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The paper examines the dynamics of a socio-religious self-help association by looking at the
celebration of Mahebiar, a religious-oriented association, in Adi Ei’ra, Ethiopia. Mahebar is an
indigenous socio-religious organization of individuals who pledge as members to treat one another as
equals. It is dedicated to honor a particular sacred religious figure. Like Equb and Edir, Mahebir is by
far the most important social organization that has partly eased the social, gender and ethnic polarities
in the community. The finding shows that Mahebar is not only a source of fraternity and sorority in the
community, but also takes into account the notion of development and gender equality. Mahebar allows
both men and women to form separate organization in order to find support, affirmation, and enjoyment
in the comfort of persons of their own gender. Under the umbrella of the socio-religious association,
women managed to express themselves freely in a way that they could not display in public. They also
pledged to help each other in time of need. Since members are expected to raise funds that will be
utilized for the monthly festivity. In the process, Mahebar incubates the concept of saving and mutual
assistance in the community. It plays a key role in generating specific self-help associations and
fosters a high degree of generalized reciprocity between members. Mahebar is a lasting and germane
socio-economic organization that contributes to socio-political dynamics in the society.

Key words: Mahebar, reciprocity, feast, Socio-Religious Association.

INTRODUCTION

In this parish, the community members were initiated stand out as substantial local and informal self-help

into a traditional risk managing schemes. Farmers were
said to have considerably relied on these indigenous
systems of social corporation mechanism than other
formal institutions. In this regard, the foremost
ecclesiastical institutions including Mahebar and later*

' For details on Edir and Equb, please consult the work of Kasahun D,
Mulugeta B (2015). ‘Indigenous Voluntary Urban Associations and thereby
Community Solidarity among Residents of Debre Markos Town, Ethiopia.’

associations. These, together with other institutions, the
secular institution, Eder, church have likewise provided
the necessary values to promote mutual assistance in
the community. In fact, as it was observed in the village,
the farmers are also employed in on off-farming
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activities as wage-laborers to deal with temporal financial
hardships. Due to the opportunity of off-farming works,
farmers regularly travel to nearby towns like Wugqro to
seek supplementary income after the completion of the
task of harvesting. With the introduction of community-
based environmental rehabilitation program, a safety net
project, the farmers have devoted a certain number of
work-days to the program.2

Broadly speaking, the term Mahebéar may refer roughly
as a voluntary association that tends to bring together
individuals for both ritual and secular purpose. With the
social dynamism and the development of capitalist
economy, Mahebar precisely evolved into different
means and usages, for which a reciprocal relationship
becomes more visible in the urban life. Membership
funds are expected, and the income often spent on
projects that would benefit the members. Therefore, it laid
the ground for the foundation and generation of traditional
self-help associations that have retained their own
distinct functional and regional features. This is practically
true with reference to Edir, that established by neighbors
with the purpose of fund raising for emergency. The
association mostly has kept on many of the basic
principles of Mahebar.?

In this study, the discussion starts with a normative
description of components and procedures of Mahebar in
general as practiced in Adi Ei'ra. In order to show briefly
how the organization inspires women’s participation and
bring development to the community, the paper gives a
detailed sketch of the social and economic aspects of the
institution. It argues that Mahebar is time-tested umbrella
for social cohesion and economic interdependence
among the farming community. More importantly, it
serves as life-affirming institution that has partly assisted
members to develop a sense of ’[ogetherness.4 In this
regard, few scholars argue that Mahebéar is a locally
generated self-help association that provides critical and
reciprocal benefits to members. This is basically true with
the case of Eder, a local self-help organization,
deliberately established to address emergency situation
among members.®

Mahebar

In farming community, the church is the center of their
social activities. The community in many cases
constituted itself in order to address its concerns by
establishing religious-oriented organizations. In order to

2 The overall description is based on the primary observation and interviews
that took place on Monday, May 31, 2016, in Adi Ei’r4.

? Siegbert, Encylopaedia Aethiopica, p.650.

* In this paper, I have focused on prime function of Mahebar with reference to
the Adi Ei’ré residents.

* Siegbert, Encylopaedia Aethiopica, pp.649-650.

\S)

attain social respect in the community, an individual has
to be bound by the social nhorms and join any of the
indigenous religious-oriented self-help associations. It is
said that one’s belongingness is demonstrated through
membership in sacral activities of the parish such as
Mahebér and Séanbat Séanabti (honoring the first Sunday
of each month). In most cases, such organizations are
considered as practically important for the good of the
community. Indeed, joining a Mahebéar to honor a
particular saint or angel is voluntary decision of
individuals. There is significant latitude for the farmers
residing in the parish to select a Mahebéar. The
association is deemed necessary to address class,
gender and other social distinctions and encourage
members to make improvements on their relationships.

The church of Adi Ei'ra has its own patron saint which
is believed to be responsible for the welfare of the
community. The number and identities of locally observed
saints are based on the accord made between the parish
community and senior priests of the church. In many
instances, however, the need to add and drop saints from
the calendar took place after a lengthy meeting in the
church yard.” In the parish, individuals often select to
celebrate a particular saint or an angel that has personal
importance to them through membership in the Mahebaér,
a voluntary religious-oriented association. In practice,
Mahebar is consisted of twelve members who make
monthly contact for spiritual and worldly purposes
simultaneously in honoring of their favored saint.®> Once
this informal self-help institution is firmly established,
each Mahebar retains its own specific name depending
on the preference of members.” A Mahebar which is
enthusiastic to honor a sacred religious figure, ‘just like
the twelve apostles,’” concurrently uses the organization
to deal with economic and social wellbeing of the
community.

In Adi Ei’ra, what constitutes a membership is often
based on the saint being celebrated. For female saints,
such as Kedsti Maryam and Kedsti Arsema, Mahebér is
established mainly by women. Honoring of sacred days,
such as Sunday which members meet at the first Sunday
of each month, and for male saints such as Aba Gaber

® In order to bring a representative description, this study has attempted to use
local terms as much as possible. In many cases, some basic terms like Tsébal,
is improperly translated by scholars and may have lost its literal meanings. For
details see, for instance Donham L (1994). ‘An Archaeology of Work Among
the Maale of Ethiopia.” The Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain
and Ireland, 29 (1). London: Royal Anthropological Institute. p.157.

7 On the complexity of honoring of Saints’ Day, a fine analysis has already
been given by Hendrie, ‘Now the People Are Like, pp.211-212.

¥ The discussion is based on the researcher’s exposure in the study area and for
details on the general concept of social stratification and interdependence in
Tigray consult Bauer D (1973). ‘Land, Leadership and Legitimacy among the
Inderta Tigray of Ethiopia,” PhD Dissertation in Social Anthropology.
Michigan State University Press. pp.128-130.

