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IS THE CHURCH OF ETHIOPIA
A JUDAIC CHURCH ?

The question whether the Ethiopi@mvahedoOrthodox Church is or is not particu-
larly Judaic of character is by no means a new one.

Already the Jesuits who were trying in the 16th pad of the 17th century to
bring Ethiopian christendom into full union with Re were attentive to the matter.
And unfortunately they were not always as broadethds the “first Christian mis-
sionaries” in the way James Bruce of Kinnaird dbssrthese in the late 18th cen-
tury, namely as choosing to respect rather tharefite the Jewish customs they
found well confirmed in Ethiopta This is how the Portuguese Jesuit Jerome Lobo
expresses his feelings concerning the judaic cistanethiopian christians: “their
present religion is nothing but a kind of confuseidcellany of Jewish and Maho-
metan superstitions, with which they have corruptese remnants of Christianity
which they still retain®.

Even in our days and quite recently the questianbeen treated by a number of
scholars, such as Edward Ullendgrfflaxime Rodinsoh John T. PawlikowsRiand
Getatchew Haife Why should we then take it up again? Has it tredy been suf-
ficiently clarified by those rightly famous menrekearch?

Their work is without any doubt impressive, but ¢hehor of these lines enjoys a
double privilege, which none of the others has maanely the situation of living
inside the Ethiopian Church and in a Jewish stateing furthermore been educated
in a Jewish university and standing in a constadtlizely contact with a number of
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other Churches, eastern as well as western.Hisdackground which might give us
the hope that she might be able to cast a newfigghbupon that ancient problem.

In order to get a better view of the matter, welstwnsider it from four points of
view, namely the ones of customs, of liturgy, ofisha and of historical tradition.

JubAIC CUSTOMS INETHIOPIAN CHRISTIANITY
1. Circumcision/excision

One of the most conspicuous and well-known judaistans observed among
Ethiopian christians is the practice of circumaisidbout this C.H.Walker tells us,
“For a boy the circumcision will be on the seventh,dmfess it is a Wednesday or a
Friday or a day of fast; yet during the Lenten,fagtich is of fifty-five days, it is
ordained that the ceremony need not wait. If tHeeba a female, it should be on the
fifth day, but many will wait twenty days or moi# & female circumciser be found.
But if the mother is diseased, the babe must wadtyear or two years, lest the dis-
ease come forth and settle upon the body.

When a man or a woman of mature age is raised @hiistianity, there need be
no circumcision, nor is there sharhe”

There can be no doubt that the Ethiopian christeaestheir circumcision as a
sign of “the covenant of Abraham”. That became qtl#ar to me, when in 1971 one
of my students - an Eritrean monk from the mongstérDabrd Damo - in class
asked me, if it were true that European christisase not in general circumcised.
When | answered that so indeed is the case, hessqd his worry about their eter-
nal salvation. “How can they be saved, when theyrat in the covenant of Abra-
ham?” Bishop Josef, however, who was also presdhei class room, set our minds
at peace by pointing to St. Paul's teaching coimugthe circumcision:

“Circumcision is nothing, and uncircumcision is mag, but the keeping of the
commandments of God” (1 Cor 7,19);

“For in Jesus Christ neither circumcision availattything, nor uncircumcision;
but faith which worketh by love”(Ga 5%)

That circumcision (and excision) is carried outHitiopian christians at such an
early time in life really points to an Old Testarmerigin of the custom. But on the
other hand the practice of excision rather suggestsn-Jewish, possibly Cushitic,
origin. The date might have been changed when thke Became known to the
Ethiopians, at whichever period that has takeneplac

It is well known that both circumcision and excisiae common in a great num-
ber of tribes and ethnic groups in Africa, but @ngral they are connected with pu-

7 C.H. WALKER, The Abyssinian at Homepndon 1933, 2-3.
8 See also Phil 3,3; Col 3,11.
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berty rites and carried out on adolescents, nstth@ case is among Ethiopian chris-
tians as well as in Judaism - on newly born chiidre

It should furthermore be remarked, that circumeisgnot carried out in church
or by church officials and is not a sacrament.

