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Abstract

Although the Ethiopian Orthodox Tdwahado Church (EOTC) does not
always reproduce the Nicaean Creed in its formal, dogmatic language,
Nicaean thought is strongly influential in the formulation of her
incarnational and Christological thought. In three key areas — liturgy,
the interpretation of Enoch, and in the Ethiopian national epic, hi4
11/, Kabrd Nigist (KN) — an indigenous incarnational theology is
affirmed, indicating the Nicaean basis of Christology in the Tdwahado
churches. Despite the EOTC contemporary miaphysite Christology, her
counter-Chalcedon position is rarely referenced in literature before
Jesuit presence in Ethiopia. However, the “Council of the 318” becomes
the primary description of the age after the establishment of the Church,
justifying the description of EOTC Christology “pre-Chalcedonian” or
even “achalcedonian.” The EOTC, however, chooses rather to define her
Christology positively in a way that opens opportunities for inter-
orthodox ecumenical dialogue, and which could also be explored in
developing indigenous African theological approaches. Taken together,
these three sources show that the primacy of Nicaea in the EOTC is
expressed precisely through the Nicene tradition’s shaping of its
Christology: Nicaea is “primary” because the Creed is normative, the 318
define the epoch of Church establishment, and the anaphoras embed
Nicene faith; and Nicene Christology is “central” because the Church
articulates the incarnation through Nicene categories of pre-existence,
divine unity, and the Son’s consubstantiality with the Father.

' An earlier version of this paper was presented at the International Orthodox Theological
Association (IOTA) International Conference: “Nicaea and the Church of the Third
Millenium: Towards Catholic-Orthodox Unity” held at the Pontifical University of St.
Thomas Aquinas (Angelicum) in Rome, Italy, 6 June 2025, with participation sponsored

by the Lausanne-Orthodox Initiative.
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Résumé

Bien que I'Eglise Orthodoxe Ethiopienne Tdwahado (en anglais : EOTC)
ne reprenne pas toujours le Credo de Nicée dans son langage formel et
dogmatique, la pensée nicéenne exerce une forte influence sur la
formulation de sa théologie incarnationnelle et christologique. Dans
trois domaines clés — la liturgie, I'interprétation d’'Hénoch et I'épopée
nationale éthiopienne, h-l¢ 1127, Kabrd Nigdst (KN) — une théologie
incarnationnelle indigeéne est affirmée, ce qui témoigne du fondement
nicéen de la christologie dans les Eglises Tdwahado. Malgré la
christologie miaphysite contemporaine d’EOTC, sa position anti-
Chalcédoine est rarement mentionnée dans la littérature antérieure a la
présence des jésuites en Ethiopie. Cependant, le « Concile des 318 »
devient la principale référence pour décrire I'époque qui a suivi la
fondation de 'Eglise, justifiant ainsi la qualification de la christologie de
PEOTC comme « pré-chalcédonienne », voire «achalcédonienne ».
Toutefois, 'TEOTC choisit toutefois de définir sa christologie de maniére
positive, de facon a ouvrir des perspectives de dialogue cecuménique
interorthodoxe, et qui pourrait également étre explorée dans le cadre de
Iélaboration d’approches théologiques africaines autochtones. Prises
ensemble, ces trois sources montrent que la primauté de Nicée au sein de
IPEOTC s’exprime précisément a travers la maniere dont la tradition
nicéenne a fagonné sa christologie : Nicée est « primaire » et « essentiel »
parce que le Credo est normatif, les 318 définissent I'époque de la
fondation de 'Eglise et que les anaphores incarnent la foi nicéenne ; et la
christologie nicéenne est «centrale» parce que I'Eglise articule
Iincarnation a travers les catégories nicéennes de la préexistence, de
'unité divine et de la consubstantialité du Fils avec le Pére.

Resumo

Embora a Igreja Ortodoxa Etiope Tdwahado (em inglés: EOTC) nem
sempre reproduz o Credo de Nicéia na sua linguagem formal e
dogmatica, o pensamento niceno exerce uma forte influéncia na
formulagdo da sua teologia encarnacional e cristologica. Em trés
dominios-chave — a liturgia, a interpretagio de Enoque e a epopeia
nacional etiope, frfld 11/F, Kabri Nigist (KN) — é afirmada uma
teologia encarnacional indigena, o que atesta o fundamento niceno da
cristologia nas Igrejas Tdwahado. Apesar da cristologia miafisita
contemporanea da EOTC, a sua posigao anti-Calcedoniana raramente é
mencionada na literatura anterior a presenga dos jesuitas na Etiopia. No
entanto, o “Concilio dos 318” torna-se a principal referéncia para
descrever o periodo que se seguiu a fundacdo da Igreja, justificando
assim a qualificagdo da cristologia da EOTC como “pré-calcedoniana,”
ou mesmo “acalcedoniana.” No entanto, a EOTC opta por definir a sua
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cristologia de forma positiva, de modo a abrir perspectivas de didlogo
ecuménico interortodoxo, o que poderia também ser explorado no
ambito da elaboragdo de abordagens teoldgicas africanas e indigenas.
Consideradas em conjunto, estas trés fontes mostram que a primazia de
Nicéia no seio da EOTC se expressa precisamente através da forma como
a tradigao nicena moldou a sua cristologia: Nicéia é «primaria» porque
o Credo ¢ normativo, porque os 318 definem a época da fundacdo da
Igreja e porque as anaforas encarnam a fé nicena; e a cristologia nicena é
“central” porque a Igreja articula a encarnagio através das categorias
nicenas da pré-existéncia, da unidade divina e da consubstancialidade do
Filho com o Pai.
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Introduction

This article explores the creative ways in which the Ethiopian Orthodox
Tdwahado Church (EOTC) expresses her incarnational and Christological
reflections, seeking to demonstrate the primary importance of Nicaean
thinking. In the EOTC, the primacy of Nicaea and the Nicene Christology are
not separate claims but two aspects of a single theological reality: Nicaea is
“primary” because Creed, its bishops, and its epoch define the Church’s
doctrinal and liturgical identity, and Nicene Christology is “central” because the
Church expresses the incarnation through Nicene categories of pre-existence,
divine unity, and the Son’s having the same nature as the Father. The EOTC is
part of the Oriental family of churches, also often referred to as ‘non-
Chalcedonian’ because they did not accept the ‘two natures’ formula of the
Council of Chalcedon for describing the union of humanity and divinity in the
person of Jesus Christ. The reception of Chalcedon was in fact a very complex
matter, as it was primarily the churches in Egypt and Syria that took issue with
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Pope Leo’s Tome and its Christology that was agreed upon on at the council.?
Other churches that ended up in the Oriental group took much longer to decide.
The Armenian Apostolic Church, for instance, did not make a clear decision
against Chalcedon until the Synod of Dvin in 506 CE, opposing it because of
suspicions of its Nestorian leanings.?

