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1. The Natural Man 

Commonly, our lives are shaped by a shared set of default conditions that organize our 

perceptions and structure our responses. These default conditions feel natural. They define what 

it means to be, as Benjamin describes it, a “natural man” (Mosiah 3:19). 

Operating in line with this world’s factory settings, the natural man is prone to withdraw 

from the Spirit (cf. 2:36) and shrink from the presence of the Lord (cf. 3:25). Shrunken and 

withdrawn from both God and the world around him, he gets stuck inside himself. As a result, 

when “the beggar putteth up his petition” (4:16), the natural man stays his hand (cf. 4:17), 

withholds his substance (cf. 4:22), and justifies his hard heart with the idea that the beggar “hath 

brought upon himself his misery” (4:17). In this way, while the natural man may champion 

God’s law, he redeploys it—naturally—to condemn others and justify himself. He hardens his 

heart and doesn’t understand that the law “availeth nothing” without Christ (3:15). In sum, the 

natural man is sunk in his own perspective and is, as a result, condemned to stew in his own 

juices. 

But why is this the case? Why is it so natural to shrink from the Spirit, withhold our 

substance, and judge others? What is it about human experience that, by default, tilts us in the 

direction of vanity? 

It seems to me that these self-destructive tendencies are tied to the persistence of a 

fundamental illusion. And, more, it seems clear to me that this fundamental illusion is almost 
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inevitably generated as a by-product of the default conditions that structure much of human 

experience. This illusion, and the reason for it, are not hard to describe: because human 

experience is inherently perspectival, most of the experiences I have feel—deep in my gut—like 

they’re about me. David Foster Wallace summarizes this structural illusion along similar lines: 

 

Here’s one example of the utter wrongness of something I tend to be automatically sure 

of. Everything in my own immediate experience supports my deep belief that I am the 

absolute center of the universe, the realest, most vivid and important person in existence. 

We rarely think about this sort of natural, basic self-centeredness, because it’s so socially 

repulsive, but it’s pretty much the same for all of us, deep down. It is our default setting, 

hardwired into our boards at birth. Think about it: There is no experience you’ve had that 

you were not at the absolute center of. The world as you experience it is there in front of 

you, or behind you, to the left or right of you, on your TV, or your monitor, or whatever. 

Other people’s thoughts and feelings have to be communicated to you somehow, but your 

own are so immediate, urgent, real.1 

 

Other people come and go and, even when they’re present, their thoughts and feelings show up 

obliquely and at a distance. But the vibrant and immediate common denominator of all my 

experiences is me. Most everything I experience happens to me and it happens from my 

perspective. What could be more natural, then, than reacting to everything that happens to me as 

if it were about me? 

                                                      
1 David Foster Wallace, This Is Water: Some Thoughts, Delivered on a Significant Occasion, about Living a 

Compassionate Life (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 2009), 35-41. 
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Because it is endemic to the conditions that commonly structure human experience, we 

might appropriately refer to this systemic distortion as a transcendental illusion. I’m using the 

word “transcendental,” here, in a way that is broadly similar to Immanuel Kant.2 Kant uses 

“transcendental” as a name for the general conditions (like space and time) that both (1) structure 

experience, and (2) “transcend” the content of any particular experience. As a result, the word 

“transcendental” is useful because it emphasizes the fact that, while the cumulative strength of 

the illusion may be weakened or cemented by my actions, the transcendental illusion is not, in 

itself, the result of individual actions or personal failures. It is, simply, a systemic feature of 

experience itself. 

In this regard, if Mormons acknowledge the existence of something like “original sin”—

and, in my view, Mormon scripture clearly does—then that acknowledgement shows up here, not 

at the level of individual actions but at the level of a structural distortion that, without being 

punitive, still naturally tends to trap people in a hall of mirrors, miserable and cut off from the 

presence of God. 

