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ABSTRACT

GROWING THROUGH THE STORMS: THE HISTORY OF THE EVANGELICAL
MOVEMENT IN ETHIOPIA: 1941-1991

By

Tibebe Eshete

This dissertation presents the history of the evangelical Christian movement as a
dynamic faith movement that developed outside the structure of the established Ethiopian
Orthodox Church and thereby highlights the historicity of the new dimension of
Christianity by offering a contextual examination of its surprising expansion over the last
50 years.

Principally, the dissertation provides historical explanations as to how a faith
movement that half a century ago was associated with the people of peripheral regions of
south and southwestern Ethiopia has grown to national prominence. By addressing this
question, I reconstruct the history of the evangelical movement in Ethiopia by telling the
story from a “holistic” perspective. Such an approach helps to recognize both the local
and national dynamics that have shaped considerably the character and changing faces of
the evangelical movement as well as identify the key factors contributing to the rapidity
of its expansion. By spelling out the significant role the native agency has played in the
crucial years of its development, I argue that the primary impetus for the remarkable
growth of evangelical Christianity came from local actors (insiders) rather than from

Western missionaries.




Tibebe Eshete

I make the case that what has facilitated the growth of the evangelical faith in
Ethiopia is the long presence of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and its rich fund of
experience, which has served as an indigenous resource base for the modern day
evangelical enterprise. I also show that the encounters of the established forms of the
Christian faith and the newer dimension, albeit conflictual, have a transformational
influence that shaped their identity and animated their religious commitment to build
strength from within and expand.

Encounters with Marxism under military rule have also reinforced this situation.
Subject to hostile environment yet benefiting from the disorienting state of affairs that
derived from the failed experiment of socialism, evangelical Christians embarked on
spreading an even more militant faith that stood as a countervailing force against the
Marxist ideology. The absence of hierarchical structures that allowed agility in deploying
timely responsive systems and the creation of vast underground networks were crucial
elements that helped the faith to survive as well as thrive in those challenging times.

Evangelical Christians have long been considered religious outsiders and their
faith as mete haymanot, foreign religion viewed as a cult. The lack of proper
understanding of the essential characteristics of the faith and the conditions of its rise and
development in Ethiopia is a major contributing factor.

By bringing out the newer dimension of Christianity into scholarly focus, the
work fills not only a crucial gap in the national historiography, but provides fresh
illuminations in our grasp of a poorly understood yet highly expansive religious

movement with enormous social, demographic, and political implications.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The need for the study:

Religion has always constituted a vital part of Ethiopian society. Christianity,
Islam and African Traditional Religions have invariably shaped the culture, value
systems and social organizations of diverse communities in Ethiopia. Yet, religious
studies is a field of investigation that has received limited attentioﬂ by Ethiopian and
expatriate scholars alike. Scholars who have been publishing their views on Ethiopia
have failed to examine seriously religious developments, one of the most crucial
determinants of the character of Ethiopian society. As a result, studies of religious
movements are left out of the principal currents of social studies thinking. The few
scholarly studies we have on the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and Islam can hardly
deserve to be considered substantial historical works, given the two religions long-
running history and enduring impacts. This dissertation is partly intended to redress this
historiographic imbalance by studying the history of the evangelical movement, which
forms the foundational force behind the new Christian faith movements in Ethiopia.

This is even truer of faith related movements that lie outside the ambit of the
Ethiopian Orthodox Church, the established church in Ethiopia. A typical example is
the prophetic movement led by Sheik Zakaria, a Muslim cleric that brought thousands
of Muslims into the Christian faith in the early 20™ century. Despite the availability of
Numerous materials in various local and external sources, resulting from the attention it
drew as an intriguing religious phenomenon, there is virtually no scholarly work written

on the subject. We have no mention of this movement in any Ethiopian studies except



Donald Crummy’s reference in a brief article in the Journal of Ethiopian Studies in
1972.

Ethiopia has experienced a notable upsurge of religious innovations in its recent
history. The Evangelical Christians, which constituted less than one percent of the
Ethiopian population in the early 60’s, grew rapidly to millions over the last three
decades alone. The 1994 government Census records the number of Evangelical
Christians close to six millions.! Mission agencies, which base their data on figures
obtained from various local denominations, estimate the number of Evangelical
Christians over 12 million constituting 19.7 % of the Ethiopian population.2 The
exponential growth of evangelical Christianity is largely hidden from the purviews of
Ethiopian scholars. New religious movements are also becoming increasingly
conspicuous in most urban areas and are increasingly attracting the youth. Despite their
public notoriety, sociological and demographic significance, virtually no scholarship
has been invested to study the transformation of religious ideas critically. Accordingly,
there is still very little to scholars and various interested readers on the nature of
evangelicalism in Ethiopia.

No wonder then that we have very little understanding of how these religious
movements are f;aring in a non-Western society, what causes their unfolding, the
dynamics of their expansion, the varieties of organizational expressions they have
assumed, their social and religious significance and the conditions allowing their
proliferation in bewildering varieties. This is equally true of the evangelical and
Pentecostal movement that preceded the new religious movements. We know very little

concerning the evangelical Christian faith and the various local vocabularies and




nuances it has taken in Ethiopia because of the absence of a comprehensive contextual
examination elucidating its rise and development. Overall, new religious movements
have largely remained outside the purview of academic research.

The history of the evangelical movement, as presented here, has not been
attempted before. This research is the first comprehensive treatment of the subject and
the first attempt to use the term as a unit of analysis and study. There has so far been no
study that directly deals with the evangelical movement in Ethiopia that seeks to situate
its spectacular expansion in the socio-cultural, socio-economic and political contexts of
Ethiopia. There have been works that deal with certain aspects of the Protestant
missionary enterprise in Ethiopia, mainly those written by former missionaries. These
works, by and large, tend to concentrate on certain regions or peoples group and present
their materials based on the framework of the mission organization from which they
came. Moreover, most of them focus on issues of theology, missiology, and
denominational or local church history with little attention to broader contexts.

Students of various seminaries have also produced a significant amount of
literature on the different dimensions of the evangelical movement in Ethiopia, mainly
through their studies of the history of local churches. No doubt, these studies form the
building blocks of the larger picture of the evangelical movement in Ethiopia. They
suffer, however, from the lack of in-depth research and an inclusive perspective that
places the religious phenomenon in the wider socio-cultural national settings and time
perspective.

Enjoying relative respite from the historic challenge of persecution, some

evangelical churches are now seizing this unprecedented opportunity to engage in



writing their history, and as a result, a number of works have come into existence over
the last few years. These works are not written by historians but by members of their
respective churches out of personal interest or commissioned by the church leadership.
The fact that they are written by Ethiopians is significant in that they present a native
perspective to the material. A major limitation concerning their wider use and
readership is that they are all written in Amharic, the official language of Ethiopia.

With respect to the Pexitecostal movement in Ethiopia, the only document that
we have is a preliminary study produced in 1975 by a Norwegian missionary from the
Lutheran Mekane Yesus Church and a senior essay paper that came a year later in Haile
Sellassie I University (now Addis Ababa University). The Mulu Wengel church, the
first indigenous Pentecostal church in Ethiopia that had a remarkable influence over the
spread of Pentecostalism, has never published solid material on its history except the
daring initiatives of Bekele Wolde Mariam, who recently wrote an insightful book
outlining the broader contours of the Pentecostal movement in Ethiopia.

This being the domestic situation of the historiography of Christianity, no
wonder that standard works dealing with African Christianity are mute concerning
Evangelical and the Pentecostal movements in Ethiopia. The Ethiopian experience is
conspicuous by its absence even in the burgeoning literature on the New Religious
Movements (NRM) in Africa.

Accounting for the neglect and a level of reticence on the part of Ethiopian
historians is partly the continued public perception in Ethiopia of evangelical
Christianity as a fringe religious phenomenon professed by some marginal people

somewhere in the peripheral lands and the association of its presence with foreign



elements. Since the Orthodox Christian faith has been the established religion in
Ethiopia with popular claims that trace its advent to the Apostolic times, any other
affirmation of alternative forms of the Christian faith, has not received an open
welcome. From the point of view of the established church that considers itself as the
surviving remnant of the classical model of Christianity, all other non-Orthodox
variants of the faith are viewed as invasive species that threaten its existence.
Overshadowed by such mainstream religious narrative that automatically bares other
alternative discourses, the level of existing scholarship on the evangelical movement is
extremely small. The evangelical Christian movement has not registered on the screen
of the religious history of Ethiopia, despite its public notoriety and the astonishing pace
of its expansion and the new militant and nationalist trend it is assuming. Contributing
to the lack of serious historical studies is the recency of the movement and the
concentration of its quick and invisible growth in the last couple of decades. Another
important factor to consider is the lack of historical consciousness exhibited among
Ethiopian evangelical Christians as reflected in the lack of interest to document their
history. This is even more true of the Pentecostals, who despite their high profile
educational constituency, paid little attention to record their movement’s history, much
less to interpret and explain it in academic terms.

