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Abstract 

Although the Ethiopian Orthodox Täwaḥǝdo 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, ክብረ 
ነገሥት, Kǝbrä Nägäśt (KN) — an indigenous incarnational theology is 
affirmed, indicating the Nicaean basis of Christology in the Täwaḥǝdo 
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. 

 
1  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 l’Église Orthodoxe Éthiopienne Täwaḥǝdo (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, l’interprétation d’Hénoch et l’épopée 
nationale éthiopienne, ክብረ ነገሥት, Kǝbrä Nägäśt (KN) — une théologie 
incarnationnelle indigène est affirmée, ce qui témoigne du fondement 
nicéen de la christologie dans les Églises Täwaḥǝdo.  Malgré la 
christologie miaphysite contemporaine d’EOTC, sa position anti-
Chalcédoine est rarement mentionnée dans la littérature antérieure à la 
présence des jésuites en Éthiopie.  Cependant, le « Concile des 318 » 
devient la principale référence pour décrire l’époque qui a suivi la 
fondation de l’Église, justifiant ainsi la qualification de la christologie de 
l’EOTC comme « pré-chalcédonienne », voire « achalcédonienne ».  
Toutefois, l’EOTC choisit toutefois de définir sa christologie de manière 
positive, de façon à ouvrir des perspectives de dialogue œcuménique 
interorthodoxe, et qui pourrait également être explorée dans le cadre de 
l’élaboration d’approches théologiques africaines autochtones.  Prises 
ensemble, ces trois sources montrent que la primauté de Nicée au sein de 
l’EOTC s’exprime précisément à travers la manière dont la tradition 
nicéenne a façonné sa christologie :  Nicée est « primaire » et « essentiel » 
parce que le Credo est normatif, les 318 définissent l’époque de la 
fondation de l’Église et que les anaphores incarnent la foi nicéenne ; et la 
christologie nicéenne est « centrale » parce que l’Église articule 
l’incarnation à travers les catégories nicéennes de la préexistence, de 
l’unité divine et de la consubstantialité du Fils avec le Père. 

Resumo 

Embora a Igreja Ortodoxa Etíope Täwaḥǝdo (em inglês:  EOTC) nem 
sempre reproduz o Credo de Nicéia na sua linguagem formal e 
dogmática, o pensamento niceno exerce uma forte influência na 
formulação da sua teologia encarnacional e cristológica.  Em três 
domínios-chave — a liturgia, a interpretação de Enoque e a epopeia 
nacional etíope, ክብረ ነገሥት, Kǝbrä Nägäśt (KN) — é afirmada uma 
teologia encarnacional indígena, o que atesta o fundamento niceno da 
cristologia nas Igrejas Täwaḥǝdo.  Apesar da cristologia miafisita 
contemporânea da EOTC, a sua posição anti-Calcedoniana raramente é 
mencionada na literatura anterior à presença dos jesuítas na Etiópia.  No 
entanto, o “Concílio dos 318” torna-se a principal referência para 
descrever o período que se seguiu à fundação da Igreja, justificando 
assim a qualificação 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 diálogo 
ecuménico interortodoxo, o que poderia também ser explorado no 
âmbito da elaboração de abordagens teológicas africanas e indígenas.  
Consideradas em conjunto, estas três fontes mostram que a primazia de 
Nicéia no seio da EOTC se expressa precisamente através da forma como 
a tradição nicena moldou a sua cristologia:  Nicéia é «primária»  porque 
o Credo é normativo, porque os 318 definem a época da fundação da 
Igreja e porque as anáforas encarnam a fé nicena; e a cristologia nicena é 
“central” porque a Igreja articula a encarnação através das categorias 
nicenas da pré-existência, 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 

Täwaḥǝdo 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.2  
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.3 

Since the Ethiopian Orthodox Church (EOTC4) was governed by the 
Patriarchate of Alexandria until autocephaly5 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 “Täwaḥǝdo” Christology.6  
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.7  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 Gaśśecha’s Book of Mystery,8 makes only brief reference to Chalcedon, and 
then primarily associating it with “Nestorian” ideas.9 

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.10  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.11  Nevertheless, Grillmeier correctly notes 

 
2  Ian Gillman and Hans-Joachim Klimkeit, Christians in Asia before 1500, 15–16. 
3  Gillman and Klimkeit, Christians in Asia before 1500, 99. 
4  Since the autocephaly of the Eritrean Orthodox Täwaḥǝdo 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, Kǝbrä Nägäśt, ’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.  