 

2. Thesis 

In Mosiah 4, Benjamin is himself quite focused on questions related to the “conditions” of 

salvation. His sermon has a transcendental bent. For instance, after introducing a crucial 

conditional statement in Mosiah 4:5-7, Benjamin explicitly describes these conditions of 

salvation as “the means whereby salvation cometh” and emphasizes the fact that “there is none 

                                                      
2 Though, for those who care about such technical details, I would ultimately prefer to use a term like Jacques 

Derrida’s “quasi-transcendental” so that we could properly mark these transcendental conditions as being 

themselves subject to their own historical and material horizons. Ultimately, however, for the purposes of this essay, 

a range of views on the nature of these “transcendental conditions” could, I think, be acceptable. 
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other salvation save this which hath been spoken of; neither is there any conditions whereby man 

can be saved except the conditions which I have told you” (4:8). 

What are the conditions of salvation? And what do the conditions specific to salvation 

have to do with the general set of transcendental conditions that naturally govern human 

experience? In what follows, my thesis about the conditions of salvation comes in two parts: 

 

(1) The conditions of salvation don’t abolish or replace the natural conditions that 

generate the transcendental illusion. Rather, they splice an edit into the transcendental 

structures that naturally govern (but also distort) human experience. That is, the 

conditions of salvation unfold as a kind of transcendental edit. 

 

(2) This transcendental edit takes a precise form: the edit involves a fundamental change 

in the orientation of my moral judgments. Instead of being oriented backward in time, 

toward a judgment about the causes of suffering and whether such suffering is deserved, 

legitimate moral judgments can now only be oriented forward in time, toward a judgment 

about what, given the prior fact of suffering, I am called to compassionately do in 

response. 

 

This temporal reorientation of the law from a backward-looking tool of condemnation to a 

forward-looking discipline of compassion is, in my view, the fundamental change wrought when 

we submit to the conditions of salvation and undergo the redemptive ordeal of a transcendental 

edit. 
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3. The Conditions Whereby Man Can Be Saved 

In line with the transcendental tenor of his sermon, Benjamin continually employs conditional 

language, using conditional “if/then” constructions some twenty-six times in Mosiah 2-5. These 

uses are concentrated in two sections, with ten uses associated with the “conditions whereby man 

can be saved” in 4:5-30, and thirteen instances clustered around his discussion of our 

indebtedness to God and the consequences of this indebtedness in 2:18-41. 

The specific conditional statement attached to Benjamin’s claim in 4:7 that “this is the 

man that receiveth salvation” (emphasis mine) comes in 4:5-6. There, Benjamin introduces a 

conditional claim with an initial “if” clause that reads as follows: “if the knowledge of the 

goodness of God hath awakened you to a sense of your nothingness and your worthless and 

fallen state—” (4:5). While much could be said about the whole of the construction that follows, 

there are several important elements to note just about this opening “if” clause. 

First, according to Benjamin, the initial conditions for salvation turn on being 

“awakened” by the goodness of God to something that was already true. That is, the initial 

conditions for salvation turn on the people’s no longer being asleep to or unaware of their own 

nothingness. How was it possible, though, for the people to be ignorant of their own 

nothingness? If they were “nothing” all along, why weren’t they already aware of it? This lack of 

awareness is, I think, a predictable result of the structural glitch described above. The people 

hadn’t seen their nothingness because the repetitive persistence of the transcendental illusion had 

lulled them to sleep. In the course of their normal lives, the people suffered from a perspectival 

distortion that obscured the truth. Because everything they experienced happened to them, they 

lived as if their lives were centered on them. They lived as if their lives were about them, as if 

their lives could belong to them.  
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But this was an illusion. The truth, all along, was that their lives were not their own. In 

fact, Benjamin repeatedly argues just this: far from being their own, the people were always 

dependent on “God, who hath created you, on whom you are dependent for your lives and for all 

that you have and are” (4:21). This is, at root, what Benjamin means by the word “nothingness.” 

To say that the people awoke to their own nothingness is to say that they awoke to their 

dependence on God for “all that they have and are.” Here, their nothingness pairs with the 

priority of God’s all-encompassing goodness. 

