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FAITH, HISTORY & THEOLOGY 

Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity 

A Comprehensive Narrative of Origins, Doctrine, and Place in Christian 
Tradition 

✸ 

Tewahedo  •  Miaphysitism  •  Apostolic Succession  •  The Great Councils 

-------------------- 

Introduction: One of Christianity’s Oldest Living 
Traditions 

In a landscape where most Christians trace their theological lineage through either Rome 
or Constantinople, the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church stands as a reminder that 
Christianity’s roots run deeper, wider, and more varied than any single council or creed 
could fully contain. With origins in the 4th century, this ancient church predates the Great 
Schism, the Protestant Reformation, and even some of the most celebrated ecumenical 
councils. It is, by any measure, one of the oldest continuously practicing Christian bodies 
on earth. 

Yet it remains, for many Western Christians, largely unknown  -  or worse, misunderstood. 
Questions arise naturally: Is it orthodox? Is it a cult? Why does it include books like the 
Book of Enoch? What does it mean to say Christ has “one nature” rather than two? How 
does it relate to the Coptic Church, the Eastern Orthodox Church, or Roman Catholicism? 
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This narrative seeks to answer those questions clearly, honestly, and with appropriate 
depth. It traces the Ethiopian Orthodox Church from its 4th-century founding through 
the great theological controversies of Christian history, places it within the family of 
Christian traditions, addresses the concern of new believers who may feel unsettled by its 
extra-biblical traditions, and explains how its Christology  -  both its central conviction 
and its point of historical division  -  stands in relation to the broader Christian faith. 

“At the heart of Christianity lies the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. Extra-biblical narratives  -  
while interesting or culturally significant  -  should be 

viewed as tradition rather than foundational.” 

 

I. Origins and Identity: The Founding of an 
Ancient Church 

Saint Frumentius and the Aksumite Kingdom 
The story of Ethiopian Christianity begins in the 4th century with a figure named 
Frumentius, a young Syrian scholar who found himself shipwrecked on the shores of the 
Aksumite Empire  -  the powerful kingdom that occupied much of modern-day Ethiopia 
and Eritrea. Through an unlikely series of events, Frumentius rose to become a trusted 
advisor in the Aksumite court and eventually won the confidence of King Ezana, whom 
he led to faith in Christ. This conversion, occurring around 330 AD, transformed an entire 
empire. 

Frumentius later traveled to Alexandria to be consecrated as a bishop by Athanasius of 
Alexandria  -  the same Athanasius who would become the great defender of Nicene 
orthodoxy against Arianism. He returned to Ethiopia as the first bishop of the Ethiopian 
church, carrying with him the apostolic tradition of Alexandria and the theological 
frameworks that would shape Ethiopian Christianity for centuries. He is venerated as 
“Abba Salama,” meaning “Father of Peace,” and as the apostle of Ethiopia. 

This early connection to Alexandria is not incidental. It explains why, for over fifteen 
centuries, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church was led by bishops appointed by the Coptic 
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Patriarch in Egypt  -  a relationship of ecclesiastical dependency that persisted until 1959, 
when the Ethiopian Church finally received its own Patriarch and achieved autocephaly, 
meaning self-governance. 

The Name: What “Tewahedo” Means 
The full name  -  Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church  -  is itself a theological 
declaration. The word “Tewahedo” comes from the Geʿez language, which remains the 
church’s liturgical language to this day, and means “being made one” or “unification.” The 
name encapsulates the church’s central Christological conviction: that in Jesus Christ, 
divine and human natures are united as one. This is not incidental branding; it is the 
beating heart of the church’s theological identity. 

Geʿez, the Liturgical Language 

Just as Latin served the Western church and Greek served the Eastern, Geʿez serves the 
Ethiopian Orthodox Church. An ancient Semitic language closely related to Hebrew and 
Aramaic, Geʿez is no longer spoken as a vernacular tongue but is preserved in the church’s 
liturgies, scriptures, hymns, and theological writings. Ethiopian clergy train extensively 
in its use, and the church has preserved a vast literary heritage in this language  -  
including manuscripts of the earliest Christian era  -  through its monastery networks. 

✶  ✶  ✶ 

II. Liturgical Distinctives: Music, Fasting, and 
Worship 

The Ethiopian Orthodox Church is not merely a theological tradition; it is a richly 
embodied one. Its liturgical life encompasses music, architecture, physical practices of 
fasting, and a monastic heritage that has shaped Ethiopian culture as surely as any 
political force. 

Sacred Music: The Drums and the Sistrum 
Ethiopian Orthodox worship is known for its distinctive use of instruments that echo the 
ancient world. The kebero  -  a double-headed drum  -  and the sistrum  -  a type of rattle 
with roots in ancient Egypt  -  accompany liturgical singing in ways that would have been 
recognizable to worshippers in the earliest centuries of Christianity. The chanting 
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tradition, called zema, was codified by the 6th-century saint Yared, who is revered as a 
divinely inspired composer. The result is a soundscape unlike any other Christian 
tradition. 