2. Timing of infant baptism

One of the seven sacraments is instead, of cdumpdsm. But - quite apart from
the fact that Christian baptism in general hasdtg in Jewish ritual ablutions - the
Ethiopian timing of that important act must aga&mind us of an Old Testament law.

It is said that “If a woman have conceived seed, laorn a man child; then she
shall be unclean seven days; according to the afay® separation for her infirmity
shall she be unclean. And in the eighth day thehflef his foreskin shall be circum-
cised. And she shall then continue in the blood ophe&fying three and thirty days;
she shall touch no hallowed thing, nor come intoghnctuary, until the days of her
purifying be fulfilled. But if she bear a maid dhilthen she shall be unclean two
weeks, as in her separation; and she shall contintine iblood of her purifying three
score and six days.” (Lv 12,2-5). After this themnaam shall bring her offerings pre-
scribed for the occasion to the Tabernacle, angbtiest shall offer them before the
Lord and make an atonement, whereafter “she shalehased from the issue of her
blood” (Lv 12,6-7).

In the Ethiopian Orthodox Church a male child isréfiore baptized 40 days after
its birth, and a female child 80 days after bifthis allows the mother to be present
in church for that solemn occasion. And it is painbet, that Jesus Himself observed
that law by being presented in the Temple in Jégosén accordance with that law
of Moses.

Ehiopian Orthodox catechisms indicate another reathis time apocryphic in
character, for the usage of baptizing a boy ondtith, a girl on the 80th day after
their birth. That reason is, that Adam, the fatberll mankind, was created in a
place in Asia called Elda, and there he spentitee40 days of his life. Thereafter
he was “born in grace”, and angels brought him pacadise. Eve had to wait 80
days for that favour, and the reason why they wetesimply created in paradise
was that God wanted them to desire and ask fagithef grace themselvés

3. Other ritual purity/impurity

The understanding of ritual purity and impuritydther sexual matters is among
Ethiopian christians based on Leviticus 15. Pewaie are ritually unclean accord-
ing to those laws may well approach the churchdingl while they are still in their

® See e.g. Amest A'emedé Mestir, Addis Ababa 19%2 1960 A.D.) or Serwé Haymanot, Addis
Ababa 1968.
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uncleanness, but they must not enter. They can be seglingtin prayer outside the
church door during the services.

The Ethiopian Church is, however, not alone amdwmgchristians in observing
those laws. That is common in all the ancient ¢dale@hurches, although in the oth-
ers people rather tend to stay home during sudbdseof ritual uncleanness.

The laws concerning ritual uncleanness of a womam las given birth are also
still observed by other oriental christians, aneytivere so even in the Latin Church
until the middle of this century. There existedpaaal prayer to welcome back to
the parish church a mother at the end of her parfiaghcleanness when she was re-
ceived at the church door by the priest.

4. Dietary laws

It is true thagrosso modadhe Ethiopian Orthodox christians observe the @lg-T
tament dietary laws, and it is not easy to accepgezor Gelawdewos' assurance in
his famous confession, that their absolute abstinencedatimg pork is just a matter
of taste. On the other hand that abstinence isnargeSemitic and not just Judaic
custom.

That the Ethiopian christians do not keep meatraitidapart, a law which is so
prominent in a Jewish household of our days, istdube fact that they - quite like
the Qaraites - interpret Ex 23,19 (and 34,26; D&aitl) quite literally: “Thou shalt
not seethe a kid in his mother's milk”. To cooknimilk from another animal is not
seen as being an infringement upon that commandment

But, as we shall soon be seeing, the Ethiopianatimer eastern christians have
added numerous other dietary taboos to those we foam the Old Testament.

Absolutely un-kosher from a biblical point of viésvof course the ancient Ethio-
pian custom of honouring guests by cutting a p@fcaneat from a live animal and
serving it to them. The Jewish lawyer Nathan Mareino for 25 years lived in Ad-
dis Ababa and served there as a juridical advisenperor Hayla Sellassie | (1930-
74) told with horror that well-meaning Ethiopian&d to honour him in that way at
his arrival in the country. He avoided it by tefjilis hosts that as a Jew he was
strictly forbidden to eat such meat.