Note, too, that in 4:5 Benjamin simultaneously glosses this nothingness in terms of the 

people’s “worthless and fallen state.” This connection between nothingness and being in a fallen 

state also hinges on the role played by the transcendental illusion. To be in a fallen state is to be 

in the condition of the “natural man” and the natural condition is one that tends to be sunk in 

self-important delusion. To wake up to their fallen state, the people had to wake up to the fact 

that the transcendental illusion was an illusion. They had to wake up to the fact that, though they 

were given lives, these lives were not—and could not be—about them. In this respect, waking up 

to one’s fallen state is an emphatically good thing. To see one’s fallen state as fallen is to see it 

as the illusion it is. Waking up to one’s fallen state is a way of piercing the transcendental veil 

that separates us from the presence of God. 

It’s also worth noticing that in 4:5 Benjamin connects nothingness to being “worthless.” 

Describing nothingness in terms of “worthlessness” points immediately back to a crucial set of 

verses in 2:20-25 where Benjamin argues that even “if ye should serve [God] with all your whole 

soul . . . yet ye would be unprofitable servants” (2:21). This impossibility of being profitable and 

putting God into your debt is again tied to the fact that “in the first place, he hath created you and 

granted unto you your lives,” and secondly to the fact that, if you keep the commandments, “he 
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doth immediately bless you, and therefore he hath paid you” (2:23-24). As a result, “ye are still 

indebted unto him and are and will be forever and ever” (2:24). This indebtedness extends even 

to the air you breathe as God preserves you “from day to day by lending you breath” (2:21). 

Here, like breath, everything that we have and are is borrowed. Life itself unfolds as the business 

of borrowing from the world and people around us. We lack, in relation to ourselves and our 

world, any claim to sovereign mastery. 

In this respect, being “worthless” doesn’t mean that we are worthless in the eyes of God 

(as in a bad Calvinist reading of Mosiah 2). Rather, it means just the opposite. It means that our 

deluded efforts to not be bound to God—and, thus, perpetually graced by him—will always be 

worthless. It means that thinking about our relation to God in terms of a phantom calculus of 

debt and profit will always fail to capture the deep truth about the anterior ground of 

interconnection that, despite our vanity, irrevocably binds us to him. Prompted by the persistence 

of the transcendental illusion, we may try to slip free of our dependence on God. But, no matter 

how hard we try, our efforts to claim our own lives and be free of God will always be worthless. 

 

4. Retaining in Remembrance 

What, then, does God want us to do? In the face of this revelation that debunks the 

transcendental illusion, what needs to be done? The work that remains is dauntingly simple. “As 

ye have come to the knowledge of the glory of God,” Benjamin argues, “I would that ye should 

remember and always retain in remembrance the greatness of God and your own nothingness” 

(4:11). In short, the work that remains is to remember and always retain in remembrance that we 

are not our own. The work is to constantly cultivate—day by day, hour by hour, minute by 

minute—a renewed awareness of the fact that the transcendental illusion is an illusion. 
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Contrary to popular opinion, our job is not to finally prove the transcendental illusion 

true by demonstrating through some sort of self-styled perfection that we can save ourselves, get 

free of our dependence on God, and own our own lives. Our job, rather, is to continually 

remember that such efforts, however natural, are a trap, a mirage, a red herring, generated by a 

structural illusion that must—day by day, hour by hour, minute by minute—be more and more 

definitively debunked.  

Or, as I originally framed it in my first thesis, the trick here is to allow a cultivated 

awareness of God’s goodness and our nothingness to edit the transcendental conditions that 

naturally generate the illusion that my life is about me without replacing or destroying the 

underlying conditions that make life possible. 

The fact that God has given me a life and a perspective—these things are good. They 

make love and relationship and moral responsibility possible. I just have to be mindful not to get 

suckered into assuming that, because my experiences are consistently tied to my own 

perspective, my life then is (or, at least, ought to be) about me. I have to avoid making causal 

assumptions about this perspective that, while tempting, aren’t, ultimately, justified. 

