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There is little doubt that our self-es-
teem as a species has benefited greatly 
from the fact that we are from an ex-
tended family that is quickly dying off. 
We are the last surviving members of 
our genus Homo and one of only eight 
surviving species of the family Homin-
idae (colloquially known as the “Great 
Apes”) and the most widely success-
ful one at that. Our lack of close con-
tact with these relatives has made us 
think of ourselves as quite special and 
unique for far too long. Yet over the 
past half-century, new discoveries in 
paleoanthropology, primatology, and 
linguistics have all forced us to reassess 
what exactly makes us “human” and if 
that humanity is confined to our spe-
cies Homo sapiens.
 
And this, more than anything else that 
we have learned in the nearly two 
centuries since the British naturalist 
Charles Darwin published his Origin of 
Species, is a big problem for normative 
understandings of Christian anthropol-
ogy. Orthodox Christian anthropology, 
like all normative Christian anthropol-
ogy, relies on a binary division between 
human beings and all other non-hu-
man life. The collapsing boundaries be-
tween us and our evolutionary cousins 
is a significant, if not fatal, challenge 
to that binary that forces us to ask tra-
ditional questions anew: What does it 
mean to be created in the “image” and 
according to the “likeness” of God (Gen 
1: 26-27)? What are the cosmic conse-
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quences of the Fall? What is the effect 
of Christ’s Resurrection on the non-hu-
man Creation? What does it mean to 
sin? Who, or what, can and cannot sin? 
When we ask these questions, with this 
new knowledge in mind, we might 
well arrive at very different answers 
than we have before.

And these answers might, in turn, 
offer us a pathway in other, perhaps 
more pressing, dialogues around Or-
thodox Christian anthropology. Con-
temporary questions regarding race, 
gender, sexuality, and ethnicity all 
demand that we have a robust and 
theologically sound understanding of 
what it means fundamentally to be hu-
man, in all the complexity that it pres-
ents. These debates also require that 
we find a way to incorporate emerg-
ing scientific consensus into our theo-
logical understanding of the world, 
lest that theological understanding 
become anachronistic, outdated, and 
parochial. In short, if we can figure out 
if Neanderthals or even chimpanzees 
can see, we might be a step closer to 
knowing who—or what—we are. 

Take, for instance, our most anxiety-pro-
ducing relative: Neanderthal. The first 
hominid fossils ever discovered and 
identified as such belonged to Homo 
neanderthalensis, a human species that 
we now know to be our not-too-distant 
cousins. Since the discovery of the first 
Neanderthal fossils in a quarry in the 
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German Neanderthal Valley in 1856, 
the image of the primitive and brutish 
“caveman” has dominated popular 
understanding of the Neanderthals. 
However, in the past two decades, new 
archeological evidence as well as break-
throughs in genetic technology have 
begun to suggest that we got the Ne-
anderthals all wrong and that we Homo 
sapiens may have more in common with 
them than we ever thought. Neander-
thals had language, cared for the sick 
and wounded, and perhaps even bur-
ied the dead and produced art. More-
over, the vast majority of people with 
Eurasian ancestry have Neanderthal 
DNA (around 2.5% of their overall ge-
nome is Neanderthal in origin), mean-
ing that most people on Earth have 
Neanderthals in their family tree. There 
is perhaps no greater challenge to nor-
mative Christian anthropology, cosmol-
ogy, and soteriology than the existence 
of Neanderthals and other non-ances-
tral advanced hominid species and yet 
there is scant little theological reflection 
on the topic—and virtually none from 
an Orthodox perspective. 

In fact, for most of the time since their 
discovery, we have gone out of our way 
to slander the Neanderthal. The image 
of the brutish caveman is everywhere 
in our popular culture, from the Flint-
stones to GEICO commercials. Yet, in 
recent decades, new breakthroughs in 
archeology and genetics have called on 
us to challenge nearly everything we 
once thought about Neanderthals. 

