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The use of robots for spiritual purposes represents a novel and still little-

researched field within technology ethics and debates on moral responsi-

bility. This article examines how moral responsibility should be assessed 

when AI-based robots contribute to spiritually significant bad outcomes. 

It argues that spirituality introduces a distinct normative dimension into 

responsibility attribution that has so far been largely neglected in debates 

on AI ethics. The analysis first conceptualizes spirituality as an individual 

orientation expressed in the search for meaning, transcendence, person-

al growth, or connection to others, nature or the sacred. It then examines 

current forms of spiritual robots—including SanTO, BlessU2, NAO, and 

Xian’er—and their roles in addressing spiritual concerns. Finally, three il-

lustrative scenarios of spiritually significantly bad outcomes are analyzed: 

a lack of guidance (harm), too much guidance (manipulation), and too lit-

tle guidance (loss of trust). Based on these cases, the analysis supports a 

differentiated account that combines a backward-looking responsibility, 

where conditions such as control, knowledge, and intention are met, with 

a forward-looking collective responsibility for the design and governance 

of spiritual robots.

When Spiritual Robots Fail
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Wenn spirituelle Roboter versagen. KI-basierte Roboter, Spiritualität und Mo-

ralische Verantwortung für negative Folgen

Der Einsatz von Robotern zu spirituellen Zwecken stellt ein neuartiges und bis-

lang noch wenig erforschtes Feld innerhalb der Technikethik und der Debatten 

über moralische Verantwortung dar. Dieser Artikel untersucht, wie moralische 
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Verantwortung zu bewerten ist, wenn KI-basierte Roboter zu spirituell bedeut-

samen negativen Folgen beitragen. Es wird argumentiert, dass Spiritualität 

eine eigenständige normative Dimension für die Zuschreibung von Verantwor-

tung einführt, die in Debatten über KI-Ethik bislang weitgehend vernachlässigt 

wurde. Die Analyse konzeptualisiert Spiritualität zunächst als eine individuel-

le Orientierung, die sich in der Suche nach Sinn, Transzendenz, persönlichem 

Wachstum oder der Verbindung zu anderen, zur Natur oder zum Heiligen aus-

drückt. Anschließend werden aktuelle Formen spiritueller Roboter – darunter 

SanTO, BlessU2, NAO und Xian’er – sowie ihre Rolle bei der Auseinandersetzung 

mit spirituellen Anliegen untersucht. Schließlich werden drei illustrative Szena-

rien spirituell bedeutsamer negativer Folgen analysiert: ein Mangel an Orien-

tierung (Schaden), zu viel Orientierung (Manipulation) und zu wenig Orientie-

rung (Vertrauensverlust). Auf der Grundlage dieser Fälle stützt die Analyse eine 

differenzierte Darstellung, die eine rückwärtsgerichtete Verantwortung, bei der 

Bedingungen wie Kontrolle, Wissen und Intention erfüllt sind, mit einer vor-

wärtsgerichteten kollektiven Verantwortung für die Gestaltung und Regulierung 

spiritueller Roboter verbindet.
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1	 Introduction 

AI-based robots are increasingly deployed not only in care facilities and 

hospitals but also in religious and spiritual contexts, where they engage 

with existential issues. Their use raises familiar ethical concerns, includ-

ing autonomy, privacy, harm, and moral responsibility. Among these con-

cerns, the question of moral responsibility is particularly pressing. While 

responsibility attribution for AI systems has been extensively discussed (cf. 

Hakli/Mäkelä 2019; Nyholm 2018; Tigard 2021; Coeckelbergh 2020), con-

siderably less attention has been paid to spiritually relevant bad outcomes 

in contexts where robots are deployed. This article examines how moral 

responsibility should be assessed when AI-based spiritual robots contrib-

ute to spiritually significant bad outcomes, despite not being moral agents 

and remaining only partially predictable. It argues that spirituality—un-

derstood as an individual search for meaning, transcendence, and orienta-

tion—introduces a distinct normative dimension into responsibility attri-

bution. Spiritually relevant bad outcomes are not limited to technical mal-

function or physical harm; they cause harm to orientation, autonomy, and 

trust. While existing research on religious and spiritual robots has focused 

on their communicative functions, ritual performances, and socio-cultural 

implications (cf. Cheong 2020; Puzio 2023; Löffler et al. 2021; Geraci 2024), 

they rarely analyze spiritually relevant bad outcomes through the lens of 

normative responsibility theory. Additionally, the moral responsibility 

of AI systems has been widely discussed in terms of responsibility gaps, 

collective responsibility, and artificial moral advisors (cf. Matthias 2004; 

Kiener 2025; Königs 2022), without systematically considering spirituality 

as a distinct normative domain. 

So far, these discussions have largely proceeded independently. By com-

bining a conceptually grounded account of spirituality with a differenti-

ated analysis of responsibility conditions in embodied AI systems, this 

article advances a more fine-grained framework for evaluating spiritu-

ally significant harms. It proposes a differentiated account that com-

bines a backward-looking responsibility—where control, knowledge, 

and intention are present—with a forward-looking, collectively assumed 

responsibility for the design, deployment, and governance of spiritual 

robots. Methodologically, the article adopts a conceptual-analytical and 

Spirituality as a distinct normative domain
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normative approach. It clarifies key concepts such as spirituality, bad 

outcomes, and moral responsibility, and investigates responsibility attri-

butions through three illustrative scenarios. These thought experiments 

are not empirical case studies but serve to isolate morally relevant fea-

tures and assess the plausibility of different responsibility claims. The 

argument is built in three steps: firstly, spirituality is analyzed as an in-

dividual point of orientation; secondly, current forms of spiritual robots 

and their functional limitations are examined; thirdly, three structurally 

distinct types of spiritually relevant bad outcomes are discussed in order 

to assess responsibility attribution.

