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... on August 28, 1995, my college sweetheart and |
were baptized at Holy Trinity Ethiopian Orthodox
Church, Bronx, NY. 1 was given the Name Mahitama

Selassie and she was named Fikrte Eyesus.....
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Hamere Noah: Who is Kesis Mahiteme?
(Please introduce yourself to us.) How,

when and through whom did you come
to accept the Ethiopian Orthodox

Tewahedo Christian faith?

Kesis Mahiteme: | am a son of the island
of Jamaica, West Indies. 1 migrated to
the United States in June of 1986 with
my family. 1 attended lona College, New
Rochelle where 1 earned a Bachelor of
Arts degree in Psychology. Also, 1 met
my sweetheart there, who is now my
wife. Upon graduation, 1 took a year off
which allowed me to read a number of
books dealing with Pan-Africanism and
Black African Consciousness. 1 devel-
oped an affinity for the Right Honorable
Marcus M. Garvey, who is also a son of
Jamaica, and his back to Africa Move-

ment. 1 developed a fascination for Gar-

veyism and the UNIA [United Negro
Improvement Association] movement. |
concomitantly developed an attraction
for Rastafarianism; this was due in part
to their philosophical and ideological
positions for the need for sociopolitical
and socioeconomic freedom of blacks in
America and throughout the world.
This drive for freedom also promoted a
quest for the type of freedom which
would enable me to fulfill the prophetic
voice of the R. H Marcus Garvey, to
repatriate back to Africa. The Rastafari-
ans had a similar vision for repatriation,

which would take them back to Ethio-

Kesis Mahiteme Selassie

pia. By this time 1 began to learn of an
organized grassroots effort by concerted
African Americans who pooled their
resources to aid the late Emperor, H.LM
Haile Selassie 1, Ethiopia and her chil-
dren during a critical period when her
borders were invaded by the Italians
and her fascist dictator Benito Mussoli-
ni. This movement matured into the

Ethiopian World Federation, Inc. (EWF).

The EWF was later led by the personal
physician of the late Emperor, Dr.
Melaku Bayene. This, along with a more
succinct vision of R.H Marcus Garvey
that Africans in the diaspora should
worship through the eyes of Ethiopia,
led me to the Ethiopian Orthodox
Tewahedo Church [EOTC]. My quest for
freedom as a freethinking progressive
young man elevated me from the need
for sociopolitical and socioeconomic
freedom, to my quest for spiritual free-
dom. As a result, after some personal
studies about the EOTC along with the
spiritual guidance from the Clergy, on
August 28, 1995, my college sweetheart
and 1 were baptized at Holy Trinity Ethi-
opian Orthodox Church, Bronx, NY. |
was given the Name Mahitama Selassie

and she was named Fikrte Eyesus.

Hamere Noah: What made you go into
priesthood after adopting the Ethiopian
Orthodox Tewahedo Christian faith? In
which church are you giving service to-

day?

Kesis Mahiteme: Though it is a good
thing to desire the priesthood, this was
never the case for me. Two years later
after being baptized into the EOTC, a
wife of a priest came to me and called
me privately and said that she had a
vision of me. She informed me that she
saw me and the late Archbishop H.E.
Abuna Yesehaq standing together in
robes. This was startling to me and 1 did

not know what to make of it. In early
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November, 1997 1 was scheduled to mar-
ry my college sweetheart. In late Octo-
ber of the same year, 1 was ordained
Deacon by H.E. Abuna Yesehaq. Abba
Markos who is now Abuna Markos in
Ethiopia and Abba Desta, who has since
passed away, were witnesses to my ordi-
nation. A year later my wife and 1 gave
birth to our firstborn son, Esaias Mahari
Asheanafi. Unfortunately, due to the
division and greatest schism to divide
the EOTC, on Sunday August 9, 1998
after Divine Liturgy, 1 and a few others
were forcibly removed from the sanctu-
ary by members of the NYC Police De-
partment who were executing a court
order to remove us from the premises.
In an attempt to obey our Archbishop,
many of the faithful remained in the
sanctuary and other parts of the church
in opposition to the court order. This
division stemmed from the division
within the EOTC at the highest level, the
office of the Patriarchate. 1, along with
few others, was arrested for failing to
obey a court order and trespassing. By
the grace of God, 1 was released to be a
part of the most amazing experience 1
have ever had and that was to witness
the birth of our son, two days later on
Tuesday, August 11, 1998. The case was
subsequently  dismissed. For  the
“western born” faithful who were dis-
placed, by the grace of God a new
church was established in New Jersey by
H. E. Abuna Yesehaq which was named
Debra Genet Kidus Gabriel in East Or-
ange, NJ. After wandering from church

