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FOREWORD

The writing of this doctoral dissertation, much 1like the
living of life, was a task wrought with interruptions, conflict
and political upheavals. The plan I had when I arrived at
Princeton Theological Seminary, namely to finish my comprehensive
exams before returning to Ethiopia for related research and field
work, quickly changed with the course of political events
affecting the country. In 1974, Ethiopia was invaded by
Communist insurgents, and many of the monasteries and churches
from which I had hoped to gather much of my research were either
shut down, occupied, or eventually destroyed. I had dreamed of
returning, one day, to Addis Ababa to contribute to the building
up of the Holy Trinity Theological College as a place of national
study and promise. Instead, the college was shut down, and many
of its students scattered and dispersed. I had dreamed of
returning to Ethiopia to complement my doctoral work with field
work and additional research. Instead, I was called back to be
consecrated a bishop, and six months later, I was arrested by a
government I had never known before, and put in prison where I
remained for the next seven years.

Life is never predictable, but, with God’s grace and mercy,
the help of the World Council of Churches, and Princeton
Theological Seminary, I was miraculously released from prison,
allowed to depart Ethiopia, and arrived once more in the United
States where I immediately resumed my studies on the campus of
Princeton Theological Seminary. It was here, for a second time,
in October of 1982, that I once more began my doctoral work. I
remember how many of the people whom I had known before were
surprised to see me walking across the campus; and how some
greeted me with Christian love and tears in their eyes, telling
me they thought I had been killed by the prison guards. To be
sure, prison life had exacted a harsh toll, and it was difficult,
at first, to read even one book; yet, I found myself suddenly
faced with the task of reading many--most of which I had read
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before, ten years earlier. So, in this way, my doctoral work
progressed, slowly, but steadily. Even more amazing, perhaps,
was the growth of an Ethiopian congregation in New York City,
where, by the grace of God, I have been able toc officiate each
Sunday for the Ethiopian community living there.. I can only
attribute all that has happened to me to the providence and
goodness of God. Indeed, by my cwn efforts alone, such projects,
academic and pastoral, would have been far too difficult for me
to attempt, much less achieve.

Perhaps, in a way, this dissertation represents more of a
valiant attempt than a triumphant achievement. Certainly, it is
a departure from my original plan. Resources for this project
were scant--even in the voluminous 1library of Princeton
Theological Seminary--and my subject matter, likewise, limited.
Still, despite these limitations, I believe that this work, more
than anything, is a tribute to God through whom all things are
possible, and have been possible for me. What I have,
nevertheless, endeavored to accomplish through the writing of
this thesis is to draw back, as it were, the veil which conceals
the life, liturgy and faith of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo
Church (and, indeed, Ethiopia herself!) from the knowledge and
understanding of many, particularly those in the West; to shed
light on the importance and theological significance of the
person and role of the Virgin Mary, particularly as she relates
Christologically and liturgically, in the life of the Ethiopian
Orthodox Tewahedo Church; and finally, it is my hope in
presenting this project that a common ground for discussion and
reflection might emerge on which we, of our respective
traditions, might engage in true ecumenical dialogue regarding
the Virgin Mary and her unique contribution to our common faith
in the Risen Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.

It is in His name that I humbly submit this project.

Bishop Paulos
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Images of Ethiopia as a country of drought, war and famine
are common. Yet, a closer look at its history reveals a unique
civilization, dating from the time of the Queen of Sheba, with
roots in ancient Judaism, a long history of one of the oldest
Christian Churches in the East. Among the special treasures of
this Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo ("Union") Church with its rich
store of patristic sources, religious art and architecture,
iconcgraphy, hymnody, literature, and monastic traditions,
perhaps the greatest has been a deep understanding, devotion and
theological reflection regarding the person and the role of the
Virgin Mary, Theotokos, Mother of God, in the mystery of the
Incarnation. It is the intention of this dissertation to shed
light on the cult of the Virgin Mary in the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church through an examination of Filsata, the Feast of Mary’s
Assumption, which 1is celebrated on 16 Nahase or August 22
(Western Calendar), in the context of Ethiopian Orthodox
Mariclogy and liturgy. It is the hope of the author that through
a better knowledge and understanding of this unique feature a
clearer rationale for Marian devotion in the Orthodox tradition
may emerge and encourage the discovery of the importance of
Mariolegy for a proper theology of the incarnation in the
ecumenical dialogue today.