5. Fasting

The non-biblical dietary taboos are connected \ligh observance of fasting,
which is very common in the life of Ethiopian orttex christians. On such days
these christians do not eat or drink anything ftbmevening meal until the follow-
ing early afternoon, and when they eat, no foodll®ved which is derived from
animals, with the exception of honey.

Ullendorff points to Hiob Ludolf as having suggekthat the two weekly days of
fasting observed in the Ethiopian Orthodox Chuttbusd be a remnant of the two
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days of fasting each week observed by 3&ihat may well be. But two things
should be considered in that connection, namelyhdi) this custom is observed not
only by Ethiopian christians, but also by all thibey eastern Churches, Byzantines
as well as non-Byzantines; and 2) that Ullendarfiot very likely to be right in his
belief that “the change from Monday and Thursday to WedgesathFriday was no
doubt meant to invalidate accusations of imitatimg Jews". Friday being the day
of the passion and death of Jesus, it seems n#bataHis disciples should choose
that day for fasting rather than Thursday, on whiuh Last Supper took place ac-
cording to tradition.

Apart from that, Ethiopians as well as all otheleotal christians observe far
more days of fasting than what has ever been knowndaism - in the case of the
Ethiopians as many as some 200 days annually.

6. The Sabbath

On two days during the week during a period ofifigsthe abstinence from food
is somewhat mitigated, and those days are Sunah@aiurday. The mitigation con-
sists only in the custom of taking a light breaktdseady well before noon on those
days. Also in that the Ethiopian Church follows thestom of the other oriental
Churches.

Special for the Ethiopian christians is the custifncelebrating the Eucharist -
always on Sundays, of course, and on Saturdafer, ome reason the Eucharist is
celebrated on that particular Saturday - in theningt On all other days of fasting
the Eucharist is celebrated only at noon, and itkerheal of the day is taken after
the celebration.

Another feature which is special to the Ethiopidmutch is that some of its mem-
bers celebrate “the two Sabbaths”, i.e. both thk Teistament Sabbath on Saturday,
and what the Ethiopians callanbata Krestiygnthe Sabbath of the christians, i.e.
Sunday.

When exactly that custom came up is still uncert@atatchew Haile has ex-
pressed the opinion that the question whether orth Old Testament Sabbath
should be observed “was a very serious problentginy throughout the history of
the local church, but definitely during the time from therieenth to the seventeenth

century™?

The latter is a well-known fact: the 14th-15th- tcew in particular was a period
of strong religious fermentation in Ethiopia, amderal sects came up with opinions
which were deviating from those of the official natb Church. One of these, which

10 E ULLENDORFF, "Hebraic-Jewish Elementsip. cit., 247; HioB LuboLF, Historia Aethiopica
(1681), 111, 6,90 ff.

1 ULLENDORFF, op. Cit.
12See G. HILE, op .cit 233-234.
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however did not entirely leave the Church and vem®mciled with the rest of the
orthodox believers already in the 15th century,emére followers of a monastic
leader from the north of the country, Abba Ewostate They insisted on observing
the two Sabbaths, and since the See of Alexandriddaonly allow the observance
of Sunday as the weekly day of feast and rest, Abbastatewos was expelled from
Ethiopia and died in exile in Armenia in 1352.

His movement, however, is still persisting toddthaugh its teachings concern-
ing the “49 hour Sabbath” is not binding for alhipian orthodox christians.

7. Personal names

Old Testament names like Abreham (sic), Yeshagg®agSara, David, Solo-
mon, Isayas, Ermeyas are fairly common among Btmoprthodox christians, but
hardly more so than in other Churches. As baptisraales combinations like Hayla
lyasus (Power of Jesus), Gabra Maryam (Servantaf/)MWalda Sellassie (Son of
the Trinity), Bekurd Seyon (the Firstborn of Si@ty. are far more usual, and as
secular names such ones as Déasseta (joy), Tasfgyeope), Balaynah (fem. -nésh,
you are superior) etc. serve more than do thechibtines.

