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Go'az Language

¢ Ancient language of the Aksumite Kingdom - Pre-Christian inscriptions, derived from
Southern Arabian dialects still used my monastics today not only for reading, but for
theological discussion and composing poetry

* Early Christian literature, with Bible translated by the early 5t century (1Enoch’s survival
points to this), Early translation of the liturgy, preserving some versions otherwise lost

 Ethiopia’s literary tradition develops significantly with liturgical poetry from the 6t
century, written by St Yared (although no original manuscripts survive and some question
this date)

* Campaigns of Ahmed Gragn see destruction of many manuscripts and seems to initiate a
decline in written literary works

* This decline is associated with the growth and thriving of the oral poetic culture, and also
a new wave of translation from Arabic — including important works from the Church of the
East

« Significant theological works and theological method develops

* Many original theological works that are sparsely researched, (we recently
discovered a new genre of Enochic literature in a 16t century homily on Pentecost)

* We will focus today on the later poetic tradition, which shows the theological method to

its full




This illuminated Gospel manuscript dates
from the 6" century — making it the oldest
illuminated Gospel in the world

G a r| m a It is still read during the liturgy in the Abba
Garima Monastery in which it was created

G OS pe | s (to the horror of western scholars!!)

Abba Garima is believed to have been a
missionary who worked to spread the
Gospel outside Aksum

Matt 26:75 —Peter remembers Jesus prediction of his denial






Qoane Poetry

* The highest level of understanding of Ga‘az language, requiring complex use of
language, with complex symbolism that draws on St Yared’s hymns:

* (19°G OCP samana warg “wax and gold” to convey (not to conceal) symbolic meaning

* Wax and gold often involves subtle associations in the language - When Tamar
ask Judah for something as a pledge, the word used is ‘hd+t+h ©$01%h o0+
‘your ring and your skullcap and your rod’ the word chd\-h may also mean
‘your death’ or ‘your judgement’ creating a wonderful play on words

* Other components are: A79C - ‘anaddar comparison, @-\m @L.¢- - wasta wayra double
meaning, A4H - saraz the make a connection between things that are very unalike,
A%¢0 - afras use of contradiction and contrast to give meaning, °C9°C - marmar
deep investigation of meaning

* The complexity and sophistication of these poems makes some of them almost
impossible to translate (certainly as poems)

* There are many different schools of gane today each with their own style and
approach, although the fundamentals are the same.

* In common with the Syriac tradition, it is felt that expressing theology in
philosophical definitions has, ‘a fossilizing effect on any theological enquiry.’




Background

* Qane poetry expresses adoration, praise, thanksgiving

* Improvised during the celebration of the Divine Office,
used in teaching

* Address diverse theological ideas,

* May also celebrate spiritual or secular events and
persons

* Qane are composed ex tempore (77914 £CAF) and are
never used again, (except for training students)

* Each of the 7 forms with their sub forms is associated
with a particular singing style and key

* Origins are in the approach of the 6t c. Dagg¥a of St
Yared’s

* Unclear when they were fully developed perhaps
associated with a 15t theologian Giyorgis of Gassecha.

* With all of this, Qane are found to give room for
meditation, admiration, and questioning of the
Scriptures, and have content that promotes theological
discourse and reflection of the Scriptures.

Qane poetry expresses adoration, praise, thanksgiving

It is improvised by dabtara during the celebration of the Divine Office (and at other
times)

Address diverse theological ideas, but also celebrate spiritual or secular events and
persons

Qane are only used for a particular occasion —they are composed ex tempore (A7°14
£CAT) and are never used again, most are never written down (except for training
students)

Each of the 7 forms with their sub forms is associated with a particular singing style and
key

Theological origins are in the approach of St Yared’s Dagg¥a — although these hymns lack
the rigid metre and rhyming pattern of Qane

The origins of this tradition are unclear — perhaps associated with a 15t theologian
Giyorgis of Gassecha.