Since the Ethiopian Orthodox Church (EOTC!) was governed by the
Patriarchate of Alexandria until autocephaly® in AD 1959 it adopted a “non-
Chalcedonian” position through that connection, as there were no Ethiopians
present at the council. It was finally at the Council of Boru Meda in AD 1878
that the Ethiopian Church articulated its eponymous “Tdwahado” Christology.®
Otherwise, it is not until the fifteenth century that Ethiopian writers specifically
attack Chalcedon, and their stance on Chalcedon seems to have been
strengthened following engagement with Portuguese Jesuits in the sixteenth
century.” Before this, many EOTC texts make no reference to Chalcedon or deal
with it only briefly. Most notably, the Summa of EOTC Christology, Giyorgis
of Gaséecha’s Book of Mystery,® makes only brief reference to Chalcedon, and
then primarily associating it with “Nestorian” ideas.’

The magisterial work of Aloys Grillmeier surveys a wide range of important
manuscripts, as well as the anaphoras and other texts of the Ethiopian tradition
and her Christology."” As with much Ethiopian material, no clear description
of Ethiopian Christology is found in this work, because of the EOTC’s eschewing
of systematic approaches to theology."" Nevertheless, Grillmeier correctly notes

? Tan Gillman and Hans-Joachim Klimkeit, Christians in Asia before 1500, 15-16.

* Gillman and Klimkeit, Christians in Asia before 1500, 99.

Since the autocephaly of the Eritrean Orthodox Tédwahado Church following Eritrean

independence in 1993, the Eritrean and Ethiopian church still share the same tradition, and

literature. I restrict reference here to the Ethiopian Church because the key text for this

paper, Kabrd Nigdst,’Glory of Kings,” holds a special place particularly within the nation of

Ethiopia, as it narrates the Sheba Legend that tells how the Ark of the Covenant came to

Ethiopia. Tradition affirms that following this account the Ark of the Covenant is now kept

in a chapel in Ethiopia’s ancient capital city, Aksum. This tradition holds less significance

for the Eritrean Church.

“Autocephaly” refers to a church being autocephalous, literally ‘having its own head,” the

term used when an Orthodox Church becomes independent and so has its own patriarch.

¢ See Eloi Ficquet, “Boru Meda.”

7 See Witold Witakowski, “Chalcedon, Council of.”

® Ermias Hiruie, The Book of Mystery: Méshafi Mastir of Abba Giyorgis of Gasaéca, 1364-
1425. Ethiopia’s Most Iconic Theological, Exegetical, Historical, and Philosophical Treatise.

° Hiruie, Book of Mystery, 5, 67, 109, 220, 27.

Aloys Grillmeier and Theresia Hainthaler, Christ in Christian Tradition, Volume 2: From

the Council of Chalcedon (451) to Gregory the Great (590-604), Part 4: The Church of

Alexandria with Nubia and Ethiopia after 451, 294-392.

Grillmeier and Hainthaler reference three important documents relating to the expedition

of King Caleb of Ethiopia to Najran early in the sixth century AD. In particular they refer
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the importance of works known as Qerellos, that is, a major body of literature
attributed to Cyril of Alexandria (412-444 CE) that were translated into Ga'az
along with the books of the Bible around the mid fifth century CE."> Cyril of
Alexandria’s christology features strongly throughout the Ethiopic literature,'
and significant for this study is that the texts in the Qerellos have been described
by Bernd Manuel Weischer as “anti-Nestorian and achalcedonian,”"* consistent
with Grillmeier’s analysis."”” Throughout EOTC literature references to Nicaea
are often veiled using “The 318” or “The 300” referring to the 318 bishops
traditionally understood to have attended the First Council.'® The significance
of “The 318” is expressed in liturgical commemoration, addressed partially by
Grillmeier, and in two further texts where they feature strongly: in the
interpretation of Ethiopic Enoch, and in much more detail in KN.

Liturgical Reception of Nicaea

There is regular liturgical commemoration of Nicaea. The 318 bishops,
sometimes abbreviated to wAQk 9okt (Sdlastu ma ‘at, ‘the Three Hundred’), are

to a letter by Simeon of Béth-Arsam (500s), that uses what he considers to be strong anti-
Chalcedonian language; Christ in Christian Tradition, 305-312. This letter is published and
discussed in Irfan Shahid, The Martyrs of Najran: New Documents. Whilst this is important,
the documents are not from within EOTC tradition and so are not relevant to this paper.

> See these works by or edited and translated by Bernd Manuel Weischer:

“Der Dialog « Dass Christus Einer Ist » des Cyrill von Alexandrien. Nach Handschriften in
Berlin, Cambridge, London, Paris und Tibingen zum ersten Mal in Athiopischen Text
herausgegeben und mit deutscher Ubersetzung Versehen von Bernd Manuel Weischer.”

“Die dthiopischen Psalmen- und Qerlosfragmente in Erevan /Armenien.”

Qeérellos I Der Prosphonetikos « Uber den rechten Glauben » des Kyrillos von Alexandrien und
Theodosios II.

Qeérellos II: Der Prosphonetikos « Uber den rechten Glauben » des Kyrillos von Alexandrien an
Arkadia und Marina.

Qerellos III: Der Dialog « Dass Christus Einer Ist » des Kyrillos von Alexandrien.

Qerellos IV 1: Homilien und Briefe zum Konzil von Ephesos.

Qerellos IV 2: Traktate des Epiphanios von Zypern und des Proklos von Kyzikos.

Qeérellos IV 3: Traktate des Severianos von Gabala, Gregorios Thaumaturgos und Kyrillos von
Alexandrien.

3 See Alessandro Bausi, “Qerrallos.”

'* Bernd Manuel Weischer, “Historical and Philological Problems of the Axumitic Literature
(Especially in the Qerellos),” 93.

"> Although with relatively limited resources available at the time, this account is an extremely
important analysis of EOTC outlooks. See Grillmeier and Hainthaler, Christ in Christian
tradition, 294-392.

' The reference to 318 is clearly to the number of bishops that Athanasius stated as attending
the Council of Nicaea in AD 325, with a further allusion to the 318 men that Abraham raised
as an army in Genesis 14:14. For further information on the attendees at Nicaea see R. P.
C. Hanson, The Search for the Christian Doctrine of God: The Arian Controversy 318-381,
155-156.
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commemorated on the ninth day of each Ethiopian month. It is striking that
this is the only regular commemoration of Fathers connected with a council in
the EOTC calendar."”