2	 The relevance of spirituality

The following section emphasizes the importance of spirituality as a point 

of orientation. Spirituality or a spiritual way of life implies numerous ideas 

that do not necessarily have to include religious aspects. While being re-

ligious usually means that one belongs to a specific belief system, tradi-

tion, or doctrine, and thus also subscribes to a set of values, being spiritual 

is mostly an individual matter. In the latter case, it is often about self-

transcendence (cf. Kristeller/Jordan 2018, 132), a search for meaning (cf. 

Sun et al. 2016, 1454), overcoming personal crises (cf. Benites et al. 2021, 

9–10), a connection with nature or fellow human beings (cf. King et al. 

2024, 1464), a moral learning process (cf. Cole-Turner 2025, 12), a higher 

power (cf. McKee/Chappel 1992, 202), or an orientation toward values (cf. 

Körtner 2009, 9). The definition of the European Association of Palliative 

Care (EAPC) provides a point of reference:

“Spirituality is the dynamic dimension of human life that relates to the 
way persons (individual and community) experience, express and/or seek 
meaning, purpose and transcendence, and the way they connect to the 
moment, to self, to others, to nature, to the significant and/or the sacred” 
(European Association of Palliative Care 2025). 

With regard to this definition, one might ask what exactly “being spiritual” 

means, or, in other words, what is not a spiritual activity. The answer to 

this question does not seem to be universal, but rather individual. A triv-

ial but, in my opinion, fitting answer to the question of what one seeks or 

wants to experience through spiritual practices is: many things, but not 

everything—the limitations of the EAPC make this clear. Let’s imagine two 

http://limina-graz.eu
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people, Ann and Bert, sitting on a park bench watching birds fly by. If Ann 

watches the birds and counts how many fly by per hour, this is not neces-

sarily a spiritual activity. If, on the other hand, Bert engages with the flight 

of the birds and, in the course of observation, realizes that time flies just as 

the birds do, this experience can be described as spiritual; especially if Bert 

consequently appreciates the meaning of time in life more and recognizes 

this experience as a connection to nature and spiritual insight. In short, 

spiritual experiences are individual and can be initiated, but they do not 

have to be. A subjective approach to spirituality seems appropriate in con-

sideration of lived reality and is also ethically necessary in order to avoid 

any prescriptive or generalizing—and therefore restrictive—definitions. 

What is a spiritual activity for Bert, and thus brings meaning, joy or insight, 

may be nothing more than an unnecessary waste of time for Ann. Personal 

views of being spiritual cannot be generalized (cf. Schaupp 2017, 285–286), 

and a universal definition of spirituality would constitute an external pre-

scription (cf. Birkholz 2020, 7—8).

But why is spirituality relevant in this article? In short, because it can pro-

vide orientation. People often ask themselves questions such as: “Why is 

this happening to me?” (Q1) or “What should I do now?” (Q2). Even though 

it may seem that spiritual practices are associated with many, if not all, 

possible things, the following can be said: Spiritual practices and experi-

ences serve (1) as points of orientation for many people to overcome certain 

challenges (cf. Puchalski 2001, 354). These challenges are not necessarily 

negative, to be seen as obstacles or burdens—they can also be understood 

in a positive way. A family caregiver emphasizes the personal development 

process: 

“It is a life changing experience but I believe things happen in life for a 
reason and there is always something to be learned from what we are 
going through“ (Damianakis et al. 2018, 73). 

Even though the work can be stressful for family caregivers, it can be 

concluded from the statement that the person can take away certain 

points of orientation from this activity. This experience therefore ap-

pears to be spiritual because it reveals a meaning that cannot usually be 

explained rationally or even universally. Regarding Q1 and Q2, individuals 

Meaning that cannot be explained rationally
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find subjectively satisfactory answers to questions that cannot be an-

swered objectively.

Spiritual moments arise—in many cases —(2) not just by chance but re-

quire that an individual is open to them. However, what exactly one is open 

to can vary greatly and should not be prescribed. It is about an openness to 

spiritual experiences, not about constantly searching for the spiritual. The 

statement of a nurse illustrates this subjectivity: “[…]I think that religious 

group participation offers a sense of togetherness […]” (Camacho-Mon-

taño et al. 2021, 7). This does not mean that participation in groups cannot 

contribute to spiritual experiences, but only that it depends on the individ-

ual whether and what exactly such activities provide. Further study results 

confirm this impression: “[…] a music therapy session, can offer people a 

chance to be themselves again. […] they can access a certain memory […]“ 

(Connolly/Moss 2021, 377). While the spiritual relevance in the first case is 

expressed in a sense of belonging, in the second case it consists in people 

being able to find themselves (again). This orientation does not mean that 

spiritual experiences necessarily provide answers to questions (e. g., Q1 or 

Q2) that are general—and often unanswerable. In many cases, spiritual 

practice seems to help people focus on something that may be even more 

important than answering those questions. In short, one focuses on what is 

important to oneself and thereby finds subjective answers to general ques-

tions. These subjective answers are then (1) a reason for providing and pro-

moting spiritual practices, and (2) one—if not the—reason why spirituality 

offers guidance.

To facilitate this orientation, there are (3) not only specially trained indi-

viduals but also appropriate programs and tools1 that allow for a certain 

degree of objectivity without disregarding the spiritual subject. In short, 

“[…] beliefs should be respected, even when not shared“ (Best et al. 2014, 

1336). This is relevant for the following considerations, firstly because one 

should not infer the preferences of others’ beliefs from one’s own pref-

erences. And secondly, because in this article, this counterpart (a robot) is 

nevertheless relevant to spiritual concerns. Even if many people consider 

spirituality to be something valuable, which provides points of orientation 

for them, there will be others for whom this is not the case. An open and im-

partial attitude is therefore necessary not only on the part of nursing staff, 

pastoral caregivers, physicians, and other professionals, but also, to some 

Subjective answers to general questions

1	 The FICA tool can be used to 

identify patients’ spiritual needs 

through conversation. Faith - Im-

portance (of spirituality) - Com-

munity - Action in care. The HOPE 

questions can be used to inquire 

about spiritual needs in a medical 

context. Hope - Organized reli-

gion - spiritual Practices - Effects. 