to church (Debra Genet Kidus Gabriel,
St. Mary of Zion, Manhattan, Baata Ma-
riam, Harlem, NY, and St. Gabriel,
Brooklyn), 1 returned to Holy Trinity in
the Bronx, under the Bishopric of HE
Abuna Abraham. After several years of
serving as a deacon and growing spiritu-
ally and advancing in knowledge of the
teachings and sacramental life of the
EOTC, on Sunday, May 31, 2009, 1 was
ordained to the priesthood by Abuna
Abraham, who was subsequently reap-
pointed as Archbishop of the Washing-
ton DC area and more recently was
called back by the Holy Synod and reap-
pointed as Archbishop of Harrar, Ethio-
pia. Melaka Tsahai Abba Fikre Mariam,
Priest in Charge of St. Tekle Haimanot
in DC and Abba Gabriel, Kesis Fikre
Eyesus, Kentucky, along with family and
some faithful were witnesses to my ordi-
nation to the priesthood. Since my ordi-
nation, 1 serve at the Holy Trinity parish
under the Bishopric of HE Abuna Za-

karias.

Hamere Noah: What influence did sepa-
rating yourself from the society that you
have been part of and accepting Ethiopi-
an Orthodox Tewahedo Christianity
have on your relationship with the socie-
ty? What was your encounter with the
Ethiopian laity that you came to be part
of as a result of Orthodox Tewahedo

Christianity?

Kesis Mahiteme: 1 can’t say that 1 have

separated myself from the society which

1 have been a part of. 1 believe to myself
that though 1 am a priest of the EOTC, 1
have a duty to remain steadfast to and
committed to “western born” faithful
and converts to Orthodoxy. 1 remember
one personal talk 1 had with the late
Abuna Yesehaq, who told me that it is
important for me to remain dedicated to
my calling. More specifically, he instruct-
ed me to always “be there for your peo-
ple,” meaning “western born” faithful.
Again, though 1 am a priest in the EOTC
called to serve all faithful of the church, 1
feel a personal commitment to “western
born” converts like myself; whether from
the Caribbean, African Americans, or
whatever other nationality or culture, 1
believe 1 have a special calling to serve
non-Ethiopian nationals in their primary
tongue. In regards to my encounter with
Ethiopian laity, 1 must say that no mat-
ter where 1 go, 1 have been shown the
utmost respect. | have always been treat-
ed as a priest of the EOTC. For those
who have known me for many years and
see my growth in the church, they have
always encouraged me and praised my
efforts. Sometimes 1 surprise them with
the little Amharic that 1 know, and
whenever 1 celebrate Kidase, some are
shocked that 1 am able to chant some of
the required chants. 1 say this with all
humility, that 1 thank God for where He
has brought me. 1 thank everyone for
their many prayers and blessings
throughout the years. May you continue
to pray for me and my family that God

may continue to bless me that 1 continue
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as an acceptable priest in this glorious

church?

Hamere Noah: Have you had a chance to
go to Ethiopia and visit churches and
monasteries/convents? 1If you have, what

did you feel by doing so?

Kesis Mahiteme: 1 must say that 1 answer
this question with some sadness; sad-
ness because 1 have not gone yet. | often
joke with my wife that if 1 ever get a
chance to go to Ethiopia, 1 may not
come back. 1 say this to give you some
insight to my earnest desire to one day
visit Ethiopia to visit the angelic rock
hewn churches, primary Lalibela. 1 defi-
nitely want to visit monasteries like
Debra Damo and Debra Libanos, and,
definitely the church of our Holy Lady,
Kidist Dingil Mariam, St. Mary of Zion. 1
pray that God will have mercy upon me
and my family that one day he would
grant me my heart’s desire for me and

my family to visit Ethiopia soon.

Hamere Noah: Ge’ez and Ambharic are
the languages used during church ser-
vices, and they are not your native lan-
guages. Didn’t this pose a challenge to
you to understand the Church’s teach-
ings, participate in prayers, and preach?

How did you overcome the challenge?

Kesis Mahiteme: First, allow me to thank
God for Abba (Abuna) Markos and the
late Abba Desta for teaching me the

Fidel. Before being ordained, 1 had to

learn the letters and all their pronuncia-
tions. Whenever 1 would meet with
them, whether together or separately, 1
would have to repeat them several
times. Also, 1 had to practice them on
my own so that 1 would not Forget them.
After learning the Fidel, 1 started learn-
ing the deacon chants. Initially it was
difficult because 1 was not able to pro-
nounce the words with the same accent.
They had to correct me so many times. |
will admit that 1 still have not overcome
that cha"enge because 1 often Forget to
maintain the same sound, melody and
tone. Due to the fact that my many re-
sponsibilities do not allow me to sit at
the feet of great teachers, 1 have had to
resort to tapes, CDs and digital voice
recorders to study my chants. What 1
find more challenging is that each priest
or teacher 1 try to record and study
from, has a different tone or melody;
different priests will chant the same
thing differently and this has become my
biggest challenge. Whenever 1 study a
Zema or Mezmur one way and chant it
during Kidase, it sounds different from
how other priests may chant. 1 know
that it will remain a challenge for me
but 1 have come to accept this issue and
will continue to learn the best way that 1
can. I've always had the desire in my
heart to go to Ethiopia for a year or two,
to go to one of the monasteries to learn
from some of the best teachers there.
God knows my heart and maybe one day
He will give me an opportunity to

