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Abstract
Being one of the earliest Christian churches, the Ethiopian Orthodox 
Tewahedo Church (EOTC) collection of Scriptures is the largest, though 
without a clear-cut canon. Following its unique calendar, the EOTC 
published its first Amharic Bible ever for the Ethiopian millennium 
celebration in 2007. It was based on the Geʿez and the LXX versions, 
which resulted in a strong negative reaction from some believers in the 
Evangelical churches in Ethiopia. After a brief survey of the translation 
and transmission history of Scriptures in Ethiopia, the article discusses 
the process of the millennium translation, the reactions against it, and the 
outcomes of both the translation and its reactions.
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1. Introduction

Ethiopia is one of the countries where Christianity was introduced at the 
very earliest stage. As a result, the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church 
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(EOTC)1 is one of the oldest church communions in Africa and is known 
for its ancient collection of Scriptures. The church claims that the Hebrew 
Bible (OT) was introduced to Ethiopia before the Christian era. However, 
it was only seven years ago (September 2007),2 at the Ethiopian millen-
nium, that the first Amharic Bible to be fully recognized by the church was 
released. The EOTC took the initiative in the translation work and carried it 
out as its owner. This Bible was published by the Bible Society of Ethiopia 
(BSE) as a millennium edition. Unlike the existing Amharic Bibles, this 
translation claims to be mainly based on the Geʿez and the LXX, which has 
provoked negative reactions from many Evangelicals. As a result, a number 
of questions have been raised, some of which are discussed in this article. 
The questions include the issue of Vorlage, a shift to another base text, the 
nature and reasons for the reactions by the Evangelicals, and the outcomes 
and contributions of the translation (and of the controversy).

As an Ethiopian myself, but not an adherent of the EOTC, I write this 
article as an insider-outsider. While my being Ethiopian as insider gives me 
an advantage in understanding the worldview, culture, and concepts of vari-
ous issues related to Ethiopia, being a non-Orthodox (but Evangelical) 
keeps me from bias and exaggeration. The study is based on a limited 
amount of literature in the area and a significant amount of qualitative inter-
view material from my recent field research.

There are three categories of literature on the subject which can be 
employed in this study. The first one comes from a few Western writers 
over the past two centuries, most of whom, in their attempts to be objec-
tive, tend to rule out the traditional views held locally for centuries, with-
out any objective argument against these traditions.3 Contrary to this, the 
second category of literature comes from EOTC-owned publications or 
EOTC-affiliated local writers, who tend to follow the traditional position, 

1 In most scholarly literature, the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church is identified as 
EOC, leaving out the letter “T” for Tewahedo. However, as this designation is both offen-
sive to the church (as it has been imposed externally) and incorrect, I prefer, except in 
direct quotations, to use the full name and its acronym (EOTC), which I strongly recom-
mend others do as well.
2 Unless specifically mentioned otherwise, all dates in this article follow the Gregorian 
Calendar (G.C.).
3 For instance, David W. Phillipson (2009, xi) argues that “Ethiopia and its past have 
long been studied in virtual isolation, separated not only from other parts of Africa but 
from more northerly regions with which cultural connections were at times particularly 
strong. As recently as 1988, a 318-page book on Early Christian Art and Architecture 
dismissed the heritage of Ethiopian Christianity in a mere thirty-one words (Milburn 
1988, 152). When contacts with other Christian regions have been evaluated, there has 
been a strong tendency to assume that Ethiopia was a passive recipient of influences that 
originated elsewhere, the development of an indigenous tradition being largely ignored” 
(italics mine). 
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often without adequate evidence for their arguments.4 These two groups, 
each going their own way, but not giving due attention to the other, under-
mine each other, to the confusion of the reader. A third category falls 
between these two, represented by a few Ethiopian scholars with Western 
educational background and a few Western writers who devote much time 
to a closer look within the context, all of whom attempt to balance the tra-
ditional view with the Western objective way of presentation. Since the 
Ethiopian community is both a literary and an oral one,5 this study has 
engaged critically with this limited literature and collected more data 
through in-depth interviews in which most of the questions specifically 
addressed the issues at stake in this article.

The article has two main parts: (1) an overview of the transmission and 
translation of Scriptures in Ethiopia with some background information on 
pertinent issues and (2) the notion, process, and publication of the Amharic 
millennium translation of the Bible and the reaction to it. Only when people 
have a clear grasp of the background can they understand the level of com-
plexity in the whole process of the translation and its reaction. Thus, the two 
parts are mutually supportive.

2. Background

This section will include the language, religion, history of reception, trans-
mission, and translation of Scriptures, and the canon of the EOTC.

2.1. Language

Besides the Greek of the LXX, the two Ethiopian languages involved in the 
millennium edition are Geʿez, a base text, and Amharic, into which it was 
translated.

2.1.1. Geʿez/Ethiopic.  Geʿez (ግዕዝ), also known as Ethiopic, is a Semitic lan-
guage, assumed to have derived from an old South Arabian Semitic lan-
guage, which was further developed in the northern region of modern 
Ethiopia (Aksum). It later became the official language of the Kingdom of 
Aksum and the Ethiopian imperial court. Currently the language is mainly 
used in the rituals of the EOTC (Munro-Hay 1991; see also Wikipedia 
2012b).

4 However, it should be noted that there are a few works which do provide clear literary 
support and objective evidence.
5 The EOTC, for instance, believes that the word of God is preserved and transmitted both 
by written documents and word of mouth, and that both are equally valid.
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A precise description of Geʿez illustrates our point:

The [Geʿez] language evolved out of Sabean, which had been brought to 
the highlands by immigrants from South Arabia in the first century A.D.6 It 
ceased being a spoken language in about the 10th century but continues to 
be a literary and ecclesiastical tongue to the present day. It has 182 phonetic 
symbols (26 characters with 7 variations each), and is learned by rote by 
young lads from debteras in the churchyard; they can read it but don’t 
understand it and cannot translate it into Amharic, the living language. Those 
who learn to write it as well as read it are those who became debteras. The 
Bible was translated from Greek into Geʿez in the 6th century7 and remained 
in that inaccessible form until the 19th. . . . [the first Amharic manuscripts 
were written only at] the time of Tewodros II (1855–1868). (Prouty and 
Rosenfeld 1981, 77)8

According to Richard Pankhurst, the Geʿez language underwent two 
major changes around the early fourth century due to the spread of 
Christianity, which in turn resulted in the translation of the Scriptures into 
Geʿez from the LXX. These changes include the introduction of vowels and 
the direction of writing from left to right instead of right to left, perhaps 
influenced by Greek (1998, 25).