° Bevan, Pankhurst , ‘Ethiopian Village Studies, p.29; Elleni T, Sankofa:
African Thought, p.57.



and Kidus Mikael, both males and females become
regular members. Among the farming community,
membership in Mahebar is said to have minimized
requirements of recruitment and it is open to all the
neighborhoods and villages. It is often formed based on a
good spirit of individuals; nevertheless it steadily
inculcates the concept of fraternity within and outside the
Mahebar. This social association presumably sought to
narrow down social differences and has encouraged a
culture of reciprocal relationships in the community. This
is perhaps a reflection of the community efforts to ease
inevitable economic and social challenges.10 In most
cases, the institution also provides assistance to destitute
members, solacing the bereaved, and resolving conflicts.

It is possible to say that Mahebar retains an egalitarian
objective in this relatively less hierarchal community.
More specifically, there has been an approximate
equalization of gender involvement in the institution.
There is no single member or other kind of gender group
capable of achieving an extra right or privilege in
Mahebar. Instead it is an institution in the village that
explicitly takes into account all sex groups to maintain an
equal status. Indeed, some rich households in the parish
strive to gain a better position in many of the social
activities. For example, these social groups tend to
prepare a large feast, upon their monthly turns, and invite
the parish community to eat and drink thereby
maintaining social influence in return. In the context of
Mahebér, the magnitude of social disparity of the poor
and rich members becomes less apparent and more
sociable."

Mahebar has a tendency to push for networking and
cross-parish social interactions. This is perhaps reflected
in the members’ preference to set up Mahebér with
diverse neighborhoods.” It has long been known that
members of the same family bound to different Mahebérs
and offsprings mostly replace their parents thereby
ensuring the continuity of the already laid down social
affiliation. It offers social identity for individuals who could
not otherwise have a relationship with one another
particularly by virtue of kinship. * One possible exception
is, in most part, that the Zama (sister’s husband or wife’s
brother) has made good members. It is acceptable for
relations with one's Zama to be intimate, collective and
supportive. The first possible reason for non-kinship
tendency of the association is to deal with the

' One of my informants point out that rarely to qualify as a potential member
of a Mahebdr, a person should has to establish an independent household.
Indeed, social and economic factors are not basically used as a criterion that
usually tend individuals to retain a marginal status.

" Due to its Christian scene, Mahebar is overwhelmingly a religious
institution. However, still informants reveal that non-Christina believers reside
in a separate quarter have been entertained by vegetarian foods to assist inter-
religious societal solidarity in the parish.

12 Bevan, Pankhurst, ‘Ethiopian Village, p. 29.

1 Bauer, ‘Land, Leadership and Legitimacy, p. 121.
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contravening relationships among the farming community
on the limited resources within or outside the parish.
Members who come from different parishes contribute to
cross-parish interactions that encompass a lot of people.
Therefore, Mahebar is a setting in which members
without kinship relationships generate bonds of mutual
assistance.

In terms of self-interest, an individual gets a reputation
for being upright, and for being able to participate in
many Mahebar. As it is constituted to be a sort of ritual
affirmation, it has a substantial value without which the
communities have no binding value." The degree of
corporateness, togetherness and its basis is firmly strong
in the community. The community has been corporate for
several factors, including the dynamism of resource
principles that somewhat affect the farmers. While the
community interests are distinguished as often being
divergent, the ecclesiastical associations partly
discouraged the immorality and unreasonableness of
members, acting against the communal well-being.
Normally, the relationships among members have been
cooperativeness and mutual supportiveness. There is a
great deal of interest to maintain mutual belongingness
and respect among the people of parish.

Celebration of Mahebar

As already noted, all saints are not honored equally.
Instead, each individual observes a slightly different
saint’'s day. Among the Adi Ei'ra community, the most
important saint is Kedsti Maryam, the patron saint of the
village for which the Tawot (the Covenant) within the
church is dedicated. The day of St. Mary falls on the 21%
of each month and on the 21 of Hidar (November) each
year in Ethiopian calendar. To ensure the continued
auspice and compassion of St. Mary, the community
often celebrates the day. Honoring the patron saint of the
vilage, and what the community believes to be the
guarantor or witness of every soul, was deemed
important by my informants. Without it, as one of them
states, the communities have thought to be vulnerable to
misfortune, conceivably evident in the form of a localized
natural disaster.'

Essentially, the Kedsti Maryam Mahebér is a religious-
oriented ceremony dedicated to the saint by combined
supplicatory prayers of members. In this regard, the
association has often assembled people from faraway
parishes. My informants point out that Mahebar has been

!4 Only having membership in several Mahebar‘s does not guarantee social
respect, however, it assist individuals to introduce themselves with many others
and to maintain social support at any time in the parish.

!> The overall description is based on the primary observation and interviews
that took place on Monday, May 31, 2016. For details on the annual religious
holidays and fasts, see for instance Hendrie, ‘Now the People Are Like, p.334.
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constituted by twelve individuals, one for each month to
host the program once each year. In the annual
celebration, the priests and deacons in the parish have
often made lengthy prayers to the patron saint, Kedsti
Maryam. Likewise, in the hosting house, women spent
the whole night in prayers, occasionally accompanied by
dances and ululating sounds. During this ceremony not
only the members of the Mahebar attend but sometimes
neighborhoods and relatives could join the ceremony.

It appears that in the present time the celebration of
Mahebar is thought to begin in the morning and ends at
sunset. Members arrive from the outlying parishes and
assembled in the church before ascending into the
hosting house. The Abbat Néfsi (Father of the Soul), the
priest who performs confession for the member and
Zaqunay (deacon) have to offer prayers and bless the
food. When all members have assembled in the hosting
house, members pray together and extended their
gratitude to their creator for the opportunity to share the
moment. Then, the spiritual leader would open the
celebration by conducting mass. The mass includes
praises and supplication of the honoring saint, Kedsti
Maryam. In this joyful time, now and then, the mass is
accompanied by women’s ululation. Here, the members
are called to abide by the guarantor, Waladita Amlak
(Mother of the God Almighty), and to stay steadfast in
their loyalty. The explanations given by priest attribute to
the significance of respecting the instruction of God, and
keeping the integrity and unity of the parish. Further, the
priest father instructs the members using biblical verse
readings and explanations to set out feelings of respect,
brotherhood and sisterhood, and empathy towards each
other. The mentoring of Mahebér is important for the
integration of an individual into the community.

