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Introduction

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the occasion of the Great Jubilee and new Christian Millennium in Ethiopia and a Ethiopian National Eucharistic Congress, Fides News Service prepared this Dossier about the history of the evangelisation of Ethiopia. Following the Ethiopian calendar based on calculations of the ancient Coptic, Hebrew, Julian, and Egyptian astronomical calendars, this is the year 2000 and celebrations for the Great Jubilee and new Christian Millennium, are being held from September 2007 to September 2008. The president of the Ethiopian Catholic Bishops' Conference Archbishop Berhaneyesus D. Souraphiel, described the new millennium as a call to “deepen faith in Jesus Christ, pursue the unity He desires for his Church and renew commitment to faithfully proclaiming the Good News of His presence and intervention in the world”. One of the events organised to mark the occasion was a National Eucharistic Congress which closed on Sunday 4 May with a solemn Mass presided by the Papal Envoy Cardinal Ivan Dias, Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples.
The meaning of the term “catholic” in history
When in the year 107 Saint Ignatius of Antioch first used the word "Catholic" he did so to express universality. Nearly 2,000 years later the word "Catholic", while still keeping the sense that it was used by Saint Ignatius, has been more precisely defined to avoid historical misunderstandings. published The Catechism of the Catholic Church describes catholicity or universality as comprising three elements: profession of one faith received from the Apostles; -common celebration of divine worship, especially the sacraments; -apostolic succession through the sacrament of Holy Orders (cf. no.815). Within the Ethiopian context, however, it is worth quoting the "Fetha Nagast" (Law of the Kings). (The Greek text was originally codified circa 870, the Arabic text circa 1238 and the Ge'ez text circa 1450.) 

The Fetha Nagasf' affirms: "Just as a patriarch has authority and power over those who are under him, so also the titular of Rome has power over all other patriarchs, because he is the chief as was Peter, who had power over all Christian chiefs and communities of Christians in his capacity as Vicar of Christ, Our Lord, upon His people and His Churches."

So Peter and his successors are officially recognised as being the head of Christ's Church on earth. Those words belong to the long tradition of the Church in Ethiopia. Even if they have not always been put into practice, at least they have never been dismissed.

Throughout the course of history the word "Catholic" has not always been used to designate the members of the Church founded by Christ on the rock of Peter and his successors. For a time, at least, Catholics were called "Melkites" because they agreed with those emperors of Constantinople who accepted the Council of Chalcedon. At the time of the Crusades the word "Franks" was commonly used to designate Catholics. At another period Catholics were called "Orthodox" since, through Petrine apostolic succession, they professed the one faith received from the Apostles. Today, however, the word "Orthodox" has different meanings. It may mean Churches that accept the Council of Chalcedon while rejecting papal primacy. Others called "Orthodox" reject the Council of Chalcedon and are not in full communion with the successors of St. Peter.

Particularly from Reformation onwards, however, the word "Catholic" refers to those Churches that remain in full communion with the papal primacy, irrespective of the rite they use for the celebration of Mass. From this it follows that the Catholic Church should not be identified with the Latin (Roman) rite, since among those in full communion with the successors, of Peter there are about nineteen different rites in use today. 

Certain historic events 

One of the earliest converts to Christianity is mentioned in the Acts of the Apostles (Acts 8: 26-39). Philip baptised an Ethiopian eunuch of the Queen of Ethiopia.
When Saint Frumentius arrived in Axum (345) as a bishop he represented a continuation of apostolic succession since he had been consecrated by Saint Athanasius, who died as a martyr for his fidelity to the faith received from the Apostles and as expressed at the Council of Nicaea (325).

Subsequently, there were the two Ecumenical Councils, the Council of Ephesus (431) and the Council of Chalcedon (451). Nestorius and Nestorianism were condemned as heretical at the first; Eutyches and Monophysitism were equally condemned at the second.