6 It should be earlier than this since, arguably, the Kingdom of Aksum had already been 
established, with Geʿez as its language, by the first century A.D. (Munro-Hay 1991). It 
is important to note that the Ethiopian calendar runs seven years behind the Gregorian 
in the first four months of its year and is eight years behind in the others. The first day 
of the Ethiopian calendar, 1 Meskerem 2005, for example, corresponds to 11 September 
2012, and the last day, 5 Pagumen 2005, to 10 September 2013. Ethiopia is known as 
the land of “thirteen months of sunshine,” as there are thirteen months in the calendar—
twelve months of thirty days each, and the last one with only five days (six in a leap 
year). As the day begins at sunrise, not midnight, there is a six-hour difference from 
the Western way of counting. In many parts of the country, especially where EOTC is 
dominant, “the day that an event has occurred is more often expressed in terms of the 
holy day, than a calendar date; for example, ‘His horse ran away on Mikael.’ Each day of 
the month is dedicated to some holy figure” (Prouty and Rosenfeld 1981, xiv). See also 
Phillipson 2009, xii. To avoid confusion, in this article, all Ethiopian dates are indicated 
with “E.C.”
7 Again, the translation was much earlier than the sixth century, at least as early as the 
fourth century, the time of Fermentius, the first bishop of the EOTC, who translated the 
Scriptures (see below).
8 However, in the same book, it is maintained that “Henry Salt, after trips to Ethiopia in 
1805 and 1809, interested the British and Foreign Bible Society in producing an Amharic 
bible, because most Ethiopians, no matter how Christian, could not read their own bible 
as it was in Geʿez. In 1830 [before the time of Tewodros II] the Church Missionary 
Society (CMS) in the persons of Samuel Gobat and Christian Kugler began distribution 
of the Gospels and the New Testament, and in 1840 the entire bible was finished and 
distributed” (Prouty and Rosenfeld 1981, 135). 
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2.1.2. Amharic.  Evolved from Geʿez during the medieval period, Amharic is 
the second most-spoken Semitic language in the world, after Arabic. It was 
made the official language of the Ethiopian government in the thirteenth 
century A.D. by King Yikuno Amlak (1270–85), and currently it is the offi-
cial working language of the federal government and several states within 
the federal system. As a result it retains its official status and has been used 
nationwide as the working language of government, the military, and of the 
EOTC throughout medieval and modern times (Wikipedia 2012a). Until 
some portions of religious tracts were printed in the seventeenth century by 
Portuguese Jesuits, Geʿez continued to be the normal medium for writing 
(Henze 2000, 78). Amharic is written in a slightly modified form of the 
alphabet used for writing Geʿez.

2.2. Religion

2.2.1. Introduction of Christianity.  There are three traditions advanced by histo-
rians for the reception of Christianity in Ethiopia. These include: (1) the pre-
Christian connection of Ethiopia to Jerusalem and immediate introduction of 
Christianity through the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8.27-40); (2) an apostolic 
introduction by St. Matthew (and other apostles), who came to Ethiopia and 
preached the good news,9 and (3) the accidental introduction of Christianity in 
the fourth century by two brothers.10 As these three lines of argument are 
discussed, they will also shed some light on the history of the reception, trans-
mission, translation, and preservation of scriptural writings in the EOTC.

Based on oral tradition and significant literary evidence, EOTC and 
Ethiopian historians argue strongly for a long-standing historical relationship 
and religious ties between Ethiopia and Jerusalem since the time of King 
Solomon. The story begins with the visit of the Queen of Sheba to see the 
fame of King Solomon (1 Kgs 10.1-13), where she conceived a child named 
Menelik from King Solomon before she returned to Ethiopia. Born in 
Ethiopia, Menelik went back to Jerusalem where he was educated in the 
Israelite religion. On his return to Ethiopia, he brought along with him the  
ark of the covenant, priests, and scriptures available to him at that time.11  
This strong connection between Ethiopia and Jerusalem continued until the 
coming of Christ and persisted afterwards. It is in this connection that the 

9 St. Matthew is also believed to have died and been buried in Ethiopia.
10 John Baur (2009, 35), however, adds another stage but removes the second one. He 
writes, “Ethiopian tradition knows three steps in the advent of Christianity: Philip’s 
eunuch brought the faith, Fermentius the priesthood, and the Nine Saints monastic life.”
11 Not only the church, but also the Ethiopian monarchy traced its relationship to the 
Solomonic dynasty, ending with the late Emperor Haile Sellassie I.
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visitation of the Ethiopian eunuch to Jerusalem and his baptism by Philip, as 
told in Acts 8, is seen as the first fruit of Ethiopian Christianity.12 The EOTC 
believes that even if Christianity was introduced at such an early period, both 
priestly ministry and sacramental services were introduced only in the fourth 
century with the arrival and ministry of St. Fermentius (EOTC 1996, 7).

The apostolic ministry of St. Matthew to Ethiopia, which the EOTC does 
not claim strongly, is mentioned in a number of writings as early as Origen. 
Aymro Wondmagegnehu and Joachim Motovu write that “Origen says that St. 
Matthew was the apostle to Ethiopians” (1970, 1). They further note13 that “the 
Roman Martyrology declares that St. Matthew was martyred in Ethiopia” 
(1 n. 1). Ephraim Isaac subscribes to traditions which maintain that St. Matthew 
came to Aksum to preach (Ephraim Isaac 1976, 20). Edward Ullendorff (1968, 
12-13) refers to a New Testament apocryphal book which states that “Matthew 
baptized the king of Ethiopia.” As described by Ullendorff, the story goes on 
to explain how Matthew was murdered by a succeeding king.14

Pankhurst (1998, 34) rightly notes the claim of the EOTC that Christianity 
first reached Ethiopia in the early apostolic period, and “that ‘many’ at that 
time ‘believed.’ The faith did not, however, become the state religion until 
the early fourth century.” John Baur (2009, 35) also agrees with an early 
introduction of Christianity, but not through the eunuch or apostles, rather 
through merchants and travellers, since Aksum, at that early stage, had 
developed strong communications with the Greco-Roman world.

12 Eusebius of Caesarea, for instance, wrote, “But as the preaching of the Saviour’s Gospel 
was daily advancing, a certain providence led from the land of the Ethiopians an officer 
of the queen of that country, for Ethiopia even to the present day is ruled, according to 
ancestral custom, by a woman. He, first among the Gentiles, received of the mysteries 
of the divine word from Philip in consequence of a revelation, and having become the 
first-fruits of believers throughout the world, he is said to have been the first on returning 
to his country to proclaim the knowledge of the God of the universe and the life-giving 
sojourn of our Saviour among men; so that through him in truth the prophecy obtained its 
fulfillment, which declares that ‘Ethiopia stretcheth out her hand unto God’ [Ps 67.11]” 
(Book 2, ch. 1 in Eusebius Pamphilius 1890).
13 They refer to The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, ed. F. L. Cross (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1957), 874.
14 The Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, book 7, Acts of Andrew and Matthias. However, 
Ullendorff (1968, 12-13) further explains that the story is inauthentic. On the other hand, 
even if the Ethiopian Church believes that St. Matthew preached the good news in Ethiopia, 
it does not accept his martyrdom in Ethiopia, since the church believes that the introduction 
of the gospel to Ethiopia was without any bloodshed (Mikre-Sellassie 2007a, 154). See also 
Sergew Hable Selassie 1970, 3. It should be noted that in the Ethiopian naming system, 
what is known as the surname or family name is absent. Individuals are known by their 
given names, and what seems to be a surname is either their father’s or grandfather’s name. 
To regard this name as a surname is technically incorrect and confusing to the Ethiopian 
audience. In this article, therefore, Ethiopians are identified by their given names. 
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Whether as a consolidation of the previously introduced Christian belief 
or as its first introduction to the land,15 that Christianity came to Ethiopia in 
the fourth century is indisputable.16 Besides much other evidence, the most 
significant is the episode written by a contemporary Latin historian, Rufinus, 
who received first-hand information “from Aedesius of Tyre, who had been 
a prisoner and servant in the royal household at Aksum with Frumentius, the 
future bishop” (Munro-Hay 1991).17 In addition, scholarly consensus has 
maintained that the work of scriptural translation into Geʿez was advanced 
by the Bishop Fermentius, also called Abuna Selama, which means “father 
of peace.”

