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Chaos and Chaos-Complexity
Theory: Understanding Evil
Forces with Insights from
Contemporary Science and
Linguistics

E. Janet Warren

Since the Bible lacks a cohesive demonology, scholars tend to either maximize or
minimize the ontology of evil. I suggest two solutions to reconcile these views:
metaphor theory can elucidate the diverse biblical descriptors, and chaos-complexity
theory can provide a model for demonology. Metaphors/models can depict reality,
are frequently used in science, and are especially relevant to supersensible realities.
Chaos-complexity theory describes systems that are nonlinear, sensitive to feedback,
and self-organizing. Using it as a model for demonology can help reconcile biblical
ambiguities and ontological perspectives. Demons can be compared with insect
swarms, having minimal individual ontology, but capable of self-organizing into
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powerful forces.

emonology is particularly rele-
Dvant today because of the

growth of Christianity in the
Global South. It is a difficult area of
study for three reasons: this reality is
inaccessible to the usual senses, biblical
references to Satan and evil spirits are
scattered and often obscure, and there
are large cultural differences. Although
not usually explicit and intentional,
scholarly and popular writers on the
subject can be classified into two groups:
ontological maximizers and ontological
minimizers.! The first group comprises
most popular writers, as well as some
academic authors. Perhaps, in an attempt
to fill the biblical “gaps,” they view the
demonic “kingdom” as highly organized,
with Satan as the commander in chief;
there is a hierarchy of evil spirits, many
with specific names and functions, which
seek to attack Christians. The second
group, largely academicians, believes
demonology is not relevant in contempo-
rary Christianity, or that evil spirits are
symbolic of psychological projections.
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I suggest many of the above inconsis-
tencies can be addressed and perhaps
clarified by considering, first, metaphor
theory and, second, chaos-complexity
theory as a model for demonology. The
aim of this article is to apply insights
from contemporary linguistics and sci-
entific chaos-complexity theory to fur-
ther our understanding of evil spirits.
Using different models with which to
understand a topic can provide a fresh
perspective and perhaps further insight.
First, 1 briefly review some biblical
ambiguities, and then discuss those who
maximize and those who minimize the
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Chaos and Chaos-Complexity Theory

ontology of evil. Possible solutions to the confusion
are then investigated. The contributions of metaphor
theory are discussed, in addition to its use by science
with regard to evil. Next, chaos-complexity theory
is described along with its application to theology.
Finally, the application of chaos-complexity to
demonology is discussed.

Chaos can have three meanings, which are
related. In common usage, it means complete dis-
order; in ancient literature, including the Old Testa-
ment, it is juxtaposed to cosmos and is a metaphor
for evil; and in science, it is used to describe phenom-
ena that appear disordered but are actually gov-
erned by simple rules. The hypothesis of this article
is that evil forces are, in fact, complex systems not
amenable to classification or confident descriptions.
Biblical chaos and scientific chaos are thus related.
This relationship may shed light on the apparent
ambiguity of biblical references as well as perhaps
reconcile the ontological perspectives on evil spirits.

Biblical and
Experiential Ambiguities

The Bible does not present a cohesive, consistent,
and clear demonology; references are scattered, and
there is ambiguity. The following examples illustrate
this (without consideration of hermeneutical com-
plexities). Numerous terms are used to describe spiri-
tual forces of evil; some are fairly clear (demons),
others more obtuse (powers); some are clearly meta-
phorical (darkness), others more personal (Satan).
Evil spirits are often depicted as animals, including
dragon (Isa. 27:1; Rev.12:9), serpent (Rev.12:9), lo-
cust (Rev. 9:3, 7), and scorpion (Luke 10:19; Rev. 9:3).
They are described as inhabiting humans (Luke 22:3),
animals (Mark 5:1-13), the air (Eph. 2:2), the earth
(Rev.12:4), the heavens (Eph.6:12), and prison
(1 Pet. 3:19). Some verses suggest that Satan is
merely a servant of God (e.g., Judg. 9:23; 1 Cor. 5:5);
other verses claim that he is an enemy of God
who actively opposes Christians (e.g., Zech. 3:2;
Matt. 13:39; 1 Pet. 5:8).