The study begins with a brief examination of Ethiopia’s
relations to the ancient world, especially ancient Israel, and of
the early and medieval development of Christianity in the country
according to the tradition. The first chapter presents the
literary sources of Marian devotion in Ethiopia, beginning with
the "“Book of the Birth of Mary" or "“Protoevangelism of James,"
the rich transitus literature about Mary’s death and assumption
("Book of the Rest," "Book of the Apostle John," "Lection about
the Apostle Thomas," "Covenant of Mercy"), to the hymnody of St.
Yared, the "Book of the Miracles of the Holy Virgin Mary," and
the major hymnic offices (Weddassie Maryam, Angasa Berhan,
Arganona Weddassie, Malka Maryam, and the hymns of the
Horologium). The second chapter explains the setting of the
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divine liturgy and discusses the role of the Virgin Mary in the
texts of the service, especially the various anaphoras. Chapter
three describes in detail the connection between devotion and
liturgy is Ethiopia’s most important annual Marian feast, the
Assumption (Filsata), including the preceding fast and the
activities of the feast days. Chapter four explores in a more
systematic fashion the theological basis for Mariolegy in the
Ethiopian Orthodox context, drawing not only patristic basis and
the results of later doctrinal controversies, but alsc on the
Church’s teaching concerning the incarnation, original sin,
eschatology, and the nature of death. The author shows that
Ethiopian Orthodox theology sees the blessed Virgin Mary, Mother
of God, on the one hand as honored by God above all other
creatures in being chosen as the mother of God, the Word
incarnate, but on the other hand as a human being, born under the
shadow of original sin, whose death and assumption into heaven
represent the epitome of God’s work of salvation for all of
humanity in its most exalted member. Finally, chapter five tries
to draw out some lines for the ecumenical dialogue in the present
situation. Comparing the role of Mariology and Marian devotion
in the Roman Catholic, Protestant, and Eastern Orthodox Churches
with each other, it is suggested that, while all traditions
contribute important, yet widely divergent elements, accents, and

cautions, a common ground exists in the Christological
affirmation of the title, Theotokos, for the Virgin Mary by all
of then. This could and should be the basis for further
exploration.

Bishop Paulos Yohannes
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INTRODUCTION

THE IAND & CLIMATE
k4 - g

Between the valley of the upper Nile and the plains of
Somaliland rises a vast block of mountains, homeland of the
Ethiopian people. Bordered on the north and northwest by the
Sudan, on the south by Kenya, and on the southeast by Somaliland,
Ethiopia stretches across 400,000 square miles, forming part of
the structural unit known as the horn of Africa.l Praised for
the abundance of its gold, precious metals and spices, ancient
Ethiopia has sometimes been referred to as a land of milk and
honey whose diverse regions and climate contribute to the
production of wheat and barley in the valleys; the pasturing of
sheep, goats and cattle on the lofty highland plateaus rising
9,000 feet and upwards; the cultivation of vineyards at 6,000
feet; and to the harvesting of cotton, frankincense, mnyrrh and
aloes in the hot desert lowlands. Abounding with an amazing
variety of flora and fauna, as well as the much desired elephant
ivory and ostrich plumes, ancient Egyptian explorers, on
expeditions to Ethiopia’s precious gold mines, were often apt to
refer to the region as "The Land of Punt" or "God’s Land" (a land

which, at the time, included all the countries between the Nile

la. H. M. Jones & E. Monroe., A History of Abyssinia (New
York: Negro University Press, 1935), p. 1l.; E. Ullendorff, The
Ethiopians: An_Introduction to Country and People. (London:
Oxford University Press, 1960), p. 23.
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and the Red Sea, and between the Equator and the Indian Ocean.)2
Ethiopia is a mountainous country divided between high
plateaus and sloping lowlands. The heart of the country consists
of two high plateaus. The western plateau runs from the Red Sea
to the Kenyan border; the eastern plateau is situated at a lower
elevation and less broken by valleys and gorges than its western
counterpart, sloping gently eastward toward the Indian Ocean.
Separating these two plateaus is the well-defined Great Rift
Valley, which continues northward geologically into the Red Sea,
the Gulf of Agaba, the Dead Sea, and the Jordan River Valley.3
Though Ethiopia’s highest plateau, Mount Ras Dashan or "1n7752i77
" towers at 15,158 feet, no peak in Ethiopia is permanently
snow-covered. 4 The Blue Nile, which has inspired many people
with its mystery, majesty and power, flows in a great arc from
Lake Tana southward, west to the Sudan, north to Khartoum, and
finally unites with the White Nile,3 flowing onward through the
African desert, Egypt and Alexandria, and emptying itself into
the Mediterranean Sea. Called Abbai Wonze in Ethiopic, and Gihon

