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“I had pretty much given up on the
idea that I would ever experience the
mystical. I was resigned just to sit at
the table of my cosmological kitchen,
sipping the bit of warmth my little cup
offered, still keeping one eye on the
front door, just in case it ever opened
and my hoped-for vision or voice or
angelic encounter burst in.

“Now, here’s the good part. While I
was eyeing the front door, something
snuck in very quietly through the back
door and tiptoed up to the table.” (10).

T HE UNEXPECTED GUEST in Carol
Lynn Pearson’s metaphysical kitchen
is synchronicity, or coincidence with

potential. In addition to being her guest, syn-
chronicity is the benevolent host of a new ap-
proach to daily life in Pearson’s newest book,
Consider the Butterfly: Transforming Your Life
Through Meaningful Coincidence. By means of
brief, personal stories related with candor
and remarkable vulnerability, Pearson illus-
trates how synchronicity can serve as our
daily guide and revelator of insight.
According to the author, even the simplest
coincidence may sport a hidden meaning,

but only—and here’s the rub—when we pay
attention. Coincidences may, in fact, be
tossed aside as odd little curiosities by the
unaware, but Pearson’s message is that events
and ideas with unexpected connections are
definitely worth examining, that someone
(the universe?) is trying to attract our notice
and teach us something new.

Pearson’s graceful stories imply that—be-
hind the scenes—life is highly organized
enough that useful lessons are orchestrated
for our benefit. Could someone be trying
that hard to communicate with us? A good
number of her stories suggest that, at least
half the time, the deeper meaning may be
simply that we are noticed, that the struggles
and concerns of our little lives are worth the
universe’s attention.. Is that such a bad mes-
sage for us to receive on a regular basis?
With characteristic extroversion, Pearson
demonstrates the way she turns these mes-
sages into connections with others and, in so
doing, teaches us how we too might share
ourselves with others through explorations
of our own synchronicities. Simply moving
us to connect with others wouldn’t be a bad
objective for a behind-the-scenes Coinci-
dence-Weaver either. In this vein, Pearson

shares a diversity of stories ranging from in-
timate family revelations to a profound re-
sponse to the 11 September tragedy, all
generated from noticing the messages of
subtle coincidence.

A second set of stories carry more pointed
personal advice, directing her to act in sup-
port of specific people. This is where I appre-
ciate the author’s willingness to divulge
personal thoughts, sharing with us how to
mitigate a universal sense of inadequacy
(“Have I done the right thing at the right
time?”) by acting. For example, after Pearson
takes DeJeah, a young woman from a home
for troubled girls, clothes shopping, Pearson
admires a sweater DeJeah has in her closet,
which DeJeah spontaneously offers to give to
Pearson. “Oh, no, DeJeah,” Pearson re-
sponds. “Keep it. You need a pretty sweater
like that.” The coincidence at the crux of this
scene is that Pearson has just finished having
the time of her life cutting up a favorite cran-
berry red blouse to make a tie for an acquain-
tance who had said in passing that he’d love
to have a tie in just that color. Sitting in the
car after the conversation with DeJeah, the
message arrives in Pearson’s mind. 

“What? DeJeah had just offered
me her pretty cranberry red
sweater? And I had said—no? Here
I was in the middle—literally in
the middle—of having such a good
time making Wally’s tie, and
DeJeah wanted to join the fun, and
I had told her to go away?”

Then she acknowledges the message,
“Giving is so powerful, so much

fun. Receiving is harder. But if no-
body ever received Wally’s tie, no-
body could ever have the fun of
making it from the shirt off her
back. And if nobody ever received
the cranberry red sweater out of
DeJeah’s not very full closet, no-
body could ever have the fun of
giving it, of feeling abundant, gen-
erous, powerful.”

And so Pearson acts on the message to re-do
her initial response, and rewards the reader
with the follow-up:

“DeJeah lit up like a little
Christmas tree. ‘Really? Okay!’ She
bounded to her feet.

I’ve been wearing the sweater as
I have been writing this. I think I
will wear it to Church on Sunday
and tell the story to Wally. He will
enjoy it. And I will wear it with
jeans on Monday night when
Rozan and I go to see our girls. And
I predict—for indeed I am a
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prophetess—that when DeJeah
and I share a hug, she will grin and
giggle, and that family tie will be
even stronger too. That magical tie”
(114–16).