LITURGY
1. The New Year feast

Ullendorff and others have pointed to the Jewisgirof the Ethiopian New
Year feastEnqwetatashhowever without mentioning it by this name. ltcsle-
brated orMaskaramlst, which corresponds to September 11th in tleg&ian cal-
endar, and in a leap year to September 12th. Aglisknown, the JewisRosh ha-
Shanais also celebrated in the early autumn, although not -as the case is in
Christian Ethiopia - fixed to a date which will @ys be the same in e.g. the Gregor-
ian or the Julian calendar.

The custom of taking a bath of purification on therning of New Year's day in
the nearest river as Ullendorff describes it i® @smmon in rural Christian Ethio-
pia, as is the slaughtering of a bullock or a ggaite as a sheep is slaughtered for
the festive meal of Easter. If this should be connected hétlotd Testament Jewish
atonement sacrificeYpmalV 2,3) as Ullendorf does it, is not quite cle@hat the
time around New Year should be given to expiation anceatent is rather rooted in
general human religious feeling - the desire ofileaall that was wrong and bad
and begin again afresh with the new year. Togetlitbr thanksgiving these are the
thoughts which are also being expressed in Chmigtitigious services in mainly
Lutheran countries in connection with January thetgh such celebrations are of a
very new date only. In fact the ecclesiastical Néxar nowhere takes its beginning
on January 1st, a date on which until the 2nd "atiCouncil in the early 1960's the
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Roman Catholics of Latin rite were by the way usedelebrating the circumcision
of Jesus Christ.

What Ullendorff forgets to mention is the fact that only the Ethiopian Church
but also other eastern Churches, Byzantine and neariye, begin the new Church
year in September. Surely, this custom has Jewish origiit, dhould be pointed out
that it is not limited to Ethiopia. What is spedialthe Ethiopians is the custom of
celebrating the coming of the new year with a etistia service in church, and that
the ecclesiastical and the secular new year begitise same date.

2.Masqgal- feast of the Cross

About the feasts oEngwetatastand Masgal Ullendorff says, “The New Year
feast (1sMaskaram= 11th September) is undoubtedly of Jewish origin, andhits d
as well as that dMask’al, corresponds closely to the Hebrew season oY #reim
nora’'im. There is, of course, no clear consciousnesshiojifi of the original re-
spective functions of each of these days, but the idea ditptidn and atonement is
prominently present®.

The latter is without any doubt true. But if thade ofMasqalis not understood
as a kind of Christiavom Kippurim(Day of the Atonement), this is not necessarily
due to a lack of clear consciousness. The feagtsedinding and the exaltation of
the Holy Cross are by no means limited to Ethiopiahe Latin Church, these two
events were even until the early 1960's celebrated odifarent days. On May 3rd,
the Latin christians were commemorating St.Helefiiading of the Holy Cross of
Christ near Golgotha in Jerusalem around the y&@ar&nd on September 14th was
and still is celebrated the exaltation of the Cnuhich took place when the Byzan-
tine emperor Heraklios in the year 629 broughtGhass back after the Persians had
removed it from the basilica of the Holy Sepulchuemy their invasion of Jerusalem
in 614. The Byzantines celebrate the feast witlatgselemnity on September 14th
according to the Julian calendar, and that corresporttie tL 7th oMaskaramin the
Ethiopian calendar. There is thus a period of lysdmtween the Ethiopian New
Year andviasgal- not ten days like there is between the Jewish MearRosh ha-
ShanaandYom ha-Kippurim

The Masgalfeast is not a day of fasting in Ethiopia, whitlvould undoubtedly
have been, had it been seen as a day of atondinisntather a feast of the triumph
of the Cross, and the dominating hymns in thedital prayer services speak of that
typically Christian paradox and put forth praydrattGod may protect the believers
through the Holy Cross.