in Holy Scripture (Genesis 2:13), the Nile has "roused the

2sylvia Pankhurst, Ethiopia: A cultural History (London:
Lalibela House, 1955), p. 1.; E. A. W. Budge, A History of

Ethiopia, Nubia, and Abyssinia (2 vols. London: Methuen & Co.
Ltd., 1928), p. 122.

3r. L. Hess, "Ethiopia," Encyclopedia Americana, X
(Danbury: Grolier, Inc., 1983), p. 620.

4ngEthiopia," Encyclopedia Britannica, VIII (Chicago:
William Benton Publisher, 1967), p. 781.

5Hess, Encyclopedia Americana, op. cit.
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passionate curiosity of men from Alexander the Great and Julius
Caesar to James Bruce and, in our day, R.E. Cheesman...The point
of its origin had been a place of worship since pagan days; now a
church dedicated to St. Michael and Zzara Buruk (an Ethiopian
saint) is situated there, and many Ethiopians come here in search
of a cure from their disease by the holy waters..."6

Ethiopia’s climate is as varied as its geography. Largely
determined by the country’s range of altitudes and terrain,
Ethiopian plateaus, lowlands and deep plateau valleys are
generally subtropical and tropical in climate, with a limited
yearly rainfall. The traditional division of the country’s
climate is understood in terms of elevation, and can be broken
down into three general zones, namely Dega, Woina-Dega, and
Quolla,@ARTAEZF: @35 <A f ; which describes Ethiopia’s cool,
warm and hot zones respectively.”

The temperate plateau region of Ethiopia is highly fertile
and suited to agriculture. Cereals, such as wheat, barley,
durra, sorghum, and an indigenous grain called teff, thrive
there. In the southern highlands, wild coffee, for which
Ethiopia is renowned throughout the world, grows in abundance.
The 1lush vegetation of the valleys and border 1lowlands is
characteristically tropical. As a whole, Ethiopia’s generally

favorable climatic and soil conditions produce a variety of trees

6Ullendorff, The Ethiopians, pp. 24-25.

7Hess, Encyclopedia Americana, op. cit., p. 621.
Encyclopedia Britannica, op. cit., p. 781.
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and fruits -- a 1list which includes palms, mimosas, giant
sycamores, laurels, myrrh, gum trees, oranges, limes,
pomegranates, peaches, bananas, grapes. In addition, cotton,

sisal, indigo and sugar cane are also agricultural products of

Ethiopia.8

RELATION WITH THE ANCIENT WORLD

Throughout its long and rich history, Ethiopia has played an
important role in the commercial, cultural and religious life of
many nations and can boast of one of the oldest Christian
civilizations in the world. The country has maintained a bridge
between Africa and Asia serving as a favored cross-road for many
civilizations, and a junction for diverse cultures and races.?

From ancient times, Ethiopia was an important trade center
for Egypt, Greece and Rome. Many inhabitants of Egypt were,
originally, settlers from Ethiopia; and Egypt herself was
literally built up from the mud of the Nile -- springing from the
foot of a great mountain in a remote part of Ethiopia.l® Many
Egyptian laws seem to be of Ethiopian origin,1l and Ethiopian

trade with Egypt was well-known to the Greek Ptolemies, who

81bid., p. 782.
9Ullendorff, The Ethiopians, op. cit.
Oop. Ci1tC.

1°Sergew Hable Sellassie, Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian
History to 1270 (Addis Ababa: United Printers, 1972), pp. 46-48.