A third set of synchronicities have more
obvious other-worldly roots, coming to
Pearson as apparent messages from the spirit
world. These include several from her
daughter, Katy, who passed away in February
1999, and whose void in the author’s life is
powerfully bridged by periodic subtle coinci-
dence. The title story details a flood of but-
terflies, real, literary, and symbolic that catch
the author’s attention in a single day of re-
membering Katy. Recalling that in myth, but-
terflies are charged with carrying spiritual
messages between the living and the dead,
the author adds: “Did you know that the
Greek word for butterfly is the same as the
word for soul? Or that the butterfly is the
only creature that changes its DNA in the
process of transformation?” In considering
Katy, Pearson also considers the butterfly:
“The fragile cocoon falls away. The wings
spread and, ah—such beauty!” (133)

A WONDERFUL lightheartedness per-
vades all the stories, even the ones
addressing loss of hope, loss of life,

loss of relationship. How can this be? The
very vehicle by which these messages come
to Pearson (and to us, which is her point) is
through the humor of unexpected connec-
tion, the playful delight we experience as we
recognize the orchestration behind the reve-
latory event, no matter the profundity of the
message. “What if God wants to play with us
as well as work with us?” she asks. “What if

God actually wants us to laugh?” (18)
Decoding the messages of the forty-odd

stories presented to us would be entertaining
enough (think of it as a New-Age version of
Encyclopedia Brown for adults), but the reader
also comes to know Carol Lynn Pearson
more intimately in the process: as a mother
of real children, a neighbor, a sufferer and
survivor of losses, a seeker of understanding
and rightness in the world—almost an
everywoman.

After turning the last page, you are likely
to feel you have just spent the afternoon with
a dear neighbor. You might even find your-
self reaching for the phone to tell Carol Lynn
thank you. Her delight in the discovery of
daily synchronicities will follow you, and you
will notice the many small connections that
are brewing in your own life, leading you to
wonder what the universe wants to say to
you, too. 

W ITH Carol Lynn’s permission, I’m
going to venture an example.
After finishing the first draft of

this review, I set Butterfly aside and turned to
another project. On impulse, I flipped the
book open again. The story on the open page
related a synchronicity regarding Carol
Lynn’s birthday, 27 September. The “aha”
moment occurred: “That’s today!” With an ir-
repressible giggle, I found Carol Lynn’s
number from directory assistance and
wished her a happy birthday. 

If you receive messages that make you
laugh and then make you think, and if you
then respond by connecting with someone
you might otherwise not have, Carol Lynn’s
purpose will have been achieved.

Pearson’s graceful
stories imply

that—behind
the scenes—life

is highly
organized

enough that
useful lessons

are orchestrated
for our benefit.

THREE VISITS
1.
His mouth is simple.
It’s full of parochial words
that sink like stones
when he speaks,
but his teeth
shine, the lump in
his throat floats like
a tennis ball above a 
net of thoughts,
he is here in white
we are having our game of words.

2.
His eyes are misty.
A stained calico yet
compelling like
a sunset’s tinted arc,
he can still fire them
with early stars, the
nurses found 
temper there,
but night is close
we both know
a show of bravado
is a costly salve;
a luxury for
prescriptionless
men.

3.
His hands are shaking.
He takes his tea bag
and tears it,
casts the leaves
into the remnant
pond and asks
his son, with
whispers,
to tell
him what he
sees. . .the truth:
a segmented fruit
like mandarin
each piece
something less
than what the memory
is worth,
his skin
keeping him
whole.

—CLAYTON HANSEN
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WHEN CINDY LEFEVRE began her
graduate studies at Sacramento
State University in the early

1990s, a professor asked each student to share
information about their cultural backgrounds.
Cindy revealed that she was Mormon, and the
professor reacted with disbelief, asking, “What
is a Mormon woman doing in a women’s
studies class?” “I’m a Mormon feminist,” said
Cindy. “Impossible,” the professor countered,
“there’s no such thing.”1

I had similar problems with my Mormon
feminist identity during my graduate studies
at San Jose State. When other students
learned I was Mormon, they often assumed I
was anti-feminist. When they learned I was a
feminist, they couldn’t believe I was still a
Mormon. When they learned I was, they
often disapproved. And those were just the
non-Mormons!

