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I 

The first time I even knew that bonobos existed was about three years ago when I heard 
a story on National Public Radio about a new book, Bonobo Handshake, written by Vanessa 
Woods, a young research scientist at Duke University. And as soon as I heard the story of her 
studying bonobos in the Congo, I knew that, one day, I needed to preach a sermon about 
bonobos! 

I’m guessing, though, that despite the photo on the front of your order of service and 
the title of my sermon this morning—Bonobos, Chimpanzees, and Us—not everyone here 
knows what a bonobo is.  

So let’s back up for just a minute and I’ll share with you a brief excerpt from the Gospel 
According to Wikipedia. 

Bonobos are one of the two species of chimpanzees that live in Africa and, along with 
their cousins, the “common” chimpanzees, are the closest living relatives of human beings. 
Bonobos, chimpanzees, and human beings shared a common ancestor some six or seven million 
years ago and still share more than 98 percent of their DNA in common with each other.  

Bonobos and chimpanzees are, in at least some ways, similar to human beings—to you 
and to me. Both chimpanzees and bonobos are capable of passing what scientists call the 
“mirror recognition test for self-awareness. Even though we can’t understand them, bonobos 
communicate with each other through vocal means, as we humans do, and humans are able to 
understand their facial expressions and some of the natural hand gestures that they use with 
each other. Scientists have even taught one bonobo, named Kanzi, to recognize more than 
3,000 English words and to communicate with them using a keyboard labeled with geometrical 
symbols. And when bonobos are tickled, the sound of their laughter has been found to follow a 
spectrographic pattern that is similar to that of human babies.  

Bonobos and chimpanzees are a least a little bit like us and, as evolutionary cousins, 
they are both like each other and, in some important ways, very different from each other.  

Chimps and bonobos separated from each other—physically, culturally, and 
genetically—about two million years ago when the Congo River formed. (Apparently, neither 
bonobos, chimpanzees, nor their chimpanzee ancestors are good swimmers and so, today, 
chimpanzees are found only north of the Congo River and bonobos lives only on the south side 
of the river in the Democratic Republic of Congo.) 

Chimps and bonobos are about the same size, but the bodies of bonobos tend to be a 
bit more slender than that of chimps and they have brighter lips, darker faces, and higher-
pitched voices than chimps.  

Both species are capable of altruism, empathy, deception, self-recognition, foresight, 
and culture in the form of knowledge passed from one to the other. But recent scientific studies 
indicate that bonobos are more altruistic and less selfish than chimpanzees. Although young 



chimps and bonobos both will share food with other chimps or bonobos, adult chimps grow out 
of their childhood generosity and are notoriously selfish in hogging food for themselves, while 
adult bonobos continue to share food with others even when researchers coax them to hoard.  

Both bonobos and chimpanzees are social animals and both live in communities or 
bands. But the social structure of chimpanzee communities is rigidly hierarchical—dominated 
by an alpha male and the males that hunt with him—while bonobo society more egalitarian—
ruled by consortia of females who, working together, maintain social control and cohesion.  

Both species use primitive tools, but bonobos do so to a lesser extent than chimps and, 
unlike chimpanzees, do not hunt in groups. Chimpanzees are much more aggressive and 
territorial than bonobos and, unlike bonobos, male chimpanzees sometimes kill other 
chimpanzees—other chimpanzees who infringe on their territory and, sometimes, chimpanzees 
who are part of their own community. 

But it is the differing sexual behaviors of the two species that I find most most 
interesting. Chimpanzees are pretty straight and traditional when it comes to sex. Male chimps 
are often jealous and aggressive when their mates are in estrus. And while I’m sure that there 
must be “gay chimps,” chimps are generally not known for homosexual behavior.  

By contrast, homosexual relationships between bonobos, especially female bonobos, 
are quite common and bonobos of both genders often use sexual behavior as a greeting or to 
diffuse and resolve conflicts and tensions among themselves.  

To put it simply, bonobos would rather make love, not war! 

II 

So let me ask you a question: If you had to choose, which would you rather be: a 
chimpanzee or a bonobo?  