After the Councils of Ephesus and Chalcedon around 495-505 the Nine Saints arrived in Ethiopia. In some cases it is claimed that they rejected Chalcedon and were fleeing from persecution imposed by Byzantine Emperors who favoured Chalcedon. But, historically speaking, between 476 and 518 the Emperors of Byzantium, Zeno and Athanasius, persecuted those who were in favour of Chalcedon. So, if the Nine Saints rejected Chalcedon, why would they have been persecuted and forced to flee? Whereas if, however, they accepted Chalcedon, their flight from persecution would have been quite understandable.


At the request of Emperor Justin I of Constantinople, in 524 King Kaleb led thousands of Ethiopian soldiers to Najran in Saudi Arabia where the Christians were being persecuted. As there were not enough ships to carry them all, Emperor Justin I sent 60 ships from his own fleet. Before sailing King Kaleb received a blessing from Pantalewon, one of the Nine Saints. King Kaleb was not anti-Chalcedonian and indeed is the only Ethiopian saint included in the universal calendar of the Catholic Church. After saving the Christians at Najran, Kaleb sent a message to Patriarch Asterio of Alexandria requesting a bishop for Najran. Asterio, incidentally, had replaced Patriarch Timothy III, who had been dismissed for rejecting Chalcedon.


Emperor Heraclius in 629 imposed the extra fast to Lent before going into battle against the Persians. Heraclius even went as far as to persecute those who opposed the Council of Chalcedon. 

There is still another strange twist in the history of the Church in Ethiopia. On 31st December the Ethiopian calendar commemorates the Apparition to Hildefonso of Toledo. That feast was initiated by Saint Hildefonse (681-690), Bishop of Toledo, as the Blessed Virgin Mary had requested him to introduce a monthly feast in honour of her Annunciation. 
 Saint Hildefonse is a Catholic saint; he was not anti-Chalcedonian. So, why is this commemoration only kept in the Church in Ethiopia?


Just one last remark. During the time of Patriarch Josief, 52nd Patriarch of Alexandria (830-849), Metropolitan Yohannes was sent to Ethiopia. He was an outspoken anti-Chalcedonian and his theological views provoked the Ethiopians. They expelled him because of his doctrinal stand and, in his place, chose their own metropolitan. For this the Ethiopians were excommunicated by the Church in Alexandria. It was only towards the second half of the tenth century (950), after all those validly ordained had died, that Ethiopia sought reconciliation with Alexandria. The Ethiopian king asked the king of Nubia to be the mediator of that reconciliation. An excerpt of that letter reads: "There have now been six patriarchs of Alexandria who have had no relations with our country, which has remained desolate - deprived of its shepherd; and certainly, now, all our priests and bishops are dead".
 It was in answer to this request that Abuna Daniel was sent to Ethiopia and arrived shortly before Gudit came to power.


Two long-standing consequences followed this historical event: The Church in Ethiopia became subject to prolonged influence of Alexandria, which was anti-Chalcedonian; but apostolic succession, was however preserved in Ethiopia. 

Relations between Ethiopia and the Catholic Church

Pope Eugene IV in 1438 sent a letter to the Emperor of Ethiopia (Regi et ImperatorAethiopiae illustri...). inviting him to send a bishop to the Council of Florence. This proves that the Pope was aware of a Christian kingdom in Ethiopia. That was nothing new. As early as 1258 Pope Alexander IV had addressed a letter to the Franciscans in the "land of the Saracens (...) and the Ethiopians." Again, Pope Nicolas IV had written a letter in 1289 to the Archbishop and the people of Ethiopia. Moreover, Ludovic of Paramo, who was a cleric, but not a Dominican, mentions in his History of the Inquisition that in 1316 during the pontificate of Pope John XXII eight Dominicans succeeded in entering "Ethiopia and Abyssinia." 

Scholars may argue about the authenticity of the information supplied by Urryeta (late 16th century), another Dominican, but it is difficult to cast doubts on the account of Ludovic. Furthermore, while scholars may discuss texts, the local tradition around the region of Zaianbessa persists in affirming, even indicating the site, (Menebeiti) where, in ancient times, there was a chapel built by priests from the 'West' in honour of Saints Peter and Paul. Mention is also made of the priests' burial places. Neither should it be forgotten that Emperor David I ( 1382 -1413) received a fragment of the true Cross as a gift from Venice. In honour of that relic he instituted for the whole of Ethiopia the Feast of the Holy Cross, 27th  September
.