11Budge, A History of Ethiopia, p. 66.
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succeeded the Egyptian Pharaohs. Both Greek and Roman
expeditions, common in early Ethiopian history, sought out the
country’s precious metals and the Nile River’s source.l2 The 014
Testament is full of references to Ethicpia and often 1links
Ethiopia with Egypt as two contiguous countries (Ps. 68:31; Isa.
20:3; Ezek. 30:4; Dan. 11:43; Nahum 3:9). Later immigrants, such
as South Arabian people, migrated to Ethiopia. These Arabs
sought refuge in Arab trading settlements located on the Red Sea
coast in Ethiopia as early as 1,000 B.C.13 Their influence on
the existing Ethiopian civilization can be compared to that of
Greece upon Roman civilization--with South Arabia contributiag
much to the commercial, cultural and religious life

of Ethiopia.l4
RETATION WITH ISRAEL

According to tradition, thé relationship between Ethiopia
and Israel 1is as old as the 0ld Testament itself. The first
Ethiopians are believed to be descendants of Noah, through his
second son, Ham. The sons of Ham were the parents of the peoples
of Cush (Nubia), Misraim (Egypt), Put (Libya), and Kenaan

(Phoenicia); and Cush was the father of the peoples of Sheba,

12hable Sellassie, Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian History,
pp. 55-57.

13Enczclogedia Britannica, p. 783. Hable Sellassie, Ancient
and Medieval Ethiopian History, pp. 26-27.

141pida., pp. 29-33.
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Havilah, Sabtah, Raamah and Sabteca -- all of whom apparently
dwelt on the western and eastern shores of the Red Sea (Gen.
10:6-7). Thus, from their earliest history, Ethiopians were
followers and worshippers of the God of Noah. The first
Ethiopian people were led by the great-grandson of Noah to the
land bordering the Red Sea and the upper Nile.l5 From Israel,
tradition claims, Ethiopia received the true faith and covenant
of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, along with the Ten Commandments, the
Ark of the Covenant, and the tradition of the priests or Levites.
To this day, many of the ancient traditions and rituals of
Judaism resonate in the worship and faith of the Ethiopian
Orthodox Tewahedo Church--with church architecture often modeled
after the Jewish synagogue, and many Ethiopian Orthodox
traditions patterned after the example of early Jewish practices
(e.g., Sabbath observances, distinctions between the clean and
unclean, prohibition of graven images).l®The Queen of Sheba’s
visit to King Solomon, resulting in the birth of the first
Ethiopian Emperor Menelik I, served to strengthen Ethiopia’s
early relationship with Israel (I Kings 9:26-28).17 From Israel,

Menelik I is believed to have carried the original Ark of the

15Budge, A History of Ethiopia, p. 14

16p. fTamerou, Ye Etiopia Emnet Be Sewestu Hegegat ("The
Faith of Ethiopia in Three Laws.") (Addis Ababa: Berhanena Selan

Printing Press, 1953), p. 18.; A. Wondmagegnehu & J. Motovu,

eds., The Ethiopian Orthodox Church (Addis Ababa: Ethiopian
Orthodox Mission, 1970), p. 1.

17g, Bergsma, Rainbow Empire (Grand Rapids: Wm. B.
Eerdmans, 1932), pp. 195-196.
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Covenant to his African home, Axum, where it remains to this
day.1® In this way, the 0ld Testament prophecy is believed to
have been fulfilled: "Ethiopia will stretch out her hands to

hurry to submit to God (Psalm 68:3)."

TRADITION ABOUT ETHIOPTIA AND THE OLD TESTAMENT: THE KEBRA NAGAST

Central to Ethiopia’s early political, commercial and
religious connections with ancient Israel is the relationship
between the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon. Indeed, the Queen
of Sheba’s long and arduous journey to Jerusalem to hear the
wisdom of the earth’s "wisest king", King Solomon, is a deeply
cherished story and heritage of the Ethiopian nation. This story
has been carefully preserved in Ethiopia’s treasured national
chronicle and royal genealogy, the Kebra Nagast or The Glory of
the Kings.1® comprised of a wealth of historical and traditional
material partially derived from the 0ld Testament and later
Rabbinical writings, the Kebra Nagast -- as its title suggests--
notes the origins of Ethiopia’s Emperors from King Solomon of

Israel?0 a1l the way to Haile Sellassie (Ethiopian Emperor, 1928-

181pid., p. 48; 71-75.

197ranslated into English by E.A. Wallis Budge, under the
somewhat misleading title, The Queen of Sheba and Her Only Son
Menelik (London: Oxford University Press, 1932). Budge thinks
that the earliest form of the Kebra Nagast might be attributed to
a sixth century Coptic priest. Later it was translated into Geez
from a l4th-century Arabic translation: p. xvi.