In the Old Testament, evil is primarily symbolized
by darkness, the deep, and chaos. In the Gospel of
John, evil is depicted as darkness, whereas in the
synoptic Gospels, demons and unclean spirits are
the favored terms. Within the Synoptics, there is
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ambiguity in the descriptions of demons with regard
to number and name. For example, with respect to
number, the unclean spirits in the stories of the syna-
gogue and of the Gerasene demoniacs, are described
by both singular and plural pronouns (Mark 1:21-27;
Luke 4:31-37; Matt. 8:28-34; Mark 5:1-20; Luke 8:26-
39). With respect to name, the woman healed on the
Sabbath is crippled by a “spirit” and bound by
“Satan” (Luke 13:11, 16); also, in Luke’s summary
in Acts, Jesus is described as healing those afflicted
by the “devil” (10:38), whereas the gospel accounts
describe people as afflicted by “demons.”

Many statements about demons appear only once:
request for a demon’s name (Mark 5:9; Luke 8:30),
reference to a “kind” of demon (Mark 9:29), and
reference to “more evil” demons (Matt. 12:45). There
is also a vague relationship between sin and the
demonic (e.g., Eph. 4:26, 27). These apparent incon-
sistencies are perhaps a result of difficulties inherent
to all biblical interpretation (cultural gap, etc.) or
perhaps because the nature of evil spirits is intrinsi-
cally ambiguous.?

Furthermore, there is much confusion surround-
ing experiences of demonization in missiology
and contemporary deliverance ministries. Within
a worldview that is accepting of evil spirits, beliefs
are very different from those accustomed to a ration-
alistic worldview. In traditional African religion,
for example, evil spirits are believed to be highly
involved in everyday life.> In Western cultures, at
least until the recent New Age Movement, spiritual
beings have been disregarded. In contemporary
charismatic Christianity, some believe demonization
is rare;* others claim that everyone is demonized
to a degree.’ Ideally, beliefs regarding evil spirits
should concur with both biblical evidence and expe-
rience, but this has not proved an easy task.

Ontological Maximizers

Given the apparent ambiguities discussed above,
it is perhaps understandable that many writing on
demonology attempt to “fill the gaps.” They often
come to confident conclusions, and it is not always
clear whether these are biblically or anecdotally
based. Merrill Unger, in his classic work on biblical
demonology, refers to Satan’s “highly organized em-
pire of roving spirits.”® He further divides this into
a Satanic order of the earth (ruling over humankind)
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and of air (ruling over fallen spirits).” He claims that
demons can adopt human form, “possess personal-
ity, are everywhere presented as intelligent and vol-
untary agents,” and possess superhuman knowledge
and strength.8 Missiologist Charles Kraft believes
that Satan is a high-ranking angel, akin to an arch-
angel, and that demons are “ground level” troops
which take their order from those further up in the
hierarchy.® He also interprets the Pauline powers
as cosmic-level principalities, which have authority
over places, social organizations, and sinful behav-
iors. Roman Catholics Michael Scanlan and Randall
Cirner describe different types of spirits such as
anger, fear, insecurity, depression, and bitterness.
They note that spirits can cluster, for example,
“a spirit of guilt may involve self-condemnation,
shame and unworthiness,” and they believe that sin
provides an entry point for demons.?

Even some conservative scholars are confident in
their conclusions. Bruce Waltke, for example, asserts
that it is “clear this anti-kingdom host is organized,
not disorganized.”! Theologian Gregory A. Boyd
claims that the biblical belief is that the world is
“virtually infested with demons” and “the number
of these demons was indefinitely large.”'? These
beings, described as an “army of demons,” possess
free will and are morally responsible.’® Boyd asserts
that demons and the powers exist in a hierarchy,
although he admits that we do not know the details.
These authors make some valuable contributions to
demonology; however, I believe that many authors
are overly confident in their conclusions and do not
consider the ambiguity of the biblical evidence. In
addition, many scholars conflate exegesis and expe-
rience. There have been many critiques, especially of
the popular literature, but seldom are constructive
alternatives suggested.'* Perhaps in an attempt to
bring balance, some scholars go to the opposite
extreme in denying the reality of evil spirits.

Ontological Minimizers

The idea of evil having little or no ontological status
has been discussed from biblical and theological
perspectives. With respect to the Bible, many of the
claims about the unreality of evil spirits are based on
interpretations of the Pauline powers, Walter Wink
being perhaps representative of this position. In his
well-known trilogy, he advocates a demythologizing
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approach to the powers.!®> He thinks that the ancients
only personified evil forces because they had no other
way of describing them and that it is “impossible” for
moderns to “believe in the real existence of demonic
or angelic powers.”1® Wink believes that the powers
are a “generic category referring to the determining
forces of physical, psychic, and social existence”; they
consist of an outer, visible manifestation (e.g., politi-
cal institutions) and an inner spirituality or interiority;
and they “must become incarnate, institutionalized
or systemic in order to be effective.”!”