To trade on an image borrowed from biology, we might roughly compare these 

transcendental conditions to the genetic code that structures a human body. The conditions of 

salvation, then, would be positioned as a small edit, spliced into this root code. This small edit 

wouldn’t change the basic functions of the underlying code or the basic shape of the body 

structured by that code. But the edit would render inoperative a specific, harmful side-effect of 

that code. It would render inoperative the endemic tendency of life to collaterally generate the 

cancerous illusion that because I have been given a life, my life ought to be about me. 
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In this same spirit, we might, then, also venture a specific reading of what it means to 

receive or retain “a remission of sins” (cf. 4:4, 4:12). Once you’ve seen through the 

transcendental illusion of ownership generated by the fact that every life has a perspective, this 

perspective and its collateral illusion don’t simply go away. A loss of localized perspective 

would be a disaster. In order to be human and alive, your experiences must remain tied to a 

particular perspective. Rather, what happens as a result of the edit is that, though the illusion 

persists, you simply stop believing in it. You stop identifying with it. You stop investing in it. 

You stop being a slave to it. You stop being mastered by it (cf. 4:14). Waking up to God’s 

goodness and your nothingness, you receive what Benjamin calls “a remission of sins” (cf. 4:3, 

12).  

Here, the illusion of self-importance generated by perspective doesn’t go away, but it 

does (like a cancer?) go into remission. By seeing the illusion as an illusion, you rob it of its 

force. You receive “a remission of sins” that, rather than canceling the underlying debt and 

dependence that bind you to God, simply suspends the conditions for exacting them as a debt. 

Your sins go into remission when the transcendental illusion, despite its persistence, is robbed of 

your allegiance to it. 

 

5. Great Cause to Repent 

I want to turn, now, to a consideration of the second half of my thesis: the claim that this 

transcendental edit takes a precise form. In particular, my thesis is that this redemptive edit 

involves a fundamental change in our background assumptions about how the causal frameworks 

that structure human experience intertwine with legitimate moral inferences. 
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Given the amount of jargon used to pitch that last thesis, let’s turn to a specific example 

from 4:17-18. For my part, this example neatly and precisely captures what’s at stake in the form 

of the transcendental edit. After describing in 4:11-12 how important it is to “retain in 

remembrance the greatness of God and your own nothingness,” Benjamin offers an account of 

the consequences that will follow. In general, these consequences include retaining a remission 

of sins, being “filled with the loved of God,” rejoicing, and growing “in the knowledge of the 

glory of him that created you” (4:12). As a practical matter, though, these consequences also 

include a willingness to care for your children, to “succor those that stand in need of succor,” to 

“administer of your substance unto him that standeth in need,” and to “not suffer that the beggar 

putteth up his petition to you in vain” (4:13-16). 

Regarding this last case, Benjamin then frames a hypothetical scenario outlining the 

conditions under which one might be tempted to deny the beggar’s petition: “Perhaps thou shalt 

say: The man hath brought upon himself his misery; therefore I will stay my hand and will not 

give unto him of my food, nor impart unto him of my substance that he may not suffer, for his 

punishments are just” (4:17). This, then, is the hypothetical justification offered for denying the 

beggar. Those who use this justification, Benjamin warns, “the same hath great cause to repent” 

(4:18). The underlying problem, here, turns on how this gesture of self-justification is grounded 

in a set of background assumptions about the cause of the beggar’s begging. Or, framed in terms 

of the transcendental edit, we might say: the underlying problem, here, turns on a set of faulty 

moral inferences that spin out from the natural (but deluded) assumption that my life is run by 

me and for me. 
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These faulty moral inferences are composed, I think, of two distinguishable moments: (1) 

they fall into the trap of a common logical fallacy, and (2) they then invest this fallacy with a 

morally charged judgment. 

The precise logical fallacy in play, here, is known as post hoc ergo propter hoc. Post hoc 

ergo propter hoc (literally: after this, therefore because of this) is among the most commonly 

abused. Basically, the fallacy assumes that sequence amounts to causation. It assumes that if X 

happened before Y, X must have also been the cause of Y. Avoiding this fallacy depends on 

remembering a version of that valuable mantra from the sciences: correlation doesn’t necessarily 

imply causation. 