Fasting: Nearly 250 Days a Year 
Few practices mark Ethiopian Orthodox Christians as distinctively as their fasting 
calendar. The church observes fasting on nearly 250 days per year  -  a figure that startles 
most Western Christians accustomed to perhaps forty days of Lenten observance. These 
fasting days include every Wednesday and Friday throughout the year (commemorating 
the betrayal and crucifixion of Christ), extended seasons of Lent, Advent, and numerous 
apostolic fasting periods. During fasting days, the faithful abstain from all animal 
products and refrain from eating until noon or later. 

This rigorous fasting discipline reflects a deeply incarnational theology: the body 
participates in spiritual formation alongside the soul. It is not legalism but formation  -  a 
bodily practice of solidarity with Christ’s suffering and dependence on God. 

Monasticism and Manuscript Preservation 
Ethiopian Orthodox monasticism is ancient, tracing its roots to the Nine Saints  -  
missionaries from Syria and Rome who arrived in Ethiopia in the 5th and 6th centuries 
and established the first great monasteries. These monasteries became centers of 
scholarship, theology, and manuscript preservation. The famous monasteries of Debre 
Damo, Lalibela, and Debre Libanos have preserved thousands of illuminated manuscripts 
that provide some of the world’s oldest surviving copies of biblical and patristic texts. 

Rock-Hewn Churches: The Architecture of Devotion 
Perhaps the most visually iconic expression of Ethiopian Christianity is its rock-hewn 
churches, most famously at Lalibela. In the 12th century, King Lalibela commissioned 
eleven churches to be carved directly from solid rock  -  not built atop the ground but 
excavated downward into it. The result is a series of churches that descend into the earth, 
connected by passageways, each filled with ancient art, incense, and liturgy. They were 
constructed to serve as a “New Jerusalem” for Ethiopian pilgrims who could not travel to 
the Holy Land. Today they remain active places of worship and are a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site. 
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✶  ✶  ✶ 

III. The Biblical Canon: Ancient Texts and Varying 
Traditions 

A Different Canon 
One of the features of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church that unsettles many Western 
Christians is its biblical canon. The Ethiopian Orthodox canon includes 81 books  -  
considerably more than the Catholic canon of 73 or the Protestant canon of 66. Among 
the additional books are the Book of Enoch and the Book of Jubilees, texts that are not 
recognized as scripture by Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, or Protestant churches. 

The Book of Enoch: Angels, Demons, and Controversy 
The Book of Enoch is an ancient Jewish text that elaborates extensively on the world of 
angels, fallen angels (often called Watchers), demons, the cosmic order, and 
eschatological judgment. It is referenced in the New Testament epistle of Jude (verses 14 
to 15), which quotes from it directly. For the Ethiopian Church, it belongs to the scriptural 
heritage received from the earliest centuries of Christianity. 

For a new believer, the Book of Enoch can feel destabilizing. Its vivid cosmology, including 
detailed descriptions of angelic hierarchies, the rebellion of the Watchers, and 
otherworldly visions, is simply not part of most Western Christians' biblical world. This 
does not, however, make the Ethiopian Church a cult or a deviation from Christianity. It 
reflects the reality that the biblical canon was never uniform across all Christian 
traditions. Variant canons existed throughout early Christianity, and the Ethiopian canon 
simply developed along a different trajectory. 

Crucially, the Ethiopian Church's inclusion of Enoch and Jubilees does not alter its core 
Christological commitments. The Trinity, the Incarnation, the Resurrection, the 
sacraments, and apostolic succession remain central. The expanded canon is a layer of 
tradition, not a replacement for foundational doctrine. 

Who Wrote the Book of Enoch? 
One of the most important questions about this text concerns its authorship. The Book of 
Enoch was not written by the Enoch of Genesis. In ancient literary practice, it was 
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common to attribute writings to prominent patriarchal figures as a way of lending the text 
weight and authority. The Enoch of Genesis, the descendant of Adam who 'walked with 
God' and was taken by God without experiencing death, is a figure of great antiquity. 
However, the Book of Enoch, also called 1 Enoch, is a later pseudepigraphal work almost 
certainly composed between the 3rd century BC and the 1st century AD. It reflects the 
apocalyptic concerns and literary conventions of that era rather than the primeval world 
of Genesis. 

This does not mean the text has no value. It means it must be read with an accurate 
understanding of its nature: not a firsthand account from the pre-flood patriarch, but a 
later Jewish work written in his name, drawing on traditions associated with him. 

Jude's Quotation: What It Does and Does Not Prove 
The strongest argument for the importance of the Book of Enoch in Christian thought is 
the fact that the apostle Jude quotes from it directly. In Jude 14 to 15, he writes: 'Enoch, 
the seventh from Adam, prophesied about these men...' and proceeds to quote material 
found almost word for word in 1 Enoch 1:9. Jude clearly identifies the speaker as the 
Genesis patriarch, the seventh from Adam, invoking his authority to underscore the 
certainty of divine judgment. 