In the mass prayers, guided by the priest, everyone
kneels down, bows the head and keeps praying the
Tawaka. Tawaka is a Ge’ez word, which in turn, refers to
the wishes of the prayers to partake in blessing. The
priest has continued to recount the scriptural and non-
scriptural stories to emphasize the value of fraternity and
mutuality in the people. At the same time, members
share the calls of mutual achievements through
membership in the informal self-help association. After
the completion of the praise and benediction, the
members severed in Das, a temporary roof made of leaf
branches and woods, used to cover a space where the
occasion is held. Here, Himbasha (bread) and sometimes
Tayta (a flat pancake) is offered to the members. The
spiritual leader blesses the meal through prayers of Ba4sm
Ab Wald Manfas Kudu Ahadu Amalk (in the name of the
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, One God). Hereafter,
while the women take part in serving the food and Ts&bhi
(a sauce served with the flat bread), men pours the Sewa
(beer) into the guests Wancha or glasses.

The food and drink, thought to be sacred, have no
standard preparation in contrast to other local feasts such
as Degis. In Degis, where every head of rich households

prepared elaborate food for social and political purpose,
the meal is well prepared and greatly enjoyed.16However,
Mahebar basically considers the economic capacity of
members and the sponsorship usually rotates from the
house of one member to another. This is deliberately
made in order to distribute the funds allocated for the
ceremony and to resolve if disputes occur among the
members. In a state of deep-seated ill-will, the people of
Adi Eira keep off from entering their opponent quarter.
However, the rotational system of Mahebar allows the
member to mitigate the antagonism. In Mahebér, a state
of reconciliation is expected to be reached among
disputing parties before the date of the feast program.

At the end of the service, the so-called Me’enta Dengel
Maryam Ziw&hasani (in the name of the Virgin Mary who
will act as guarantor), ceremony is held. It is a program
that intended to select a sponsoring member. People who
wish to host, pour a drop of sacred beer (Sewa) to the
initiator, who mentioned the honoring figure. The
individual is thought to get the blessings and companion
of the sacred religious figure. In addition to personal wish
of sponsoring system, Mahebér follows a mechanism
through which a general discussion of issues of
pertaining to the members is considered. In the later, an
effort is made in considering the economic capacity of the
next sponsor to decide the next organizer of the monthly
event. Rich members usually pot to host the program
before the task of harvesting and the poor ones after
harvesting. Similarly, my informants state that a newly
established household is not expected to host in the early
months of the marriage. Possibly for this reason that the
new household perhaps cannot afford the economic
costs that the ceremony entails. In addition, so far it is not
clear if the couple stay together. However, if the new
household shows a firm interest to host the program, the
fellow members are expected to bring food that will be
used during the feast. Through these mechanisms,
Mahebéar become the most effective and efficient socio-
economic bonding mechanism of the people that had
undergone assorted local dynamics.

In some cases, few economically well-established
members have made a well-prepared meal. One must
not forget that the fundamental principle of Mahebar is to
host and support only members. In the feast, members
have commonly used Himbasha (bread) and Siwa (beer)
to deal with the cost of the feast. Further, in their turn,
poor members are encouraged to prepare only Tsabhi,
made from ground pulses mixed with spices and oil, and
local beer for the ceremony. In order to minimize the
costs, the guests commonly come to the event with their
own food. Then during the mass prayers that is being
undertaken unto the honoring saint, members call to be

' In Mahebdr, it is entirely different from the ceremonial meal party for many
people, locally known as Degis. As one of my informants point out, in part,
they joined Mahebar to address social and economic issues of the parish.



faithful to their chosen saint and men to forgive. In order
to bring moral values among members, the priest has a
power to make a Gizet, a formal injunction. This is made
against certain types of unacceptable behavior, such as
quarreling, lying and cheating. Therefore, Mahebér helps
us to see the act of reciprocity and application of moral
principles in the local dynamics where things are actively
changed. In line, it brought important values that are a
replica of the biblical instruction in the community.

In Mahebar, however, the bonding friendship is not
limited to social affirmation. In addition, there are also
bonds of friendship among the members who particularly
encourage a sort of economic and social inter-
dependence. Members are good at providing favor and
help in times of need. For example, one of my informants
recount that he was a Wahes, a guarantor who called
upon the witness in case of crime, for one of his fellow
member. In many cases, members show their close
intimacy which in turn brings a sort of interdependence.
In this regard, there is a high degree of economic
reciprocity between individuals, who are bounded by
Mahebér. In Mahebar, members are pledged to help
each other and somehow it serves as a loan mechanism
" when a member faces shortage of capital equipment
such as an ox. They also invented a strategy to address
unforeseen social and economic emergency. Members
have provided labor service in rebuilding a house
destroyed by accidental fire. They are also good source
of seed-lending in time of crop failure. This kind of
mentoring relationship, in the local dynamics, can be
seen as one good instance of mutual interdependence
partly due to uneven economic circumstance.

The developmental tendency of Mahebér is apparent
as members pledge to raise funds for the communal
projects. For example, when the members plan to buy an
item such as Qamish, a traditional cloth, to wear on the
celebration day, they would save money through the
Qusequs. '® Qusequs is an indigenous fund raising
mechanism which can be glossed as ‘contributing for
communal projects.” The raised funds would be spent on
projects beneficial to the spiritual community. Indeed,
Qusequs was carried out in kind until the development of
modern banking. The system, however, partly
encourages a reciprocal relation between interdependent
entities (individuals or groups). By taking this as a firm
evident, (Uhlig, 2007), even goes as far as to argue that
Mahebér has generated many self-help associations with
distinct regional forms. ' The social need for more

'” The word Mahebér in Tigrigna is a noun form, derived from Mitehebebar
which refers to co-operate among the people. For example, see also the
definitions given by Bauer, Land, Leadership and Legitimacy, p.122; Hendrie,
‘Now the People Are Like a Lord’-Local Effects, p. 312.

'8 In some parts of Tigray, Qusequs is practiced even outside Mahebar in order
to minimize or share costs of projects for mutual purpose.

' Siegbert, Encylopaedia Aethiopica, pp.649-650.
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reciprocity in part has emerged in other informal
institutions like Edir. Eder, which is a secular institution,
shares many of the basic components and principles of
Mahebar. Membership in one congregation usually
overlaps with membership in the other and, thus people
can belong to Edir and Mahebar at the same time.

Obviously, few scholars recognize the importance of
Mahebar in affirming social life * among the rural
community. As already noted, the points of discussion in
Mahebér often take into account moral values. These
values explicitly illustrate biblical explanations and
instructions.

In the program, a bible is brought and passages are
cited with reference to the good and bad deeds. By
respecting the values of Mahebér, it is deemed in the
explanation of my informants that they become ‘under the
auspice and support of the saint being honored.” In
contrast, disobedience of the guardian saint implies that
they would fail to attain the help of the saint. A member
who violated or disobeyed the sacred religious figure is
going to face harsh criticism from the Church and
Mahebéar. Therefore, Mahebér also serves as a source of
propagating moral and spiritual values, which are partly
essential to bring the values of self-esteem in the
community.