The ideas are probably rooted in the original poetry of St Yared — Yared lacked the
sophisticated metrical and rhyming structure, but he laid the foundations of the complex
symbolic associations found in this poetry.

With all of this, Qane are found to give room for meditation, admiration, and



qguestioning of the Scriptures, and have content that promotes theological discourse and
reflection of the Scriptures.



Love of a vineyard caused

A simple the death of Naboth.

poem in Love of a woman caused
translation

the death of Uriah.
Neither of the two caused
igelay the death of Christ.
BENIIE However, can we say so?!
Assefa Israel is Christ’s vineyard,
) and the Church, Christ’s bride.

The apparent meaning is that Christ’s death had different causes from Naboth or
Uriah

But each of these were innocent victims

Furthermore, Israel is Christ’s vineyard — so Christ possessed a vineyard, and
being it’s owner caused Christ’s death; the Church is the bride of Christ, and being
her spouse caused Christ’s death.



Ohtt: 1M: AMANIC: 4.CU:
AR UADL: TPI°: ANavr: GAav:
RT7PU=

Reflection
on the

God feared being alone
Since, from the sleep of non-

Creation existence,
he woke up the world

A strong theological reflection on God’s desire to create the world. These poems
will often use language that might shock to emphasise a point.



A short 0%, TIADN: Gké: OAL: Al (i
W72kt °°mud: hdee: 00: OANr:

pome on Is the enemy Malkos a lover of the

the Father’s Son?

Since he spoke of the mystery of the

resurrection with his ear!

nature of
Christ 0

A “Wedding at Cana” poem — making and unexpected contrast (1ZH)

Malkos is Malchus — Caiaphas’ servant who was part of the group that arrested Jesus,
and had his ear cut off by Peter.

We might see him as an enemy of Christ — but with the restoration of his ear he was a
witness to the resurrection of the body!



A Qane hO% CLA OOAL T1LAL avP;
that plays RIS S WU TE:

with Rogel glanced,

and the son of thunder is mortal
words | will give my neck
(a nd to the one who explains this!

letters)

The meaning is dense:
Rogel is (possibly) within sight of Golgotha
The son of thunder died but was not buried
A/U is the first letter of the alphabet
2 is close to the end of the alphabet
Using a verb “glance” that joins these two letters together with @, the “building
block” letter (meaning “and”) and in composing the poem the poet has joined

two letters that are far apart — indicating that the son of thunder is far from dead
(in Christ).

10



Té.aa0 ¢9° HaoAno +@-AT

o Waad T
LAl F0OC OCU AP+ A7H L1
Another HEA Ve
on Mt Today is completed the depiction
of the image of the
Tabor transformation

Is it not Mount Tabor he lit up
while he was on the Mount
of Olives

The mystery: ‘today’ means the festival of Mount Tabor, on Nahase 13 of the
Ethiopian Calendar which is when the changing of his face was completed — and
it shone like the sun

The glory of the Mount of Olives was not because of the ‘oil’ that was Christ’s
teaching, but rather because of who was doing the teaching — revealed truly on
Mount Tabor - the light of his divinity was not revealed on the Mount of Olives,
but it is shown on Mount Tabor.

Furthermore, the glory and light that is revealed at Mount Tabor adds brilliance
and light to the understanding of Jesus at the Mount of Olives.
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e Aav CAHP O724: 1L aoAbt N24. NAL “1LhhA
av’74 N
NTN&LI° avr9°Pd 159 HAL &rN
H°QAA 2COC AN %% h719° 740
A Poem 0 090 B0, S Miheh
0N Ca? Ancatn 71+

* When he looked and gazed at, the divine fire / the

Ch I'I St ’S sword in the hand of Michael / the Spirit
Sennacherib / the baptism of fire,

who was not needy

N at ure Who with Sharezer / Job [saw] judgement / the

suffering of a soul

Behold the Lamb, says John, the one who forgives,

When he saw Christ the King

revealing

Sennacherib is a common feature of reflection in the Ethiopian tradition — something
that can be connected with interpretations that originate with Theodore of Mopsuestia
(c.350-428 CE) — the teacher of John Chrysostom and also Nestorius!! Theodore’s
commentary has surprisingly been a strong influence on the Ethiopian interpretation of
the Bible!