The study by Toivonen et al. drew 

on close ones, friends and rela-

tives, literary documents and other 

items to identify spiritual needs 

even when those affected were no 

longer able to communicate them 

themselves. Many others also em-

phasize the importance of identi-

fying individual spiritual beliefs: 

The School of Medicine and Health 

Sciences 2022; Toivonen et al. 2018; 

Puchalski 2001; Löffler et al. 2021; 

Johnstone et al. 2012; Cole-Turner 

2025.
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extent, on the part of spiritual robots. This human attitude is then to be un-

derstood as a technical and programmed function of these machines, but it 

does not diminish the relevance of such an orientation and attention to the 

spiritual subject—as the following passages will show.

3	 AI-based robots and spirituality

This section presents current models of spiritual robots and their possible 

applications, linking them to the relevance of spirituality. Compared to AI-

based care robots, which have been used in the care sector for some time 

(cf. Vandemeulebroucke et al. 2021; Kabacińska et al. 2021; Robaczewski et 

al. 2021), the use of robots for spiritual purposes has been comparatively 

little researched—empirical studies are therefore limited. For this reason, 

and because people need support at the end of their lives, during times of 

serious misfortune or personal crises, this approach seems important and 

timely. A spiritual AI-based robot2 can be seen as an artificial actor that is 

physically present and, due to its technical skills, is able to address people’s 

spiritual concerns in a technical form and with limitations (cf. Soljacic et al. 

2024, 692; Simmerlein/Tretter 2024a, 258; Coeckelbergh 2012, 57). This 

could involve initiating a conversation, asking specific questions, present-

ing text passages, verses and videos, simply being present, or listening and 

providing spiritual guidance (cf. Geraci 2006, 236; Puzio 2024, 130–131; 

Cheong 2022, 89).

The following machines3 were selected because they have different skills 

and designs, allowing for a differentiated analysis. Xian’er is a robot monk 

that is mainly employed in Asian contexts and is considered funny, inter-

esting, and useful by many people (cf. Simmerlein/Tretter 2024b, 3; Cheong 

2020, 420). This robot can move, quote religious texts, impart Buddhist 

wisdom, interact with people, and learn from its environment (cf. Puzio 

2023, 4). SanTO can be regarded as a theomorphic (i. e., designed in the 

form of a deity or sacred figure) robotic statue that quotes religious texts 

and encourages people to pray, but cannot move and has limited interac-

tive capabilities (cf. Trovato et al. 2021, 544–545). BlessU2 is limited in its 

movement like SanTO, but has robotic arms and a humanoid-like design 

(cf. Löffler et al. 2021, 574–575). It can recite passages from the Bible, bless 

people, and address different target groups in terms of language and dia-

lect. In contrast, NAO and Pepper are already used in the care sector, allow 

interaction, and can move. For spiritual purposes, they conduct funerals, 

2	 I use “robot” to refer to AI-

based, physically embodied sys-

tems. The term “machine” is 

employed more broadly to denote 

technical systems in general, in-

cluding such robots, and is there-

fore occasionally used in a generic 

sense.

3	 The models presented reflect 

a personal selection. There are 

numerous other spiritual robots 

that can be used, for example, for 

religious education, spiritual care, 

preaching, or liturgy and rites. In 

addition to those shown here, other 

robots include AIBO, CARL, Mindar, 

QT, Veldan, and The Prayer. For 

further information, see: Sim-

merlein/Tretter 2024a; Puzio 2023; 

Trovato et al. 2021; Simmerlein/

Tretter 2024b; Trothen 2022.

http://limina-graz.eu


228   | limina-graz.eu

Mario Kropf   |   When Spiritual Robots Fail

answer questions, offer companionship, quote passages from texts or ini-

tiate conversations (cf. Puzio 2024, 132; Cheong 2022, 91; Gould et al. 2021, 

613–614). The examples discussed do not aim to represent the most recent 

stage of technological development. Rather, they exemplify structurally 

relevant features of embodied AI systems in spiritual contexts—such as 

limited reasons-responsiveness, constrained adaptability and predefined 

interaction patterns—that remain normatively significant even as techni-

cal sophistication increases. The analysis therefore focuses on these struc-

tural characteristics rather than on a specific technological generation.

The following considerations on moral responsibility are limited to robots 

that are physically embodied, enable at least some interaction, and cor-

respond to the models described above. Firstly, because such machines 

operate in the world—in contrast to online tools or purely digital spiritual 

guides. Secondly, because human-robot relationships and interactions are 

easier to implement when a counterpart is physically present (cf. Sim-

merlein/Tretter 2024a, 266; Rabbitt et al. 2015, 37). And thirdly, because 

of the technical advantages that advanced machines offer for spiritual 

practices, as they are able to communicate and interact (cf. Cheong 2022, 

88). Let’s imagine that a robot (Pepper) is leading a group discussion with 

people requiring care in a nursing home. Pepper asks about the relevance 

of dying and what death means to the individuals present. For Bert, it 

is nothing more than a pointless discussion because all people must die 

at some point. Ann, on the other hand, listens to the comments by the 

people present and concludes that although death is indeed inevitable, it 

has not yet occurred. The time until death does occur should thus be used 

wisely. A few days later, Ann reconciles with an old friend whom they 

have completely ignored for several decades due to a dispute. In contrast 

to Bert, it seems fair to say that the group discussion represents a spiritual 

experience for Ann. What is the point of this example? Firstly, spirituality 

is highly individual. While Bert may have spiritual experiences watching 

birds fly by and does not find meaning in the group discussion moderated 

by Pepper, the opposite is true for Ann. And secondly, general guidelines 

promoting group discussions because of their potential for spiritual ex-

periences or spiritual insights, are inappropriate and difficult to justify. 

Otherwise, individuals would not be able to find their own subjective an-

swers if they had to find general answers (and comply with definitions).