In the parish, there are few social organizations that
encourage societal integration, without neglecting gender
equality. For women, in most part, market days, coffee
ceremonies and Mahebéar enable them to get together
and to have a discussion on personal and communal
matters. In Adi Eira, there is a tradition of inviting
neighbors to a cup of coffee in order to strengthen once
social bond with others. By far Mahebér is one of the
most important breakthroughs for women to find free
space and avoid of men’s domination. Many of the
societal integration are significantly achieved through
Mahebar.

In the parish where women mostly assume a marginal
status in public affairs, Mahebéar offers the group to find
support and affirmation that basically match their own
gender. It contributes, as means of social empowerment
of women to get together for a while to escape their
burden; even it is just for a short while.?'

Therefore, Mahebéar plays a key role in generating
gender equality in the people. In view of fact, there is no
other institution that minimizes the marginal role of

2 As Elleni states, among the Amhara Wolloye there is no dichotomy
concerning the ‘spiritual’ and ‘secular’ values and thoughts. Likewise, the
values of Mahebér are not only applicable to religious but to secular purpose as
well. For details on the Amara Thoughts see Elleni, Sankofa: African Thought,
p-58.

MDessalegn R, Aklilu K (1999). ‘Consultations with the Poor.” World
Development Report 2000/1 on Poverty and Development. Addis Ababa.
pp-23-25; Tony K (2013), ‘Religion and social cohesion in Ethiopia,’
International J. of Peace and Development Studies. p.52.
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women. % It is with the context of Mahebar ascribes
active roles in such communities. For example, in the
meeting, the members regardless of social differences
are equally valued and favored. In women’s Mahebéar
such as Kedsti Maryam, it not only allows them social
privileges but also substantially plays down the
framework of women dependence to men. They
separately pass decisions and share their sentiments
with their fellow members; Daki Maryamay. In the
women’s Mahebér, a woman is capable of forming a
strong alliance, a connection based on common interest.
In addition, the association permits her to express her
view, sing and joke in a free manner and in a way that
she could not perform in the public. Using this advantage,
she articulates her feelings freely and pledges to support
other member in need. Therefore, under the umbrella of
Mahebar, the marginal status of women is partly
challenged.

In Adi Ei'ra, Mahebar is not only limited to reciprocity
and social bonds but also important in social and
economic organizations of the parish. We have two basic
reasons for this. First, membership in Mahebér is often
informally recognized individuals as full-fledged members
of the parish. Second, that is more central to the
economic cases, in the issue of land claim particularly if
an individual donate gifts to the church. In Adi Ei’ra, the
most common systems of land acquisition included the
principle of lineage and residency in the parish. In these
ambilineal property rights, both genders have equal
access to land. However, an ambilineal descent without
social engagement of persons in the parish will not
ensure them the right to land. Consequently, the parish
residents prefer to get actively involved in the local
church activities as well as in Mahebéar as dues paying
members and as adherents to the patron saint,
respectively. This is not to say, however, that Mahebar is
the sole criteria for land claim but rather it provides full
legitimacy and residency in the parish.

Aside from an initial attempt of devaluing Mahebar, the
military transitional government known as Derg partly
used it to publicize the newly introduced social policies.
An example was the attempt of the cadres to bring a
lasting effect on family planning and early marriage. As
my informants point out, in the years after the fall of the
Derg, the EPRDF (Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary
Democratic Front) was also more vocal to bring gender
equality through the informal associations. By the time,
many of the indigenous informal institutions were used as
mechanisms to bring progressive societal outlook on the
issue. Further, Mahebar also appeared as a strong
institution to unravel women’s hidden tragedy of physical
and emotional abuse at home. Despite its success, it is

2 Elleni, in her discussion about the Amara Thought, observes similar
opportunity of Mahebdr among the Wolloye of Wuchale. For details, see Elleni
T, Sankofa: African Thought, p. 57.

6

restricted as an adjunct to legal institutions and got
involved in rendering counsels to household victims.
Therefore, the desire of women to Mahebar was
important in exposing the violence against women as well
as to bringing the abuses to justice.

As already stated, the bond of Mahebar reflects a state
of reciprocity with the intent of helping members in need.
Members of the same Mahebar are expected to attend in
each other funerals, weddings and christenings. In the
association, members are also required to provide labor
support on a reciprocal basis for tasks such as house-
building. More importantly, to address socio-economic
challenges, members have invented a banking scheme in
order to address social emergency. Members who failed
to fulfill these tasks are ostracized and sometimes their
priviieges may be withdrawn. Mahebéars are first
respondents in time of emergency. 23 Consequently, the
members successfully maintain the social obligation for
the continuity of their social bonding. In social emergency
such as Hazan, where members expected to cover
expenses and to console the grieved family at least for
the first three days, that is, the wake period, Mahebér
stands out as life-affirming institution. In the following
day, they have to bring Dabas, a gift either in kind or cash
that would offer to a grieving household. In marriage,
men are assisted in making Das, a temporary roof for the
occasion, while women are engaged in preparing food
and drink. By carrying out these social obligations, the
members are secured a reciprocal support for each other.
Therefore, through the communal work of Mahebar,
members’ inclination towards social bond is said to be
heightened.

Informants recount about the emergence of anti-
Mahebér policy soon after the taking over of the power by
the Military Government. The government questioned the
religious activities of the citizens. It is objected to their
ritual activities in relation to saints. Farmers know when
to take care of their agricultural activities. Time
management is not an issue for them. * These groups
regard that natural disasters and poor land management
were sources of less productivity in the parish. Other
related problems, such as erratic rainfall, war and heavy
taxation discourage high rate of production. Government
cadres as well as some NGOs regard holiday and the
related expenses as an impairment of work habits and
wealth accumulation. The people do not agree and find
the accusation groundless.

In due course, the parish community agreed to honor
ritual days associated with the patron saint of the parish.
Celebrating other religious figures was basically made

2 Mahebér is antidote to the gap between rich and poor members. It is a
traditional social institution that encourages cooperation and reciprocity.

* Some of my informants have made plans for an activity or event. Their time
arrangement is properly schedule in accordance to the calendar of Ethiopian
Orthodox Church.



according to the preference of individuals. Such
compromise on the part of the community disappeared as
soon as the political pressure died out. The secular and
non-secular institutions, refrain from formal instigation on
the ritual matters. The debate of the parish, due to
polarized group interest, had somehow posed a threat to
Mahebér. The move to change the religious practice
more generally, however, remained ineffective. In
practice, Mahebar had substantially emerged as the most
lasting, efficient and appropriate socio-economic
institutions among the farming community. It also
illustrates both the importance of the informal self-help
association among the parish community and how it fits
the local and national challenges. In general, it remained
as one of the most important elements for the solidarity,
reciprocity and productivity among the people of Adi Ei'ra.