In theology, there is a long tradition of viewing
evil as nonbeing. A well-known variation of this is
Karl Barth’s confusing idea of “nothingness,” which
refers to the chaos and evil in the world that is anti-
thetical to God.!® Barth describes it as a malignant,
perverse being that is equated with darkness, evil,
chaos, demons, and Hades.!” Although nothingness
lacks ontological status, he claims that nothingness,
sin, evil, death, the devil, and hell are very real.
Nothingness attains reality, or a concrete form,
through death, sin, and the devil. Demons are “null
and void,” but not nothing, although they arise from
nothingness.?’ Barth has been criticized mostly
because of the confusion surrounding the difficult
language and ontology of nothingness.?

It is appealing to many to minimize the ontology
of evil, but this approach does not reconcile well
with the gospel portrayal of demons and is also not
helpful to those in missions and counseling who deal
with people to whom evil spirits are a daily reality.
Since neither extreme of maximizing or minimizing
the ontology of evil spirits is satisfactory, it is pru-
dent to investigate alternative approaches.

Solution 1: Metaphor Theory

To my knowledge, there has been no systematic
application of metaphor theory to demonology. This
is surprising because unseen realities are best, if not
only, described using metaphors. Biblical metaphors
for evil are common in the Bible, and authors often
layer multiple metaphors. Isaiah associates chaos,
the wilderness, the desert, demons, Lilith, and wild
animals (Isa. 34:9-15). The story of the Gerasene
demoniac contains an overabundance of metaphors:
demons, death, unclean/wild animals, wilderness,
the sea, and the abyss (Matt. 8:28-9:1; Mark 5:1-20;
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Luke 8:26-39). Paul mentions Beliar, darkness, law-
lessness, and idolatry in binary opposition to Christ,
light, righteousness, and the temple (2 Cor. 6:14-16).
John uses multiple metaphors —devil, Satan, dragon,
serpent—to describe the ultimate evil being
(Rev. 12:9; 20:2). Recognizing the metaphorical func-
tion of these terms can perhaps elucidate some of the
interpretive difficulties as well as further our under-
standing of demonic ontology.

Contemporary metaphor theory claims that meta-
phors go beyond ornamentation or simple substitu-
tion and have semantic power.?? They are cognitive
and conceptual; they can afford new meaning and
assist with organization of concepts.”® Metaphors are
universal and frequently unconscious, guiding
thoughts as well as language. They have the power
to depict reality and are frequently multivalent and
multilayered. Models are larger variants of meta-
phors, being described as sustained and systematic
metaphors,? or imaginative tools for ordering expe-
rience.””> More than one model is usually needed
to describe a difficult concept; multiple metaphors
provide multiple snapshots of reality.

Metaphor theory is particularly applicable to
supersensible reality which can only be described
using figurative language. Typically, metaphor works
because we know one realm better than the other.
Thus the spiritual realm can be described using
images from the physical realm. Biblical scholar
G. B. Caird believes almost all language about God is
metaphorical and emphasizes the cognitive function
of language, “illumination of the unknown by the
known.”?® Although metaphors have been discussed
in reference to the divine, they are equally applicable
to the demonic. The scattered and multiple biblical
metaphors for evil spirits can be viewed as each pro-
viding one snapshot of this unseen reality. Taking
them together and recognizing that they depict real-
ity can enrich our understanding of demonology,
as well as bridge the gap between maximizers and
minimizers.