For me, it’s a no-brainer! I’d rather be a bonobo! 

As a species, though, human beings are more like chimpanzees than bonobos—
hierarchical, territorial, aggressive, and selfish. And that’s why I sometimes wish that evolution 
had taken a different direction and we were all bonobos, not chimpanzees or human beings—
unselfish, laid-back, sexy bonobos, not greedy, selfish, fearful, power-hungry human beings 
who murder each other, fight endless wars, and are destroying the world in which we live.  

III 

What makes human beings the way we are? 

The answer, I believe, is that, for better or worse, we are, as individuals and as a species, 
the way we are, at least in part, and behave or misbehave the way we do because we are all 
human beings who share a common human nature: common dispositions, attitudes, traits, and 
behaviors that characterize our species—ways of thinking, feeling, and acting that human 
beings, individually and collectively, to possess naturally and innately, independent of the 
influence of culture.  



So, just as the behavior of chimpanzees and bonobos has been shaped by their genetic, 
physiological, and social evolution, human behavior is also determined, influenced, or shaped, 
at least to some degree, by the natural physiological, emotional, and mental capacities (and 
limitations) that evolutionary biology has bequeathed to us as a species.  

Now, let me be clear. I’m not saying that human behavior is determined only by nature 
and that there’s no role at all for free will, human choice, conscience, culture, nurture, or social 
evolution.  

Human beings are complex and multi-faceted beings and “recent research in [the areas 
of] genetics, evolutionary biology, and cultural anthropology suggests that … [human behavior 
is the product of] … a complex interaction between genetically inherited factors ( or “nature”) 
and developmental and social factors ( or “nurture”).  

Human animals, like bonobos and chimpanzees, are part of the natural world and 
undoubtedly have been shaped, physically, emotionally, cognitively, and behaviorally, both by 
nature in the form of a shared path of biological evolution and the social, economic, and 
cultural practices and institutions that we have created. 

So, the question, I believe, is not, and never has been, “nature versus nurture”—not 
“nature or nature,” but “nature and nurture.” It’s not a question of “hard wiring” or 
“socialization.” 

Nor is the question one of “determinism versus free will, choice, or conscience.” As 
human beings, we have, or like to think we have, free will and because we have free will, to be 
human is to choose. More importantly, though, humans, unlike most animals, have a moral 
conscience—the capacity to distinguish (not always perfectly) between right and wrong. And 
so, we can choose to do or not do what we think is right and good or wrong and evil. But we do 
so always within the parameters and limitations of our fundamental nature as human beings. 

Human nature, though, is always and necessarily part of the human equation—not all, 
but part of the question of who we are and what it means to be human.  

IV 

What, though, can we say about human nature? 

Who are we? What, at the core, is the essential nature of our species? What are the 
fundamental characteristics, capacities, traits, and behaviors that define us as human beings? 

Are humans fundamentally selfish and competitive or social and altruistic?  

Are we essentially good at heart and, perhaps, even created in the image of God? Or are 
we inherently sinful, depraved, fallen creatures, tainted by original sin and so inherently 
wicked, selfish, and evil that we are doomed to burn in hell forever unless we can, somehow, 
be saved from the justice and wrath of God?  

Is human nature such that we all possess an inherent worth and dignity simply because 
we are human beings (and not chimpanzees or bonobos)?  



These questions are not merely abstract philosophical, existential, or ontological 
questions but rather questions whose answers have important practical implications regarding 
the way we think about ourselves and others, how we approach issues related to morality and 
ethics, the social, economic, and political institutions we create, and how we live together in 
the world we share. 

And so, throughout history, humans have struggled with questions about human 
nature—whether there is or isn’t such a thing as human nature, whether and the extent to 
which human nature is fixed and unchangeable, and the essential nature of human nature—
and have sought answers to those questions through art, literature, philosophy, and, more 
recently, through the natural and social sciences: evolutionary biology, evolutionary 
psychology, anthropology, psychology, psychiatry, sociology, political science, and economics.  

But questions about human nature are not simply philosophical or scientific questions. 
They are also religious questions: questions of theological anthropology.  