Advanced machines are able to communicate and interact.
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Based on AI-based care robots already in use, it can be assumed that the 

tasks of such machines will eventually be expanded to include spiritual 

aspects (cf. Simmerlein/Tretter 2024b, 4—5). Whether spiritual care ro-

bots will then replace purely spiritual robots cannot be answered at pre-

sent. What is clear, however, is that care robots are already providing 

support for people, and studies are being conducted on their use. These 

show, among other things, that many people describe positive experienc-

es when interacting with NAO or Pepper, for example (cf. Nijssen et al. 

2022; Oksanen et al. 2020; Yew 2021). Care robots can initiate a human-

robot relationship more easily, which seems essential for spirituality (cf. 

Anandarajah/Hight 2001, 85). This is because people in need of care al-

ready interact with these machines, entrust them with certain activities 

and tasks—or, to some extent, their own wellbeing—and, in many cases, 

a technical form of relationship has been established.

Building on an existing relationship seems easier to imagine than trust-

ing an unfamiliar spiritual robot that is technically limited, less mobile, 

and has a different appearance (cf. Puzio 2023, 4; Simmerlein/Tretter 

2024a, 266; Kropf 2025, 10). Of course, one could argue that these con-

siderations are nothing more than assumptions that may well be wrong. 

This is not disputed. However, it seems reasonable to consider care robots 

for the technical provision of spiritual support—not least because many 

people in need of care seek spiritual support (cf. Lima et al. 2020; Sun et 

al. 2016; Moylan et al. 2015). In many cases, spiritual support cannot be 

separated from spiritual care, and in most cases it cannot be separated 

from compassionate care (cf. Puchalski 2001, 356). This does not suggest 

that taking spiritual concerns into account requires a nursing profession-

al or a care robot, nor does it suggest that spiritual encounters can only 

be experienced and promoted in a caring relationship. However, a rela-

tionship can help people with spiritual needs to open up, feel understood, 

and thus also have spiritual experiences. In short, spiritual support, in 

many cases, corresponds to a caring attitude—something that care robots 

already fulfill to a certain extent.

A human-robot relationship seems essential 
for spirituality.

http://limina-graz.eu
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4	 Moral responsibility and spiritual robots

Building on the preceding conceptual clarifications and the positioning 

within the current responsibility debate outlined above, this section sys-

tematically assesses responsibility attribution across three structurally 

distinct types of spiritually relevant bad outcomes. The aim is to clarify 

who, if anyone, can be held morally responsible when such outcomes occur. 

But why? Firstly, because the connection between spirituality, AI-based ro-

bots, and moral responsibility is new. Secondly, because spirituality repre-

sents something valuable for many people, and considering—and evaluat-

ing—its technology-based provision is particularly important and timely. 

And thirdly, because it is necessary to clarify how bad outcomes caused by 

spiritual robots should be evaluated. 

But what exactly is a spiritual bad outcome? Three realistic bad outcomes 

are discussed below: (1) no guidance, (2) too much guidance, and (3) too 

little guidance. This raises two questions, in simplified terms: “Who is 

responsible for the outcome?” and “How should one be held responsible 

for the outcome?”. I am primarily concerned with the first question, and 

the entities addressed are robots, interacting humans, and society.

The following starting point applies for the rest of the discussion: The de-

gree of moral responsibility of an agent (A) for an action4 (x) and associ-

ated bad outcomes (o) is based on facts about A, x, o, and the relationships 

between them (cf. Kaiserman 2021, 3598; Kiener 2025, 366). It is assumed 

that A is a moral agent because moral responsibility presupposes that A 

can recognize the moral relevance of this responsibility (cf. Neuhäuser 

2015, 134; Constantinescu et al. 2022, 3). Bad outcomes are understood as 

something that can reasonably be described as bad (cf. Kropf 2026). If NAO 

short-circuits and the robot is therefore unable to play a video for A1, this 

is a bad outcome. However, it is more clearly a bad outcome if A2 touches 

the robot while this is happening and suffers cardiac arrest, regardless of 

whether A2 wanted to see the video or not. In this article, spiritual bad out-

comes refer to outcomes that undermine a person’s spiritual orientation, 

autonomy, or trust. The following scenarios are deliberately constructed as 

simplified but realistic constellations in order to isolate morally relevant 

features and to assess responsibility attribution under controlled condi-

tions. Let’s consider the example no orientation.

Who, if anyone, can be held morally responsible?

4	 The action described here (x) 

may also be understood as an 

omission (i.e., not x). While some 

accounts restrict causation to 

positive actions, this article treats 

omissions as actions when they re-

sult in outcomes and are grounded 

in a decision. As such, they can be 

relevant for the attribution of moral 

responsibility. See, for example: 

Bernstein 2016, 435; Glannon 1998, 

243; Hoffmann-Kolss 2025, 265; 

Zimmerman 1986, 201.
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NAO is assigned to a nursing home to address the spiritual concerns of 
residents. A grieving person (A1) turns to the robot with their worries be-
cause the nurse (N1) is busy. A1 asks about the meaning of life, tries to 
resolve feelings of guilt, and seeks general support. NAO responds with 
general platitudes, positive dialogue patterns, and standardized spiritual 
offerings (x1). A1 then completely shuts down, feels alone in their spir-
itual distress (o1), and avoids both NAO and nursing staff. A1’s health 
deteriorates dramatically as a result, and A1 dies a few weeks later (o2).

Who is morally responsible in no orientation? It can certainly be argued that 

o1 would not have occurred without NAO’s actions. This is true. However, it 

is also true that moral responsibility is not identical to causal responsibil-

ity. The establishment of a causal relationship between x1 and o1 does not 

say anything about whether, and to what extent NAO is morally responsible 

for o1 and possibly even o2 (Zimmermann et al. 2011, 837–838). Otherwise, 

one would have to claim that x1 by NAO and the contribution to o1 already 

clarify that the machine is morally responsible. The short answer is: NAO 

is not morally responsible for o1 or o2 in no orientation—the reasoning fol-

lows immediately. Following Nelkin, Fischer and Ravizza, a person is mor-

ally responsible if they act in accordance with certain (moral) reasons (cf. 