Ethiopia offers a somewhat unique situation for the study of evangelical
Christianity in Africa because of the absence of the colonial factor and the existence of
a long established indigenous church with state support. Unlike other African counties,
wherein Evangelical Christianity encountered African Traditional Religions, in

Ethiopia, the encounter was mainly between the established forms of Christianity with




the one introduced by Western missionaries. The history of evangelical Christianity in
Ethiopia has not proceeded evenly, but by challenges and reactions by lulls and revivals
but steadily growing. Consequently, the type of religion with which the western variant
of Christianity interfaced and interacted in other African societies is largely missing
from the picture. This situation has considerably shaped the character of the evangelical
movement in Ethiopia. Additionally, the conditions that gave occasion to the rise of the
African Independent Churches are also, by and large, absent in the Ethiopian situation.
Studying the origin and dynamics of new religious movements in Ethiopia with radical
messages and orientations offers a new insight and dimension of African Instituted
Churches and contributes a page to the ongoing discussions of the independent faith
movements.

There are several reasons to explain my interest in the study of the evangelical
movement in Ethiopia. One of the reasons why I undertook this research project is the
high degree of confusion and misunderstanding that prevails among the public and
scholars alike regarding Ethiopian evangelicals and the faith they represent. Evangelical
Christianity has always been viewed by mainline religious thinking as outlandish, and
as a result, it has never been understood by what it is and for what it stands, hence, its
popular portrayal as anti-culture, anti-nationalistic, atypical, and anti- Mary, when the
characterization assumes a theological slant. Compounding the confusion and
misconception is its association with externality, the assumption that it is a foreign
religion introduced by foreigners. Hence, the pervasive notion of mete haymanot, a
religion of alien import, an exclusionary tool that has been used to relegate the

evangelical faith into the shadow, push it out of public discourse and de-legitimize its



existence. The communist leaders, in particular used this notion of mete, to isolate and
target Evangelical Christians by linking them with the CIA. But this secularized
religious version of religious thinking mainly comes from an old nationalistic paradigm
stemming from mainstream thinking strongly influenced by the Orthodox Church.
Evangelical Christians have not tried to counter this challenge through apologetics or
other forms of expressive discourses. Rather, their putative response has been
aggressive soul winning and multiplication, which only contributed to the heightened
suspicion that someone else from the outside was behind them. Whatever the
circumstances that have given rise to the misapprehensions, it is vitally important to
have a critical study of the new dimension of Christianity in Ethiopia that seeks to
situate its history in the larger Ethiopian socio-religious context to see its development
from a local (national) perspective.

Several factors justify this research. For instance, the sheer growth of the
evangelical movements demands explanation. The evangelical Christian faith, in all its
forms, presents one of the most extraordinary developments in modern Ethiopia with its
rapid spread across all regions, unnoticed by scholars and with very few people being
aware of its expansion. The growth of the evangelical faith in Ethiopia, a country
widely considered as solidly Orthodox, is a startlingly dramatic. Beginning from a
relatively obscure origin, not only has it attracted millions of followers but it has also
become an influential religious and social phenomenon with growing impacts. This
intriguing development in itself requires a critical investigation that takes the contexts
into account and tries to explain the movement’s dynamics and character. The

evangelical movement has come to the fore by contesting the ground held by an already



established national Church enjoying state support for the most part of its existence.
The conditions in which the faith successfully withstood the challenges and the manner
in which the faith has sustained itself require serious study and documentation.
Furthermore, there is the need to capture the various trends and trajectories the
evangelical movement has taken especially over the last four decades in order to
understand it more fully in all its national dimensions. On the global level, Christianity
has made a radical historical, geographical and ideational shift as it moves from its
original Western enlightenment oriented matrix and unfolds in societies characterized
by changes and suffering arising from poverty and various forms of oppressions.
Undertaking such studies helps to capture the local idioms and articulations of a global
movement.

In this study, I examine the major defining contours of the history of the
evangelical movement in Ethiopia by paying especial attention to the period of its rapid
expansion and development. This dissertation investigates the birth and the historical
evolution of a religious movement, which had its original roots in the fringe peripheral
communities but later grew into a large-scale movement that has now assumed a
national magnitude. It is a faith movement that evolved from a religion of yadar agar
(peripheral land) to the religion of ye mahal agar (the land of the center). As with all
historical developments and traditions, evangelical Christianity has been shaped and
refined to its present form by diverse historical events. The central question to which
this dissertation seeks to find an answer is: How has the evangelical Christian
movement with an inconsequential number of followers in the early 1960’s risen to

such national visibility garnering members in millions and thus becoming a significant



element in the religious landscape of the Ethiopian society? Subsidiary questions are:
What are the dynamics and factors accounting for its remarkable expansion? What have
been the crucial events, defining moments, shaping contexts and key agents, which
played out in the growth processes?

This dissertation offers explanations to these and related questions by outlining
the crucial features of the development of the evangelical faith as well as capturing its

key points of transition and transformation in a continuum.

Statement of the Problem:

The evangelical movement in Ethiopia is a subject that is poorly understood and
even less studied in Ethiopia. The evangelical movement is a rubric which embraces
diverse strands of religious stirrings appearing in the non —Orthodox and non-Catholic
variants of the Christian faith. Uniquely, the movement has received the standard
designation of Pente, a shortened reference to Pentecostalism, an Ethiopian po;;ular
conception not found elsewhere. In the Ethiopian situation, the Pentecostal movement
is an aspect of the larger evangelical movement that unfolded in the 1960’s and greatly
contributed to its advance. But subsuming the whole movement under the rubric Pente
is a misrepresentation of the historical evolution, dynamics and character of the
evangelical movement in Ethiopia. The lack of sound understanding, and the
marginalization of the new dimension of Christianity in Ethiopia by mainstream
religious thinking that resists innovations, accounts for persisting misconceptions of the

historical evolution and development of the faith.



Limitations of the study:

The following are some of the things that I consider to be limitations of the
study. For one thing evangelical Christians have lived in constant tension with the
established National Church and hence suffered covert and overt persecution. This was
true chiefly true of the period of the Ethiopian Revolution where evangelical Christians
were particularly harassed because of their alleged connections with the West as their
origins is linked with Protestant missionaries. As a result, the leadership of the various
churches and their individual members has not been able to keep documents by way of
records, memoirs or diaries that could have been utilized for the purpose of this
research. The available documents were destroyed when the military regime either
demolished or confiscated church property and dumped files. The problem of
documentation becomes a vital concern when it comes to substantive information
regarding identification of membership profiles, size of various churches and measuring
their numerical growth across time. In general, there is a lack of tradition of keeping
records of members on the part of local churches, hence the problem that this creates
for documenting church growth in Ethiopia. I have explored other options to mitigate
the problem of providing substantive data by using additional venues such as oral
information from church and long time participants, accounts, reports, and observations
of missionaries and travelers, and to a degree, government records.

Second, this wo;k covers many domains because of the importance it gives in
highlighting the main contours of the evangelical movement at the macro and micro
historical level. My own approach of choosing to study the new dimension of

Christianity as a movement from an ecumenical perspective, rather than focusing on a
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single denomination, has not allowed closer scrutiny into the socio —political contexts
(sociological analysis), theological or missiological considerations (creeds, dogmas,
etc.) of specific denominations, or to engage in the study of institutional history of
various churches.

Third, I have to mention the challenge of studying movements based on faith
with claims of supernatural or epiphanal experiences, which are difficult to
authenticate, although such experiences constitute transforming moments for those
claiming them as true. Although I have not sought to take a dismissive position on
personal experiences attributed to religion, I take the view that putatively divine or
sublime forces can only be communicated through cultural media, human agency and
situational contexts and hence form part of the complex variables of human experience
in a given historical context. Whatever constitutes religion, it is a social and cultural
phenomenon, and it is expressed through human ideas, symbols, feelings, practices,
movements, and organizations. These expressions are the products of social
interactions, processes and structures and as such are historically traceable and can be
investigated. The study of religious phenomenon needs to take stock of the poly-
contextual environment in which it has its being, moves and continues to interact as the
human side of religion.

