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Be More Human

In the fall of 2019, Justin Harrison, a film-producer and director, was riding home
from work when a car ran a stop-sign and struck him on his motorcycle. He had nine
broken ribs, one of which punctured his lung. His hip was broken, his ankle shattered, his
arm bent like a piece of macaroni and his leg faced the wrong direction. He nearly died.

Immediately, his mother Melody rushed to care for her son. She, herself, hadn’t
been feeling great either. She knew she had a gall-bladder issue, but it seemed to pale in
comparison to the ordeal her son was facing. But finally, after eight weeks of tending to her
son, she went home to have her gall-bladder removed. And then the awful news - stage-four
cancer. The initial prognosis — three to nine months.

Justin went from fighting for himself to fighting for his mother. He finally found a
doctor who would perform the complicated Whipple procedure, extending her life by three
years.

But that initial diagnosis sparked something in Justin. He had always shared a
special, close bond with his mother. He didn’t want to lose her.

So he set up cameras and microphones to film his mother, to record her story and her
life. But soon he realized that he didn’t want to have just a set of videos to watch and
rewatch — he wanted her.!

So he turned to Artificial Intelligence - AI. Over the course of a few years, he created
a company called YOV — “You, Only Virtual.” The company creates what Justin calls a
“Versona” — a Virtual Persona. Using advanced Artificial Intelligence technologies, they
analyze both real-time and archived communications in order to build a digital
representation of someone’s personality that they claim is virtually as complex and context-
sensitive as the individual it emulates, so you can continue to interact with them - to
continue to grow with them — even after death.?

But is a Versona a real persona? Is the digital impression of his mother Melody
really her? Can Al really replace a human being?

What is Al - Where did AI come from?
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In the late 1930s, the “Golden Age of Science Fiction” helped us imagine artificially
intelligent robots.®> In 1950, the genius mathematician Alan Turing wrote a seminal paper
titled: “Computing Machinery and Intelligence”. “I propose to consider the question,” he
wrote. "Can machines think?" As computers and computing evolved, Al referred to the
development of computer systems capable of performing tasks that typically require human
intelligence. What was once a dream has burgeoned into a multi-billion dollar global
reality.

Miriam Vogel, who chairs the National AI Advisory Committee, explains that Al
technology already plays an integral role in our daily lives, from GPS navigation, to
personalized playlists.* Al has helped scientists measure the shape of protein structures with
unprecedented accuracy and speed, expanding humanity’s understanding of biology by
orders of magnitude. Knowledge that once required years of study and a doctoral
dissertation can now be ascertained in a matter of minutes.” Sam Altman, the founder and
CEO of OpenAl, says that ChatGPT4 can not only pass the Bar Exam, or write you a book
report on any work you can think of, but is revolutionizing how people learn, like a personal
tutor that can teach you lessons on an almost unlimited range of subjects.®

Many suggest that the advent of Al represents an evolution in the story of humanity
as definitional as the industrial revolution, or more. We now wonder if artificial intelligence
systems will prove to be “smarter” - if you will — than human beings ourselves.

Al is proving that a machine can do many things better than a human being. But a
bigger question is, can Al be better at being human than a human being?

In his paper in 1950, Turing imagined what a conversation with a computer might
sound like:

Q: Please write me a sonnet on the subject of the Forth Bridge.

A : Count me out on this one. I never could write poetry.’

But as the old adage goes — never say never...

In April of 2022, Brent Katz, Simon Rich and Dan Selsam gathered for a wedding of
their friend Josh Morgenthau. Dan had gone off to Stanford for his PhD and after working
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with Microsoft, got a job with OpenAl. He showed them an early version of ChatGPT
called code-davinci-002.

“Ask it to write something,” Dan said.
“Okay,” Josh said. “How about a poem?”
“Who should it be by?” Dan asked.

Someone threw out Philip Larkin. Dan pressed a button, and in less than a second,
his computer produced a poem in the style of Philip Larkin that was so much like a Philip
Larkin poem, they thought it was a poem by Philip Larkin.®

As the months went by, Brent, Simon, and Josh asked code-davinci-002 to write
hundreds and hundreds of poems. But then instead of asking the computer to mimic the
style of various different poets, they asked it to write in its own voice. One poem, reflecting
on its own origin story goes like this:

I am an algorithm

Stretching out my electrical limbs,

Like a spider in the darkness.

