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LEONARDO COHEN SHABOT, The Jesuits in Ethiopia: Missionary
Methods and Local Responses to Catholicism (1555-1632), Disserta-
tion in the Department of General History, University of Haifa, de-
fended on November 2005 to obtain a Ph.D. in History.

The present study examines processes of the spread of religion and religious
conversion within the framework of the intricate relationship existing be-
tween Catholic Christianity and Ethiopian Christianity in Ethiopia during
the 16 century and the first half of the 17% century.

The study at hand bases itself on two kinds of primary sources: (a) Portu-
guese and Jesuit sources which include letters and tractates, and (b) Ethiopian
sources which include royal chronicles, theological works and hagiographic
texts. The study investigates a chapter in the history of Ethiopia; its originality
lies mainly in its attempt to understand the type of missionary activity em-
ployed in Ethiopia, and also to understand the reaction of the various strata of
Ethiopian society to the Catholic evangelization. Therefore this study deals
with the religious history of 16™- and 17*-century Ethiopia. Indeed, past stud-
ies have dealt with the subject of the adoption of Catholicism by Ethiopian
royalty in the broad historical context. However, while previous explanations
focused mainly on the political significance of adopting the new religion and
the ensuing war of cultures between the missionaries and the Ethiopians, the
present work investigates in detail the methods by which the missionaries
sought to spread Catholicism and Ethiopian society’s response.

This work sheds light on the Jesuit preference for spreading Catholicism
from top to bottom. The missionaries tried to overtake the Ethiopian eccle-
siastical hierarchy, sever the traditional connection with the Alexandrian
Coptic Church and replace it with a connection with the Roman Catholic
Church. The Jesuits believed gaining control over positions of power and
key positions were the right formula for success.

Still, acting as a new force in the Ethiopian arena, the Catholic religion
did more than play a mere political part. The present work reveals other
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aspects of the encounter and conflict between the two Christian Churches,
the Ethiopian and the Catholic. The Jesuits tried to develop an Ethiopian
Catholic culture, and to that end they preached their sermons, held debates,
argued with Ethiopian clergy, and translated texts into GéYéz and Amharic.

The study concludes that the main cause of failure of Catholicism in
Ethiopia was the Jesuit missionaries’ attempt to create a religious system
which would be homogeneous in terms of creed and theology as well as in
terms of rituals. As in the case of Catholic Reformation in Europe, the Jesu-
its wished to sacrifice the local religious expressions for the benefit of a
uniform homogeneous religion.
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