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Chaos: Leviathan or a butterfly? 
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To be human is to seek order and meaning from our experiences of life. As people of faith, we 

are called into being by something greater than ourselves, and yet we still experience disorder, 

chaos and suffering in our lives. 

 

Many ancient peoples viewed earthly existence as God creating order out of primordial chaos. 

Divine mastery of the primordial deep is common to many ancient creation myths, and is 

described in the opening of the book of Genesis: God creates order by holding back the chaos.  

  

The Hebrew prophet Isaiah reflected on this creation story in speaking to his people, who felt 

utterly abandoned and filled with doubt in exile from their homeland. Isaiah says: “For thus says 

the LORD who created the heaven and formed the earth, God did not create chaos, but formed it 

to be inhabited.  I am the LORD, and I did not say to the children of Jacob seek me in chaos.”  If 

we do not seek the divine mystery in chaos, how then can we survive? 

 

It is over two years since the end of the Great Recession, in which we saw our financial system 

freeze up and melt down, saw millions of people lose their jobs and/or their retirement savings, 

and discovered our government is incapable of caring for the marginalized, poor and/or 

oppressed.  More Americans live in poverty today than at any time since the 1930’s. 

 

We hear daily of maiming and killing in questionable American wars, even while homicide rates 

rise once again in the city of Boston, and hurricanes, tsunamis, and earthquakes destroy our sense 

of control even of our global climate systems.  We hear median American household incomes 

have fallen to levels last seen 15 years ago, and for white males they are now at levels last seen 

nearly 40 years ago. And that is just our society-wide chaos, with far more intimate chaos 
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erupting in many of our congregation’s households. How we can learn to thrive even in the midst 

of such chaos?  

 

How much does our response to chaos matter? Can we change how we envision our world, for it 

will have much to do with how we experience our lives!  We inhabit a world of subjective 

reality, shaping it and are shaped by our interactions with it.  

 

Theologian Neal Magee, writes of the theological implications of Chaos Theory:  “Chaos is all 

around us, in the structure of a flower, a tree, our capillaries, and river systems. It is the turbulent 

flow of fluids, cardiac arrhythmias and protein formation. Chaotic tendencies are also in the 

fluctuations of business cycles, arms races, and wildlife populations. In other words, chaos is in 

many of the everyday processes we encounter in the real world. Still, does that mean that the 

world is really without order or structure? Are events and occurrences random, without 

explanation, or are there good reasons they seem to act that way?” 

 

Different religious traditions offer different answers, some better at dealing with the chaotic 

nature of our life than others.  Are we encountering Leviathan or merely butterfly wings?  It 

matters in how we respond to chaos. 

 

The ancient Egyptians represented chaos as Behemoth and Leviathan, often represented by these 

North Africans living along the Nile as a giant hippo and giant crocodile, insurmountable forces 

of chaos. Thanks perhaps to the seafaring Philistines, the Hebrews represented chaos as a giant 

fish or dragon living in the depths of the sea. When God taunts Job for judging him, the writer 

has God say: “Can you draw out Leviathan with a fishhook, or press down its tongue with a 

cord? Can you put a rope in its nose, or pierce its jaw with a hook?  Will it make supplications to 

you?  Will it offer soft words to you?” 

 

This ancient Hebrew theology held we need God, or else we risk being swallowed by chaos as in 

the belly of a whale.  Therefore the Psalmist praises God for providing just such protection when 

he writes: “Yet God my King is from of old, working salvation in the earth. You divided the sea 
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by your might; you broke the head of the dragons in the waters.  You crushed Leviathan; you 

gave him as food for the people of the wilderness.”  

 

Chaos as food for people living in the wilderness; in times of trouble, and in the midst of our 

helplessness, it can feel good to have an omniscient and omnipotent God on our side.   

 

In some churches, we still hear such an attitude towards God and creation, but modernity has 

other ideas about the nature of reality and our role in the cosmic unfolding.  Modernity employs 

science to try and draw us forth from a chaotic morass, without resort to miracles, or super-

natural intervention, to show life is essentially orderly, with chaos being the disruption of that 

order. 