5  “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.  

6  See Eloi Ficquet, “Boru Meda.” 
7  See Witold Witakowski, “Chalcedon, Council of.” 
8  Ermias Hiruie, The Book of Mystery: Mäṣḥafä Mǝśṭir of Abba Giyorgis of Gasǝč ̣č ̣a, 1364–

1425. Ethiopia’s Most Iconic Theological, Exegetical, Historical, and Philosophical Treatise. 
9  Hiruie, Book of Mystery, 5, 67, 109, 220, 27. 
10  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. 

11  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 Gǝʿǝz 
along with the books of the Bible around the mid fifth century CE.12  Cyril of 
Alexandria’s christology features strongly throughout the Ethiopic literature,13 
and significant for this study is that the texts in the Qerellos have been described 
by Bernd Manuel Weischer as “anti-Nestorian and achalcedonian,”14 consistent 
with Grillmeier’s analysis.15  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.16  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 ሠለስቱ ምእት (śälastu mǝʾǝt, ‘the Three Hundred’), are 

 
to a letter by Simeon of Bēth-Aršām (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. 

12  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 Tübingen zum ersten Mal in Äthiopischen Text 
herausgegeben und mit deutscher Übersetzung Versehen von Bernd Manuel Weischer.” 

“Die äthiopischen Psalmen- und Qerlosfragmente in Erevan /Armenien.”  
Qērellos I:  Der Prosphonetikos « U ̈ber den rechten Glauben » des Kyrillos von Alexandrien und 

Theodosios II. 
Qērellos II:  Der Prosphonetikos « U ̈ber den rechten Glauben » des Kyrillos von Alexandrien an 

Arkadia und Marina. 
Qērellos III:  Der Dialog « Dass Christus Einer Ist » des Kyrillos von Alexandrien. 
Qērellos IV 1:  Homilien und Briefe zum Konzil von Ephesos. 
Qērellos IV 2:  Traktate des Epiphanios von Zypern und des Proklos von Kyzikos. 
Qērellos IV 3:  Traktate des Severianos von Gabala, Gregorios Thaumaturgos und Kyrillos von 

Alexandrien. 
13  See Alessandro Bausi, “Qerrǝllos.” 
14  Bernd Manuel Weischer, “Historical and Philological Problems of the Axumitic Literature 

(Especially in the Qerellos),” 93. 
15  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.  

16  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.17 

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.18  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 Gǝʿǝz compositions dating from the fourteenth or 
fifteenth centuries, but undoubtedly with some limited influence from Arabic 
sources from the Coptic Church.19  Furthermore, one of the EOTC’s many 
eucharistic anaphoras has the epithet, “The Three Hundred;” this text most 
probably being composed in Gǝʿǝz in the fifteenth century by the important 
EOTC theologian, Giyorgis of Gaśśecha (c. 1365 – 1425).20  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.21  Indeed, Grillmeier found 
that “in the anaphoras the Chalcedonian controversy plays hardly a role in 

 
17  Unusually this celebration is not shared with the Coptic Church calendar. See Emmanuel 

Fritsch and Ugo Zanetti, “Calendar.” 
18  Marcos Daoud, trans., The Liturgy of the Ethiopian Church, 40n1, 86, 173. 
19  See Habtemichael Kidane, “Anaphoras.” 
20  See Habtemichael, “Anaphoras;” Getachew Haile, “On the Authorship of Ethiopian 

Anaphoras;” and Gerard Colin, “Giyorgis of Sägla.”  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 Hǝryaqos of Bǝhǝnsa.” 

21  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. 
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regard to ‘one’ or ‘two’ natures,”22  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 Gǝʿǝz, 

the EOTC has developed an indigenous approach to hermeneutics,23 and 1 
Enoch, uniquely still considered sacred, has an important hermeneutical role.24  
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.25  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.”26  EOTC 
interpretations, like the Second Temple ones are “highly selective choosing from 
a number of larger pools of possibilities,”27 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. 
23  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. 

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

25  It is significant that much of the text of Enoch is ignored in Gǝʿǝz 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.” 