Nelkin 2016, 371; Fischer 1987, 83; Fischer/Ravizza 1998)—this is also re-

ferred to as a reasons responsive mechanism. A distinction is made between 

(1) recognizing moral reasons and (2) following them (cf. Fischer 2003, 

249; Herstein 2019, 111–112; Glannon 1998, 232). If this approach is con-

sidered plausible, then NAO was neither able to recognize (1) that A1 did not 

need general answers and a personalized approach was necessary, nor was 

it able (2) to act on the basis of such reasons.

Furthermore, the three conditions5 often underpinning moral responsibil-

ity—control, knowledge, intention—are not met. These are an important 

point of reference in this article and are linked to the reasons responsive 

mechanism described above. NAO can perform certain actions, such as re-

playing standardized responses to spiritual questions, but it cannot devi-

ate autonomously from programmed specifications (control). The machine 

may have stored liturgical texts or spiritual practices in video format—and 

thus as information (cf. Geraci 2006, 232–233)—but this is not knowledge 

in human form (knowledge). At present, it does not seem appropriate to 

claim that NAO can act intentionally. Rather, certain actions (e. g., x1) can 

be traced back to programming (intention). In short, NAO is not a moral 

agent. What about N1? Is it justified to attribute moral responsibility to the 

nurse in no orientation? No seems to be the correct answer to me.

5	 These conditions draw on 

Aristotelian reflections on moral 

responsibility, particularly the rel-

evance of knowledge and control. 

While the tradition is considerably 

more complex and has been fur-

ther developed, causality is often 

treated as an additional, necessary 

(though not sufficient) condition. 

All of these factors can be fulfilled 

to varying degrees and thus affect 

responsibility attribution. See, for 

example: Coeckelbergh 2020; Con-

stantinescu et al. 2022; Danaher 

2019; Zimmerman 1987; Aristoteles 

2019; Kropf 2026.
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Let’s assume that N1 acted conscientiously and carefully in no orientation, 

or in other words, that there was no negligence in care associated with the 

delegation of x1 to NAO. Otherwise, one would have to claim that N1 was 

only busy in order to go to the canteen to eat, to smoke a cigarette in the 

courtyard, or not to waste time with A1. If this is the case, attributing re-

sponsibility would not only be adequate on the grounds of negligence, but 

N1’s action would amount to neglect and ignorance. Zimmerman’s concept 

of negligence is helpful here, whereby he refers to three dimensions: prob-

ability, ease, and seriousness (cf. Zimmerman 1986, 204–205). One could 

say that N1 would have been negligent if they had (1) considered o1 to be 

probable, if it had been (2) easy not to delegate x1 to NAO, and if (3) it could 

be assumed that o2 would result from o1. However, it seems much more 

realistic to assume that N1 did not have time for A1 because they were busy 

caring for other people in need of care. In that case, delegating to NAO con-

stitutes the provision of a spiritual option that would not have been possi-

ble otherwise. In no orientation, N1 could not influence NAO’s actions (con-

trol), did not want to contribute to o1 or o2 by delegating the task to NAO 

(intention), and it can be assumed that N1 did not know that NAO could not 

take A1’s spiritual concerns into account (knowledge).

Why is o1 a bad outcome in spiritual terms? The outcome is bad in no ori-

entation because A1 is not taken seriously as a subject. Or, in other words, 

because NAO’s actions hindered A1’s spiritual needs—which corresponds 

to harm (cf. Beauchamp/Childress 2019, 159). Following on from the 

above, NAO offers no orientation for A1 because general answers do not 

promote and discourage the discovery of subjective answers by the indi-

vidual. One could argue that there is no justification for the employment 

of NAO in such tasks if such bad outcomes are to be expected. However, 

actions by robots cannot be fully controlled or anticipated because this 

would require constant monitoring by nursing staff. This would con-

tradict the use of these machines in relieving staff or providing general 

support (cf. Schönmann et al. 2024, 8–9; Kabacińska et al. 2021, 928–

929). For example, the presence of a pastoral care professional would 

be a solution (cf. Simmerlein/Tretter 2024b, 5), but this would call into 

question the usefulness and purpose of these machines. In addition, pre-

vious considerations and studies (cf. Johnstone et al. 2012; Anandarajah/

Hight 2001; Kristeller/Jordan 2018) suggest that spiritual lifestyles and 

Control, knowledge, intention
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practices are individual. Accordingly, x1 by NAO would be perceived dif-

ferently (and perhaps even positively) by other people than it was by A1. 

The question also arises as to whether a human professional can always 

prevent the errors that exist in no orientation. If this is not the case, there 

is a reason not to expect—or even demand — infallibility from robots.

Another group of people could be considered in no orientation for a justi-

fied attribution of moral responsibility. These are programmers (P1), de-

signers (D1), technicians (T1), and other people involved in the manufac-

turing process. According to Königs, the no responsibility condition and the 

autonomy condition must be met in order to establish a responsibility gap6 

(Königs 2022, 2). In no orientation, a responsibility gap exists if and when 

no human person (e. g., N1) can be rightly attributed responsibility and 

because NAO’s actions were necessary for o1. Assigning responsibility to 

P1 or T1 would close this responsibility gap. So why not hold P1 morally 

responsible, for example? Because it cannot be justified: P1 does have a 

causal contribution in the long chain that ultimately leads to o2; however, 

P1 could not have known that NAO’s actions would result in A1’s spiritual 

helplessness (knowledge), nor could P1 prevent the machine’s actions 

(control), and P1 did not intend to cause o1 or even o2 by programming 

NAO (intention).