The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed of 381 is used in thirteen of the
fourteen anaphora currently used in the EOTC, with The Apostles Creed used
only in the Anaphora of the Apostles, which is celebrated only on the memorial
day of any of the Apostles.”® The development of the anaphoras is not fully
understood. Two anaphoras, those of the Apostles and of Our Lord Jesus Christ
were, in some form, possibly used from the early centuries of the Ethiopian
Church. They would have originally been translated from Greek, although their
content has been embellished since then, and the inclusion of the Niceno-
Constantinopolitan Creed in the Anaphora of Our Lord Jesus Christ therefore
cannot be dated to this early period. Most of the remaining anaphoras are
almost certainly original Go'az compositions dating from the fourteenth or
fifteenth centuries, but undoubtedly with some limited influence from Arabic
sources from the Coptic Church.” Furthermore, one of the EOTC’s many
eucharistic anaphoras has the epithet, “The Three Hundred;” this text most
probably being composed in Ga‘az in the fifteenth century by the important
EOTC theologian, Giyorgis of Gassecha (c. 1365 — 1425).*° All this seems to
indicate that Nicaean Christology is the primary focus of the EOTC, as there was
ample opportunity to address the issues of Chalcedon during their composition.
These texts are composed around the inception of the first Jesuit presence in
Ethiopia, although there is no clear connection between this presence and the
inclusion of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed in the anaphora.

Even by fifteenth century, Chalcedon does not appear to feature
significantly in the liturgy, with the clearest albeit implicit reference being the
Anaphora of Dioscorus, who was banished following the Council of Chalcedon
because of his rejection of the “two natures” formula.?! Indeed, Grillmeier found
that “in the anaphoras the Chalcedonian controversy plays hardly a role in

' Unusually this celebration is not shared with the Coptic Church calendar. See Emmanuel
Fritsch and Ugo Zanetti, “Calendar.”

'8 Marcos Daoud, trans., The Liturgy of the Ethiopian Church, 40n1, 86, 173.

! See Habtemichael Kidane, “Anaphoras.”

? See Habtemichael, “Anaphoras;” Getachew Haile, “On the Authorship of Ethiopian

Anaphoras;” and Gerard Colin, “Giyorgis of Sigla.” For a more detailed discussion of the

origin of the Anaphora of Our Lady Mary, see Getachew Haile, “On the Identity of Silondis

and the Composition of the Anaphora of Mary Ascribed to Haryaqos of Bohansa.”

Volker L Menze, Patriarch Dioscorus of Alexandria: the Last Pharaoh and Ecclesiastical

Politics in the Later Roman Empire, 151-185. The Anaphora of Dioscorus has no polemic

against Chalcedon, although it does affirm a ‘one nature’ Christology, for instance, “. . . as

His divinity became one with His humanity unto the ages of ages.” Daoud, trans., The

Liturgy of the Ethiopian Church, #53, 162.

)

2
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regard to ‘one’ or ‘two’ natures,”** and this brief analysis points rather to Nicaea
as the guide.

Salvation History and the Apocalypse of Weeks

Since the fifth century translation of the Scriptures from Greek into Ga‘az,
the EOTC has developed an indigenous approach to hermeneutics,” and 1
Enoch, uniquely still considered sacred, has an important hermeneutical role.”*
An extensive survey of the interpretation of Enoch shows that one of its primary
functions is to give an overview of salvation history, and the brief Apocalypse of
Weeks (AW), the section of Enoch with most frequent commentary, serves this
purpose.® AW follows Second Temple Jewish interpretations to divide
salvation history into ten “weeks” representing epochs from creation through to
final judgement, which is then followed by “many weeks.” EOTC
interpretations, like the Second Temple ones are “highly selective choosing from
a number of larger pools of possibilities,””” and EOTC interpretations largely
mapping onto those from the Second Temple literature, with later “weeks”
identified with the advent and return of Christ.

22 Grillmeier and Hainthaler, Christ in Christian Tradition, 384.

» For a comprehensive appraisal of this tradition see the seminal studies of Roger W. Cowley,
esp. his Ethiopian Biblical Interpretation: A Study in Exegetical Tradition and Hermeneutics
and The Traditional Interpretation of the Apocalypse of John in the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church.

** There is, of course, a strong connection between Ethiopic Enoch and 1 Enoch. Only the

Goa ‘a2z text is complete but the textual developments since its translation, probably in the

fifth century AD, and the fact that the earliest extant manuscripts are nearly 1000 years later

than this translation date means that they cannot be understood as identical texts. For a

detailed discussion of this see Loren T. Stuckenbruck, “The Book of Enoch: Its Reception

in Second Temple Jewish and in Christian Tradition.” Enoch is usually included in the

‘canon’ of scripture. The term ‘canon’ must be used loosely in reference to the EOTC.

There are normally 81 books listed as biblical texts, and Enoch features in some lists of

books and not in others. For further information on this see Bruk Ayele Asale, “The

Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church Canon of the Scriptures: Neither Open nor

Closed.”

It is significant that much of the text of Enoch is ignored in Ga‘az commentary, making the

inclusion of Apocalypse of Weeks very significant. See Ralph Lee, “The Reception and

Function of 1 Enoch in the Ethiopian Orthodox Tradition.”

% Loren T. Stuckenbruck, I Enoch 91-108, pp. 2, 57-59.

77 Loren T. Stuckenbruck, “The Apocalypse of Weeks: Periodization and Tradition-Historical
Context,” 84. This article points to other schemas for dividing history in a similar way, but
with the presence of 1 Enoch within the EOTC tradition there is little need to look further
than this to explain the periodization.

25
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There are several different EOTC interpretations of the “weeks,”* but two
commentaries highlight the Council of Nicaea. The slightly later sixteenth
century commentary from the important Gunda Gunde monastery in Tigray
(GG) expresses this most succinctly, with “weeks” 1-10 interpreted as: Adam
to Enoch; the deluge until Abraham; Abraham, the plant of righteousness, until
the giving of the Law; the giving of the Law, the precepts, until the age of
Solomon; the age of Solomon, the building of the “house of glory”; the captivity,
in which the “house” is burned; from the captivity until the birth of Christ; the
age of the birth of Christ and the establishment of the Church; the age of the
318; and the day of judgement followed by “many weeks, the never-ending
Kingdom of Heaven, in which sin no longer exists is not mentioned.” The
earliest known commentary, the fifteenth century Book of the Mpysteries of
Heaven and Earth (MHE), identifies week eight rather than nine as “The Age of
the 318 Orthodox Faithful, the sword is the Word of God,” adding that “the
place signifies the churches built in the age of King Constantine.”” The
difference is minor, and arises from MHE allowing an extra “week” for the
advent of heretics, which are implicit in the ninth “week” of GG. In both cases
the “week” associated with Nicaea corresponds to the establishment of the
Church, and the articulation of the substance of Christian faith that was formally
started at the First Council® The choice is striking, given the “pools of
possibilities.”” It could be that “The Age of the 318 is shorthand for something
like the “age of the councils,” but another EOTC text, hi< 11/t (Kabrd Nigiist,
‘Glory of Kings’), suggests that Nicaea is crucial.