26  Loren T. Stuckenbruck, 1 Enoch 91–108, pp. 2, 57–59. 
27  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. 
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There are several different EOTC interpretations of the “weeks,”28 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.”29  The 
earliest known commentary, the fifteenth century Book of the Mysteries 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.”30  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.31  The choice is striking, given the “pools of 
possibilities.”32  It could be that “The Age of the 318” is shorthand for something 
like the “age of the councils,” but another EOTC text, ክብረ ነገሥት (Kǝbrä Nägäśt, 
‘Glory of Kings’), suggests that Nicaea is crucial. 

ክብረ ነገሥት, Kǝbrä Nägäśt 33 
The Ethiopian national epic, ክብረ ነገሥት (Kǝbrä Nägäśt, ‘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 

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

Enoch”; and Ralph Lee, “Gəʿəz Commentary on 1 Enoch.” 
29  Lee, “The Reception and Function of 1 Enoch,” 317–318. 
30  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.  

31  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.  

32  Stuckenbruck, “Apocalypse of Weeks,” 84. 
33  In English translation this is generally transliterated as Kebra Nagast; e.g., see E. A. Wallis 

Budge, The Kebra Nagast. 
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embellished version, the Queen bears a son through Solomon, ምኒልክ (Mənilək), 
who returns to Israel and takes the Ark of the Covenant to Aksum.34  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 1321.35  
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,36 
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.37 

A short introduction to KN opens with a Trinitarian statement of faith that 
is clearly drawn from the Creed of Nicaea:38 

በአኰቴቱ፡ ለእግዚአብሔር፡ አብ፡ አኃዜ፡ ኵሉ፤ ወበወልዱ፡ ኢየሱስ፡ ክርስቶስ፡ ዘቦቱ፡ ኵሉ፡ ኮነ፡ 
ወዘእንበሌሁሰ፡ አልቦ፡ ዘኮነ፤ ወበመንፈስ፡ ቅዱስ፡ ጳራቅሊጦስ፡ ዘይወፅእ፡ እምአብ፡ ወይነሥእ፡ 
እምወልድ፡ ፩አምላክ፡ አብ፡ ወወልድ፡ ወመንፈስ፡ ቅዱስ፡ ነአምን፡ ወንገኒ፡ ለሥሉስ፨39  

 
34  The Sheba legend, 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 Mənilək (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 Könige nach den Handschriften in Berlin, London, Oxford und 
Paris zum ersten mal im Äthiopischen Urtext herausgegeben und mit deutsche Übersetzung 
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 Gǝʿǝz 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. 

35  Paolo Marrassini, “Kebra Nagast,” 365–366. 
36  Witold Witakowski, “Nicea, Council of,” 1176. 
37  See David A. Hubbard, “The Literary Sources of the Kebra Nagast.” 
38  All translations of KN are this author’s own from the critical edition Bezold, Kebra Nagast.  

Where Bezold uses Gǝʿǝz reference numbers in his critical text instead of Arabic numbers, 
I have retained his usage. 

39  Bezold, Kebra Nagast, ፩. 
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bäʾakwätetu läʾǝgǝziʾabǝḥer ab aḫaze kwǝllu, wäbäwäldu iyäsus krsǝtos zäbotu 
kwǝllu konä wäzäʾǝnbälehusä albo zäkonä, wäbämänfäs qǝdus p̣araqliṭos 
zäyǝwäḍʾǝ emʾab wäyyǝnäśʾǝʾ emwäld aḥadu amlak ab wäwäld wämänfäs 
qǝddus näʾamǝn wänǝgäni läśǝlus 

With the praise of God, Lord of All,40 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”: 

፩፡ በእንተ፡ ክብረ፡ ነገሥት። 

ፍካሬ፡ ወዜና፡ ዘ^_`ወ፰፡ ርቱዓነ፡ ሃይ ማኖት፡ በእንተ፡ ክብር፡ ወዕበይ፡ ወተድላ፡ ዘከመ፡ ወሀበ፡ 
እግዚአብሔር፡ ለደቂቀ፡ አዳም፤ ወፈድፋደሰ፡ ዘበእንተ፡ ዕበያ፡ ወክብራ፡ ለጽዮን፡ ታቦተ፡ ሕጉ፡ 
ለእግዚአብሔር፡ እንተ፡ ገባሪሃ፡ ወኬንያሃ፡ ለሊሁ፡ በውስተ፡ ጽርሐ፡ መቅደሱ፡ እምቅድመ፡ ኵሉ፡ 
ፍጥረት፡ መላእክት፡ ወሰብእ። እስመ፡ በኅብረት፡ ወበሥምረት፡ ወበዕሪና፡ ገብርዋ፡ አብ፡ 
ወወልድ፡ ወመንፈስ፡ ቅዱስ፡ ለጽዮን፡ ሰማያዊት፡ ለማኅደረ፡ ስብሐቲሆሙ።41 

