Re-Envisioning Ecumenism and World
Christianity in the Age of Reformation:
The Theological Dialogue of Abba Mika’el and

Martin Luther

By Stanislau Paulau

he sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation not

only dramatically impacted the fate of Western

Christendom but also profoundly reshaped the tra-
jectory of Christianity as a worldwide religious system. The
ways in which the Reformation legacy has taken root and
been expressed contextually around the world — particu-
larly in Africa, Asia, and Latin America — invite attention
and constitute one of the most vibrant research fields with-
in the academic discipline of World Christianity.! Yet, the
relations between the Reformation and the wider world can
also be conceptualized in a radically different way. Instead
of looking at the Reformation as an initially European
phenomenon that became global as a result of worldwide
transmission and cross-cultural diffusion of its impulses
(predominantly in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries), one
can invert this perspective and ask whether the Reformation
itself can be seen as a product of the increasing global
interconnectedness of the early modern Christian world. In
the following, I will argue that non-European actors have a
considerable share in what became known as the Protestant
Reformation and that the religious knowledge produced by
and about them was a substantial influence in the develop-
ment of early Protestant identities. In order to substantiate
this claim, I will focus upon African, and more specifically
Ethiopian, agency.

By the turn of the sixteenth century, the Christian world
was of course comprised not only of Roman Catholicism
— at that time still predominantly constituted in Europe —
but also of various branches of Eastern Christianity, which
extended geographically from Eastern Europe, through the
Eastern Mediterranean (including Northeastern Africa), to
South and East Asia. The fact that these Eastern churches
did not recognize the primacy of the pope became an im-

portant argument in the early anti-Roman polemics of the
Reformers. Thus, already at the Leipzig Debate in the sum-
mer of 1519 (but also in his later writings), Martin Luther
expressed the opinion that the Eastern churches were
neither heretical nor schismatic, even though they did not
recognize the primacy of the pope as divine right.?

Reformation historians have typically argued that Luther
himself had no personal contact whatsoever with Eastern
Christians; the commencement of Orthodox-Protestant
interactions is usually associated either with the activities of
Philipp Melanchthon in the 1540s? or, more frequently, with
the correspondence between the Tiibingen theologians and
Patriarch Jeremiah II of Constantinople on the Augsburg
Confession in the 1570s.* And yet, as I have demonstrated
in a recently published book,’ this established narrative has
to be reconsidered in the light of the new evidence show-
ing that the first documented encounter of the Reformers
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with Eastern Christianity can be traced to the time of
Luther. Remarkably, this encounter took place due not to
European but to Orthodox initiative. In 1534, an Ethiopian
Orthodox monk and deacon Abba® Mikael (“1hkd)
traveled to Wittenberg in order to meet the Reformer Martin
Luther. This meeting, which largely remains ignored to this
day,” should be regarded and studied closely as the very
first Protestant-Orthodox encounter. At the same time, the
history of Ethiopian-European relations has to be revised
— since, conventionally, scholars of Ethiopian studies sug-
gest that the first encounter between Protestantism and
Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity occurred in 1636, when
Peter Heyling, a Lutheran from Liibeck, reached Ethiopia.?

It was on May 31%, 1534, that an Ethiopian monk
appeared in Wittenberg and, having approached Luther,
initiated a theological discussion with him. The details
of this unusual occurrence appear in a letter written by
Melanchthon on the very same day to the Wittenberg law-
yer Benedict Pauli.” According to this letter, despite initial
communication difficulties — Melanchthon had to invite one
of the fellow scholars as an interpreter — 4bba Mika’el and
Luther were able to speak about the doctrine of the Trinity.
The African guest proved himself to be homo ingeniosus.'®
Abba Mika’el stayed in Wittenberg until July 4%, 1534. The
two reformers were on site during almost the entire stay of
Abba Mika’el and met repeatedly with him for theological
discussions.!

But who was this Ethiopian monk and how did he come
to Wittenberg? Since, according to Melanchthon, 4bba
Mika’el was able to communicate in broken Italian (although
he did not speak either Greek or Latin),'? it can be assumed
that he spent a long time in an Italian-speaking environ-
ment. Most likely he belonged to the Ethiopian monastic
community in Rome. The church of Santo Stefano dei Mori
(or Santo Stefano degli Abissini), adjacent to St. Peter’s,
had served as the main meeting place and guest house for
Ethiopian pilgrims from the 1480s onwards; it developed
into an important center of Ethiopian Orthodox intellectual
life and also received the formal status of an Ethiopian
Orthodox monastic community in 1515.13 A further indica-
tion of this hypothesis is provided by the manuscript “Vat. et.
47” of the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, which formerly
belonged to the Ethiopian Orthodox monastery in Rome.!
On fol. 2157, at the very end of this fifteenth-century manu-
script, there is an addendum of a later date that identifies a
certain Mika’el from the Ethiopian Orthodox monastery in
Rome as the owner of this manuscript. In view of the fact
that the entire monastic community was small even during
its heyday between the 1520s and 1550s and consisted of
around five to forty monks (this number varied), it is quite
conceivable that this Mika’el is identical with the Ethiopian
deacon who visited Wittenberg.
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The travel of an Ethiopian monk
to the cradle of the Reformation
clearly challenges the perception
of early modernity as a period

in the history of Christianity in
which processes of globalization
were driven exclusively by
Europeans...

