
The Cortesian Bond: 
Part I:  A Perennial Chalice of Consciousness 

by 
Christopher Forrest McDowel l, Ph.D. 

 

 
 
 It  goes wit h ou t  saying, we are l iving amongst  such  incr edible cu lt u ral, environm ental, and 

spir itu al change t hat  we ar e left  grasping for  some r efer ence poin t  t hat  feels t ru e t o us on t h e 

inside.  Indeed, t h e very natu r e of ou r  h eart -fel t  search ing seems to st em from a deep n eed t o  

bond an ew wi t h  l ife:  t o affirm deeper con n ect ion s wi t h natu r e, Eart h, nat ive cu lt u r es, and our  

own sense of family/ relat ionsh ips; t o affirm deeper expr essions of service, commitm ent , and 

devot ion ; t o affirm deeper grou ndedn ess wit h  som e great  yet  humble spir it u al force wh ich  seems 

to h old t h is wh ol e cosmic drama togeth er  wi t h  an  in ordinat e am ou n t  of love, grace, and pat ience. 

 Th e popu lar  lit eratu re has begu n t o promot e t h is as being t h e Age of Ecology.   I wou ld 

suggest  t hat , if anyth ing, t h e u nder lying cu rren t  t hat  is constan t ly flowing t hrough ou t  all of ou r  

effor ts t o recon n ect  wi t h  l ife, is more indicat ive of an age of bonding.   Bonding calls up arch etypal 

n eeds t o confin e in a matr ix t hat  is a wor thy sou rce of possibil ity, a worthy source of en ergy, and 

a safe place/ ideal wit h in  wh ich t o exper ience life.  Given  t h ese n eeds, bonding invok es images of 

deep yearn ing and relat edn ess, som e proph et ic jou rn ey or  effor t , and t h e discovery of a n ew 

vision and n ew voice. 

 Many people have a feel ing t hat  som et h ing t rem endou s was supposed t o have happen ed 

in t h eir  l ives bu t  didn't .  And t h ey just  do n ot  kn ow what  i t  is.  I lik e t o bel i eve t hat  n ot  on e 

hum an (or  oth er  species, for  t hat  mat t er ) wan ts t o die wit h ou t  having som e sense of what  it  r eal ly 

was t h eir  life st ood for .  Life, t h er efor e, always seems to be h eal ing t h e errors we mak e so t hat  

som ewh er e on  our  jou rn ey we in  fact  bond wit h t h e essence of l ife i tsel f.  Perhaps, t h en , t h is is 

ou r  u l t imat e bonding:   t o find ou r  h eart 's con n ect ion  wit h  l ife and t h e cosmos.  Un t il t h en , we 

can n ot  expect  t o feel peace.  We wi ll roam th e ear th in search of a dream on ly ou r  h eart  spir it  

knows and can  commu n icat e.  In t h is sense, t h e words of Judit h Welch -Ham have deep 

sign ificance:  "Th e pr ice of peace is awar en ess, and awar en ess has a dou ble face:  on e look ing 

wit h in  and on e look ing wi t h ou t ." 

 Each of us, accordingly, has a great  yearn ing for  wh ol en ess and h ol in ess, and t o 

exper ience both  wit h in  and wi t h ou t  of ou r  bodymindspir it , not  wi t h  a superficial desirefu ln ess, 

bu t  wi t h profou nd rever en t ial awar en ess and devot ion .  Th is age of bonding, t h er efor e, is dr iven  

by a yearn ing t o in t errelat e wit h Earth, natu r e, species, cu lt u r es, ou r  inn er  self, and som e 

u lt imat e divin e force, wit h sincer ity, nobil ity, wisdom, and compassion; wit h  consciou s vibrancy, 

vit al i ty, cel ebrat ion, and deep r ever ence for  life.  Th e al t ernat ive is t o con t inu e living in a wor ld 

fil l ed wit h  greed, exploi t at ion , arrogance, insensit ivi ty, pover ty, and impending global deat h. 
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 Today, t h e yearn ing t o find t h e essen t ial pu rpose of ou r  life has led many of us on a long 

jou rn ey t o a n ew sh or e of human and plan etary consciou sn ess.  Th ese sh or es ar e substan t ially 

differ en t  t han  t h ose of t h e old Cart esian  wor ldview of t h e past  300 years, a wor ldview wh ich  

promot ed male dominance, exploi t at ion of natu re, wom en, and cu lt u r es, a m echan ist ic and 

pur ely t ech n ological/ scien t ific/ det ermin ist ic/ rat ional in t erpr etat ion of life, and a separat ion of 

mind from mat t er  at  t h e expense of t h e spir it .  Indeed, t h e images of a n ew Earthview/Lifeview 

embrace m or e sustainable expr essions of l ife t hrough  peace, cooperat ion , equ al i ty, whol en ess, 

spir itu ali ty, and ecological r esponsibi li ty. 

