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INTRODUCTION

Ethiopia is an intriguing land with a fascinating history that is very little known in the West. Archeological findings have determined that Ethiopia was the homeland of perhaps the earliest humans. David W. Phillipson, in his account of Abyssinia, asserts that “Ethiopia can claim the longest archeological record of any country in the world…the oldest and most complete remains are found in Afar, a region which has given its name to a species of early hominid, Australopithecus Aphaeresis, whose fossil skeletal remains have been found both there and in Tanzania in contexts dating between 4 and 2.5 million years ago.”
 Phillipson also states that Ethiopia “is the home of one of the world’s oldest Christian civilizations, but it has remained virtually unknown to outsiders.” Phillipson, furthermore, mentions that a third-century A.D Persian writer named Mani classified Axum, the ancient Christian kingdom of Ethiopia, among the world’s four greatest kingdoms - Persia, Rome, Axum, and China.

John Gunther lists four major ways  that Ethiopia is unique from her Africa neighbors: “(1) Ethiopia is an independent state, but has by far the longest record of independence in Africa except Egypt, and it differs strikingly from Egypt in that it has never been under foreign domination, except during the Italian occupation from 1936-1941. (2) It is Christian - indigenously Christian from the most ancient times, not Christianized by modern missionaries. (3) It is not ‘a black’ or Negro nation, as most people think. Some of the people are black as Vulcan, and some have Negro blood but Ethiopians most distinctly do not think of themselves as Negro or Negroid. (4) In Ethiopia, the equation characteristic of colonial Africa is reversed – Europeans work for Africans, not the vice versa.” In clarifying his first idea, the writer adds, “Ethiopia remained unconquered – until Mussolini – for almost three thousand years.”
 
The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahido Church has rendered numerous contributions to the nation and to the Ethiopian society. In the past, scholars who have investigated Ethiopia’s thriving civilizations have focused on the extent of their domains and their contributions to world civilization at large. However, Ethiopia’s identity and self-understanding is centered in her Church, which from the beginning has played an integral role in shaping Ethiopia as a nation. Still today one can scarcely consider Ethiopia apart from her Christian faith. For indeed, Ethiopia and Christianity are virtually two faces of the same coin.  

One of the ancient churches in Christendom, the Orthodox Church of Ethiopia has deeply enriched the whole Ethiopian culture through her own indigenous alphabet, language and art, and her own system of writing, painting, and bookbinding.
 For centuries, Church scholars were the only instructors in schools, as well as serving as government officials.
 Priest-kings used to perform religious ministries.
 In Ethiopia, there was a time when even the coins were made of gold engraved with the sign of the Cross.
 Since the country has preserved its Judeo-Christian religion in spite of numerous Islamic and Western Christian missionary incursions, Ethiopians call their country ‘An Island of Christianity.’
The Church has her own Calendar. Her ancient counting system, Abushahir, which is in decline now in general society, was based on the book of Enoch.
  The faculty (Abushahir) system, which regulates the fast and feast days of the Ethiopian Church Calendar, follows the movement of the Sun, the Moon and the stars. As part of the unbroken, ongoing Tradition of the Ethiopian Church, there have been produced wonderful allegorical commentaries on the Scriptures. The Church performs its religious services in a type of Semitic language called Geez,
 which was the national language of Ethiopia up until the 11th century.
 Since then, a dialect of Geez
 known as Amharic has become the official language of the people.

Ever since the early sixth century, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church has used her own indigenous sacred melodies composed by the brilliant Ethiopian hymnologist and scholar of poetry, St. Yared, in the early 6th century
; we will discuss his work in some detail. The Church still uses St. Yard’s system without introducing any European style music. The Church music has always had great influence on the popular music of the society. A secular school known as the “Yared Music School” was established in Addis Ababa in the early 20th century; the musical instruction there is based on the work of this great hymnologist.    

Not only is the Church music distinctive, but the Church structures are equally distinctive. Some church buildings are square (basilica), some are cross-shaped, and others are circular; all of them are encircled by wide churchyards. Every church has a replica of the Ark of the Covenant; without it, no divine liturgy can be celebrated. Icons are highly venerated, and the walls of the churches are often decorated with vivid paintings (pictures) of Christ, Saints, Angels, scenes that are described in the Scriptures, etc. There are also some religious statues, introduced through influence from the Roman Catholic Church. On annual and monthly feasts, it is customary to eat and sing together. Hospitality and socializing are some important expressions of the Ethiopic identity that has remained virtually unchanged for centuries: “Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots?”

What is most distinctive about the Ethiopian Orthodox Church is the great influence of Judaistic elements in her way of life, as we will see. Her worship is rooted in the Hebraic monotheistic way of worship, which was adopted from the House of Israel through the Queen of Sheba. Ethiopia is still the seat of the Ark of the Covenant, which was brought into the country by Menelik I, the son of the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon.
 It is important to note that these things are still often either ignored by western scholars or rejected as being inauthentic. However, Ethiopia’s ancient connection with Judaism is readily apparent in all the ways the Ethiopian Church to this day is filled with Jewish influences and customs of many kinds. To understand Ethiopian Christianity, it is very important to understand the Judaistic Monotheism that prevailed in Ethiopia for over a millennium before the coming of Christ, and to see how the Ethiopian Christians have adapted Judaism in light of its fulfillment in Christ. 

Traditionally, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church is identified as Tewahido. It is among the five non-Chalcedonian Churches whom the East and the West mistakenly have called Monophysites. 
 As we will see, the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahido Church is neither Monophysite nor Dyophysite; she neither teaches Eutychianism that claims that Christ’s ‘divinity absorbed the humanity,’ nor does she admit ‘two natures’ in Christ after the incarnation of the Logos.
 As one of the Oriental Orthodox Churches along with the Alexandrian/Coptic, Indian, Syrian, and Armenian Churches, she follows the dogmatic and canonical teaching of the Lord Christ, the holy Apostles, and the Fathers of the first three Ecumenical Councils.
 

Before beginning to recount the poignant yet inspiring history of the Orthodox Church in Ethiopia, it is important to give some general background information about the country of Ethiopia, including its original inhabitants, its early political history, the Axumite civilization, the pre-Christian religion of the people, and the acceptance of Hebraic Monotheism by the Queen of Sheba. Understanding all of this will help us to much better understand and appreciate the doctrines, customs, spirituality, and way of life of the Ethiopian Church.    

CHAPTER ONE

EARLY ETHIOPIA THROUGH THE AXUMITE KINGDOM

THE NAME OF THE COUNTRY, ITS PEOPLE, AND ITS GEOAGRAPHICAL LOCATION

The etymological root of the word “Ethiopia” comes from the Greek word ‘Αίσίоπίа’ - ‘Aithiops’ - which, according to the ancient Greeks, referred to the sunburnt face or the brown color of the people who lived south of Egypt, in Nubia, and as far east as India.
 According to Archbishop Gregarious of Shoa,
 mention is made about Ethiopia in the epics of Homer (800 B.C), and in the writings of Herodotus (490 B.C.).  Homer asserted that the Ethiopians were a mighty, gentle, courageous, and hospitable people.
 Abba Gasporini Gema maintains that Herodotus, the 
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