1 bäʾentä kebrä Nägäśt. 
fǝkare wäzena zä318 rǝtuʿanä hay manot bäʾǝntä kbr wäʿebäy wätädǝla 
zäkämä wähabä ǝgǝziʾabǝḥer lädäqiqä adam, wäfädfadäsä zäbäʾrrnǝtä abäya 
wäkǝbra läṣǝyon tabotä ḥǝgu läʾegǝziʾabǝḥer enǝtä gäbariha wäkenyaha lälihu 
bäwǝstä ṣǝrǝḥa mäqdäsu ǝmqǝdǝmä kwǝllu fǝṭǝrät mälaʾǝkt wäsäbʾǝ. ǝsmä 
bäḫǝbrät wäbäśǝmrät wäbäʿǝrina gäbrǝwwa ab wäwewäld wämänfäs qǝddus 
läṣǝyon sämayawit lämaḫdärä sebǝḥatihomu. 

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, 

 
40  አኃዜ፡ ኵሉ (ʾaḫaze kwǝllu) is often translated as “Almighty.” 
41  Bezold, Kebra Nagast, ፩. 
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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: 

ወእምዝ፡ ይቤ፡ አብ፡ ለወልድ። ወለመንፈስ፡ ቅዱስ፡ ንግባር፡ ሰብአ፡ በአርአያነ፡ ወበአምሳሌነ፤ 
ወኅብሩ፡ ወሠምሩ፡ በዝ፡ ምክር። ወይቤ፡ ወልድ፡ አነ፡ እለብስ፡ ሥጋሁ፡ ለአዳም፤ ወይቤ፡ 
መንፈስ፡ ቅዱስ፡ አነ፡ አኀድር፡ ውስተ፡ ልበ፡ ነቢያት፡ ወጻድቃን። ወዛቲ፡ ኅብረት፡ ወኪዳን፡ 
ተገብረት፡ በውስተ፡ ጽዮን፡ ማኅደረ፡ ሰብሐቲሆሙ። ወዳዊትኒ፡ ይቤ፡ ተዘከር፡ ማኅበረከ፡ 
ዘአቅደምከ፡ ፈጢረ፡ ለመድኀኒተ፡ በትረ፡ ርስትከ። በደብረ፡ ጽዮን፡ ዘኀደርከ፡ ውስቴታ፨  
ወገብሮ፡ ለአዳም፡ በዘዚአሁ፡ አርአያ፡ ወአምሳል፡ ከመ፡ ይንሥቶ፡ ለሰይጣን፡ በእንተ፡ ትዕቢቱ፡ 
ምስለ፡ ሰራዊቱ፤ ወያቅሞ፡ ለአዳም፡ ተክለ፡ ዚአሁ፡ ምስለ፡ ኄራን፡ ደቂቁ፡ ለስብሐቲሁ። እስመ፡ 
ኅሉቅ፡ ወምቱር፡ ምክረ፡ እግዚአብሔር፡ እንተ፡ ይቤ፡ እከውን፡ ሰብአ፡ ወአስተርኢ፡ ለኵሉ፡ 
ዘፈጠርኩ፡ በሥጋ፡ እትገሰስ፤ ወበደኃሪ፡ መዋዕል፡ በሥምረቱ፡ ተወልደ፡ በሥጋ፡ እምዳግማዊት፡ 
ጽዮን፡ ዳግማዊ፡ አዳም፡ ዝውእቱ፡ መድኀኒነ፡ ክርስቶስ፡ ዛቲ፡ ይእቲ፡ ምክሕነ፡ ወሃይማኖትነ፡ 
ተስፋነ፡ ወሕይወትነ፡ ጽዮን፡ ሰማያዊት፨42 
1 bäʾentä kebrä Nägäśt. 