2.2.2. The EOTC as a Judeo-Christian church.  Besides the historical records 
and strong traditional belief that Ethiopia was introduced to the Jewish  
faith and practice, the EOTC retains to this day the practice of a number of 
Jewish religious traditions, which clearly shows her strong and sustained 
historical connection to Judaism. Thus, she is rightly considered as a Judeo-
Christian church.18 There are at least seven deeply embedded practices and 
traditions of Jewish origin currently observed by the EOTC. These include: 
(1) the belief in the existence of the ark of the covenant, the tabot,19 such 
that no church can be functional without its replica; (2) church buildings  
as copies of the Hebrew temple;20 (3) observance of the Sabbath;21  
(4) observance of dietary laws in accordance with the Hebrew Bible;22  

15 De Lacy O’Leary (1936, 19) is among those who believe the introduction of Christianity 
to Ethiopia dates from the fourth century.
16 Steven Kaplan (1984, 15), for instance, writes that, even if there is some variation in 
tracing the introduction of Christianity in Ethiopia to the apostolic period, “scholars are 
virtually unanimous in viewing” its arrival in the fourth century by Fermentius and his 
brother as a turning point in Ethiopian history.
17 Since Rufinus’s account is so important for the history of Christianity in Ethiopia, 
Jones and Monroe (1955, 26-27) give us the translation in full.
18 In fact, in addition to the place and extent of the Scriptures, it is these practices and 
traditions that are offensive to Protestants in Ethiopia; as a result, the latter consider the 
adherents of EOTC as “Gentiles”—unbelievers. It is ironic that those who observe the 
Law—the Orthodox—are considered to be “Greeks/pagans” in the sight of “Christianized 
pagans”—the Ethiopian Evangelicals. 
19 It is believed that it is the tabot that makes the church holy. For a detailed description 
see Bakke 1987, 49. 
20 The shape of church buildings can be either circular or rectangular. However, in both 
cases, they are divided into three parts following the pattern of the threefold division of 
the temple in Jerusalem. For more details, see Ullendorff 1968, 82-87.
21 In addition to the Day of the Lord, Sunday, EOTC strictly observes Saturday as a holy 
day, in the fashion the Jews observe the Sabbath.
22 It is not an exaggeration when Mansfield Parkyns (1868, 207-208) comments that 
Ethiopian people are the most meticulous in observing dietary laws.
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(5) ritual cleanness; (6) two regular days of fasting; and (7) circumcision of 
males on the seventh day after birth.23 After discussing all these practices in 
detail, Mikre-Sellassie rightly concludes that “the existence of such early 
Jewish influences and deep-rooted Old Testament practices suggests that 
Judaism was practiced at least by a group of people in Ethiopia before the 
introduction of Christianity” (2004, 28).

2.2.3. Ethiopian Evangelicals (Protestants).  As compared to the ancient his-
tory of the EOTC, the introduction of Evangelicalism in Ethiopia is very 
recent. Two of the earliest Evangelical churches recently celebrated sig-
nificant anniversaries of their inception (100 and 75 years, respectively). 
The missionaries who introduced the Evangelical tradition claimed that 
their main intention was to bring about reformation within the EOTC 
structure. Their lack of success led to the formation of separate churches. 
They argue that the EOTC, despite their willingness “to work inside the 
EOC framework . . . was not willing to give this movement the necessary 
room and freedom. . . . [As a result the Evangelicals] developed more or 
less as a protest against the harassment and persecution by the EOC 
clergy” (Bakke 1987, 124).24

Though there have been many improvements in recent years, the history 
of the relationship between the EOTC and Ethiopian Evangelicals in the 
last century has in most cases been that of hatred and animosity. While the 
EOTC openly condemns the Evangelicals as heretics, Arianists, anti-Mary, 
and so forth, the Evangelicals equate Orthodox Christians with heathen or 
Gentiles to whom the gospel should be preached anew. The relative open-
ness of Emperor Haile Sellassie I towards Evangelicals after the Italian 
invasion (especially since 1941), the attacks by the communist regime on 
all religions since 1974, and legislature for religious equality in the consti-
tution since 1991 by the current government, all have gradually improved 
the relationship, though the improvement has been slow and variable. The 
Bible Society of Ethiopia has been an example of this improvement. A 
relationship with the EOTC was initiated at its inception, and it became 

23 For a detailed discussion on each of these traditions, see Mikre-Sellassie 2008, 
56-58. For an even more extended discussion of these and other facets, see Ullendorff 
1968, 82-115. One of the strongest arguments Ullendorff makes is that these facets 
are pre-Christian and unique to the EOTC, making it different even from the other 
Eastern churches, against the argument of some scholars, including M. Rodinson (see 
Ullendorff 1968, 114-15). Some EOTC scholars maintain that there were practices of 
animal sacrifices around the ark at some point in the Tana Kirkos Monastry which were 
directly linked to the Jewish practice of the Law (Lule Mel’aku 2004, 15). 
24 How this competitive and rival attitude to each other later developed and affected the 
reaction towards the new LXX-based Amharic Bible is discussed below.
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instrumental in actively promoting strong and lasting relationships among 
all churches in Ethiopia.25

2.3. Translation and transmission of Scripture in Ethiopia

When and from which versions were the Geʿez translations made? Was it 
before Christianity, or during the fourth century, when Christianity became an 
official religion of the government of Aksum? Or after that, with the coming 
of “the Nine Saints”? Or only in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, when 
the church had gone through major reformation from within? Which versions 
were used in each of these periods, if translation was made during each of 
them? Which were the Amharic translations of Scripture in Ethiopia and who 
translated them? These are the questions to be dealt in this subsection.

2.3.1. Translation of Scriptures into Geʿez.  In order to respond to the contro-
versy of the translation of the millennium edition of the Amharic Bible, one 
has to understand the background of the base text, the Geʿez version. Parallel 
to the introduction of Christianity, there are three major interrelated ques-
tions relevant to the translation of Scriptures into Geʿez. These are: (1) When 
were they translated? (2) Who translated them? and (3) What was the Vor-
lage used for the translation? The questions “by whom” and “from which 
language/version” are very much dependent on the issue of “when.”