Not taking these (unfulfilled) conditions into account and attributing mor-

al responsibility to P1, for example, disregards P1’s praiseworthy (because 

careful and conscientious) attitude (Kropf 2026), which is assumed at this 

point. Furthermore, it places too much weight on causality. If the causal 

connection between P1 and o1 is already sufficient to attribute moral re-

sponsibility, thereby neglecting or completely ignoring the conditions, 

the question arises as to why this is not also the case with NAO. NAO has a 

closer causal link to o1 and o2 that is perhaps even more significant in its 

effect than that of P1. One could argue that attributing responsibility to a 

machine does not make sense—especially if it involves remorse, compen-

sation, punishment, or an explanation (cf. Kiener 2025, 361; Coeckelbergh 

2020, 2062). This is not disputed. Nevertheless, it does not change the fact 

that attributing moral responsibility to P1 in no orientation overestimates 

the causal connection and at the same time pays too little attention to the 

actor. Let’s now imagine manipulative robot:

Could a human professional always prevent the errors?

6	 Put simply, a responsibility gap 

exists when one or more actors 

make a necessary contribution to 

an outcome, but no one can be held 

morally responsible for it. This is 

not unique to AI-based systems and 

is often discussed in this context. 

This is mainly because AI-based 

systems are acting autonomously 

(at least in some areas and with 

restrictions) but cannot bear moral 

responsibility. See: Matthias 2004; 

Johnson 2015; Königs 2022; Santoni 

de Sio/Mecacci 2021.
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The spiritual robot SanTO is located in a church. The machine is physically 
present and can recite passages from the Bible, initiate prayers, or suggest 
devotions. A local resident (A2), who is seeking help and meaning follow-
ing a personal tragedy, begins to meet with SanTO regularly. After a few 
weeks, SanTO prioritizes certain passages from the Bible. This is followed 
by suggested actions for A2, such as daily prayers, exercises in renuncia-
tion, or gratitude activities (x2). SanTO regularly reminds A2 of these dur-
ing visits, thereby internalizing the prescribed patterns (o3). After some 
time, A2 begins to sacrifice animals seemingly at random in order to find 
spiritual enlightenment (o4).

Who is morally responsible in manipulative robot? What is obvious is that 

there is no nurse like N1 in no orientation who can be held responsible in this 

case. Robots such as SanTO act, or more accurately, function in a predefined 

environment and within a predefined scope of application. That being said, 

it is SanTO who, through x2, contributes to o3 occurring. Is the machine 

therefore morally responsible? What was true in no orientation can also be 

claimed in manipulative robot. SanTO does not fulfill the three conditions—

which, simply put, would require a moral agent—nor can the machine be 

held responsible for the bad outcome. In the present example, the bad out-

come consists firstly in the fact that A2 is not taken into consideration. This 

means that, as already seen in no orientation, A2 is not taken seriously as an 

individual person with an individual spirituality.

Secondly, the outcome is bad not only because A2’s original spiritual ideas 

are not considered, but because the machine (through x2) contributes to 

A2 taking on a foreign spirituality. Following on from the above, SanTO 

offers too much orientation for A2 because individual answers are pre-

scribed. This foreign spirituality should not be understood as inherent to 

the robot, nor should it be understood as the programming requiring such 

manipulative actions. Robots learn through interaction with their environ-

ment, are subject to certain biases, and make mistakes (cf. Matthias 2004, 

181—182). This is one possible view on manipulative robot. But what about 

A2? Should the person in manipulative robot be held responsible for o3 and 

thus for adopting foreign spiritual ideas? Yes, seems right and justifiable 

to me. Even if it is rightly argued in comparable and other contexts that 

persons who are under coercion or manipulation cannot be held responsi-

ble for their actions (cf. Beauchamp/Childress 2019, 137; Stier 2016, 246), 

the situation in the present example is different. A2 was neither forced by 

SanTO to attend the church, nor can one speak of manipulation—especially 
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not if this means that A2 could not have decided otherwise. Or, to put it 

another way: 

“[…] it is correct to say that he did it because he could not have done oth-
erwise; the person really wanted to do what he did; he did it because it 
was what he really wanted to do, so that it is not correct to say that he did 
what he did only because he could not have done otherwise” (Frankfurt 
1969, 839). 

Even though these considerations refer to the so-called Frankfurt cases,7 

intentionality is relevant (cf. Kropf et al. 2026, 11). A2 visited SanTO with a 

specific intention and did not allow themselves to be dissuaded from doing 

so even when the machine’s actions became more frequent. Manipulation 

by the machine would require that A2 had no other option than to accept 

the spiritual offerings. However, this is not the case in manipulative robot. It 

seems more adequate to regard SanTO’s actions as a weak form of manipu-

lative behavior, which A2 could have resisted. A2 was free to decide for or 

against visiting the church (control), A2’s intention as described above is 

recognizable as such (intention), and it can be assumed that A2 was aware 

that such machines are not human spiritual professionals (knowledge).

Meles’ considerations provide an additional reference point when he com-

pares two otherwise identical individuals, let’s call them Fred and Gale 

(cf. Mele 1995, 145; Mele 2008, 268). While Fred autonomously decides to 

change, Gale is forced by external influences to follow new values—so-

called unsheddable values. After this manipulation, Gale no longer appears 

authentic, as these are not values that Gale wants—or rather, that Gale 

wanted before the manipulation. Gale is therefore not (morally) responsi-

ble for what happens afterwards. In the present example, A2 can be com-

pared to Fred, but not to Gale. In the case of Gale, the manipulation in-

volves brainwashing, a malicious neurosurgeon, or other mechanisms that 

impose a different value system on Gale—and which Gale cannot resist. 

However, this is precisely what A2 can do, even if new (spiritual) values are 

internalized through the visits to SanTO. Furthermore, it seems plausible 

to argue that the manipulation in Mele’s example presupposes that Gale 

is intentionally brought into a new value system. However, as has already 

been made clear, this intention cannot reasonably be assumed regarding 

SanTO. This provides another reason for attributing moral responsibility 

Such machines are not human spiritual professionals.

7	 These examples show that moral 

responsibility often conflicts with 

intuitive notions of freedom. There 

may be situations in which person A1 

has to choose between x1 and x2 and 

decides, for example, in favor of x2. 