Mormon students could be worse. One
read an essay I’d written for a class assign-
ment about my experiences with feminism.
Naturally, I identified myself in the essay as a
Mormon feminist. After writing critical com-
ments in the margins (“Do you believe in the
prophet or not? If you don’t, then leave!”) she
gave the essay to the local LDS institute di-
rector. He mailed the copy to me with a
harsh note suggesting my feminist interests
were related to “homosexual pursuits.”
When I read his letter, I groaned. I was a
Feminist, not a Lesbian. 

Meanwhile, two states away, in Salt Lake
City, Peggy Fletcher had been confronting
similar issues. In the Spring 1991 issue of
Women’s Quarterly, her article, “Mormonism
AND Feminism” included the following: 

At the naming ceremony for my in-
fant daughter I called myself a fem-
inist and was chastised by my
family and other congregants. I
mention my Mormon faith to femi-
nist friends and am met with scoffs.
“Isn’t that the church that defeated
the equal rights amendment?” Both
camps, then, agree: “Mormon femi-
nist” is an oxymoron.2

An oxymoron’s life is bittersweet. Rejected
in my tradition, I yearned to find a commu-
nity. What held me back was a pervading
sense that Mormon feminism did not count
in feminist circles either. Fortunately, several
of my professors took me seriously and
kindly introduced me to other academic fem-
inists. I wanted to believe they were right,
that my work was legitimate, but I couldn’t
absorb their vision of my value. At each acad-
emic conference, I’d slink in and out of femi-
nist presentations, certain that if I tried to
present a paper, I’d be laughed off the
podium. In a recent SUNSTONE editorial, Dan
Wotherspoon shared some of the frustrations
that had attended his search for a job as a re-
ligion professor, a self-consciousness that
closely matched my own fears at the time:

I had convinced myself that in spite
of my two graduate degrees in reli-
gion, I looked to search committees
like some naive Utah boy who, yes,
had studied all the big theories, but
must still believe all that “crazy” stuff
they’d heard about Latter-day Saint
beliefs or Mormon missionary zeal.3

“Crazy stuff” aside, I squirmed as the
“Mormon feminist” label named and un-
named me in the same utterance. I longed for
the legitimate labels under which “real” femi-
nists operated. Oh, to have been a “post-
modern feminist,” “ethnic feminist,”
“eco-feminist,” or “professor of women’s
studies,” anything that did not equate with
“jumbo shrimp.” 

T HEN things changed. One of my
feminist essays, “Mormonism’s Odd
Couple: The Motherhood-Priesthood

Connection,” was selected to appear in a
forthcoming book, Women and Authority: Re-
emerging Mormon Feminism, edited by
Maxine Hanks. The book was a ground-
breaking anthology that included one hun-
dred fifty feminist voices and nineteen major
contributors. Signature Books published
Women and Authority in December, 1992. It
sold out of its first print run of 3500 copies
in less than a year and went into a second
printing, which is now nearly sold out.
According to Tom Kimball, marketing di-
rector at Signature Books, “Unfortunately,
books on women’s issues don’t sell well, but
Women and Authority is sort of an anomaly. It’s
been one of our bestsellers for ten years now,
ranking in sales with books by D. Michael
Quinn and Todd Compton. For a non-bio-
graphical work, it’s our bestselling women’s
title and may be one of the bestselling books
on Mormon women’s issues in general.” 4

When Women and Authority was first re-
leased, several papers, publications, and aca-
demic journals gave it favorable reviews. This
included the prestigious Church History:
Studies in Christianity and Culture, which
mentions the book’s “impressive roster of
scholars and lay people,” refers to its “fine
historical essays,” and calls it an “ambitious
collection . . . [that symbolizes] the depth,
commitment, and diversity of contemporary
Mormon feminism.”5 But though the
Mormon Women’s Forum Quarterly gave it
considerable attention, no reviews appeared
in either Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon
Thought or SUNSTONE. It is appropriate then,
on this ten-year anniversary of the book’s
publication, that SUNSTONE include at least
one person’s reflections on its importance
and impact.