wäʾǝmzǝ yǝbe ab läwäld wälämänǝfäs qǝddus nǝgǝbar säbǝʾa bäʾarǝʾayanä 
wäbäʾamsalenä, wäḫǝbru wäśämǝru bäzǝ mǝkr. wäyǝbe wäld anä ǝläbǝs 
śǝgahu läʾadam, wäyǝbe mänǝfäs qǝddus anä aḫadǝr wǝstä lǝbä näbiyat 
wäṣadǝqan. wäzati ḫǝbǝrät wäkidan tägäbrät bäwǝsǝtä ṣǝyon maḫdärä 
säbǝḥatihomu. wädawitǝni yǝbe täzäkär maḫbäräkä zäʾaqdämǝkä fäṭirä 
lämädǝḫanitä bäträ rǝstǝkä። bädäbrä ṣǝyon zäḫadärkä wǝsteta. wägäbǝro 
läʾadam bäzäziʾahu arǝʾaya wäʾamsal kämä yǝnśto läsäyṭan bäʾenǝtä 
tǝʿǝbitu mǝsǝlä särawitu, wäyaqǝmo läʾadam täklä ziʾahu mǝsǝlä ḫeran 
däqiqu läsǝbǝḥatihu። esmä ḫǝluq wämǝtur mǝkrä ǝgǝziʾabǝḥer enǝtä yǝbe 
ǝkäwn säbǝʾa wäʾastärǝʾi läkwǝllu zäfäṭärku bäśǝga ǝtǝgäsäs, wäbädäḫari 
mäwaʿǝl bäśmrätu täwäldä bäśǝga emdagmawit ṣǝyon dagmawi adam 
zeweʾetu mädǝḫaninä krǝstos zati yeʾeti mekḥǝnä wähaymanotǝnä täsfanä 
wäḥeywätǝnä ṣǝyon sämayawit. 

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.”43  And he made Adam in his own likeness 

 
42  Bezold, Kebra Nagast, ፩–፪.  
43  Ps. 73/74:2 «ተዘከር ማኅበረከ ዘአቅደምከ ፈጢረ፥ ወአድኀንከ በትረ ርስትከ፥ደብረ ጽዮን ዘኀደርከ ውስቴታ።» 

(täzäkǝr maḫbäräke zäʾaqdämǝkä fäṭärä wäʾadḫǝnǝkä bäträ rǝstǝkä däbrä ṣǝyon 



Ralph Lee 
The Council of the 318: 

The Defining Epoch for the Ethiopian Orthodox Täwaḥǝdo Church ? 
 

African Christian Theology 3, no. 2 (September 2026):  163–186 
- 174 - 

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, ‘I 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,44 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, 
Kǝbrä Nägäśt 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,45  developed most expressively in Qǝne poetry which eschews 
definitions and instead prefers rather creative imagery and imagined 
conversations.46  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 «እትገሰስ» (ǝtǝgäsäs, ‘I 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 Gǝʿǝz 
equivalent of ὁμοοὐσιος (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) Qerrǝlos, ኅቡረ ህላዌ (ḫǝburä 
hǝlawe, ‘of the same nature’), used to translate the Greek ὁμοοὐσιος in these 
works, but this is not found anywhere in KN.47  Even this dogmatic formulation 

 
zeḫadärkä wǝsteta, “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 Gǝʿǝz Bible’:  Scholars of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church, መጽሐፍ 
ቅዱስ ዘብሉይ ወዘሐዲስ ዘልሳነ ግእዝ [mäṣḥaf qǝddus zäbǝluy wäzeḥadis zälǝsanä gǝʿǝz, ‘The Holy 
Books of the Old and of the New Testament in Gǝʿǝz’], 886. 

44  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. 

45  For an extensive discussion of this see Lee, Symbolic Interpretations, 79–157. 
46  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,” 

47  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:  «ዘዕሩይ 
ምስለ አብ በመለኮቱ» (zäʿǝruy mǝslä ab bämäläkotu, ‘in divinity equal with the 
Father’).48  Neither ḫǝburä hǝlawe nor zäʿǝruy mǝslä ab bämäläkotu 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 
ὁμοοὐσιος, 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: 
��፡ ኀበ፡ ኀብሩ፡ ^_`ወ፰ርቱዓነ፡ ሃይማኖት። 