CONCLUSION

The preliminary findings of this study illustrate that
Mahebér is an indigenous religious or secular organi-
zation of individuals who pledge to treat one another as
equals. It is dedicated to celebrating a particular sacred
religious figure. In the traditional society where social
hierarchy was evident, Mahebéar has appeared as a life-
tested informal organization for the collective social
networking. It is one of the most important enduring and
germane socio-economic associations that foster cross
parish interactions for mutual assistance. In practice, it
takes into account not only the societal bond but also
enhances women’s participation in social affairs and
maintains developmental orientation.

To affirm the values of a reciprocal relationship,
members usually keep in mind the biblical notion of
brotherhood and sisterhood and the sentiments of mutual
assistance. Mahebar has made a great deal of
contribution in countermanding the marginal status of
women, and in integrating the community regardless of
social distinctions. Likewise, the organization has allowed
men and women to organize themselves separately and
it creates opportunity for the privileged to gain support,
affirmation, and celebration that fits both gender.
Mahebar has entirely retained the developmental
orientations and it encourages members to raise funds
for projects that benefit the religious community. Above
all, it has built a social bridge and has developed
capabilities to support people; often members in need
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have been effectively assisted with their economic
problems thereby building a strong community.
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This study tried to discuss the introduction of Evangelical Christianity in Oromia in five major
expeditions attempts that foreign and local missionaries have made to reach the Oromo people with
Gospel. To this end, the necessary information were collected from written documents related to the
topic, and then chronologically ordered and narrated. As discussed in this article, the Western
missionaries had given much weight to evangelizing the Oromo because they thought it would help
them to reach the whole African continent through the Oromo. So, they paid great sacrifices to reach
this nation. In this regard, the local Oromo missionaries who were Christianized earlier had played a
leading role in the expeditions. Despite the enormous difficulties they encountered, the missionaries
endeavored selflessly and enthusiastically to reach the Oromo. Then the Gospel torch that was kindled
at Karkaroo in Boojjii of Wallaga province radiated to various parts of Oromia in particular and Ethiopia

as awhole.

Key terms: Evangelical christianity, Oromia, Ethiopia, Western missionaries.

INTRODUCTION

This article discusses the introduction of Evangelical
Christianity in Oromia in what is described as ‘The Five
Major Expeditions’ that are the attempts that foreign and
indigenous missionaries have done to reach the Oromo
people with Evangelical Christianity. Before embarking on
the main discussion, it briefly describes the Oromo
people, and the introduction of Ethiopian Orthodox
Church (here after EOC) and Islam in Oromia.

The Oromo people are the largest ethno-national group
in Ethiopia. They belong to the Eastern Cushitic family of
Afro-Asiatic phylum. They constitute more than 48 % of
the country’s population. They speak Afan Oromo (Oromo

language) with diversified dialects; Afan Oromo is the
third widely spoken language in Africa, surpassed only by
Hausa and Fulani (Jonko, 2012:3). Oromia is the name of
Oromo’s country which was incorporated into the modern
Ethiopian state in 1890s. It was known as Orom-Biyyaa
or Oromo’s country (Bulcha, 2011). It is the largest
regional state in Ethiopia and renders more than half of
the resources of the country (Etefa, 2012). The people
follow three main religions: Christianity, Waageffannaa
(indigenous religion) and Islam. They developed their
own democratic governing system called Gadaa system
(Melbaa, 1999). It is a huge and complex social institution
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in which the traditional Oromo manage their socio-
political and religious practices. It is a social organization
of the people; a well-developed age-based grouping up
on which the religious, political, economic and social life
of the people was formed (Gnamo, 2014).

As Gnamo (2014) states, when Islam and Christianity
came to the Oromo people who had been practicing their
own indigenous religion, the people had shown both
negative and positive responses. Gnamo (2014) pointed
out that Islam had contact with Ethiopia since 7th century,
and it expanded in the country through gradual process
(Gnamo, 2014). In 1527, the great Muslim war under the
leadership of Imam Ahmed Ibn Ibrahim al-Ghaz
(nicknamed ‘Grang’) took place in Abyssinian (the
modern Ethiopia). The Portuguese and the Oromo people
helped the Abyssinia kings to fight against Muslims.
However, nonviolent Muslim expansion has continued
until today through marriage (Gnamo, 2014). The Oromo
had contact with Muslim through trades in Gibe region of
Oromia, and many Oromo became Muslims (Bulcha,
2011).

Yohannes IV of Tigray introduced the EOC to Oromia
particularly to the Wallo Oromo when he annexed the
region at the end of 1880. At the Boru Meda declaration
in Wallo in 1887, he gave two choices to the people: to
accept Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity and undergo
mass baptism or to get massacred in mass. Many
accepted the EOC and got baptized only to escape from
being massacred. Yet, thousands had refused to accept
his religious policy and inhumanely massacred for their
indigenous religion and their identity (De Salviac,
2005,1991). After Yohannes IV, Menelik Il continued the
mission of de-Oromization’ (destroying Oromo’s identity)
and ‘Amharazation’ (repressing the Oromo people to
accept Amhara identity, culture and language) process
on Oromo after Oromia became totally subject to his
Empire. He declared and implemented the policy of one
culture- Amhara culture, one language- Amharic (Amhara
language) and one religion- the EOC. This offended the
people so they preferred to accept Islam and became
Muslim (Choma, 2001). Similarly, the letter that was
written by Cederqvist to the Swedish Evangelical Mission
(SEM) indicated that the Oromo people had been facing
difficult situations and severe marginalization by
Abyssinian Evangelical works.

For instance, the letter in the mission magazine entitled
“Missions-Tidning” indicated that, the Abyssinian
evangelical Christians who had been working with
Onesimos showed hatred towards the Oromo language
and culture. They burned many books and documents
written or translated into Oromo language by the father of
Oromo literature, Onesimos (Hirphoo, 2007). According
to Hirphoo (2007), Cederqvist’s letter reads as follows;
“Those who speak Amharic language consider
themselves as masters and the Oromo people as
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servants, their wish is that the Oromo people learn the
Ambharic language whereas they were unwilling to learn
the Oromo language. They think that speaking the Oromo
language is shameful”. ” (Hirphoo 2007: 83).

According to Aren (1978), Evangelical Christianity came
to Oromia in the 19th century. One of the pioneers of the
Evangelical missionary societies in Europe was the
Church Missionary Society (CMS), established in 1799 in
England. “The CMS was founded and formed with the
intention of reaching Africa, Eastern Europe and Asia.
The society has sent missionaries such as Samuel
Gobat, Karl Isenberg and Johnn Ludwig Krapf to
Ethiopia” ” (Gebissa, 2009: 79). Since Europeans started
to learn about the Oromo people at least from the
beginning of the second half of fifteenth century (Ta’a,
1986), some missionaries have already been informed
about the people. It was Krapf, the missionary sent by the
CMS, who first focused his attention on Oromo people.
Krapf had read what other Europeans had told Europe
about the people and he got the vision that it could be
possible to reach other Africans if the Oromo as the large
ethnic group was first won over to Christianity. The more
he studied about the Oromo people, the more he became
interested to reach them. He had a belief that if the
western missionaries reach the Oromo people with the
Evangelical faith it was easy to reach all Africans via this
people.