Emperor Zar'a Ya'qob (1434 -1468) was unable to attend the Council of Florence, but sent Ethiopian monks from Jerusalem to represent him. One of the monks, Andreas, read out the Emperor's message: "Our Abyssinian Church... never voluntarily withdrew from Catholic unity, only distance separated us. ..But now both our Emperor and our abbot, Nicodemus, have no greater desire in their hearts than to be united with the Church and the Holy See of Peter."
After the Council, four Ethiopian monks, two of whom we know the names, Brother Thomas and Brother George, travelled down the Nile and reached the residence of Zar'a Ya'qob late in 1442. Around mid- 1443, the Emperor endorsed and promulgated the unity in a decree entitled Cantata Domino.

In the early 16th century the Turks of the Ottoman Empire seized a trip of territory along the Ethiopian coast of the Red Sea. The Ethiopians in the east of the Kingdom of Lebna Dengel (1508-1540) were threatened by rebellions in the region of Adaj. In an attempt to obtain military assistance from Christian kings, Lebna Dengel wrote to Pope Clement VII (1523-1534). In so doing he was merely putting into practice the dictates of the Fetha Nagast, which asserts that "the titular of Rome has power over all... Christian chiefs... in his capacity as the Vicar of Christ, Our Lord." Moreover, on the basis of Zara Ya'qob's decree Cantate Domino, Galawdewos (1540-1559), the son of Lebna Dengel, when seeking military aid to save his kingdom from the ominous Grann, did exactly the same and wrote to Pope Paul III (1534-1549) asking the Pope to use his influence over the Christian kingdoms. 

The Christian King of Portugal responded to Ethiopia's appeal for military assistance. Portuguese soldiers arrived, armed with rifles, but with one ambition, to save the orthodox Ethiopian faith and its prestigious cultural heritage. In February 1543 a combined Ethiopian-Portuguese force of about 9,000 men defeated the 15,000 of Grann. Ethiopia was safe!


At about that same time Saint Ignatius founded the Jesuits. His early interest in Ethiopia is clear from a painting in the church of II Gesu in Rome. To the right of the Pope an Ethiopian priest is painted. He is Abba Pietro Tesfatsion, originally from Debre Libanos. Under his direction in 1548 the Vatican published a missal in the Ge'ez language for the celebration of Mass according to the Ethiopian rite.


Once Grann had been defeated and his force wiped out, Galawdewos gave land to the Portuguese soldiers in recognition of their services. Many married Ethiopian women and, as their children grew up, they requested the pastoral ministry of their own priests. In answer to their plea Saint Ignatius' early interest in Ethiopia took a practical turn and eventually led to the arrival of the first Jesuits in 1557. In no way did he consider the Ethiopians being separated for reasons of faith. Unfortunately however, at a later date, especially under Bishop Mendez some Jesuits -although not all -identified the faith with the Latin cultural expression of the faith while disregarding its Ethiopian cultural expression. From that unfortunate historical episode can be dated Ethiopian suspicion of Europeans and Catholics.

To reactivate contact with the Church in Ethiopia over the next 150 years there were no less than 20 papal initiatives and the consecration of 3 bishops. Within a matter of a few years, following the departure of most of the Jesuits, Pope Urban VIII (1623 -1644) tried to repair the harm done. Fr. James Wemmers. a Flemish Carmelite, was consecrated bishop and appointed Vicar Apostolic of Ethiopia. The papal instructions he received took it for granted that the faith of the Ethiopian and Catholic Churches were the same as he was only recommended to preserve the rite and to restore union with the Holy See.7

As a concluding remark to this section it is worth mentioning the correspondence between Emperor Lyasu I (1682-1706) and Pope Clement XI (1700-1721). In 1702 the Emperor had written to the Pope expressing his acceptance of the Pope's supreme spiritual authority. Answers from the Pope refer to restoring unity, but never call into question the apostolic faith of the Emperor. These and similar texts clearly show that in relations between the two Churches there was never any question of separation rooted in some divergence in matters of faith, but rather a lack of communion. Efforts to restore that communion had been repeatedly made in the past and would continue in the future.

