Man’s Search for Meaning Returns 404 Error
Rabbi Michael Walden

The Homework Machine, oh the Homework Machine,
Most perfect contraption that's ever been seen...
—Shel Silverstein
Introduction
Machine learning and artificial intelligence are suddenly everywhere, a paradigm shift happening
in our lifetime. In fields such as weather forecasting,' drug discovery and structural biology,’
shipping and logistics,’ teaching and tutoring,* and even farming,’ Al is replacing the algorithmic
predictions that used to represent the pinnacle of data-based decisions and research. In everyday
life, large language models are being integrated into smartphone assistants,® smart homes have
suddenly become much smarter, Al chatbots for mental health are set to become a one billion

dollar market in the next few years,” and the CEO of LinkedIn has estimated that 70 percent of

the average job description will change by 2030."
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This paradigm shift has brought deep problems with it. Scams are easier than ever
before,” and become rampant as norms and enforcement fail to catch up. Cheating is increased,'
and faculty report that students struggle with deep learning skills."" Misinformation and the ease
at which Al can create it'> makes fact checks too late to have an impact.'® Authoritarian leaders
increasingly use this to their advantage.'* All of this leads to an unfolding crisis of trust,'> where
soon it will be difficult for one to trust anything they have not witnessed in person, and the
associated social consequences.'®

Tackling these challenges will involve nuance and a great deal of learning,
fast—especially in the category one might call existential. The conversation around Al is
dominated by the immediate, visible changes, which are themselves sometimes overwhelming.
But these issues are part of larger, terrifying pictures. For example: the way that Al gives
asymmetric power to offensive capabilities but not defensive capabilities, especially for small
actors, and how that threatens the implicit deal of the democratic nation-state for safety and

prosperity. Or navigating questions such as: What percent chance should be assigned to the
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likelihood that AT will kill all of us?'” Even if humanity can produce safe Al, how should we
handle the consequences of gradual human disempowerment?'® Even when these issues are
known, their sheer scale tends to produce silence, or black and white responses.

Although some voices are discussing these issues, there is a particular risk that no one has
yet brought up: the fact that societal changes from Al threaten, at least in the near to medium
term, the contemporary “diet” of meaning for most of humanity. Disruptions of even one major
source of meaning can have an immense impact on the well-being of individuals, communities,
and even entire societies; the disruption of multiple sources at the same time by Al may be
disastrous. Clergy are uniquely qualified to help people navigate this disruption in how humanity
finds fulfillment and meaning. This article examines the current state of meaning and its

vulnerability to the paradigm shift posed by Al.

The Contemporary Diet of Meaning

Meaning in life is notoriously difficult to define.'” In the context of this article, I use “meaning”

in the sense that one’s experiences are anchored within and guided by a connection to something

larger than the self (whether that is God, community, ethical vocation, or other transcendent

horizons), which re-contextualizes life and imbues it with coherence, purpose, and significance.
For most adults, meaning comes not from a single place but from multiple sources that

together comprise a balanced “diet” of varied meaning. Just as people thrive on a diverse and

varied diet, the same seems to hold true for meaning. And just as people fall ill when deprived of
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certain nutrients, so too an imbalance or sudden deprivation of meaning can trigger a
malnutrition of purpose. Research into this “diet,” in a 2021 comprehensive study of meaning
across 17 advanced economies, shows that:*

1. Relationships (whether family, friends, or community) are a key part of what give people
meaning everywhere. Friends are a top source of meaning for adults, especially for those
under age thirty.

2. The occupation/career of people all over the world is a primary source of meaning.

3. Well-being is a third source of meaning for people; both financial and health. Surveyed
individuals cited economic security, housing, or “not struggling” and said their health was a
source that allowed them to enjoy other sources of meaning.

4. Society and its institutions are a key source of meaning. In stable societies, conveniences of
daily life, robust public health insurance, effective pandemic response, and freedoms
secured by stable democratic governance are deeply meaningful. Notably, those who
mention society or institutions were less likely to mention life’s hardships, suggesting that
confidence in public systems buffers against adversity.

Curiously, responders from the United States constantly ranked faith and religion as a

source of meaning to a much greater degree than other countries:

Loss of Meaning in Societies: An Overview
Past examples of changes to areas of meaning can help illustrate the impact on society from Al’s
disruption. Across modern history, when large-scale shocks disrupt a society’s diet of

meaning—whether work, relationships, material security, or trusted institutions—the fallout is
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not merely private despair but measurable, population-wide harm such as spikes in depression,
suicide, civic withdrawal, and premature mortality. What follows are a few examples to illustrate

the impact of loss in each domain of meaning.

Disruptions to Occupation and Career: Unemployment and Involuntary Retirement

In study after study, job loss and unemployment are associated with negative outcomes,?'
including higher rates of depression, anxiety, and cardiovascular events. The health risks are so
significant that they contribute to a stark increase in mortality risk for years following a job loss.
These effects ripple outward, impacting families through higher rates of divorce and even
hindering the educational attainment of children. Even when individuals are financially secure,
the forced loss of a professional role often leads to significant, long-term declines in both mental
and physical health—which may affect not just the retiree but their spouse as well. Notably,

retirees who take on new meaningful roles are protected from these effects.

