersonalization of conflict and the rapidification



of ways in which decisions are made."

Leo wrote at length in the encyclical about the dangers of entrusting lethal decisions
in war to Al systems and warned that automation can create the false impression
that human actors are less accountable for acts of war.

Just war theory made headlines within the church in the United States after Cardinal
Robert McElroy of Washington stated that the U.S.-led war effort in Iran did not meet
the moral criteria for a just war.

Vice President JD Vance later publicly questioned the pope's understanding of the
church's teaching on just war.

In presenting his encyclical at the Vatican, Leo said that artificial intelligence is
"dramatically changing how war is waged."

"Peace, not merely the absence of war, is justice at work," he said, "but when
technology weakens our critical sense, peace itself is at risk."
The National Catholic Reporter's Rome Bureau is made possible in part by the

generosity of Joan and Bob McGrath.

This story appears in the Al Encyclical: Magnifica Humanitas feature series. View
the full series.
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