h\& 11#F, Kabrd Niégist

The Ethiopian national epic, hfld 11/t (Kabrd Ndgidst, ‘Glory of Kings,’
KN) is a complex text with the Sheba Legend at its core, narrating the encounter
between King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba (ref. 1 Ki 10:1-10, 13). In this

** For a discussion of all the known commentary, see Lee, “The Reception and Function of 1

Enoch”; and Ralph Lee, “Go ‘oz Commentary on 1 Enoch.”
¥ Lee, “The Reception and Function of 1 Enoch,” 317-318.
¥ Lee, “The Reception and Function of 1 Enoch,” 316. The text reads, “91:12 And after this
there will be another week, the eight, that of righteousness, and a sword will be given to it
that the righteous judgement may be executed on those who do wrong, and the sinners will
be handed over into the hands of the righteous.” Michael A Knibb, The Ethiopic Book of
Enoch: A New Edition in the Light of the Aramaic Dead Sea Fragments, vol. 2: Introduction,
Translation and Commentary, 219.
Lee, “The Reception and Function of 1 Enoch,” 316-317. The two texts are the fifteenth
century Book of the Mysteries of Heaven and Earth and a sixteenth century commentary
produced at the important Gunda Gunde monastery in Tigray.
Stuckenbruck, “Apocalypse of Weeks,” 84.
In English translation this is generally transliterated as Kebra Nagast; e.g., see E. A. Wallis
Budge, The Kebra Nagast.

3

3

b}

3.

by
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embellished version, the Queen bears a son through Solomon, 9°1.&h (Monilok),
who returns to Israel and takes the Ark of the Covenant to Aksum.** Although
there has been some disagreement about the date of this text, there is good
agreement that it was compiled (and parts composed) no later than AD 1321.%
This date fits with one of its primary intentions: giving narrative and theological
support to what was the newly established Solomonic dynasty ruling Ethiopia.
Although in western scholarship focus has been on KN’s assertion that the Ark
of the Covenant came to Ethiopia, it is a complex collection of theological-
political texts for which we have very few sources. Although the theological
components have received little attention, Witold Witakowsky suggested that
KN shows, more than any other text, EOTC reflections on the Nicene Creed,*
with several references made to the Nicene bishops. It is to this text that this
paper now turns as a rich source of reflection influenced by Nicaean thought.
The portions quoted in this paper all come from material composed close to the
time of its compilation.”

A short introduction to KN opens with a Trinitarian statement of faith that
is clearly drawn from the Creed of Nicaea:*®

At ARTMLANRC: AN ADH: T OAONG: AL DCAFA: HOVE: e DT

OHATNAU: AAN: HTE ONeP70: SO A&PAMA: HEDEA: ATPAN: ORI 7h:

APPOAL:: pAIPAN: Afl: DOAL: DTN PH0: TATPT: OTTL: A Ne(s

** The Shebalegend, known in many forms circulated around the Middle East, in its Ethiopian
form narrates the story of the encounter between the Queen of Sheba and Solomon and
how their son Manilok (typically transliterated as ‘Menelik’ in English) conceived a plan to
take the Ark of the Covenant to Ethiopia. For more information see Carl Bezold, Kebra
Nagast: Die Herrlichkeit der Konige nach den Handschriften in Berlin, London, Oxford und
Paris zum ersten mal im Athiopischen Urtext herausgegeben und mit deutsche Ubersetzung
versehen; and E. A. Wallis Budge, The Queen of Sheba and her only son Menyelek (I): Being
the ‘Book of the Glory of Kings' (Kebra Nagast) a Work Which Is Aike the Traditional History
of the Establishment of the Religion of the Hebrews in Ethiopia, and the Patent of Sovereignty
Which Is Now Universally Accepted in Abyssinia as the Symbol of the Divine Authority to
Rule Which the Kings of the Solomonic Line Claimed to Have Received through their Descent
from the House of David. Much of KN lengthy content is devoted to the understanding of
the significance of the Tabot, that is the Ga ‘2z word used for the Ark of the Covenant and
its connection to the incarnation. The political significance is derived from Ethiopia’s
possession of the Ark, and the implied blessing on the nation and its leadership. For a
detailed discussion of the incarnational symbolism connected to the Ark see Ralph Lee,
Symbolic Interpretations in Ethiopic and Early Syriac Literature, 53-68.

* Paolo Marrassini, “Kebra Nagast,” 365-366.

3% Witold Witakowski, “Nicea, Council of,” 1176.

%7 See David A. Hubbard, “The Literary Sources of the Kebra Nagast.”

All translations of KN are this author’s own from the critical edition Bezold, Kebra Nagast.

Where Bezold uses Ga ‘9z reference numbers in his critical text instead of Arabic numbers,

I have retained his usage.

¥ Bezold, Kebra Nagast, .
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bd ak”dtetu ld agozi'abaher ab ahaze k"allu, wibdwildu iydsus krsatos zdbotu
k*allu kond wizd anbilehusd albo zikond, wibdmdinfds qadus paragqlitos
zdyawdd’a em’ab wiyyanis'a’ emwild ahadu amlak ab wiwdild wimdnfdis
qaddus nd aman wanagini ldsalus

With the praise of God, Lord of All,* and of His Son, Jesus Christ, by
whom all things came into being, and without whom nothing came
into being, and of the Holy Spirit, Paraclete, who proceeds from the
Father, and who takes from the Son, One God, Father, Son and Holy
Spirit. We believe in and give thanks to the Trinity.

Immediately following this, at the very beginning of the first chapter
“Concerning the Glory of Kings,” the 318 Fathers are invoked to affirm the idea
of what KN terms the “heavenly Zion™:
8: OA7t: hld: rPotrs:
&Nhs: OWS: HEPIOE: CEY: Y8 19 : (A hC: @6NL: @-+8A: Hhov: duN:
AMANNC: ALPP: AATPE 04.L4-L0: HOATT: O0L: O(ie: AReT: F0vt: he
ARTMANNC: A7 1087 ONIEY: AU MDF: XCch: OPLL: ATPPLaP: T
Gt AR OANAz A0oP: (04T ON2CH: ONO6S: TNCP: Al
OONL: MDY N: PO ARST: ATIEPT: AT9498L: OllhvkPar-::!