 For  t h e past  t en  years I have been  par t icu lar ly in t er est ed in t h e essen t ial natu r e of t h ese 

n ew sh or es of hum an and ecological consciou sn ess.  Obviou sly, I t oo have fel t  t hat  deep yearn ing  

t o find my place wit h in t h e sch em e of plan etary-cosmic exist ence, and I too have been  jou rn eying 

among a n ew landscape of consciousn ess in  order t o bond wit h my purpose.  I have wit n essed t h e 

bir t h and evolu t ion of k ey matr ices wi t h in ou r  n ew Earthview/Lifeview.  For example, t h e r e-

em ergence of t h e Goddess symbology, and especial ly wi t h r efer ence t o t h e iden t ificat ion  of Earth 

as Gaia, has given many people on  t h eir  jou rn ey of consciou sn ess a wor thy matr ix in wh ich  t o 

t ak e-in and direct  a compassionat e en ergy.  On  a qu asi-pol it ical level, t h e Gr een  Movem en t  has 

em erged as yet  an ot h er  viable matr ix, in  wh ose plat form is t h e source of a major  am ou n t  of broad 

car ing en ergy.  And in a t h ird example, deep ecology and ecofemin ism have bot h also em erged as 

ecocen t r ic (rath er  t han  purely hom ocen tr ic) matrices wh ich serve as a source of egal it ar ian 

en ergy t oward respect ing life on  global and bior egional levels.  Indeed, many sustainable matr ices 

ar e appear ing t hroughou t  al l walks of life, and each seems to be leading us t o a ren ewed bonding 

wit h life. 

 St i ll in  al l, I have oft en  wonder ed, what  is it  at  t h e n u cleu s of ou r  n ew Earthview/Lifeview 

t hat  al l t h ese em erging matr ices have in  common ?  For  t h e m om ent , I am not  t alk ing abou t  an  

obviou s response such as God/ Goddess or  even  t h e force of love.  I am suggest ing more of a cor e 

of beh avior  wh ich flows t hrough each n ew matr ix of consciou sn ess, sor t  of lik e t h e chal ice from 

wh ich t h e m ot ives of t h ese matr ices pour for t h, and wh ich forms t h e bonding agen t  or  essence 

between  t h ese matr ices and t h eir  human and natu ral const i t u en t s. 

 Th at  essence, I bel ieve, is som et h ing deeply per en n ial, deeply personal, and u n iversal in 

scope.  We ar e t alk ing abou t  a sustain ed h ear t -felt  feel ing and  m en tal at t i t ude of deep respect , 

cour t esy, and awe and wonder t hat  has perm eat ed all of h ist ory t hrough a per en n ial wisdom, 

oft en  exemplified by nat ive cu lt u r es, rel igions of t h e East , and radical Occiden tal ph i losoph ers, 

natu ral ists, scien t ists, and t h eologians.   Probably no on e bet t er  t han  t h e cu lt u ral sch olar , 

Th om as Berry, has spok en  abou t  t h is Lifeview/ Earthview essence wh en  h e suggest ed t hat , "We 

have lost  ou r  sense of cour t esy t oward t h e ear t h  and i ts in habit an t s, ou r  sense of grat i t ude, ou r  

wil lingn ess t o recogn ize t h e sacr ed charact er  of h abit at , ou r  capacity for  t h e awesom e, for  t h e 

numin ous qu ali ty of every ear t h ly real i ty."   Tru ly, if we ar e t o deepen  our  l ife's pu rpose and 
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direct ion , we must  recogn ize t hat  ou r  h eart 's en ergy pours for t h from a great  n eed for  respect, 

courtesy, and main tain ing a sense of awe and wonder, as reverence, abou t  t h e sacredn ess of al l 

in t ercon n ect ed, in t errelat ed, and in t erdependen t  species and natu ral forces on  Earth, if not  

wit h in  t h e u n iverse.  