Restoring communion 

If on the one hand Bishop Mendez had pursued the communion of the Churches, his policy of enforced Latinisation had been a total disaster. However, shortly after returning to Goa, he wrote in 1637 to the College of Propaganda Fide in Rome saying that if he ever returned to Ethiopia "(I) would be firm in my intention not to change anything in the rite of those people... "

The purpose of Catholic priests in Ethiopia, as already mentioned in the papal instructions given to Bishop Wemmers was reunion, or restoring "communion". It was not to seek conversions, since conversion implies a change of religion or faith. The peremptory order which bonded the two Churches, the original mother Church presided over by the successor of Saint Peter and her daughter, was the Ethiopian rite. Pope Pius VI (1775 -1799) even, went as far as to impose the preservation of the Ethiopian rite as a condition for the consecration  as Bishop of Abune Tobia Giorgis Gebregziabhier, Titular Bishop of Adulis, in June 1788.

Saint Justin de Jacobis declared his purpose in coming to Abyssinia when he said: "I have come to tell you that the Christians of Rome wish to be united with the Christians of Abyssinia...so that together we may preach one faith, one Church, one love...'
 He spoke those words in his first sermon and they inspired his policy over the twenty-one years (1839-1860) of his apostolic work in Ethiopia. His words, therefore, make it quite clear that he was not asking Ethiopians to change their faith (conversion) and submit to him. His intention and apostolic mission, as expressed in those words, was to restore communion.

Originally, he had no intention of bringing into the country numerous foreign Catholic  priests.  The work of reunion ("communion") was to be undertaken together with Ethiopian clergy. However hostility nurtured by the Egyptian Metropolitan, Abune Salama, made him realize that he could not achieve his heart's desire during his own lifetime. He, therefore, concluded that the task would be done by Ethiopian clergy and for that reason he began forming and educating them. As De Jacobis was not a bishop at that time, his first priests were ordained by Bishop Massaia in February 1847, who stopped at Guol'a while travelling to the south. Although the ordinations were conducted according to the Latin rite, it was clearly understood that the priests would exercise their ministry according to the Ethiopian rite. In fact, the decree of June 1847 appointing de Jacobis as Vicar Apostolic of Abyssinia explicitly mentioned that he would carry out "all the sacred functions according to the Abyssinian rite."

With a decree dated 4th  May 1846, the Apostolic Vicariate of the Region of Oromo (or Gaila at the time) was detached from the Apostolic Vicariate of Abyssinia. As the newly consecrated bishop of the Vicariate of the Oromo Region Bishop Massaia landed at Massawa towards the end of 1846, but only actually took possession of his vicariate on 21st  November 1852. During that period ( 1846 to 1852) his writings express changing ideas with regard to the policy he intended to adopt. Bishop Massaia considered his apostolic work, as planting a new tree. His aim was not a renewal of the original Ethiopian Christianity, or put a graft on pre-existing roots, although these existed since the time of Amda Seyon (1314-1344) in Daro, Enarya, Gaffat, Gurage, Hadiya and other regions within Oromia. 

The situation today

It took some time for the Vicariate of the Oromo, which covered a vast area, to establish roots. Initially those roots included Finfinni (1867/68), Harar (1881) and Awalle ( 1884 ). By 1890 there were only 9 parishes and one of these was Ankober. Within a relatively short period of just over one hundred years, however, the original vicariate, after having been subsequently divided into numerous jurisdictions, had 142 parishes. Initially, the Vicariate of Abyssinia opened parishes at Dese, Gonder, Mendida and later Kobbo. However after revision of ecclesiastical boundaries, now lie within other ecclesiastical jurisdictions.