1 bé’entd kebrd Ndagast.

fokare wizena zi318 rotu‘and hay manot bi’'antd kbr wi‘ebdy witidala
zdkdmd wahabd agazi’abaher liddqiqd adam, wifddfaddsd zibd rrnatd abdya
widkabra ldsayon tabotd hagu ld egazi’abaher enatd gibariha wikenyaha lilihu
biawastd saraha mdqdisu amqademd k"allu fatarit mdla 'akt wisdib’a. asmd
bihabrdit wibdsamrdit wibd arina gibrawwa ab wiwewdld wimdnfds qaddus
lasayon simayawit limahdidrdi sebahatihomu.

1: Concerning the Glory of Kings:

The interpretation and announcement of the 318 Orthodox in Faith,
concerning the glory and greatness, and dignity that God gave to the
children of Adam, and especially concerning the greatness and glory of
Zion, the Tabot of the Law of God, which He made and fashioned for
Himself and in which he made in the chamber of his holiness, before
all creation, [whether] angels or humankind. Because with unity and
good will, and agreement the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit
made the Heavenly Zion as a dwelling place for their glory.

The theology of the “heavenly Zion” or Tabot is central to KN, and the term
refers to the Ark that Moses was commanded to construct, and the “heavenly
chamber” on which it is understood to be modelled. Mary is further
symbolically connected through her bearing of God without being destroyed,

“ AP e (Cahaze k*allu) is often translated as “Almighty.”
' Bezold, Kebra Nagast, .
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seen as analogous to the Ark in which God dwelled without it being destroyed.
It is not immediately apparent why KN appeals to the Fathers of Nicaea, but the
text continues with an imagined conversation between the members of the
Trinity in language drawing further on the Creed, that strongly affirms the pre-
existence of the Son and the Spirit, with the Father before the creation:
ORPH: B0 Al: ADAL=: OATPHA: P& 700 ANh: NACALT: ONATPANTE
O(14: OwIP4: (1H: °NC: ORN: OAL: Al: AdNN: 2P0 ARSI DR
A PEO: A AIQC: Otvh: AN 0L0T: OR&PTE OHE: ML ONRT:
Tt @ tvt: &eT: 99984 AhtPers: @8t @0: FHDC: “P90sh:
HAPLIPN: damd: Aoe@-iit: (F4: Civbhz 08A04: &7 HALCh: @-abd:
OME: ALGIP: HILAU: ACAL: OATPAN: hav: 7728 ANRMT: NAPH: tolLk:
PN ACPEE OPP: AARI: Tha: Hav-: PPA: BT Lbd: AQdvhu-= Ado:
Ahed: OFEC: PPRL: AIMANKC: APE: 80 Ah@T: Ak OhivFCA: At
Hé.mChr: 120 AP100E ONLSS: aPPON: (20l : TOAL: (147 hIP8TI P
207 B191R: ARIC: HO-Wk: ooy NCAPO: HE: Ghk: PPhvhi: OV
T4 DRSO X7 ATIEP

1 bé’entd kebrd Ndagast.

wid ‘amza yabe ab liwdld wildmdnafis qaddus nagabar siba’a bd ara ‘ayand
wiibd ‘amsalend, wihabru wdsdmaru bdza makr. wiyabe wild and alibas
Sagahu lid adam, wiyabe mdnafis qaddus and ahadar wasti lobd ndbiyat
wisadaqan. wizati habarit wikidan tdgdbrit biwasati sayon mahddiri
sabahatihomu. widawitani yabe tizikdr mahbiriki zi’aqdidmakai fitird
lamddahanitd bitrd rastakd = baddbrd sayon zdhaddrkd wasteta. wigdbaro
ld'adam bizizi’ahu ara’aya wi'amsal kimd yansto ldsdytan bd enatdi
ta ‘abitu masald sirawitu, wiyaqamo ld'adam tikli zi’ahu masali heran
daqiqu ldsabahatihu = esmd haluq wimatur makri agazi abaher enatd yabe
akdwn siba’a wi astdra’i lik"allu zdfitdrku bdsaga atagdsds, wabdddhari
mdwa ‘al bdsmrdtu tawdildd bdsaga emdagmawit sayon dagmawi adam
zewe ‘etu midahanind krastos zati ye eti mekhand wihaymanotand tisfand
wdiheywdtand sayon sdimayawit.
And after this the Father said to the Son and to the Holy Spirit, “let us
make humankind in our likeness and in our image,” and they were
united and delighted with this matter. And the Son said, “I will clothe
myself with the flesh of Adam,” and the Holy Spirit said, “I will dwell
in the heart of the prophets and the righteous,” and this agreement and
covenant was made in Zion, the dwelling place of their glory. And
David said, “remember your congregation which you made before
creation for the salvation of the rod of your inheritance, on Mount
Zion, in which you dwell.”® And he made Adam in his own likeness

# Bezold, Kebra Nagast, 5-8€.
B Ps. 73/74:2 «FHOC “19040 HA$LIPh dnd: ALY VH4 COTneANl &7 HALCh @<tk sy
(tizikar mahbdirdke zi'aqddmakd fitdrd wd adhanakd bdtrd rastakd dibrd sayon
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and image, so that he might take Satan and his army away, because of
his pride, and might establish Adam as his shoot, with his excellent
children, for his praise. Because God’s plan was accomplished and
decided which said, ‘T will become a man, and I will show myself to all
that I have created, and in flesh I will become tangible.” And in the last
days with his good pleasure he was born in flesh, from the Second
Zion,* the second Adam, which is our Saviour, Christ, who is our
boasting and our faith, our hope and our life, the Second Zion.

Rather than reproducing the rigid, formulaic language of the Nicene Creed,
Kabri Nigist adopts a narrative-symbolic approach that embeds Nicaean
theology within imaginative dialogue. It portrays conversations between the
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit prior to creation, affirming their eternal coexistence
and unity. It is not immediately apparent why the author of KN adopts this
approach. It is worth noting that symbolic language is frequently employed in
EOTC theology,* developed most expressively in Qane poetry which eschews
definitions and instead prefers rather creative imagery and imagined
conversations.* In these exchanges, the Son declares, “I will clothe myself with
the flesh of Adam,” and “I will become tangible,” while the Spirit promises to
dwell within the hearts of the righteous. This unusual language implicitly
affirms Nicaean thought. The phrase «At100» (atagisds, T will become
tangible’) is a very expressive statement about the incarnation — implicity the
Son talks as co-equal with the Father in nature, and indicates his plan to become
human. This imagined conversation might be a place to expect a Ga‘az
equivalent of 6poovaiog (homoousios). It turns out that there is no consistent
translation of this term. The most logical wording, perhaps, would be from the
dogmatic language found in the early (fifth century) Qerralos, ‘it VAR (haburdi
halawe, ‘of the same nature’), used to translate the Greek opoovotog in these
works, but this is not found anywhere in KN.* Even this dogmatic formulation

zehaddrkd wasteta, “remember your gathering which you caused before creating, and you
saved the rod of your inheritance, Mount Zion, in which you dwelt”, from the text known
as the ‘New Ga‘az Bible: Scholars of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church, o°&h&
P80 HNAL OHchA0 HAAT WY [mdshaf gaddus zibaluy wizehadis zdilasand ga ‘2z, “The Holy
Books of the Old and of the New Testament in Ga‘az’], 886.