Disruptions to Relationships: Loneliness

Disruptions to meaning in family life and relationships have strong consequences. Adults who
grew up with divorced parents face a dramatically higher lifetime risk of depression and suicide
regardless of their later socioeconomic status.” Similarly, the cognitive decline associated with
losing a spouse can be significantly lessened by a strong sense of purpose, highlighting how

meaning protects the mind.”* For communities, a strong sense of purpose protects against
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loneliness, but when community frays, that purpose erodes. The resulting isolation of individuals
can be a lethal condition—for example, chronic loneliness increases the risk of death as much as
heavy smoking.* The loss of relationships may lead to increases in mental illness, health-risk

behavior, and mortality across an entire society.

Disruptions to Financial Well-being and Health: Debt, Recession, and Chronic Conditions

Financial trouble often threatens a person’s sense of meaning and their life. Carrying problem
debt, for instance, more than doubles the risk of depression and suicidality,” even when income
is stable. At a national level, the 2008 recession led to thousands of additional suicides. The
threat is just as real at the household level, where a major loss of wealth significantly increases
the risk of death over the long term. In terms of physical well-being, major health shocks may
trigger an immediate and significant drop in a person’s sense of meaning. Over time, chronic
conditions like persistent pain also erode meaning, which in turn can fuel suicidal thinking. In

short, both financial and physical well-being provide a vital foundation for a sense of purpose.

Disruptions to Society and Institutions: Loss of Trust in Government

High levels of trust in government and public services are directly linked to higher life
satisfaction and provide a powerful buffer against the despair of job loss.? This trust is also a

major protective factor for mental health, cutting the odds of depression significantly: areas with
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high institutional trust have markedly lower suicide rates.?” Conversely, when confidence in the

systems that hold society together erodes, deaths of despair rise.”

Al, Clergy, and the Current Moment of Meaning

Al threatens all of these sources of meaning in our lives. Currently, at a very conservative
estimate, a million people are in some form of relationship with an Al chatbot.”? Why engage
with a messy, organic being when a hyperintelligent listener with no needs is there to validate
you?

On the career front, in the near- to medium-term, Al threatens almost all cognitive work
that most people are doing. Already, companies such as Salesforce and Microsoft have adopted
Al to replace workers and save on personnel costs. In medicine (radiology), an Al tool on its
own outperforms doctors even when they are using those tools.*” A comic circulating online
satirizes the situation for those who believe otherwise: A farmer explains to a horse, “You won’t
lose your job to the tractor, but to the horse who learns to drive the tractor.”

This links to the aspect of meaning from financial well-being as well. In the most
optimistic scenario, billions of people will have financial security but be replaced in their
occupation; in the most pessimistic, billions of people will simply be unemployed. Whether a
mass retirement or mass layoff, Al promises to radically restructure the average person’s

relationship to work.
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Society and institutions are already under threat. The New York Times documented this
well when it described the corrosive effect the tools of Al can have on a democracy. The
amplification of malicious perspectives is taking a toll on our institutions all over America,
leading to a slow disintegration of trust throughout society—the currency of a connected world.

The future can go many different ways, but one thing seems highly likely, across many
possible scenarios of what the future might look like. People, especially younger people, will
soon no longer be able to mine the same sources of meaning that humans have had for centuries.
As discussed above, disruptions to a source of meaning that people depend upon have very
negative outcomes for emotional and physical well-being. But Al doesn’t represent a disruption
to just one societal source of meaning; it threatens many of them, all at the same time, for
everyone.

In the face of this looming Al-generated crisis of meaning, clergy must develop a toolkit
to address the coming changes. Certain changes will affect everyone, such as the universal
increase in addictive web and media content, which will further erode the bandwidth individuals
have for contemplation, the soil in which meaning grows. Older groups whose meaning is
threatened by Al in certain areas (especially job loss) will turn to the areas that remain to them.
They most likely have some financial stability, and have set patterns around how they get their
meaning: in turn, they are likely to double down and strengthen their ties to relationships, family,
and community. Clergy can expect to see those who find meaning in religious spaces to increase
their involvement and participation.

Younger groups have far fewer of these resources in place, with far fewer patterns in their
communities and daily living that might anchor these types of meaning, and far less experience

in successfully creating meaning in their lives. In some ways, this trend is already evident: for



example, disaffected young men are highly vulnerable to ideological capture when offered even
perverse sources of meaning.’!

This discrepancy of the impact of Al on our already fragile sources of meaning can have
a drastic effect on how clergy understand the issue at hand. Already, seniors are more than
doubly represented in American religious spaces®* while the young adults most at risk (ages
eighteen through thirty) are least present in religious spaces. These factors combine to create a
potential blind spot for most clergy. With the exception of Hillel and college Jewish
professionals, clergy are at risk of developing a deep bias of under-appreciating the depth of the
crisis of meaning that young people and future generations may face from Al.

