
Chapter 17 - Unselfconsciousness 

De Caussade says: “You seek your own idea of God, although you have him in his 

reality” (p. 94). Which would you prefer? It is the difference between Heaven and 

Hell. 

For Hell is pure ego, pure self-consciousness. I do not believe there is physical fire 

in Hell; I believe this is intended as a symbol. For if there were physical fire in Hell, 

it would distract us out of our deeper pain. Spiritual pain is deeper, and worse, than 

physical pain; and we often unconsciously recognize this when we are in such 

spiritual pain that we deliberately distract ourselves from it by tearing our hair out 

or banging our head against a wall. 

Fire is beautiful, and there is nothing beautiful in Hell. 

In Hell, my will is always done, because there is nothing else there but my will. 

There is no Other. The otherness that goes all the way up into the eternal divine 

life of the Trinity and is the source of its joy is totally extinguished. At the opposite 

pole from self-conscious self-love, we find the ecstasy, the “standing-outside-self” 

(that’s the literal meaning of “ecstasy”), of unselfconscious other-love. 

That is why masturbation is bad: it substitutes subjectivity for objectivity, self for 

other. God designed sex to bring us out of ourselves, not into ourselves; out of our 

“my will be done.” Love is supposed to bring us out of the dark prison of the “my 

will be done” ego into the joys of “thy will be done”, both horizontally and 

vertically, toward both the human and the divine Other. But self-love turns it back 

on itself. Masturbation is the physical, sexual form of self-love. C. S. Lewis says: 

For me the real evil of masturbation [would] be that it takes an appetite which, in 

lawful use, leads the individual out of himself to complete (and correct) his own 

personality in that of another (and finally in children and even grandchildren) and 

turns it back: sends the man back into the prison of himself, there to keep a harem 

of imaginary brides. And this harem, once admitted, works against his ever getting 

out and really uniting with a real woman. For the harem is always accessible, always 

subservient, calls for no sacrifices or adjustments, and can be endowed with erotic 

and psychological attractions which no real woman can rival. Among those 

shadowy brides he is always adored, always the perfect lover: no demand is made 

on his unselfishness, no mortification ever imposed on his vanity. In the end, they 



become merely the medium through which he increasingly adores himself. . . . After 

all, almost the main work of life is to come out of our selves, out of the little, dark 

prison we are all born in. Masturbation is to be avoided as all things are to be 

avoided [which] retard this process. The danger is that of coming to love the 

prison.1 

All the “peak experiences” of our lives are unselfconscious. All mystical experiences 

are unselfconscious—so much so that many mystics become pantheists, because 

they don’t see themselves any more, just God. 

We are destined for ecstasy. (The word means, literally, “standingoutside-

yourself”.) That is why we become addicted to substitutes: drugs, alcohol, sex. 

Pleasure is not enough. Even happiness is not enough: it gets boring. Nothing less 

than joy will do. That is why Scripture lists joy as one of the fruits of the Spirit, but 

not happiness or pleasure. 

Sometimes joy is striking. Sometimes it is quiet. But it is never boring. 

Holiness, and its attendant joy, usually comes gradually. De Caussade says: 

“Perfection . . . begins, grows, and comes to fruition in our souls so secretly that we 

are not aware of it” (p. 24). 

It is like the growth of the body. When we grow physically, we grow without 

awareness of it. When we grow spiritually, when we grow in holiness, we also grow 

without awareness of it. In another sense, this growth is not like the growth of the 

body because it happens only by effort, will, and choice. But both growths are 

gradual and secret and unconscious. If either growth were conscious, we would 

spoil it: we would try to control it, technologize it, micromanage it; we’d try to my-

will-be-done it. That is dangerous with physical growth and impossible with growth 

in holiness, because the very essence of holiness is “Thy will be done.” 

“Thy will be done” is what faith, hope, and love look like. That is also the secret of 

joy. 