achieve my desire. For now, 1 will contin-

ue to serve Him, this church and the
faithful to the best of my ability. Some-
times 1 see myself as one of the servants
whom their master gave talents. 1 will
continue to serve according to the talent
which God has given me. Whenever He
chooses me to increase more, He will do
so. In regards to the teachings of the
church, there is so much information
now on the internet about the EOTC
and even Orthodoxy in general. Also,
there are some books about the teach-
ings of the church in English, but they
are not enough. There are so many mys-
teries and hidden teachings about the
EOTC that 1 believe 1 would only be able
to learn if 1 go to the monasteries in
Ethiopia. 1 pray that one day many of
these mysteries which are hidden in
many of these ancient manuscripts in
Ethiopia will be translated into English
for converts like myself and laity and
even children of Ethiopian nationals who
are born in this country who do not
speak Geez or Amharic can have to read
so that they too can learn of their
church and their faith so that they too

can teach their children about their

faith.

Hamere Noah: There are no religious
teachings prepared in English by the
Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church
for children who grow up here. What
sort of methods do you use to teach
your children about the religion without

letting this prevent you?
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Kesis Mahiteme: 1 believe that this is
one of the greatest weaknesses of the
EOTC here in this country. While other
Orthodox churches have recognized this
issue and have been working diligently
to address this matter within their par-
ishes, especially the Coptic Orthodox
Church which is light years ahead of the
EOTC in this matter, the EOTC needs
to begin to take a serious look at this
matter at the highest level. There are
many converts here in America and
throughout the Caribbean and even in
other countries on the continent of Af-
rica. 1 pose this challenge not only to
the Hierarchs of Holy Synod but also to
the Sunday School Department of the
EOTC and to the leaders of Mahibere
Kidusan. The development of a concise
EOTC curriculum to teach the children
of converts as well as children of Ethio-
pian nationals is long overdue. This is
one of the biggest struggles we face at
Holy Trinity. We have had to resort to
some materials from the Coptic Ortho-
dox Church and the personal experienc-
es of the laity. Again, 1 call on the Sun-
day School Department of the Ethiopian
Orthodox Tewahedo Church and the
leaders of Mahibere Kidusan to take an
aggressive approach to address this
matter. More books need to be translat-
ed into English for the benefit of con-
verts and the children of Ethiopian na-
tionals alike. If due diligence and proper
vigilance is not given to this matter, our

church is liable to lose many of her chil-

dren. This has affected many teenagers
a]ready who now find it easy to go into
Protestant and Pentecostal Churches. In
order not to lose any more of her chil-
dren, something must be done immedi-

ate]y.

Hamere Noah: What do you say is ex-
pected of Church fathers and the laity to
reach out to those who have not come
to the Church and are unaware of this
truth?

Kesis Mahiteme: When the Ethiopian
Orthodox Tewahedo Church first came
to the shores of America in the mid-
1950s, under the leadership and guid-
ance of His Holiness Abuna Basilios,
during the reign of H..M Emperor Haile
Selassie 1, it was to gather the African
Americans and Caribbean people of the
diaspora and give them their true faith
and true order of worship. This was also
to serve as a gift by the late Emperor for
the sacrifices of African Americans who
gave their blood, sweat and tears in de-
fending Ethiopia and her children
against Italy and the fascist dictator Be-
nito Mussolini. The church was sent as a
mission to the west but it is evident that
this is all but forgotten. During the late
1960s and the early 1970s when the in-
ternal political climate in Ethiopia be-
came unstable and the communist
Marxists philosophy began to take a
stronghold in the minds and hearts of
many westernized politically minded

Ethiopians, Ethiopia took a turn for the

worse. As a result, many Ethiopian na-
tionals flee Ethiopia as political refugees.
Many migrated to the United States. On
the one hand this was good because the
people found refuge here and was able
to worship without fear. Small pockets
of Ethiopians began to grow, and the
already existing community in the
Washington DC area flourished and
blossomed. On the other hand however,
this was bad for “western born” converts
because the focus of the EOTC was no
longer a mission to gather the blacks of
the diaspora as a hen gathers her chicks,
but she now became a refuge for her
children who were fleeing persecution
from home. The Ethiopian Orthodox
Tewahedo Church, starting from the
highest level, along with all members of
the Holy Synod, should remember the
efforts of H.H Abuna Basilios, and the
works of their Holinesses Abuna The-
ophilus and Abuna Tekle Haimenot. The
Sunday School Department and the
leaders of Mahibere Kidusan also have a
major role to play in this endeavor.
Many of its members here in the west
need to do a better job of incorporating,
African Americans and Caribbeans of
the diaspora into its functioning body.
Sometimes, 1 think that children of the
diaspora do not have a voice at the table
when it comes to the official business of
the EOTC. We are not recognized by
current church fathers. Allow me to
remind you of our Holy Father, Abuna