 

That leads many Christians to believe we pretty much get what we deserve, and if our suffering 

seems undeserved, it is due to God’s will encompassing a far bigger reality than us. Many 

modern Christians follow God’s law so that they are deserving of God’s salvation, and hope that 

God’s will for them is consistent with their own desires. This is a modern approach to dealing 

with the awesome nature of the unknowable divine mystery:  “I’ll behave as you have told me to 

behave, not because it pleases me, or because I will be a better person for doing so, but simply in 

order to avoid hell and earn heaven.”  

 

This is the Christianity I grew up with.  This bargaining with God has Biblical roots but for the 

most part is a product of modernity, and you hear it preached by parents or in some churches 

today.  Be good because you want to go to heaven and you don’t want to go to hell.  

 

Yet our lives periodically swirl out of control.  We lose our jobs, experience accidents, are 

victimized by others. Our children suffer life-threatening diseases or setbacks. Our parents 

physically decline or die. We suffer financial reversals, life-threatening adversity, or physical 

violence. Loved ones hurt us or leave us and we are utterly bereft. How do we understand order 

and chaos in such a time?  

 



4 
 

Post-modernity, beginning with mid-20th Century mathematics of fractals and quantum theory, 

but more explicitly emerging from late 20th Century chaos and complexity theory, has a different 

answer to the problem of chaos.  According to this world view, all life exists at the interface 

between order and chaos; too much order leads to a lack of growth and ultimately to death; too 

much chaos leads to an unraveling of the very fabric of our reality, hence often leading to pain, 

suffering, and ultimately death.  We are not in control of our lives, we don’t get to choose order 

or chaos, but rather we live in the interplay between the order and the chaos of our lives.  We live 

on the chaotic edge where growth and freedom emerge.  We are not sinners in the hands of an 

angry God, but rather co-participants with the divine mystery. 

 

We, as a congregation, are an emergent, self-organizing community following our own elliptical 

pathways towards wholeness and meaning.  When we boldly venture into the unknown together 

we allow new possibilities to emerge and take shape in us. When financial turbulence or 

controversy knocks us off of our path towards wholeness and sustainability, our arc brings us 

back around again to our core mission, never tracing the exact same trajectory twice, but even so 

returning each time to the general arc, a motion that can be described in the emergent trajectory 

of butterfly wings.  

 

Disequilibrium and change, rather than threatening our growth, provides new opportunities to 

retrace our path to greater health and meaning.  In this sense chaos or disequilibrium becomes 

the energy that helps fuel our transformation.  We don’t get to choose the times or reality in 

which we live, but we can engage with the chaos we encounter in such a way as to shape our 

trajectory over time back to one of health and wellbeing. 

 

We don’t land our dream house, our dream spouse, or our dream job, so we learn to dream new 

dreams. We lose a job and the only one available now pays only two-thirds as much, we learn to 

redefine our material wellbeing.  Our child becomes desperately ill or disabled, so we rebalance 

our priorities in life.  We no longer have the financial resources to retire as we expected to, so we 

define a new way of being in our older age.  
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In every case, this parabolic response allows for a greater resiliency in managing our responses 

to the chaos in our lives.  Life can sometimes be bitter, but it’s better than the alternative, and 

how we respond determines what options we have to find what sweetness remains even as we 

come to terms with the bitterness we cannot change. 

 

I am a Trustee of Andover Newton Theological School, where both Rev. Martha and I are 

graduates, so earlier this week I participated in Convocation, to start their new academic year, 

and heard President Nick Carter call us to be agents of God’s imagination in dealing with chaos.  

 

“To be a people of faith, we must be prophetic freedom fighters: we must boldly, courageously, 

and joyfully respond to what we were created to be, to what God yearns for us to be,” he said. 

“We must become the agents of God’s imagination for all who have been left out, closed out, 

shoved out, and locked out.  Our faith gives us the key that can open the doors and welcome 

them back in. … Without a sense of God’s vision for our institutions, they are prone, like us, to 

limit their visions and shrink from the bold and prophetic presence they could have. They 

develop their own institutional turbulence, pathologies, and chaos in which perspective is lost 

and imagination suffocated … [spending] more on maintenance than on mission, more on 

bell[towers] than bread for the poor.” 