In general, believers and non-believers approach religious experience
differently. Non-believers or people with secular orientation tend to formulate diverse
sociological, psychological and existential theories to explain a religious situation. For
them, the religious experience the believers claim might appear to be illusions or mis-

recognitions or else, perceived truth. Believers, by contrast, have a different perception
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of religious experiences and how people conceive relating to a supernatural reality,
which for them constitutes the primary element on which every thing hinges and from
which other things, such as social ties, services, institutions and structures emanate. In
short, believers assert that there are supernatural factors at work in human drama that
directly impinge upon human affairs and cause turning points to transpire. Such
claimed religious experiences have given passion, visions, commitment, zeal and the
power to make consequential decisions affecting their lives. The claims also stir up on
the part of the believers strong convictions to develop a sense of calling to become
agents of transmission of their belief and to face daunting trials unflinchingly. The
historian does not have the methodological tools or the prerogative either to affirm or
dismiss such claims.

I want to provide few examples to illustrate my case. Dr Samson Ayana was a
former officer from the Ethiopian Air Force who later became a prominent member of
the Workers’ Party of Ethiopia. He got his Ph. D from the University of Moscow and
wrote his dissertation on strategies of inculcating secular philosophy (communism) in
the thoughts of religious minded Ethiopians under the title: “Factors that Form
Scientific World Outlook.” He worked as a chief propagandist agent for the Marxist
regime in Ethiopia. Following the collapse of the regime, he took flight to Kenya and
became a refugee. At some point in his life, he became a convert to the evangelical
Christian faith. He came back to Ethiopia, worked for a company, managed to save
money and opened a successful business firm called, “EL SAM Impex.” He became an
itinerant evangelist relying on his personal resources. Not only that, he established his

Own organization to provide financial backing for many evangelists that could work as
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rural missionaries in Ethiopia. His religious experience transformed his life and also
brought social conversion, reorientation of life’s commitment and purpose.

The other example has to do with a medical doctor, Doctor Tibebu Haile
Sellassie, who was a convert from the Orthodox Church into the evangelical faith. Dr
Tibebu chose to serve as a medical doctor in the predominantly Somali-inhabited area
of the Ogaden in order to get a chance to communicate his faith to the local people.
While serving as a medical doctor, Dr. Tibebu was taken by the Somali forces from the
Ogaden during the 1977 Ethio-Somali war, together with thousands of Ethiopians, and
thrown to a Hawe prison camp in Somalia, where he was kept for eleven years. During
his prison life he was engaged in teaching, helping the sick and doing other merciful
works and witnessing his faith to hundreds. He was released from prison and found a
job in an international organization and is still involved in sharing his faith to many
Ethiopians at home and abroad on how his faith helped him to endure pain and
difficulties and keep on doing good works.

There are also ordinary men, men without titles, people like Mehari Chorka, a
farmer from Wolayta, southern Ethiopia who was converted to the evangelical Christian
faith and chose to be an evangelist in order to share his testimony and what he believed
was the “good news” to others by traveling across all regions of southern Ethiopia
beginning from the 1940’s and continuing to this day, even in his old age. Mehari
suffered imprisonment several times under both the imperial and the military regimes,
and he is still willing to endure more. There is also the story of Tesfaye Gabiso, a
young man from Yirgalem who embraced the evangelical faith in the late 60’s and soon

became a renowned gospel singer. His gospel songs, especially the ones he composed
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during the Marxist regime, were heard by millions of Ethiopians. He was imprisoned
for seven years just because he refused to renounce his faith and declined the invitation
presented by the local cadres to join their ranks. These men and many like them
emphasize the conviction shared by many evangelical Christians in Ethiopia, whose
faith journey has been guided by the motto: “Reason takes you to the shore and faith
takes you across.”

Accounting, or to be specific, historicizing the actions and steps taken by
individuals based on faith is a difficult task, but, I try to acknowledge it as part of the
informing milieu of people in their existential situations without discounting the
diversity of human motives and the rational and pragmatic choices people make. The
vocation of the historian is to write about what actually happened and historical
excursions into the past seek to provide causative explanations to the affairs of the
concrete happenings in publicly accessible terms. Impacts of religious experiences as
reflected in peoples’ attitudinal changes and actions they accomplish, as resultant
developments are accessible data not subjectively interiorized phenomena. Whatever
language seem to represent the views of the evangelicals, I present as theirs. Since I am
studying the history of people who take their faith seriously and who order their life
experiences based on that faith, I cannot avoid using religious vocabularies and other
forms of expressions of their faith in discussing their experiences and their encounters.
I put what they consider to be authentic experiences in quotes.

Admittedly, I am somewhat limited in presenting the arena of faith as it relates
to the individuals experiencing it and to those embracing the faith and those

contributing to its expansion by paraphrasing their narratives as fit to the study of



history. My approach, as a student of history, is to write about a faith-related subject as
objectively as possible. Informing my perspective i;: religious studies examine the
various media by which people make, find and improvise religious idioms in their
varied existential contexts. I have chosen to study religious phenomena as part of a
popular movement across time and in changing contexts, rather than focusing on
specific instances or cases. I have not adopted the theological elements as a frame of
reference to a movement that claims to be Christian. I consider this too present its own
limitation in fully grasping the deeper spiritual aspects of the evangelical movement in
Ethiopia.

The selected cases are indicative of the questionability of the assumption that
when choosing religious affiliation and commitment, people will simply weigh rewards
against cost and they will try to get the most for their investment. The above stories, to
a degree, render problematic nature of assigning functionalist character to religious
experiences. Such a cost-benefit approach does not seem to be a beneficial model to
apply to the Ethiopian situation without ruling out the instrumentality role religion
plays. The early Pentecostals were members of a promising elite and today most of the
pioneers of the movement have distinguished careers while actively pursuing their
faith. In their youth, however, they accepted suffering, ostracization from society and
brutal treatment from some officials of Haile Sellassie’s government and during the
military regime. They paid a dear price to hold on and keep the faith. None of those I
have interviewed attributed their endurance to their own strength and commitment.
Instead, they insisted that it was the power of God through prayer that enabled them to

carry on and overcome difficult challenges. I do not consider after having interviewed
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and interacted with hundreds of informants, the faith appropriated by evangelical
Christians as a mere interstitial force with fleeting importance serving only the moment.
It is something deep-seated, investing people with enduring convictions and ideals that
form bedrocks of their beliefs and commitment from which flows resolute actions. Cost
benefit analysis can hardly explain their situation even if one allows other variables
involved and the complex nature of human motives.

I gave extensive treatment to this aspect of the study’s limitation because of the
enormity of the importance of an inquiry dealing with faith-oriented subjects and its
problematic nature when exclusive attention is given to social and psychological
aspecté to the neglect of beliefs and other spiritual considerations.

Fourth, a study that seeks to outline the historical evolution of a faith movement
by tracking its locus and significant moments and key players in various arenas, also
misses a lot in terms of capturing important aspects of the faith it studies. For instance,
one could focus more on the interaction between evangelical Christianity and local
culture, particularly as they relate to the rural population. This encounter has not been
investigated, and likewise, the differential dynamic of the faith in rural and urban
settings has not been considered.

The last aspect of the limitation that I seek to point out is the issue of proximity,
that is to say proximity of the unfolding of the story to the present. This is particularly
true of the new faith movements and charismatic renewals within and outside of the
mainline churches whose stories are in the process of becoming. Except providing lead
ideas and general remarks, I have avoided making conclusive statements. I did,

however, raise questions for future research in my conclusion section.
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My own background has also to a great extent, helped me to balance out things.
I was born and raised in an Orthodox Christian family. I turned to Marxism by leaving
behind my given parental faith when I got deeply involved in the radicalism of the
student movement in the 1970’s in the former Haile Sellassi I University. Like most of
my generation who sought to be change agents and committed their lives to the cause of
the people, the failed socialist experience and the social disasters wrought about by a
brutal military rule had a crushing influence. Later in my life 1 embraced the
evangelical faith following a curious encounter with a colleague in the Addis Ababa
University. In 1987, I became a member of a local Baptist church in Addis Ababa. My
involvement in leadership positions both in my local Baptist church and at the national
level, in the larger umbrella of the Fellowship of Ethiopian Evangelical Christians, gave
me the opportunity to understand the faith closely and establish connections with some
of the key people who have played active role in the growth of the evangelical
movement in the past. The contacts I had in the past with many influential evangelists
and church leaders provided open venues to identify my informants from various
denominations and establish good rapport with them during interview sessions. This
was an added advantage that enabled me to interact with them in an atmosphere of
cordiality and mutual trust. I acknowledge the possible danger of my relative position
of being an insider. Nevertheless, I equally recognize the advantages of being a
participant observer. I view my self as an insider invested with the benefit of past/lived
experience and hindsight that place on me some sort of reality checks and balances
cautioning against the excess of an emic approach to my study, though I find the emic

approach to be extremely valuable, for it adds insight and perspective that become
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relatively more available and accessible as a participant. The emic position does not
provide a privileged position for the researcher to hold unqualified knowledge
substituting subjectivity for evidential objective statement. Etic concerns, considering
things from an outside as outsider, are also crucial, but I am in favor of recognizing a
continuum of concerns that embraces the “insiders” perspective and the “outsiders”
point of view as epistemologically and phenomehological beneficial. Accordingly, my

approach combines both methodological positions.