Prior to the establishment of the Apostolic Prefecture of Eritrea there were 28 parishes in the Apostolic Vicariate of Abyssinia. After the creation of Prefecture of Eritrea, only 3 parishes remained in the Vicariate of Abyssinia. Later, the Vicariate of Abyssinia was renamed the Eparchy of Adigrat and today has 33 parishes. Apostolic outreach in this particular territory, however, was restricted after World War II when a legal division was imposed, which assigned "closed" and "open" areas. The Catholic Church, therefore, was not allowed to conduct any pastoral ministry in the "closed" areas. So, after World War II, and as a consequence of a brief colonial occupation, the Catholic Church in Ethiopia was in a state of disarray. Pending the stabilisation of the situation, the priests were moved from Adigrat to Addis Ababa. One of them was Abba Hailemariam Kahsay. Subsequently, when the Apostolic Exarchate was created on 31st October 1951 , Abba Hailemariam Kahsay was consecrated as its first Eparch. At that time, since he was the only Catholic Bishop in Ethiopia, his jurisdiction covered the whole country.

Many of the religious congregations in Ethiopia today were called here by Abba Hailemariam Kahsay and this gave new life to some vicariates in the south. It was also as a result of his endeavours that the Ethiopian Hierarchy was established in 1961. Thereafter Abune Hailemariam Kahsay returned to Adigrat, which was his first Eparchy and where he died in November 1970. His tomb is in the cathedral.

It is worth recalling that through the Vicariate of Abyssinia the Catholic Church exercised deep influence and made a lasting contribution to Ethiopian Christianity. Indeed, it became the homeland of two saints, Saint Justin de Jacobis and Blessed Abba Gebre-Michael, priest and martyr, who came from Gojam, at that time within that jurisdiction. 

The Catholic Church and Non-Chalcedonian Orthodox Churches

Words used in translations can cause mutual misunderstandings that last can even for centuries. Only in recent times, language barriers have begun to crumble and earlier misunderstandings, alas, often painful, are now being clarified. 

The work of healing of misunderstandings bore fruit for example, between the Church of Alexandria and the Catholic Church. That was evident when in May 1973 Shenouda II, Patriarch of Alexandria and Pope Paul VI signed a Common Declaration of Faith. Here is an excerpt: "In Him (Jesus Christ) are preserved all the properties of divinity and all the properties of humanity, together in a real, perfect, indivisible and inseparable union."

Those words echo the declaration of the Synod of Seleucia-Ctesiphon (near Baghdad) in 486 when the Church of the East proclaimed: "Let our faith in the law of Christ be in our confession of two natures, of divinity and humanity, let none of us dare to introduce mingling or confusion into the differences between these two natures; on the contrary, while divinity remains preserved in what belongs to it, it is to a single Lordship and to a single object of worship that we gather together the exemplars of these two natures because of the perfect and inseparable conjunction that has occurred between divine nature and the human nature. "

Given the date of that declaration of faith it is quite reasonable to suppose that the Nine Saints were aware of its content before coming to Ethiopia. Before 1973 two books were published, one by the Ethiopian Orthodox Mission in June 1970 and the other by the Church of Ethiopia in December 1970. Both books explain the Ethiopian Orthodox Church's understanding of 'The Incarnation".

When on 17th October 1981, Pope John Paul II welcomed Abuna Tekfehaimanot, Patriarch of Ethiopia, to his Summer Residence in Castel Gandolfo, on behalf of the Catholic Church he formally recognised that the two Churches shared the same faith, apostolic succession, priesthood and Eucharist. At a later date, 11th  June 1993, Pope John Paul II spoke more explicitly to Abuna Paulos, Patriarch of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, when he said: "The deep communion that exists between us, despite the vicissitudes of history, is rooted in the fundamental realities of our Christian faith. For we share the faith handed down from the Apostles, as also the same sacraments and the same ministry, rooted in the apostolic succession... So it is that the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church confess the same faith in him who forever remains 'the Way, the Truth, and the Life' the Lord and Saviour of the world... Having restored this dialogue of charity between us, we may be more confident when we ask the Lord with one heart for the gift of unity. ..Through the intercession of Mary, the great Mother of God, may the Holy Spirit hasten the day when we may once more eat and drink at the same Table of the Lord. "

Since then a variety of initiatives have been taken that serve as signposts for the route ahead. Even when statements have not been directly addressed to relations between the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church, nevertheless, the two Churches are included, since they commune together within the context of Oriental Churches.