 Aft er  years of st ruggling t o conceptu al ize ou r  n ew (and per en n ial ly re-em erging) percept ion  

of l ife t hrough m edit at ion  and scholar ly study, abou t  five years ago I cam e across an  ancien t  

French word used qu it e spar ingly almost  1000 years ago, on ly because wit h in  i t  evok es a qu ali ty 

of charact er  reserved for  on ly a few worthy of i t .  Fit t ingly so, however, I bel ieve it  is a word wh ich 

best  descr ibes our  deepen ing consciou sn ess t oday, and perhaps repr esen ts t hat  k ey m etaph or, 

ideological t h em e, or  bond we have been  st ruggling t o find in ou r  personal and globally em erging 

n ew cosmology, myth, and story. 

 Th e word of wh ich  I speak is Cortesia  (pron ou nced cortesia ).  Th e m ost  obviou s English 

t ranslat ion  for  Cortesia is "cour t esy," bu t  cour t esy t oday has a more superficial m ean ing t han  it  

did at  t h e t im e Sain t  Francis was al ive, and t o wh om has been  ascr ibed t h e deep convictu al use 

of t h e t erm.  Th e or iginal use of t h e word was t o descr ibe n obil i ty of charact er  and conduct , and 

at  its deepest  ph i losoph ical poin t  Cortesia descr ibed t h e r ecogn it ion  of r ights, du t ies, gifts, and 

pr ivileges as t h ey exist  in r eciprocal relat ionsh ip (once again, on e is reminded of  

St . Francis's deep sense of in t egr ity and respect  for  all creat ion  as brough t  for t h in  h is endur ing 

ven erat ion for  addr essing every form of life as Broth er  or  Sist er).   I bel ieve t hat  i t  is in Cortesia 

t hat  we can call up once again  t hat  gestu r e of n oble court esy wh ich  al lows us in a simple, 

humble, and consciou s act  t o praise and give t hanks t o t hat  wh ich we r ever e.   In fact , so 

in t er twi n ed ar e t h e m ean ings of cortesia and rever ence   (ancien t  French  dict ionar ies speak of 

cortesia  in  t erms of rever ence), t hat  for  al l pract ical pu rposes t h ey ar e on e and t h e sam e and may 

be spok en  of in t erms of a Cortesian Consciousness. 

 I do n ot  qu est ion  t h e u ncan ny similar ity between  t h e two words, t h e old Cart esian 

wor ldview and t h e n ew Cortesian Lifeview/Earthview.     In fact , t h e very lik en ess of t h e two 

words may be mor e iron ical t han we t h ink, a h ist or ical t est imony t o bot h t h e dramat ic and subt le 

change possible in  consciou sn ess and conscience, and t h us a t est im ony t o t h e changing course 

of h ist ory on  Earth t oday.  Indeed, t h e m er e chan ging of an "a" t o an "o" in t h ese two words must  

constan t ly be a reminder of t h e differ ence between  an army of soldiers or  an army of sages and 

st ewards, between  t h e darkn ess of ou r  ignorance and t h e ligh t  of ou r  wisdom, between  t h e 

in t erplay of du al i ty---hat e and love, greed and sel flessn ess, power and compassion , abuse and 

respect ---and t h e lack of u nderstanding wh ich  h as always hou nded t h e m ot ives of human ity.   

 It  is t ru ly t h e sh ift  in symbol ic con t ext  of t h ese t wo words, Cart esian and Cortesian, which  

wil l con t inu e t o provide dramat ic proof of t h eir  bipolar  con t en t .  For  example, t h e Cart esian  

posit ion  of  human mast ery and dominance over  natu r e gives way t o a Cortesian  st ewardsh ip 

promot ing an in t ercon n ect ed and reciprocal relat ionsh ip bet ween  cu lt u r es and natu r e.  A 
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Cartesian inst rum ental rat ional ism/ int erpr etat ion  of l ife gives way t o a Cortesian h eigh t en ing of 

in t u i t ion  and reason  both  of wh ich lead on e t o creat ively explor e life wit h  a sense of 

discr iminat ive wisdom.  A Cart esian  m echan ist ic assumpt ion gives way t o a Cortesian 

organ ic/ biocen t r ic syst ems perspect ive.  A Cart esian pat r iarchal and male-God dominance gives 

way t o a Cortesian gylan ic (male/ fem ale par t n ership) and  per en n ial divin e 

(God/ Goddess/ Grou nd Consciou sn ess) sacredn ess and wisdom.  A Cart esian  spli t  in  mind and 

body gives way t o a Cortesian in t egrat ion  of bodymind bonded by t h e forces of spir it . 