This raises a genuine question: if Jude, writing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, 
cites the Book of Enoch, does that elevate the book to canonical status? Christians have 
answered this question in several ways, none of which require concluding that the entire 
Book of Enoch belongs in the biblical canon. 

First, Jude may be authenticating one genuine prophecy preserved in the book without 
endorsing the book as a whole as inspired Scripture. Second, Paul the Apostle quotes 
Greek pagan poets in Acts 17:28 and 1 Corinthians 15:33 without thereby making those 
pagan poems Scripture. The same principle applies here. Third, some conservative 
scholars hold that Jude, under inspiration, is affirming the authenticity of that specific 
prophecy as a real utterance of the historical Enoch, which happened to be preserved in 
this later compilation. 

The central distinction is this: canonical means a book is recognized as inspired Scripture 
in its entirety. Jude's quotation may authenticate one prophecy preserved in 1 Enoch 
without declaring that the entire book belongs in the biblical canon. That distinction has 
been the dominant view across most Christian traditions for many centuries. 
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Is the Canon Missing God's Counsel Without Enoch? 
A fair and searching question arises from all of this: if the Ethiopian Bible includes books 
that other traditions do not, are those other traditions missing the whole counsel of God 
by omitting them? 

From the perspective of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, the answer is yes. Since that 
tradition regards 1 Enoch and other additional books as inspired Scripture, omitting them 
would mean holding an incomplete canon. From the perspective of most Protestants, 
Roman Catholics, and Eastern Orthodox Christians, the answer is no. They would affirm 
that God, in His providence, preserved all the books He intended as Scripture within their 
respective canons, and that nothing essential to His revelation is absent. 

The key issue is not whether the Book of Enoch contains valuable material. Many 
Christians across traditions acknowledge that it does, particularly as background to 
Second Temple Jewish thought and several New Testament passages. The issue is 
whether God intended it to be received as inspired Scripture in the same category as the 
books universally recognized by the early church. 

It is worth noting that the Book of Enoch does not introduce major doctrines absent from 
canonical Scripture. The themes it expands upon, including the rebellion of the Watchers, 
angelology and demonology, final judgment, the coming Messiah, and the kingdom of 
God, all appear elsewhere in the accepted biblical canon, often in less elaborated form. 
The expanded treatment in Enoch adds color and detail but does not supply a 
foundational doctrine that would otherwise be entirely missing. 

Several factors weighed against Enoch's reception as canon by most Christian traditions. 
It was never part of the Hebrew Bible accepted by Jewish communities, and the early 
church largely inherited the Old Testament from that Jewish canon. Questions of 
authorship gave pause, since the book claims revelations from the Genesis patriarch but 
was clearly written centuries after his time. Among early Christian writers, opinion was 
divided: Tertullian thought highly of it, while Jerome and Augustine of Hippo rejected it. 
Over time the broad consensus of the church did not include it. These judgments may be 
right or wrong, but they reflect serious theological and historical reasoning, not arbitrary 
exclusion. 

1 Enoch, 2 Enoch, and the Question of Melchizedek 
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A further distinction essential to understanding this literature is that 'the Book of Enoch' 
is not a single text. Several distinct works travel under the Enoch name, and they carry 
very different standing across traditions. 

The First Book of Enoch, called 1 Enoch, is the text included in the Ethiopian Orthodox 
canon. It is the text Jude quotes. It contains the famous material on the Watchers, the 
heavenly journeys of Enoch, and the apocalyptic visions of judgment. It is the text most 
commonly meant when Christians refer to the Book of Enoch. 

The Second Book of Enoch, called 2 Enoch or Slavonic Enoch, is an entirely different 
work. It is not part of the Ethiopian biblical canon. It is not canonical in any major 
Christian tradition. It is a later Jewish pseudepigraphon preserved primarily in Old 
Church Slavonic manuscripts, and it belongs to the category of historical curiosity and 
theological background reading rather than recognized Scripture. 

The reason this distinction matters is that the famous elaborated account of Melchizedek, 
which goes far beyond the spare details in Genesis, comes from 2 Enoch, not 1 Enoch. In 
2 Enoch chapters 69 to 73, Melchizedek is described as born miraculously to a mother 
named Sopanim, wife of Nir, a brother of Noah. The elderly couple had become celibate, 
yet she became pregnant by the word of God. At birth, Melchizedek could already speak, 
blessed God, and bore the marks of priesthood. God sent the archangel Michael to take 
the infant to paradise to preserve him from the Flood. After the Flood, Melchizedek 
returned to begin a new priestly line. None of these details appear in any canonical 
scripture. 

The canonical picture of Melchizedek is deliberately spare. He appears in Genesis 14 as 
king of Salem and priest of God Most High, blesses Abraham, and receives a tithe from 
him. He reappears in Psalm 110:4 in the messianic declaration: 'You are a priest forever 
according to the order of Melchizedek.' The author of Hebrews develops this typology 
extensively in chapters 5 through 7, arguing that Jesus is the eternal high priest after the 
order of Melchizedek and that this priesthood is superior to the Levitical order. 