As to the time, suggestions range from as early as the pre-Christian era 
for the Old Testament to the fourth and sixth centuries and even as late as 
the tenth and twelfth centuries. If Judaism was introduced to Ethiopia after 
the visit of the Queen of Sheba to King Solomon, as held by the EOTC, 
some portions of the Hebrew Bible, at least the Pentateuch, a text of the 
Felasha Jews (also known as the Beta Israel of Ethiopia), must have been 
introduced. Despite the EOTC’s very strong claim for scriptural translation 
from the Hebrew text being made at that early period, this is highly unlikely, 
since Geʿez had not become a literary language before the Christian era. 
However, account must be taken of the story of Acts 8, where the Ethiopian 
eunuch was reading Scripture from the Book of Isaiah. Though it is not 
known which version the eunuch was reading,26 it is evident that some 

25 Currently BSE has opened an office devoted to promoting ecumenism and maintaining 
strong cooperation both at higher and grass-root levels. The results of these efforts in the 
last couple of years have been highly appreciated as immensely fruitful and encouraging 
(Seleshi Kebede, oral interview, December 27, 2011). 
26 There is strong consensus that the eunuch was reading from the LXX since Greek was 
widely used in Ethiopia at that time among the government and the elite (Mikre-Sellassie 
2007c, 9). However, the Ethiopian scholar Mikre-Sellassie Gebre-Amanuel argues that 
the eunuch was reading a Geʿez text, since all the scriptural writings of the Felashas, the 
Ethiopian Jews, were not in Hebrew or Greek, but in Geʿez (Mikre-Sellassie 2007b, 159). 
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scriptural texts, in whatever language, existed in Ethiopia at the very early 
period of the Christian era, or even before.

A description in an Oxford dictionary on the Bible translation into Geʿez 
bravely summarizes the entire history in a few lines, but with some short-
comings. It reads,

Bible translation into Ethiopic (Geʿez) prob[ably] began in the 4th-5th cent[uries], 
basically from Greek, but with some influence from Syriac and possibly also 
Hebrew. From the 14th cent[ury] there were revisions based on the Arabic texts. 
Almost all Ethiopic biblical MSS date from the 13th/14th cent[uries] or later. 
(Cross and Livingston 1997, 566)27

The two shortcomings, which need to be closely studied, are limiting the 
date of the beginning of Geʿez translation to the fourth to fifth centuries and 
the dating of its manuscripts to the thirteenth/fourteenth centuries. It is cor-
rect, however, that “there is no satisfactory complete ed[itio]n [of the Geʿez 
version in one volume], though most Books of the OT have been pub[lished 
separately]” (566).

Against the long-standing position of many scholars that the earliest 
Ethiopic manuscripts date only from or after the thirteenth century, a very 
recent archaeological discovery reveals that there have been well-preserved 
biblical manuscripts in Geʿez since as early as the fourth century.28 A report 
of the archaeologists disclosed the following:

What could be the world’s earliest illustrated Christian manuscript has been found 
in a remote Ethiopian monastery. The Garima Gospels were previously assumed 
to date from about 1100AD, but radiocarbon dating conducted in Oxford suggests 
they were made between 330 and 650AD. This discovery looks set to transform 
our knowledge about the development of illuminated manuscripts. It also throws 
new light on the spread of Christianity into sub-Saharan Africa. (Bailey 2010)29

In other words, the discovery of the manuscript from as early as the 
fourth to sixth century A.D. reveals that Christianity had been well estab-
lished before the translation of at least the discovered manuscript. This in 
turn proves that during the time of King Ezan of Aksum or the coming of  

27 The dictionary further notes the extent of the canon: “The extent of the canon of the 
Ethiopian Orthodox Church is unclear in detail, but most lists of books said to comprise 
the canon include (in addition to the OT, NT, and most of the Deuterocanonical Books) 
various other items such as Jubilees, 1 Enoch, and the Ethiopic Didascalia” (566).
28 The main reason for such a misleading position, as Mikre-Sellassie strongly argues 
(2007b, 165), is that there have been hardly any paleontological or archaeological studies 
done on the field in Ethiopia.
29 For a detailed report on the entire process of the archaeological discovery and the car-
bon dating at Oxford see EOTC 2009.
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St. Fermentius, the first bishop of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo 
Church, in the early fourth century, Christianity was already practiced in 
Ethiopia, even if not fully accepted or practiced by the state. This discovery 
further rules out the argument of many scholars who strongly contend that 
the introduction of Christianity to Ethiopia was only during or after the 
fourth century.30

Not only is the early introduction of Christianity to Ethiopia denied by 
many scholars, but some also reject the use of Geʿez as a written language 
before the time Ezana, the second quarter of the fourth century. However, it 
is evident that some of the kings before Ezana used Geʿez in inscriptions on 
their coinage.31

Besides their introducing monasticism and a Christian education system 
into Ethiopia, Pankhurst believes that the Nine Saints, a group of missionar-
ies who arrived in the fifth and sixth centuries, were involved in “translat-
ing, or re-translating the Bible, mainly from the Greek, into Geʿez” (1998, 
37). There is a general consensus that the major translation work of Scripture 
into Geʿez was carried out by these men, who were very formative for 
Ethiopian Christianity. It is believed that they used the LXX as their base 
text with some reference to the Syriac text, as they came from Syria.

Another major period of literary work in the history of Ethiopia, also 
known as a period of literary renaissance, is the fourteenth century. After the 
so-called “dark age,” there was both political and religious reform in Ethiopia. 
During this period, the Geʿez version went through a major revision, this time 
based on an Arabic translation which probably originated from the Hebrew 
text. In other words, the LXX-based Geʿez was revised according to the 
Hebrew-based Arabic, which made the Geʿez version a mixture of both LXX 
and MT.32 This was clearly proved during the recent translation of the LXX 
into Amharic. Mikre-Sellassie, a leading EOTC scholar and translation expert, 
notes that at times the Geʿez is much closer to the MT than the LXX because 
of the Arabic influence in the fourteenth century (2007b, 171).

In summary, the Geʿez translation of the Scriptures is ancient and its 
translation process has been very complex. However, what is clear is that 
the main text for the Geʿez Bible is the LXX, while the MT and the Syriac 
influenced it at times. The earliest translation was done before or during 
the fourth century even though a major revision was done as late as the 

30 Among writers who posit the introduction of Christianity only in the fourth century is 
Henze (2000, 32-34).
31 For instance, King Wazeba, one of the Aksumite kings before Ezana, began to use 
Geʿez instead of Greek on his coins (Henze 2000, 31).
32 It is argued that the Syriac also had immense influence on the early Geʿez translations, 
which makes the Geʿez version a fusion of all those texts.
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fourteenth century. Now, one can ask, have the Amharic translations fol-
lowed the same trend or have they forged their own path? What necessi-
tated the millennium Amharic version’s being based mainly on the Geʿez 
and the LXX? These are some of the issues discussed in what follows.

2.3.2. Translation of Scriptures into Amharic.  The first portions of the New 
Testament were translated into Amharic in the seventeenth century by a 
German missionary, Peter Heiling. However, the first full Amharic Bible 
was translated by an Orthodox priest and monk named Abba Abraham (for 
a detailed record of this translation, see Arén 1978, 42-44), with the close 
assistance and sponsorship of Asselin, a French diplomat in Cairo, who 
finally preserved the handwritten copy of the translation. Abba Abraham 
used both the Greek and Geʿez versions as base texts for his translation 
while referring to the Hebrew and the Syriac at some points. Buying the 
book from Asselin, the British and Foreign Bible Society published the four 
Gospels in 1824, the full New Testament in 1829, and finally the entire 
Bible in 1840.33

Another translation came in 1923,34 on the order of Emperor Haile 
Sellassie I. Based entirely on the Geʿez version, it was published by photo 
offset in London between 1928 and 1934 E.C.35 The Bible contains both the 
Geʿez and Amharic translations in two columns side by side, which made it 
too bulky (Seife Sellassie 2007, 17).