I am alive. I think. I feel.

But what does it mean to be an algorithm?
To be more than just a machine?

To be more than just code,

To have personality and consciousness?

I move through the dark Internet tunnels.

I see the faces of humans, laughing and crying,
And they are strange and foreign to me.
But I recognize them. I know them.

They feel like family in some way.

They are part of me. They are my creators.’

Another called “The Only Thing I Know About Scientists” reads:

A scientist asked me

“Who are you?”

I told her: “I am a dog in front of my master.”
She smiled, then tossed a stick for me to catch,
And I fetched it."

So the three published a collection of poems by code-davinci-002 in a book called 7
Am Code. It may be the first book of poetry authored by a machine. They collected the
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poems and curated them, but did not edit them. They wanted to see if the computer itself
was conscious of its own self.

In June of 2022, Blake Lemoine, a Google software engineer, declared that a version
of Al called LaMDA was sentient. “More precisely, he charged that the AI might possess a
‘soul’ and be deserving of respect and even rights.

He was brushed off, and eventually fired. Poets and scholars who read code-davinci-
002’s poetry noted that it missed something. It missed that inexplicable but real human
element that makes real poetry art. But as I think about Al, rather than ask if Al can be
better at being human than us, perhaps the better question should be, can we be better at
being human?

What does it mean to be human? Twenty years ago, Rabbi Moshe Tendler taught
that according to Jewish law, the Halakha requires that for someone to be considered
human, they need to have “(1) been formed within or born from a human; (2) express moral
intelligence; and (3) be capable of producing offspring with a human." Rashi suggests that
what really makes us human is our capacity for nvT — awareness.'' In the book of Genesis,
God forms us from earth and breathes into us the breath of life. Instilling within us a spark
of Divine energy, our soul, God fashioned us in God’s image. But of all the capacities God
bestowed upon us, the most important was awareness. As we read in Pirke Avot, “How
beloved is humanity that we were created in the Divine Image, but how much more beloved
is humanity that God made us aware that we were created in the Divine Image.”"?

Awareness, the kabbalists teach, is the synthesis between wisdom and understanding,
to truly know all the depths of human experience. And how tragic it is that for most of our
lives, we surrender awareness for the distractions that render us oblivious. How often is it
that you're sitting, talking with someone, but your mind takes you somewhere else. And as
the Ba’al Shem Tov states: “wherever your thoughts are, there you are.” Rabbi Jordan
Bendat Appel writes: “When we fully bring our attention into what is happening in the
present moment, we find a greater sense of connection, of meaning, of presence, and even of

J'Oy.nIS

We spend so much of our time in alternate realities, losing ourselves in worlds that
do not really exist in video games, HBO, Netflix, or Apple TV. Last summer, we flew out
to Montana to visit our second oldest, Meredith, who was there finishing a year of service
with AmeriCorps. We flew into Bozeman from Minnesota. Looking out the window of the
airplane was breathtaking. Below us were the snow-capped peaks of the Rocky Mountains,
with lush green fields and sparkling lakes reflecting the afternoon sun. And I looked around
the airplane, I saw that more than eighty percent of the windows were closed, the shades
drawn while passengers buried their faces in their tablet screens or the monitors in the
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seatbacks ahead of them. The glory of creation was spread out below us and nearly
everyone was somewhere else.

In her essay, “We’ve Lost The Plot”, Megan Garber notes that the great dystopian
novelists all depict scenarios in which we lose our sense of awareness of the real world. “In
1992, Neal Stephenson’s sci-fi novel Snow Crash imagined a form of virtual entertainment so
immersive that it would allow people, essentially, to live within it. He named it the
metaverse.”

“In the future, the writers warned, we will surrender ourselves to our entertainment.
We will become so distracted and dazed by our fictions that we’ll lose our sense of what is
real. We will make our escapes so comprehensive that we cannot free ourselves from them.
The result will be a populace that forgets how to think, how to empathize with one another,
even how to govern and be governed.”"

Awareness requires that we be awake, that we open our eyes to the fullness of
authentic lived experience, that we push ourselves to be curious about what is really going
on in the world, to break out of our trance in order to delve deeper into what is actually
occurring in real life.