What happens in Benjamin’s hypothetical scenario in 4:17 is that I justify denying the 

beggar by assuming that his status as a beggar was caused by his own actions. I say to myself, as 

Benjamin has it: this “man has brought upon himself his misery.” In order to reach this 

conclusion, however, a couple of other assumptions have to be operating in the background: (1) I 

have to assume that the beggar’s prior actions were the sole (or, at least, primary) cause of his 

beggary, (2) I have to assume that the beggar’s prior actions were blameworthy, and (3) I have to 

assume that beggary is a morally legitimate punishment for blameworthy actions. 

As a practical matter, though, this whole chain of reasoning usually works backward 

from the assumption that the beggar’s “punishments are just.” In fact, it works backward from 

the global assumption that loss and suffering are a form of punishment. The assumption that loss 

and suffering are inherently punitive then justifies both the assumption that blameworthy actions 

were committed and the assumption that a straight causal line can be drawn between those 

blameworthy actions and the (presumably) punitive suffering that followed. But, as a practical 

matter, once the first move has been made—once it has been assumed that loss and suffering are 
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inherently punitive—then no evidence is needed beyond the suffering itself to conclude that the 

suffering is deserved. The entire apparatus of a morally inflected post hoc ergo propter hoc gets 

retroactively imposed and blame is assigned without a second thought. 

Another way to say this is the following. Part of what gets assumed here is an ownership 

(and correlative mastery) of one’s self and one’s circumstances that is itself a persistent and 

idolatrous effect of the transcendental illusion that shapes the natural man. Benjamin, though, has 

already debunked these pretensions to ownership and mastery with strong arguments. And, more 

to the point, Benjamin’s people have experienced the debunking of this transcendental illusion in 

their own persons via their paired exposure to God’s goodness and their own nothingness (cf. 

4:1-3). On both counts, it ought to be obvious that everything we have and are is borrowed and 

that we are not masters of our own lives (let alone our circumstances). 

In this same vein, Ecclesiastes provides crucial counterarguments that help explain why, 

in making the assumption that suffering is punitive, I have great cause to repent. As the preacher 

puts it: “I returned and saw under the sun, that the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the 

strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet favour to 

men of skill; but time and chance happeneth to them all” (Ecclesiastes 9:11). Given that time and 

chance happen to them all, the underlying set of assumptions about the beggar’s culpability are 

disrupted. If the passage of time causes everyone to suffer, then suffering can’t simply be 

assumed to be punitive (unless, of course, you want to assume that this life is itself punitive). 

And if chance intervenes in every life, then the straight lines we like to draw between causes and 

effects must continually detour through a tangle of only partially governable contingencies. 

The temptation to justify ourselves in the face time and chance is strong. Life, as 

borrowed, is by definition messy and complicated. Goaded by the transcendental fantasy, the 
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temptation is to think that, if we could just keep the causal lines clean while investing these clean 

causal lines with moral intensity, then we could wash our hands of what happens to others. We 

could wall ourselves up in safe little kingdoms of self-justification. And the key to propping up 

this illusion of self-justification—the key to justifying ourselves—is to see the suffering of others 

as punishments that are just. 

This illusion, though, can be hard to convincingly maintain. If these morally intense lines 

of causality aren’t clean—if time and chance happen to all, forcing the creation of causal 

hairballs that implicate us all in the various strands of loss and suffering caused by time and 

chance—then I’m on the hook for all this suffering as well. Imbrication ramifies. And 

responsibility ramifies with it. If time and chance are woven deep into the fabric of reality, then 

loss and suffering are just part of the ways things are, not the product of something originally 

gone wrong.  

In order to view loss and suffering as inherently punitive, you have to smooth over the 

degree to which life is borrowed and messy with unjustified leaps in logic that assume causal 

connections where only contiguity and correlation are visible. You have to indulge in post hoc 

ergo propter hoc when weighing others and, then, you have to additionally invest that causally 

suspect line with the electric charge of a self-justifying moral judgment.  