A N N I V E R S A R Y  R E V I E W
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P EOPLE in and out of the Church have
long impugned the validity of
Mormon feminism. Although LDS

women have voiced feminist views heroically
for one hundred sixty years, their texts and
the stories of their courage were scattered
over, and absorbed by, the forbidding back-
ground of Mormon patriarchal discourse.
“Text” and “discourse” are the operative terms
here. A text is a single perspective, either
written or spoken. But a discourse functions
on a higher level. It is “not a language or a text
but a historically, socially, and institutionally
specific structure of statements, terms cate-
gories, and beliefs.”6 Mormon feminist writ-
ings and stories operate on a textual level,
while those of Church leaders function dis-
cursively and will, therefore, overwhelm any
text that opposes them. As Hanks explains in
her introduction: 

We may write a feminist text within
a patriarchal discourse without sub-
stantively altering the discourse.
This has happened in Mormonism
as well as in other male-centered
cultures; women have written texts
within an incompatible male dis-
course, which explains why wom-
en’s texts repeatedly disappear
within the culture” (xxiii).

To end Mormon feminism’s perpetual dis-
appearing act, it was necessary to level the
playing field between Mormon feminist texts
and authoritative Mormon discourse. How?
By morphing feminism from a text into a dis-
course. Fortunately the time was ripe for just
such an achievement. During the eighties and
early nineties, a huge and cumulative wave of
articulate feminist voices amassed, focused
on a wide array of topics—the relationship of
LDS women to the priesthood, gender-inclu-
sive issues, and the definition of God as fe-
male as well as male. Hanks constructed
Women and Authority specifically to capture
this rich and productive burst of Mormon
feminism and elevate it to the level of a dis-
course. As such, it could finally compete with
the Mormon patriarchal discourse that had
once defined it. It defined itself and was no
longer doomed to emerge, retreat, re-emerge,
and retreat again. It was finally stable. 

How did Women and Authority achieve
this new stability for Mormon feminism?
First, by demonstrating that Mormon femi-
nism is not (as some Church leaders have
suggested) a momentary aberration that
copycats 1970s feminism, but a heritage en-
during from Mormonism’s earliest begin-
nings. And second, by demonstrating many
links between Mormon feminism and
American feminism. Indeed, by showing that

multiple secular feminisms (liberal, cultural,
social, radical, and postmodern) have all ap-
peared within the Mormon feminist tradi-
tion, Women and Authority placed the
Mormon discourse within the larger context
of the American feminist discourse. Against
this background, the story of Sonia Johnson
is no longer a traumatic blip on the Mormon
screen but a thread in the fabric of feminism
at large; Mormon feminist writers are not
oxymorons but real players on the feminist
stage. In short, Mormon feminism and
Mormon feminists are on the map.

Once you’re on the map, you’re real.
Before Women and Authority, the glimmers
and intimations of a Heavenly Mother and a
female priesthood that existed in Mormon
discourse and scripture were easier to dismiss.
But by methodically consolidating a vast array
of Mormon feminist essays, statements, and
voices, Women and Authority stabilized con-
cepts of a female deity, the divine feminine,
and feminist theology In doing so, it became,
as one astute Mormon feminist put it, a kind
of “Mormon feminist bible.”7

Suddenly tangible, these concepts were a
threat to Mormon authority. In 1993, Church
leaders excommunicated Hanks, along with
one of the book’s contributors, Yale scholar
D. Michael Quinn, whose landmark article
was entitled, “Mormon Women Have Had
the Priesthood Since 1843.” Although
Church condemnation has caused no end of
grief for these two, the publication of Women
and Authority was, nevertheless, a watershed
moment for Mormon feminism.

As a cohesive anthology, Women and
Authority brought Mormon feminism to the
attention of the American feminist academy.
Several universities, including Tufts and
Brown, have used Women and Authority as a
text book or for feminist readings. Most re-
cently, I’ve learned that Harvard Divinity

School uses it in a class called “Women and
American Religion.” I’ve dared to believe I
was a real feminist ever since. 

According to Anne Broude, director of the
women’s studies in religion program at
Harvard Divinity School, “Religious feminists
have never been completely embraced by ei-
ther their religion or feminism.”8 For
Mormon women, Women and Authority offers
a solution. They still have little authority
within the Church, but their voices now
speak in a discourse of their own—with au-
thority felt by a large audience of Mormons,
feminists, readers, students, and professors
in colleges and universities all over the
United States. 

As for me, it feels good to be real. Really! 
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