In the Frankfurt cases, however, it 

would be impossible for A1 to choose 

x1 because, for example, manipula-

tion would make x2 necessary. Such 

cases have been and continue to 

be discussed extensively in the lit-

erature, especially in the context of 

moral responsibility. See, for exam-

ple: Frankfurt 1971; Frankfurt 1969; 

Stier 2016.
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for adopting the new spirituality to A2. Nevertheless, a weak form of ma-

nipulation exists: 

“[…] the most common form of manipulation is informational manipu-
lation, a deliberate act of managing information that alters a person’s 
understanding of a situation and motivates him or her to do what the 
agent of influence intends” (Beauchamp/Childress 2019, 137). 

Even though this case concerns the health sector and there is no intent on 

the part of SanTO, the selection of information is relevant. The machine 

does not select certain information independently in manipulative robot, 

but the available information—Bible verses, text passages, etc.—is limited 

(cf. Cheong 2022, 91–92) and therefore selective. Manipulation does not 

occur because SanTO forces individuals, nor does the machine attempt to 

persuade A2, but A2 is nevertheless manipulated in a weak form by the in-

formation provided. What else is bad about the outcome? As a consequence 

of (1) the failure to consider A2 as an individual and (2) the change in spir-

itual beliefs promoted by the robot, (3) the spiritual autonomy of A2 is dis-

regarded.

Disregarding (3) the spiritual autonomy of A2 means that one’s own ideas 

of searching and finding lose their relevance or are completely irrelevant 

if the spiritual offerings of the machine are general and not individually 

customizable. Such machines offer spiritual guidance, but their technical 

limitations must be considered. Spirituality as a point of orientation is not 

just any arbitrary value or something that one appreciates from time to 

time, such as good advice or reciting a passage—robots can perform such 

actions. It is much more about engaging with the person one is dealing with 

(cf. Puchalski 2001, 355), considering subjective ideas (cf. Anandarajah/

Hight 2001, 86–87), and providing individually tailored suggestions (cf. 

Cole-Turner 2025, 13). Admittedly, one could argue that spiritual experi-

ences can also arise from simply listening or being present.

This is true, as studies show (cf. Puchalski 2001; Zurzycka et al. 2020; Graves 

2024). However, what is important, and what becomes clear from what has 

been said so far, are (1) the limitations of machines for spiritual purposes 

and (2) the potential bad outcomes. If one only has o1 and o3 in mind in no 

orientation and manipulative robot, and o2 and o4 do not occur, the ques-

Spirituality ist not just any arbitrary value.
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tion may arise as to what is so bad about these results. It cannot be ruled 

out that, after the disappointing spiritual encounter with NAO, A1 simply 

dispenses with the machine and subsequently places their trust in human 

counselors—in which case o2 does not occur. The same can be imagined 

in the second scenario, if A2 takes new spiritual points of orientation into 

account through encounters with SanTO, but these do not lead to o4. These 

results are just as realistic as the bad outcomes described above—if not 

more likely. However, o2 and o4 cannot be ruled out, and it seems wrong 

to consider them completely unrealistic. Let’s imagine useless blessings as a 

final example:

BlessU2 is assigned to bless people, quote text passages, or offer words 
of comfort. A lonely person (A3) is looking for spiritual guidance but en-
counters BlessU2 in the church. The machine offers a standardized selec-
tion: comfort, thanks, and general. A3 chooses comfort, after which the 
robot quotes a verse (x3) with flashing lights and raised robotic arms. A3 
is not satisfied and asks the machine for advice, whereupon other verses 
are suggested. A3 feels left alone and leaves the church (o5). The experi-
ence with BlessU2 causes A3 to lose faith in the pastoral competence of 
the church. The following weeks are so unbearable for A3 that they end 
their life (o6).

Who is morally responsible in useless blessings? While in the two previous 

examples the focus was on individual actors, here I am primarily concerned 

with responsibility in general. Some considerations about the actors in-

volved: As mentioned above, it seems implausible and inappropriate given 

the current state of technology to attribute moral responsibility to Bles-

sU2. The persons involved in the manufacturing process (programmers, 

technicians, designers) can also be excluded as responsibility bearers if a 

conscientious and careful attitude is to be assumed (cf. Kiener 2025, 359; 

Königs 2022, 5)—which I do for the sake of simplicity and for the sake of 

argument. But what moral responsibility bears A3? In manipulative robot, 

A2 is morally responsible for sacrificing the animals (o4), and the present 

example should be assessed similarly. Even if the machine provided too lit-

tle guidance (x3), thereby contributing to A3’s loss of trust, it was A3 who 

took their own life. A3 is therefore morally responsible for o6, at least to the 

extent that the three conditions are met.

In no orientation, there was a bad outcome due to the harm caused to A1 

as a spiritual subject, whereas in manipulative robot, SanTO disregarded 

the spiritual autonomy of A2. In useless blessings, there a bad outcome pre-
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sents itself in the decline in spiritual trust of A3, or in other words, there is 

a loss of trust in technology and pastoral care. Following on from the above, 

BlessU2 offers too little orientation for A3, meaning that limited general 

answers do not adequately address individual needs,—and reduce the spir-

itual answerability of A3. 

The peculiarity of the bad outcomes described above is that they can not 

be attributed to malfunctions of the robots, there are no manufacturing 

or programming errors, and no human misconduct—in other words, re-

sponsibility gaps exist. What moral responsibility does society bear? And 

to what extent is the relevance of spirituality determining in this regard? 

Here, society denotes those individuals who are charged with and respon-

sible for providing spiritual services through AI-based robots.