The travel of an Ethiopian monk to the cradle of the
Reformation clearly challenges the perception of early
modernity as a period in the history of Christianity in
which processes of globalization were driven exclusively
by Europeans discovering the wider world and expanding
their missionary network. It is not only the mere fact of the
existence of such an early encounter between an Ethiopian
Orthodox monk and the German reformer that is significant,
however, but also and especially that encounter’s prevail-
ing theological dimension. This meeting was the venue for
a remarkable theological dialogue about the core issues of
Christian doctrine, resulting in a mutually shared conviction
that Ethiopian Orthodox Christians and proponents of the
Wittenberg Reformation belonged to the very same Church
of Christ.

This fundamental conviction is reflected in the formal
letter of recommendation that the Wittenberg reformers
issued to the Ethiopian monk before his departure from
Wittenberg (the letter was drafted by Melanchthon and
signed by Luther).'® Interestingly enough, the preserved for-
mula that expresses this ecumenical attitude is that of 4bba
Mika’el: “Even though the Eastern Church observes some
divergent ceremonies, he [= 4bba Mika’el] also judges that
this difference does not abolish the unity of the Church nor
conflict with faith.”'® The Wittenberg Reformers expressed
their explicit support for this ecumenically oriented eccle-
siology.!” The basis for this conviction was agreement on
such central issues of the Christian teaching as the doctrine
of the Trinity and the understanding of the Lord’s Supper.
The existing differences in some ceremonies were not
regarded as essential and, consequently, were seen as adia-
phora. The assertion that the fathers of the Reformation and
Ethiopian Orthodox Christians confess essentially the same
faith was quite extraordinary in the context of the advancing
polarization and enduring theological polemics within Latin
Christianity in the sixteenth century. Even though the short-
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age of accurate knowledge about each other’s theological
positions and the possible misinterpretations caused by the
difficulties of communication may have contributed to this
Orthodox-Protestant ecumenical understanding, this does
not undermine the fact that both parties seem to have been
genuinely convinced of their accord.

The conviction that Ethiopian Orthodox Christians and
European Protestants shared in the same faith and belonged
to the very same one Church of Jesus Christ demonstrably
formed a significant point of reference in the theological
thought of the Wittenberg Reformers. For instance, three
years after the meeting with 4bba Mika’el, on November
17", 1537,'® Luther mentioned: “Three years ago, there was
an Ethiopian monk with us, with whom we had a discus-
sion through an interpreter. He summed up all our articles
[of faith] by saying, ‘This is a good credo (that is faith).”"’
This statement demonstrates a striking parallelism with a
passage from Luther’s Wittenberg sermon dating from the
same year, in which he spoke of the unity of the true church
of Christ, referring to a certain Ethiopian as his example of a
fellow believer.” The fact that Luther had repeatedly, and in
various contexts, expressed the conviction that he professed
the same faith with the Orthodox Ethiopians and belonged
together with them to the one true Church of Christ, demon-
strates the importance of this idea for his ongoing theologi-
cal reflection. As long as Protestants found themselves at a
formative stage, the reference point of the Ethiopian other
played a stabilizing role. In the context of theological po-
larization within Roman Christianity, the idea of common
belonging to the very same church as Orthodox Christians
in distant parts of the world gave credibility to the article of
the creed regarding the unity and universality of the church.
For Luther, ecumenical agreement with 4bba Mikael be-
came not least a means of inscribing the Reformation into
the global Christian context.

The encounter of Abba Mika’el with Martin Luther
challenges the eurocentric narratives still dominating the

The conviction that Ethiopian
Orthodox Christians and European
Protestants shared in the same faith
and belonged to the very same one
Church of Jesus Christ demonstrably
formed a significant point of
reference in the theological thought
of the Wittenberg Reformers.
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historiography of early modern Christianity and exempli-
fies how global epistemic entanglements shaped the early
formation of Protestantism. By doing so, it enables us to
revise radically not only the picture of African-European
interactions in the sixteenth century, but also that of proto-
ecumenical relations in the age of the Reformation. (g}
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