 

How have we as individuals narrowed our vision and lowered our expectations as a result of the 

cultural and financial chaos of the last decade? How have we as a congregation limited 

ourselves, shrinking back from having a bold and prophetic presence in this world, to engage in 

our own institutional turbulence, pathologies, and chaos in which our perspective has become 

clouded and our imagination suffocated so that our maintenance has taken precedence over our 

mission? 

 

These are important questions that our congregation will constructively engage over the next 

eight months as we prepare to decide if we as a congregation can conduct a capital campaign so 

we enter our 300th anniversary within a sustainable building, with adequate worship and religious 

exploration space, to allow our congregation to continue to foster its unique mission with all the 

generations who come to this place seeking community, solace, support, and transformation.   
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These are anxious and exciting times for communities of faith, and none more so than our 

Unitarian Universalist congregations, as we try to adapt our mission to changed circumstances 

and learn to thrive in the midst of chaos. I tend to employ post-modern symbol systems to help 

engage with and thrive in chaos. Rhea Miller speaks to this. 

 

“When a community can draw on and trust its own inner resources to discover the validity of a 

new paradigm, the community is liberated from bondage to old, embedded, fixated ways of 

being in the world,” Miller writes. “The community is then able to embrace the creativity of 

chaos, the possibilities of dreams. People are empowered to imagine new ways of being, to 

problem solve on a deep level.  In this way a community can truly take hold of its future – and its 

past.  Together, the gathered people can soar with their dreams, weep over their losses, and be 

free to gather together beyond differences of opinion.”  

 

We, as a community, are facing just such a time of discernment and transformation.  

 

Thanks to our most successful annual pledge campaign last March, we as a congregation are 

finding the courage to recommit ourselves to being a fair compensation, mid-sized II Unitarian 

Universalist congregation that doesn’t draw inordinately large amounts from our endowment to 

survive. Thanks to the unexpected windfall of the Adam Sandler movie rental last June, our 

Finance Council and Building and Grounds Committee are finding the courage to engage our 

long-deferred maintenance needs and prepare a 20-year vision of how we can sustain this 

building from our normal operating revenues so that our anticipated capital campaign can be 

used to restore and modernize our worship life, our religious exploration life, and our spiritual 

life as a faith community.  

 

We have, as a congregation, emerged from the Great Recession of 2008 stronger than we have 

been in many decades. We are now engaging ourselves in re-imagining our mission and how we 

can best be a bold and prophetic presence in the world. Today’s congregational diversity 

questionnaire is a part of that process, of assessing where we are today, so that we can better 

imagine where we go from here. 
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Imagine a congregation of ordinary people, committed to being a compassionate and loving 

society, regardless of ethnicity, gender, race, age, socio-economic means, employment status, 

educational level, or longevity here.  Imagine a congregation that values forthrightness over 

politeness, kindness over rightness, humility over hubris, openness over rigidity, generosity over 

self-absorption, and service over self-aggrandizement. As Baby Boomers make room for Gen 

Xers, and Millennials learn from the Greatest Generation, and vice versa, we can be a radical 

community of faith and transformation.  

 

I don’t just want us to be one of the financially healthiest and fastest-growing Unitarian 

Universalist congregations in the greater Boston area, though that is a wonderful thing to be; I 

imagine us also as one of the most racially, ethnically, culturally, socio-economically and 

generationally diverse UU congregations in the greater Boston area.   

 

Over the last seven years, we have begun something that is beginning to look truly extraordinary. 

We have drastically increased our membership, our giving, and our Sunday morning worship 

attendance. More important, we are far more diverse by race, culture, ethnicity, and 

generationally than we were as recently as five years ago. There is a spirit and energy in this 

community that is a blessing to behold. In six more years we will celebrate our 300th anniversary 

as a congregation. Let us dream and imagine together what a community we can become by then.  

I love you all dearly.  Blessed Be and Amen. 