Thesis:

The general thesis I seek to forward in this dissertation is: though Protestant
missionaries have introduced evangelical Christianity to Ethiopia from the West, its
growth and expansion results mainly from contributions of native agencies. This is true
given the legal and cultural restrictions under which the Western Protestant
missionaries operated and granted the remarkable expansion of the movement occurred
during the times of the Ethiopian Revolution in the conspicuously absence of the
external agencies.

I extend my thesis further by making the claim that this is notably linked to the
rise of a radical Pentecostal movement in the 1960’s. The growth of Pentecostalism,
which is largely an independent initiative pioneered by young Ethiopians, occupies
center stage in the expansion of the evangelical Christian movement. Pentecostalism in
the Ethiopian context is a re-appropriation and practical expression of new religious
ideas in the veins of pre-existing spiritual values and consciousness gaining newer

emphasis and vitality occasioned by social and cultural changes. The Pentecostal
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movement, whose followers came mainly from the Ethiopian Orthodox background,
provided strong impetus for the rise of a stalwart missionary project that has sustained
itself because of its indigenous roots, voluntaristic nature, an enthusiastic embarkation

on evangelization programs of national import.

Elaborating the thesis:

The Pentecostal movement in Ethiopia owes its success to the capacity of its
members to create networks and new associational spaces to effectively communicate
their faith to others. The Ethiopian Pentecostals focussed entirely on the agenda of soul
winning with the virtual neglect of issues of social and economic developments. The
new national religious strain whose members were young Ethiopians with modern
educations introduced a flamboyant and salvation centered experiential faith, which
symbolized the fulfillment of the long spiritual quest of many Ethiopians. The
Ethiopian Pentecostals considerably advanced the expansion of the evangelical
movement using networks of friendly associations, (relationships family and friends)
the organizations of chapels and revival meetings, and the production of gospel songs
combining meditative and oral theology appealing to a wide sections of the Ethiopian
society.

Witnessing, testifying to one’s conversion experience and winning souls to the
same effect, has been the most critical and key ingredient accounting for the
dissemination of the evangelical faith amongst many Ethiopian. Witnessing, a key

element of the evangelical tradition in the past, was thrown into bold relief by the

Pentecostals and effectively used for their evangelistic enterprises. Building on an
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already existing rich Christian resource base, like their Jewish parallel, where
Christianity developed in the context of Jewish monotheism, the Pentecostals redoubled
their efforts to reach what they considered were their Christian brethren. The
Pentecostals’ persecution, their organizing skills and their prior encounters and
contestation with radical Marxists constituted significant experiences to help the church
survive and thrive when it came under fire during the Marxist regime through the
period of the Ethiopian Revolution (1974-1991). This thesis does neither deny the
missionary factor, nor negate the contribution of the Orthodox Church. It simply seeks
to spell out the critical role the development of Pentecostalism has played in the growth

and expansion of the Evangelical faith in Ethiopia.

Scope of the study:

Although I try to situate the evangelical movement within the larger perspective
of its rise and development by going back as far as the late 19™ and early 20" centuries,
the main thrust and focus of the dissertation is the period 1941-1991. It is in this phase
of evangelical movement that one sees remarkable quantitative as well as qualitative
changes. Evangelical Christianity took an appreciable leap in these years in the size of
its followers, underwent a high degree of indigenization and assumed national visibility
by moving out of its rural traditional mission base. The year 1941 is selected because it
was the year that marked the beginning of the restoration of independence. Following
his exile experience, Emperor Haile Sellassie became more open to the West, whose
development path he wanted to emulate. The restoration period, in a way, also marked a

new beginning for Ethiopia as the discontinuity and the disruptive influence of the
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Italian interlude forced the Emperor to rethink and envision a new Ethiopia. His
openness to the West is one of the conditions that made the missionary factor in
Ethiopia remarkably different than it had been under his predecessors. The 1944
Mission Decree not only legalized the missionary enterprise in Ethiopia but also gave
new opportunities for numerous mission organizations to enter and operate in Ethiopia.
The choice for the 1991 as ending date is associated with the fall of the Marxist regime
under which, paradoxically, the church grew by millions and became more
pentecostalized. The Revolution not only created unprecedented momentum for church
growth in Ethiopia, but it also provided the context for the emergence of an indigenous
church with its own national distinctive. Following the collapse of the Marxist military
regime, evangelical Christianity in Ethiopian has entered a new phase shaped by the
ramifications of another de-centering political development, relative freedom

prevailing, and increasing global influences.

Approach and Research perspective:

Although I am constructing the historical evolution of the evangelical
movement, | seek to maintain a “centrist” (integrationist/integrative) approach. I use the
word “centrist” not in its binary center-periphery sense, but to mean holistic, seeing
things in their totality. I view fhe movement within the context and history of larger
developments in Ethiopia. For instance, one cannot talk of Evangelical Christianity in
Ethiopia without paying attention to the Orthodox Christian tradition that had pre-
existed it. That is why I have placed the legacy of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church as

my first chapter. My approach is also holistic in the sense that I situate my studies in
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their historical, regional, and political and time contexts, identifying key issues and
points of departures in tracing the diverse contours of the evangelical movement. This
approach also helps to examine the role of all actors and key players in the development
of the evangelical movement across denominations. It also allows capturing the
contributions of both external and local actors in the evangelical enterprise in Ethiopia,
though the indigenous dimension receives greater stress. I base my investigation on key
concepts like agency, local or external; contexts local, national or international; and
trends that show the changing faces of the movement. These concepts allow me to
move in multiple directions through time and space and engage in diverse issues
relating to evangelicalism, which helps me see the movement from many sides.
Informing my research perspective is my conviction that the historian can study
the religious history of a given society as an important component of the constituencies
that make up its totality. The historian selects aspects of a society and studies them.
Hence, to what he selects he assigns names, and his selection forms his focal point and
basic texts. In the same manner, the religious historian takes religious phenomena as
aspects of the totality of human experience; hence he makes them the principal focal
point of his study text. I seek to stress the fact that religion should not be reduced to its
sociological, psychological or economic dimensions, although it is true that these
factors may impinge on the forms of a given religion and the direction and dynamics of
its growth. Religious experiences are expressions of human affairs, and as such, they
can be understood, examined and analyzed in their own terms as well as in association
with other dimensions of human experiences, and they can be subjected to the same

rules of historical investigation. For many Ethiopians who have been involved in
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promoting the evangelical faith, religion has been the central occupation and shaping
influence of their lives and activities. Religion has no separate location in human
experience or in human history for there are so many things in human experience
intersecting and shading into each other’s realm. Thus, I want to place due emphasis on
contexts and on the interconnectedness of social existence. Context helps to clarify and
add meaning to the behavioral alternative to which a particular individual or group of
people might be disposed in a particular situation and setting. It also helps to integrate
and consider the macroscopic (the larger) and microscopic (the individual/ volitional)
scene to determine what accounts for the range of responses an individual or a group of
people make in encountering religious and changes.

Context becomes important in considering mass conversions and the people’s
movement in southern Ethiopia that transpired during the Italian occupation and the
remarkable growth of the evangelical faith during the Marxist era. Concerning the
latter, the clash between an intrusive state imposing atheism upon a society with a
deeply religious tradition, the despair and the gloom obtained, particularly during the
Red terror, form important conditions to understand the context of church growth
during the period of the revolution.

This obse.rvation posits the view that the individual is a choice and decision
maker, but not a totally autonomous or isolated actor or a passive participant moving
and acting alone. In other words, rational choices do not occur in vacuous socio-
political contexts. My guiding idea is that while it certainly is true that individuals seek

to establish meaning and order in their lives, they do so within the context of a
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particular set of cultural constructs, intellectual climate, social conditions, social
relations and new situations encountering them.

I also expand the concept of context to include three important notions, namely,
moments, locale, and the story. Moments refer to specific situations where an
individual appears to have experienced new ideas or revelations to his life, new
religious insights whose encounter with them become vehicles to make a new start.
Locale simply refers to the seedbed or the circumstances that underlie the moments
themselves; it could be a crisis situation (refugee, prison houses) but not necessarily so.
The story refers to the new insights that the individual comes to receive through certain
agents, friend, evangelist, TV broadcast, books, Biblical passages, etc. The last one
mainly seeks to highlight a forgotten dimension in the equation of radical spiritual
transformation: the power of the messages ericountered, or simply, the potency of
religious ideas to produce effects, or the person’s faith in internalizing those ideas at a
certain existential moment from which he constructs meaning and space opening
venues to a new path in life and creating the conditions for new associational spaces to
interact with others.