Pastoral Issues facing the Church Today

Pastoral co-ordinators from the ten ecclesiastical jurisdictions of the Catholic Church in Ethiopia, under the authority of the Bishops' Pastoral Commission, identified their pastoral priorities:

· Training Resource People and Capacity Building.

· Pastoral Service to the Youth.

· The Family Apostolate.

· Ongoing Catechesis.

· Animation of the Lay Ministry.

· Promoting a greater knowledge of the Bible.

· Measures to be taken concerning HIV/AIDS.

· Encouraging Ecumenism and Interreligious Dialogue.

· Improve quality of Education.

· Researching New Approaches to Evangelisation.

· Draw up National Pastoral Guidelines.

In December 2002 the Catholic Bishops of Ethiopia published a pastoral letter "The Church We Want To Be." It contained elements for a common vision of the pastoral action of the Catholic Church in Ethiopia (no.4). The aspirations expressed in that letter are as valid today as when it was first published.

Present day challenges

Family 

Globalisation is shaping the minds of people and the way they evaluate the significance of their lives. From being a closed rural society. Ethiopia is rapidly becoming an open urban and "modem" society, although the speed of that change may vary between rural and urban society. New generations no longer hold the same cultural and traditional values that were the pride of their ancestors. Progressively, a crisis in the exercise of parental authority is developing corresponding to a decline in the strength of family ties. Through the influence of the mass media traditional values are being overridden by those of neo-liberal capitalism.

The challenge facing the Church, therefore, is how to enable families to be witnesses to the values of the Gospel in a relevant and meaning manner within their particular social context? One rather obvious answer lies in the importance to be given to the sacrament of marriage. The parties involved have to be adequately prepared by appropriate catechetical instruction. During the early years of their married life, they need to feel confident and free to approach an understanding parish priest. In turn, this puts a pastoral responsibility on the priest to be available and up-to-date.

Concerning family values the Ethiopian Bishops have twice taken to task the matter of abortion. On the second occasion they published a pastoral letter on "Abortion" in early 2005.

Youth

Catholic schools are esteemed for their academic achievements. Alone that is not sufficient. Greater attention needs to be given to the integral moral and human formation of the whole person. Part of that formation must be the integration of their sexuality into a pattern of genuine human values. Basically and most profoundly, parents should be encouraged to face their responsibilities in collaboration with teachers and parish priests. Certain issues that might be most positively faced by such collaboration can be concisely specified: The whole relationship between the individual and the common good; The meaningful distinction between law and morality - just because something is legal does not sanction its morality; authenticity of human values is not dependent on statistical common consent, e.g. certain kinds of inappropriate human relations.

In recent years another challenge has arisen, which, in particular, but not exclusively, focuses on the youth. Quite a variety of Christian sects have begun operating. Most originate from outside of Ethiopia and they seem to enjoy substantial financial backing. In the course of their aggressive, fundamentalist activities they are antagonistic to the Catholic Church. For young people their attraction appears to consist in the promotion of what might be called "religious entertainment", rather than genuine Christianity.

In the course of an ordinary week, without taking into consideration holiday periods, the youth enjoy many hours of leisure. How do they spend it? They seek to escape boredom. If that challenge is not faced boredom can become a breeding ground for all kinds of vice and anti-social behaviour. To address that challenge the Church has to respond by developing and expanding apostolic services to the youth, irrespective of religious differences. These apostolic, pastoral services can aim at developing young people's cultural interests, creativity and sporting abilities. Therein lies one of the positive responses to the frightening spread of HIV/AIDS.