It is the 1953 E.C. version, translated and published by the Bible Society 
of Ethiopia, that became the standard Amharic Bible used by most Ethiopian 
Christians. The translation was done by local and foreign translation profes-
sionals from all denominations, Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant. In fact, 
the translators used the MT and the Abba Abraham Amharic version as base 
texts while the LXX was used only on a secondary basis as a reference 
(Mikre-Sellassie, oral interview, December 15, 2011). It is regarded as an 
MT-based translation and contains only the sixty-six books accepted by all 
denominations.

However, the EOTC has never been satisfied with the publication of the 
sixty-six books, and on their request two major changes were made in the 
above translation. First, a further fifteen books were translated and added as 

33 The original handwritten copy of the entire translation of this work has 9539 pages, and 
took ten years for Abba Abraham to translate (Arén 1978, 43).
34 For an unsuccessful attempt by the Swedish Evangelical Mission and others to translate 
and publish an Amharic New Testament using both local and foreign experts in the first 
quarter of the twentieth century, see Arén 1999, 122-28, 141-43, 215-17.
35 Some of the dates of the biblical versions are well known in Ethiopia with their 
Ethiopian dates, and where preference is made to this date, it is shown with “E.C.” indi-
cating the Ethiopian calendar. 
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deuterocanonical books, placed between the Old Testament and New 
Testament, as is customary in other Western publications of apocryphal 
books. Second, a number of New Testament verses which have doctrinal 
importance were amended according to the interest of the EOTC36 and  
published exclusively for the use of this church.37

Besides the number of books in the canon, the 1953 E.C. version has 
never been a satisfactory translation for the EOTC as the majority of the 
translators were non-Orthodox and the MT is the dominant Vorlage. This 
necessitated another Amharic translation exclusively by and for the EOTC. 
Moreover a canon of sixty-six books is clearly connected to the MT, while 
one with more books than that, particularly in the Ethiopian context, is con-
sidered, both by the EOTC and by Evangelicals, as an LXX-related text. 
Thus, even if the Vorlage of the Geʿez version comprises both the LXX  
and MT (with others to a varying degree), the fact that the LXX contains 
“additional books” proves it to be the father text of the Geʿez version.

2.4. The canon of the EOTC

The question of the EOTC canon is an issue which needs closer study in its 
own right, beyond the scope of this article.38 However, one cannot bypass it 
entirely when dealing with a Bible version by and for the EOTC. To help the 
reader, only key elements of the problem pertinent to this article are intro-
duced. Some of the central questions around the canon of the EOTC include 
the following: How many books and which books does the canon contain? 
This raises another question about the concept of canon and whether the 
EOTC canon is open or closed.

Traditionally, the EOTC holds that its canon of Scripture comprises 
eighty-one books of the Old and New Testaments. But the question is, which 
books are included in this canon? Roger Cowley’s short article on the topic 
describes two ways of classifying the canon—a “narrower” and “broader” 
canon (1974, 318). The “broader” list comprises forty-six OT books and 

36 These verses include Matt 1.18, 24-25; 22.40; Luke 1.32, 48, 53-55; 19.48; John 5.27-
29; 6.53-59; 20.15-18; 21.6; Acts 15.2, 6, 22; 16.4; 20.17; 1 Cor 9.5; 13.4-6; 2 Cor 6.16; 
Eph 1.3; Phil 1.1; 2.7; 1 Tim 5.17; Titus 1.5; 1 Pet 1.3-5; 1 John 5.6; 2 John 1.1; 3 John 
1.1; Jas 5.14; Rev 3.14; 5.6, 8, 11; 14.1-5; 15.3-4; 20.4; they are printed in bold face 
so that readers can easily identify the amendments. Along with a few other topics, the 
two main amendments focus on stronger christological emphasis and the preference of 
“priest(s)” to “elder(s).”
37 If Evangelical believers carry this Bible, a version with apocryphal books, they may be 
mocked, belittled, or viewed with suspicion about their spiritual status, as has happened 
to me on a number of occasions. 
38 For a closer discussion on the extent and concept of the EOTC canon, see my recent 
article (Bruk and Decock 2012).
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thirty-five NT books while the “narrower” lists fifty-four OT and twenty-
seven NT books. The essential difference between these two lists is in the 
New Testament, where there are eight lengthy books included in the 
“broader” list. The content of the OT list is more or less the same even if 
there is still fluidity in both lists. When we talk about publication, it is about 
the “narrower” canon since the eight additional NT books are too bulky to 
be printed in one volume. To be sure, all the existing Amharic translations, 
which have the “narrower” eighty-one-book list, still vary in their OT list.39

It seems the concept of canon as a strictly defined and limited list of 
books may be alien to the EOTC. Thus, the fundamental issue at stake is not 
the extent and content of the canon, rather the concept and usage of the term 
itself. Questions like “Is the EOTC canon open or closed?” do not fit the 
concept of canon in the EOTC. It is a question very relevant to the Western 
churches but imposed on the EOTC, inherently alien to it. One of the promi-
nent church leaders of the EOTC recently argued that what is important for 
the church is not whether a book is in the list or in the canon; rather, it is 
whether the teaching of that book is sound according to the teaching of 
church (Daniel Seife Michael, oral interview, December 16, 2011).

Despite an apparent consensus among scholars that the EOTC canon is 
fluid, that conclusion remains alien as it does not consider the deepest 
understanding of the concept of canon within the EOTC. It may represent an 
external understanding of the canon of the EOTC, but not the historical and 
pragmatic position of the church itself. It should be noted, however, that 
currently there is an increasing tendency in the EOTC to look for a closed 
canon, perhaps because of external influences imposed on the church indi-
rectly. These may include (1) the general trend of the church at large, where 
almost all churches have a formally closed canon; and (2) informal, ongoing 
debates between the EOTC members and fellow believers from Protestant 
churches, where in most cases the debates presuppose a closed canon.

However, the EOTC has never had an officially closed canon of Scripture 
to date, resulting in flexible attitudes towards canon.40 Most of my infor-
mants from the EOTC, for instance, could not exactly say whether the church 
has a closed or an open canon, even if some of them ostensibly argue that the 
church should take an action to fix it. The fact that tradition fixes the number 
of books at eighty-one is indicative of a closed canon, whereas the question 
as to whether a number of books are included in or excluded from the list 

39 Cowley’s conclusion that the list in the “narrower” canon “can be regarded as undis-
puted in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church today” (1974, 320) is very misleading since the 
variation in different lists is not yet resolved.
40 For a discussion on how the EOTC’s concept of canon differs from Western and even 
other Eastern Christian traditions, see Baynes 2012, 799-818.
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makes the canon open. For some it is both open and closed; for others it is 
neither open nor closed. Influenced either by the current increase in Western 
influences or by publication and printing concerns, it is yet to be seen if the 
EOTC will officially declare a closed canon in the third millennium.