Some scholars appear to apply linguistic insights
without elaboration on metaphor theory. Old Testa-
ment scholar Walter Brueggemann claims that the
different terms for chaos can be summarized as
death or nihil.” New Testament scholar Clinton
Arnold does not explicitly refer to linguistics, but
in a table listing “the powers of darkness in Paul’s
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letters,” he includes Satan, devil, evil one, prince,
spirit, Belial, the enemy, the serpent, the tempter,
the god of this world, angel, principalities, powers,
dominion, thrones, world rulers, spiritual hosts,
elemental spirits, and demons.?® He suggests that
Paul drew from a reservoir of terms and “lumped all
manner of spirits together.”?’ Historian J. B. Russell
thinks that the relationship between the devil and
demons is blurred; reality and perceptions of it are
complex and “multiplicity produces a view of the
world that is rich and broad.”?°

These scholars recognize that no one term is ade-
quate to describe the complex biblical reality of evil.
Instead, multiple metaphors are needed to give
insight into the unseen realm of evil. It makes sense
to consider the metaphors as a group rather than
isolating individual metaphors and then making
generalizations (as some ontological maximizers
have done). Attempts to determine precise causal
and other relationships between the various terms
are likely to be fruitless and lead to confusion.
Recognizing that demonology is best described
using figurative language and that metaphors
have the power to depict reality may help reconcile
ontological maximizers and minimizers.

Metaphor theory allows us to affirm the reality of
evil spirits, while recognizing that the language used
to describe them is not precise. This helps reconcile
the differing depictions of evil in the Bible. In addi-
tion, Barth’s confusing term “nothingness” can be
clarified by labeling it as a metaphor. An emphasis
on metaphors for evil may also improve comprehen-
sion of the nature of evil spirits and how to deal
with them. Metaphor theory provides valuable
insight into biblical and experiential evil, but there
is still potential confusion regarding which meta-
phor to privilege or how to hold all metaphors
together conceptually. Given the multiplicity of
metaphors for evil forces, it might be helpful to
determine what type of framework is most helpful
for organizing the various terms. Scientific models

prove helpful in this regard.

Science and Metaphors

Using science to enlighten us regarding demonology
may appear strange; demons are hardly amenable
to scientific analysis. Scientific inquiry does not usu-
ally examine evil, but, like the Bible, includes the
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polarities of chaos/cosmos and light/dark. Science
also deals with unseen realities and derives conclu-
sions based on observations of known realities. Partly
for this reason, the science-religion dialogue has pro-
gressed in the last four decades. Science has long
recognized the value of metaphors and models to
gain understanding of both small- and large-scale
phenomena. Max Black describes various types of
models, the theoretical (which attempts to describe
unseen reality, or to offer an explanation for observed
phenomena, such as Bohr’s model of the atom) being
the most relevant.®® The model is taken from a famil-
iar realm and applied to an unfamiliar one; one is
used as a lens through which to see the other. Scien-
tist-theologian lan Barbour notes the similarities
between scientific and religious models. Both are
analogical, help order and explain observations,
offer partial views of reality, and recognize that all
experience is interpreted. Theoretical models are
“postulated by analogy with familiar mechanisms or
processes and used to construct a theory to correlate
a set of observations.”?? They function to understand
reality and although not a literal picture, often make
some ontological claims. Barbour points out that
in contemporary science many phenomena require
more than one model, often complementary.® It is
increasingly recognized that contemporary science
talks more of models than of laws.?*

With respect to historical context, Newtonian
physics dominated science for two centuries. New-
ton’s laws describe simple, linear systems and claim
that with the correct information, anything can be
predicted; the universe operates with stability and
reliability. Newtonian physics is reductionistic in
that complexities of nature are assumed to have
underlying, yet undiscovered, simple laws. Philo-
sophically, this led to a mechanistic and deterministic
worldview; the “clockmaker” God simply estab-
lishes the laws and lets the universe run on its own.
However, science in the past century has radically
altered theological views. Newtonian science has
been challenged by quantum mechanics, which
asserts that certain interactions are inherently unpre-
dictable;*® by chaos-complexity theory, discussed
below; and by the recognition that there is much that
remains unknown in the universe, such as dark
matter and energy.

There have been some, albeit limited, applications
of scientific theories to the study of evil. Field theory
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has been used by Wolfhart Pannenberg mostly as
a model for the action of the Holy Spirit, but he
also suggests that evil spirits may operate as fields
of force.®® Robert John Russell has used entropy
(the theory that all matter and energy tend toward
increasing disorder) as a model of evil. He notes
that both evil and disorder increase chaos in the
world and that both are dependent on being: “as in
theodicy, entropy is parasitic to natural processes.”*”
He does not discuss demonology. The new science
of chaos-complexity has not, to my knowledge, been
applied to the study of evil and demonology.