Women's Promotion

The Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia(promulgated in 1995) specifies in Article 34 that men and women "have equal rights” when entering marriage. In the following Article 35 the "Rights of Women" is spelt out in great detail. Such is the law, but its practical implementation leaves a lot to be desired. All too often women remain unaware of their legal rights. To remedy this situation efforts are being made by various Catholic Secretariats through their departments and desks , which are entitled "Women in Development, Gender and Development" (WID GAD). The aim is to respond to gender inequality by initiating, co-ordinating and monitoring gender related activities.

Justice and Peace

The Constitution, mentioned above, contains a number of articles expressing the State's concern with matters of justice. Using these articles as a foundation, the Church (hierarchy, religious, clergy and laity) can further enrich society in matters related to Justice and Peace by the practical implementing of "The Social Doctrine of the Catholic Church".

Peace at this time in Ethiopia is earnestly sought. Not so long ago there was the border war with Eritrea, and now the whole question of Somalia represents a threat to peace and stability. The U.N. Border Commission has failed and not much assistance can be expected from that same source in eradicating the threat to peace emanating from Somalia. To what extent the Church can influence the resolution of these threats to peace remains an open challenge.

Scheda on the Catholic Church in Ethiopia 

(from the Church's Year Book 2005)

Population 


74,230.000

Baptised Catholics

583,000

Percentage of Catholics
0,79

Ecclesiastical circumscriptions 10

parishes


297

mission stations

697

bishops  


10

diocesan priests 

218

religoius priests

233

permanent deacons

1

Brothers

  
89

Women religious   

690

Members of male 

secular institutes

2

Members of female

Secular institutes 

42

Lay missionaries  

13

Catechists


2418

Major seminarians 

253

Schools: 

infant schools 


148:  

elementary schools 

137; 

secondary and high schools 
60 

Institutes of charity work

and social assistance
204

Saint Giustino de Jacobis: “a father for the Church in Ethiopia ” 

Saint Giustino de Jacobis was born at San Fele, Potenza, Italy 9th October 1800, the son of Giovanni and Giuseppina Battista. Around 1812, perhaps for economic reasons the family moved to Naples. In 1818, aware of the boy's vocation, Carmelite father Mariano Cacace, introduced him to the community of the Vicentian Missionaries; to continue his studies Giustino de Jacobis moved to Puglia where he was ordained a priest on 18 June 1824, in Brindisi cathedral by Archbishop Giuseppe Maria Tedeschi (1819 - 1825). Here he spent the first years of his priesthood in Puglia and then between 1824 and 1836 ministered in Monopoli and in Lecce. 

In 1836 he returned to Naples which had been struck by an outbreak of cholera; this offered the priest a chance to show his spirit of dedication towards the sick for whom the Vincentians cared. In coincidence with the procession of the Feast of the Immaculate Conception the epidemic was defeated.

In 1838, Vincentian father Giuseppe Sapeto opened a mission at Adua which was strengthened with the arrival on 13 October 1839, arranged by Propaganda Fide, of Giustino de Jacobis, then superior of the Casa dei Vergini in Naples who assumed responsibility for the region of Tigrè, where he immediately thought to train Ethiopian priests and opened a seminary with the name of Collegio dell’Immacolata. Giustino De Jacobis approached the Copts with respect and friendship; he took some with him when he journeyed to Rome and to the Holy Land. In 1841 he was joined by two Italian confreres: Fr Lorenzo Bianchieri and Fr Giuseppe Abbatini. 

The mission bore fruit with the conversion to Catholicism of an Ethiopian monk Gebre Michaïl and about 5.000 local people. Other mission centres were opened at Gondar, Enticciò, Guala, and a seminary from which in 1852 came 15 priests. Of the places where Giustino de Jacobis lived his missionary life, Alitiena, Halai, Hebo, Cheren, the most important was the town of Hebo where his earthly remains are preserved and venerated.

Cappuchin Bishop Guglielmo Massaia consecrated Giustino titular Bishop of Nilopoli on 8th January 1849. In the meantime the popularity of Abuna (father) Jacob, as he was known, grew and so did the Catholic community coming into conflict with the Copt Bishop Abuna Salama. The conflict turned to persecution when Kasa, a minor chief from the area of Gondar, convinced Abuna Salama, to have De Jacobis put in prison with his priests; one of them, the gifted Ghebré Michaïl, died in chains and was beatified in 1926. Bishop Giustino was exiled with a small group of his most faithful followers and died of exhaustion on 31 July 1860, at Eidale, in the Alighedé Valley. On 25 July 1939 Giustino de Jacobis was beatified and in 1975, during the Holy Year he was proclaimed a Saint. 