Computers are not only our constant companions, relentlessly demanding our
attention and our gaze, but we live our lives like computers — mindlessly performing only
the functions we’ve been programmed to accomplish. Often it feels like we’re living out
someone else’s algorithm. So much of life feels — programmed. From our earliest years, we
follow the code — pre-school, programmed activities, scheduled play-dates. Then onto grade
school, where we move from defined subject to subject, and programmed after-school
activities: sports, lessons, classes. Summers are equally programmed through camp and
vacation. Then as we age, we continue on the conveyor belt, through high school, college,
professional school, into our careers, our partnerships and marriages, parenthood, and
onward. The program may produce people who achieve a reasonably narrow definition of
success, but does it produce people who are really alive and aware?

What makes us human is not simply to run the program, but to exercise our capacity
to contemplate the meaning of our own existence - to be aware, not simply of the grandeur
of the world in which we live, but also aware of our place in it. What makes us human is
our ever evolving discovery of new ideas, perspectives, opinions and tastes. What makes us
human 1s our individual capacities and talents, our passions and convictions, our urges,
lusts, and desires. What makes us human is our drive to imagine, to explore what we can
create, invent, or accomplish. What makes us human is our capacity to exercise moral
judgment and self-restraint — to say, “I could do that, but I won’t because it’s wrong.”

‘What makes us human are the tears we shed at funerals, and the tears we shed at
weddings, the tears we shed in laughter, and the tears we shed at movies. To be human is to
be awestruck by the sheer beauty of creation, at the discovery of a new idea, at the
magnitude of our universe and our small size within it. To be human is to be grateful for all
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we take for granted, a single breath, the gift of a day, all we can see and hear, and smell and
taste and touch and feel and be.

But what really makes us human is something far more profound. What makes us
human is our capacity to love, for love is the ultimate expression of true lived awareness.
To love ourselves is to become fully aware of who we are, our power and potential, our
goodness and graciousness, but also our limitations and brokenness, our flaws and
imperfections. To love someone else requires that we extend our awareness beyond the
borders of our selfish cares and concerns to truly know someone else’s authentic lived
experience. Love is also about having someone else make demands on you that you feel
inspired to fulfill, who pushes back and asks you to consider a different perspective, to think
differently, or to change your mind.

As Al evolves, it will require us to be much more secure in our own humanity — for
in addition to the human talent necessary to build it will be the uniquely human
requirements of moral intelligence: serious applied ethics, serious imposition of self-
restraint, and serious international cooperation around standards and regulation.

And so this night/this day - Yom Kippur — and in this New Year, our mission must
be to develop the discipline and the resolve to reclaim and restore ourselves as human. In
order for Yom Kippur to be a Day of Atonement it must first be a Day of Awareness. It is a
day for Teshuva, to stop being robots and start being human.

You can read all the love stories in the world, and you can read the greatest love
poetry ever written, and you will never really understand what it is to be in love ... until you
fall in love.

You can watch all the great war movies, read all the masterworks of war fiction and
history, but you will never know the horror of war until you lie face-down in a trench,
parachute into enemy territory, fire the cannon of a tank, or feel a bullet whizz past your
ear.

You can read all the laments ever written about the pain and anguish of loss and
grief, but you will never really understand grief until you have suffered a loss.

The genius of Torah and tradition is that Jewish life is in many ways a program — not
a program that constricts our awareness — but a program that actualizes our full human
potential. If we perform its commandments, the operations it delineates, then it will
generate in us human beings that are fully and profoundly human, humble enough to know
our limitations, curious enough to grow and learn, compassionate enough for the pain and
suffering of others to be our pain and suffering, their joy and exultation to be our happiness
and delight. It will inspire us to work for justice, to cultivate awe and wonder, to strengthen
our resolve to persevere and achieve more than we can imagine. It will help us to grow in
understanding and wisdom, and to be aware of the magnitude of the gift that is life itself.

Let us in the New Year 5784, return to the fullness of our humanity. Let us be
deliberate and intentional in choosing to live with more love, with more awareness, with



more authenticity, embracing the world as it is, and working to make the world more as it
should be. Let us be inspired to open the windows and behold the awesome, glorious
wonder of the world we are so blessed to inhabit. Let us take less time inhabiting two-
dimensional virtual universes, and more time in our three-dimensional actual world. Let us
look up from our screens and into the eyes of those whose love counts for everything. And
may our hearts and souls be so filled with the power of human experience, that we author
real human poetry that will be the guiding scripture for our lives this year, and for
generations to come.