Solution 2: Chaos-Complexity
Theory

Put simply, three types of systems can be described:
simple (a recipe, which follows an easy formula),
complicated (a rocket ship, which requires multiple
formulae as well as expertise), and complex (interper-
sonal relationships or the weather, which are gener-
ally unpredictable, influenced by multiple variables,
and not amenable to formulaic analysis). It is this last
category, highly intuitive but only relatively recently
studied, which is of interest here. Chaos-complexity
theory is based on observations that many systems
(e.g., insect colonies, stock markets, weather) are non-
linear and do not obey simple laws. Chaos theory
developed from the pure sciences in the past half-
century; complexity theory, which is related to chaos
theory, is a more recent development. They are simi-
lar enough to be combined.®®

In chaos theory, simple laws can have compli-
cated consequences; in complexity theory, complex
causes can produce simple effects, or complex
systems exhibit can simple behavior. Chaos can be
defined as a system in which small changes in the
initial condition of processes produce big changes in
the outcome; complexity can be defined as a system
that is chaotic and develops through a process of
feedback on itself.** A complex system is “a system
that is made up of several simpler components inter-
acting with one another.”* Edward Lorenz, a meteo-
rologist, postulated the now famous “butterfly
effect”: a butterfly flapping its wings in Brazil can
cause a tornado in Texas.*! Weather results from
an interaction of multiple factors such as collisions
of millions of miniscule molecules of air and water.
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Both chaos and complexity are nonlinear, arising
through the interaction of small numbers of simple
components, and challenge the assumption that
complicated behavior arises from complicated rules
or as a result of interactions of simple components.
Nonlinear systems are “neither ordered nor random
but combine elements of both kinds of behavior in a
very elusive but striking manner.”*? They are flexible
and open to novelty. The primary characteristics of
chaos-complexity can be discussed under the head-
ings nonlinearity and self-organization.

Nonlinearity

In nonlinear dynamic systems, interactions are not
proportional, often following exponential growth
curves with a consequent growth of uncertainty. The
relationships between variables are unstable and as
the number of components increase, the number of
interactions between them increases faster. Complex
systems are extremely sensitive to small changes in
initial conditions (two points starting out close
become exponentially further away) as well as being
sensitive to ongoing feedback. Minor changes pro-
duce maximal effects. The maxim “the straw that
broke the camel’s back” illustrates this well. When
chaos is present, negligible effects are no longer
negligible. Although we can observe the effects, we
cannot know all the variables. In addition, continu-
ous positive feedback into a system results in expo-
nential and complex behavior. Common examples
of such systems include traffic jams, stock markets,
child development, and population growth.

Self-Organization

Aspects of self-organization in chaos-complexity
theory include self-similarity, attractors, boundedness,
stretching and folding, bifurcations, self-organized
criticality, and emergence. Self-similarity describes
repetitive and similar patterns within complex sys-
tems. This is known as a fractal, “a geometric form
with fine structure on all scales of magnification.”*?
These nonsmooth and ubiquitous geometrical struc-
tures appear to be an inherent characteristic of non-
linearity, can be produced by simple mathematical
formulae, and are evident in a wide variety of natural
phenomena (e.g., a coastline).

Attractors are theoretical components of a com-
plex system to which other aspects are drawn. These
are postulated to explain the convergence of compo-
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nents in a system close to a particular point. There
may be one attractor or several attractors within
a basin of attraction. Some systems start out similar
but end up very different. In the long term, the
system selects, or settles down to, the simplest set
from all possibilities (e.g., a marble in a bowl settles
to a position of minimal energy; water on the top of
a cliff will run to either valley). Any complex system
settles at the equilibrium point between forces of
attraction and repulsion. It can also be described
as bounded, in that all points remain within certain
boundaries, and as adaptive, in that the components
respond collectively to changes in circumstances.

A similar characteristic of complex systems is the
notion of stretching and folding. Systems expand to
a certain point and then fold into the basin of attrac-
tion. When exponentiality and uncertainty get too
large, the system folds back on itself, thus increas-
ing its stability. Stretching and folding describe two
conflicting tendencies: components are torn apart,
but because they are bounded, they fold back. This
appears to be a basic component of complex-chaotic
systems. A related aspect is the phenomenon of
bifurcation. Systems that are developing in a non-
linear manner become unstable, and once they reach
a critical point, they will often split into two more-
stable systems. In addition, these successive bifurca-
tions will “nest” into each other and become self-
similar fractals (e.g., the flow of a tap represents
an endless process of bifurcation).