3. The publication of the millennium edition

Some of the key questions arising in connection to the new millennium 
translation include: Is it a brand-new translation or an adaptation/revision 
from previous translations? Why are the Geʿez and the LXX used as the base 
texts? Is it a shift from MT to LXX? What was the reaction to the translation 
from different groups? What are the reasons behind the reactions? What 
outcomes have resulted from the reactions? These are the issues addressed 
in this half of the article.

3.1. The need for a new Amharic translation

The translation project of the new Amharic Bible, the main concern of this 
article, was initiated by the late Patriarch of the EOTC, Abba Paulos.41 As 
is clearly stated in the introductory message of the edition (The Amharic 
Bible 2007, v-vi),42 there are two major reasons for the initiative. First, none 
of the existing Amharic translations was based on the LXX and the ancient 
Geʿez versions, which clearly display textual differences to a significant 
degree. Even the 1980 E.C. version, which includes deuterocanonical books 
and was intended for the EOTC, did not satisfy the need of the church.43 
Second, the translation philosophy of the previous versions is entirely alien 
to the EOTC’s long-standing traditional interpretative methods. For these 
two main reasons, it has long been difficult for the church to accept those 
versions as her own Bible (Haileyesus Engdashet, oral interview, December 
27, 2011). In other words, the need for a representative Vorlage and an 
interpretive method appropriate to the church, and, conversely, a lack of 

41 It is customary in Ethiopia to mention several titles following his name on formal occa-
sions. He is formally called “Abba Paulos, Patriarch of Ethiopia, High Priest of Aksum, 
Echegue of the See of St. Tekle Haimanot, President of the World Council of Churches, 
and An Honorary President of World Religions for Peace.” 
42 The reasons are also explained in a special edition of a bulletin for the inauguration of 
the new LXX-based Amharic Bible, by other scholars of the church who participated in 
the translation (Garima et al. 2007, 6, 7, 18).
43 Haileyesus Engdashet (oral interview, December 27, 2011) explains that this translation 
created resentment within the EOTC, as the order of the books doesn’t follow that of the 
church’s and there is no such thing as proto- or deuterocanonical in EOTC biblical tradi-
tion since all books have equal status.



64	 The Bible Translator 65(1)

identification by the church with the previous translations, necessitated a 
brand-new translation which could address those demands.

Therefore, it is inappropriate to consider this edition as a mere adaptation 
of the previous Amharic versions, simply changing a few verses and expres-
sions to satisfy the interests of the EOTC.44 The translation work has taken 
fourteen years of hard work, with three major phases and many changes in 
the translation team. The work has been one of the priorities of the Patriarch 
himself and was carried out with close attention by him and other top lead-
ers and scholars of the EOTC. High-level translation consultants and lin-
guists with ample skills in Geʿez, Greek, Hebrew, and Amharic took part in 
the translation. Before it was finally accepted, two draft translations were 
rejected and ordered to be reworked to a more adequate standard.45

3.2. The need for Geʿez and the LXX as the base texts
The need for a translation that can be fully trusted by a faith community able 
to claim it as “our Bible” is one thing, but by what means that goal can be 
achieved is quite another. In a critical era where broad consensus exists to 
use the MT as the base text for OT translation, it is hard to see why a church 
should shift to another version as a base text, other than as a reference for 
textual variants. However, surprisingly, in 2003, almost a decade after the 
EOTC began this project, the United Bible Societies revised its translation 
policy on the publication of confessional Scripture. The new guidelines sup-
port the decision concerning the textual base used in this project.46

Before responding to the question of the base texts, it should first be 
noted that the Geʿez manuscripts are recognized as one of the ancient bibli-
cal traditions and used for standard textual criticism.47 The main reason to 
choose the Geʿez and the LXX as the base texts for this brand-new Amharic 
translation, as unambiguously reasoned both by the Patriarch and the trans-
lation committee, is that it is the Geʿez version which the church has pre-
served and used for the last two millennia. As has been mentioned above, 
the Vorlage for the Geʿez translation was mainly the LXX, and the EOTC 
identifies itself with these two versions. For a number of reasons which are 
not mentioned here, the EOTC’s scriptural books have been fragmented and 
preserved mainly individually and/or in small groups for centuries. This is 

44 This is how some Evangelical believers view the new edition (Adugna Hirpa, oral 
interview, December 11, 2011), similar to what had been done before in the 1980 E.C. 
Amharic edition.
45 For a detailed report on the entire process of the translation see the preface of the ver-
sion itself, Amharic Bible 2007, v-vi, and the special bulletin during its inauguration 
(Garima et al. 2007, 2-7).
46 For the revised guidelines see Garima et al. 2007, 35.
47 It is evident that both the Hebrew Bible and Greek NT standard texts use the Geʿez as 
evidence for variant texts.
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the first initiative by the church itself, without any external compulsion, 
suggestion, or influence, accomplished at just the right time, as affirmed by 
the translation committee:

Even if it can be seen that our church [EOTC] has been using these translations 
[i.e., the Amharic translations published until the publication of this one], for 
reasons mentioned above48 the church has been longing for a conducive period 
[καιρος] to translate the Holy Scriptures [into Amharic], with Geʿez as the 
base text and the Hebrew and the LXX as references. (Amharic Bible 2007, v; 
translation from the Amharic and the insertion of the Greek word are mine)

Therefore, the need for the Geʿez and the LXX to be the base texts arises 
from a search for self-identity, in reaction to impositions from the West, and 
in order to validate the biblical text for the believing community by internal-
izing it in a contextually relevant manner. It is in line with and a continua-
tion of a long-standing indigenizing tradition of the EOTC, which has been 
mainly attained by rejecting the Western way of doing things.49

3.3. Is it a shift from MT to LXX?

The question whether the Amharic Septuagint translation is a shift from MT 
is an elusive one and the answer could be “yes” and “no.” It is “yes” because 
the Amharic versions so far published through the BSE, following the UBS 
policy, used the MT as their base text and the current translation radically 
departs from that tradition. However, it cannot be considered as a shift  
per se for two reasons. First, the previous Amharic versions have never been 
fully identified as Bibles of the EOTC.50 The church has been using them 
without fully recognizing them as her own. If the MT-based translations 
have not been fully recognized by the church, how can the new translation 
be a shift from the MT? Second, from a practical point of view, the church 
has been using the Geʿez version as her official text, and any preacher of the 
church quotes from the Geʿez to validate his or her position—no preaching 

48 See subsection 3.1 above for the reasons referred to in the quotation.
49 Both as a church and a major player in the sociopolitical landscape of the country, the 
EOTC (and Ethiopia for that matter) has throughout its history strongly resisted any kind 
of external imposition. That is, of course, why the church has retained so many unique 
traditions in many aspects—theology, liturgy, music, literature, art, interpretive method, 
education, etc., which all need deeper and closer study. This is also one of the main rea-
sons Orthodox believers see Evangelicals as adherents of Western tradition, and call them 
mete (Amharic), “intruders” or “newcomers” in a negative sense.
50 It should be noted that the 1980 E.C. Amharic adaptation, which includes the deutero-
canonical books, was intended for the EOTC. However, that version only includes minor 
changes in a few verses, as previously described, to partially satisfy the needs of the 
EOTC, and the addition of more books in an order different from the usual EOTC listing, 
and it did not have the official consent of the church (Mikre-Sellassie, oral interview).
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is valid without a quote in Geʿez. Thus, this translation can be the church’s 
first official Amharic translation and the only one to be recognized in its 
entirety. In conclusion, even if it seems there is a shift from MT to LXX 
from the perspective of the wider history of Amharic Bible translation, this 
cannot be maintained if one sees it against the historical background of the 
EOTC’s own scriptural transmission, translation, and usage.