The ‘second Zion’ is Mary, and Christ the second Adam. Zion is the place where God has
chosen to dwell, in heaven, in the Ark of Moses, and realized in the incarnation through
Mary. For an extended discussion of this see Lee, Symbolic Interpretations, 81-88.

For an extensive discussion of this see Lee, Symbolic Interpretations, 79-157.

This tradition is the subject of a research project at Sankt Ignatios College Sweden led by
the author. So far there is little literature in English on this tradition. One short article that
gives good insight is Daniel Assefa and Tekletsadik Belachew, “Ethiopian Qene (Traditional
and Living Oral Poetry) as a Medium for Biblical Hermeneutics,”

See, for instance, Weischer, ed. and trans., “Der Dialog « Dass Christus Einer Ist » des Cyrill
von Alexandrien,” 36.19; 92.13; 102.13; 222.7.
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is not used consistently elsewhere. In the liturgy another term is used: «H6%®
P00 Al Novabvty (zd ‘aruy masld ab bimdlikotu, ‘in divinity equal with the
Father’).*® Neither haburd halawe nor zi ‘aruy masld ab biamdlikotu is found in
KN, but instead, KN imagines a conversation which indirectly affirms both
equality in divine nature and a physical incarnation in language akin to
opoovotog, but without resorting to technical terminology. By framing doctrine
through story and symbol, particularly the imagery of the Heavenly Zion and
the Ark of the Covenant, the text reflects the EOTC tradition’s preference for
biblical typology and narrative theology over systematic formulations, making
Nicene faith both accessible and culturally resonant.

These brief statements are oblique references to the Nicene statement of
faith, but they creatively imagine a conversation between the Father and the Son
about the incarnation that implicitly affirms that the Son was before the
creation, and that he became human for salvation.

Later, similar affirmations are made attributed to the 318 Fathers of Nicaea:

18 10: 1042 FRIOTCEYT: Y8719

QAT RP: DL AD: A7 PRavT: HEPC: F0F: AT OAAN: AOt:

@tz PAN: Ao OCHD: OXLP: Mk OANN: FOATE APLAA: ARPT:

dmé: A1LL: Allchtue: @FPhd: LATA: HRNL: AANA: 2202 ARTP: av6 Pt

OANFCA: Alte: HEMChr: (ALPE: ONPAL: OONN: AOLLT: &7 AT1PPT:

OO AANNO: 2D ASIP: AP AohCAR: ACILANGRC: PO OhP: ADT:

oot AP0~ NATPANE X970 AT19PTH: FaPAAI: ADAL A aoLq7: TICPI°:

AMOP: MR & OEC: @tk TPAT: Hhel: hh: &chdet: NhLPU-

O@-(rt: NCw: TICLIP: 18L: AN~ 4MS: HOATEAU-: Tide: Dpi®®

12: habd habru 318 ratu ‘and haymanot.

wd'awsa 'wwo wiyabelu ewd aman qdiddmiit tifitaro tabotd kidan widi’alabo
hasdt wasatdi qalokd emun wiratu a wisedq we etu wdi alabo tiwlat, aqdimusdi
lasayon fitdra limahdidrd sebahatihu wimakrd kidanusi zdyabe aldbsi saga
adam mdretawitd wd astira’i ldk"allu zifdtdrku bd 'adeyi wdibdiqalayd.
wisobdsd iwdrdddt sayon simayawit wisobdni ildbsi Saga adam emd itdr 2yd
agazi abaher qal wi’'amd ikond mddahanitind, sama‘u bd’amsal, sayonasi
samayawit timdsdlita liwdladitd mddhan Maryam, esmd hansat sayon
winabur westeta 10 qalat zidhag alld sahufat bd’addwihu wdwastd kdirsd
maryam haddrd lilihu fitari zibd anati ‘ahu k*allu kond.

12: Concerning the unity of the 318 Orthodox of Faith:

And they answered, ‘Yes, truly the first created thing was the Ark of the
Covenant, . . . First of all, he made Zion as a dwelling place for his glory,

* Tisfa Gabri Sollase, ed., & hé. P40 NAAT 0H (Mdisahafi qaddase bélesand go 3z) [the
book of the Liturgy in the Ga‘az Language], 91.
¥ Bezold, Kebra Nagast, &-3%.
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and the plan of his covenant which said, ‘T will clothe myself with the
flesh of earthly Adam and I will reveal myself to all that I created with
my hand and my word.” And if the Heavenly Zion had not come down,
and if he had not clothed himself with the flesh of Adam, then the
Word of God would not have been revealed, and our salvation would
not have been. His witness is in the likeness, the Heavenly Zion is the
likeness of the bearer of Salvation, Mary, because Zion was
constructed, and inside her are 10 Words of the Law, which are written
by his hand, and he dwelt in Mary’s womb, the creator of all things,
and through whom all things came into being.

Here, the 318 Nicaean fathers affirm together a conversation that expresses
more the language of Ephesus in 431, expressing ®@cotokog (Theotdkos) as
resembling the heavenly Ark in the same kind of imagined conversation as was
used of incarnation. This language is important for the message of KN, which
affirms that the Ark of the Covenant was made as the dwelling place for God on
earth, and that this Ark resides in Ethiopia.”

% 710 104 AN@-: 3247t

NON: AD2he: TN FRIOR:O BLA: h9L7E HEN: il ooy fav: ALbd:
A49°: 0t ke AATMLANRG: A9PNaP: 0Lt AP ANA: Lk AATIHANNCE
Nhoo: gN: 8Pt O999LCY: O(t: F7E ONON: LN: Nhd: 9P%A: PO:
9L Ce: HP: AQP: 1LLhP: ®MANChor: AMUGTY: OANTEL  har: A180LY:
OASPTL: Av-(: HCA: N@-0BF: 01%0: 9°&CL: Heh@<7: Trw: ONN9TT2: £110:
AIPHCH: (1201 4N: av\: avAnti ORAAEL: 810k Fcht: aPhRL: Aldu-:
O rtav<: (1997tap: Hhy-:io!