ወአውሥእዎ፡ ወይቤሉ፡ እወ፡ አማን፡ ቀደመት፡ ተፈጥሮ፡ ታቦተ፡ ኪዳን፡ ወአልቦ፡ ሐሰት፡ 
ውስተ፡ ቃልከ፡ እሙን፡ ወርቱዕ፡ ወጽድቅ፡ ውእቱ፡ ወአልቦ፡ ተውላጥ፤ አቅዲሙሰ፡ ለጽዮን፡ 
ፈጠራ፡ ለማኅደረ፡ ስብሐቲሁ፡ ወምክረ፡ ኪዳኑሰ፡ ዘይቤ፡ እለብሰ፡ ሥጋ፡ አዳም፡ መሬታዊተ፡ 
ወአስተርኢ፡ ለኵሉ፡ ዘፈጠርኩ፡ በእዴየ፡ ወበቃልየ። ወሶበሰ፡ ኢወረደት፡ ጽዮን፡ ሰማያዊት፡ 
ወሶበኒ፡ ኢለብሰ፡ ሥጋ፡ አዳም፡ እመ፡ ኢተርእየ፡ እግዚአብሔር፡ ቃል፡ ወእመ፡ ኢኮነ፡ 
መድኀኒተነ፤ ስምዑ፡ በአምሳል፤ ጽዮንሰ፡ ሰማያዊት፡ ተመሰለታ፡ ለወላዲተ፡ መድኅን፡ ማርያም፤ 
እስመ፡ ሕንጽት፡ ጽዮን፡ ወንቡር፡ ውስቴታ፡ ፲ቃላት፡ ዘሕግ፡ እለ፡ ጽሑፋት፡ በእደዊሁ፡ 
ወውስተ፡ ከርሠ፡ ማርያም፡ ኀደረ፡ ለሊሁ፡ ፈጣሪ፡ ዘበእንቲአሁ፡ ኵሉ፡ ኮነ፨49 
12:  ḫabä ḫabru 318 rǝtuʿanä haymanot. 
wäʾawśǝʾwwo wäyǝbelu ewä aman qädämät täfäṭǝro tabotä kidan wäʾalǝbo 
ḥasät wǝsǝtä qalǝkä emun wärǝtuʿǝ wäṣedq weʾetu wäʾalǝbo täwlaṭ, aqdimusä 
läṣǝyon fäṭära lämaḫdärä sebǝḥatihu wämǝkrä kidanusä zäyǝbe ǝläbsä śǝga 
adam märetawitä wäʾastärǝʾi läkwǝllu zäfäṭärku bäʾǝdeyä wäbäqalǝyä. 
wäsobäsä iwärädät ṣǝyon sämayawit wäsobäni iläbsä śǝga adam emä itärʾǝyä 
ǝgǝziʾabǝḥer qal wäʾǝmä ikonä mädǝḫanitänä, sǝmǝʿu bäʾamsal, ṣǝyonǝsä 
sämayawit tämäsäläta läwäladitä mädḫǝn Maryam, esmä ḥǝnṣǝt ṣǝyon 
wänǝbur westeta 10 qalat zäḥǝg ǝllä ṣǝḥufat bäʾǝdäwihu wäwǝstä kärśä 
maryam ḫadärä lälihu fäṭari zäbäʾǝnǝtiʾahu kwǝllu konä. 

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, 

 
48  Täsfa Gabrä Śǝllase, ed., መጽሐፈ ቅዳሴ በልሳነ ግዕዝ (Mäṣǝḥafä qǝddase bëlesanä gǝʿǝz) [the 

book of the Liturgy in the Gǝʿǝz Language], 91.  
49  Bezold, Kebra Nagast, ፭–፮. 
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and the plan of his covenant which said, ‘I 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 Θεοτόκος (Theotókos) 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.50 