Ullendorff mentions the well-known story of empemavid | of Ethiopia (1380-
1409) receiving the right arm of the Cross of QHriam Jerusalem. But the feast of
the exaltation of the Holy Cross goes much furthaezk in history than that, as we
have just been seeing.

13 E. ULLENDORFF, "Hebraic-Jewish Elementstp. cit 245-246.
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The custom of kindling a bonfire - tidamera- on theMasqgéalfeast is very likely
to be of pre-Christian and non-Jewish origin. Bugrethat popular custom is not
limited to Ethiopia. When | was staying in Nazargththe Galilee for a few weeks
during the summer of 1967, the Greek catholic ribaese told me, how on the feast
of the Holy Cross the Christian families in thatimhaChristian town lit bonfires on
the flat roofs of their houses in joyful celebratio

3. The Bible

The study and the daily use of biblical texts is/\vaminent in the Ethiopian Ortho-
dox Church. It is a well-known fact, that what isdsed and learned in the traditional
Ethiopian Church school, theebab bethouse of reading) is above all biblical texts,
and that the reading - for many students the tdujtdneart - of the Psalms of David
marks the completion of that school. The Psalmsusegl very much in liturgical as
well as in private prayer, which is often referedasDawit la-madgam(to repeat or
recite David). The Ethiopian way of dividing theaRsr into seven portions, one for
each day of the week, comes very close to the Bevég of doing that.

Traditional Jewish Ethiopian Christian
Distribution

Sunday Ps 1-29 OT and NT cantica
Monday Ps 30-50 Ps 1-30
Tuesday Ps 51-72 Ps 31-60
Wednesday Ps 73-89 Ps 61-80
Thursday Ps 90-106 Ps 81-110
Friday Ps 107-119 Ps 111-130
Shabbath Ps120-150 Ps 131-150 (151)

But again, the recital of the Psalms is of courselimited to the Ethiopian Or-
thodox Church. The usage of singing or recitingtal 150 Psalms is common to all
the ancient Churches, western as well as eastern.

Ethiopian christendom has never known Marcionismarcion’s heresy with its
hatred of the Old Testament and of Judaism haddrbeen condemned before the
national Church of Ethiopia became officially orgaea around the year 325. Its Bi-
ble exegesis shows great understanding for thertamme of the Old Testament and
a tendency in the direction of the rather ratisiigj Antiochene exegesis, which
avoids exaggerated typological interpretattdns

14 Concerning this matter, see $roFFREGENPEDERSEN Traditional Ethiopian Exegesis of the Book
of PsalmsWiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz Verlag, 1994.
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So much more must it astonish us, that - apart ffeenPsalms - relatively few
texts from the Old Testament are used in the litaigorayer services. In th@ed-
dase- the Eucharistic service, which is central inGiiiristian prayer - none at all.

Only New Testament readings are heard there, whstead the Latin rite after
the liturgical reforms of the early 1960’s has tak a considerable number of Old
Testament readings.

The liturgical language of the Ethiopian Orthodoku@h is a purely Semitic
language, Ge’ez, which is closely related to Hebrew aadhAic. This is of course a
great advantage for the understanding of texts¢hwhie originally of Semitic ex-
pression. But on the other hand, nations who aguistically much further away
from the original language may earlier have comfeéb a greater need of learning
Hebrew and Aramaic than what has until now beennocomin Ethiopia. That can
certainly be said of the Lutheran Church with itsr@anic background, where the
theologians are demanded to learn the biblicalldages.

4. The megillah of Pesah

One very curious and interesting feature of theidgthn orthodox liturgical
prayer is the custom of reciting, early in the nigrof Holy Saturday, theSong of
Songs This is the one of the fivmegillothwhich in the synagogue is read on the
feast ofPesah(Easte).

The custom of reading the five megilloth aloudhia synagogue on five feasts of
the year did not come up at one and the same lireeems to have begun with the
scroll of Estheralready during the second Temple period, whiléegd the reading
of the Song of Songat Pesahis mentioned only as late as in the post-talmtrdic-
tate Soferimwhich is believed to have been composed in thellmidf the 8th cen-
tury A.D. (Soferim14,18).