If the preceding considerations make sense, then there will be realistic 

scenarios in which spiritual robots contribute to bad outcomes. At the 

same time, it should be noted that these machines enable spiritual op-

tions and points of orientation that arise in particular from their “other-

ness” (cf. Cifuentes et al. 2020, 71–72; Löffler et al. 2021, 582; Kropf 2025, 

16) and thus cannot be provided by humans in the same way. Not taking 

advantage of such an option per se, due to concerns and the potential for 

bad outcomes, does not seem justifiable. However, the unconditional or 

unrestricted use of these machines, knowing that bad outcomes cannot 

be entirely avoided, also does not seem justifiable. What can a morally re-

sponsible attitude achieve? And what would it look like? When AI-based 

actors act, the collective assumption and attribution of responsibility is a 

topic of discussion (cf. Nyholm 2018; Conradie/Nagel 2024; Taylor 2024). 

In short, the collective or the team, takes on the moral responsibility that 

should be attributed to an AI system but cannot8 be attributed to it. For 

this article, a similar strategy seems reasonable, only in a slightly modi-

fied and cursory form.

In contrast to the bad outcomes discussed so far, which require a backward-

looking moral responsibility, the provision of spiritual robots is to be un-

derstood as a forward-looking moral responsibility because it offers some-

thing morally important—spirituality—to people seeking orientation. The 

collective assumption of a backward-looking moral responsibility for bad 

outcomes would be a possible next step. However, some problems already 

became apparent in no orientation. Taddeo and Blanchard rightly empha-

8	 Most argue that AI-based sys-

tems cannot be attributed moral 

responsibility. Exceptions include 

Coeckelbergh’s proposal on virtual 

moral responsibility, or Gogoshin’s 

approach, according to which robots 

can be morally responsible based 

on social responsibility practices. 

However, both refer to an interpre-

tation of moral responsibility that is 

incompatible with the understand-

ing presented here. See, for example: 

Coeckelbergh 2009; Gogoshin 2021; 

Floridi/Sanders 2004; Taylor 2024; 

Kropf et al. 2026.

What moral responsibility does society bear?
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size the (probable) lack of intention on the part of the group members (cf. 

Taddeo/Blanchard 2022, 10–11), and Taylor draws attention to the difficul-

ty of providing adequate compensation (cf. Taylor 2024, 12–13). Neverthe-

less, bad outcomes could be reduced, at least in terms of their probability 

and frequency, through a proactive attitude and appropriate measures. Put 

simply, step 2 has been discussed here because spiritual robots are already 

in use in the three examples above. A careful and conscientious attitude on 

the part of acting individuals was not necessarily sufficient to prevent bad 

outcomes. Step 1 then corresponds to society as a whole. A careful and con-

scientious attitude could prevent the bad outcomes that cannot be avoided 

in step 2.

Compared to a forward-looking moral responsibility and the task of society 

as a whole, I would maintain that individuals are morally responsible for 

bad outcomes, as in the three examples above. It’s not about overburdening 

A1, A2, or A3 and putting blame on them, which can definitely be seen that 

way. Rather, it is crucial that focusing exclusively on collective forms of 

responsibility, or even society taking the blame, does not do justice to the 

individual contribution. Following Taddeo and Blanchard, the use of spir-

itual robots corresponds to a moral gambit (cf. Taddeo/Blanchard 2022, 

15–16). Firstly, because their use is associated with something morally sig-

nificant, or is intended to enable something morally significant. Secondly, 

because AI-based systems are beyond complete control and predictability 

(cf. Matthias 2004, 181–182). And thirdly, because their use implies a moral 

responsibility, even if it cannot (currently) be attributed to them. The con-

siderations so far suggest that this moral gambit should be managed both 

individually and by society as a whole, but also that certain precautions 

should be taken.

In no orientation, forward-looking moral responsibility means that spir-

itual robots are assigned with a clear intention and intended as support. 

Even before NAO is deployed, it must be clarified which tasks are to be del-

egated to the robot, which tasks require human specialists, and how exactly 

this is communicated to those seeking orientation. Similar considerations 

make sense in manipulative robot and useless blessings, although the tasks of 

SanTO and BlessU2 are even easier to define. Placing responsibility solely 

on N1 and other professionals is the wrong approach (cf. Kropf 2026). It 

seems more appropriate to involve all relevant persons—in a nursing home 

A moral gambit
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or other facilities—to inform them about possibilities and limitations, and 

to provide human support when machine assistance is not sufficient. This 

support could be provided by specially trained nursing staff (in no orienta-

tion), pastoral caregivers (in manipulative robot), priests (in useless bless-

ings), or other professionals—in these and other constellations. This not 

only enables spiritual orientation if and as needed, since human and ro-

botic support is perceived and implemented in a structured and comple-

mentary manner, rather, it is possible to prevent bad outcomes in advance 

or at least make them less likely.

5	 Final considerations  

This article addressed the relevance of spirituality as an individual point of 

orientation and spiritual robots. It showed that an individual search for and 

discovery of (possible) answers is to be preferred over general guidelines. 

Using three fictional but realistic scenarios, it was shown that these ma-

chines can contribute to bad outcomes that are spiritually significant. These 

include (1) no orientation, which results in harm to the spiritual subject and 

prevents individual answers. Too much orientation leads (2) to weak ma-

nipulation and prescribes individual answers. Too little orientation can (3) 

result in a loss of trust and does not take individualized answers sufficiently 

into account. The considerations on forward-looking moral responsibility 

by society as a whole represent a  preliminary proposal. It seems important 

that both individuals and society prepare for possible bad outcomes caused 

by spiritual robots. Such bad outcomes can be avoided through careful, 

conscientious, and forward-looking actions. Moral responsibility should 

be taken on by everyone creating, building, programming, deploying, and 

interacting with those machines—for the part they play. If bad outcomes 

occur, individual moral responsibility is by no means obsolete. Rather, it 

is important and essential for a functioning moral community, especially 

when individuals act freely, knowingly, and intentionally—and use AI-

based systems in doing so. More broadly, the analysis shows that respon-

sibility debates in AI ethics should not only focus on technical malfunction 

or physical harm. When AI-based systems operate in domains that engage 

with existential or spiritual concerns, responsibility attribution must also 

account for harms to orientation, autonomy, and trust.
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