Gorgorios who is the pioneer of the
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Sunday School and Mahibere Kidusan,
as he always emphasized the im-
portance of recognizing your true iden-
tity as “black’ people. Therefore it is
import to remember that we are one
people of one faith. Some of the more
practical things that can be done are to
begin to publish more communications
in English. Make the Mahibere Kidusan
website more English friendly, and con-
duct more events in English so that you
can attract more English speaking faith-
ful. Involve more English speaking laity
on your boards in the local parishes. 1
can tell you this, whenever the Sunday
School meets at Holy Trinity, there are
no “western born” involved in their
meeting. It is often a private event and

this is not received well.

1 pray that God will turn the hearts of
our fathers to deal kindly with us al-
ways. May God grant us the unity of
faith in the bond of peace! May the
prayer and intercession of our Holy
Lady, the Virgin Mary and mother of
our Lord and Savior Eyesus and all the
Holy Angels and the Holy Apostles and
Martyrs and all the Holy Fathers, be
with us always now and forever and
world without end, Amen!

Hamere Noah: Amen! We thank you for
giving us your time graciously and an-

swering our questions.

AnIST

Shashie
[By Emebiet Fe]ege/

How are you, children? Today, we

will tell you about a very charming

lamb.

Once upon a time, there were a hun-
dred sheep which used to live to-
gether. Among these sheep was a
lamb called Shashie which was very
charming and liked to play with his
sheep friends. He had a mother and a
father that he loved very much. He
saw the others as his brothers and

sisters.

The sheep had a brave shepherd who
loved them very much. He used to
protect them from other animals’
attacks and take them to places
where they could get good grass and
water. He used to count them saying
1, 2, 3, .. 100 everyday so that no

sheep would be missing among

them.

One day, the brave shepherd took
the sheep to a delightful place. The
sheep were very happy when they
saw the place. They started to eat,
drink, and play. As Shashie and his
friends were playing, a troublesome
sheep came from another place and
joined their flock. He got close to
Shashie and said to him, “There is
another place more beautiful than
this. It has plenty of grass and water

and a mountain suitable to hop and

play.”

Shashie disappeared separated from
his shepherd, mother, and father.
When the two sheep reached the
other place, they continued hopping

and playing. Shashie asked, “Where is
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the plenty of grass and water?” The
troublesome sheep answered, “Here,
there is no grass or water. We came
here to play.” They got very tired
from playing for a long time. The
troublesome sheep went home leav-
ing Shashie alone. When Shashie
wanted to go home, he could not
find the way back. He became very
scared because it started to get dark.
If he spent the night there, a wild
animal would come and eat him. His

body shivering, he started to cry.

When it got late, the sheep went
home with their shepherd. Their
shepherd started to count their
number aloud 1, 2, 3, ... 99. He asked,
“Where did Shashie go?” but no one
was able to answer him. He raised
his voice and called out “Shashie,”

but no one said, “Yes,” to him.

When he knew that Shashie was not
home, he told the other sheep not to
go anywhere and went out to look
for Shashie. He searched for him at
different places and in the end he

saw Shashie crying and shivering.

2

Shashie was extremely happy when
he saw that his shepherd came. His

fear went away.

The shepherd carried Shashie on his
shoulders when he found him and
they went home. The 99 sheep
jumped out of great joy as they saw

Shashie and their shepherd coming.

Children, we should always listen to
what our families and elders tell us.
We should not go to places where
they have told us not to go. If we
listen to what our families and elders

say to us, God will bless us.

Children, this is a parable about our
Lord Jesus Christ. When He created
angels, He grouped them into one
hundred tribes. From these, the tribe
of Sataniel (Satan) was expelled from
God’s kingdom due to his pride. In
his place, God created Adam
(mankind) as the 100 tribe. Adam
was deceived by Satan’s advice. He
ate the fruit that his Lord told him

not to eat and he was condemned to

die. When our Lord saw that this

T a0 ¢.7C €

happened, He left the 99 tribes of
angels in heaven and was born from
Virgin Mary to look for the lost Ad-
am. He walked the earth for thirty
three years and three months. He
died, rose from the dead, ascended
into heaven, and returned Adam
(mankind) to the house that he left.
Do you see the Lord’s kindness, chil-

dren?
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