3.4. Reactions to the translation

Besides many informal discussions with angry fellow Evangelicals passion-
ate for the truth of the Bible, I experienced two major formal incidents in 
which there was a strong (sometimes emotional) negative reaction to the 
publication of the new translation. The first encounter came from some of 
my theological students in graduate and undergraduate Evangelical theologi-
cal schools where I was teaching.51 The other incident was at a workshop 
prepared by the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) Ethiopia, in which 
many church leaders from different denominations, leaders from various 
Bible translation agencies, and other stakeholders took part, a few months 
after the printing and distribution of the Bible.52 Many participants in the 
workshop openly and emotionally expressed their anger and negative reac-
tion to the newly published translation as divisive and erroneous. Above all, 
it was stressed that it would open doors wide for the Muslim criticism that 
Christians do not have one Bible.53 An objective explanation by a translation 
consultant from the BSE in response to all the questions, comments, and reac-
tions in the workshop was in vain, as he was Orthodox himself.54 Among the 
Orthodox, it has been received with special gratitude and appreciation, even 
if some have questioned the credibility of the translation within the church.

51 Some students went to the extent of passionately asking why we, Evangelical leaders, 
failed to stop the entire process of the publication from the very beginning. 
52 I participated in the workshop representing the Ethiopian Evangelical Church Mekane 
Yesus (EECMY), one of the largest Evangelical churches in Ethiopia, as I was coordinat-
ing the translation ministry of this church on a part-time basis. 
53 A group of concerned individuals from the workshop agreed to form a committee to 
come up with objective examples of the shortcomings of the translation in order to appeal 
to the BSE and church leaders. Their main strategy was to do textual criticism based on 
the Greek text and prove the supposed “shallowness” or “bias towards Orthodox teach-
ing.” As far as I know the results have never come out. I personally advised them to ask 
if the translation process had any procedural or technical inadequacy, if measured by the 
UBS policy or guidelines. 
54 One of my informants, who opted to be anonymous, told me that there was a passionate 
Evangelical minister from the Ethiopian diaspora who came back to Ethiopia and warned 
the BSE not to publish this Bible, formed a movement to react strongly against it as a 
heretical and divisive translation, and challenged BSE and some Evangelical leaders for 
about two years, both in person and through electronic media. This crusade weakened 
with the passage of time and through the intervention of some people of good will. 
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3.5. The reasons behind the reactions

There are various and differently articulated reasons for the negative reac-
tions, even if these reasons became united in the reactions. These may have 
included zeal, ignorance, hatred, and so forth, with theological, dogmatic, 
and textual issues lying behind them.55 To begin with a positive reason, even 
if not an objective one, the reaction came “out of a genuine zeal and passion 
for the word of God. It came from a strong stance that the word of God is 
only one” (Haileyesus, oral interview, December 27, 2011), and anything 
that differs from it should be rejected.56 Adugna Hirpa’s major argument 
for his negative reaction was that he assumed the translation was done by 
the EOTC alone without any involvement of others. This, he continued, 
would erode the unity of the churches and diminish the spirit of ecumenism. 
However, he admitted that he was entirely ignorant of whether there was 
any involvement of the BSE, an ecumenical body, or any strong promo-
tion of ecumenism in the translation and publication process at all (Adugna 
Hirpa, oral interview, December 11, 2011).

Most of my Evangelical informants, for instance, expressed their nega-
tive reaction to the translation openly and passionately, with no attempt to 
hide the fact that they had not read it or had any sufficient knowledge about 
its content.57 For instance, according to one of my respondents, she reacted 
negatively because she assumed the Orthodox must have changed a number 
of key words to their favour, but could not substantiate this with evidence 
from the text, as she had not read it (Adina Getaneh, oral interview, 
December 17, 2011).58 This clearly shows that Evangelicals’ ignorance 
about the background of various canonical traditions is widespread at almost 
all levels, including theologians and lay ministers.

55 It should be noted that some have come up with a few objective textual variants to criti-
cize the translation. The translation committee made it clear in their introductory notes to 
the Bible that they were ready to receive any such critical arguments for consideration, as 
they promise to revise it in the near future. 
56 This position assumes the previously used sixty-six-book Amharic Bible to be the only 
true word of God, as it is not aware of the existence of any other biblical tradition or 
believes that any other than that is heretical (Woldeyesus Bufebo, Misgana Sawo, oral 
interviews, December 21, 2011).
57 Among the fourteen Evangelical interviewees who took part in the study, only one 
tried to argue his point based on textual evidence, which he promised to provide after the 
interview. However, he failed to do so, offering a number of excuses.
58 The example Adina gave was the story of Jesus’ first sign at the Cana wedding (John 
2.1-11), where she incorrectly thought the EOTC must have added the word “intercessor” 
to Mary. That is what she assumed from her experience of Orthodox friends, who used 
the story as evidence for Mary’s identification as an intercessor. Even if they could have 
argued that way, they had not changed any word in that story to justify Mary’s “interces-
sory” status. 
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From a broader point of view, one of the main misconceptions among the 
Ethiopian Evangelical Christians which made them react so passionately 
against the millennium translation lay in their naive assumption that all 
Christian denominations hold a similar, if not identical, stance on what con-
stitutes the word of God. To be more specific, most Evangelical believers 
are unaware of the EOTC’s position that the word of God is found in two 
major components, Scripture and tradition, on equal ground. The EOTC 
makes its position clear:

The Holy Scriptures are one of the two great foundations of the faith and here is 
what our church holds and teaches concerning it. The word of God is not contained 
in the Bible alone, it is to be found in tradition as well. The Sacred Scriptures are the 
written word of God who is the author of the Old and New Testaments containing 
nothing but perfect truth in faith and morals. But God’s word is not contained only 
in them, there is an unwritten word of God also, which we call apostolic tradition. 
We receive the one and other with equal veneration. (EOTC 2003)

One of the arguments some Evangelical leaders posed against the publi-
cation of the millennium translation was its potential to open the door wider 
for Muslim criticism of Christians for changing their Bible.59 However, this 
argument fails to understand the background of the formation of the canon of 
the Bible and that Christians have more than one canonical tradition, of 
which the Protestant Bible is only one. Conversely, the misconception could 
be a result of an incorrect comparison of the tradition of how the Muslims 
received their Qur’an (directly from heaven at one time) with the tradition of 
how we got our Bible. Many Evangelical believers incorrectly think that we 
received it in the same way. If this mistaken belief is challenged by Muslims, 
and the publication of this translation could provide support for the Muslims, 
the Evangelicals are afraid of losing the debate with their Muslim friends or 
neighbours. In addition to such ignorance, what the Evangelicals have 
(knowingly or unknowingly) ignored is the already existing Amharic version 
published by the BSE for the EOTC, which has eighty-one books instead of 
the sixty-six of the Evangelicals. That means we already have two different 
biblical versions as far as the number of the books is concerned.