Religious movements depend on the active works of human beings through
existential means, that is, the medium of institutions, organizations, promoters of new
movements and groups. The process of constructing a movement may involve moral
suasion, appeal, philosophical or theological argument, legal determination, political
imposition, and to some degree, violence, or countering violence through proactive or
reactive responses. Thus the due stress I give to the issue of agency. In the Ethiopian

situation the agents who have used various media such as personal contacts or tract
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distribution or itinerant preaching elude the historians search because in most cases
they represent unorganized individual actions in places and times hard to trace
altogether. In most cases, the human agents refer to proximate means, namely, those
who operate from a familiar circle of influence, be it based on friendship or kinship or
colleagual relations. As much as possible I made effort to identify the key players
among the living, hear their tales and map out the broader picture of the story using
their information. Whatever was religious truth conceived to be, it must be
communicated to be believed. It is most effective in the context of people’s relations in
which a certain degree of rapport and trust already exists. Thus, the significance of the

notion of the social analysis network.

Definition of terms:

The term evangelical is not an easy one to define since it is used in so many
different ways and meant different things to the Western Christian traditions in Europe
and America from which it originated. It is almost always the case that the local or
regional context that defines it. The appellation has its root in the Greek word,
evangelion, the Gospel, derived from its etymological meaning of “ good news.”

A central element of Evangelical Christians is their stress on the need for a
personal relationship with God through faith in the atoning work of Jesus Christ. From
this point of view, accepting this truth and becoming a Christian involves going through
a conversion experience followed by a radical transformation in the way one views the
world and in the manner he runs and organizes day-to-day life. Arising from this

commitment, evangelicals affirm the necessity of being “born again” by the spirit of
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God and living a sanctified and regenerated life that stands in marked contrast to the
past mode of existence and to the world that surrounds them. Evangelical Christians are
missionary minded for they take witnessing to others as serious calling of their lives,
and hence, are committed to evangelizing the world.

According to Mark Noll, its key ingredients are: Biblicism, reliance on the Bible
as the ultimate religious authority, Convesionism, an emphasis on the new birth as a life
changing experience of becoming a Christian, Activism, a concern for sharing and
witnessing the faith to others, and Crucisism, as a focus on Christ’s redeeming work on
the Cross as the only way of salvation.® The term is mostly associated with Christians
of Reformation roots that place less stress on creeds, sacraments and liturgies.

I shall use the term “Evangelical” as an umbrella term or a short hand reference
to designate the various strands of Christian communities, which directly or indirectly
emanate from Western Protestant missionary activities in Ethiopia. I use the term as an
abbreviation to subsume under one generic term virtually all Christian groups that lie
outside the Ethiopian Orthodox and the Catholic Churches. It is an inclusive term which
embraces a myriad of denominations which originated from the activities of
missionaries who came from the revivalist tradition of the West which stressed
conversion, “born again” experience, sanctification and inerrancy of the Bible, and
belief in the plenary inspiration of the Scriptures. I have included the Pentecostals and
the various renewal movements, which are generically referred to as Charismatics, in
the same category as evangelicals because they " share fundamentally the above
attributes except the emphasis they place on the power and applications of the gifts of

the Holy Spirit. Conversion is primary for both the Evangelicals and Pentecostals,
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while for the latter the quest for the Spirit and healing may be as significant. By and
large, both groups tend to adopt behavioral norms that draw lines between them and
“the world” expressed in conventions, attitudes and languages that reflect strict
morality and holiness, especially in the are of sexual fidelity and the use of alcohol.

In the context of Ethiopia what might complicate the scenario is the fact that
many of the various missionaries who worked in the country came with different
conceptions of the term evangelical. For instance, for the Lutheran groups from Sweden
and Germany, the term simply implies a further emphasis of the Protestant faith
highlighting salvation and the Sola Scriptora aspects and the missionary spirit. For
those missionaries who came from the revivalistic tradition, mainly from US, such as
the Sudan Interior Mission (SIM), in addition to the above elements, the notion of
sanctification as exemplified by living a separate and holy life, is strongly stressed. The
Pentecostals stressed the latter aspect even more emphatically especially during the
revolution as a sign of showing extreme distance from and distaste for the order of the
day.

Although many Ethiopians sharing these essential characterizations refer to
themselves as simply Christians, since they have formed distinctive Christian
communities revealing the above-shared elements, I have classified them as
evangelicals. Ethiopian Christians whom I have labeled as evangelicals, all share
elements of the evangelical faith as identified above, but strongly exhibit the zeal to
evangelize and make new converts, have avowed belief and commitment to the
authority of the Holy Scripture, and demonstrate sanctified life by abstaining from

Practices such as smoking and drinking and avoiding mixing with what they consider is
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a worldly culture. These are the major distinguishing traits of Ethiopian evangelicals
that outwardly set them apart from other Ethiopians confessing the same faith.

There are also other legitimate reasons why I opted to use the term evangelical
as a conceptual tool to aggregate various faith communities sharing critical common
grounds. First of all, the first Christian communities who formed a separate
congregation being forced to leave the Orthodox Church in Southwestern Ethiopia used
the Amharic term, wengelawian, literally evangelicals, to describe themselves.
Moreover, when the group grew in size and officially registered in 1959, the name they
gave to their religious association bore the designation the Ethiopian Evangelical
Church of Mekane Yesus. In the same manner, the various Christian groups that sprang
out of the activities of the SIM missionaries, which from the very beginning formed
separate and distinct faith communities in southern Ethiopia, also adopted the name Ya-
wengel amagnoch andenet hebret when they were trying to form a single association
that would bring together the scattered congregations. Second, beginning from the
period of the Italian occupation, in the 1930’s, there was a wide-spread movement in
southern, southwestern and the central parts of Ethiopia, including the capital city,
Addis Ababa, that sought to unite the various Christian groups from mission
background with the intent of forming a united church under the rubric of “evangelical”
Ya-Ityopia wegelawian abyate krestiyanat hebret. Third, the official name of the
existing umbrella organization representing all non-Orthodox and non-Catholic
Christians in Ethiopia contains the term evangelical (Ya-Itypia wengelawian abyate
krestianat hebret), the Evangelical Church Fellowship of Ethiopia). The above are

clearly indicative of the level and type of consciousness the various Christian groups
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had developed towards their distinctive faith and its central emphasis on personal
salvation by faith and the born again experience as a normative tradition.

For the purpose of this dissertation, I use the term Pentecostal in reference to
those Christian whose doctrines incorporate the baptism of the Holy Spirit, which most
believe to happen following rebirth, immediate or after words, at some stage,
glossolalia (speaking in tongues, evidence of the baptism), glossographia (visions and
dreams), prophesy (revelatory knowledge, invoking revealed truth) as manifestations.
Spiritual practices such as healing and exorcism assume theological as well as practical
significance. Pentecostals embrace the gifts of the Holy Spirit, Charisma, as outlined in
I Corinthians Chapter 12: 4-12, and encourage their members to exercise them in public
squares rather than merely acknowledging them as creedal truth. Ethiopian Pentecostals
like their counterparts elsewhere, affirm as well as invoke the enabling power of the
Holy Spirit for a victorious Christian life and for “witnessing” their faith to others
according to the Book of Acts 1:6-9, 2:1-13.

I use the term Charismatic to identify those who embrace the demonstrative
characteristics of Pentecostalism but without incorporating them in their doctrines. Like
the Pentecostals, Charismatics also stress healing, exorcism and utterances of prophesy
openly in their regular services. The charismatic movement is a world —wide
phenomenon that has hit established churches including the Catholic and Orthodox
churches since the 1960’s. With the spread of the influence of Pentecostalism, churches
considered to be mainline are increasingly becoming charismatic, a phenomenon that

has began to have a bearing on the traditional Ethiopian Orthodox Church.

29



¥



I use the terms mainline or mainstream, interchangeably to those kinds of
churches which have tended to be traditional in the sense that they have had
longstanding presence the in the religious scene, have large followings and tend to exert
a measure of social and cultural influence in the society. In the West, particularly, the
US, the term mainline largely refers to the Presbyterian, Episcopal, and Methodists
churches. In the Ethiopian contexts the line between evangelicals and mainline
churches has been blurred due to the spread of Pentecostalism across denominations
and the closer ecumenical ties that the Ethiopian Revolution has dictated. Hence, the
reference is mainly restricted to the long established National Church.