 Cortesian Consciousness, in  summary, cel ebrates a Lifeview and Earthview fou nded on 

deep r espect , n oble court esy, and abiding rever ence wit h in r eciprocal relat ionsh ip.  In Cortesia, I 

bel ieve, is ech oed t h e compassionat e plea of many wh o affirm: "I wan t  an Earth t hat  is h ealt hy, a 

wor ld at  peace, and a h ear t  fil l ed wi t h  love.  I wan t  my life and every life t o cou n t .  How can  I 

serve t oward t h is end?"  Cortesia may indeed be t h e sacr ed sustainable chal ice from wh ich t o 

pour for t h ou r  essen t ial n eed t o serve l ife (and be served by life) wit h r espect , cour t esy, and 

rever ence.  It  may provide t h e overarch ing matr ix from wh ich all ou r  n ew age m ovem en ts em erge 

and evolve. 

 It  goes wit h ou t  saying, on e of t h e major  charact er ist ics of ou r  n ew cosm ology is an  

emphasis on  bu ilding qu ali t ies fou nded upon  r espect  for  in t errelat edn ess, in t erdependency, 

in t ercon n ect edn ess, and par t n ersh ip at  all levels of exist ence.  I perceive our  n ew 

Earthview/ Lifeview to have a deep compassion  for knowing t hat  i ts u nder lying fou ndat ion  or  

essence br ings t h is wou nded Earth back in t o con n ect edn ess.  Sur ely, it  is t h is n eed for  

in t ercon n ect edn ess, or  what  Rian e Eisler  calls "par t n ersh ip," wh ich  bonds people t o t h is n ew 

level of consciousn ess.  Bu t  m ean ingfu l relat ionsh ip in and of i tsel f just  does n ot  happen  as a 

mat t er  of chance.  Rath er  i t  is a ch oice, and i t  is a choice t hat  must  com e from a clear  vision, n ot  

m er ely wit h in  t h e mind, bu t  from wi t h in  t h e h ear t .  As t h e  Greek  n ovel ist , Nikos Kazan tzak is 

suggests, "Th e n ew ear t h ex ists on ly in t h e h ear t ."  It  is thus t hat   people's deep yearn ing t oday is 

t o find h eart -fel t  r eflect ive m ean ing in  l ife t hat  r estor es a sense of dignity t o i t , and t h ey wan t  t o 

discover t h is dign ity in a n ew vision  of Earth --- ben eat h t h e sk in  of natu r e, ben eat h  t h e mind of 

hum an ity.   

 I know of n o bet t er  word t o descr ibe t h is deep sense of desirable r espect  t han t hat  of 

Cortesia.  It  is in a coven an t  of Cortesian rever ence t hat  peopl e wan t  t o in habit  t h is "n ew 

eart h ."  Th ey wan t  t o feel i t  breat h e and t o in hale i ts br eath ; t ou ch  i ts cou n t en ance and be 

t ou ch ed in r etu rn.  Th ey wan t  t o kn ow t hat  l ife, be i t  man, wom an, ch i ld, an imal, plan t , min eral, 

in what ever  form, is given  a chance t o feel and in hal e its own breat h -l ik e ex ist ence, and t ou ch 

and be t ou ch ed by t h e compassion of oth ers.  In shor t , people wan t  t o bond t o l ife in a way 

deeper t han  any exper ienced befor e on  Earth.  Th ey wan t  t o bond t o life in a n oble way wh ich 

embraces t h e r estorat ive, regen erat ive, and sustain ing powers of respect , cour t esy,  and life-

affirming rever ence.  
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 Consider  for  t h e n ext  few weeks how you  perceive t h is Cortesian consciou sn ess 

perm eat ing your life, and t h e way life is conduct ed arou nd you .  See if you  can  det ermin e 

em erging dem onst rat ions of Cortesian econ omics, pol it ics, and busin ess pract ices.  Observe 

Cortesian gestu r es t oward t h e environm en t , wi t h in science and law, wi t h in r elat ionsh ips, wit h in  

t h e way people and natu ral species are t reat ed.  In every instance det ermin e if behaviors are 

gen erat ed from a nucleu s of reciprocal respect , cour t esy, and/ or  rever ence, or  from insensit ivi ty, 

exploi t at ion, dominance, and (h uman) self-cen t eredn ess.  What  you  wi ll find em erging in your  

consciou sn ess is t h e discovery of a compassionate, r ever en t ialCortesian Self  u nl ik e any image 

of an  old Cart esian self.  In Part  2 of t h is ser ies we wi ll explor e fu r t h er  t h is Cortesian 

consciou sn ess, both its at t u n em en ts and bondin g pr inciples. 
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