2OPankhurst, Ethiopia: A Cultural History, p. 98.
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1974) . Though 1little is known regarding the Kebra Nagast’s
origin and author, scholars seem to agree that it represents a
compilation of traditions current in Syria, Palestine, Arabia and
Egypt during the early centuries of the Christian era. Included
in its pages is a detailed account of the relationship between
the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon; the birth of their son,
Ethiopian Emperor Menelik I; the removal of the Ark of the
Covenant from Jerusalem to Axum, the ecclesiastical and political
capital of Ethiopia.?l The book alsc records Judaism’s
appearance in Ethiopia as the national religion, expressed in the
Queen of Sheba’s vow to King Solomon to "worship the One, true
God," putting aside all paganism and idolatry.22

That the Queen of Sheba traveled to Jerusalem to hear the

wisdom of King Solomon is attested in I Kings 10:1-10 and 2

2lpydge, E.A.W., The Queen of Sheba, p. xvii, pp. 30-38; 68-
102. For the full stories, see also his History of Ethiopia, pp-.
194-227. W. F. Macomber, A Cataloque of Ethiopian Manuscripts
Microfilmed for the Ethiopian Manuscript Microfilm Library Addis
Ababa, (Collegeville: St. John’s Abbey and University, Monastic
Manuscript Microfilm Library, 1975), Vol. I., p. 54. Tamerou,
A., The Faith of Ethiopia, pp. 22-26.

229ne Kebra Nagast records how King Solomon emphatically
declared that "it is right that (humanity) should worship God who
created the universe, the heavens and the earth, the sea and the
dry land, the sun and the moon." Whereupon, the Queen, after
careful reflection, publicly declared and promised that and said,
"From this moment I will not worship the Sun, but will worship
the Creator of the Sun, the God of Israel. And that Tabernacle
of the God of Israel shall be unto me my body, and unto my seed
after me, and unto all my kingdoms that are under my dominion.
And because of this I have found favor before thee, and before
the God of Israel my creator, who has brought me unto thee, and
has made me to hear thy voice, and has shown me the face, and has

made me to understand thy commandment." Budge, E.A.W. The Queen
of Sheba, pp. 28-29.
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Chronicles 9:1-9; and it was to this event that our Lord and
Saviour Jesus Christ when he said: "The Queen of the South shall
risé up in judgment with this generation, and shall condemn it:
for she came from the uttermost parts of the earth to hear the
wisdom of Solomon" (Matthew 12:42; Luke 11:31). Ethiopia’s
merchant relations with Israel culminated with the meeting of
King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba.Z23 According to the account
given in the Xebra Nagast, it was the Queen of Sheba’s merchant,
Tamrin, who, after trading with King Solomon and returning to
Ethiopia full of praise for the King’s wisdom and glory, put it
in the heart of the Queen to go to Jerusalem to hear for herself
the wisdom of Solomon.24 Thus began one of the world’s greatest
love stories and Ethiopia‘’s embrace of Judaism. Sylvia
Pankhurst, in her valuable book about Ethiopia, summarizes the
visit in this way:

(In) the Kebra Nagast...we are told that "the

Queen, having communed with Solomon on important

themes, was wedded to him, and on returning to

Ethiopia, gave birth to their son, David. When

this first-born son of Solomon reached manhood,

he visited his father, who desired to keep him at

his side to succeed him on the Throne of Israel.

David, however, insisted that he must return to

his mother. King Solomon therefore ordered that

the first-born sons of all the priests and nobles

of Jerusalem should accompany David to his home

and remain there at his court when he ascended

the Ethiopian Throne, as Menelik IS the founder
of the Solomon line of Emperors."?2

23Hable Sellassie, Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian History,
p. 34-