Throughout the dissertation, I use the term “evangelical church” to refer to the
various denominational groups falling within the evangelical category as defined above
as a generic term to stand for all of them. The reason for that is, my dissertation studies
and reconstructs the history of the evangelical movement in its broader and inclusive
dimension rather than focusing of a single denomination. However, when I mention a
local church by it specific local name, I apply the capital letter. I employ the term
Church with capital letter to apply to the Ethiopian Orthodox Church.

Historically, the evangelical Christian groups in Ethiopia have also been defined
by others, especially by adherents of the mainline national Orthodox Church invariably
as katolic, (Catholic, meaning betrayers), fsere mariam (anti-Mary), ye mission lijoch,
sons of missionaries, ye-yesus sewoch, the people of Jesus, menafican (heretics), mete
(foreign origin), and in later days with the rise of the Pentecostal movement, pente, (a

derisive shortened reference to Pentecostalism). It is this term, which was originally

coined by others with pejorative meaning, that has currently become a commonplace
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popular designation for all evangelicals in Ethiopia and which ironically has been
accepted by evangelicals despite its negative original connotations. After the fall of the
Derg, the term also assumed the added meaning of referring to some one who stands
firmly for his religious convictions, and is isolationist or sectarian and un-mixing in his
social life, ascriptive attributes with less theological underpinnings. Evangelical
Christians have also tried to designate names for themselves in the past. The most
common and safest name they have adopted was amagniyan, meaning believers, a

neutral and non-offending term to those who do not welcome the new faith.

Theoretical framework:

In general, I have eschewed adopting a specific overarching theoretical
framework to canvas my entire project, though I have read a number of materials to
acquaint my self with theories dealing with religious movements (for instance, the
works of Peter Berger, Anthony Wallace, Rodney Stark, Everett Rogers, and Luther P.
Gerlach, etc.). I have consulted with various theories of religion, which view religion
as: a mask for class consciousness(Marxists); as a moral restraint or social glue
(Functionalist approach), as means of amelioration of crisis (social anomies), and as a
compensation of personal grief and loss (deprivation theory). In some sections of this
dissertation, I have made references to some of these theories to put religious
developments in their proper socio —cultural perspectives.

This position comes from my conviction that primary research like mine, where
the subject is not sufficiently studied and debated, theorizing should wait until detailed
and comparative historical reconstructions are conducted on a given subject along many

disciplinary fronts. Moreover, I am dealing with diverse issues that took place at
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different times and various geographical zones involving multiple agencies that refuse

to collapse in one general framework

Literature review and commentary on sources

Published sources and relevant literature:

Although there are no scholarly materials that have directly to do with my
research project, there are many works that in one way or another have provided some
vital information to construct the history of the evangelical movement in Ethiopia. I
will provide a brief outline of their significance by selecting a few works that have
some general relevance to the study of the evangelical faith in Ethiopia. This also helps

to situate my work in its wider scholarly context.

Ethiopian/local:
Enjoying the relative freedom that exits in the country and with the feeling that

the evangelical church is coming of age in Ethiopia, some Ethiopians have taken the
initiative of writing the history of their respective local churches. Among such works
that deserve mention are: Bekele Wolde Kidan’s, Rivival Ityopia ena Ya-Mechereshaw
Mecheresha (2003), which documents aspects of the Pentecostal movement in Ethiopia
from a Mulu Wengel perspective and Tilahun Beyene’s, Ya- Meserete Krestos Tarik
( 2002), which presents the history of works of the Mennonite missions and the story of
the national church that was born out of their activities. They are both written from an
insider perspective and provide valuable insights regarding the contributions and roles
of indigenous actors in the development of the evangelical faith, especially in its

modern phase. Both works are written by prominent church leaders who have been in
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the evangelical movement for several years and who have first hand knowledge of the
material they are writing about. Both wrote their books out of personal interest and
initiative, without being commissioned to document the history of the institutions of
which they are members. Though both authors try to maintain a balanced approach to
their studies, they definitely exhibit a nationalist perspective out of their desire to
redress mission history in Ethiopia.

The Qale Heywet Church has published its history in three volumes in Ambharic,
namely Wondiye Ali's, Bemekera Wust Yabebech Bete Krestyian,(1998), which
contains the life stories of several individuals who were key players in the people’s
movement of the South during the Italian period and later became important figures in
the establishment of the Qale Heywet Church. Getachew Belete’s , Ya-Ekule Lelit
Wegegta (2000) and Elohe Ena Hale Luya (2000), both in Ambharic, provide valuable
information on the dynamics of church growth in the South, mission- church and
mission state relations. The latter book contains useful documents on church-state
relations during the period of the Ethiopian Revolution and the way the Qale Heywet
church responded to the challenges of Marxism. It provides well-documented
information on religious persecution in Ethiopia with substantive information gained
from individual testimonies. Though the authors tried to maintain a somewhat
ecumenical approach by making occasional reference to the experience of other
evangelical churches, by and large, their main concern and focus is the Qale Heywet
church. If not entirely, the last volume makes some criticism of the position taken by
the missionaries in their quick flight out of Ethiopia in the initial years of the

Revolution.
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Feqadu Gurmeissa’s book, Ye Wangel Emenet Enqisqase ba- Ityopia (literally
evangelical faith movement in Ethiopia, 1999), presents a comprehensive history of the
formation and growth of the Ethiopian Evangelical Church of Mekane Yesus in
Ambharic. This book is a result of a well-researched work that integrates primary data,
oral accounts and relevant secondary sources and is useful because it pays attention to
the native factor in the spread of the evangelical movement in the southwestern part of
Ethiopia. In general the locally produced books though written for popular audience
provide new source of information for the scholars as they are written by those who
have been participants in the events they describe and richly utilize oral information
obtained from key actors and players.

Emmanuel Abraham, Reminiscence of My Life (1995), though not a scholarly
book, is written by one of the foremost leaders of the Ethiopian Evangelical Mekane
Yesus Church, who had also served it as its President. Emmanuel had been a man who
had a distinguished public service even rising to a ministerial position in Haile
Sellassie’s Government. This book is based on personal memoirs, rich experience and
meticulously collected information. It provides useful insider’s insights at the world of
the evangelical church in Ethiopia, its relation with the Ethiopian State and the National
Church and the problems evangelical Christians experienced. Its major shortcoming is
its sole focus on the Mekane Yesus Church.

Getachew Haile et al, The Missionary Factor in Ethiopia (1998), is an outcome
of a symposium held in Lund in 1996 on the impact of European missions on the
Ethiopian society. The essays examine the historical and functional interplay between

the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and European missionaries in a broad sweep. This is
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the first book that I know of where the “missionary factor” has been applied as a
conceptual tool in Ethiopian history. Its main emphasis on the Catholic and
Scandinavian missionaries shadows the impacts made by modern missionaries from the
US and leaves one unaware of the existence of the Pentecostals. It is a more or less
critical approach to foreign mission. It contains collections of articles by distinguished
Ethiopian and expatriate scholars with mission experience in Ethiopia. A major
weakness of this work is its defensive nature and the lack of insights concerning the
multiple dynamics and contexts of the missionary enterprise in Ethiopia. This is more
of true of the Ethiopian scholars who mainly approach the missionary factor from a
centrist perspective. The omission of the indigenous aspect of the missionary enterprise
in the whole conceptual package of the missionary factor is a major drawback of the
collection.

Debela Birri, “History of the Evangelical Church Bethel, 1919 to 1947
(Presbyterian Ethiopia)” (1995), was the product of a Ph. D. dissertation at the Lutheran
School of Theology in the US. The work is a reconstruction of the history of a local
church beginning from its foundation with the advent of an American missionary, Dr.
T. Lambie in 1919, and ending with the birth of a local church in 1947. Its importance
lies in its stress on local actors and indigenous initiatives in the establishment of the
Bethel Church in the absence of foreign missionaries during the Italian occupation
period of 1936-1941. Though an important contribution of church history and mission
studies, its attention on a single institution and its regional focus on southwestern

Ethiopia limits its input for the study of the evangelical movement at the national level.
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Works of missionaries related to mission:

T. Engelsviken’s Molu Wongel: a documentary (1975), which draws its
accounts from first hand information obtained from pioneers of the Pentecostal
movement in Ethiopia, provides fresh insight and understanding as to the rise and
development of the new faith movements and its tensions with the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church. It is the first documentary account shading light on Pentecostalism in Ethiopia
in xts formative stage. The senior essay by Yoseph Kidane Wold on the history of the
Pentecostal movement in Addis Ababa (1976), largely draws from insights in this
document. A major limitation of Engelsviken’s work is the fact that since it was written
in the heat of the moment, with limited time to research and reflect, it is constrained by
a contextual analysis of the movement’s dynamics. It also contains some factual errors
relating to names and places.