�¡ ኀበ፡ ኀብሩ፡ አበው፡ ጳጳሳት። 

ካዕበ፡ አውሥኡ፡ ማኅበረ ^_`ወ፰፡፡ወ ይቤሉ፡ አሜን፤ ዛቲኬ፡ ይእቲ፡ መድኅኒቶሙ፡ ለደቂቀ፡ 
አዳም፡ ታቦተ ሕጉ፡ ለእግዚአብሔር፡ እምከመ፡ ወረደት፡ ትሰምዪ፡ ሰብአ፡ ቤቱ፡ ለእግዚአብሔር፤ 
በከመ፡ ይቤ፡ ዳዊት፡ ወማኅደሮሂ፡ ውስተ፡ ጽዮን፤ ወካዕበ፡ ይቤ፡ በአፈ፡ መንፈስ፡ ቅዱስ፡ 
ወማኅደርየ፡ ዝየ፡ እስመ፡ ኀረይክዋ፡ ወእባርኮሙ፡ ለካህናቲሃ፡ ወአስተፈሥሖሙ፡ ለነዳያኒሃ፤ 
ወለዳዊትኒ፡ እሁቦ፡ ዘርአ፡ በውስቴታ፡ በዲበ፡ ምድርኒ፡ ዘይከውን፡ ንጉሠ፡ ወበሰማያትኒ፡ ይነገስ፡ 
እምዘርኡ፡ በሥጋ፡ ዲበ፡ መንበረ፡ መለኮት፤ ወጸላእቱኒ፡ ይገብኡ፡ ታሕተ፡ መከይደ፡ እገሪሁ፡ 
ወይትኀተሙ፡ በማኅተመ፡ ዚአሁ፨51 

18:  ḫabä ḫabru abäw p̣app̣asat. 
kaʿǝbä awśǝʾu maḫbärä 318 wä yǝbelu amen, zatike yǝʾǝti mädḫǝnitomu 
lädäqiqä adam tabotä ḥǝgu läʾǝgziʾabǝḥer ǝmkämä wärädät tǝsämǝyi säbǝʾa 
betu läʾǝgziʾabǝḥer, bäkämä yǝbe dawit wämaḫdärohi wǝsǝtä ṣǝyon, wäkaʿǝbä 
yǝbe bäʾafä mänǝfäs qǝddus wämaḫdärǝyä zǝyä ǝsmä ḫaräykǝwwa 
wäʾǝbarkomu läkahǝnatiha wäʾastäfäśǝḥomu länädayaniha, wälädawitǝni 
ǝhubo zärǝʾa bäwǝsteta bädibä mǝdrǝni zäyǝkäwǝn nǝguśä wäbäsämayatǝni 
yǝnägäs ǝmzärǝʾu bäśǝga dibä mänbärä mäläkot, wäṣälaʾtuni yǝgäbǝʾu taḥtä 
mäkäyǝdä ǝgärihu wäytǝḫatämu bämaḫǝtämä ziʾahu. 

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 

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

comprehensive discussion see Lee, Symbolic Interpretations, 24.  
51  Bezold, Kebra Nagast, UV. 
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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.’ 

¨©፡ በእንተ፡ ^_`ወ፰ 

ወንሕነኒ፡ ሠራዕነ፡ ምስሌሆሙ፡ ጠዪቀነ፡ ዘነበቡ፡ እለ፡ እምቅድሜነ፡ ሐዋርያት፤ ንሕነ፡ ̂ _`ወ፰፡ 
አርታዕነ፡ ወአስተራታዕነ፡ ሃይማኖተ፡ እንዘ፡ እግዚእነ፡ ኢየሱስ፡ ክርስቶስ፡ ምስሌነ፤ ወውእቱ፡ 
ሠርዐ፡ ለነ፡ ዘከመ፡ ንሜህር፡ ወዘከመ፡ ንገብር፡ ሃይማኖተ፨52 

29:  bäʾǝntä 318. 
wänǝḥnäni śäraʿǝnä mǝslehomu ṭäyiqänä zänäbäbu ǝlä ǝmqǝdmenä 
ḥawarǝyat, nǝḥnä 318 arǝtaʿnä wäʾastärataʿǝnä haymanotä ǝnzä ǝgziʾǝnä 
iyäsus krǝstos mǝslenä, wäwǝʾǝtu śärǝʿa länä zäkämä nǝmehǝr wäzäkämä 
nǝgäbǝr hayǝmanotä. 

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. 