Crucially, Hebrews builds its argument entirely from the silence of Genesis, not from the 
traditions in 2 Enoch. When Hebrews says that Melchizedek is 'without father, without 
mother, without genealogy, having neither beginning of days nor end of life' (Hebrews 
7:3), it is making a literary and theological observation: Genesis records no genealogy for 
him, no birth, and no death. That deliberate silence in the text makes him a fitting type of 
the eternal Son of God. The author of Hebrews did not need 2 Enoch and does not use it. 
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The miraculous birth traditions of 2 Enoch are secondary expansions that the inspired 
New Testament writer does not draw upon. 

For anyone studying Melchizedek seriously, the following hierarchy of sources is the most 
reliable: Genesis provides the foundational historical narrative; Psalm 110 provides the 
prophetic declaration; Hebrews provides the inspired theological interpretation; the 
Dead Sea Scrolls document 11QMelchizedek provides valuable insight into how Second 
Temple Judaism understood his significance; and 2 Enoch provides a fascinating but non-
canonical Jewish tradition that illustrates how subsequent communities attempted to fill 
in the gaps left by Genesis's silence. 

Counsel for New Believers 
What should a new Christian say to someone intrigued but unsettled by the Ethiopian 
Church's extra-biblical traditions? The most helpful counsel is this: ground your faith first 
in what is unambiguously central, the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ and the 
core biblical teaching about salvation. Extra-biblical narratives and variant canonical 
texts belong to the realm of tradition and interpretive context. They can enrich, but they 
should not displace, the essentials. 

The danger for a new believer is not the Ethiopian Church itself, which is a legitimate and 
ancient apostolic tradition, but rather the risk of being drawn into fascination with the 
peripheral at the expense of the foundational. Clarity about what is central and what is 
contextual is the right pastoral word for someone in that moment of exploration. 

✶  ✶  ✶ 

IV. Cultural Narratives: Solomon, Sheba, and the 
Ark 

The Solomonic Tradition 
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church is closely tied to a powerful national narrative: that the 
Ethiopian royal line descended from King Solomon of Israel and the Queen of Sheba. 
According to the Kebra Nagast (“Glory of Kings”), a 14th-century Geʿez text that functions 

as a kind of Ethiopian national epic, the Queen of Sheba  -  called Makeda in Ethiopian 
tradition  -  traveled to Jerusalem, met King Solomon, bore him a son named Menelik, 
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and Menelik later returned to Ethiopia bringing with him the original Ark of the 
Covenant. 

This narrative is profoundly significant to Ethiopian culture and to the self-understanding 
of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. Priests at the Church of Our Lady Mary of Zion in 
Axum have claimed for centuries to be the guardians of the original Ark, and no outside 
observer has been permitted to verify or examine it. The Ethiopian royal dynasty, which 
traced itself to Solomon and Menelik, used this tradition to undergird its legitimacy until 
Emperor Haile Selassie’s overthrow in 1974. 

History vs. Mythology: An Honest Assessment 
These claims deserve honest engagement rather than either uncritical acceptance or 
dismissive rejection. The historical identity of the Queen of Sheba cannot be definitively 
established. The biblical account places her simply as “from Sheba”  -  a designation that 
could correspond to regions in modern-day Ethiopia, Yemen, or parts of the Arabian 
Peninsula. Both Ethiopian and Yemeni traditions claim her, and the linguistic and 
archaeological evidence is genuinely ambiguous. 

Similarly, the claim to possess the original Ark of the Covenant is not historically 
verifiable. No contemporary account traces its journey to Ethiopia, and the biblical 
narrative itself becomes silent about the Ark’s fate after the Babylonian conquest of 
Jerusalem in 586 BC. The identification of “Cush”  -  the Hebrew term used in scripture  -  
with Ethiopia is traditional but contested, as Cush may also refer to regions of Sudan or 
even parts of the Arabian Peninsula. 

What this means theologically is important: these cultural narratives are part of the 
identity of Ethiopian Christianity but are not its theological foundation. They belong to 
the same category as the traditions surrounding relics in Catholic Christianity or the oral 
traditions that accompany many ancient churches. They are meaningful, formative, and 
worthy of respect  -  without being either historically verifiable or doctrinally essential. 

“Cultural narratives  -  like descent from Solomon or the 
Ark  -  are respected internally but do not redefine 

theological standing. The core commitments remain: 

Christology, the sacraments, and apostolic succession.” 
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✶  ✶  ✶ 

V. Is the Ethiopian Orthodox Church Orthodox? Is 
It a Cult? 

The Question of Orthodoxy 
The word “orthodox” carries two related meanings in discussions of Christianity. It can 
refer to the Eastern Orthodox Church as an institution, or it can refer to the broader 
theological concept of holding to correct Christian doctrine as established by the early 
councils and scripture. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church is clearly not in communion with 
the Eastern Orthodox Church. The relevant question for most inquirers, however, is 
whether it holds to theologically orthodox Christianity in the doctrinal sense. 