Briant Fargher, The Origin of the New Church Movement in Southern Ethiopia
1927-1944(1996), documents and analyzes the development of the SIM related
churches in Southern Ethiopia, mainly from a SIM missionary perspective. It lays out
the history of the region and the social and political context in which the so-called
“peoples movement” in the South originated and developed. Its concluding section
provides some interesting insights of later developments and contemporary religious
situation in Ethiopia. Though a thoroughly researched and well-documented material
based on a Ph. D. dissertation, its exclusive focus on the SIM initiatives in the South
limits its usefulness for broader understanding of the evangelical movement. It also
suffers from lack of an inclusive study of religious movements from a poly-contextual

perspective. Its principal thrust seems to be theological and missiological rather than
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socio-cultural. The work is mainly built on missionary sources and is very much
focused on missionaries and their activities and as such leaves only a small room for
indigenous actors.

Paul Baliksy’s,- Wolaitta Evangelists: A Study of Religious Innovation in
Ethiopia 1937-1975 (1997), is also a product of doctoral dissertation, which provides a
rich and a well documented account of the spread of the evangelical faith in the area of
Wolaitta in Southern part of Ethiopia. The work has to be credited for the significant
attention it has given to the role and contribution of indigenous missionaries,
particularly in the Southern parts of Ethiopia. The author has also situated his studies in
the wider Ethiopian context by outlining the local history of the region that links it with
mainline historical developments of the country. His particular stress on a certain
peoples group in the south and his sympathetic positions towards them, which derive
from his missionary experience, betrays a victim’s perspective that at times taints his
otherwise objective presentation. Though the native factor in the evangelization of the
South has been clearly spelled out in this work, the dynamics of the Walayta factor in
the mission enterprise of southern Ethiopia, in particular and in Ethiopia in general, has
not been explained in its social, demographic and political contexts.

Gustav Aren’s pioneering works, which he presented in two books, Evangelical
Pioneers in Ethiopia (1978) and Envoys of the Gospel in Ethiopia (1999) provide solid
presentation on the origin and historical development of the evangelical movement in
Ethiopia and the shaping events of the formation of the Ethiopian Evangelical Church
of Mekane Yesus (EECMY). Evangelical Pioneers is a groundbreaking book of great

importance that came out of a meticulous research based on primary documents that the
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author effectively tapped for his dissertation work from the rich archival investigation
mainly from Swedish sources. The book covers the period from 1860’s to 1916 and
contains a fascinating account of the role of Eritrean priests with evangelical
orientations in the pre-history of the EECMY. His second book highlights the work of
missionary activities, local and foreigners alike, in the southwestern part of Ethiopia. It
contains invaluable materials concerning the efforts of Ethiopian evangelical Christians
to form a united evangelical church in Ethiopia and the challenges they faced. It is one
of the first major works that provides room for local entrepreneurs and their initiatives
in the process of the expansion of the evangelical faith in Ethiopia. Though Aren seeks
to include the experience of other missionary endeavors in Ethiopia, like the SIM and
the Presbyterian Church, the work largely emphasizes denominational history, for the
major thrust is the works of the Lutheran Mission and its offspring in Ethiopia. No
doubt, its regional emphasis, the southwestern part of Ethiopia, mainly Wellega and to
a degree, Addis Ababa, is also a minor drawback of Aren’s works. Aren's works have
significantly influenced mission studies in Ethiopia because of their seminal
significance.

O. Saevras’s, On Church and Mission Relations in Ethiopia 1944-1969 (1974)
and Johnny Bakke’s Christian Ministry (1987), both products of Ph. D. dissertations,
mainly deal with ecclesiastical, administrative and institutional dimension of the
EECMY, important components of mission and church history that have been explored
in great detail for the first time. Christian Ministry in particular pays attention to the

roles and function of elders and pastors of local churches and the contexts that
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determine varieties of leadership exercises demonstrated in the various synods of the
EECMY.

Viveca Norberg’ s Swedes in Haile Sellassie’s Ethiopia, 1924-1952 (1977), is a
work of major significance concerning the origin and development of Ethio-Swedish
relations. It is particularly important for understanding emperor Haile Sellassie’s
motivations for having a relatively open attitude toward western missionaries and how
this openness has contributed to the expansion of the evangelical faith in Ethiopia.

O. Eide’s recent contribution, Revolution and Religion (2000), examines state
and church relations pertaining to the EECMY during the period of the Ethiopian
Revolution. The work encompasses the relationship of a minority evangelical Christian
community identified with the Oromo of southern Ethiopia with a dominant national
church and its encounter with a Marxist state for the most part of the period of the
Ethiopian Revolution. A product of a Ph. D. dissertation, it is a well-researched and
well documented work based on primary material, extensive oral sources and relevant
seconda.ry materials. The conceptual tool on which he sought to analyze the existential
challenges of the church under the military regime is a center-periphery approach,
which has helped him to situate the particular challenge the EECMY faced mainly in
Wellega where most of its Oromo constituencies come from. The model he has used
could not be applied as a working analytical tool to examine the situation of the
evangelical churches, for instance in the southern parts of Ethiopia, where a more or
less parallel historico-political conditions existed but did not lead to the same kind of
developments as was the case in southwestern Ethiopia. Its rigid application has made

the model to be too simplistic and general. Eide makes occasional reference to the other
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denominations with respect to the issues of persecution and the challenges of Marxism
to the evangelical churches, but its principal focus is EECMY, which leaves out much
needed discussion on the general situation of the church in Ethiopia. The book’s
important contribution lies in its highlighting of the contribution of the late Gudina
Tumsa to provide leadership and direction to the evangelical churches in Ethiopia
during the Revolution and his daring challenges for which he had to pay with his life.

Seppo Vaisanen’s dissertation work, The Challenge of Marxism to Evangelical
Christianity with Special Reference to Ethiopia (1981), is another contribution to
church and state relations during the Marxist rule. It gives an extensive coverage of the
encounter of Marxism and evangelical Christianity in other countries and how
evangelical churches responded and existed in tension amidst the challenges of a hostile
philosophy. His exclusive focus on one denomination, that is the EECMY, makes the
work suffer from a lack of a broader perspective of church and state relations during
this critical moment of the history of the evangelical churches in Ethiopia.

Arme Tolo’s, Sidama and Ethiopia(1998), is a work that essentially investigates
the developments that led to the rise and integration of the local Sidama evangelical
Christian communities into the Evangelical Lutheran movement. It is an important book
that contains important insights into the encounters between the evangelical faith and
local culture and religious practices of southern Ethiopia. It also provides useful
accounts on the tensions that existed between the new believers and the local governors
who were northerners from an Orthodox Christian background and documents the
persecution experiences of local evangelicals, in pre-Revolutionary Ethiopia. Though

an important contribution shading light on the rise and growth of a local church and the
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shaping contexts of its trajectories, it is narrowly limited to a specific community of
people in the South.

Staffan Grenstedt’s new contribution, Ambaricho and Shonkolla ( 2000),
examines the early works of the SIM in the Kambata Hadiya region and looks at the
history of early attempts of leaders of the evangelical movement at forming consensus
with the view of creating a united national evangelical church. The work, which is
based on a Ph. D dissertation, discusses the whole issue of the African Independent
Churches for the first time by taking as its focal point the transformation and
integration of a group of Christian communities in the Kambatta-Hadyia region into an
independent church and its joining of the Synod of the EECMY. It is an interesting
study that sheds light on inter-mission tensions and the historical evolution of branch
out local groups from the SIM mission and their quest for re-incorporation into another
mission related church group. Though a work of great contribution, the concept of
independent churches and its application in the Ethiopian situation has not been
appropriately clarified and discussed to justify its usage.

Overall, what clouds the above works is the sympathetic position they
demonstrated towards the people of the South and Southwestern Ethiopia whom they
served as missionaries. Apparently, they, by and large, exhibit victim’s perspectives
with a sympathetic tendency to redress past imbalances by paying attention to the
politically and socially disfranchised societies of Ethiopia. With due respect to their
endeavor to allay the discrepancy in Ethiopian historiography concerning peripheral

regions, the sensitivity displayed towards a southern point of view, seems to have
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precluded a detached analysis that would allow one see things from a holistic

perspective.

