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Simulated Empathy

Artificial intelligence (Al) has rapidly transformed the way people access information,
solve problems, and even seek emotional support. From generated advice to mental health
chatbots, Al systems are becoming increasingly capable of analyzing vast data and crafting
responses that appear empathetic and thoughtful. As the technology advances, many have begun
to question whether Al can replace certain forms of human judgment. However, an important
distinction between wisdom and knowledge has also emerged. While machines can gather and
process information, they lack the deeper understanding needed to make sense of human
experiences and to make ethical decisions that arise from empathy and moral reflection.
Although artificial intelligence can process great amounts of information and simulate forms of
emotional support, wisdom relies on lived experience that Al cannot replicate. As Al continues
to demonstrate mastery of certain domains, its limitations reveal that human intelligence will
remain essential for exercising the wisdom needed to use knowledge responsibly and to guide
society towards the common good.

It is important to distinguish between wisdom and knowledge. Knowledge is information
about a topic developed through experience and study, which is why Al excels in this area; it can
analyze information from research, techniques, and basic experiences to produce responses that
appear supportive. Wisdom, however, is defined as a distinctly human trait that involves social

judgment, emotional awareness, empathy and compassion for others, reflective self-awareness,



the ability to navigate uncertainty, decisive action, and an openness to spiritual meaning (Jeste et
al., 2019). From a religious perspective, many traditions hold that the capacity for wisdom
reflects the “divine spark” within human beings, a result of humanity's creation in the image and
likeness of God. While artificial intelligence may possess extensive knowledge of human
conditions and behavior, it lacks the spirituality and morality that enable humans to process
suffering with compassion and responsibility.

This distinction between knowledge and wisdom becomes particularly important in
fields that rely on emotional understanding, such as therapeutic settings, where support depends
not only on knowledge of healing techniques but also on wisdom drawn from human experience.
Wisdom is associated with better health, resilience, happiness, and life satisfaction (Jeste et al.,
2019), all of which are key components of human flourishing. Not only is wisdom needed on the
part of the therapist, but it is also noted as “a valuable outcome acquired by the client in
successful therapy” (Hanna & Ottens, 1995). In this sense, therapy is not only about providing
advice but about guiding individuals to deeper self-understanding and thoughtful reflection.
Through conversations, therapists help their clients interpret their emotions and make sense of
their struggles. Although Al can use patterns in data and language to generate responses, it lacks
the emotional depth to offer a genuine response to distress.

If “Al as a therapist,” was searched, the page would flood with articles exploring both the
serious dangers and possible benefits of using artificial intelligence to understand deeper feelings
and articulate emotions. A study co-authored by researchers from Brown University School of
Public Health, Harvard Medical School, and RAND, a nonprofit research organization, found
that 1 in 8 adolescents and young adults use Al chatbots for mental health advice. To put these

results in greater context, the article also notes the youth mental health crisis that is taking place



in the United States, as about 1 in 5 adolescents experiences a major depressive episode in the
past year, yet nearly 40% of them receive no mental health services (Siliezar). Chatbots are
anonymous, accessible, and available at all hours, which makes them an attractive place to seek
help, but they also have clear limitations. Researchers have noted that Al-based mental health
tools have the potential to expand access to care, particularly in areas where mental health
professionals are scarce or services are difficult to obtain (Zhang & Wang, 2023). Artificial
intelligence is just that, artificial, and can only mimic patterns of empathy while professionals in
the mental health space rely on wisdom and emotional understanding developed through human
experience. However, even with these limitations, Al might still provide meaningful support for
individuals who might otherwise receive no help at all, demonstrating how artificial intelligence
may complement but never truly replace the wisdom that guides human well-being.

The rise of artificial intelligence as a tool for mastering knowledge may make human
wisdom even more valuable, as using it efficiently and responsibly will require moral reasoning
and human judgment. While it may be able to analyze information, Al cannot determine what
society should value or what guiding principles should govern society’s behavior. These
discernments require wisdom rooted in moral reasoning, which only humans possess. In this
way, the emergence of Al may shift the role of organic intelligence away from information
processing, which Al can do, and toward guiding the use of knowledge to promote well-being

and the common good.
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