On this question, the answer is clear: yes. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church affirms the 
Trinity, the full divinity and humanity of Christ, apostolic succession, the sacraments, the 
Virgin Mary as Theotokos (Bearer of God), and the authority of the great early councils 
through Ephesus (431 AD). These are the non-negotiable commitments of historic 
Christian orthodoxy, and the Ethiopian Church holds them. 

Where it differs from Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches is in its Christological 
articulation  -  a real and significant difference, but one that falls within the family of 
serious, ancient Christian debate about how to express what all parties agree upon in 
substance. 

Why Are They Called 'Oriental' Orthodox? Does Orient Mean 
China? 
This is one of the most common points of confusion for anyone encountering these 
churches for the first time, and it deserves a direct answer: no, 'Oriental' in the name 
Oriental Orthodox does not mean Chinese, and it has nothing to do with East Asia. 

The word 'Oriental' comes from the Latin oriens, meaning 'rising,' a reference to the rising 
sun in the east. Its counterpart is 'Occident,' from occidens, meaning 'setting,' referring 
to the west. For centuries of European usage, 'the Orient' simply meant 'the East' in a 
broad geographic sense. Depending on the era and the writer, it could encompass Egypt, 
Ethiopia, Syria, Armenia, Persia, India, or even China and Japan. It was never a precise 
term and certainly never meant exclusively East Asia. 
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The Oriental Orthodox churches are located in the ancient Near East and Northeast 
Africa. The family includes the Coptic Orthodox Church of Egypt, the Ethiopian Orthodox 
Tewahedo Church, the Eritrean Orthodox Tewahedo Church, the Armenian Apostolic 
Church, the Syriac Orthodox Church, and the Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church of 
India. None of these churches originated in China or East Asia. The name is a historical 
label inherited from the geographic vocabulary of late antiquity and the medieval period. 

The name exists primarily to distinguish these churches from the Eastern Orthodox 
Church, which is a different and separate family. The distinction comes down to one 
council. In 451 AD, the Council of Chalcedon produced a definition of Christ's two natures 
that the Oriental Orthodox churches rejected. From that point, they developed as a 
separate communion. The churches that accepted Chalcedon continued together until the 
Great Schism of 1054, when that Chalcedonian body itself split into the Roman Catholic 
Church in the West and the Eastern Orthodox Church in the East. 

A clean summary of the timeline is this: in 325 at Nicaea, the church was united. In 381 
at Constantinople, the church was still united. In 431 at Ephesus, the church was still 
united. In 451 at Chalcedon, the churches that rejected the council's Christological 
definition separated and became what we now call the Oriental Orthodox. In 1054, the 
churches that had accepted Chalcedon split into Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox. 
So the terms map directly onto council history rather than geography in any precise 
modern sense. 

One development worth noting: many modern theologians from both the Eastern 
Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox traditions have concluded through formal ecumenical 
dialogue that the disagreement following Chalcedon was substantially a matter of 
language and terminology rather than a fundamentally different understanding of who 
Christ is. Official theological commissions over recent decades have found that the two 
families share far more common Christology than was recognized during fifteen centuries 
of separation. They remain distinct communions, but the distance between them is 
narrowing as the conversation matures. 

Why It Is Not a Cult 
The word “cult” is used loosely in popular conversation but has a more precise meaning 
in religious studies and Christian discernment. A cult typically exhibits certain 
characteristics: isolation from society, authoritarian leadership that demands 
unquestioning loyalty, belief systems that deviate fundamentally from the core of the 
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tradition they claim, and manipulation or control of members. The Ethiopian Orthodox 
Church exhibits none of these characteristics. 

It is an ancient, institutionally established church with continuity reaching back to the 4th 
century. It has a recognized patriarchate, a defined liturgical and doctrinal tradition, and 
participation in ecumenical dialogue with other Christian bodies. It belongs to the 
Oriental Orthodox communion alongside the Coptic, Armenian Apostolic, Syriac 
Orthodox, and other ancient churches. Far from being a cult, it is one of the oldest 
ecclesiastical bodies on earth. 

Its Relationship to the Coptic Church 
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church and the Coptic Orthodox Church of Alexandria are sister 
churches within the Oriental Orthodox family. Both share Miaphysite theology, both trace 
apostolic succession through Alexandria, and both belong to the same communion that 
separated from Chalcedonian Christianity in the 5th century. Their primary differences 
are geographical, cultural, and historical. 

The Coptic Church is centered in Egypt, with a predominantly Egyptian membership and 
a heritage shaped by Egyptian culture, Arabic language, and centuries under Islamic rule. 
The Ethiopian Church developed in East Africa with its own distinct liturgical language 
(Geʿez), its unique canonical heritage, its national mythology, and its own cultural 
expressions. The Ethiopian Church was under the ecclesiastical authority of the Coptic 
Patriarch until 1959, when it received its own Patriarch. 