He (Krapf) first visited Wallo and Showa in the early
1840s. He spent actually only a few years in Showa. He
used this time to get in contact with Oromo and to learn
their language. He did not only rouse interest for the
(Oromo) through his writings. He also started translating
portions of the scriptures in to the Oromo language. He
even started compiling a small Oromo-English dictionary.
Afterwards he became missionary in Kenya, hoping to
meat Oromo there too. After his return to Germany due to
ill health he continued to remind the Christian in Europe
about the great challenge from the (Oromo) people (MYS
TEE, 1992: 41).

In response to the call made by CMS, Krapf was the
first person who took the initiative of going to Oromo
people as a missionary. He also disclosed his interest in
Oromo and said,

“The (Oromo) country south of Abyssinia in the Horn of
Africa has become so extremely important to me during
the past weeks that | believe there is no country more
promising than this in Africa” (Aren, 1978: 105-106).

He opened a school of missionary candidates at
Hermannsburg on Oct. 28 1849. Thereby the German
Hermansiburg Mission was founded (Aren, 1978: 107).
Louis Harms had done his best to reach the Oromo
people but his interest was not fulfilled in his lifetime.
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Even after the death of Louis Harms, it took more than
half a century for Hermansiburg Mission to reach the
people (Choma, 2001).

Mainly as a result of contact with British and German
devoted Protestants, interest in foreign mission was
awakened also in Sweden in the 19th century.
Accordingly, the SEM also became interested in sending
missionaries to Oromia. When the first Swedish
missionaries decided to go to evangelize the Oromo, the
political situation in Ethiopian empire was bad for
missionaries. Many missionaries were taken into custody
under Emperor Tewodros of Abyssinia (Aren, 1978).
Nevertheless, Krapf wrote a letter to them insisting that
they still could reach the Oromo people South of Abai
River from Sudan, by passing the civil war in northern
Ethiopia under Tewodros in the 1860s.

Consequently, three missionaries went to Massawa but
after their arrival, they were informed that the conditions
of Abyssinia under Tewodros were not promising. So
they were advised by the vice/consul of France at
Massawa to begin missionary work among the Kunama.
Following the advice, they started work in Kunama. The
missionaries were allowed to stay in Kunama and started
work because at that time Kunama was not under
Tewodros’ control. However, after some time, because of
a local war at Kunama, they went to Massawa the place
commonly called Imkullu.

In Massawa, the first thing they established was a
school. At that time many slaves were transported
through the Egyptian controlled port of Massawa. So, the
Europeans used to buy the slaves and set them free.
Swedish missionaries received some of the boys who
were liberated in this way and educated them in the
school. Most of the liberated slaves were Oromo, and
one of them was Hikaa Awwaajjii- Abbaa Gammachis
(means the one who preaches peace or happiness)
whose name latter changed to Onesimos when he was
baptized by the missionaries on December 31, 1872.
Onesimos was the one who translated the Bible into
Oromo language in 1899, and he contributed substantially
to evangelize his people and give them modern
education (Gebissa, 2009).

According to Gebissa (2009), as a result of political
circumstances in Abyssinia, travelling to Oromia by any
foreigner particularly for a missionary journey was still
impossible. However, the SEM'’s belief was that it was
easier to reach the people with the Gospel using
indigenous missionaries. Thus, five attempts were made
by both foreign and indigenous missionaries to reach
Oromia. This is what the study calls the five expeditions.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This study was a qualitative study. The data for the study

were collected from secondary sources like books,
theses and articles related to the topic. The major books
and theses used in this study were from disciplines of
theology and history. After collecting the data, major
events that took place in different missionary expeditions
were chronologically ordered, analyzed and narrated.

The five major expeditions

The study would chronologically discuss five major
expeditions which were undertaken from 1877 to 1898 by
foreign and indigenous missionaries to Oromia in order to
evangelize the Oromo people.

First expedition (1877 to 1884)

According to Aren, the first attempt to evangelize Oromo
was made by Niguse Tashu, who at the age of 40
attended the boy’s school at Massawa. Niguse joined a
group of Oromo traders and traveled to Jimma to spread
the Gospel. It was at the time when Menelik 1l sent out
his army to conquer Oromia in South of Abai River. So, it
took him seven years to reach Jimma. After he reached
there, he got land from Abba Jifar Il the then ruler of the
Jimma kingdom (Choma, 2001). Then Tashu was
appointed to be a secretary of Abba Jifar and got a
chance to preach the Gospel even to the king.

However, he was not successful because the king
preferred his Muslim faith. He continued to teach around
his new home and also in the slave market at Hirmata in
Jimma. He used to buy slaves mainly the Oromo and
liberate them. To those he liberated, he gave them refuge
and also taught them the Gospel and gave them modern
education as well. Choma (2001) stated that Tashu
continued his work up to his death. This was the first
attempt or the first expedition to reach Oromia.

Second expedition (1881 to 1882)

In the second expedition, five men, two Swedish and
three Ethiopians took part. They were Rev. Gustav, F.
Arrheniuss, Mr. AW. Palman, Onesimos and his first
wife, Mihiret Hailu and Filipos. The group traveled to
Oromia through Sudan crossing the border and
proceeded to what is today the province of Wallaga that
is western Oromia. They crossed the desert and went up
to the river Abai through Sudan, and reached Famaka,
the border town on the coast of Abai (Harms, 1999). The
Egyptian officer who was in charge of that border port
was not happy to see the missionaries. He advised them
to go via Mattama and through Abyssinia. They were
near to Sibu (western Wallaga) Oromo on the border of



Beni-Shangul, but the officer discouraged them to cross
the border. The group had to turn back and they left
Famaka for Kartum. This attempt was not successful
because of the misleading advice. The sad thing was that
they lost two members in their group, Filipos and
Arrehenius on the way because of fever while three of
them (Onesimos and his wife, and Palman) also suffered
but survived on the way back to Imkullu. Despite of all
these challenges, Onesimos and his colleagues did not
abandon their original plan to reach the Oromo (Hirphoo,
2007).