The ‘Wedding at Cana’ type of poem usually reveals something of the nature of Christ —
as did that first miracle.

This poem refers to the story of the overthrow of Sennacherib (2Kings 19:35...)

The Angel Michael (the Angel of the Lord) struck down 185,000 in Sennacherib’s camp,
and then Sennacherib was then struck down by his sons Sharezer and Adrammelech in
Nineveh.

So Sennacharib looked at the judgement on him and his people by the Angel of the Lord,
and saw judgement through Sharezer

In contrast, the baptism of fire that Job saw through his suffering, was not judgement
but was forgiveness — through the Lamb of God
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The two
ideas

separated

When he looked and gazed at the sword in the hand
of Michael

He who was not needy
Who with Sharezer saw judgement

When he looked and gazed at the divine fire, the
baptism of fire in the hand of the Spirit

He who was not needy
Who with Job saw the suffering of the soul

Behold the Lamb, says John, the one who forgives,
When he saw Christ the King

/
/
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A poem of RGP Rh&: AN Odb: 908 hPoN:

the form AP (AL: 9A°: ORAAP: ORTF: (AL:

k b o A.CTI0=
Yo ot With five loaves God satisfied many
(fOI’ the Judah, however, did something of greater

tion Even though he offered one loaf in his meal

Of the As much as the world eats it, it will never
Euchar/'st) be finished, and the one who eats it will

(,0 48) never hunger

The miracle of the feeding of 5000 points to something much bigger. Jesus is from the
tribe of Judah, so Christ as the fulfiiment of the covenants of Israel offered a single loaf —
that is the one body Bread of Life — and this feeds limitless numbers and satisfies them
forever



e ”hCTeé: T10C: HATLP: OhT7E:
Trw: Ll MK LCPT: Ow LRkt

ZPO: HEOT: A LTOVAT
A poem Of A°My: ov-(,: RANE:
the form ADOPY: APPONt: (kT
. > Aav(: hy7: @nS: oot Adi:
otana LEE AL
' f each: “1i0é: hCrhé-: Naovy: whh-k:
moga r ( or * What the assembly / Eritrea drank in vain,
th e The ruler of the land of Egypt, Pharaoh and
. his armies,
celebration Is not called “The cup of life”
As Moses did not have that drink
Of th e Rather, they called from the House of Moses

To the priest / Moses

Heavenly and earthly miracles / children
He will bless the assembly / Eritrea

In three places.

Eucharist)

Another complex poem

Here the reference is to a Mahaber or assembly — a group that meets on a particular day
for spiritual discussion — but often also to drink Talla (locally made beer). Pharaoh and
his armies drank in vain (when they drowned in the Sea of Eritrea). Also the Mahaber
may drink their Talla in vain. Moses couldn’t offer Pharaoh and his armies the Cup of Life
— because he didn’t have it!

The heavenly and earthly miracles call out to the Priest/ the children call out to Moses
from their house

The assembly / Sea of Eritrea to bless for three places.

The Mahaber concerned is led by a man called Moses —and without Moses being
present it is not a genuine Mahaber — so the people attending it may drink in vain. The
poem is made for a very specific context — playing on the name of the head of the
Mahaber.

The analogy is with Pharaoh and his armies who ‘drank’ the Sea of Eritrea in vain — this
isn’t to be called ‘the Cup of Life’ — but Moses did not do so and the implication is that
he would have the Cup of Life.

A priest may have many ‘children” who come to him for confession — calling to him from

15



Moses’ house.
Similarly they call to Moses and the miracles associated with him — on the land and in the
Sea (??)

He will bless the assembly / the armies in three lines -

The people of Israel were in three lines also when they crossed the Sea of Eritrea.
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* In another monumental poetic effort, the
16t century monk, Abba Bahrey created
a work known as the Psalms of Christ.