Following from bifurcations are the self-organiza-
tional tendencies of chaotic-complex systems. As a
system extends far from equilibrium, it tends to self-
organize to states of greater stability; this often occurs
at critical bifurcation points. There is thus the emer-
gence of simplicity on a large scale; dynamical sys-
tems have the capacity to generate stable structures.
This is known as self-organized criticality because
the system arranges itself at a certain critical point.
In the light bulb experiment, a network of bulbs
programmed to turn on or off with simple rules will
settle into a limited and stable pattern out of the
thousands of possibilities. This phenomenon can be
observed in a pile of sand which will topple when
only one more grain is added. Schools of fish self-
organize by following two simple rules: follow the
fish in front and keep pace with the fish beside.**
Self-organization can also be observed in “swarm
intelligence,” insects which can organize without
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a leader, especially if they have similar goals. Para-
doxically, order exists within most forms of chaos.

Chaos-Complexity and
Philosophy

Chaos-complexity theory has been applied to and
transformed many fields and subfields of diverse dis-
ciplines, including anthropology, biology, business
management, chemistry, economics, and psychology.
It has provided a new framework or model with
which to understand many aspects of life. Interest-
ingly, this shift in scientific worldview, from linear/
deterministic to nonlinear/chaotic has coincided with
a similar shift in sociology, from modern to post-
modern.*> Both contemporary sociology and science
recognize the contribution of multiple variables to
a system, and that most phenomena in life are
irreducibly complex. Chaos-complexity theory can
be seen as a paradigm shift, although critics are con-
cerned about its over-application (e.g., one cannot
postulate small changes as an explanation for evolu-
tionary processes; a sand pile may change but it
never becomes a cube).

Not surprisingly, many scientists have noted
the philosophical implications of chaos-complexity
theory. It is generally agreed that reductionism is
no longer adequate as a way of viewing reality.*
The whole is greater than the sum of its parts and
nonreductionist strategies need to be employed;
the context as well as the content is important.*
Newtonian science viewed the universe as a web of
causalities; now it is considered more helpful to look
for patterns, not isolated steps of causality; conver-
gence, not contingency, is emphasized.*® Scientist-
theologian John Polkinghorne concludes that “the
nature of the causal nexus of the world is ultimately
a matter for metaphysics rather than physics.”* Ian
Stewart rephrases Einstein’s famous assertion that
God does not play dice into a question and suggests
that a better question is, “given some particular
subsystem for the real world, is it best modeled by
a deterministic mathematical system or a random
one?”® He further notes that only the model is truly
random or deterministic, since chaos is multifaceted.
There can be no truly fundamental theories, only
approximations within a defined domain; the result
is a “pluralistic patchwork of locally valid models.”>!
Leonard Smith believes that this increases human
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responsibility as we need to distinguish between
models and reality and decide whether they are
similar enough; having the wrong model leads us
to ask the wrong questions.>

Chaos-Complexity and

Theology

Chaos-complexity theory has been applied to theol-
ogy, mostly with respect to the God-world relation-
ship, and the determinism-free will debate. Many
scientist-theologians stress the openness of creation
and believe that God acts in the world through the
small changes characteristic of chaotic-complex sys-
tems. Polkinghorne, perhaps representative, claims
that God interacts through “information input” into
dynamic processes.?® God’s activity may be discern-
ible only in hindsight as it is hidden “within the
unpredictable flexibility of cosmic process.”>* With
respect to evil, he believes that God respects the free-
dom of both the creature and the creation and is self-
limited by the degree of openness of the process.®
Polkinghorne does not address demonology.

Boyd follows Polkinghorne in arguing that God is
sovereign but can tolerate risk in creation. As chaos-
complexity theory describes how the world can
be predictable without being meticulously coercive,
so God does not have to be omni-controlling.%
This reconciles the idea that God can accomplish
his purposes but still allow significant freedom to
his creatures. Boyd also points out that sensitivity
to initial conditions may explain the unpredictability
of evil “natural” events.”” Uniquely, he suggests that
because evil spirits have free will, they can influence
so-called “natural” evil events, like tornadoes.’®
However, as discussed earlier, he seems to describe
evil spirits in a linear, deterministic manner and
does not consider that evil spirits themselves may
be a complex system.