In the Holy Land, the recital of theong of Songat the spring festival is quite
logical: the rains are about to stop, and the laradrayed in an abundance of green-
ery and flowers - quite as the season describdteiBong of Songs

But in Ethiopia the text is - from the point of wief the season - quite out of its
place. There the heavy rains are just about tandaghpril-May. It is autumn - not
spring!

The recitation of thé&ong of Songen the feast oFasikaseems to be a clearly
Judaic influence upon or heritage in the Ethiogldmurch, but it is not yet known
how and when that usage was taken up by the Estmdphristians.

15 The Saturday before Easter Sunday.
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DOGMA
1. The creed

The easiest way to come to know the dogmatic tagstof the Ethiopian Church
must be to study its official creed.

Like the case is in most of the Churches, alscEtthéopians have various creed
texts, which however differ only slightly from eaother. Let us have a look at the
so-called Amakniyouof the Apostles”, which is recited towards the efdhe pre-
paratory service, just before the Eucharistic aneph

“We believe in one God, maker of all creation. Eatbf our Lord and our God
and our Saviour Jesus Christ, because his naturséarchable.

As we have before declar8dhe is without beginning and without end, but$e i
ever living, and he has light which is never extisbed, and he can never be ap-
proached.

He is not two or three, and no addition can be nadam; but he is only one,
living forever, because he is not hidden that hmotbe known, but we know him
perfectly through the law and the prophets, thask@mighty and has authority over
all the creation.

One God, Father of our Lord and our Saviour JesuisCwho was begotten be-
fore the creation of the world, the only-begottem Sco-equal with him, creator of
all the hosts, the principalities and the dominions

Who in the last days was pleased to become mantoakdiesh from our Lady
Mary, the holy Virgin, without the seed of man, agréw like men, yet without sin
or evil. Neither was guile found in his motfth

Then he suffered, died in the flesh, rose fromdisad on the third day, ascended
into heaven to the Father who sent him, sat dowheatight hand of Power, sent to
us the Paraclete, the Holy Spirit, who proceedetimfthe Father, and saved all the
world, and who is co-eternal with the Father ardSbn.

We say further that all the creatures of God are good andishawthing to be re-
jected, and the spirit, the life of the body, isgpand holy in all.

And we say that marriage is pure, and childbirthndefiled, because God cre-
ated Adam and Eve to multiply. We understand furthat there is in our body a
soul, which is immortal and does not perish wit blody.

We repudiate all the works of heretics and all stisi and transgression of the
law, because they are for us impure.

We also believe in the resurrection of the deagl ridjhteous and sinner; and in
the day of judgement, when everyone will be recarapd according to his deeds.

1% n theDidaskalia
71Pe 2,22
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We also believe that Christ is not in the leastreegnferior because of his incar-
nation, but he is God, the Word who truly became,naad reconciled mankind to
God being the High Priest of the Father.

Henceforth let us not be circumcised like the Jafs.know that he who had to
fulfil the law and the prophets has already come.

To him, for whose coming all people looked forwaddsus Christ, who is de-
scended from Judah, from the root of Jesse, whogergment is upon his shoul-
der'® to him be glory, thanksgiving, greatness, blegsimaise, song, both now and
ever and world without end. Ameti”

The creed is obviously orthodox christian. Nothimgf is deviating from the Ni-
cene-Constantinopolitan text used in the Latin tiedByzantine rites, but Ethiopian
theologians have found it necessary to stresstfongs: the goodness of all God's
creatures, the holiness of marriage, the beligfdineumcision is no more necessary,
and Christ's descendence from Judah and Jessethéreorthodox Churches share
these beliefs, as do indeed the christians in génBut they have not taken an ar-
ticulation of them into their creed.

How shall we understand the exhortation “Henceftethus not be circumcised
like the Jews” in a society, where it is in actfzait a common practice and is being
seen as “the sign of the covenant of Abraham™?aly tve, that the stress should be
on the phrase “like the Jews”, and that it sho@déen as a warning against the dry
legalism of which rabbinical Judaism has been attiy the christians ever since
the days of the compilation of the New Testamestw® have already seen, the in-
junction has by no means led to an abolition afusincision in practice.