The world of the Neanderthal, like 
that of our early Homo sapiens an-
cestors, was a harsh one. The risk of 
disease and injury made death an 
ever-present reality. The fossil record 
bears testimony to these unforgiving 
conditions, but it also indicates that in-
dividuals frequently survived serious 
illness and injury, suggesting to many 

that Neanderthals cared for the sick 
and injured—and perhaps even the 
dying. To be clear, this is not a univer-
sally accepted hypothesis. Some have 
argued that evidence of healing or 
the long-term survival of the disabled 
among Neanderthals may only sug-
gest that Neanderthals were better at 
taking care of themselves than we are. 
Others have suggested that care was 
provided by others, but only to those 
who would benefit the group should 
they survive. The wise elder who 
knows where the best hunting spots 
are is a common example here. Still 
others have (a bit bizarrely) admitted 
that Neanderthals provided care to 
their fellows in need, but that it was 
“callous.”1 Nonetheless, the most re-
cent scholarship on the subject of Ne-
anderthal healthcare suggests that not 
only did such care exist, but that it was 
provided with empathy and concern. 
Jean-Jacque Hublin has argued that it 
is possible to identify a “prehistory of 
compassion,” citing evidence that in-
cludes the survival into adulthood of 
individuals born with congenital dis-
abilities.2 

Furthermore, some recent discoveries 
indicate that the bonds that knit to-
gether Neanderthal society did not end 
with death. There is emerging evidence 
that Neanderthals at least sometimes 
carried out ritual burials of the dead.3 
In fact, increasing evidence suggests 
that such symbolic and ritualistic be-
havior is very old indeed.4 Add to this 
emerging evidence that Neanderthals 
possessed language and created sym-
bolic art, and the implications become 
quite staggering. Namely, when tak-
en together, the evidence increasingly 
suggests that Neanderthals may have 
had some form of religious or spiritual 
beliefs. To be clear, this remains a con-
troversial theory, not the least because 
of widespread disagreement as to what 
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exactly constitutes a “religious belief.” 
However, the notion that Neanderthals 
engaged in worship has serious impli-
cations for how we are to understand 
them in relation to Christian anthro-
pology. If Homo adorans does not mean 
exclusively homo sapiens, what does it 
mean to be human? 

This question, by the way, does not 
evaporate simply because we are the 
last surviving members of our genus. 
Our surviving cousins, the great apes, 
are also shockingly like us. Chimpan-
zees use tools, grieve, go to war, and en-
gage in random altruism and violence. 
Some researchers have begun to touch 
on the notion that they have some form 
of proto-religion. They have also, along 
with gorillas and orangutans, under hu-
man tutelage, been taught to communi-
cate in languages we can understand–
though increasingly it is clear that they 
may well have their own languages 
we do not know. And the insight we 
have gained from this communication 
should be an occasion for self-reflec-
tion if we were a self-reflective species. 
Chimpanzees and gorillas, it turns out, 
can remember trauma, offer sympathy, 
joke, and even lie. We are not so differ-
ent from animals after all.

Except that we are. These similarities 
in both our hominid and non-hominid 
relatives have largely been a source of 
embarrassment or confusion for Chris-
tians since it became clear that evolu-

tion by natural selection was the story 
of our species and our world. The obvi-
ous reason as to why is that these sim-
ilarities threaten a theology that needs 
humanity to be unique, and special and 
there is real fear created by the proximi-
ty we are discovering. But this need not 
be the case. Rather than a threat to our 
humanity and uniqueness, the proxim-
ity we share with these other species 
ought to give us new tools to under-
stand what it means to be us. Because 
despite all our similarities with chim-
panzees, gorillas, and Neanderthals, 
they are not us. And we are not them. 
We had to teach chimpanzees language 
because we did not know theirs. We dig 
in the caves of Europe for Neanderthal 
tools, because they are ever so different 
from our own. If we have learned any-
thing from the keeping of captive great 
apes, it is that our world is a woeful 
substitute for theirs and when forced 
from their world to ours, the results are 
often tragic. 

If there is one thing that plagues 
the contemporary theological (and 
non-theological) debates surrounding 
identity, it is that most fall into two all-
or-nothing notions: Either each individ-
ual must be wholly and entirely unique 
or we must be imperfect reflections of 
some divine Platonic form. There is lit-
tle space for difference and sameness 
to co-exist. But that is what we see in 
our biological family tree. And there we 
find something to learn. 
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