Sjoerd Bonting more deliberately develops a
“chaos theology.”® He equates scientific chaos with
primeval chaos, which he believes to be uncreated
and morally neutral, but a source of creativity and
evil.?? In creation, God orders this chaos, but some
chaos remains and continues to threaten creation in
the form of evil (this can also explain “natural” evil
arising from the chaotic behavior of complex sys-
tems). He agrees that God can act through chaos
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events. Bonting briefly dismisses Satan as having
no relationship to evil. The application of chaos-
complexity to theology is still in its infancy, and
there are likely many other potential applications,
one of which is demonology.

Chaos-Complexity and

Demonology

The different facets of this theory can be applied to
demonology in many ways. Although it may be in-
tuitive that evil spiritual forces constitute a chaotic-
complex system, the limitations of this comparison
should be recognized. Unlike ant colonies, evil spiri-
tual forces are unseen; therefore there is little hope
of ever “proving” such a theory through experimen-
tal observations. Chaos-complexity theory can only
be used as a model. However, as discussed above,
models are capable of depicting reality.

The first application of chaos-complexity to evil
is the potential influence of demons on complex sys-
tems. All natural systems are open and dynamic,
involving multiple interactions with their environ-
ment, and are inherently unstable. This has been
discussed by Bonting, and more explicitly by Boyd.
Demons can be considered as having a large effect by
influencing small factors. This has implications for
discernment. If evil is viewed as a result of a complex
interaction of multiple factors, including diabolical
persuasion, demonic affliction, human choice (sin),
and possibly random factors, then discernment
involves not simply a “black-and-white” decision
about whether demons are the cause of a problem,
but a consideration that demons may be one of many
possible factors which affect the complex systems
characteristic of most of the world.

A second application of chaos-complexity is to
view evil spiritual forces as a complex system. Pre-
vious scholarship has likely been operating within
a Newtonian worldview, viewing demonology as
a linear system and using rules that apply only
to complicated systems, not complex ones. Thus
there have been attempts to describe hierarchies of
evil spirits. Recognizing that demons cannot be
described with precise formulae explains the diver-
sity of the biblical verses and the problems with
classification attempts. Although not referencing
chaos-complexity theory, some theologians have
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intuited that evil forces are chaotic, disorganized,
and destructive. Nigel Wright, for example, believes,

It is surely mistaken to conceive of the demonic
realm as well organized and highly structured.
Its essence is not reason but unreason, not organi-
zation but chaos.¢!

With Stewart we should question, are evil spiritual
forces best modeled by a linear, deterministic system
or a chaotic-complex one? I believe that the latter is
the best model with which to understand demonol-
ogy. Both biblical and scientific chaos are nonlinear,
dynamic systems which are part ordered, part ran-
dom, and contain multiple components that interact
with each other.

Specific aspects of chaos-complexity can elucidate
demonology. The idea that evil forces are self-similar
may help explain the diversity, but interrelatedness,
of biblical metaphors. For example, “legion” in the
story of the Gerasene demoniac is a metaphorical
term, meaning a large number; the “one” equaling
the “many” can be explained by the fractals of chaos-
complexity theory.®> Demons, darkness, and chaos
can be seen to be similar. Perhaps individual demons
“nest” together to form darkness.

The concept of attractors and resistors can be
helpful. The story of the “restless” demon who seeks
to reside in a human “home” illustrates the con-
cept of attractors; perhaps sin acts as an attractor
(Matt. 12:43-45; Luke 11:24-26). This may explain
many of the anecdotal reports of sin providing
an “entry point” for demons. Yet an attractor is not
a direct cause, as in a linear system. Perhaps demons
of guilt cluster around a basin of guilt. Perhaps
prayer and godly behavior could be viewed as
a force of repulsion. This could have obvious impli-
cations for ministry; identifying attractors and resis-
tors could be helpful. This idea may also satisfy
Wink’s desire to maximize human responsibility:
evil spiritual powers can cluster around sinful
human organizations.

Attraction relates to the idea of boundedness, the
tendency of complex systems to stay within basins
of attraction. The biblical vagueness regarding the
limitations on evil forces can be better understood
by viewing this restriction as nonlinear and complex.
Demons could have a large degree of freedom, but
by nature (and God’s design), they tend to remain
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within certain bounds. Their behavior is complex,
but it is only a result of obedience to simple rules.
They may stretch far but eventually are pulled back.
Using chaos-complexity as a model for demonology
can help reconcile the tension between determinism
and free will: demons are not completely controlled
by God, but they are limited by restrictions he places
on them.