Both are legitimate, ancient, apostolic bodies. Neither is a cult. Their theological 
differences from Chalcedonian Christianity are real but fall within the range of serious, 
historically grounded Christian disagreement  -  not deviation from the Christian faith. 

✶  ✶  ✶ 

VI. The Christological Heart: Two Natures or One? 

Why Christology Matters 
Of all the theological questions raised by a study of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, the 
most important  -  and the most philosophically demanding  -  concerns the nature of 
Jesus Christ. The question at stake: In what sense is Christ both divine and human? Is 
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that relationship best described as two natures united in one person, or as one united 
nature that is both fully divine and fully human? 

This is not an obscure academic debate. It goes to the heart of who Jesus Christ is and 
therefore to the heart of what Christianity is. Every major branch of Christianity affirms 
that Christ is both fully divine and fully human. The disagreement is about how to 
articulate the relationship between those two realities  -  and the history of Christianity 
was profoundly shaped by that disagreement. 

The Chalcedonian Definition 
The Council of Chalcedon in 451 AD produced what is now called the Chalcedonian 
Definition: that Jesus Christ is one person (hypostasis) existing in two natures  -  fully 
divine and fully human  -  without mixture, confusion, separation, or division. The two 
natures remain distinct but are united in the one person of Christ. 

This definition was accepted by the majority of bishops at Chalcedon and became the 
standard Christology of what we now call the Chalcedonian churches: the Roman Catholic 
Church, the Eastern Orthodox churches, and most Protestant traditions. It emphasizes 
that the divine and human in Christ remain genuinely distinct even in their union  -  that 
Christ’s humanity is not absorbed into or overwhelmed by His divinity, and His divinity 
is not diminished by His humanity. 

The Miaphysite Alternative: “One United Nature” 
The Oriental Orthodox churches, including the Ethiopian and Coptic churches, did not 
reject Chalcedon because they denied Christ’s humanity or divinity. They rejected it 
because they believed the Chalcedonian language of “two natures” dangerously 
approached the Nestorian heresy: the idea that Christ’s divine and human natures were 
so separate as to imply two persons. 

Their own position, Miaphysitism  -  pronounced “mee-uh-FY-zit-ism”  -  holds that Christ 
has one united nature out of two. This one nature is fully divine and fully human, perfectly 
unified without separation. They are careful to distinguish this from Monophysitism  -  
“mon-uh-FY-sit-ism”  -  which historically held that Christ had only one nature in a sense 
that effectively erased or absorbed one of the two. The Oriental Orthodox explicitly reject 
that view. 

What Scripture Says 
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Both positions draw on the same scriptural texts. John 1:14  -  “The Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us”  -  is foundational for both. Philippians 2:6-8, where Paul describes 
Christ emptying Himself and taking the form of a servant, is cited by both traditions as 
well. The difference lies not in which texts each side cites, but in the philosophical 
framework used to interpret what those texts mean about the metaphysical structure of 
Christ’s person. 

Notably, some scriptural passages seem to support the intuition behind both views. The 
moment in Mark 13:32 where Christ says He does not know “the day or the hour” of His 
return suggests a genuine limitation in His human knowledge  -  something the 
Chalcedonian view would attribute to His human nature operating distinctly. The 
Oriental Orthodox might say this same limitation points to the full reality of the human 
dimension within the unified divine-human nature of Christ. Both interpretations affirm 
the genuine humanity of Christ; they differ in how they conceptualize its relationship to 
His divinity. 

Monophysitism: The Heresy Both Sides Reject 
It is worth pausing to clarify the historical term “Monophysitism,” because it has often 
been used  -  incorrectly  -  to label the Oriental Orthodox. True Monophysitism, as 
condemned by the early church, held that Christ had only one nature in such a way that 
His humanity was effectively absorbed into or swallowed by His divinity. This was the 
position associated with Eutyches in the 5th century and was condemned as a heresy. 

The Oriental Orthodox churches explicitly and consistently reject Eutychianism. They 
affirm the full reality of Christ’s humanity alongside His divinity. Their one-nature 
language refers to a complete union  -  not the elimination of either nature. In recent 
decades, formal ecumenical dialogue between Oriental Orthodox and Eastern Orthodox 
theologians has concluded that the two traditions are in substantial agreement on the 
content of Christology, even if they continue to use different language. The 1,500-year-
old division may be more terminological than substantive. 

“All agreed on His full divinity and humanity; the division 
arose over the technical interpretation of the union. In 

essence, Christ’s dual nature is a bedrock belief  -  
differences in how that unity is articulated are what led to 

historical splits.” 
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✶  ✶  ✶ 

VII. The Great Timeline: Councils, Schisms, and 
Reformations 

A Map of Christian Division 
To understand where the Ethiopian Orthodox Church stands in the broader Christian 
world, it is essential to understand the historical timeline of Christian division. 
Christianity did not fracture all at once; it separated in stages, each division leaving 
behind distinct traditions that carry that history to this day. 