Third expedition (1884-1886)

As stated earlier, the attempt through Sudan was not a
success. The third expedition was, however, undertaken
in 1884 through Shoa. Greiner, the leader of the “Pilgrim
Missionaries” wrote a letter to Menelik 11 and asked him to
allow their team to pass through his territory (Hirphoo,
2007). Then, Menelik 1l promised Greiner that he would
send him professional and skilled people who help them
travel to Shoa. The group had five members: two
Swedish (A. Pahiman and A. Bergman) and three Oromo
(Onesimos and his wife Mihiret, Petros Ibsa and another
young Oromo).They left for Tajura near Dijibouti. From
there they planned to proceed to Jimma, they had to wait
for three months at Tajura until the big caravan from
Shoa arrived with which they could travel. While they
were on their journey to Oromia, robbers attacked many
traders and killed seven of them and survivors
accompanied the missionaries on their route. Since
Bergman was a medical doctor, he was treating those
who were wounded and continued their journey to their
desired destination. When they reached Shoa, Menelik I
had discovered that they missionaries were not going to
serve the interest of Menelik Il but to reach Oromia in
order to preach the Good News or the Gospel to the
Oromo people and provide them modern education.
Consequently, Menelik 1l refused them to pass through
his kingdom and ordered their immediate return to
Massawa. But later, he permitted them to stay over the
rainy season after he had observed that they were
suffering from fever (Aren, 1978). As soon as the rainy
season was over, they were expelled from Shoa.
Consequently, the third attempt that was planned to reach
the Oromo people via Shoa was again not successful
(Aren, 1978).

Fourth expedition (1893 to 1895)

After the second and third expedition via Sudan and
Shoa have failed respectively, the new plan of the
missionaries to reach the Oromia was to enter from the
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South, Lamu which is the town on the southern Somalia
coast which is now in Kenya (Gebissa, 2009). This
expedition had a group of four members set forth on
journey: Rev. Karl Cedergvist (the leader of the team),
Mr. Nystrom, and Rev. Nils Hylander and his wife. There
was also a fourteen year old Oromo boy with them whose
name was Estefanos Bonayyaa; he was originally from
Lamu, Oromia. Bonayyaa was very cleaver student who
had been educated at Geleb and Imkullu (Hirphoo, 2007).

However, some writers do not consider him as a
member of the team and have stated that there were four
people in the team. However, Bonayyaa helped the team
to reach Lamu his homeland and to connect them with
the Oromos in Lamu while the foreign missionaries need
information about the political situation if it was possible
to proceed their journey to Oromia. Since Bonayyaa had
played an essential role to guide the missionaries to
reach their desired destination via his homeland and
helped the foreign missionaries to integrate with the
Oromo community at Lamu to share the Good News and
to get information about the political situation, the study
would argue that Bonayyaa should be considered as
member of the team in the fourth expedition. Hence, one
could say, the team comprised of five members, not four.
The group realized that it was impossible to penetrate
Somali territories to Borana (southern part of Oromia)
because the circumstance was not good. Somali Muslims
had been weakened by the German government who
controlled part of east Africa from Zanzibar to River Tana.
As a result, Somali people had been in conflict with the
Germans. Consequently, they tried to attack any
European in their territory (Hirpho, 2007). The European
missionaries, however, only arrived Lamu in December
1883.

Nystrom had fallen ill and returned to Europe for
medical treatment, and the others planned to set forth on
a journey to Mombassa in order to take the route through
Lake Rudolf and Lake Baringo, and then to enter the
province of Kafa via Lake Stefani. However, the plan was
terribly long and tiresome to reach Oromia.
Consequently, Rev. Cederqvist stayed at Lamu, and
Bonayyaa, Hylander and his wife have set forth on the
journey to arrive in Harar through Zeila in order to arrive
Jimmaa through Hara so that they may accomplish their
dream to reach the Oromo people with the Good News;
they eventually arrived in Harar in 1895. The governor,
Dajazmach Mekonen (the later Ras Mekonen Wolde-
Michael), received them on condition that they abstained
from preaching and teaching. He also told them that he
would present their application to the emperor Menelik I
if he would allow them the pass to Jimma. They used this
time in Harar to witness to many visitors. However,
Menelik 1l was fighting with Italians during that time. He
was not happy either to see the European missionaries in
Harar or to let them go to Jimma fearing that the Jimma
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Oromo may get weapons from them and fight him. So, he
denied them permission to pass through his territory to
Jimma and ordered them leave his country. So, they
returned to Asmara on November 25 1896 (Aren, 1978).

Fifth expedition (1896 to 1898)

After all the earlier expeditions have failed, the
endogenous missionaries set forth the fifth expedition
which was the successful attempt to reach Oromia. It was
made of five indigenous missionaries. For the time being
only indigenous persons who would be able to reach the
Oromo. These were: Abba Gebre-Egziabher Kokab-
Work, a monk who studied the New Testament in 1881 at
Massawa, and Qes Gebre-Ewostatewos Ze-Mikael who
was an Orthodox priest from the group of Orthodox
reformers in and around Tseazega in Eritrea. Gebre
Ewostatewos Ze-Mikael had shown interest in Evangelical
faith, and this resulted in his being excommunicated from
the Orthodox Church in Eritrea. He joined the Swedish
Missionaries in Imkullu where he met Onesimos who
taught him Afan Oromo. He said, “Even though | am a
Habasha, | love the Oromo people; my heart is with
them.” (Hirphoo, 2007: 50).

In addition to these two individuals, there was a young
man named Daniel Dabalaa, who was an Oromo from
Horroo Guduru in Wallaga, south of Abai, Gumish who
was the wife of Gebre-Egzabiher Kokeb-Work, and Tiru
who was the wife of Dabalaa (Hirphoo, 2007). They were
entrusted with the task of going to Jimma. It took them a
long time to reach their desired destination due to war
between Italy and Abyssinia. The expedition began on 11
February, 1897 from Asmara and arrived Derita in
Begemidir in April, 1997. They reached Yejube in Gojam
in May, 1897. Gebre-Ewostatewos and his wife have
managed to reach Jimma with Oromo merchants who
came from the area. Dabalaa and his wife travelled to
Horro Guduru which was his homeland via Abai River
hoping to evangelize to his family and his people there.
He could not find any of his family members or his clan
because they were killed by Abyssinians. He was taken
to Gojam and forced by the EOC priests to accept
Orthodox Christianity. According to Hirphoo (2007),
Dabalaa left his family at Horoo Guduru and joined
Gebre-Ewostatewos in Jimma.

However, the prospect for evangelism in Jimma Oromo
Muslim seemed rather indistinct or dim. Hence, Gebre-
Ewostatewos and Daniel decided to try to make a way to
Wallaga (western Oromia). Gebre-Ewostatewos went to
Nakamte for inquiry. Fitawrari Dibaba, the governor of
Boojjii, happened to be at Nakamte and was looking for
more priests for his church (EOC) at Boojjii Karkaro in
western  Wallaga. Gerbe-Ewostatewos was then
employed as a priest in the church (the EOC called St.