24Budge, E.A.W., The Queen of Sheba, pp. 19-21.
25pankhurst, S. Ethiopia a Cultural History, p. 98.
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The Kebra Nagast reveals a vast preponderance of 0ld
Testament references and thus indicates the deep sediment of
Hebraic lore underlying Ethiopia’s great storehouse of tradition
and legends.2® It is on the basis of the 0ld Testament that the
Queen of Sheba acquires prominence in the Kebra Nagast. Not only
is she extolled for her beauty, wisdom and nobility; she is
praised for her decision to abandon the worship of the sun,
choosing, instead, to worship its creator, namely the God of
Israel.?27 Ethiopian scholar Hable Sellassie notes that other
Jewish sources, such as the works of Josephus, testify to the
validity of the report in the Kebra Nagast regarding the Queen of
Sheba, her wvisit from Ethiopia to Jerusalem, her subsequent
alliance with King Solomon resulting in the birth of their son
David, who was to be enthroned as the Ethiopian Emperor Menelik
I1.28 Even today, the Ethiopian Constitution of 1955 reads: "The
Imperial dignity...whose line descends without interruption from
the Dynasty of Menelik I, son of the Queen of Ethiopia, the Queen
of Sheba and King Solomon of Jerusalem;" and the imperial emblem

bears the motto: "The Conquering Lion of Judah."29  also,

26Ullendorff, E., Ethiopia and the Bible (London: Oxford
University Press, 1968), pp. 76-77.

27Ibid., pPp. 139-140; Budge, The Queen of Sheba, p. 29.

28Hable Sellassie, Ancient & Medieval Ethiopian History, pp.
35-36.

291bid., p. 38. Revised Constitution of Ethiopia (Addis
Ababa: 1953), p. 3.
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attesting the Queen’s Ethiopian roots is her tomb of which Hable
Sellassie makes note, located south of the city of Axum. We may
add that, in 1906, the "Deutsche Axum-Expedition" unearthed a
complex of buildings believed to be Axum’s Zion Cathedral in
which the bones of Menelik I are housed.390

Finally, a significant part of the record of the Kebra
Nagast is the tr;nsfer of the Ark of the Covenant from Jerusalem
to Ethiopia by Menelik I. Hable Sellassie notes that today, the
most important place in Ethiopia is the shrine of the Ark of the
Covenant where the original Ark of the Covenant, carried on the
shoulders of the first-born sons of the Israelites by arrangement
of Menelik I, is said to reside. For this reason, Axum is
considered a holy place, a second Jerusalem; and the shrine,
grarded by a single monk of the utmost virtue and righteousness,
who is responsible for burning incense within its walls
continually,31 stands as a testimony to ancient Ethiopia’s

embrace cf the God of Israel.

INTRODUCTION OF CHRISTIANITY

According to traditional sources, early pagan worship
existed in Ethiopia alongside of Judaism, prior to Christianity’s

entrance in the country (both pagan and Jewish practices being

30N. Pearn, & V. Barlow, Quest for Sheba (London, 1937), pp.
40- 41.

311pid., p. 41.
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influenced, in part, by Ethiopian-Middle Eastern commerce) 32
Hable Sellassie describes one of these pagan beliefs in
Ethiopia’s early history:

The first Ethiopian king and god was a

serpent whose name was Arwe--which means

"beast." His father was python and his mother,

a certain woman. When his parents died, it

is said that the beast became dangerous to

the inhabitants. Yet, through his sister

the people made an agreement with the beast

that they would offer him many young girls,

goats, sheep and milk on a regular basis for

forty years. Then a man called Gebgebo or

Angabo arose and killed the beast, and he,
himself, became king by marrying the sister

of the beast.33

As in many Semitic countries, Ethiopia’s early pagan rituals
involved the worship of a serpent. Hable Sellassie notes that
the story of Arwe, the beast, is similar to ancient Persian
legends.34 Indeed, it seems that many of Ethiopia’s early pagan
practices originated in Persia--with the description of "serpent"
worship in Persia’s sacred book identical with that of the
tradition in Ethiopia.3> Early pagan practice in Ethiopia,
according to Hable Sellassie, was also closely connected with

that of Southern Arabia--with South Arabian gods being worshipped

329he church of Ethiopia: A Panorama of Historv and

Spiritual Life (Addis Ababa: The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo
Church, 1970), p. 1.

33Hable Sellassie, Ancient & Medieval Ethiopian History, p.