2. The catechisms

An examination of the Ethiopian orthodox catechidike e.g. the classical
Amestu A'emada MestiiThe Five Pillars of Mystery) or the more mod&earwa
Haymanot(Order of the Faith) leaves us with the same ingioesof clearly ortho-
dox christian teaching. What is called “The FivéalPs of Mystery” are five of the
well-known christian principles of faith: The Tripj the Incarnation, Baptism, the
Sacrifice (i.e. the Eucharist), and the Resurractibthe dead, the latter of course
having been taken over from Pharisaic Judaism.tAadubjects of th8erwa Hay-
manotare practically the same: The Creation, the Tyjrttie Incarnation, Baptism
and Eucharist, the Resurrection of the dead. Udégesircumcision or the obser-
vance of the 49 hour Sabbath -which as we have seen is roalfjeabserved by all
orthodox christian Ethiopians - are not at all tedda The authors of the catechisms
can not possibly have been ignorant of the fadtttiey are practiced. They just are
not part of the doctrine of the Church.

1596

19 The translation is taken from Marcus Daoud's BhgkditionThe Liturgy of the Ethiopian
Church Addis Ababa, February 27th, 1954, 51-52.
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HISTORICAL TRADITIONS

That there has been a very strong Semitic influence in Ethibpiadg in pre-
Christian times is quite clear. Not only is its classiealguage, Ge'ez, purely Se-
mitic, and its alphabet taken over from Sabean letters, whicktthepians have
developed further. And there is an abundance of archeological and histerica
dence of close ties between the Ethiopian kingdom of Aksum and Southern Arabia.
But “the Land of Kush” which in the Septuagint text is translatét the name
Ethiopia is mentioned no less than 48 times in one form or other inldhEeGta-
ment.

One very popular tale in Ethiopia has grown outhef biblical story about the
meeting of King Solomon of Judah and the Queenhwb&. It has been written
down in the royal chronicle which goes under the@afKebra Nagas(Glory of
the Kings), and according to which the imperial aisty that has reigned longest in
the country, the so-called Solomonic dynasty, shdel descended from King Solo-
mon through the Queen of Sheba, who is seen as@ifi¢ghiopia. Also in Jewish
tradition legends have grown out of the same labtiext (1 Kgs 10,1-13; 2 Chr 9,1-
12), although they are not identical with the stimig in theKebré NagéastAccord-
ing to the Ethiopian version, the son of King Saborrand the Queen of Sheba,
Menilek, visited his father in Jerusalem and braugith him home to Aksum not
only all the first-born of Israel and among thenmgngioung priests from the Jewish
temple, but also the Ark of the Covenant. Thisabdved to be kept still in our time
in the Church of St. Mary in Aksum. And ttebot the wooden tablet which - like in
the Syrian and the Coptic churches - is found erattar of all Ethiopian churches, is
seen as a replica of the Ark of the Covenant.

Pawlikowski dwells upon the Jewish midrashic materthich can be found in
the Kebra Nagastand it is good to see that he also mentions thsepce of such
material in theQur'an!)?°. What he forgets to mention is that Mary is seen as the Ark
of the New Covenant not only in Ethiopia, but ails@ncient Christian poetry and
theology in general. That is the reason why theigkept in the church of St.Mary,
and the very popular Ethiopian feastS#yon(Sion) is a feast of Mary, celebrating
the Arks of the Old and the New Testament simutiasky.

Another thing, which Pawlikowski does not deal withthie thought that the story
of the transfer of the Ark of the Covenant to Eiigofrom the Temple in Jerusalem
unfortunately can be seen as a case of heavy espéart theology. The chosen peo-
ple of Israel is replaced by the Ethiopian peopieneprior to the birth of Christian-
ity, the sign of which is exactly that transfertioé Ark of the Covenant!