«¬ በእንተ ዘአማሰኑ ሃይማኖተ ሮም 

ወተንሥአ ሰይጣን ዘእምትካት ዕድዉ ለሰብእ ወአስሐቶሙ ለሰብእ ብሔረ ሮሜ ወአሕሠምዋ 
ለሃይማኖተ ክርስቶስ ወአምጽኡ ኑፋቄ ላዕለ ቤተ ክርስቲያን ዘእግዚኣብሔር በአፈ ንስጥሮስ፤ 
ወንስጥሮስ ወአርዮስ ወይባሶ እለ ወደየ ውስተ ልቦሙ ዘወደየ ቅንአተ ውስተ ልቡ ለቀየን...  
…ወይፀርፉ ላዕለ ስብሐቲሁ እንዘ አምላክ ውእቱ ቃለ እግዚአብሔር፤ ወረደ እመንበረ መለኮቱ 
ወለብሰ ሥጋ አዳም ወእግዚአብሔር ውእቱ ቃል ወበይእቲ ሥጋ ተሰቀለ ከመ ይቤዝዎ ለአዳም 
በእልወቱ ወዓረገ ውስተ ሰማይ ወነበረ ዲበ መንበረ መለኮቱ በይእቲ ሥጋ እንተ ነሥአ ወካዕበ 
ይመጽእ በስብሐት ይኴንን ሕያዋነ ወሙታን . . . .53 

 
52  Bezold, Kebra Nagast, WX.  
53  Bezold, Kebra Nagast, YZ[. 
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93:  bäʾǝntä zäʾamasänu hayǝmanotä rom. 
wätänśǝʾa säyṭan zäʾemtǝkat edǝwu läsäbʾǝ wäʾasḥatomu läsäbʾǝ bǝḥerä rome 
wäʾaḥśämǝwwa lähaymanotä krestos wäʾamṣǝʾu nufaqe laʿǝlä betä krǝstiyan 
zäʾǝgziʾabǝḥer bäʾafä nǝsṭǝros, wänesṭǝros wäʾarǝyos wäyǝbaso ǝllä wädäyä 
wǝstä lǝbomu zäwädäyä qǝnǝʾatä wǝsǝtä lǝbu läqäyän... …wäyǝḍärfu laʿǝlä 
sǝbḥatihu ǝnǝzä amǝlak wǝʾǝtu qalä ǝgziʾabǝḥer, wärädä ǝmänǝbärä mäläkotu 
wäläbsä śǝga adam wäʾǝgziʾabǝḥer wǝʾǝtu qal wäbäyǝʾǝti śǝga täsäqälä kämä 
yǝbezǝwo läʾadam bäʾǝlwätu wäʿarägä wǝstä sämay wänäbärä dibä mänbärä 
mäläkotu bäyǝʾǝti śǝga ǝnǝtä näśǝʾa wäkaʿǝbä yǝmäṣʾǝ bäsǝbḥat yǝkwennǝn 
ḥǝyawanä wämutan . . . . 

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 Yǝbaso 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, «ይትዐወቅ ክብረ ነገሥተ ኢትዮጵያ ወክብረ ነገሥተ ሮምያ እስመ፤ አኀው 
እሙንቱ» (yǝtǝʿawäq kǝbrä nägäśtä ityop̣ǝya wäkebrä nägäśtä romǝya ǝsmä, 
aḫaw emuntu, ‘. . . the glory of the kings of Ethiopia and the glory of the kings 
of Rome might be known, as they are brothers’),54 referring to the era of 
Constantine and his mother Helena.55 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 

 
54  Bezold, Kebra Nagast, YZ[. 
55  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.  It is, 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 Täwaḥǝdo Church,”56 the content of KN argues against 
this. 

The fact that KN does not use more dogmatic language such as ኅቡረ ህላዌ 
(ḫǝburä hǝlawe, ‘of the same nature’), used to translate the Greek ὁμοοὐσιος,57 
or in the form of the Creed used in the liturgy where «ዘዕሩይ ምስለ አብ በመለኮቱ» 
(zäʿǝruy mǝslä ʾab bämäläkotu, ‘in divinity equal with the Father’)58 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 
ὁμοοὐσιος.  KN employs the unusual verb እትገሰስ (ǝtǝgäsäs, ‘I 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 

 
56  Witakowski, “Nicea, Council of,” 709. 
57  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. 
58  ተስፋ ገብረ ሥላሴ, ed., መጽሐፈ ቅዳሴ በልሳነ ግዕዝ, 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 448,59 
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.60  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 
Identity61 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 

 
59  See Vasilije Vranić, “The Christology of Eutyches at the Council of Constantinople 448.” 
60  E.g., see Catholic –Oriental Orthodox Regional Forum, Joint Statements and Agreements 

between the Catholic and Oriental Orthodox Churches. 
61  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.62 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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