* The number of psalms, lines in psalms,
number of words and letters in each line
correspond to the number of psalms,
lines, words and letters of the Psalter of
David — so that the Psalms of Christ serve
as a yardstick for the integrity of the
Psalter copies.

* Unlike in the Ethiopic Psalter, however,
the hymns in the Pslams of Christ rhyme.

* Abba Bahréy lists his sources as 91
canonical and non-canonical books
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My God, My God, look at me, why did you abandon
me?

And why did he despise me, your Redeeming Servant,
While the depraved Angel of Death dealt treacherously
to humiliate me

And he approached to Satan, to terrify me,

As for you, you brought forth in him the unknown
wisdom of your divinity

When Satan feared approaching you

When he saw all your wonders

Which took place on the Cross

As written in the Gospel

Which is the image of radiance

You made him hear the voice of fear, the prayer of
Sheol

O my God, look at me while you speak

And after this he came close to you to be accustomed
to devouring

Straight away in your flesh, the servant of death,
became the master over death,

V4

a

/
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But was not separated from divinity

For even one moment, a fleeting blink of an eye
And this, your wisdom, seems to be cunning like
a fishing line

Which places a morsel of food with wisdom and
skill

Until it catches a fish in its net

In the same way, you revealed with works of
fear

That Adam lives again after death

With the lifegiving Cross of your death

For great suffering did not prosper.
Furthermore, for a mighty physician

What is greater than a wound caused by
transgression?

And what is stronger than your death, O healer
of sickness?

/

a

/
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Conclusions

* The masters of this tradition would give you much more
from these poems, but nevertheless | hope to have shown
you that

* The fascination with the language at least partly derives
from this astonishing poetic intellectual tradition
associated with it.

* The reflection of the masters of this tradition are deeply
theological, pastoral, reflective, biblical, .....

* Understanding this tradition more would be a blessing
for the global church!

* The Psalms of Christ indicate a much broader poetic dealing
with scripture in the Ethiopian tradition.
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o % ATNLh E70A 1459° AT 0L AT0A
NPA:
ATACOr TVLE NAFA:
A7h0 HAh D78 Hh m&hs
590 HAh lok:=
A704 780k AL 3¢ Phx

A poem K7k ARAT NRIN ACA=
Of ﬂatura| * What shall | do for you — a wild fox who

enters a lion’s cave
. Do you not hear his roar from outside
ad | I usions Then for you your humble worship was
destroyed
And your blessing abandoned
The lion, by its might, after it has won a
victory
Strengthened the fire, by your being a reed

Dripping with biblical allusions — the roaring lion that is the Devil, the testing fire
of 1Pet, but turned around because the believer is a weak reed making the fire
stronger — but we know also that the Suffering Servant will not break the bruised
reed.



A7T0 O8PT haov Tt Thld

SPT OACY 114 MLCANLA A.L10E
ANt APhar 6 Fdh R4 Lehav (\hed:
ASET hae 192¢ OALCE Nhor Z & ¢

A poem You and David if you will be reconciled
=19/0) 1t a2 | David and Uriah have not finished the
matter of Beersheba

SCcope of It is not the judgement of their debt
s3 Ivatio N that did. not recopcile thgm .sufficiently
For David, according to his sin,

and for Uriah according to his
righteousness
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A114: FOC: PPrrmud:
avpt: ko
Ochk: L9°G: 114 ANNA=

A°My: LavG: PAA:
: oLAL: FOC: Cro=
Reflections on

the Tabor did not explain the hidden
Transfiguration divine secrets

Only the cloud spoke to people
As much as the cloud is light,
but Mt Tabor is solid

Poetic reflections related to the Transfiguration abound — always referred to as Mount
Tabor in the Orthodox tradition.

it represents mystery, it hides secret things.
Mt Tabor hid much more than it revealed:

Jesus revealed his nature there .

But the cloud hid something when God himself spoke
saying ‘this is my son whom | love”.
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