Finally, the notion of self-organization is helpful
to demonology. Observations of demons “cluster-
ing” fits well with a chaos-complexity model. Per-
haps the Pauline powers can be conceived of as
self-organized demons. The apparent organization
of evil spirits is not necessarily due to the fact
that they are intelligent, willful, autonomous beings,
but that they have the same tendency as other com-
plex systems, to exist in a state of maximal stability.
As a group, they can appear greater than the sum
of their individual parts and can demonstrate
swarm intelligence. In the story of the Gerasene
demoniac, the behavior of the demons when in the
herd of pigs can be explained by swarm behavior.
Self-organization has implications for ministry, too.
Perhaps both individual demons and the “super-
organism” of evil need to be considered.

Chaos-complexity theory can elucidate the ontol-
ogy of evil. Demons can be viewed as insects (well-
studied complex systems): they lack individuality
and intelligence, but nevertheless, they can self-
organize into a powerful force. They may appear
to be intelligent, but they are only exhibiting self-
organizing behavior. The biblical description of
demons as scorpions and locusts is apt. Self-organi-
zation confirms the maximizers contention that the
demonic world is organized, but it does not support
the notion of individual personalities. This theory
may explain the tension between the apparent power
of evil spirits and their limitations. It can also recon-
cile the ontological maximizers (evil forces can have
real effects and appear organized) and minimizers
(evil forces in reality are no more significant than
insects). Viewing demonology as a chaotic-complex
system may illuminate Barth’s confusing notion of
“nothingness.” Chaos-complexity theory in some
ways confirms that “nothingness is not nothing.”
Demons have minimal ontology, but they can never-
theless exhibit powerful behavior when they cluster
around a basin of sin.
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Some aspects of chaos-complexity are difficult
to apply to demonology. For example, there is no
biblical suggestion that the number of demons is
increasing at an exponential rate, which occurs in
chaotic systems, or that their number is not fixed.
This theory does not explain the relationship be-
tween Satan and the demons. Furthermore, in con-
trast to chaos-complexity theory, there is indication
that the ancient world viewed spiritual beings in a
linear manner. However, this view is not necessarily
normative to the Bible, and there is evidence that
regard for evil spirits was greatly reduced in both the
Old and New Testaments.®® Obviously, the ancient
world would not have considered a contemporary
scientific theory as a model for evil, but doing so
can nonetheless assist our conceptualization of evil.
All metaphors and models should be used cautiously
and not over-extended.

Conclusions

The difficulties and inconsistencies with respect to
the literature on demonology discussed previously
can be addressed and perhaps diminished, first,
by recognizing the value of metaphor and, second,
by recognizing the contributions of chaos-complexity
theory. We need to acknowledge that metaphors
and models are the primary, if not the only way
to describe and discuss evil spirits. It is the main
method used in the Bible and, I believe, should be
the main method used in theology. Demonology is
best discussed using metaphorical truth rather than
propositional truth. By affirming the power of meta-
phors to depict reality, we can avoid unhelpful
discussions about whether a term is “metaphorical”
or “literal.” The linguistic contributions of metaphors
and models can also further our understanding of
demonology by providing incentive to search for
appropriate models.

One such model which has proved helpful is
chaos-complexity. Aspects of this theory such as
nonlinearity, attractors, boundedness, and self-
organization can provide a new perspective on
demonology as well as offer a way to reconcile
some of the apparent ambiguities in biblical studies
and theology. Chaos-complexity theory fits well
with biblical metaphors such as chaos, theological
metaphors such as nothingness, and anecdotal
descriptions of demonization. As metaphors cluster
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in the Bible, evil spirits can cluster around a basin
of sin. “Broad” metaphors such as darkness and
powers can be conceived of as a swarm of precise
metaphors such as demons. Chaos, the biblical meta-
phor for evil, is also chaos, the scientific term for
nonlinear dynamic systems. Evil forces are generally
chaotic and disorganized with minimal ontology,
but they can self-organize into powerful forces.
They can be seen as “barely” real but can attain
reality as they cluster or self-organize around basins
of sin. Understanding evil forces as a complex sys-
tem can help explain the diversity of both biblical
metaphors and experiential reports. Although not
all facets of chaos-complexity apply to demonology,
chaos-complexity, along with metaphor theory, can
provide a fresh perspective on this difficult but
important subject, and may pave the way for further
study, such as more specific applications to counsel-
ing and deliverance ministries. In addition, it may
suggest other models which can be applied to
demonology and deliverance. o
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