325 AD  -  The Council of Nicaea 

The Council of Nicaea, convened by Emperor Constantine, addressed the Arian 
controversy  -  the dispute over whether Christ was fully divine or a created being 
subordinate to the Father. The council produced the Nicene Creed, affirming that Christ 
is “true God from true God, begotten not made, of one being with the Father.” This creed 
remains the foundational statement of Christian orthodoxy and is shared by all major 
branches of Christianity to this day, including the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. 

431 AD  -  The Council of Ephesus 

The Council of Ephesus addressed the Nestorian controversy and affirmed that Mary 
could rightly be called Theotokos, “Bearer of God,” since Christ is truly God and not 
merely a human person in whom God dwelt. The Oriental Orthodox churches accept all 
the conclusions of Ephesus and consider it the final authoritative council. 

451 AD  -  The Council of Chalcedon and the First Great Split 

Chalcedon produced the two-natures definition described above. The Oriental Orthodox 
churches  -  including the Coptic, Ethiopian, Armenian, and Syriac churches  -  rejected 
this definition and separated from the rest of the church. They did not see themselves as 
leaving the faith; they believed Chalcedon had introduced a dangerous innovation. This 
schism created the division that separates the Ethiopian Orthodox Church from Roman 
Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy to this day. 

1054 AD  -  The Great Schism 

Centuries later, the unity of Chalcedonian Christianity itself fractured. The Great Schism 
of 1054 formally separated Eastern Orthodox Christianity (centered in Constantinople) 
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from Roman Catholicism (centered in Rome). Theological disputes included the filioque 
clause (whether the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father alone or from the Father “and 
the Son”), papal authority, and various liturgical and disciplinary differences. The result 
was two distinct Chalcedonian traditions: Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic. 

16th Century  -  The Protestant Reformation 

In 1517, Martin Luther nailed his 95 Theses to the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg, 
sparking the Protestant Reformation. By the mid-16th century, the Western church had 
fractured again, this time over doctrines of salvation (justification by faith alone), 
scriptural authority (scripture alone), and the nature of the sacraments. Protestantism 
itself further fragmented into Lutheran, Reformed, Anglican, Anabaptist, and many other 
streams. 

The Ethiopian Church’s Place in This Timeline 
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church belongs to the Oriental Orthodox family  -  the churches 
that separated at Chalcedon in 451. It predates both the Great Schism and the 
Reformation by many centuries. It shares the Nicene Creed with all other Christian 
bodies. Its points of difference from Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy are real but do 
not place it outside the broad family of historical, apostolic Christianity. 

Nicene Creed: Shared by all branches  -  Ethiopian, Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, 
and most Protestant 

Chalcedonian Definition: Accepted by Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and most 
Protestant; rejected by Oriental Orthodox 

Papal Authority: Accepted by Catholics; rejected by Eastern Orthodox, Protestant, 
and Oriental Orthodox 

Scripture Alone: The Protestant principle of sola scriptura; not held by Catholic, 
Orthodox, or Oriental Orthodox 

 

✶  ✶  ✶ 

VIII. Guidance for Inquirers: What to Hold, What 
to Weigh 
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For the New Christian Encountering This Tradition 
A new believer who encounters the Ethiopian Orthodox Church may find it 
simultaneously fascinating and disorienting. Its ancient liturgies, its expanded canon, its 
cultural mythology, and its Christological language can create the impression of an 
entirely different religion. It is worth clarifying what is essential, what is meaningful-but-
secondary, and what requires careful discernment. 

What Is Central 

The core of Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity is the same as the core of all historic 
Christian faith: the triune God  -  Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; the Incarnation of Christ, 
who is both fully divine and fully human; the atoning death of Christ on the cross; the 
Resurrection; and salvation through faith in Christ. These affirmations are not peripheral 
to Ethiopian Orthodoxy  -  they are its foundation. The church’s liturgical life, its fasting 
disciplines, its sacramental practice, and its monastic heritage are all organized around 
these central realities. 

What Is Meaningful but Secondary 

The Ethiopian Church’s national mythology  -  including the Solomonic descent narrative 
and the Ark of the Covenant tradition  -  belongs to the category of meaningful cultural 
heritage rather than doctrinal requirement. These traditions are deeply significant to 
Ethiopian identity and are woven into the church’s self-understanding, but they are not 
salvation-defining claims. Similarly, the expanded canon  -  including books like Enoch 
and Jubilees  -  represents a different but not heretical approach to the biblical heritage. 

What Requires Discernment 

A new Christian who feels drawn to explore the Ethiopian tradition would do well to 
prioritize a solid grounding in the New Testament, the core doctrines of the faith, and the 
testimony of the early church councils. Extra-biblical material should be approached 
later, with mature guidance, and always in the light of clear Christological and salvific 
foundations. Fascination with angels, demons, and esoteric cosmology  -  whether in 
Enoch or elsewhere  -  can be a distraction from the more urgent work of discipleship, 
growth in Christ, and service to others. 