V 

In fact, it was not so much questions involving the Trinity, the divinity of Jesus, and the 
nature of God that divided our Unitarian ancestors from their more orthodox Calvinist cousins 
two hundred years ago, but rather their differing theological perspectives with respect to 
human nature. And theological anthropology is one of the most important issues that continues 
to separate religious liberals and religious conservatives today. 

Religious conservatives, like Calvinists in 18th century Massachusetts and a good 
number of conservative Christians in America today, see human beings as not only inherently 
sinful, broken, and flawed, but irredeemably so (apart from God’s saving grace) because we are 
all tainted by what they see as Adam and Eve’s original sin and fall from grace in the Garden of 
Eden. Selfishness, greed, willfulness, pride, indifference, hatred, and violence, they say, are not 
only part of our nature as human beings, but, as far as God is concerned, the most important 
parts of who we are, completely negating all the good that we might do or try to do. 

By contrast, Unitarian Universalists and other religious liberals have generally claimed 
that human beings are essentially good, that evil, sin, selfishness, greed, violence, and war are 
not so much human failings as social failings, and that we can save ourselves, individually and 
socially, by more fully developing our inherent human capacities and that which is best within 
ourselves.  

(Pause) So, who’s right? The liberals or the conservatives? (Pause) 

The answer, I believe, is both and neither.  

There is, I believe, a kernel of truth in both perspectives and neither is completely true. 

It’s true, as the religious liberals say, that compassion, sympathy, altruism, kindness, and 
justice are part of our human DNA. But it’s also true that religious liberals, including many 
Unitarian Universalists, have often been overly optimistic when it comes to the essential 
goodness of human nature and either naïve or blind when it comes to the “darker side” of who 
we are. We don’t like words like “sin” and “evil,” especially when they’re applied to “good” 
people like us, and we try to explain away evil and violence as the result of mental illness or 



social conditions whenever we can.  And yet, how can we deny the “darker side” of human 
nature—especially in light of the wars, genocide, terrorism, racism, violence, cruelty, injustice, 
and poverty that are so much a part of human history?   

And so, it seems to me that religious conservatives are right in saying that human 
beings, individually and as a species, are, in some sense, inherently broken or flawed. There is, I 
know, a part of me, and I believe a part of all of us, that is selfish, greedy, fearful, and 
indifferent. We all, I believe, have the capacity to act dishonestly, cruelly, and violently—
whether or not we actually act in those ways. We certainly make mistakes and sometimes do 
harm even when we are trying to do good. We sometimes choose the lesser of two evils even 
though it’s still evil. And, as evolved as we are, our actions and emotions are still controlled, to 
some extent, by the “reptilian” part of our brains. 

Human nature is not a matter of “either-or” but “both-and.” It’s not about whether 
human beings are basically selfish or altruistic. It’s our nature, as human beings, to be both 
selfish and altruistic, violent as well as peaceful, aggressive and cooperative, greedy as well as 
generous, both uncaring and kind, fearful and loving, dishonest and truthful, evil and good.  

And what’s true of the human species as a whole, is true of each and every one of us 
individually, as well. There is, within each of us, you and me, that which is good and that which 
is not so good: a truth that should make all of us a bit more humble and a bit less judgmental; a 
truth that means that, regardless of what the NRA might say, we can’t divide the world into 
“good guys” and “bad guys.”    

Human nature isn’t black and white, but gray, not either-or, but both-and.  

And so, perhaps, the way we look at human nature is a matter of perspective. Is the 
glass half-full or half-empty? Mostly-full or almost-empty? Do we start from a position that 
emphasizes human possibility and potential or one that emphasizes human pathology? Are we 
willing to embrace the good with the bad and the bad with the good?   

VI 

There are times when I wish that human beings were more like bonobos. But we are, all 
of us, who and what we are—human beings: wonderful, creative, loving, violent, caring, 
destructive, generous, kind, selfish, beautiful, broken, flawed, complex, and imperfect human 
animals who, most of the time, are trying to do the best we can with what we have.  