95. Tekle Sadiq Makurya, From Paganism to Christianity (Addis
Ababa: Ethiopian Orthodox Church, 1941), p. 33.

34Hable Sellassie, Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian History,
pPp. 95-96,

35The church of Ethiopia: A Panorama, p. 1.
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and their temples being built in the Ethiopian civilization.36
Later, with the introduction of the Greek culture to Ethiopia,
worship o©f the Greek Pantheon was also widespread.37
Nonetheless, according to the Kebra Nagast, the official religion
of Ethiopia, since the time of the Queen of Sheba, was
monotheistic.38 1Indeed, it is believed that the Ethiopian Jews
of today, known as the Falasha tribe, are direct descendants of
the Israelites; they practice a form of pre-Talmudic Judaic
worship.39

Several Ethiopian traditions regarding the introduction of
Christianity into the country exist. Nevertheless,
Christianity’s earliest contact with Ethiopia dates back to
Apostolic times and is heralded in the New Testament with the
baptism of the Ethiopian eunuch by the disciple Philip (Acts
8:26-40). Ethiopian Christians may also have been present at
Pentecost in Jerusalem, although they are not mentioned by St.
Luke 1in Acts. St. John Chrysostom, in his Epiphany Homily,
mentions them expressly when he writes that "the Ethiopians also

understood."40 one of the three Magi from the East who brought

36Hable Sellassie, Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian History,
p. 96.

37The church of Ethiopia: A Panorama, p. 2.

38Budge, The Queen of Sheba, p. 42 Hable Sellassie, Ancient
and

Medieval Ethiopian History, p. 96.

39The church of Ethiopia: A Panorama, pp. 2-3.

40ygable Sellassie, Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian History,
p- 97.
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gifts to our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ at his Nativity is
believed to have been of Ethiopian origin--arriving from Seba, a
place where the grandchildren of Ham settled and the Queen of
Sheba reigned (Ps. 72:20-22; 20-22; Isaiah 60:6-7; I Kings 10:1-
24) . Throughout the centuries, religious artists have faithfully
portrayed one of the Magi with Ethiopian, or dark-skinned,
complexion. Furthermore, tradition holds that the Apostle
Matthew preached the Gospel in Ethiopia and baptized the
Ethiopian King, Aeglippos. Aeglippos was succeeded by his
brother Hyrtacus, who, it is believed, killed Matthew because he
refused to sanction Hyrtacus’ marriage to Ephigenia, daughter of
Aeglippos.4l Although many stories surround Matthew’s death, the
Roman Martyrology clearly states that St. Matthew was martyred in
Ethiopia.42 That Christianity was received in Ethiopia prior to
the fourth century may also be concluded from a passage in Origen
who writes: "The Gospel is not said to have been preached to all
the Ethiopians, especially to such as live beyond the river43...w
suggesting that the Gospel, sometime before the fourth century,

was preached to some but not all Ethiopians.

4lyllendorff, E., Ethiopia and the Bible, pp. 12-13.

Wondmagegnehu, A. and Motovu, V., eds., The Ethiopian Orthodox
Church, p. 1.

42Hable Sellassie, Ancient and_ Medieval Ethiopian History,
p. 98. F. L. Cross, and . A. Livingstone, The Oxford Dictionary
of the Christian Church (2nd ed.; London: Oxford University
Press, 1974), p. 890.

43Hable Sellassie, Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian History,
p. 97. A. Harnack, The Expansion of Christianity in the First
Three Centuries, Vol. II (London: Williams and Norgate, 1905),
p. 123.
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During the fourth century, however, Christianity was
expanded and officially established as Ethiopia’s state religion.
Beginning in the royal court, the Christian faith gradually
penetrated among the lives of the common people, where it played
an integral role in all aspects of natiocnal life.4% The birth of
the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church as a state church took
place at a time when the Arian heresy was at its peak.
Ethiopia’s first bishop, Bishop Frumentius, was consecrated by
the Patriarch of Alexandria, St. Athanasius, known as the "Column
of Orthodoxy," who was a strong defender of the Nicene faith
against Arianism. The first Ecumenical Council of 325 A.D. which
condemned Arius as a heretic served to strengthen and define
Ethiopian Orthodoxy. For this reason, St. Athanasius is highly
venerated by the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church. One of its
fourteen Anaphoras is attributed to Athanasius, another to the
318 Church Fathers who, according to the tradition, participated
in the first Ecumenical Council.?%5 Thus, under the influence of
Bishop Frumentius, St. Athanasius, and the 318 Fathers, Orthodox
Christianity flourished in Ethiopia in what is considered to have

been the country’s general first evangelization.

FRUMENTIUS AND AEDESIUS

Though Ethiopians are firmly convinced that Christianity was

44The church of Ethiopia: A Panorama, p. 5.
451pbid., pp. 5-6.