18: habd habru abdw pappasat.

ka'abd awsa’'u mahbdrd 318 wi yabelu amen, zatike ya’ati mddhanitomu
laddqiqd adam tabotd hagu 1d agzi’abaher amkdmd wirddit tasdmayi siba’a
betu li ‘agzi abaher, bikdmd yabe dawit wimahddrohi wasatdi sayon, wika abd
yabe bi’afd minafds qoeddus widmahddrayd zayd asmd hardykawwa
wd ‘abarkomu likahanatiha wd astifdsahomu linddayaniha, wilidawitani
ahubo zira'a biwasteta bidibi madrani zdyakdwan nagusda wibdsimayatani
yandgis amzira 'u bdsaga dibd mdnbdird mdlikot, wésdla tuni yagiba 'u tahtd
mikdyadd agdrihu wiytahatdmu bimahatimd zi'ahu.

18: When the Fathers and Bishops Agreed

Again, the Council of the 318 answered and said, “Amen. This is the
salvation of the children of Adam. Since the Ark of the Law of God
came down, they shall be called, “People of the House of God” as David
said, “and his dwelling place is in Zion.” Again, he says through the

A full discussion of this thinking is beyond the scope of this paper, but for a more

comprehensive discussion see Lee, Symbolic Interpretations, 24.

°! Bezold, Kebra Nagast, 1.

African Christian Theology 3, no. 2 (September 2026): 163-186
- 176 -



Ralph Lee
The Council of the 318:
The Defining Epoch for the Ethiopian Orthodox Tdwahado Church ?

mouth of the Holy Spirit, “and my dwelling place is here, because I
chose her, and I will bless her priests, and I will make her poor ones
rejoice. I will give to David a seed in inside her on the earth, who will
become king, and in the heavens [One] will rule from his seed in the
flesh upon the throne of the Godhead. As for his enemies, they will
gather under his footstool, and they will be sealed with his seal.”

The Nicaean fathers again affirm the incarnation. A further reference is made to
“The 318” in chapter 29 broadly affirming the Nicene statement of faith and
‘that which we should teach and how we should fashion the faith.’

&O: (W FRIOn

OYhTL: w01 AN m@Ph: HIN: Az AIPPLIRT: hPCOFE TohT: FPIOT:
ACHOT: OANTSF01: 7291571 KWTH: KOLAT: ALAO: hChfPO: POMNTE OO-Hk:
w(COo: A1: Hhor: 730G OHher: 710G Y2919 %

29: bd’antd 318.

wdnahndni  Sira‘and maslehomu  tdyiqind zdindbdbu ald amgadmend
hawarayat, nahnd 318 arata 'ni wi astirata ‘and haymanotd anzi agzi'and
iydsus krastos maslend, wiwa atu Sira‘a ldnd zdikdmd namehar wizikdmd
nagdibar hayamanotd.

29: Concerning the 318

And we establish together with them. We know well what they spoke,
those who went before us, the Apostles. We the 318 establish and
uphold the faith, while Our Lord Jesus Christ is with us, and he
established for us that which we should teach and how we should
fashion the faith.

This is the final explicit reference to the Fathers of Nicaea but much later, in
chapter 93, there is another statement that resonates strongly with Nicaea in
condemning Arius, and explicitly affirming that Christ’s humanity is present on
the “throne of divinity,” possibly in implicit reference to Chalcedon as a
refutation of Eutyches.

ar OArt HATIOE 72999t C9°

O30 LM77 HAPTRT 080 AG(A OANKFI AANA (hd 7D DAHPIP
A7275F NCARO OAPTA F42 AdA (LT NCOEST HATLANAC AL TNTCAE
OTCH OACTN DLAN hd OLP M- ANer: HOLP PTht @Ot AN APL7...
L0L0CH AN ONvE- A7H A9°AD O-hk PA ANLANNCE DLL haP Nl aPAnE
OANA 220 hA9° OATMHANRC DRk PA ONCHTE 220 TadA hae SLHP AA9S°
NAADF O%7 Ot 1992 OING 4.0 P ek N8AE 220 AT 127h OhoN
Lavgh N Nht 2077 chfPt wavF7y . 53

*2 Bezold, Kebra Nagast, #€.
> Bezold, Kebra Nagast, ¥&%.
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93: bd antdi zd amasinu hayamanotd rom.

witdnsa 'a sdytan zi emtakat edowu lisib a wd ashatomu lisib’a baherd rome
wd ‘ahsdmawwa ldhaymanotd krestos wd amsa 'u nufaqe la ‘3li betd krastiyan
zd ‘agzi’abaher bd afd nastaros, winestaros wd arayos wiyabaso allid widdydi
wastd labomu zdwdddyd qana’atd wasatd labu ldqdydn... ...wiyaddrfu la ‘ald
sabhatihu anazi amoalak wa ‘atu qali agzi'abaher, wirddd amdnabdrd mdlikotu
wildbsd saga adam wd agzi’abaher wa ‘atu qal wibdya ‘ati saga tdsdqdldi kimd
yabezawo li’adam bi alwditu wid ‘ardgd wastdi simay windbdrd dibd mdnbdrd
milikotu biya ati Saga anatd ndsa’'a wika abd yamdis'a bisabhat yak“ennan
hayawand wamutan . . . .

93: Concerning those who Destroyed the Faith of Rome

... Satan rose up, who from ancient times had been the enemy of
humankind, and led the people of the nation of Rome astray and they
twisted the faith of Christ and brought division in the Church of God
through the mouth of Nestorius — and he put into the hearts of
Nestorius, Arius, and Yabaso the jealousy that he put into the heart of
Cain . .. and they blaspheme his glory, while he is God, the Word of
God. He came down from the throne of his divinity and clothed
himself with the flesh of Adam, and he is God the Word of God, and
in that flesh he was crucified to redeem Adam in his iniquity, and he
ascended into heaven and was seated on the throne of divinity in that
flesh which he took on, and again he will come in glory and he will
judge the living and the dead . . . .

This is the only explicit mention of Nestorius in KN. This shows some
awareness of the fifth century controversies, but this brief mention does not,
however, make any specific reference to Chalcedon or Ephesus or to the
Christological issues that were debated at those councils. Indeed, the passage
looks back to the time before Chalcedon and the close relationship between
Ethiopia and Rome, «&100% hld 1121 AAE&E OnNL 112+ ©I°P hdav: Aho-
havrty (yata ‘awiq kabrd ndgdsti ityopaya wikebrd ndgdstid romaya asmd,
ahaw emuntu, °. . . the glory of the kings of Ethiopia and the glory of the kings
of Rome might be known, as they are brothers’),** referring to the era of
Constantine and his mother Helena.”® According to this passage, the kings of
Rome believed in an ‘orthodox’ manner for 130 years. This number is somewhat
confusing. If it is taken to be an indication that the Roman kings went astray
from the orthodox faith at Chalcedon in AD 451 — 130 years prior to Chalcedon
would be AD 321. This lies between Constantine declaring Christianity legally

> Bezold, Kebra Nagast, ¥&%.