Such a teaching is fortunately not being expressdte Ethiopian Church. In-
stead it was of course politically very convenitemtthe Solomonic dynasty to stress
the importance of thKebra Nagastvhich “proved” its descendence from David and
its close relationship to Jesus Christ, himself a $&awid! And it was far easier for

20 See RwLIKOWSKI, op. Cit.
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that dynasty with its Semitic roots to claim suchekationship than it was for the
royal dynasty of Georgia which has the same txauliibout itseff.

The famous motto of the Solomonic dynasty with \Wwhilse reigning monarch
begins every letter he or she issues, is a quotétion the Bible:Mo’a anbassa za
emnégada Yehud@he Lion of the Tribe of Judah hath prevailed. dtigin is of
course Gn 49,9: “Judah is a lion's whelp. Frompiey, my son, thou art gone up.
He stooped down, he couched as a lion, and agidiool Who shall rouse him up?”

It is interesting to see that, basing themselveshan verse, Hebrew speaking,
non-christian Jews invariably speak of the Ethiomanperor agur aryeh Yehuda
(the whelp of the lion (of) Judah), probably beeatise direct quotation is unknown
to them. This is taken from Revelation, the lastkof the New Testament, where
we read: “And | wept much, because no man was feurrthy to open and to read
the book, neither to look thereon. And one of tliers saith unto me, Weep not:
behold, the Lion of the tribe of Juda, the RooDakvid, hath prevailed to open the
book and to loose the seven seals thereof.” (Re)5;Bk8 Lion of Juda is here obvi-
ously Jesus Christ.

CONCLUSION

From what we have seen in our present deliberation, Ethichidstians truly are
clinging to some Jewish observances. But on the othel;, bardo all other Christian
Churches. And this can hardly astonish anybody. Cherch in its entirety is and
remains a messianic Jewish sect, firmly built am Bible which - in the Christian
view - comprises the Old as well as the New Testame

Why, then, does the Ethiopian Church appear talhddic” more than any other
Christian group?

This probably has to do with the kind of Jewishtoos being observed by the
Ethiopian Christian people in addition to teachinfshe Church. These are almost
all outward signs which can easily be observed. whie such outward signs have
not been accepted in Europe where there was narautntecedent for them, they
have been eagerly grasped upon and retained bgeimitic-African people which
form the core of Ethiopian christendom. Everywharthe world Christian mission-
aries are confronted by the problem of inculturdilira In most cases they have been
quite clever in overcoming the difficulties and utilig the existing cultural possibili-
ties. One example is the importance Christmas tqgir@d and kept in Scandinavia.
The ancient Germaniduleblot was a sacrificial feast, which took place in mid-
winter to celebrate the turning of the sun in tleett of the Nordic winter night. It

2L pawlikowski's description of thiéebra Nagésis being “the principal work of Ethiopian literets
(op. cit 187) must be said to be exaggerated. He is lodeving Ullendorff. Aldga Tayya is by no
means, as Pawlikowski has it “the sole native Filio historian™ ¢p. cit, 180). And as for the tripar-
tite division of the Ethiopian church buildinidpil. 189), that reminds me of any Danish village churc
quite as much as of the Temple in Jerusalem.
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received a new Christian interpretation: Jesus Clsriig true light of the world, the
sol iustitiae His birth can very conveniently be celebratedead of the ancient sun
feast.

In Ethiopia outward signs like the circumcision e@iready existing before the
Bible or biblical ideas reached the country. Thenfie-African inhabitants felt very
well at home with such usages and have been clingingtbernoeven when they are
passed by in silence by the official Church orelik the case of the observance of
the Old Testament Sabbath - being openly forbidgethe then highest Church au-
thority for the Ethiopian christians, the Patriaatzhof Alexandria.

If the Judaic elements in Ethiopian Christanity tauy a sign of Jewish presence
in the region prior to the arrival of Christianitystill not clear. But it would without
any doubt be prudent to follow the example of the Filio Church in other African
Churches, because those Judaic elements seem tcsoneaturally also with the
feelings of other Africans, even of those who hawealirect Semitic heritage in their
culture.