"Giustino De Jacobis was a father for the Church in Ethiopia ", the Ethiopian Bishops wrote to Pope Paul VI, who canonised him on 26 October. On the occasion the Pontiff said: "He approached Ethiopian Copts and also Muslim believers; although for this he met with grave hostility and misunderstanding, his intention was to intensify the existing Christian values there, and promote the unity and integrity of the faith ". 

Blessed Abba Gebre-Michael: priest and martyr

Born in the village of Goggiam, in Ethiopia, a boy of keen intelligence, he sought intensely the truth and found in it fullness with the help of Saint Giustino De Jacobis, who welcomed him into the Catholic Church. Persecuted for a long time, he died on 13 July 1855 at about the age of seventy. A growing number of religious institutes were named after him and took him as their patron.
From a report written by B. Giustino De Jacobis to the Cardinal Prefect of the S. Congregation de Propaganda Fide, dated 30 November 1856: 

“Abba Ghebre Michael was a highly respected figure, a man of keen intelligence, upright, not at all factitious. With rigorous study he sought the true faith. After some fifty years of personal reflection on the faith, as a neophyte he went to Rome in 1841 as legate to the Supreme Pontiff. In Rome at last he discovered the truth which he had so earnestly sought. He clung to it with all his mind, heart and action and already in 1844 professed it in prison, at the time of a persecution unleashed against Ethiopian neo-Catholics by Abuna Salama. From then onwards once again his life was one of prayer, Catholic instruction and doctrinal controversies, crowned with many successes. Who more than he then deserved the priesthood? I consider myself fortunate that he was the first on whom I conferred the priestly dignity. 

He and I, were taken prisoner together in Gondar on 15 July 1854 and confined in two separate cells, only at the end of that day could we exchange a few words. For months that intrepid athlete was beaten with sticks and fists by the Abuna's followers. Five months later he was taken to the camp of Prince Cassa and there, before the tribunal and a vast crowd, he bore noble witness to the faith with wondrous fortitude. Rejecting all the arguments presented to make him retract, he was condemned to death. The execution was however postponed and in the meantime, at the order of Prince Cassa, two robust soldiers struck the martyr repeatedly on the mouth, while in a loud voice and with splendid words he repeated the dogmatic confession of Pope Saint Leo and the Council of Chalcedon on the two natures in Christ. He resisted in this manner until his tormentors themselves collapsed with fatigue. Everyone thought the victim's life was ended when all at once, amidst general amazement, the old man stood up and began to walk without assistance: all signs of the torments suffered had disappeared from his face, indeed his eyes shone with a brilliant light. After this he was taken back to the prison. 

Two days later there began a long journey which was to last, along rugged paths, his feet in chains, for two whole months, behind the army which Prince Cassa had sent against the Prince of Scioa. He was forced to stand a second time before a tribunal, presided by the Prince with Abuna Salama, in front of the whole army. 

Interrogated, he renewed his profession of the faith. He was again condemned to death and led out to be executed. However the crowds were moved to tears and asked the Prince to grant a reprieve which he did. Abba Ghebre Michael was so weakened by the beating that he suffered an attack of violent stomach cramps and then dysentery. The soldiers, full of admiration, instead of using his real name began to call him Saint George, Chedus Ghiergis. Ethiopian legends say for the faith that seven times Saint George lost his life and returned to life. It would seem that the Lord wished to confirm for Ghebre Michael the implicit wish in the name used by the soldiers; on 13 July, the day on which the Ethiopian calendar commemorates that early martyr, He called to himself, his faithful servant, during the journey the saintly confessor of the faith was making weighed down with chains for the glory of Christ.” 

___________________________________________________________________________________
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