For the Thoughtful Observer 
For anyone seeking to understand the Ethiopian Orthodox Church with intellectual 
fairness, the most important corrective is to resist the temptation to evaluate ancient 
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traditions by modern Western categories. The Ethiopian church did not arise from 16th-
century controversies, 19th-century revivalism, or 20th-century theological trends. It 
grew from 4th-century apostolic roots in East Africa, shaped by patristic theology, ancient 
liturgical practice, and a national history in which Christianity and culture were 
inseparable. 

Its differences from Western Christianity are real. Its similarities to the earliest 
Christianity are also real. Both deserve honest acknowledgment. 

✶  ✶  ✶ 

Conclusion: Ancient, Apostolic, and Alive 

The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church is one of the most remarkable expressions of 
Christian faith in the world. It carries a 1,700-year-old tradition of worship, theology, 
scholarship, and devotion through a culture that has been shaped by Christianity at every 
level  -  its calendar, its architecture, its music, its literature, and its national identity. 

It is not a cult. It is not a deviation from the Christian faith. It belongs to the ancient 
Oriental Orthodox family, which separated from the Chalcedonian mainstream over a 
specific  -  and genuinely complex  -  Christological question that ecumenical theologians 
increasingly believe may be more terminological than substantive. Its canon differs from 
that of Western Christianity, but its core affirmations  -  the Trinity, the Incarnation, the 
Resurrection, apostolic succession, and the sacraments  -  are unmistakably those of the 
historic Christian faith. 

For a new Christian seeking to evaluate it: ground yourself first in what is central. The 
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ is the unshakeable foundation. The traditions 
of any church  -  ancient or modern, Ethiopian or Western  -  are most fruitfully engaged 
from that secure foundation. From there, the riches of a tradition as deep as the Ethiopian 
Orthodox Church can be encountered with both appreciation and discernment. 

The Word became flesh. That is the beginning of everything  -  in Geʿez, in Latin, in Greek, 
in every tongue under heaven. 

 

✶  ✶  ✶ 
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Glossary of Key Terms 

Autocephaly: Self-governance of a church; the status granted to the Ethiopian 
Orthodox Church in 1959 when it received its own Patriarch. 

Chalcedonian: Pertaining to the Council of Chalcedon (451 AD) and its two-
natures definition; applies to Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and most Protestant 
churches. 

Geʿez: The ancient Semitic liturgical language of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, 
no longer spoken as a vernacular. 

Kebra Nagast: The “Glory of Kings,” a 14th-century Geʿez text narrating the 
Solomonic origin of the Ethiopian royal line. 

Miaphysitism: The Christological position of the Oriental Orthodox churches: that 
Christ has one united divine-human nature out of two, fully divine and fully human. 

Monophysitism: A historical heresy holding that Christ had only one nature in a 
way that absorbed or erased the other; explicitly rejected by the Oriental Orthodox. 

Oriental Orthodox: The family of churches  -  Ethiopian, Coptic, Armenian, 
Syriac, and others  -  that rejected the Council of Chalcedon in 451 AD. 

Tewahedo: Geʿez word meaning “being made one”; reflects the church’s 
Miaphysite Christology. 

Theotokos: Greek for “Bearer of God” or “Mother of God”; the title affirmed for the 
Virgin Mary at the Council of Ephesus (431 AD). 

Zema: The sacred chant tradition of Ethiopian Orthodox worship, attributed to the 
6th-century saint Yared. 

1 Enoch (First Book of Enoch): The pseudepigraphal Jewish text, composed 
between the 3rd century BC and 1st century AD, included in the Ethiopian Orthodox 
canon. Contains the Watchers narrative, heavenly journeys, and apocalyptic visions. 
Quoted in the epistle of Jude. 

2 Enoch (Second Book of Enoch / Slavonic Enoch): A distinct 
pseudepigraphal work, separate from 1 Enoch, preserved in Old Church Slavonic. 
Not canonical in any major Christian tradition. Contains the elaborated miraculous 
birth account of Melchizedek not found in canonical scripture. 
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Pseudepigrapha: Ancient writings attributed to a prominent figure, such as Enoch 
or Moses, but almost certainly composed by later authors writing in that figure's 
name. A common literary practice in ancient Jewish and early Christian literature. 

11QMelchizedek: A Dead Sea Scroll fragment discovered at Qumran that describes 
Melchizedek as a heavenly figure who executes judgment at the end of days. Provides 
important context for how Second Temple Judaism understood Melchizedek before 
the New Testament era. 

Watchers: The term used in 1 Enoch for the fallen angels who descended to earth, 
took human wives, and produced the Nephilim. The tradition draws on Genesis 6:1-4 
and elaborates it extensively. 

Oriens / Orient: Latin for 'rising,' referring to the direction of the rising sun (the 
east). The historical European term for a broad eastern region encompassing Egypt, 
Ethiopia, Syria, Armenia, Persia, and beyond. The basis of the name 'Oriental 
Orthodox,' which has no connection to East Asia or China. 

Occident: Latin for 'setting,' referring to the direction of the setting sun (the west). 
The counterpart to 'Orient' in classical European geographic vocabulary; the root of 
'Occidental,' meaning Western. 
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