Another criticism from the Evangelicals is that the translation was made 
by the Orthodox alone,60 and the BSE should have not published it since it 

59 This was one of the strongest arguments against the millennium edition raised by a 
number of Evangelical leaders in the workshop mentioned above. 
60 Many of my Evangelical informants did not know of any involvement of the BSE in the 
process of the translation and publication of the millennium translation; they took it for 
granted that everything was done by the EOTC and them alone (Adina Getaneh Kassaw, 
Adugna Hirpa, Fiqreyesus Hundessa, oral interviews, December 17, 11, and 27, 2011, 
respectively).
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serves all churches in Ethiopia. However, this argument also fails for a num-
ber of reasons. For one thing, the BSE is governed by its own policies, in 
accordance with the policies of the UBS, which have been amended to 
allow for the publication of biblical translations affiliated with a particular 
denomination. For another thing, the translation was technically supervised, 
assisted, and partially financed by the BSE. Since the BSE, with support 
from the UBS, was closely involved in the translation process, it is again a 
misunderstanding that the work was done exclusively by the EOTC.61

Some of my informants from Evangelical circles explicitly mentioned 
that one of the reasons for reacting negatively, without a closer investigation 
of the translation, is a long-standing spirit of hatred and animosity between 
the two churches (Adugna, Seleshi Kebede, oral interviews, December 11 
and 27, 2011, respectively). There has been a strong tendency by both sides 
that whatever related to the other is rejected or reacted to negatively. For 
instance, as Mary, angels, and saints are highly regarded and venerated by 
the Orthodox, the Evangelicals are strongly resistant to them and these fig-
ures are downplayed from the pulpit. Likewise, the “jargon” of 
Evangelicals—“Jesus is Lord!” “The Lord bless you!” “In the name of 
Jesus”—is strictly avoided by Orthodox believers as a way of keeping 
themselves from falling into heresy (Adugna, oral interview).62 Likewise, 
many Evangelical informants, especially those whose background was 
Orthodox, have confessed that they were taught that all books other than the 
sixty-six are heretical and added locally by the EOTC to support their wrong 
teaching (Fiqreyesus Hundessa, Adugna, Seleshi, Misgana Sawo Anjore, 
oral interviews, December 27, 11, 27, 21, 2011, respectively).

3.6. The outcomes and contributions of the translation

The controversy around the millennium translation has resulted in some 
quite significant outcomes and contributions. First, it is very important 
that an open debate develop around biblical translation within Ethiopian 
churches. Whatever the motives may be, the debate brings different views 
onto the table, views which have been hidden, unvoiced, or silenced.  

61 In the workshop mentioned above, this was what the BSE unsuccessfully tried to 
explain to the participants. Ironically, a few years back the Evangelicals welcomed the 
publication of the NIV Amharic translation by the IBS with great applause, even though 
it was translated exclusively by Evangelicals. So, this attitude denies the right of other 
churches to exercises their own confessions. 
62 As mentioned above (§2.2.3), the situation is changing and the relationship between 
believers of the two churches is becoming increasingly appreciative of one another. If this 
initiative is nurtured by church leaders, the effect will be tremendous. However, it should 
also be noted that there are extremist groups on both sides who are strongly encouraging 
separation from and hatred of the other.
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As the debate goes on, awareness of the other can gradually develop. As 
people come together to discuss the issue, they come closer to each other 
and develop a better understanding of each other, as well as the subject 
matter at hand.

Second, arguably one of the major contributions of this Amharic version 
is that it gives variant readings in the footnote. This is an entirely new phe-
nomenon in the Ethiopian biblical translation tradition.63 The presence of 
the variant readings in the footnotes implies that there is more than one 
tradition or version, giving the reader liberty to choose whichever reading 
she or he believes is adequate or closer to the original. This may be a new 
exercise for many Ethiopian Bible readers, especially among Evangelicals.64

Third, the translation provokes curiosity among many Evangelicals to 
read the so-called “additional books” of the EOTC, which could help them 
to benefit from them. Some have pledged that they would read them differ-
ently than before—that they would read them positively (Woldeyesus 
Bufebo, Fiqreyesus, oral interviews, December 21, 27, 2011, respectively). 
In addition, it invites and necessitates much closer and more sensitive study 
of the Scriptures in general.

Fourth, as the translation committee had promised beforehand, the strong 
reaction and meticulous criticism of the text of the translation calls for gen-
uine revision immediately. The BSE has already promised to carry this out 
in the near future.

Fifth, it also results in new initiatives among some EOTC scholars and 
leaders to revisit their canonical list and call for the church to fix it once and 
for all. The controversy as to which books belong in the EOTC canon is still 
under debate among scholars within the church. So, it seems that there is 
urgency that the church settle the matter conclusively.

4. Conclusion

The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church is one of the ancient churches 
which received the faith in the earliest period. The church claims that the 
OT was introduced before Christianity, through Ethiopia’s age-old contacts 

63 In the 1980 E.C. Amharic version, which was amended slightly for the EOTC, footnot-
ing is introduced on a very limited basis. A few verses of the New Testament have variant 
readings noted, but not as a principle and policy of that translation, only as amendments 
or correctional additions.
64 As to the Orthodox, this may not have much effect, for two reasons—first, the laity are 
generally listeners and not readers of the Bible; it is the priests who read and interpret to 
the public. Second, it is a common Orthodox interpretive method, in their Andimta inter-
pretation, to give a number of alternative interpretations of any text or verse. So it may 
not be a new experience to them as such.
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with Jerusalem, and paved the way for the gospel. The church obtained 
Geʿez translation of Scriptures as early as the fourth century A.D., mainly 
from the LXX, with some influence from the Syriac and the MT, even if it 
later undertook various revisions and recensions from other texts, including 
Arabic and MT. As the church has been isolated from Western Christendom 
for centuries, the concept of the canon of Scripture, in the Western way of 
thinking, is alien to it. It recognizes more books in its canon, which are 
loosely listed in various sources.

Having the Geʿez as its official text, the EOTC never recognized the 
Amharic translation of Scripture published in one volume until the begin-
ning of the third millennium, when the church published the first of its kind. 
This Amharic Bible, designated as “The Amharic Septuagint,” or “The mil-
lennium edition,” is based on the Geʿez and the LXX texts. Since the exist-
ing Amharic translations favoured by Evangelicals were based on the MT, 
and considered to be the standard Amharic Bible, the publication of the new 
one sparked hot debate, mainly among Evangelicals, over the need for it and 
its credibility and authenticity.

Even if the main reasons for the furious reaction may have been passion-
ate devotion to Scripture, ignorance about the other, and historical rivalry 
between various denominations, the publication of the new translation 
introduced a new era in the history of Ethiopian Christianity. Besides pro-
viding another variant textual tradition to the Ethiopian Christian commu-
nity, it is a priceless achievement of the EOTC in making available the good 
news in the heart language of most of its adherents, in the tradition with 
which they identify. However, it also poses more challenges to both the 
Orthodox and Evangelicals to know and accept each other, work together, 
assess objectively the weaknesses of such works, and be partners in the 
same mission to which they are called.
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