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“There shall be one flock and one shepherd.” John 10:16
Introduction 

We  (Qes. Solomon and myself) are delighted to be part of the LOI consultation and present this report on Ethiopia. This report is not exhaustive but selective and mostly related to our experiences both in teaching and researching in Ethiopia. We are taught to write/speak what we know. Also, I had a professor who used to tell me, theology is essentially biographical. Our report has three parts. First, it is a brief sketch on the religio-socio-political background. Second, a short profile on the status of ecumenism focusing on selected theological institutes and their curriculum to illustrate the lacuna as well as some success stories. Lastly, a narrate proposal on a new ecumenical initiative – a study group that will broaden unity.  
· Background 

We think the socio-political changes also affect the status and rhetoric of ecumenism in Ethiopia.
 In Albania/ LOI 2014, I outlined background on transforming conflict with suggestions on including the need for curriculum revision and establishing research. Reading our time, the dominant narrative both in the society and the churches is also important to identify and discern challenges and opportunities towards fostering Christian love, understanding and possible collaboration in God’s mission. 
Ethiopia has a long history to the three Abrahamic religions: Judaism, Christianity and Islam (as well as Traditional religions). There were remarkable legacy of tolerance but also unhealed scars of conflict, mutual fear and suspicion.
 Ethiopia was one of the earliest lands where the Gospel preached; is one of the seven languages whereby the Gospel is translated into Ge’ez (Ethiopic).  Also, Ethiopia accepted Christianity as a state religion. The direct relationship between the state and the church interrupted at the overthrow of the monarchy by the military junta in 1974. The last monarch emperor Haile Selassie I was known as ‘the defender of the Orthodox faith’ not simply he was an Orthodox but also his effort on building ecumenism among the Orthodox particularly Oriental Orthodox Churches.
 He also supported the work of Evangelical missionaries. The Holy Trinity Theological College was part of the religion department at the Haile Selassie I University (now the Addis Ababa University). Unfortunately, religion is not studied in Ethiopian Universities and Colleges. How do we study a given subject without studying religion/s in a predominantly religious context?  This is a pity and a paradox.
After the revolutionary times (1974-91) things fall apart both at the state and religious arenas. During the reign of the junta religious persecution occurred upon all Christians particularly the Evangelical denominations. However, the suffering churches matured and grew significantly. It is not an overstatement to say that period was the golden age of Christian unity, at least among various Evangelical believers (informally). Most evangelical churches were operating underground and those whose worship sanctuaries confiscated used to attend those whose worship places are not fully confiscated (like the Mekane Yesus Church). Christians across Evangelical denominations often gather for whole night prayer. Orthodox monks and hermits were outspoken on the injustices. 

The current government EPRDF abandoned their Albanian communism at the crucial time of ascending to power. Starting 1991, the government proclaimed the separation of state and religion and religious freedom constitutionally. The practicality of the religious freedom and how the churches use or abuse the religious freedom and other policies can be further investigated. But one area of abuse can be seen in the proliferation of denominations among Evangelical denominations. 
Post-marxist modernity paused several problems to religion in general and to Christianity and Christian unity, in particular. To our knowledge, both individual Churches and denominations together never discussed the pros and cons of emerging policies such as religious freedom, free-market economy, ethnic-federalism and the like. Despite a contested development report, Christian values debilitated. Secularist outlooks including materialism, individualism, exploitations of church members by the clergy (both by those who claim it and others who denounce but practice it), and exploitation of nature are few among the many challenges. Till recently, the Orthodox churches in Ethiopia used to be regarded as a reservoir not only history and culture but a shrine for the preservation of nature, indigenous plants and trees at the face of devastating problems of deforestation and desertification. Now, at least in the major cities including the Capital the scenario has been changing dramatically, parishes are erecting glittering buildings within their church yard for business purposes at the expense of demolishing trees and plants, ‘our common home’ – to borrow an expression from Pope Francis. More damaging is the rise of exclusive ethnic identity in churches in the disguise of Homogenous Unit Principle that was once acclaimed by the Church Growth movement led gurus. Such views and practices have been sources of conflict and split within denominations and stumbling block for ecumenical initiatives. As you know the non-canonical proverb to support for such view is: “Birds with the same feather fly together.” 
· Theological Institutes 
To give a summary of our observation of the theological institutes in Ethiopia, their curriculum on ecumenism and courses on the other churches vary. Some have got a better and other very limited ecumenical exposure. There are limited courses (if any at some institutes) dedicated to study the subject of ecumenism or the history and doctrine of another church/denomination. The purpose of such courses also varies, as it is evident in the syllabi. Some aim to introduce and the others either to proselytize or apologetically to defend. Seeing the ecclesiastical other as a mission field or as a treat lacks the true spirit of ecumenical dialogue. A number of Evangelical theological institutes do not offer any course, offer a single course but elective, and others offer a required course on EOTC. The EOTC theological institutes do not offer a course on Catholicism or Evangelicalism except a course on Comparative Religion.   
Since 2014 and after I (Tekle) return from LOI Albania consultation, I have been engaged in teaching at least four different Evangelical theological institutes and more intensively at the Mekane Yesus Seminary for 2 years. I taught courses including on Orthodoxy both at the undergrad and grad programs. Since I taught at Evangelical institutes, then, I try to introduce Orthodoxy and inform my students about the ongoing conversation of LOI. I taught courses related to EOTC including as Art as Worship (iconography), EOTC History and Doctrine (BTH, 2 credit hours elective course used to be a required course in the past) and at the graduate program MA in Systematic Theology a new and required course EOC Beliefs and Practices. The audacity of writing course description, syllabus and compiling a reader was delightful. Qes Solomon and I collaborated since I began teaching Orthodox related courses at MYS. As a guest lecturer, Qes Solomon to provided helpful lectures on different topics. Another pleasing duty at MYS was to advise and co-advise MA thesis writing students. The first year of advising was a bit challenging, but the second year gets better. Teaching the course on Orthodoxy and then advising a thesis on related subject makes a huge difference. My Orthodoxy courses were comprised of diverse activities, both in and outside class. For example, I usually invite my students to express their understanding about the ‘other’ church. Based on their feedback, I attempted to address the issues (or even stereotypes) through lectures and provision of relevant materials as well as getting guest speaker from the EOTC. I also oblige students to attend the liturgy of EOTC regardless of their background. Most of them never had that experience of attending the Orthodox liturgy. Almost all appreciate the experience of the liturgy. Besides the term papers, I encourage students to reflect (personally) on a particular intellectual/spiritual virtue that are most relevant towards dialogue. I would like mention about a particular student who already planned to work on Orthodoxy, after attending the liturgy he decided to focus on Orthodox liturgy. As a result he wrote on the subject to EOTC Missiology and Liturgy. The result was a fascinating reflection appreciated by the examiner and inspirational to fellow students.    
· Ecumenical Initiatives  (Bible Translation and Research)
There can be other ecumenical research initiative but I would like to mention two exemplars. First, through the Bible Society and the work of Bible translations, the churches continue to collaborate together. Tigrigna Bible  (2015) launched and with the preface of this Bible, the names of EOTC, Catholic and Evangelicals recognized. Inevitably, there can be groups and individuals who suspect the collaboration on the translation. 
Second, I (Tekle), had the opportunity to collaborate as a research team member at the Capuchin Franciscan Research and Retreat Centre  - CFRRC. The theme of the research project was on African Values and Ethiopian Theological Expressions, and was a funded research project by Nagel Institute of Calvin College and Templeton Foundation. The research project directed by a Catholic embraces both Orthodox and Protestant research team members. Part of the field research was dissemination of questionnaires to members of diverse denominations (EOTC, Catholic and Evangelicals). The questionaries’ and the field research aimed at exploring the material nature of faith through the four nature symbols: fire, water, oil and soil. The data of the research finding shows almost all denominations use the nature symbols to express their faith, of course to different degree of use and diverse interpretations – but revealed remarkable similarity. One appreciates the values embedded in the symbols, the fact that faith is expressed through matter and striking similarities and the expression of faith through matter among denominations.