> This perhaps hints at the reason for this reference. One theme of KN is that salvation is
connected with wood, and Helena is honoured for her finding of the True Cross. For a
discussion of this see Ralph Lee, Symbolic Interpretations, 148-157.
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tolerated (313) and Nicaea (325), corresponding to Sunday being declared a day
of rest in the Empire (321).

Conclusions

The evidence surveyed here demonstrates that Nicaea’s primacy in the
EOTC is inseparable from the Nicene tradition’s shaping of its Christology: the
Creed’s normativity, the epochal role of the 318, and the embedding of Nicene
faith in the anaphoras are precisely the means through which the Church
articulates Christology in Nicene terms. The primary place of Nicaean theology
in the EOTC may be seen in several ways, although no absolute discussion of
Nicaea's “sufficiency” has been found. Liturgical commemoration is significant,
especially with the fathers of Nicaea being the only fathers connected with a
Council regularly commemorated in the EOTC calendar. Ethiopic Enoch also
gives a special significance to Nicaea given the “pool of possibilities” that are
available as possible labels for the ten “weeks” of salvation history. Itis, however,
KN that points most strongly to the significance of Nicaea as a defining epoch.
KN creatively adapts Nicaean language to express the significance of the
Incarnation, a central theme in the text. “The 318” are used as a stamp of
authority on key matters of salvation that are addressed in KN. These
observations have implications for our understanding of theological method
and expression and for ecumenical relations. Although Witakowski considers
that the Nicaean Creed “has no particular theological consequence for the
Ethiopian Orthodox Tdwahado Church,” the content of KN argues against
this.

The fact that KN does not use more dogmatic language such as “it-¢ vA®
(haburd halawe, ‘of the same nature’), used to translate the Greek 6poovotog,”
or in the form of the Creed used in the liturgy where «t4-& 9°0A Al NovAht»
(zd ‘aruy masld ‘ab bamaldkotu, ‘in divinity equal with the Father’)*® is used is
notable. Instead, KN expresses Nicaean Christology through imagined
narrative and symbolic interpretations. In imagined conversations among the
members of the Trinity KN affirms the existence of Father, Son and Holy Spirit
as coequals before the Creation, demarcating the identity of Jesus Christ as fully
divine and subsequently “clothed” in humanity, implicitly affirming the
opoovolog. KN employs the unusual verb xt100 (atagisds, ‘T will become
tangible” or ‘touchable’), countering gnostic or docetic understandings of the
Incarnation and again affirming full humanity and divinity in Jesus Christ. This
approach reflects the EOTC general tendency to eschew systematic and cerebral

% Witakowski, “Nicea, Council of,” 709.

%7 See, for instance, Weischer, ed. and trans., “Der Dialog « Dass Christus Einer Ist » des Cyrill
von Alexandrien,” 36.19; 92.13; 102.13; 222.7.

B b0d ML 2740, ed., PEhé. P40 (AAT <10, 1989 EC), 91.
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approaches to theologizing. There is no reference to Chalcedon, or Pope Leo,
or a “two natures” christology of Chalcedon. The Nicaean language appears to
be implicitly assimilated in the descriptions of conversations between members
of the Trinity affirming their eternal coexistence before Creation.

Whilst Chalcedon is not in the purview of KN, chapter 93 addresses the key
issue of Christ’s full humanity and divinity. The phrase “and he ascended into
heaven and was seated on the throne of divinity in that flesh which he took on”
affirms the eternal nature of the union in Christ. This may serve as an oblique
reference to the EOTC condemnation of Eutyches, whose teachings on the
single divine nature of Christ were condemned at Constantinople in AD 448,%
in debates that fed into the Council of Chalcedon and shaped its Christological
formula.

The recognition that the EOTC is fundamentally Nicaean and
“achalcedonian” has important implications for ecumenical relations, and for
understanding EOTC identity formation. Joint statements from Oriental-
Catholic dialogues show significant Christological agreement.®” EOTC thought,
developed along different lines by focusing on the roots of Christology at Nicaea
rather than on the schism at Chalcedon, could provide fruitful ways of
developing that dialogue further.

As well as being historically irrelevant to many African Christians, the
“non-Chalcedonian” label carries colonialist undertones. Western missions
used “non-Chalcedonian” to dismiss the EOTC as heretical or sub-Christian, a
trend that continued with the nineteenth century advent of Protestant mission.
The hardening of confessional boundaries in Ethiopia can be partly attributed
to polemical encounters with Jesuit missionaries in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries.

Kwame Bediako acknowledged in his Frumentius Lectures in Addis Ababa
in 2001 that there was perhaps a chapter missing from his seminal Theology and
Identity®" that would have explored Ethiopian christology, and the language of
KN makes a further case for this. As African churches seek indigenous
christological expressions, the reflections of the EOTC — coming from the only
African nation not to be colonized — should surely be included in the
conversations. The emphasis on the conciliar agreement, “The 318,” also
provides a path away from divisions over biblicism, pneumatology, and
tradition. Protestant and Pentecostal Churches across Africa may not generally

* See Vasilije Vrani¢, “The Christology of Eutyches at the Council of Constantinople 448.”

% E.g., see Catholic —Oriental Orthodox Regional Forum, Joint Statements and Agreements
between the Catholic and Oriental Orthodox Churches.

' Kwame Bediako, Theology and Identity: The Impact of Culture upon Christian Thought in
the Second Century and in Modern Africa.
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pay close attention, at least at the grassroots level, to the issues of Chalcedon, but
will be familiar with the Creed, aside from the relatively small number of
Oneness Pentecostals.”” Expressions of Christology that emphasize shared
Nicaean foundations, rather than what was rejected at Chalcedon, help reveal
common ground often obscured by the frequent use of “non-Chalcedonian” to
describe the EOTC. This label obscures common ground by defining the EOTC
negatively—by what it rejected—rather than positively by its Nicaean
foundation. Moreover, the label can misleadingly suggest heterodoxy.
Furthermore, God’s materiality and tangible presence emphasized by African
Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity harmonizes with the embodied
spirituality of KN in which Christ declares “I will become tangible.” The way
KN expresses Nicaean doctrine through imagined conversations between the
members of the Trinity reflects broader African affinity with narrative theology
and storytelling. This narrative-symbolic approach would be a fruitful avenue
for dialogue with other African Christian expressions.
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