This likely bias is especially dangerous in light of the fact that clergy are uniquely
positioned to help people of all ages in their search for meaning. A subset of the work that clergy,
and especially chaplains, perform is helping their constituents navigate life’s big questions—and
Al promises to raise a host of these questions for almost everyone. Liberal or progressive clergy
have a further advantage: They have a background in using the tools of our tradition while
simultaneously encouraging individual choice and exploration in the search for meaning.
Chaplains, who regularly use an individual’s existing spiritual framework to give them more
breathing room in a time of crisis, are especially well positioned to help.

A short window currently exists for clergy to develop a toolkit of responses that address

some of these challenges posed by Al. Robust frameworks are needed right now for Al-created
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meaning collapse, including warning signs, descriptions, and clear paths for intervention at an
individual and community-wide level.

One example of an intervention that clergy may consider lies in encouraging their
constituents to grow their spiritual defenses toward the malicious forms of meaning being
disseminated with the help of Al (and in the vacuum that Al has itself created). We know of
sources that document historical responses to Jews finding meaning from malicious sources. For
example, Artapanus of Alexandra discusses the response to Jews who, while comfortably
“culturally Jewish,” tolerated idolatry.** But over time, the notion of Avodah Zarah has been
weakened. Complacency has brought the inability to recognize, clearly label, and forcefully
repudiate idolatrous habits and practices. The present crisis calls for active intervention to
navigate the issues raised by Al-empowered actors promoting perverse sources of meaning.
Clergy can be at the vanguard of this response, teaching the skills to identify problematic sources
of meaning, and using framework from tradition to respond to such voices with condemnation,
clarity, and integrity.

Elsewhere, already Christian scholars are asking, “Do we need a new theology of work?”
to address potential massive changes in unemployment.** Judaism differs in this regard, and can
offer a different response. The value in Judaism is not placed upon employment and production,
but rather on the act of striving or toil itself: amal. The value of amal can be applied to any
worthy striving—for example, learning. Our Sages apply this value of toil to study: “in Torah

you shall strive” (Pirkei Avot 6:4).%°
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In policy, Jews might encourage the distinction between m lachah and amal. Even as Al
is increasingly capable of m ’lachah, of lowering the amount of m lachah individuals might do
(voluntarily or involuntarily), a reduction in amal should be categorically rejected. This
distinction forces questions: What is never outsourced to technology? What is never outsourced
for convenience? What toil is held dear?

In practice, amal itself can become a vocation, a universal one: whether in study,
volunteering, creating, or caregiving; opportunities for dignified, meaningful striving should be
discussed and endorsed. It might mean creating intentional study opportunities for the
unemployed, helping to strengthen community and relationships in the process. It may mean
creating rituals that acknowledge the efforts and striving of community members each week. But
no matter the implementation, a conscientious decision in the face of societal struggles with
unemployment to re-center the focus on the intrinsic value of human effort and spiritual growth,
rather than solely on role or output, opens up new paths to meaning even amidst changing

economic landscapes.

Conclusion

The impact of Al on modern society will disrupt huge aspects of the contemporary diet of
meaning, but it will not change the fact that all of us search for meaning. That impact is creating
a crisis, perhaps already unfolding, of meaning. Many voices have started offering sources of
meaning that are malicious, vacuous, and dubious. The result of the simultaneous mass loss of
meaning, combined with the Al-empowered ability to amplify narratives that society

traditionally censored as maladaptive, can end up in a catastrophe.
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Clergy have the skills to be the vanguard of the response to this novel situation. They
possess the skills and framework, as well as societal standing in their communities. They work
off of direct relationships, usually in person, which make them much more resilient sources of
trustworthy information.

While the long-term future remains less clear, in the more intermediate term the rapid
growth and development of Al has more certain outcomes. Disruptions to meaning from Al have
gone unnoticed, or unlabeled so far. But the first step in tackling this problem is creating the
vocabulary to accurately describe what is happening: by identifying how crucial meaning is to
the fabric of society and how Al threatens it, clergy can begin to think about the unique role and
skillset they possess in this situation, and potential frameworks to address it.

From there, in order to effectively navigate this coming wave, clergy need to be actively
discussing and sharing skills, knowledge, and best practices around engagement and meaning. In
this work, they have potential partners in psychologists, teachers, Hillel professionals, social
workers, philosophers, and interfaith partnerships. The expertise of all of these professionals will
be needed, especially in light of the likely surge of interest coming from younger constituents,
who will be seeking meaning in a much more turbulent world. It is up to modern rabbis to ensure

there is a compelling response.

RABBI MICHAEL WALDEN’s (LA ’23) interests lie at the intersection of Judaism,

ethics, Al, and meaning.
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