But when we do this—when we “stay our hands” and turn away the beggar, saying to 

ourselves that “this man hath brought upon himself his misery” and, as a result, “his punishments 

are just”—we have great cause to repent. If we don’t repent of this logical fallacy dressed up as a 

moral judgment, then, as Benjamin says, we have “no interest in the kingdom of God” and will 

perish forever (4:18-19). 
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6. The Shape of the Edit 

What does Benjamin’s undermining of the default assumption that suffering is a punishment 

have to do with the shape of the transcendental edit? It names, I think, a crucial aspect of the 

transcendental edit. The edit renders the default assumption that suffering is punitive inoperative. 

That is, the edit suspends my natural tendency to unilaterally use moral judgments for my own 

advantage, to see moral issues only from the perspective of my own interests, and to 

conveniently prioritize moral judgments that justify my own actions while condemning the 

actions of others. 

Does the transcendental edit, then, suspend morality altogether? Is it antinomian? As Paul 

would say: “God forbid!” (cf. Romans 7:7). Clearly, on the far side of the transcendental edit, 

there is still such a thing as morality and there is still such a thing as sin. However, our judgment 

about the locus of sin will have now undergone a fundamental change. And, as a result, our 

relation to God’s law will have undergone a fundamental change.  

In light of the conditions of salvation, the locus of sin gets bumped. Formerly, I assumed 

that sinners were those who (myself included) act in ways to cause—and, thus, deserve—their 

own suffering. But now sinners have been refigured as those who withhold compassion because 

they assign moral responsibility to other people for what they are suffering. Rather than seeing 

those who suffer as sinners, those who see the sufferers as sinners are, themselves, the sinners. In 

this sense, the transcendental edit suspends the vestigial assumption that sin is the original (and 

justified) cause of suffering. Instead, the edit repositions sin as a faulty response to the 

inevitability of loss and suffering. Sin becomes, by definition, a “staying of the hand” that, 

instead of relieving suffering, deepens and exacerbates that suffering by running from it. 
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We might ask again, then: who has great cause to repent? Benjamin’s answer is clear: the 

sinners are those who, deploying morally charged logical fallacies, see themselves as justified in 

not responding to the suffering of others. In this respect, the transcendental edit takes a specific 

shape: it unfolds as an edit to the kind of causal inferences that can operate with respect to 

suffering. Rather than reasoning backward about the culpability of the cause from the desirability 

of the effect (e.g., “they are suffering, they must be sinners”; or, “they are rich, they must be 

good”), moral reasoning can—now—only be done in a forward-facing direction. 

From a Christian perspective, it is no longer morally legitimate to reason backward about 

whether someone deserves their suffering (or, conversely, their reward). It is now only morally 

legitimate to reason forward on the basis of that suffering to what you, as a result, are morally 

called to do in response. In light of the transcendental edit, the moral dimension of reality is now 

always embedded in the call to respond to suffering rather than in any assessment of the 

blameworthiness of the cause of the suffering. 

This temporal reorientation of the law from a backward-looking tool of condemnation to 

a forward-looking discipline of compassion is, in my view, the fundamental change wrought 

when we submit to the conditions of salvation and undergo the redemptive ordeal of a 

transcendental edit. 

And, as indicated, this transcendental cancellation of a certain form of moral judgment is 

precisely what results in a remission of sin. This structural edit also repositions you in relation to 

the law such that, rather than experiencing the law as a source of condemnation for your own 

prior actions, you now experience the law as a liberating call to compassionate action. Once you 

stop using the law as an instrument for condemning others, then the good news of the gospel 

takes center stage and the law is, in turn, no longer used to condemn you. The law shows its true 
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nature as an instrument of compassion, as a liberating call to action that saves both your life and 

the lives of others. 

Distorted by the transcendental illusion, the law appeared to be about condemning others 

and avoiding that same condemnation for yourself. But, awake to the truth that you are already 

nothing, the law is revealed as a forward-looking discipline of compassion whose aim is to 

liberate us all. 