General works:

Taddesse Tamrat’s, Church and State (1972), is a book of seminal importance
for understanding the development of church and state relations in Ethiopia for the
medieval period. It also shades light on an obscure and poorly studied topic of methods
and process of conversion and evangelization of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church.
Steven Kaplan’s, The Monastic Holy Man and the Christianization of Early Solomonic
Ethiopia( 1984), is also a classic work concerning the role of the monks in the process
of evangelization and the expansion of the Orthodox Christian faith in frontier
situations, particularly during the medieval times. It is an original contribution, which is
based on the rich Geez manuscripts and other foreign sources. Calvin Shenk’s, The
Development of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and its Relationship with the Ethiopian
Government (1972), is a well documented Ph. D. dissertation that throws significant
light on the modern institutional history of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and the
challenge it faced encountering modernization that Emperor Haile Sellassie was
promoting since his rise to power. What makes the work very important is his study and
documentation of various reform-oriented movements and youth associations that arose
within the Orthodox Church and their adaptive efforts in modern situations.

Donald Crummey’s, Priests and Politicians (1972), is a work of great

significance dealing with church-mission state relationship though its suffers from the
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major limitation of focusing on a limited region in the northern part of Ethiopia and on
developments relating to the second half of the 19"™ century.

John S. Trimingham’s book, The Christian Church and Mission in Ethiopia
(1950), is also a major contribution to the study of missionary enterprise in Ethiopia
and mission church relations. It also contains some vital substantive information
regarding the various missionaries operating in Ethiopia, mission related churches and
their followings, including figures otherwise difficult to obtain. It is viewed as a general
work that lacks any significant analysis of the religious situations in Ethiopia.

Donald Donham’s, Marxist Modern (1999), is a work that also pertains to the
period of the revolution. His study of how the Maale society came to embrace
evangelical Christianity and how their Christian experience encountered first traditional
religions and later Marxism is considerable contribution to the study of inter-contact
situations and encounters. The Church’s encounter with Marxism is an original
presentation of the vernacular dimensions of the effects the revolution in Ethiopia. The
concept of modernity, which he utilized as his key conceptual tool to situate his studies,
suffers in its analysis as the concept itself is not examined taking the Ethiopian context
into serious considerations. Overall, such works show the danger of applying certain
conceptual tools and models without serious attention of their meaning in local
situations. These general works briefly reviewed seem to be distantly related to the
main pursuit of this dissertation. They are presented since they are majors works
dealing with religious issues and contain some critical ideas that shed light on some
aspects of the history of the evangelical enterprise in Ethiopia. They are also indicative,

albeit indirectly, of the hiatus in the historiography of religious studies in Ethiopia.
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Local senior essays and dissertations:

There have been quite a number of senior essays produced mainly in Addis
Ababa Mekane Yesus Seminaries and the recently established Ethiopian Graduate
School of Theology (EGST) and to a degree, the Addis Ababa University. The senior
essays and dissertations at these institutions are of tremendous importance since
students coming from different parts of Ethiopia wrote them with a focus on the church
situations of their particular localities. Except for lack of depth in research, they are
rich in contents and in providing substantive information for any work that has to do
with mission studies, process of evangelization, indigenization, the role and
enterprenuel skill of local actors, etc. The dissertations, which have been produced at
EGST, show a higher depth and presentation in quality and a degree of diversity in the
topics covered. Though still in their infancy, there are some works coming out of this
young institution dealing with topics related to African Independent Churches, a subject
that requires cautious treatment in the context of Ethiopia. These sources are extremely
important for the study of new religious movements in Ethiopia.

Prevailing attitudes towards religion that have been reinforced by the legacies of
the Ethiopian Revolution have caused neglect on the part of Ethiopian scholars to
explore the rich mines existing in the seminaries for the study of religion in Ethiopia.
The sizable material produced in the various seminaries relating to religious topics
suggests that seminaries have in general filled the gap.

The Accredited Development Studies, the MA degree program of World

Vision/International Ethiopia, of which I have been a part since its start and of which I
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was its program coordinator, has initiated new and original research on issues of
theology and development. Though at the inception stage, there are already some
interesting and promising materials produced by staff-students, which are of great
contribution to new fields of studies in Ethiopia dealing with religion and development

issues.

General mission related works:

There is a sizeable group of materials that have also been produced by former
missionaries in Ethiopia, which are of immense significance to any aspect of the
historical evolution and development of the evangelical faith in Ethiopia. They are too
many to list but mention should be made of : Nathan Hege’s Beyond Our Prayers
(1998), a work which focuses on the hist(;ry of the Meserete Krestos Church, a product
of the Mennonite missionary activities in Ethiopia. John Cumber’s two significant
contributions, Count It All Joy ( 1995) and Living With the Red Terror ( 1996), deal
with the experience of the evangelical churches under Marxism, mission church
relations during the years of the Revolution with detailed first hand accounts of the
persecution experience of the evangelical churches in Ethiopia. The latter book is
written mainly from the SIM perspective. An equally important contribution is Albert
Brant’s In the Wake of Martyrs, (1992), which gives a rich account of church renewal
and growth among the Gedeo people of southern Ethiopia during the period of the
Revolution.

I have also consulted a number of magazines produced by local churches such

as Berhan (of Mulu Wengel Church) and Chora (of Mahebere Bekuran), and official
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newspapers such Addis Zemen and the Ethiopian Herald, a few fugitive religious and
other material produced during the revolution, materials produced by reform oriented
groups within the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, ( Ya-Teqebere Meklit, 2002, Gedil Wayes
Gedel, 2003, Gedle Abune Istifanos, 2004), and externally published materials such as
reports of Amnesty International, Newsweek, and magazines of a number of Christian
organizations such as Christianity Today, Lagos, etc., as the case required to fill in

some gaps here and there.

Archival Material:

I have also consulted a number of archival sources for the purpose of my
dissertation. The SIM mission archives located in Charlotte, North Carolina and the
Mennonite mission archives, located in Goshen, Indiana, deserve special mention. The
SIM archive has rich collection for it represents one of the longest mission
organizations operating in Ethiopia. I have been able to consult material mainly dealing
with the pre-Revolutionary period, such as letters and correspondences, mission reports,
notes, newsletters and other SIM publications. A major constraint of the SIM archives
is policy restrictions placed on material pertaining to the last 40 years, a vital period for
my project. I used the data obtained there largely for background materials. The
Mennonite archives at Goshen, also has comparably rich materials related to their
mission activities and the Meseret Krestos church in Ethiopia. I have been able to get
reports of missionaries concerning church-state relations during the Revolution from
those missionaries who worked in Ethiopia as development agencies. This was one of
the mission strategies applied by the Mennonites to operate in Ethiopia in order to

maintain links and provide indirect logistic backing to the struggling local church.
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For a limited time I also had the benefit of consulting material at the State Department
archives in Park Town, Maryland, where I was able to get some useful documents on
mission-state relations for the period of the 1940’s and the 1950’s.

I have also visited the Billy Graham’s Center Archives (Wheaton, Illinois). It
has some valuable works related to mission studies in Ethiopia with some rare
collections of books produced by pioneer foreign missionaries in Ethiopia. Among the
documents consulted were taped testimonies of accounts of former missionaries
regarding their mission work and experiences in Ethiopia. The visit I had at Elim Bible
Institute (Rochester), one of the oldest Pentecostal institutions in US, greatly helped to
plough through some rare materials. The letters and reports of pioneers of Pentecostal
missionaries, who had been to Ethiopia in the early 30, reveal interesting insights
concerning their works about which other sources are virtually silent. The presence of
American Pentecostal missionaries at that early period came as a surprise for the
Ethiopian Pentecostals who instituted the movement in the 60’s.

The conditions of archival situations in Ethiopia leave much to be desired.
Linked to the change of policies after the collapse of the military regime and with the
formation of the new ethnic based governments, important archival material of the past
has been identified with the ancient regime and the defunct military rule and as a result,
they are either lost or deplorably kept in shoddy rooms. My attempt to plow through
heaps of old files dumped haphazardly in the provinces simply proved to be a futile

exercise.
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Oral sources:

I have as part of my investigation conducted extensive oral interviews involving
over 250 individuals, coming from a range of socio-economic and educational
backgrounds in order to diversify the basis of sources of my information. Though I
have largely intentionally selected my sources prior to the interviews, some have come
along the way as identified by my informants. I have succeeded in interviewing a
variety of informants: former missionaries, informed members of the societies such as
professionals, ex-officials and ex-party members of the Marxist Government, various
denominational leaders, evangelists, -pastors, youth leaders, congregation members,
some members Ethiopian Orthodox Church, including leaders of breakaway groups
operating both openly and clandestinely.

I conducted the interviews in Ethiopia, the US, Canada and Kenya. Though most
of the constituencies of informants are from Ethiopia, I had the benefit of collecting
substantial information from the Ethiopian Diaspora communities here in the United
States and in Kenya. The interviews held in Kenya mostly dealt with former
government officials who fled the country during the collapse of the military regime
and Ethiopian refugees living in Kenya.

Ethiopians, in general, exhibit a tendency not to be open to oral interviews
since thi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>