Mary Church at Karkaro). The governor of Boojjii was
interested in the newly employed priests for he could
read and preach in Afan Oromo (Hirphoo, 2007).

Both of the indigenous ministers: Gebre-Ewostatewos
and Dabalaa started a school and started teaching
reading. The governor and his wife also learned to read
the Bible which encouraged them to listen to the
preaching of the Gospel. Fitawrari Dibaba, the ruler of
Boojjii believed that education was important for the
people. Hence, he decided that they should learn, read
and write in their own language, Afan Oromo. He ordered
people to send their children to school at Boojjii which
was opened in 1903 or 1904. The king himself and his
wife erolled and learnt how to read and write in Afan
Oromo school. The school that opened at Boojjii for
Oromo by Oromo was at Najjoo where Onesimos opened
the school in 1904 to educate his people (Gebissa,
2009). Onesimos was overwhelmed by the people’s
desire for education and the potential of his Oromo
students to learn, to discuss, and to show respect
towards one another (Hirphoo, 2007). He pointed out that
the Oromo at Boojjii were interested to learn and to
educate their children. His letter to his friends in Eritrea
clearly stated that:

“If there were enough space and teachers, hundred could
have been enrolled” (Hirphoo, 2007: 69).

Choma mentioned during 1904 that Onesimos and his
coworker, Aster Gano Salban, who contributed a lot in
the translation of the Bible into Afan Oromo and his
second wife, Lidiya, reached Boojjii with the translated
Bible. In his translation, Onesimos used central concept
of Waaqeffannaa, Oromo indigenous religion that helped
the people to relate the message of the bible to their
knowledge of Waageffannaa. When he reached Boojjii,
Onesimos joined the group of missionaries at Boojjii
Karkakoo and started to preach Gospel, and also gave
modern education to the people (Choma, 2001). As
stated earlier, the EOC denied the people not to use their
language and not to practice their culture; the Oromo
were forced to hear the Gospel in the Geez (the dead
Ethiopian language) which they did not understand and in
Ambharic which only few Oromo understood.

Onesimos and other missionaries from Eritrea came to
Boojjii when people were looking for other alternatives for
their socio-cultural and religious freedom. These
indigenous missionaries started to preach in the
language of the people. Even though the priests of EOC
and the representatives of the government resisted
Onesimos, the Oromo community in the area welcomed
him and his family believing that he and his co-workers
will liberate them from the marginalization that the EOC
has encumbered on their shoulders. People preferred to
follow the Evangelical Christianity and abandoned the



EOC (Aren, 1978). In Nakamte, the priests of the EOC
had been accusing Onesimos for preaching the Gospel
and teaching the Oromo people reading and writing their
language, Afan Oromo saying that it was “Tsere
Mariyam” which means enemy of St. Mary. The priests of
the EOC in Bojjii also persecuted Onesimos and his
coworkers (Hirphoo, 2007). Emmanuel Abraham, who
served as the president of the EECMY in 1980s,
described this sad story of the EOC as:

The evangelicals Christians organized themselves into
congregations, established their own churches,
constructed their own Church buildings, trained and
assigned persons to serve as pastors and made available
to their believers the spiritual ministry denied them by the
(Ethiopian) Orthodox Church. They proceeded to proclaim
the Gospel of Christ to millions of their fellow Ethiopians
who had never heard it. The Ethiopian Evangelical
Church Mekane Yesus instituted in the firm belief that to
discharge this duty was acting in obedience to the divine
commission given to his followers by the Head of the
Church, the Lord Jesus Christ (Abraham, 1995: 251).

The Evangelical missionaries used Afan Oromo, the
vernacular language, to communicate the Christian faith
and used the central concept of Waageeffannaa in order
to convey the relevant meaning. As Gebissa asserted,
this helped the people to understand the preaching of
missionaries and people started to develop belongingness
in Evangelical faith.

Hence, Boojjii became the birthplace of the EECMY
(Gebissa, 2009). Accordingly, EECMY was founded in
1959 with 20,000 members and four synods. Today, this
church has more than 5,000,000 members in Ethiopia
where the Oromo constitute almost half of it. The EECMY
has great contribution in preserving the Oromo language
and that of other ethno-nationals in Ethiopia. There are
also other evangelical churches in Ethiopia. For instance,
Muluwengel (Full Gospel) and Meserete Kirstos (Christ
based Church) and others (Gerbi, 2015).

Generally, in all the five expeditions mentioned, the
indigenous missionaries played essential roles. In the first
expedition, Tashu used to buy slaves and liberated them;
and he gave them refuge and preached the Good News
among them in Jimma. However, his mission work did not
take root in Jimma. In the second and the third
expeditions, the Swedish missionaries played significant
roles together with indigenous missionaries like Onesimos
(Hikaa Awajjii), the father of Oromo literature though it
failed due to the Abyssinian’s prohibition not to let the
missionaries reach the Oromo people with Good News
and modern education. The fourth attempt was set forth
by both foreign and indigenous missionaries in order to
reach Oromia via Lamu which was situated in the island
of Somalia and failed because of German’s and
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Somalia’s conflict. The last expedition was successfully
accomplished by Eritrea and indigenous missionaries.

In summary, through all the expeditions the Abyssinian
Kings and the priests of the EOC had been hindering the
Good News and Modern education not to reach the
Oromo people. However, both indigenous and foreign
missionaries believed that Good News and education are
the two vital forces that de-colonize the people, and they
were determined to reach the Oromo people and they
finally succeeded.

CONCLUSION

The study discussed the introduction of Evangelical
Christianity in Oromia in five major expedition attempts
made by foreign and local missionaries. The Western
missionaries presumed the Oromo as the center of the
African continent. So, they paid great sacrifice to reach
them. Despite the huge problems they faced, both foreign
and indigenous Evangelical missionaries strived so much
to reach the Oromo people with the Gospel. The Gospel
torch that was kindled in Boojjii at a place called Karkaroo
radiated in various directions in Wallaga, in other parties
of Oromia and in Ethiopia as a whole. The coming into
existence and the development of the EECMY is the
result of this Gospel torch.

The five major expeditions that reached the Oromo
people were different from other missionary experiences
in some African countries. For instance, many Western
missionaries who came to other African countries
misused the Bible to subdue African people for European
colonizers (Bosch, 1991). They reached the area they
needed to annex by themselves and for themselves, and
used the Bible as a tool to make the indigenous people
subject to the exploiters. They undermined the people’s
language and culture (Baur, 2009). In the case of the five
expeditions made to Oromia, the foreign missionaries
have had strong attachment with the indigenous
missionaries especially with those they have liberated
from slavery and educated. They also learnt the language
of the people they aimed to reach, they set forth the
journey and joined forces with the indigenous people to
reach Oromia.
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