· New Initiative  – An Ecumenical Study Group 

At last, we would like to share what we have been envisioning on starting an ecumenical study group. The experience of teaching at the Mekane Yesus Seminary made me question a lacuna exists on the study of a 20th century Ethiopian Orthodox scholar who also taught Ethiopic courses at the MYS, researched, published and collected manuscripts. Aleqa (Master) Sebhat-Leab was a prolific writer with a remarkable knowledge of Ethiopic texts. At MYS only one or two thesis are available on Aleqa Meseret.
 A catalogue published on his collection of Ethiopic manuscripts has a short biographical article.
 We felt like his legacy is neglected, if not forgotten (both by the EOTC and Evangelicals). For example, he is not included in the recently completed 5 volumes Encyclopedia Aethiopica.   
The 2016 LOI regional consultation in Addis was both helpful and challenging. During and after the consultation, Qes Solomon and myself spent hours on how to promote dialogue and cooperation among Christians Orthodox, Catholics and Evangelicals in Ethiopia. We are persuaded in Ethiopia both at the secular and religious spheres the formal is failing and things done better informally, for some reason. We proposed to start a study group on the works of Aleqa Meseret and his works in Amharic (dipped in Ge’ez or Ethiopic tradition biblical interpretation and patristic dogmatic tradition) on his Trinitarian and Christological works. 

We approached Abba Daniel Assefa, director of the CFRRC on starting a study group. He was delighted by the idea and enriched it on a theological study group (besides the existing philosophical, literature and art study groups at the center). Our first meeting will be sometime at the end of September 2017. We have been collecting Aleqa Meseret’s writings, unfortunately out of print. Then, we plan to resume our study and discussion a given material by Aleqa Meseret and plan to conduct annual consultation with presentation by Orthodox and Evangelicals on different themes. A study group that starts by the works of Aleqa Meseret will help us to foster better understanding of the shared Christian heritage. It is our hope to keep the dialogue at intellectual level as we are studying such texts. 
As we are embarking on an ecumenical study group initiative, we are passing an important threshold: claiming the tradition as a monopoly or neglecting the tradition. The first is not in accord with Christian hospitality and generosity. The later is like cutting a branch of the tree we lean on.   
We appreciate your support and prayers. Thank you!    
� In the LOI 2014, I (Tekle) presented a short reflection for a panel on Transforming Conflict that exists in churches in Ethiopia.  


� The treatise of an Ethiopian philosopher Zär’a Ya’eqob (1599-1692) provides example of his response to the problem of religious conflict. See Dawit Worku Kidane. The Ethics of Zär’a Ya’eqob: A Reply to the historical and religious violence in the seventeenth century Ethiopia (Roma: Editrice Pontificia Universita Gregoriana, 2012). 


� HIM invited and hosted the Oriental Orthodox Churches in Addis in 19…. 


� I am also indebted to Nagel Institute and Templeton Foundation for the financial support to the research project led by Abba Daniel of CFRRC. 


� Dawit Chibsa. “An Orthodox with Evangelical Conviction.” Bachelor of Theology Thesis. Mekane Yesus Seminary. Addis Ababa, May 1990.  


� Melaku Terefe, Steve Delamarter, and Jeremy Brown. Catalogue of the Ethiopic Manuscript Imaging Project. Vol. 7, Codices 601-654. The Meseret Sebhat Le-Ab Collection of Mekane Yesus Seminary, Addis Ababa, 2013. 
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